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Abstract: Combined theoretical and experimental analysis is utilized in this work to spectroscopically
examine nordihydroguaiaretic acid’s (NDGA) biomechanistic structure-function relationships that are
related to its efficacy in preventing and treating various diseases or in generating toxicological effects.
Although the medicinal and antiviral properties of this chemical extract from the Larrea tridentata plant
have been studied in vitro and in vivo, an accurate distinction between its morphological changes had
not yet been optically identified and reported. Obvious trends in vibrational signatures of NDGA’s
confirmations were successfully elucidated here. Our findings showed that the absence of the Raman
feature at 780 ± 5 cm-1 is indicative of a fully oxidized NDGA form, which, together with the orthoquinone, is likely to create the compound’s bio-toxicity through accumulation. Other characteristic
signatures of these toxic forms are the 1582 ± 1 cm-1 and 1698 ± 1 cm-1 Raman lines, and the 1680 ± 17
cm-1 IR vibrational line. If the development of new drugs and their effective implementation is further
envisioned, potentially even for COVID-19 pandemic, this study provides some needed comprehension
in optically assessing important morphological changes that occur for this plant-derived compound due
to its oxidation and creation of metabolites.
Keywords: Nordihydroguaiaretic acid (NDGA); Raman spectroscopy; Fourier-transformed infrared
(FTIR) absorption spectroscopy; quantum chemical density functional theory (DFT) calculations;
traditional medicine; biomaterials; drug delivery; COVID-19
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1. Introduction
Traditional medical practices, developed over generations for treatment or prevention
of various diseases, have been a cradle for the discovery of numerous chemical formulations
and pharmaceutical drugs [1–7]. Although modern medical knowledge’s continuous
advancement has departed from that of traditional medicine, occasionally, it has returned to
this source of discovery, to critically and scientifically evaluate alternative medicine’s efficacy,
and to create an understanding of its underlying bio-mechanisms. Evidence of the medical
value of nordihydroguaiaretic acid (NDGA), the main extract from Larrea tridentata plant,
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came from traditional medicine [1,8–11]. This branched and knotty shrub, commonly found in
the arid desert regions around El Paso, Texas, Northern Mexico, and Argentina, belongs to the
Zygophyllaceae family [1,8–11]. In English, the plant is known as Creosote bush, Chaparral,
and Greasewood. In Spanish, because of its strong scent, it is known as Hediondilla, which
means a smelly little one, and Gobernadora, which means governess [1]. Despite the long
history of Larrea tridentata in medicinal use for the treatment of more than 50 diseases, which
includes renal, gallbladder, cancer, tuberculosis, rheumatism, diabetes, chronic skin disorders,
cardiovascular and neurological [1,8–11], the plant utilization was prohibited in 1970 by the
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) of the United States, and discouraged by the modern
medical profession [1,4,12,13]. However, its prominent beneficial effects in alleviating so
many significant diseases stimulated researchers’ interest in investigating its phytochemistry
[1,8–10,14–17] and understanding the mechanistic structure-function relationship of the
plant’s compounds to different treatments [18–27]. NDGA, the plant’s most notable
antioxidant compound, was first identified in 1945 [8], and chemically purified during 1955
[9]. Since then, isolation of 67 other compounds such as lignans, glycosylated flavonoids, oils,
sapogenins, waxes, and halogenic alkaloids have been reported from this plant [14–17].
Initially, the radical scavenging and fluorescent effects of the plant-derived antioxidants
in solutions were studied. Later on, their cytotoxicity, inhibitory, antiviral, and anti-tumor
activities in vitro in cell cultures and in vivo in animal experiments received significantly more
attention [18–42]. The four phenolic hydroxyl groups of NDGA’s chemical structure were
assumed to be primarily responsible for scavenging reactive oxygen species (ROS) such as
hydroxyl radicals, singlet oxygen, superoxide anion, hydrogen peroxide, peroxynitrite, and
hypochlorous acid. Since ROS are known to form in significant quantities in living organisms
and damage biomolecular structures through oxidative stress processes, it enhanced the
importance of NDGA employment as an antioxidant and the abundance of these research
reports [18–34]. For example, it has been demonstrated that NDGA inhibits -synuclein
aggregation and amyloid -peptide through oxidation-dependent processes [21,22]. Also,
studies of anti-tumorigenic and anti-proliferative mechanisms of NDGA showed suppression
of tumor growth through inhibition of metabolic enzymes and receptor tyrosine kinases (RTK)
phosphorylation [23,26]. In the rodent model, it has been found that NDGA has a lipoxygenase
inhibitory effect, as well as the capability of enhancing fatty acid oxidation rates via
peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor  (PPAR)-dependent pathways [27]. Furthermore,
when used as a lipoxygenase inhibitor, it has been reported that NDGA itself activated human
transient receptor potential cation channel subfamily A (TRPA1) [28]. This finding of TRPA1
agonist activity for NDGA is important, as it implies a more complex therapeutic mechanism
of action of this drug, besides those solely mediated by enzyme inhibition, antioxidant activity,
or modulation of gene transcription [28]. Last but not least, concerning NDGA’s antiviral
properties, it has been reported that NDGA inhibits a large variety of viruses, such as dengue
virus (DENV), hepatitis C virus (HCV), West Nile virus (WNV), Zika virus (ZIKV), influenza
A viruses (IAV), herpes simplex virus (HSV), and human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)
[20,35–43]. Since NDGA targets genome replication and viral assembly, this observation could
be of critical value for the development of new drugs against the current COVID-19 pandemic.
A point of interest that was also considered and reported relates to the relationship
between the NDGA’s cytotoxic activity and that of pro-oxidant capability. It has been
suggested that these two activities might be independent [44]. Concerning the reported hepatic
and renal risks of NDGA, which were the main reasons for its FDA banning [45–47], additional
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studies proved that a non-renal mechanism was responsible for the compound clearing
[1,11,16,18]. This statement is based on the NDGA’s high clearance of 201.9 mL/min.*kg
[1,16,18]. Regarding the hepatic metabolism, it had been demonstrated that the compound
potential extraction by the liver as O-methylation and glutathione conjugation or by other
metabolic derivatives, significantly changed NDGA’s in vivo toxicity [16,18]. Furthermore, a
two-compartment pharmaco-kinetic profile was reported for NDGA, with a half-life
distribution of 30 minutes and a terminal half-life of 135 minutes [18]. Thus, despite the high
compound affinity of binding to bioanalytes, which could limit its bioavailability in vivo, the
NDGA’s quite long terminal half-life could also permit the compound to accumulate to
cytotoxic levels [18]. In this context, it is worth pointing out that there is still a need for further
studies to provide a better assessment of NDGA’s properties based on the compound’s
structure-function relationship.
Since the naturally occurring compound is optically inactive [10,47], the detection of
NDGA’s accumulation by these means has not yet been accomplished. However, when
administrated as a drug, it has been reported to quench the fluorescence intensity of albumins
by binding with the fluorophores present in proteins [48]. Although not a direct detection of
NDGA itself, but of its interaction with major carrier proteins like serum albumins was
optically obtained in this case, this observation has importance for understanding the transport
and metabolism of the drug [48]. Theoretically, it has been predicted that NDGA absorption
occurs in the UV-VIS spectrum, at about 280 nm [49]. Unfortunately, other NDGA’s
associated chemical conformations resulted from its oxidation or potential binding to analytes
were predicted to absorb in the same optical region as well [49]. Thus, due to their close optical
absorption proximity in UV-VIS, accurate discrimination between NDGA’s morphological
changes is experimentally infeasible, and not yet achieved. NDGA’s identification is of
substantial significance for understanding which specific compound conformation is associated
with the drug toxicity and potential health threat, and which has beneficial effects.
Other optical methods that provide a more straightforward way of investigating
chemical changes in the NDGA structure are Raman and Fourier transformed infrared (FTIR)
vibrational spectroscopies. However, the lack of such reported results is quite surprising,
especially that this compound was so intensely studied for its medicinal effects. Therefore, the
goal of the current work is to provide, to the best of our knowledge for the first time, the optical
vibrational modes for this compound and their corresponding tentative assignments. A
combined experimental and theoretical approach between measurements and quantum density
functional theory (DFT) computational results are presented and discussed here. Not only is
such analysis bringing additional insights into NDGA bio-mechanism of action, but also to its
toxicity effects.
2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Spectroscopic Systems.

NDGA (C18H22O4, >97%) was purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (Sigma-Aldrich Co.)
and used as received. The Raman measurements were performed at ambient conditions with
an alpha 300RAS WITec system (WITec GmbH, Ulm, Germany), using the 532 nm excitation
of a frequency-doubled neodymium-doped yttrium–aluminum–garnet (Nd:YAG) laser and a
20X air objective lens (Olympus, Japan) with a numerical aperture (NA) of 0.4. The laser power
was maintained at an output of a few mW. Accumulations of 20 Raman spectra, with each
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spectrum acquired in 500 milliseconds, for total acquisition times of 10 seconds and spectral
resolutions of 4 cm-1, were performed. Infrared (IR) studies were carried out under vacuum in
transmission mode with a Bruker FTIR-IFS 66v (Bruker Optics Inc., Billerica, MA) system.
The measurements in the mid-IR region were performed using a deuterated lanthanum αalanine doped triglycine sulfate (DLaTGS) detector and a potassium bromide (KBr)
beamsplitter (Bruker Optics Inc.). The samples for IR measurements were prepared as pellets
by embedding the NDGA sample in a polycrystalline KBr matrix. An accumulation of 256
scans at a resolution of 4 cm−1 was recorded for this spectrum. The data were normalized to a
vacuum throughput spectrum.
2.2. Computational Analysis.

The Gaussian-16 analytical suite software was employed for the quantum chemical
density functional calculations. An energy optimization was performed prior to computing
vibrational frequencies. For these analyses, the Becke three hybrid exchange [50] and the LeeYang-Parr correlation functional, B3LYP [51] were used. A 6-311++G(d,p) basis set was also
employed for calculating the molecular form. The Gaussian-16 output data were parsed using
an in-house algorithm developed in C++, and subsequently converted to MATLAB version
r2016a. In the case of Raman computed data, further conversion of Raman activities into
relative Raman intensities was also performed, following a previously reported procedure [52].
A value of 532 nm = 18,796.99 cm-1 was used in the current conversion for the laser excitation.
To assist with data plotting, all the peak intensities from the estimated results were normalized
by appropriate factors to match those experimentally obtained. Also, for easier visualization of
theoretical outcomes, a Lorentzian band with a full width at half maximum (FWHM) of 7 cm1
was applied to broaden their shapes.
3. Results and Discussion
NDGA contains phenolic hydroxyl groups, which can act as proton donors or acceptors.
However, because of its pKa value of 9.30, only on extremely basic conditions will these
hydroxyl groups be dissociated [49]. The insolubility of the compound in water requires its
prior solvation in small amounts of dimethylsulfoxide (DMSO), acetonitrile, or methanol for
studies in aqueous solutions [49]. Thus, at normal physiological conditions, the neutral form
of the compound is mostly expected and first analyzed here. The NDGA’s energetically
optimized molecular structure and the associated Raman vibrations are presented in Figure 1A–
C. The outcomes of computational analysis by DFT, which are shown in Figure 1B, are also
compared in Figure 1C against experimentally acquired data on solid NDGA (recorded for
chemical powder as received). A break between 1800 and 2500 cm-1 was applied to the spectra
presented in Figure 1B and 1C to allow the inclusion of all regions of interest in the same
figure. To overcome the systematic empirical errors originating from the force field constants
employed in quantum DFT approaches [53,54] and to increase the agreement between the
peaks of the theoretically estimated frequencies and the measured ones, the calculated
vibrations were scaled by a factor of 0.98. Since even at a higher level of theoretical
calculations, the complexity of experimental specifics cannot be entirely accounted for, such
scaling factors have been previously used to reliably comprehend the vibrational assignments
when compared with experimentally observed phenomena [55].
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The most intense peak in Figure 1B, which can be regarded as a spectroscopic
fingerprint for neutral NDGA, is observed at 785 cm-1 (measured at 790 cm-1 in Figure 1C).
This vibrational signature, previously observed for dopamine [56,57], is somewhat expected
considering the symmetry of the molecule, with two catechol rings at its ends. Other intense
vibrational modes were measured at 744 cm-1 (calcd. at 740 cm-1), 1294 cm-1 (calcd. at 1300
cm-1), and 1623 cm-1 (calcd. at 1607 cm-1). Likewise, all these vibrations mainly arise from inplane deformations of the molecule’s two catechol ring moieties, such as (C=C) and (C-O)
stretching, and ρ(C-O-H) rocking. Less significant contributions come from weak out-of-plane
ω(CH2) and ω(CH3) wagging, and τ(CH3) twisting. The higher frequency range between 2800
cm-1 and 3100 cm-1 is dominated by s(CH3) and s(CH2) symmetric stretching of the aliphatic
chain.

Figure 1. (A) Nordihydroguaiaretic acid (NDGA) structural representation in neutral form. Red color is used for
oxygen atoms, dark grey color for carbon atoms, and a light grey color for hydrogen atoms. (B) and (C)
Theoretically calculated and experimentally measured Raman vibrations of NDGA, respectively. The Raman
spectrum was recorded for the standard NDGA powder.

Overall, a comparison between the Raman spectra presented in Figure 1B and 1C
demonstrates a good agreement between the theoretically determined and the measured values
of peak frequencies, with discrepancies of 5 ± 2 cm-1, on average. These discrepancies become
larger at higher frequencies, where some variations in peak intensities additionally can be
observed, suggesting an overestimation of the force field constant used in the Gaussian
simulations. The measured and computationally estimated values of the Raman vibrational
modes, along with their tentative assignments, are summarized in Table 1.
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Table 1. Theoretically calculated and experimentally measured Raman vibrations of NDGA with
their tentative assignments.
Calculated (cm-1)
253(m)

Measured (cm-1)
253(s)

362(m)

364(m)

460(w)

455(w)

584(m)

592(m)

740(m)

744(s)

785(vs)

790(vs)

910(m)

902(w)

955(w)

959(m)

1094(s)

1117(m)

1152(m)

1152(m)

1220(m)

1215(m)

1300(s)

1294(s)

1337(m)

1348(m)

1462(m)

1458(m)

1607(s)

1623(s)

2918(m)
2959(vs)
3021(vs)
3079(s)
3110(s)

2874(s)
2937(m)
3015(m)
3052(m)

νas: asymmetric stretching;
ρ: in-plane rocking;

Assignment
in-plane (CH3) strong rocking; out-of-plane ω(O-H) weak wagging
in-plane ρ(C-H) strong aromatic rocking; out-of-plane ω(C-O-H)
weak wagging; out-of-plane weak benzene ring bending
in-plane ρ(C-O-H) rocking; ρ(CH2) rocking; (C-O) stretching;
out-of-plane ω(C-H) weak wagging; benzene ring deformation
in-plane strong ρ(C-O-H) rocking; ρ(CH2) rocking; in-plane benzene
ring rocking
in-plane (C=C) stretching; (C-O) stretching; out-of-plane ω(CH2)
and ω(CH3) weak wagging; benzene ring bending
in-plane ρ(C=C) rocking; (C-O) stretching; out-of-plane ω(CH3)
very weak wagging; benzene ring deformation
in-plane (CH2) stretching; (CH3) stretching; ρ(C-H) rocking;
(C-O-H) stretching; benzene ring deformation
in-plane ν(C=C) stretching; (CH2) stretching; ρ(CH2) rocking;
benzene ring bending
in-plane (C-O-H) stretching; ρ(C=C) rocking; ρ(CH3) rocking;
ρ(CH2) rocking; out-of-plane τ(CH3) twisting
in-plane ρ(O-H) rocking; δ(C=C-C) bending; ρ(C-H) rocking;
out-of-plane τ(CH3) twisting
in-plane ρ(O-H) rocking; δ(C=C-C) bending; ρ(C-H) rocking;
out-of-plane τ(CH3) twisting; benzene ring deformation
in-plane strong benzene ring breathing; ρ(C-H) rocking;
(C-O) stretching
in-plane ν(C=C) stretching; (C-O-H) stretching;
ρ(C-H) aromatic rocking; out-of-plane ω(CH3) weak wagging;
out-of-plane τ(CH3) weak twisting
in-plane ν(C-O) stretching; ρ(C-H) rocking; ; ρ(C=C) rocking;
benzene ring deformation
in-plane ρ(C-O-H) rocking; ν(C=C) stretching;
out-of-plane τ(CH3) twisting
s(CH3) stretching; s(CH2) stretching; s(CH) stretching
s(CH3) stretching; s(CH2) stretching; as(CH) stretching
as(CH3) stretching; as(CH) stretching
as(CH3) stretching; as(CH2) stretching
as(CH3) stretching; as(CH2) stretching

νs: symmetric stretching;
ω: out-of-plane wagging;

δ: in-plane bending;
τ: out-of-plane twisting.

For a complete investigation of neutral NDGA form, the complementary IR vibrations
are analyzed in Figure 2A–C. To point out differences in the IR and Raman vibrational
signatures even for the same configuration of NDGA, in Figure 2A, blue arrows mark the
displacement vectors associated with the theoretically most intense IR vibrational mode at 1168
cm-1 (measured at 1190 cm-1). Also, for consistency with the IR measurements that were
performed in a transmission mode, an appropriate conversion was applied to theoretically
estimated vibrations, too. At a glance, visibly more intense vibrations are observed in Figure
2C for the experimentally determined IR results than for the calculated ones presented in Figure
2B. This discrepancy, which was not obvious for the Raman data (see Figure 1B and 1C), can
be explained by the sensitivity of IR measurements to water absorption, which is not taken into
consideration in the current simulation. This remark is further supported by the strong IR
absorption seen in Figure 2C in the 3000 – 3500 cm-1 region, which is known to be the
characteristic region for water absorption. Raman measurements are not so much influenced
by water absorption; consequently, a much lower inconsistency in vibration intensities is
https://biointerfaceresearch.com/
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detected in this case. Besides the IR fingerprint vibrational line at 1190 cm-1 (calcd. at 1168
cm-1) corresponding to catechol’s strong ρ(O-H) rocking and in-plane benzene ring
asymmetrical stretching, other intense IR absorptions are observed at 1112 cm-1 (calcd. at 1098
cm-1), 1251 cm-1 (calcd. at 1256 cm-1), 1293 cm-1 (calcd. at 1291 cm-1), 1445 cm-1 (calcd. at
1441 cm-1), 1525 cm-1 (calcd. at 1525 cm-1), and 1615 cm-1 (calcd. at 1614 cm-1). Once more,
these vibrations are primarily attributed to the catechol rings’ deformations and in-plane
breathing, with other contributions belonging to the aliphatic chain’s fragments such as ρ(CH3)
rocking and τ(CH2) twisting, and aromatic out-of-plane τ(C-H) twisting. Again, the spectra
presented in Figure 2B and 2C reveal a relatively good agreement between the IR calculated
and experimentally determined data, with an average difference between vibrational
frequencies of 7 ± 4 cm-1 in the 400 – 1800 cm-1 region and of 11 ± 4 cm-1 in the 2500 – 3700
cm-1 region. Scaling factors of 0.98 and 0.96 are used in this case for the computed frequencies
at lower wavenumbers (400 – 1800 cm-1) and higher wavenumbers (2500 – 3700 cm-1),
respectively. The measured and computationally estimated values of the IR vibrational modes,
along with their tentative assignments, are summarized in Table 2.

Figure 2. (A) Structural representation of neutral nordihydroguaiaretic acid (NDGA) form with displacement
vectors for the most IR vibration at 1168 cm-1 represented by blue arrows. (B) and (C) Theoretically calculated
and experimentally measured infrared transmission spectra of neutral NDGA, respectively. The KBr pellet
technique was used for measurements.
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Table 2. Theoretically calculated and experimentally measured IR vibrations of NDGA with their
tentative assignments.
Calculated (cm-1)
454(vw)

Measured (cm-1)
454(w)
498(w)

533(vw)

553(w)

577(vw)

595(w)
620(w)

639(vw)

640(m)

745(vw)

756(s)

789(w)

795(s)

851(vw)

860(m)

956(w)

956(s)

1079(m)

1098(s)

1098(s)

1112(s)

1168(vs)

1190(vs)

1256(s)

1251(s)

1291(s)
1342(m)
1441(m)

1293(s)
1382(s)
1445(s)

1525 (s)

1525(s)

1614(m)

1615(s)

2868(m)
2953(m)
2987(m)
3530(s)

2873(m)
2935(m)
2972(m)
3472(s)

νas: asymmetric stretching;
ρ: in-plane rocking;

Assignment
out-of-plane ω(C-H) wagging; νas(C=C-C) stretching; ρ(CH2) rocking;
benzene ring bending
out-of-plane ω(CH3) wagging; in-plane ρ(C-O-H) rocking;
ρ(CH2) rocking; benzene ring deformation
ρ(C=C) rocking; δ(CH2) and δ(CH3) bending; out-of-plane τ(CH) and
benzene ring twisting
in-plane ρ(C-O-H) and benzene ring rocking; out-of-plane aromatic
chain ω(CH2) and ω(CH3) wagging
out-of-plane τ(CH) twisting; ω(C=C-C) wagging; out-of-plane
aromatic chain ω(CH2) and ω(CH3) wagging
out-of-plane τ(CH) twisting; ω(C=C-C) wagging; out-of-plane
aromatic chain ω(CH2) and ω(CH3) wagging
in-plane δs(C=C-C) scissoring; ν(CH2) stretching;
in-plane νs(OH) symmetrical stretching
in-plane νs(C-O) symmetrical stretching; in-plane δs(C=C-C)
scissoring; out-of-plane ω(C-H) and ω(CH3) wagging
out-of-plane ω(C-H) wagging; ρ(CH2) rocking; aromatic chain
νs(CH2) and νs(CH3) stretching
in-plane νs(C=C-C) and ν(C-OH) stretching; aromatic ν(CH2)
stretching; ρ(C-H) rocking; out-of-plane τ(C-H) twisting;
out-of-plane ω(CH3) wagging
in-plane ν(C=C) stretching; ρ(O-H) rocking; ρ(CH3) rocking;
τ(C-H) twisting
in-plane δs(C=C) scissoring; ρ(C-O-H) rocking; ρ(CH2) rocking;
ρ(CH3) rocking; in-plane νs(CH2) symmetrical stretching
in-plane strong ρ(O-H) rocking; in-plane νas(C-H) and benzene ring
asymmetrical stretching; ρ(CH3) rocking
out-of-plane τ(C-H) twisting; out-of-plane ρ(CH3) rocking;
ν(C-OH) stretching
strong benzene ring breathing; ρ(C-H) rocking; ρ(CH2) rocking;
ρ(O-H) rocking; ρ(C-H) rocking; ρ(CH3) rocking
in-plane νas(C-C-O) strong stretching; ρ(O-H) rocking;
ρ(C-H) rocking; out-of-plane τ(CH2) twisting
ρ(C-H) rocking; δS(C-O-H) scissoring; in-plane benzene ring
symmetrical stretching
in-plane strong benzene ring asymmetrical stretching; ρ(O-H) rocking;
δS(C-O-H) scissoring; out-of-plane τ(CH2) twisting
in-plane strong νs(CH3) and νs(CH2) stretching; ρ(C-H) rocking;
in-plane νas(CH3) and νas(CH2) stretching
in-plane ν(C-H) stretching; ρ(C-H) rocking
in-plane ν(O-H) strong stretching

νs: symmetric stretching;
ω: out-of-plane wagging;

δ: in-plane bending;
τ: out-of-plane twisting.

Catechols are known to oxidize [49,55–60]. It has also been reported that NDGA is
unstable in aqueous media [56], with an autoxidation process more often occurring at higher
pH [49]. Although a potential four-electron oxidation process would be most anticipated (most
catechol derivatives follow the one-step two-electron redox reaction), experiments
demonstrated a different behavior for NDGA electro-oxidation [49,58,61]. An initial formation
of intermediate semi-quinonic radicals, mainly of cations through the compound fast
deprotonation, which will subsequently transform to either para-quinone methide (one-step
electron transfer) or ortho-quinone (one-step two-electron transfer) forms, has been suggested
[58,61]. A simplified scheme of NDGA oxidation process is presented in Figure 3 with all
forms appropriately labeled. Even though less likely, further oxidation of ortho-quinonic form
through a second one-step two-electron transfer that will result in a fully oxidized NDGA is
also incorporated in this scheme.
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Figure 3. Schematic oxidation process of NDGA consisting of para-quinone methide, ortho-quinone, and fully
oxidized form, as labeled.

The Raman and FTIR computed outcomes, and the structural representations of NDGA
for para-quinone methide, ortho-quinone, and fully oxidized configurations are presented in
Figure 4A–D, Figure 5A–D, and Figure 6A–D, respectively. For easier visualization and
identification of spectroscopic differences between these NDGA forms, the displacement
vectors associated with the most intense vibrational modes observed for both Raman and IR,
were again represented by blue arrows in Figures 4A and 4B, Figures 5A and 5B, and Figures
6A and 6B. Also, for consistency with previous results, the same 0.98 scaling factor was
applied to the calculated frequencies. Finally, only the 150 – 2000 cm-1 region was considered
to potentially enable optical discrimination between these NDGA conformations, as water
absorption spectroscopic features mainly dominate the higher frequency region.
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Figure 4. (A) and (B) Para-quinone methide structural representation of NDGA with displacement vectors
incorporated by blue arrows for the most intense Raman vibration at 1337 cm-1 and IR vibration at 1159 cm-1,
respectively. (C) and (D) Theoretically estimated Raman and IR vibrational spectra of para-quinone methide.

In addition to the Raman signature at 778 cm-1, which for neutral NDGA form was
theoretically estimated at 785 cm-1 (see Figure 1B), a multitude of other intense Raman lines
can be observed in the spectrum of para-quinone methide form at 907, 1091, 1165, 1213, 1293,
1337, 1471, 1498, 1575, and 1624 cm-1 (see Figure 4C). A similar spectroscopic activity is also
seen in the IR spectrum of this form that is presented in Figure 4D, with a visible increase in
the intensities of absorption lines at 1106, 1159, 1291, 1450, 1530, and 1574 cm-1 when
compared to those of the neutral form (see Figure 2B). The strong presence in the spectra of
para-quinone methide of both Raman and IR signatures characteristic to the neutral NDGA
form could make a distinction between these two chemical structures challenging, especially
from an experimental perspective. Although theoretically, there are evident shifts in the
frequency locations of these vibrations (of 7 cm-1 in the case of Raman and of 9 cm-1 in the IR
case), experimentally, these variations might not suffice for an accurate assignment of the
NDGA conformation. Further complications in the validity of this assignment could also arise
from other factors, such as the high chemical stability of the neutral form on the one hand,
which could make this form more prone to exist, and the high NDGA affinity to bind to
bioanalytes on the other hand, which could lead to a para-quinone methide morphological
change. This challenging distinction can be overcome by considering other vibrations in the
Raman and IR spectra of para-quinone methide shown in Figures 4C and 4D, respectively,
besides the ones already attributed to the neutral form. Thus, to call attention to these
vibrational differences, in Figures 4A and 4B, we represent by blue arrows the displacement
vectors for the Raman vibration at 1337 cm-1 and the IR vibration at 1574 cm-1. These
displacement vectors indicate that the Raman vibrational mode at 1337 cm-1 is associated with
the cathecols’ deformation from in-plane (C=C) stretching, ρ(O-H) and ρ(C-H) rocking, as
well as with those from the aliphatic chain, such as ρ(CH2) rocking and out-of-plane ω(C-H)
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weak wagging. The 1574 cm-1 IR vibrational mode mainly contains strong (C=C) stretching,
strong ρ(C-H) rocking, and weak (C=O) stretching and ρ(O-H) rocking.

Figure 5. (A) and (B) Ortho-quinone structural representation of NDGA with displacement vectors incorporated
by blue arrows for the most intense Raman vibration at 1583 cm-1 and IR vibration at 1663 cm-1, respectively.
(C) and (D) Theoretically estimated Raman and IR vibrational spectra of ortho-quinonic NDGA form.

A further change in the molecular structure of NDGA is spectroscopically revealed by
Figures 5C and 5D, where the characteristic Raman and IR spectra of ortho-quinone form are
presented. Although the 778 cm-1 Raman vibration is still present in Figure 5C, its intensity is
noticeable lower than that seen in Figure 4C for the para-quinone methide. Much lower
intensities are also observed in Figure 5C for all the Raman peaks in the 1000 – 1500 cm-1
frequency region, which become comparable in intensities with those of neutral form (see
Figure 1B). Another obvious difference is the dramatic intensity increase of the 1583 and 1697
cm-1 Raman peaks, which can be considered as optical signatures for the ortho-quinone form.
A comparison between the IR spectra of the ortho-quinone, which is shown in Figure 5D, with
that of para-quinone methide, demonstrates a decrease in the intensity of 1144 cm-1 feature and
a significant increase for the 1663 cm-1 absorption line. Since the vibrational lines around 1700
cm-1 frequency again correspond to the benzene ring’s strong in-plane (C=O) and (C=C)
stretching, ρ(O-H) rocking, and out-of-plane ω(CH2) wagging, they are added evidence to the
NDGA’s morphological transformation due to the oxidation process. The displacement vectors
of the 1583 cm-1 Raman peak and 1663 cm-1 absorption line are represented by blue arrows in
Figures 5A and 5B, respectively.
Although a quick comparison between the Raman and IR spectra of ortho-quinone with
those of fully oxidized NDGA form, which are presented in Figures 6C and 6D, respectively,
does not show evident spectroscopic variances, a closer examination can establish that some
differences still exist. For example, there is a much lower intensity of the frequently observed
Raman vibrational line at 780 ± 5 cm-1, which, in the case of fully oxidized NDGA, broadens,
shifts to a lower frequency around 764 cm-1, and almost disappears. This behavior is a direct
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confirmation that the neutral form of NDGA completely oxidized. Also, a new spectroscopic
change is the appearance of the absorption line at 1235 cm-1 in the IR spectrum (see Figure
6D). Since this vibration is associated with asymmetric (C-C) stretching and ρ(O-H) rocking
of the catechols, and with the out-of-plane ω(CH2) wagging of the aliphatic chain, similar to
the ortho-quinone’s feature at 1144 cm-1 and that of the para-quinone methide at 1159 cm-1, it
could be implied that in the case of a fully oxidized configuration, this line shifts to a much
higher frequency, by 91 cm-1 and 76 cm-1, respectively.

Figure 6. (A) and (B) Fully oxidized structural representation of NDGA with displacement vector incorporated
by blue arrows for the most intense Raman vibration at 1581 cm-1 and IR vibration at 1697 cm-1, respectively.
(C) and (D) Theoretically estimated Raman and IR vibrational spectra of fully oxidized NDGA form.

The vibrational resemblance between the NDGA fully oxidized and ortho-quinone
forms is emphasized in Figure 6A and 6B by representing with blue arrows the displacement
vectors for the Raman signature at 1581 cm-1 and the IR at 1697 cm-1, respectively; they are
still the dominant vibrational lines observed for both NDGA oxidized configurations. It has
been suggested that at physiological levels of pH~7.4 the ortho-quinone form dominates
[53,56]. Not only was its formation associated with NDGA’s biological activity, but also that
its accumulation contributed to the compound in vivo toxicity [53,56]. Based on the current
results, it can be inferred that a fully oxidized NDGA conformation would be more likely to
generate the compound bio-toxicity through accumulation, as it would not undergo a further
oxidative transformation. This supposition could be confirmed experimentally from the
absence of the Raman band at about 780 ± 5 cm-1.
4. Conclusions
Being an effective ROS scavenger, NDGA has been shown to have encouraging
relevance in medication of various diseases, like neurological, cardiovascular, renal,
pulmonary, cancer, and, more importantly, considering the current COVID-19 pandemic,
towards a large variety of viruses. Its medicinal and antiviral properties have been supported
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by in vitro and in vivo experimental studies [18–49]. While this compound could be a potential
candidate for new drug development, cautiousness should be considered, as it is in vivo
accumulation that can also have negative health consequences. In an effort to optically provide
additional insights into which NDGA morphological conformation offers health benefits and
which one harms, we theoretically and experimentally analyze this compound by DFT
calculations and by Raman and FTIR spectroscopic methods, respectively. We have succeeded
in elucidating the vibrational signatures of different NDGA structural variations associated
with its chemical changes upon oxidation. Definite trends in the spectroscopic signatures of
these NDGA confirmations were observed. For example, the main vibrations detected for the
neutral form at 785 cm-1 in the Raman spectrum (see Figure 1B) and at 1168 cm-1 in the IR
spectrum (see Figure 2B), downshift in the case of para-quinone methide form to 778 cm−1 (see
Figure 4C) and to 1159 cm-1 (see Figure 4D), respectively, dramatically decrease in intensities
for ortho-quinone form (see Figures 5C and 5D), and almost disappear in the case of a fully
oxidized form (see Figures 6C and 6D). On the other hand, other features become dominant as
the oxidation process advances, such as the Raman vibrations at 1582 ± 1 cm-1 and 1698 ± 1
cm-1 and the IR vibration at 1680 ±17 cm-1. While these remarks validate that a distinction
between different NDGA forms can be achieved theoretically, experimentally, accurate
assignments will remain challenging, but possible. Even though other factors such as the high
stability of the neutral form and the high NDGA affinity to bind to analytes need to be
considered, experimentally, the absence of the Raman band at about 780 ± 5 cm-1 and the
appearance of dominant vibrations around 1700 cm-1 frequency region, still will confirm the
existence of a fully oxidized NDGA form. Based on the current results, this oxidized form is
more likely to accumulate and to create the compound in vivo toxicity, in addition to the orthoquinone’s contribution. More work needs to be done, especially involving a more complex
biological environment, which is beyond the scope of this study. If the development of new
drugs and their effective implementation is envisioned for the future, the current spectroscopic
analysis provides some needed scientific background for comprehending changes in the
vibrational signatures of this important biomedicinal, plant-derived compound.
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