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We have developed a simple and effective synthetic method
of ¡-arylcarboxylic acid derivatives based on the iron-catalyzed
cross-coupling reaction of ¡-bromocarboxylic acid derivatives
with aryl Grignard reagents. The reaction proceeds smoothly at
¹78 °C in a chemoselective manner to produce the coupling
product in good to excellent yields.

¡-Arylcarboxylic acids and their derivatives are useful
synthetic intermediates of pharmaceuticals, or important bio-
active compounds themselves, such as loxoprofen or lumira-
coxib.1 Due to their significance, a number of synthetic methods
for this class of compounds have been already developed,2

however, further effort is needed to establish more practical
methods to overcome several drawbacks associated with the
classical methods: for example, the use of toxic reagents such as
NaCN, the requirement of multistep transformations and/or
harsh reaction conditions, just to name a few. Catalytic cross-
coupling reactions have been recognized as a straightforward
strategy to synthesize ¡-arylcarboxylic acid derivatives from
aryl halides with preformed or in situ generated enolates by a
single-step operation. The most popular metal catalysts utilized
are palladium3 and nickel.3a,4 However, the disadvantages are
the usage of toxic and expensive catalysts, the need for the
preparation of the enolate substrate, undesired side reactions
such as multiple arylation, and racemization at the ¡-carbon
atom of the carbonyl group. We envisioned that iron catalysts
can solve the above problems since iron makes low-toxic,
economical, and environmentally friendly catalysts. In addition,
we anticipated that the easily available ¡-bromocarboxylic acid
derivatives5 could be used as the electrophilic substrate due to
the distinctive reactivity of the iron catalyst toward alkyl halide
electrophiles.5,6 Herein we report the cross-coupling reaction of
¡-bromocarboxylic acid derivatives with aryl Grignard reagents
in the presence of a catalytic amount of Fe(acac)3.

For the purpose of catalyst screening, tert-butyl bromo-
acetate (1a) was coupled with p-tolylmagnesium bromide in the
presence of various metal catalysts (Table 1). To minimize the
undesired nucleophilic attack of the Grignard reagent to the
carbonyl group, we chose the bulky tert-butyl ester, and the
reactions were carried out at ¹78 °C. In the absence of a
transition-metal catalyst, the desired product 3 was formed in
15% yield along with 42% recovery of 1a after 1 h; it is
noteworthy that, after 24 h, the coupling product 3 was obtained
in a decreased yield (5%) despite the further consumption of 1a
(Entries 1 and 2). Conceivably, side-reactions including nucle-
ophilic attack to the ester group and halogen­metal exchange
reaction competed with the coupling reaction, and several

unidentified by-products were obtained under the reaction
conditions. On the other hand, the desired cross-coupling
reaction proceeded smoothly in the presence of 1mol% iron
catalyst regardless of the forms of the precatalyst used (Entries

Table 1. Cross-coupling of bromoacetate 1a with aryl Grignard
reagents
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Entry ArMgBr (equiv) Catalysta
Products

(Yield/%)b
RSM
/%

3 4c 1a

1 p-tolMgBr (2.0) none 15 <1 42
2d p-tolMgBr (2.0) none 5 <1 21
3 p-tolMgBr (2.0) FeCl2(dppbz)2e 74 12 <1
4 p-tolMgBr (2.0) Fe complex 5e 77 8 <1
5 p-tolMgBr (2.0) Fe complex 6e 84 8 <1
6 p-tolMgBr (2.0) FeCl3 77 11 <1
7 p-tolMgBr (2.0) Fe(acac)3 85 8 <1
8 p-tolMgBr (1.5) Fe(acac)3 84 9 <1
9 p-tolMgBr (1.2) Fe(acac)3 62 9 10

10 p-tolMgBr (2.0) Co(acac)2 82 8 <1
11 p-tolMgBr (2.0) Ni(acac)2 84 5 <1
12 p-tolMgBr (2.0) Cu(acac)2 5 5 47
13 p-tolMgBr (2.0) Pd(acac)2 5 <1 49

14 p-anisylMgBr (1.5)
Fe(acac)3
(0.1mol%)

85 4 <1

15 p-anisylMgBr (1.5)
Co(acac)2
(0.1mol%)

32 1 36

16 p-anisylMgBr (1.5)
Ni(acac)2
(0.1mol%)

34 1 37

a1.0mol% catalyst was used unless otherwise noted. bYields
were determined by NMR using 1,1,2,2-tetrachloroethane as
an internal standard. cBased on the amount of the ArMgBr 2
used. dThe reaction was carried out for 24 h. eStructures of iron
complexes are shown below.
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3­7): p-tolylacetate 3 was obtained in 74­85% yield, accom-
panied by the formation of the by-product 4,4¤-dimethylbiphenyl
(4) in 8­12% yield. Fe(acac)3 gave the coupling product in the
highest yield (85%) with the minimum amount of by-product 4
(Entry 7).7 The coupling product was obtained in 84% even
when the amount of the Grignard reagent was reduced to 1.5
equivalents (Entry 8). The reaction proceeded in a chemo-
selective manner, and none of the alcohol or ketone by-products,
potentially formed by the Grignard addition reaction, was
detected by GC or 1HNMR. The yield of the cross-coupling
product significantly depends on the experimental procedure,8,9

and the best result was obtained by the representative procedure
described in note 8.

The catalytic activities of the other transition metals were
also studied by using the corresponding acetylacetonato com-
plexes as in Entries 10­13:10 Co(acac)2 and Ni(acac)2 showed
a comparable catalytic activity with Fe(acac)3 to give the
product in 82% and 84% yields, respectively (Entries 10 and
11). The yields were substantially lower with the Cu(acac)2 or
Pd(acac)2 catalyst (Entries 12 and 13). The reaction of 1a
with p-tolylmagnesium bromide was equally catalyzed by the
acetylacetonato complexes of iron, cobalt, and nickel. On the
other hand, clear difference among these metals was observed in
the cross-coupling of 1a with p-anisylmagnesium bromide at a
lower catalyst loading; only 0.1mol% of Fe(acac)3 gave the
coupling product in 85% yield (Entry 14), while 0.1mol% of
Co(acac)2 and Ni(acac)2 gave the product in 32% and 34%
yields, respectively (Entries 15 and 16). The results of the side-
by-side experiments with various transition metals suggest that a
trace metal contaminant, if any, is not likely to be acting as the
true effective catalyst for the present iron-catalyzed coupling
reaction.10 Because of the high catalytic activity as well as the
economical and operational advantages of the iron complex, we
chose Fe(acac)3 as the precatalyst for the following studies.

Table 2 summarizes the scope of the present arylation
reaction of ¡-bromocarboxylic acid derivatives. The size of the
ester alkoxy substituent is critical for maximizing the yield of
the desired coupling products. The larger substituents gave the
better yields: the reaction with methyl bromoacetate (1b) did not
give the coupling product due to the competitive nucleophilic
addition of the Grignard reagent to the ester group, only to afford
a mixture of the alcohol and ketone by-products (Entry 2). When
isopropyl bromoacetate (1c) was subjected to the same reaction
conditions, the coupling product was obtained in 15% yield
along with the formation of several by-products (Entry 3). tert-
Butyl ¡-bromopropionate (1d), a secondary alkyl bromide, gave
low yield even when the reaction was carried out according to
Fürstner’s conditions (Entry 4). It should be noted that Fürstner
reported the reaction of ethyl ¡-bromobutyrate with phenyl-
magnesium bromide gave the coupling product in 87% yield in
the presence of [Li(tmeda)]2[Fe(C2H4)4].5 Our result suggests the
low-valent iron species proposed in Fürstner’s report are not
likely to be involved as the catalytically active species in the
present coupling reaction. A moderate yield was obtained
when N,N-diethylbromoacetamide (1e) was used as a substrate
(Entry 5).

Reactions of 1a with a variety of arylmagnesium bromides
were studied next: p-substituted aryl Grignard reagents such as
p-tolyl (2a), p-anisyl (2b), p-fluorophenyl (2c), and p-chloro-
phenyl (2d) Grignard reagents gave the desired products in high

Table 2. Cross-coupling of ¡-bromocarboxylic acid deriva-
tives with aryl Grignard reagents
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a1.5 equivalents of Grignard reagents were used in Entries 1­8,
and 3.0 equivalents of Grignard reagents were used in Entries
9­16. bIsolated yields unless otherwise noted. cNMR yields.
dReaction was carried out according to the Fürstner’s
conditions (see note 5): Fe(acac)3 (5mol%), ArMgBr (1.2
equiv), THF, ¹20 °C, 0.5 h. e0.1mol% of Fe(acac)3 was used.
f20mmol scale see note 8.
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yields (Entries 1 and 6­8). m-Tolyl (2e) and o-tolyl (2f) Grignard
reagent gave the corresponding arylation products in fair to
modest yields (Entries 9 and 10). Disubstituted aryl Grignard
reagents including 4-fluoro-3-methylphenyl (2g),11 3,4-difluoro-
phenyl (2h),12 and 3,5-xylyl (2i)13 Grignard reagents afforded
the coupling products in moderate to high yields (Entries 11­
13). In contrast, a low yield (18%) was obtained when
mesitylmagnesium bromide (2j), a trisubstituted aryl Grignard
reagent, was used (Entry 14). This result suggested that the
present reaction is sensitive to the steric hindrance of aryl
Grignard reagents. The reactions of 1a with 1-naphthylmagne-
sium bromide (2k) and 2-naphthylmagnesium bromide (2l)
further support this conclusion: the more sterically demanding
reagent 2k gave the product in 37% yield, while the less
demanding reagent 2l gave the product in 82% yield (Entries 15
and 16). Although the reaction mechanism remains unclear at
the current stage of the study, we suppose that bare ferrate
species, which do not bear any auxiliary ligand, are responsible
for the coupling reaction based on the observation that all the
iron complexes examined in this study gave comparable results
despite the ligands on the precatalyst, and also that extra
additives did not affect the coupling reactions.14 In order to
expand the substrate scope of the present reaction and also to
develop an asymmetric variant of the ¡-arylation reaction,
detailed mechanistic studies will be needed to clarify the
catalytically active species. Further investigation along this line
is ongoing in our laboratory and will be reported in due course.
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