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Aerobic oxidative esterification of alcohols catalyzed by
polymer-incarcerated gold nanoclusters under ambient conditions†
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Environmentally benign aerobic oxidation of alcohols to
methyl esters catalyzed by polymer-incarcerated gold nan-
oclusters (PI-Au) was developed and reactions proceeded
under very mild conditions. The catalyst could be recovered
by simple operations without significant loss of activity.

Environmentally benign organic synthesis making the most of
resources and energy is required today, when the issues of
global warming CO2 emissions and shortage of natural resources
are worsening. Esterification is one of the most important
transformations in organic synthesis; esters are stable and can be
easily transformed to many kinds of functional groups.1 Methyl
esters in particular are very useful from the viewpoints of atom
economy and versatility for further transformations.

Esterification is traditionally a two-step procedure that in-
cludes synthesis of carboxylic acids or activated carboxylic
acid derivatives such as acid anhydrides or acid chlorides.2

While several facile and economical esterification reactions have
been developed, these protocols usually require stoichiometric
amounts of reagents, and thus a large amount of waste is
formed. In this respect, direct oxidative esterification reactions
from alcohols using molecular oxygen catalyzed by reusable
heterogeneous catalysts under mild conditions, such as at-
mospheric pressure and room temperature, are an attractive
and challenging subject for both organic synthesis and green
chemistry.

Since the discovery of them by Haruta and coworkers,
aerobic oxidation reactions catalyzed by gold nanoclusters have
been widely investigated.3,4 In particular, selective oxidation
of alcohols to the corresponding carbonyl compounds such
as aldehydes, carboxylic acids and esters catalyzed by gold
nanoclusters is attractive for both industry and the laboratory,
and has been extensively investigated recently,4–6,8a,8d and several
gold nanocluster catalysts for aerobic oxidation of alcohols or
aldehydes to esters have been reported. Although oxidation of
aldehydes to esters proceeds under mild conditions,7 examples
starting from alcohols under mild conditions (atmospheric pres-
sure and ambient temperature) were very limited.8 Aerobic oxi-
dation of alcohols to esters is divided into three steps: oxidation
of alcohols to aldehydes; hemiacetal formation; and oxidation
of hemiacetals to esters. Substantial mechanistic studies of
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esterification reactions from aldehydes using gold nanoclusters
were recently performed by Christensen and coworkers.7a,7b They
showed that oxidation of aldehydes to esters was much faster
than that of alcohols to aldehydes.7,9 However, they could not
achieve quantitative comparison of these two steps because the
first step required relatively harsh conditions.

Recently, we reported that gold nanocluster catalysts im-
mobilized on polystyrene-based polymers with cross-linking
moieties,10 polymer-incarcerated gold nanocluster catalyst (PI-
Au), were effective for aerobic oxidations of alcohols to ketones
and aldehydes and hydroquinones to quinones under mild
conditions.11,12 Moreover, PI-Au can be reused several times with
careful handling without loss of catalytic activity.

We now report selective aerobic oxidation of alcohols and
aldehydes to the corresponding methyl esters catalyzed by PI-
Au under mild conditions. The necessity of water for high
activity and comparison of kinetic analysis between oxidation
from alcohols to aldehydes and from aldehydes to esters is also
described. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first example
of aerobic oxidative methyl esterification from alcohols that
proceeds at room temperature under atmospheric conditions.

PI-Au was prepared following the previously reported proce-
dure (Scheme 1).11 To examine the catalytic activity of PI-Au for
an esterification reaction, oxidation of p-methylbenzyl alcohol
was performed in methanol in the presence of a base under
atmospheric oxygen conditions at room temperature (Table 1).

Scheme 1 Preparation of PI-Au.

First, bases were examined, and it was found that 0.5 equiv-
alent of potassium carbonate (17.3 mg in 2 ml of MeOH) was
enough to saturate the reaction mixture (Table 1, entries 1–4).
Potassium carbonate was better than sodium methoxide (entry
4). In the absence of water, yield of the methyl ester dropped
(entry 6), suggesting that water was essential as an activator.

Several experiments using various amounts of water were
performed. The excess water generated the carboxylic acid as
a byproduct and deactivated the reaction (entries 7–10). On the
other hand, the reaction proceeded sluggishly in the presence
of a small amount of water (entry 16); methanol–water (500 : 1)
was the most suitable solvent for this reaction (entry 12). The
reaction almost reached completion under more concentrated
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Table 1 Optimization of reaction conditions

Entry Solvent Conversion (%)c Aldehyde (%)c Ester (%)c

1d MeOH (wet)a >99 0 >99
2e MeOH (wet)a >99 0 >99
3 MeOH (wet)a >99 0 >99
4f MeOH (wet)a 86 12 63
5g MeOH (wet)a 91 8 82
6 MeOH (dried)a 71 35 35
7 MeOH–H2O 2 : 1a 57 22 18
8 MeOH–H2O 10 : 1a 38 23 4
9 MeOH–H2O 50 : 1a 92 5 85
10 MeOH–H2O

100 : 1a
88 4 74

11 MeOH–H2O
200 : 1a

>99 1 99

12 MeOH–H2O
500 : 1a

>99 0 >99

13 MeOH–H2O
500 : 1b

96 1 93

14h MeOH–H2O
500 : 1

97 1 86

15i MeOH–H2O
500 : 1

63 6 54

16 MeOH–H2O
1000 : 1a

49 14 17

a 0.125 M. b 0.5 M, 5 h. c Determined by GC. d 1.0 eq. of K2CO3 was used.
e 0.75 eq. of K2CO3 was used. f 0.1 eq. of K2CO3 was used. g NaOMe was
used instead of K2CO3. h PI-Au (0.25 mol%), 0.5 M. i PI-Au (0.1 mol%),
1.25 M, K2CO3 (0.05 eq.).

Table 2 Substrate scope for aerobic esterifications

Entry R Conversion (%)b Yield (%)b

1 Ph >99 95
2 4-MeOC6H4 >99 >99
3 4-BrC6H4 >99 92
4 4-NO2C6H4 95 60
5 1-Naphthyl >99 95
6 2-Pyridyl >99 >99
7 Ph–CH=CH– >99 69
8 PhCH2CH2CH2– 12 10
9 CH2=CH– >99 60c

a 0.125 M. b Determined by GC. c Methyl 3-methoxypropionate was
obtained.

conditions in 5 h (entry 13). TON of PI-Au reached 540 over
24 h (entry 15). It is noted that leaching of gold was not observed
by inductively coupled plasma (ICP) analysis.

Several examples of aerobic oxidative esterification catalyzed
by PI-Au are summarized in Table 2. Aromatic alcohols
containing both electron-donating and -withdrawing groups
were converted to the corresponding methyl esters in good to
high yields (Table 2, entries 1–5, 11). 2-Pyridyl methanol and
cinnamyl alcohol were also transformed to the corresponding
esters in high yields (entries 6 and 7). However, an aliphatic
alcohol was not oxidized smoothly (entry 8). In the oxidation of
allyl alcohol, further Michael addition of methanol to the ester
occurred (entry 9).

Table 3 Recovery and reuse of catalyst

Run Yield (%)b Run Yield (%)b

1 97 7 86
2 97 8c 97
3 97 9 95
4 >99 10 74
5 92 11c 94
6 90

a 0.125 M. b Determined by GC. c Collected catalyst was heated at 170 ◦C
for 4 h without solvent before using.

The catalyst could be recovered by simple filtration and
washing with water and MeOH. It could be reused several times
without significant loss of activity (Table 3, runs 1–4). Catalysts
with decreased activity after repeated use were also revived by
heating at 170 ◦C for 4 h (runs 8 and 11).

This esterification was divided into three steps: oxidizing
alcohols to aldehydes; hemiacetal formation; and second oxi-
dation to form methyl esters (Scheme 2). Kinetic analysis was
performed by using p-methylbenzyl alcohol or p-tolualdehyde
under the optimized conditions in Table 1. An aliquot reaction
mixture was taken by microsyringe and analyzed by GC at each
time step (Fig. 1a and 1b). According to these results, each
step was a first-order reaction and the second step was 30 times
faster than the first step (Fig. 1a-inset and 1b-inset). Moreover,
no hemiacetal formation was observed from the mixture of an
aldehyde and a base in d-MeOH/D2O by NMR measurement
(see ESI†). Therefore, hemiacetal formation and the following
rapid oxidation to esters are considered to occur within the
interior of the solid catalyst.

Scheme 2

In summary, we have developed aerobic oxidative esterifica-
tion reactions of alcohols using a polymer-incarcerated gold
nanocluster catalyst. While most of the reported esterification
reactions of alcohols mediated by gold nanoclusters require
harsh conditions such as elevated temperature and pressurized
conditions, it is noteworthy that the reactions proceeded under
very mild conditions such as atmospheric pressure and room
temperature. Moreover, catalysts could be reused several times
by simple operations. Thus PI-Au-catalyzed aerobic oxidative
methyl esterification reactions have advantages in terms of
energy efficiency and green chemistry. We also examined kinetic
measurements and revealed that oxidation of hemiacetal to ester
is much faster than oxidation of alcohol to aldehyde. Further
mechanistic study, especially on hemiacetal formation and the
following rapid oxidation inside the PI-Au, is now in progress.

This work was partially supported by a Grant-in-Aid for
Scientific Research from Japan Society of the Promotion of
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Junior Scientist.
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Fig. 1 Reaction conditions: PI-Au = 1 mol% as Au, MeOH–H2O =
500 : 1, [Substrate]0 = 0.125 M, PO2

= 1 atm, T = 298 K. (a) Reaction
profile of aerobic oxidation of 4-methylbenzyl alcohol to 4-methyl
methylbenzoate via 4-methyl benzaldehyde; (a-inset) plot of first-order
rate equation for consumption of 4-methylbenzyl alcohol. (b) Reaction
profile of aerobic oxidation of 4-methyl benzaldehyde; (b-inset) plot of
first-order rate equation for consumption of 4-methylbenzyl alcohol.

Notes and references
1 (a) R. C. Larock, in Comprehensive Organic Transformations, VHC,

New York, 1989, p. 966; (b) B. R. Davis and P. J. Garratt, in
Comprehensive Organic Synthesis, Vol. 2, ed. B. M. Trost and
I. Fleming, Pergamon Press, Oxford, 1991, p. 799.

2 J. Mulzer, in Comprehensive Organic Synthesis, Vol. 6, ed. B. M. Trost
and I. Fleming, Pergamon Press, Oxford, 1991, p. 324.

3 (a) M. Haruta, T. Kobayashi, H. Sano and N. Yamada, Chem. Lett.,
1987, 405; (b) M. Haruta, N. Yamada, T. Kobayashi and S. Iijima,
J. Catal., 1989, 115, 301.

4 Reviews: (a) A. S. K. Hashmi and G. J. Hutchings, Angew. Chem., Int.
Ed., 2006, 45, 7896; (b) A. Arcadi, Chem. Rev., 2008, 108, 3266; (c) Z.
Li, C. Brouwer and C. He, Chem. Rev., 2008, 108, 3239; (d) C. D.
Pina, E. Falletta, L. Prati and M. Rossi, Chem. Soc. Rev., 2008, 37,
2077; (e) A. Corma and H. Garcia, Chem. Soc. Rev., 2008, 37, 2096;
(f) G. J. Hutchings, Chem. Commun., 2008, 1148; (g) N. R. Shiju and
V. V. Guliants, Appl. Catal., A, 2009, 356, 1.

5 Reviews: (a) T. Mallat and A. Baiker, Chem. Rev., 2004, 104, 3037;
(b) T. Matsumoto, M. Ueno, N. Wang and S. Kobayashi, Chem.–
Asian J., 2008, 3, 196.

6 (a) L. Prati and M. Rossi, J. Catal., 1998, 176, 552; (b) C. Bianchi, F.
Porta, L. Prati and M. Rossi, Top. Catal., 2000, 13, 231; (c) F. Porta,
L. Prati, M. Rossi, S. Coluccia and G. Marta, Catal. Today, 2000, 61,
165; (d) C. Milone, R. Ingoglia, G. Neri, A. Pistone and S. Galvagno,
Appl. Catal., A, 2001, 211, 251; (e) S. Carrettin, P. McMorn, P.
Johnston, K. Griffin and G. J. Hutchings, Chem. Commun., 2002,
696; (f) S. Biella, L. Prati and M. Rossi, J. Catal., 2002, 206, 242; (g) F.

Porta, L. Prati, M. Rossi and G. Scari, J. Catal., 2002, 211, 464; (h) S.
Biella, G. L. Castiglioni, C. Fumagalli, L. Prati and M. Rossi, Catal.
Today, 2002, 72, 43; (i) H. Berndt, I. Pitsch, S. Evert, K. Sturve, M. M.
Pohl, J. Radnik and A. Martin, Appl. Catal., A, 2003, 244, 169; (j) C.
Milone, R. Ingoglia, A. Pistone, G. Neri and S. Galvagno, Catal.
Lett., 2003, 87, 201; (k) S. Biella and M. Rossi, Chem. Commun.,
2003, 378; (l) S. Carrettin, P. McMorn, P. Johnston, K. Griffin, C. J.
Kiely and G. J. Hutchings, Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys., 2003, 5, 1329;
(m) S. Biella, L. Prati and M. Rossi, Inorg. Chim. Acta, 2003, 349, 253;
(n) C. L. Bianchi, S. Biella, A. Gervasini, L. Prati and M. Rossi, Catal.
Lett., 2003, 85, 91; (o) F. Porta and L. Prati, J. Catal., 2004, 224, 397;
(p) M. Comotti, C. D. Pina, R. Matarrese and M. Rossi, Angew.
Chem., Int. Ed., 2004, 43, 5812; (q) H. Tsunoyama, H. Sakurai, Y.
Negishi and T. Tsukuda, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2005, 127, 9374; (r) H.
Tsunoyama, T. Tsukuda and H. Sakurai, Chem. Lett., 2007, 36, 212;
(s) S. Kanaoka, N. Yagi, Y. Fukuyama, S. Aoshima, H. Tsunoyama,
T. Tsukuda and H. Sakurai, J. Am. Chem. Soc., 2007, 129, 12060;
(t) A. Biffis, S. Cunial, P. Spontoni and L. Prati, J. Catal., 2007,
251, 1; (u) T. Ishida and M. Haruta, Angew. Chem., Int. Ed., 2007,
46, 7154; (v) F.-Z. Su, Y.-M. Liu, L.-C. Wang, Y. Cao, H.-Y. He and
K.-N. Fan, Angew. Chem., Int. Ed., 2008, 47, 334; (w) M. Schrinner, S.
Proch, Y. Mei, R. Kempe, N. Miyajima and M. Ballauff, Adv. Mater.,
2008, 20, 1928; (x) L.-C. Wang, L. He, Q. Liu, Y.-M. Liu, M. Chen,
Y. Cao, H.-Y. He and K.-N. Fan, Appl. Catal., A, 2008, 344, 150;
(y) P. G. N. Mertens, P. Vandezeande, X. Ye, H. Poelman, D. E. D.
Vos and I. F. J. Vankelecom, Adv. Synth. Catal., 2008, 350, 1241;
(z) H. Tsunoyama, N. Ichikuni and T. Tsukuda, Langmuir, 2008, 24,
11327; (aa) T. Ishida, S. Okamoto, R. Makiyama and M. Haruta,
Appl. Catal., A, 2009, 353, 243; (bb) B. Karimi and F. K. Esfahani,
Chem. Commun., 2009, 5555; (cc) T Mitsudome, A. Noujima, T.
Mizugaki, K. Jitsukawa and K. Kaneda, Adv. Synth. Catal., 2009,
351, 1890; (dd) J. Han, Y. Liu and R. Guo, Adv. Funct. Mater., 2009,
19, 1112; (ee) J. Han, Y. Liu, L. Li and R. Guo, Langmuir, 2009, 25,
11054.

7 (a) C. Marsden, E. Taarning, D. Hansen, L. Johansen, S. K.
Klitgaard, K. Egeblad and C. H. Christensen, Green Chem., 2008,
10, 168; (b) P. Fristrup, L. B. Johansen and C. H. Christensen, Chem.
Commun., 2008, 2750; (c) E. Taarning, L. S. Nielson, K. Egeblad, R.
Madsen and C. H. Christensen, ChemSusChem, 2008, 1, 75; (d) B.
Xu, X. Liu, J. Haubrich and C. M. Friend, Nat. Chem., 2009, 2, 61.

8 (a) A. Abad, P. Concepción, A. Corma and H. Garcia, Angew.
Chem., Int. Ed., 2005, 44, 4066; (b) I. S. Nielsen, E. Taarning, K.
Egeblad, R. Madsen and C. H. Christensen, Catal. Lett., 2007, 116,
35; (c) B. Jørgensen, S. E. Christensen, M. L. D. Thomsen and C. H.
Christensen, J. Catal., 2007, 251, 332; (d) N. Zheng and G. D. Stucky,
Chem. Commun., 2007, 3862; (e) T. Ishida, M. Nagaoka, T. Akita and
M. Haruta, Chem.–Eur. J., 2008, 14, 8456; (f) S. K. Kligaard, A. T. D.
Riva, S. Helveg, R. M. Werchmeister and C. H. Christensen, Catal.
Lett., 2008, 126, 213; (g) F.-Z. Su, J. Ni, H. Sun, Y. Cao, H.-Y. He and
K.-N. Fan, Chem.–Eur. J., 2008, 14, 7131; (h) S. Kim, S. W. Bae, J. S.
Lee and J. Park, Tetrahedron, 2009, 65, 1461; (i) R. L. Oliveira, P. K.
Kiyohara and L. M. Rossi, Green Chem., 2009, 11, 1366; (j) Oxidative
esterification using Ir complexes has also been reported: S. Arita, T.
Koike, Y. Kayaki and T. Ikariya, Chem.–Asian J., 2008, 3, 1479.

9 P. Fristrup, B. Johansen and C. H. Christensen, Catal. Lett., 2008,
120, 184.

10 Review: R. Akiyama and S. Kobayashi, Chem. Rev., 2009, 109, 594.
11 (a) H. Miyamura, R. Matsubara, Y. Miyazaki and S. Kobayashi,

Angew. Chem., Int. Ed., 2007, 46, 4151; (b) H. Miyamura, M.
Shiramizu, R. Matsubara and S. Kobayashi, Chem. Lett., 2008, 37,
360.

12 For related polymer-immobilized nanocluster catalysts for aero-
bic oxidation reactions: (a) H. Miyamura, R. Matsubara and S.
Kobayashi, Chem. Commun., 2008, 2031; (b) H. Miyamura, M.
Shiramizu, R. Matsubara and S. Kobayashi, Angew. Chem., Int.
Ed., 2008, 47, 8093; (c) C. Lucchesi, T. Inasaki, H. Miyamura, R.
Matsubara and S. Kobayashi, Adv. Synth. Catal., 2008, 350, 1996;
(d) M. Conte, H. Miyamura, S. Kobayashi and V. Chechik, J. Am.
Chem. Soc., 2009, 131, 7189; (e) N. Wang, T. Matsumoto, M. Ueno
and H. Miyamura, Angew. Chem., Int. Ed., 2009, 48, 4744; (f) M.
Conte, H. Miyamura, S. Kobayashi and V. Chechik, Chem. Commun.,
2010, 46, 145.

778 | Green Chem., 2010, 12, 776–778 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2010

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 C

ity
 C

ol
le

ge
 o

f 
N

ew
 Y

or
k 

on
 2

4 
N

ov
em

be
r 

20
10

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 0
1 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
0 

on
 h

ttp
://

pu
bs

.r
sc

.o
rg

 | 
do

i:1
0.

10
39

/B
92

68
77

D
View Online

http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/B926877D

