Journal of
the Serbian
Chemical Society

JSCS-info@shd.org.rs « www.shd.org.rs/JSCS
J. Serb. Chem. Soc. 90 (12) 1439-1450 (2025) Original scientific paper
JSCS-5464 Published 15 December 2025

Tuning crystal packing and reactivity through electrostatic and
dispersion interactions: The case of phenytoin and its derivatives

IVANA S. PORDEVIC!*, SONJA GRUBISIC!, DRAGANA MITIC?,
DRAGAN M. POPOVIC! and NEMANJA TRISOVIC3

!University of Belgrade, Institute of Chemistry, Technology and Metallurgy, National Institute
of the Republic of Serbia, Njegoseva 12, 11001 Belgrade, Serbia, *University of Belgrade,
Innovative Centre of the Faculty of Chemistry, Belgrade, Serbia and 3University of Belgrade,
Faculty of Technology and Metallurgy, Karnegijeva 4, 11120 Belgrade, Serbia

(Received 5 August, revised 22 August, accepted 24 October 2025)

Abstract: Hydantoin derivatives represent a versatile class of heterocycles,
known for their pharmacological properties. Because drug efficacy often dep-
ends on the fine-tuning of weak intermolecular (non-covalent) interactions, ana-
lysis of the crystal structure of a drug molecule is important, as it enables deci-
phering its interaction profile. In this study, the crystal packing of phenytoin and
its selected derivatives were examined through dimeric motifs with different rec-
ognition modes using force-field calculations and a density functional theory
(DFT) approach. The relatively polar ethoxyacetyl group at the N3 position of
the hydantoin ring, capable of forming hydrogen bonds, enhances the contri-
bution of electrostatic and polar components to the total interaction energy. In
contrast, the long alkyl chain promotes hydrophobic contacts, leading to dis-
persion forces dominating over electrostatic interactions. The reactivity of phen-
ytoin and its derivatives were further evaluated by examining the influence of
these substituents using conceptual density functional theory (CDFT) descript-
ors. These findings demonstrate that substituents significantly affect crystal
packing and the balance of non-covalent interactions, providing valuable insights
for optimizing molecular recognition and drug—target interactions in the design
of new therapeutic agents.

Keywords: intermolecular interactions; hydantoin; electron density; phenytoin;
global reactivity descriptors.
INTRODUCTION

Derivatives of hydantoin (imidazolidine-2,4-dione) represent a versatile class
of heterocyclic compounds with important applications in pharmacology, mater-
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1440 DORDEVIC ef al.

ials science and crystal engineering. This five-membered ring provides conform-
ational rigidity and planarity, facilitating interactions with biological targets (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Chemical structure of: a) the hydantoin and b) the phenytoin and its derivatives.

Both the carbonyl groups at positions 2 and 4 (electrophilic centres) and the
NH groups at positions 1 and 3 participate in hydrogen bonding, which is crucial
for interactions with biological systems. Additionally, the C5 position is a reactive
methylene site suitable for functionalization. All these features contribute to the
characteristic stability of hydantoin, while still providing sufficiently reactive cen-
tres for the development of new derivatives. These derivatives have a wide range
of applications: in bio- and medicinal chemistry due to their pharmacological
activities;! in agriculture as potential antimicrobial agents;2 in coordination chem-
istry as valuable ligands with uses in electrochemical biosensors3-# and anticor-
rosive materials. However, hydantoin derivatives are still primarily recognized
for their pharmacological activities, including antimicrobial, anticonvulsant, anti-
inflammatory, antidiabetic, anticancer, antiplatelet, anti-HIV and allosteric anta-
gonist action.!

Phenytoin (5,5-diphenylhydantoin) is a well-known anticonvulsant drug and
among the first to be developed through rational drug design.®7 It has been widely
used for decades to manage and prevent seizures, particularly tonic-clonic and
focal seizures. Disorders of the central nervous system (CNS) represent one of the
major medical challenges of the twenty-first century. Despite advances in dev-
eloping potential therapies for neuronal disorders, drug crossing of the blood—brain
barrier (BBB) remains a significant obstacle.8~10 Several factors influence the
activity of phenytoin. It selectively blocks voltage-dependent sodium channels
(NVSC) by forming hydrogen bonds, which are critical for its anticonvulsant act-
ion.11714 However, access to these channels depends on the presence of hydro-
phobic groups in the molecular structure. Such groups, particularly at the C5 pos-
ition, enable hydantoins to interact with or cross the cell membrane. High lipo-
philicity is also important, enabling molecules to cross the BBB and remain in the
brain for a longer time.!5 On the other hand, a comparison of structurally diverse
hydantoin derivatives with the same log P values has shown that the binding affi-
nities can vary significantly despite similar lipophilicity.16 It appears that the
orientation of the phenyl ring plays a critical role, with an optimal spatial arran-
gement enhancing the binding efficiency of 5-phenylhydantoins.
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ELECTROSTATIC vs. DISPERSION IN PHENYTOIN 1441

The crystal structure of a drug molecule plays an important role in pharma-
cology, as it influences solubility, stability and bioavailability (e.g., different poly-
morphs may exhibit distinct absorption profiles). Moreover, the specific intermole-
cular interactions observed in the crystal structure provide valuable insights into
the binding preferences of a drug molecule toward target biomolecules.!” These
features are essential for the rational design of effective and selective drugs, as
well as for predicting pharmacokinetically relevant properties such as lipophilicity
and membrane permeability, including the ability to cross the blood—brain barrier
(BBB).

Finally, improving drug efficacy often depends on the fine-tuning of weak
non-covalent (non-bonding) interactions, including polar hydrogen bonds, hydro-
phobic H---H contacts and van der Waals forces. These relatively weak and long-
-ranged interactions have a cumulative effect that makes them crucial for mole-
cular recognition, stability and structural organization. Because accurately model-
ling these interactions remains challenging, modern computational methods that
incorporate dispersion effects have become indispensable tools in drug design and
crystal structure prediction. 1821

Based on the information and key issues outlined above, this study examines
the intermolecular interactions in dimeric motifs extracted from the crystal packing
of phenytoin and its N3-alkyl derivatives (Fig. 1). For this purpose, interaction
energies of different molecular pairs were evaluated using two approaches: a force-
-field-based method and a density functional theory (DFT) approach. Furthermore,
the influence of substituents was analysed through various descriptors, including
electronegativity, hardness, and softness, within the framework of conceptual den-
sity functional theory (CDFT).

METHODOLOGY

The studied structures were obtained from the Cambridge Structural Database (CSD).22
All calculations were carried out using Gaussian 09,23 CrystalExplorer 21.524 and Mercury.2
The interaction energies of the dimeric motifs were evaluated with the DFT-based method, at
B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory, implemented in CrystalExplorer (CE-B3LYP), while the
UNI force-field approach26-27 was also applied for a comparative analysis. Both approaches rely
on the same theoretical principle — the evaluation of intermolecular interaction energies — and
therefore provide consistent criteria for the relevant dimers. Reported molecular pairs displayed
the strongest stabilizing effects and played a representative role in describing the crystal packing
motifs. Geometry optimizations of monomeric structures (compounds 1-4) were carried out
without constraints using the B3LYP/6-31G(d,p) level of theory in the gas phase and using the
solvation model based on density (SMD) for water and dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO), as imple-
mented in Gaussian 09. Single-point calculations at the same level of theory were subsequently
performed on the optimized geometries to obtain orbital energies in each environment. Global
reactivity descriptors were then derived according to the equations provided in the
Supplementary material to this paper.
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1442 DORDEVIC et al.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Structure selection

Considering the factors influencing the phenytoin activity, several of its
derivatives were selected for a comparative study of preferential intermolecular
interactions in their crystal packings and their molecular reactivity. Hydrogen-
-bond formation plays a significant role in the anticonvulsant activity of phenytoin
derivatives. In contrast, hydrophobic groups at the C5 position facilitate membrane
passage, enabling the molecules to reach the active site. Therefore, in addition to
phenytoin, its derivatives were analysed in which the hydrogen atom at the N3
position was replaced with a methyl group, an ethoxycarbonylmethyl group, or a
n-decyl group (Fig. 1). This selection of substituents provided structural diversity
by introducing either a group capable of hydrogen bonding or short and long alkyl
groups suitable for hydrophobic interactions.

Considerations of intermolecular interactions

The selected structures, extracted from the Cambridge Structural Database
(CSD), crystallized in three different space groups. Compound 1, also known as
phenytoin, belongs to the orthorhombic Pn21a space group (PHYDANO1, CCDC:
1232751).28 Compound 2 and 4 crystallized in monoclinic P21/n space group
(PEPDUMO1, CCDC: 238191829 and PAJMAS, CCDC: 20129258 respectively).
Compound 3, which contains a polar ester group, is reported in triclinic, P 1 space
group (JALGEL, CCDC: 1528488).30 The most relevant dimeric motifs in the
crystal packing of the investigated compounds were identified and quantitatively
described, providing a deeper understanding of how molecules interact and organ-
ize within the crystal structure. For this purpose, the interaction energies of mole-
cular pairs were determined using two distinct approaches: a DFT-based method
(CE-B3LYP) and the UNI force-field energy framework. First, the results obtained
with the CE-B3LYP method are discussed, followed by the corresponding energy
values derived from the UNI force field.

As shown in Fig. 2 and Table S-I of the Supplementary material, the D1 and
D2 motifs of compound 1, in addition to electrostatic H--*O hydrogen bonds, also
exhibit significant repulsive interactions. In contrast, motifs D3, D4, D5 and D6
are predominantly stabilized by dispersion forces.

For compound 2, electrostatic H---O interactions provide the most significant
energy contribution in dimer D1, whereas dispersion interactions dominate in the
other dimer motifs (Fig. 3, Table S-I).

For the dimeric motif D1 of compound 3, the electrostatic term again domin-
ates, and the overall interaction energy shows a remarkable increase compared to
the corresponding dimers of the previous two compounds (Fig. 4, Table S-I). The
symmetric arrangement of the two monomers, which feature strong N-H---O hyd-
rogen bonds, significantly contributes to the stability of the dimeric motif D1. Dim-
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ELECTROSTATIC vs. DISPERSION IN PHENYTOIN 1443

ers D2, D3 and D4 exhibit a pronounced contribution from dispersion energy,
accompanied by higher total interaction energies.

a) —41.50 (CE-B3LYP) —38.49 (UNI) b)-27.20(CE-B3LYP) —26.06 (UNI)

ﬁF HILAX éf‘ ‘i{?

€) —24.60 (CE-B3LYP) -5.63(UNI) d)-17.60 (CE-B3LYP) —-21.60 (UNI)

e) —16.40 (CE-B3LYP) —15.10 (UNI) f) —5.70 (CE-B3LYP) —25.32 (UNI) )‘
5

Fig. 2. Selected dimeric motifs of compound 1 with the corresponding interaction energies (in
kJ mol!) calculated using the CE-B3LYP and UNI methods. The dimers were numbered
according to the interaction energy values obtained from the CE-B3LYP approach.

The ball-and-stick style illustrates the asymmetric unit within the dimeric motif.

Finally, although the D1 motif of compound 4 features N-H---O, C(sp3)—
—H---O and C(sp?)-H:--O hydrogen bonds, dispersion interactions predominate
(Fig. 5, Table S-I). A similar trend is observed for the remaining dimeric motifs,
where the dispersion component dominates despite the presence of other types of
interactions.

The ordering of the dimer motifs according to the interaction energies cal-
culated with the UNI force field is mostly consistent with the results obtained using
the CE-B3LYP method (Table S-I). In all studied compounds, the results for the
two highest-ranked motifs are in complete agreement. Also, for compound 4, the
results from both methods correlate very well. The results presented in Table S-I
reveal that the largest changes in the ranking of dimer motifs between the two
methods occur for compounds 1 and 2. For dimer D6, the interaction energy cal-
culated using the UNI force field is significantly higher than the value obtained
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1444 DORDEVIC et al.

with the CE-B3LYP method. For compound 3, the UNI force field calculations
indicate a perturbation in the interaction energies of the dimeric motifs D2 and D3.

a) —53.00 (CE-B3LYP) —4277(UNI) b) —36.40 (CE-B3LYP) —39.09 (UNI)

-

“2441

) 1540 (CE-B3LYP) —1731(UNI) d) —14.80 (CE-B3LYP) ~-10.19 (UNI)

Fig. 3. Selected dimeric motifs of compound 2 with the corresponding interaction energies (in
kJ mol ') calculated using the CE-B3LYP and UNI methods. The dimers were numbered
according to the interaction energy values obtained from the CE-B3LYP approach.

The ball-and-stick style illustrates the asymmetric unit within the dimeric motif.

The differences in dimer ranking arise because UNI (force-field) and DFT
approaches estimate the relative importance of hydrogen, dispersion and electro-
static interactions differently. While DFT relies on electron density and accounts
for polarization and delocalization, often highlighting polar interactions, the UNI
method is purely geometric and tends to emphasize dispersive contacts.31-33

Reactivity profile

Conceptual density functional theory (CDFT) has evolved into a fundamental
framework within quantum chemistry for predicting molecular reactivity.34 By
relating the electron density distribution and the total electronic energy of a system,
CDFT provides a set of global and local descriptors that quantify molecular
stability, reactivity and the location of the most reactive sites. The frontier mole-
cular orbital (FMO) theory provides an additional approach for assessing mole-

Available online at: http://www.shd.org.rs/JSCS

(CC) 2025 Serbian Chemical Society.



ELECTROSTATIC vs. DISPERSION IN PHENYTOIN 1445

a) =74.00 (CE-B3LYP)  —53.44 (UNI) b) 4540 (CE-B3LYP) —36.79 (UNI)

€) =35.30(CE-B3LYP) —38.34 (UNI) d) -30.90 (CE-B3LYP) —35.34 (UNI)

Fig. 4. Selected dimeric motifs of compound 3 with the corresponding interaction energies (in
kJ mol!) calculated using the CE-B3LYP and UNI methods. The dimers were numbered
according to the interaction energy values obtained from the CE-B3LYP approach.The ball-
and-stick style illustrates the asymmetric unit within the dimeric motif.

a) —85.50 (CE-B3LYP) —82.32 (UNI) b) —41.30 (CE-B3LYP) —45.14 (UNI)

©) —34.60 (CE-B3LYP) —27.86 (UNI) d) —20.90 (CE-B3LYP) —24.93 (UNI)

Fig. 5. Selected dimeric motifs of compound 4 with the corresponding interaction energies (in
kJ mol!) calculated using the CE-B3LYP and UNI methods. The dimers were numbered
according to the interaction energy values obtained from the CE-B3LYP approach.

The ball-and-stick style illustrates the asymmetric unit within the dimeric motif.
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cular reactivity, selectivity, and the pathways of chemical reactions.3> The HOMO,
as the highest occupied molecular orbital, typically represents an electron-rich
region and acts as an electron donor in chemical interactions. In contrast, the
LUMO, being the lowest-energy vacant orbital, corresponds to an electron-defi-
cient region capable of accepting electrons. For this purpose, the FMO energies of
the optimized monomeric structures were calculated in simulated environments of
gas phase, water and DMSO, and subsequently used to determine the global react-
ivity descriptors (Table I), as defined by the equations provided in the Supple-
mentary material.

TABLE I. The calculated energy of FMO (Eyomo, ELumo), energy gap (AEy,,) and global
reactivity parameters — ionization potential (/P), electron affinity (EA4), chemical hardness (),
chemical potential (u), electronegativity (y) and electrophilicity index (w) in units of eV for the
studied compounds 14

Compound ExyomoELumoAE sy 1P EA n M X w
Gas phase
1 —6.67 —0.72 596 6.67 0.72 2.98 -3.70  3.70 2.29
2 —6.62 —0.66 596 6.62 0.66 2.98 -3.64  3.64 2.22
3 —6.55 —0.57 598 6.55 0.57 2.99 -3.56  3.56 2.12
4 —6.63 —0.67 596 6.63 0.67 2.98 —3.65 3.65 2.24
Water
1 —6.63 —0.79 585 6.63 0.79 2.92 -3.71 3.71 2.35
2 —6.62 —0.76 586 6.62 0.76 2.93 -3.69  3.69 2.32
3 —6.65 —0.81 584 6.65 0.81 2.92 —3.73 3.73 2.38
4 —6.63 —0.73 590 6.63 0.73 2.95 —3.68 3.68 2.30
DMSO
1 —6.54 —0.55 599 6.54 0.55 2.99 —3.55 3.55 2.10
2 —6.54 —0.54 6.00 6.54 0.54 3.00 -3.54 354 2.09
3 —6.55 —0.56 599 6.55 0.56 2.99 -3.56  3.56 2.11
4 —6.54 —0.55 599 6.54 0.55 2.99 —3.54  3.54 2.10

Based on the HOMO-LUMO energy gap (AEgy,p) values, it can be concluded
that all the studied compounds exhibit similar kinetic stability in the gas phase.
Positive ionization potentials (/P) and similar values of chemical hardness (7) also
indicate the kinetic (energetic) stability of these compounds. In compound 3, both
frontier orbital levels lie at higher energies (less negative values), which indicates
reduced overall stability. Although the values of £4, u, y and w are slightly lower
in absolute terms compared to the other molecules, compound 3 is expected to
show a modest overall increase in chemical reactivity.

The LUMO energy values decrease more noticeably (becoming more negat-
ive) in the simulated water environment, particularly for compound 3. In water, the
LUMO level is lowered while the HOMO remains nearly unchanged, and the
chemical potential (1) decreases, making the system more stable. As a result, both
electronegativity (y) and electrophilicity (w) increase, indicating a stronger ten-
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ELECTROSTATIC vs. DISPERSION IN PHENYTOIN 1447

dency of the molecule to attract electrons and a higher reactivity toward nucleo-
philes. In the simulated DMSO solvent, compounds 1, 2 and 4 become energetic-
ally less stable, less electronegative and less electrophilic, due to destabilization of
the LUMO level. Therefore, its reactivity towards nucleophiles is lower in DMSO
than in the gas phase.

CONCLUSION

A comparison of the results using the two methods revealed that the relative
ranking of the dimers depends on the method used to evaluate interaction energies.
While the energy framework based on the UNI force field relies on geometric and
empirical parameters, the CE-B3LYP approach derives interaction energies dir-
ectly from the electron density, explicitly accounting for polarization and charge
redistribution. The DFT (CE-B3LYP) method is generally regarded as more accur-
ate, although it can sometimes place greater emphasis on polar interactions com-
pared to the UNI approach. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that both methods
identified the key dimers with the highest interaction energies (dimers D1 and D2),
providing similar values and consistent relative rankings for the dominant contri-
butors to crystal packing. The nature and strength of intermolecular interactions in
dimers are strongly influenced by the substituents. Compound 3, bearing a polar
ethoxyacetyl group, shows enhanced electrostatic and hydrogen bonding contri-
butions, while compound 4, with a long alkyl chain, exhibits dominant dispersion
(hydrophobic) interactions. In contrast, compounds 1 and 2 with smaller or non-
polar substituents display weaker overall interactions, primarily governed by dis-
persion forces.

Overall, all studied compounds display comparable kinetic and energetic stab-
ility in the gas phase, with compound 3 being globally more reactive. Solvent
effects are relevant for reactivity: in water, the stabilization of the LUMO enhances
electrophilicity and nucleophile affinity, particularly for compound 3, whereas in
DMSO, the destabilization of the LUMO reduces these properties.

These findings highlight the critical role of substituent type in tuning mole-
cular packing and interaction patterns in the crystal lattice, which can be utilized
for the design and optimization of interactions between new drug candidates and
their biological targets.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Additional data and information are available electronically at the pages of journal web-
site: https://www.shd-pub.org.rs/index.php/JSCS/article/view/13485, or from the correspond-
ing author on request.
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H3BOI

YTUUAJ EJIEKTPOCTATUYKUX U JUCITEP3SMOHHUX MHTEPAKLIMJA HA KPUCTAJIHY
CTPYKTYPY U PEAKTHUBHOCT: IPUMEP ®EHUTONHA U IbETOBUX NEPUBATA

WBAHA C. FOPBEBUR,! COIbA TPYBUILNR,! IPATAHA MUTHR,? IPATAH M. [IONIOBUR'
1 HEMAA TPUILIOBUR?

"Ynusepsumemi y Beoipagy, HHCIUTY T 30 XeMujy WeXHONOTUjy U MeTAnypiujy, HHCTRUMY T 0g HAUUO-
HAnHOT 3Haudja 3a Peiiyonuxy Cpdujy, Fbetowesa 12, 11001 Beoipag, *Yrueepsuiueini y Beoipagy, Hnosa-
YuoHu yenitap Xemujcxol paxynmenia, beoipag u *Yuusepsutmei y Beoipagy, TexHom0wK0—MeMaLy puKy
paxyniue, Kapueiujesa 4, 11120 Beoipag

JlepyBaT! XWA@HTOMHA NPEACTaB/bajy Pa3sHOBPCHY KJIACy XETEPOLMKINYHHUX jelHbena,
NI03HATa 1o CBOjUM (papMaKoIOIIKUM CBOjcTBUMA. Bynyhu na edukacHOCT jieka 4eCcTo 3aBUCH
on GuHOr mnofemasama 1adux MelyMonekyackux (HEKOBAJIEHTHHUX) MHTEpaKlUHja, mpoyda-
Bame HEroBe KPUCTaIHEe CTPYKTYPe je 3HauajHo jep oMoryhasa pasyMeBame HeroBor HHTepak-
UHjcKor mpoduia. Y 0Boj CTyIMjy UCIUTAHO je KPUCTAIHO NakoBame HeHUTONHA U 0jabpaHuX
IepyuBaTa aHaIHW30M JUMEpa M PaA3IMYUTUX HAauyMHA MOJIEKYJICKOT TPENO3HaBama, KOPHIL-
heweM nmpopavyHa 3acHOBaHMX Ha nomy cuna (force-field) u Teopuju dyHKUMOHANA TYCTHHE
(DFT). PenaTtuBHO monapHa €TOKCUKapOOHWIMETHUI-TPyNa y Mojoajy N3 XUIaHTOMHCKOT
npcTeHa, ca MoryhHomhy ycnocrasbamba BOGOHUYHUX Be3a, N0jayaBa AOIPHUHOC €JIeKTPOCTa-
THYKUX W TOJIAPHUX KOMIIOHEHTH YKYNHOj €Hepruju uHTepakuuje. CympoTHO 1’Oj, Ayradyka
aJIKWJI rpyTia MOJCTHYE YCIIOCTaBsbatbe XUIPooOHUX KOHTAKTa, YC/Iel yera JUCIIep3UOHe CUile
NI0CTajy JOMUHAHTHE Yy OJHOCY Ha eJIeKTpoCcTaTU4YKe UHTepakuuje. PeakTuBHOCT heHUTOMHA U
IETOBUX JIEpHBaTa JOAATHO je UCNHTaHa KOpUINhemeM JECKPUIITOpa KOHLENTyaaHe Teopuje
¢yukuroHana ryctuie (CDFT). Pe3ynraTu mokasyjy Ia CYNCTUTYEHTH 3HauajHO YTHUy Ha
W3rpanby KPUCTAIHOT TaKoBawka U MPUPOAY HEKOBAJIEHTHUX HHTEpaKUHja, npyxajyhu nputom
3HauajaH YBUJ 3a Pa3yMeBame MOJIEKYJICKOT IIPENO3HaBamka U HHTEPAKLMja MOJIEKYIa JIEKa ca
UWBHUM MEeCTHMa WITO Ja/be JONPHUHOCH JU3ajHApamky HOBUX TEPAIHjCKUX areHaca.

(ITpruMIbEHO 5. aBrycTa, peBUAMpaHo 22. aBrycta, npuxsaheHo 24. okrodpa 2025)
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