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Nucleophilic substitution is ubiquitous in chemistry and well studied. Nucleophilicity and leaving-group
ability have been related to various reactant properties, such as electronegativity, size, polarizability, and
others. Yet, the state-of-the-art is to some extent still phenomenological. Here, we try to arrive at a
straightforward, causal relationship between the reactants’ electronic structure and their SN2 reactivity.
To this end, we have explored the potential energy surfaces of the backside as well as frontside SN2
reactions of X- + CH3Y with X, Y ) F, Cl, Br, and I, using relativistic density functional theory (DFT)
at ZORA-OLYP/TZ2P. These explorations provide us with a consistent overview of trends, over a wide
range of reactivities and pathways, which were analyzed using the activation strain model of chemical
reactivity. A clear picture emerges from these analyses: nucleophilicity is determined by the electron-
donor capability of the nucleophile (i.e., energy and shape of the X- np atomic orbital), and leaving-
group ability derives directly from carbon–leaving group (C-Y) bond strength.

1. Introduction

Bimolecular nucleophilic substitution (SN2, Scheme 1) reac-
tions are featured in many routes in organic synthesis.1 Over
the past decades, various experimental and theoretical studies
have been conducted to explore trends in reactivity as well as
the nature of the SN2 potential energy surface (PES).2-8 In the
late 1970s, Olmstead and Brauman7 proposed the double-well
PES for gas-phase SN2 reactions, which is characterized by
reactant and product complexes (RC, PC) that are separated by
a central transition state (TS). This is shown in Scheme 2 for a
thermoneutral (X ) Y) as well as an exothermic (X * Y) SN2
reaction. The barrier in the latter may disappear if the process
becomes sufficiently exothermic, as shown in Scheme 2c.

Many factors play a role in determining the efficiency of an
SN2 reaction, for example, the steric demand and/or effective
electronegativity of the substituents at the central carbon atom
(or in the nucleophile and leaving group) or the central atom

itself which may be, for example, N, Si, P, or S instead of C.
The regular backside SN2-b substitution, which goes with
inversion of configuration at carbon (cf. Walden inversion), is
in general significantly more efficient; that is, it has a lower
reaction barrier than the corresponding frontside SN2-f pathway,
which goes with retention of configuration. The nature of
condensed-phase SN2 mechanisms furthermore strongly depends
on solvation effects.

In the present study, we focus on yet two other factors,
namely, nucleophilicity and leaving-group ability. These proper-
ties refer to how good a nucleophile or leaving group is in the
sense of yielding a low barrier to SN2 substitution. Nucleophi-
licity and leaving-group ability have been related to various
properties of X- and Y- (Scheme 1), such as electronegativity,
size, polarizability, and others. Yet, the state-of-the-art is to some
extent still phenomenological.1,9 Here, we try to arrive at a
straightforward, causal relationship between the reactants’
electronic structure and their SN2 reactivity. To this end, we
have explored the potential energy surfaces of the backside (SN2-
b) as well as frontside (SN2-f) nucleophilic substitution reactions
of X- + CH3Y with X and Y ) F, Cl, Br, and I, using
relativistic density functional theory (DFT) at ZORA-OLYP/
TZ2P as implemented in the Amsterdam Density Functional
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(ADF) program. Scheme 1 provides an overview of all model
systems and our nomenclature.

The explorations of our SN2-b and SN2-f model reactions
provide us with an overview of trends in reaction energies and
barriers, over a wide range of reactivities and pathways, all
obtained consistently with one and the same method. This nicely
augments the existing experimental and theoretical data and
constitutes an objective on its own. However, the main purpose,
as pointed out above, is to obtain a qualitative, physical
understanding of the trends in reactivity and, in particular, the
concepts of nucleophilicity and leaving-group ability. This is
achieved through an analysis of the PESs using the activation
strain model of chemical reactivity in which the potential energy
surface ∆E(�) is decomposed, along the reaction coordinate �,
into the strain ∆Estrain(�) associated with deforming the indi-
vidual reactants plus the actual interaction ∆Eint(�) between the

deformed reactants: ∆E(�) ) ∆Estrain(�) + ∆Eint(�) (see
Theoretical Methods for details).

A clear picture emerges from these analyses. They show that
nucleophilicity is determined in a straightforward manner by
the electron-donor capability of the nucleophile (i.e., energy and
shape of the X- np atomic orbital), while leaving-group ability
derives directly from the carbon–leaving group (C-Y) bond
strength.

2. Theoretical Methods

2.1. Computational Details. All calculations were performed
with the Amsterdam Density Functional (ADF) program developed
by Baerends and others.10,11 The molecular orbitals (MOs) were
expanded in a large uncontracted set of Slater-type orbitals (STOs)
containing diffuse functions, TZ2P. This basis is of triple-� quality
and has been augmented by two sets of polarization functions: 2p
and 3d on hydrogen, 3d and 4f on carbon, fluorine, and chlorine,
4d and 4f on bromine, and 5d and 4f on iodine. The core shells of
carbon (1s), fluorine (1s), chlorine (1s2s2p), bromine (1s2s2p3s3p),
and iodine (1s2s2p3s3p3d4s4p) were treated by the frozen-core
approximation.11 An auxiliary set of s, p, d, f, and g STOs was
used to fit the molecular density and to represent the Coulomb and
exchange potentials accurately in each SCF cycle. Relativistic
effects were accounted by using the zeroth-order approximation
(ZORA).12

Equilibrium and transition-state geometries were fully optimized
at the OLYP13 density functional, which involves Handy’s opti-
mized exchange, OPTX. This level of theory was previously shown
to agree satisfactorily with highly correlated ab initio benchmarks.14

All stationary points were confirmed by vibrational analysis:15 for
equilibrium structures, all normal modes have real frequencies,
whereas transition states16 have one normal mode with an imaginary
frequency. Furthermore, transition states were verified to connect
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SCHEME 1. Model Reaction Systems

Frontside and Backside SN2 Reactions

J. Org. Chem. Vol. 73, No. 18, 2008 7291



the supposed educt and product minima by carrying out intrinsic
reaction coordinate (IRC) calculations.17

2.2. Analysis of the Potential Energy Surfaces. Insight into
how the activation barriers arise is obtained through activation strain
analyses of the various SN2 reactions.5,18 The activation strain
model5,18 is a fragment approach to understanding chemical
reactions, in which the height of reaction barriers is described and
understood in terms of the original reactants. Thus, the potential
energy surface ∆E(�) is decomposed, along the reaction coordinate

�, into the strain ∆Estrain(�) associated with deforming the individual
reactants plus the actual interaction ∆Eint(�) between the deformed
reactants:

∆E(�))∆Estrain(�)+∆Eint(�)

The strain ∆Estrain(�) is determined by the rigidity of the reactants
and on the extent to which groups must reorganize in a particular
reaction mechanism, whereas the interaction ∆Eint(�) between the
reactants depends on their electronic structure and on how they
are mutually oriented as they approach each other. It is the interplay
between ∆Estrain(�) and∆Eint(�) that determines if and at which point
along the � a barrier arises. The activation energy of a reaction
∆Eq ) ∆E(�TS) consists of the activation strain ∆Eqstrain )
∆Estrain(�TS) plus the TS interaction ∆Eqint ) ∆Eint(�TS):

∆E‡ )∆Estrain
‡ +∆Eint

‡

In the graphical representations shown below, � is then projected
onto the stretch of the carbon–leaving group (C-Y) bond, which
is generally one of the dominant components of the reaction
coordinate and undergoes a well-defined change from an intact to
a dissociated bond.

The interaction ∆Eint(�) between the strained reactants is further
analyzed in the conceptual framework provided by the Kohn-Sham
molecular orbital (KS-MO) model.19-21 To this end, it is further
decomposed into three physically meaningful terms:

∆Eint(�))∆Velstat +∆EPauli +∆Eoi

The term ∆Velstat corresponds to the classical electrostatic
interaction between the unperturbed charge distributions of the
deformed reactants and is usually attractive. The Pauli repulsion
∆EPauli comprises the destabilizing interactions between occupied
orbitals and is responsible for any steric repulsion (see ref 20 for
an exhaustive discussion). The orbital interaction ∆Eoi accounts
for charge transfer (interaction between occupied orbitals on one
moiety with unoccupied orbitals on the other, including HOMO-
LUMO interactions) and polarization (empty-occupied orbital
mixing on one fragment due to the presence of another fragment).
Since the Kohn-Sham MO method of density functional theory
(DFT) in principle yields exact energies and, in practice, with the
available density functionals for exchange and correlation, rather
accurate, we have the special situation that a seemingly one-particle
model (an MO method) in principle fully accounts for the bonding
energy.19,20
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SCHEME 2. SN2 Potential Energy Surfaces: (a) Thermoneutral, (b) Exothermic with Central Barrier, (c) Exothermic without
Central Barriera

a R, RC, TS, PC, and P stand for reactants, reactant complex, transition state, product complex, and products, respectively.

TABLE 1. Energies (in kcal mol-1) Relative to Reactants of the
Stationary Points Occurring in Backside and Frontside SN2
Reactions of X- + CH3Ya

X species Y )
F
a

Cl
b

Br
c

I
d

F RC-b -15.7 -19.4 b b

1 TS-b -7.6 -19.2 b b

PC-b -15.7 -43.6 -51.9 -57.8
P 0.0 -36.0 -45.8 -52.5
TS-H -15.5 -19.0 -21.0 -22.7
RC-f -17.5 -21.3 -22.8 -24.5
TS-f 33.4 19.4 12.7 7.9
PC-f -17.5 b b b

Cl RC-b -7.6 -9.0 -10.0 -10.8
2 TS-b 16.8 -0.2 -5.6 -8.6

PC-b 16.7 -9.0 -17.0 -22.6
P 36.0 0.0 -9.7 -16.5
TS-H 17.1 b b b

RC-f b b b b

TS-f 55.4 40.2 33.5 28.9
PC-f 14.8 b b b

Br RC-b -6.2 -7.3 -8.0 -8.6
3 TS-b b 4.1 -1.7 -5.0

PC-b b -0.2 -8.0 -13.4
P 45.8 9.7 0.0 -6.7
TS-H 24.8 b b b

RC-f b b b b

TS-f 58.4 43.3 36.6 32.0
PC-f 22.9 b b b

I RC-b -5.2 -6.2 -6.7 -7.3
4 TS-b b 7.9 1.8 -1.9

PC-b b 5.7 -1.9 -7.3
P 52.5 16.5 6.7 0.0
TS-H 29.8 b b b

RC-f b b b b

TS-f 60.4 45.4 38.8 34.2
PC-f 28.0 b b b

a Computed at ZORA-OLYP/TZ2P. See Scheme 1 for numbering of
species. b Nonexistent.

Bento and Bickelhaupt

7292 J. Org. Chem. Vol. 73, No. 18, 2008



3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Reaction Profiles Backside SN2-b. The results of our
ZORA-OLYP/TZ2P calculations are collected in Table 1
(energies) and Figures 1-4 (geometries). The CH3Y substrates,
which are not contained in Figures 1-4, have C-Y bond
distances of 1.396 Å (C-F), 1.791 Å (C-Cl), 1.959 Å (C-Br),
and 2.157 Å (C-I). Full structural details can be found in Table
S1 in the Supporting Information.

Most but not all of our model backside SN2-b reactions
(see Scheme 1) proceed via a double-well PES involving a
central barrier and transition state (TS-b) as shown in Scheme
2a,b. We begin our exploration of reactivity with the trends
along the backside SN2-b substitutions in two series of
reaction systems, 1b-4b, in which the chloride nucleophile
reacts with the four different halomethanes, and 2a-2d, in
which the four different halide nucleophiles react with
chloromethane (see Scheme 1). Note that the two orthogonal
series have the well-known Cl- + CH3Cl reaction (2b) in
common. The reactant and product complexes that are
connected by the backside SN2-b transition states in these
two series are C3V symmetric with a linear X-C-Y arrange-
ment. They are stabilized with respect to the reactants and
products, respectively by 6 to 19 kcal mol-1 (see Table 1).

As the nucleophile in X- + CH3Cl is varied along X- ) F-,
Cl-, Br-, and I-, the overall barrier (i.e., the energy of the TS-b
relative to reactants R) increases monotonically from -19.2 to
-0.2 to +4.1 to +7.9 kcal mol-1, respectively (see Table 1,
SN2-b reactions 1b, 2b, 3b, 4b). Likewise, the central barrier
(i.e., the energy of the TS-b relative to reactant complex RC-b)
increases monotonically (from +0.2 to +8.8 to +11.4 to +14.1
kcal mol-1, respectively), and the reaction energy changes from
exothermic to increasingly endothermic (from -36.0 to 0.0 to

+9.7 to +16.5 kcal mol-1, respectively). Also the structural
trends are nicely systematic with a TS-b for X- + CH3Cl that
becomes more and more product like along X- ) F-, Cl-, Br-,
and I-, with an increasingly stretched carbon–leaving group
(C-Cl) bond of 2.10, 2.36, 2.42, and 2.50 Å, respectively (see
Figures 1-4).

On the other hand, variation of the leaving group in Cl- +
CH3Y along Y ) F, Cl, Br, and I causes the overall barrier to
monotonically decrease from +16.8 to -0.2 to -5.6 to -8.6
kcal mol-1 (see Table 1, SN2-b reactions 2a, 2b, 2c, 2d), and
again, the central barrier shows the same behavior: it decreases
from +24.4 to +8.8 to +4.4 to +2.2 kcal mol-1, respectively.

Similar trends occur along all other series of SN2-b reaction
systems: for a given leaving group, barriers increase as the
nucleophile goes from fluoride to iodide; and for a given
nucleophile, they decrease as the leaving group varies from
fluorine to iodine. The two trends approximately cancel each
other if both nucleophile and leaving group are symmetrically
varied in X- + CH3X along X ) F, Cl, Br, and I: here, the
overall barrier, for example, changes less, namely, from -7.6
to -0.2 to -1.7 to -1.9 kcal mol-1, respectively (see Table 1,
SN2-b reactions 1a, 2b, 3c, 4d).

If the reaction exceeds a certain exothermicity (1c, 1d) or
endothermicity (3a, 4a), the TS merges with the RC or PC,
respectively (see Table 1). Consequently, the central barrier
disappears for F- + CH3Br or CH3I (and the reverse SN2-b
reactions), and the reaction profile changes from double-well
to single-well PES (see Scheme 2c).

3.2. Reaction Profiles Frontside SN2-f. All of our frontside
SN2-f reactions are characterized by a double-well PES involving
a central barrier and transition state (TS-f) as shown in Scheme
2a,b. They proceed from and to the same reactant (RC-b) and

FIGURE 1. Structures (in angstroms, degrees) of stationary points in backside and frontside SN2 reactions 1a-d of F- + CH3Y, computed at
ZORA-OLYP/TZ2P. [a] Nonexistent.

Frontside and Backside SN2 Reactions

J. Org. Chem. Vol. 73, No. 18, 2008 7293



product complexes (PC-b), respectively, as the backside SN2-b
reactions, unless such a complex involves a fluoride anion. In
the latter case, the minimum energy path leads from the frontside
transition state (TS-f) to separate frontside reactant (RC-f) or
product complexes (PC-f) in which fluoride forms an F--H-C
hydrogen bond with the methyl group of the neutral halomethane

fragment (see Figures 1-4). Such a frontside complex has been
reported also by Angel and Ervin2 for the reaction of F- +
CH3Cl.

The alternative “frontside complexes” RC-f and PC-f are
about 2 kcal mol-1 more stable than the C3V symmetric backside
complexes RC-b and PC-b which are separated by slight barriers

FIGURE 2. Structures (in angstroms, degrees) of stationary points in backside and frontside SN2 reactions 2a-d of Cl- + CH3Y, computed at
ZORA-OLYP/TZ2P. [a] Nonexistent.

FIGURE 3. Structures (in angstroms, degrees) of stationary points in backside and frontside SN2 reactions 3a-d of Br- + CH3Y, computed at
ZORA-OLYP/TZ2P. [a] Nonexistent.

Bento and Bickelhaupt

7294 J. Org. Chem. Vol. 73, No. 18, 2008



(TS-H) of only a few kcal mol-1 from the former (see Table
1). In the case of the single-well reactions of F- + CH3Br or
CH3I (1c, 1d) and Br- or I- + CH3F (3a, 4a), in which the
backside ion-molecule complexes are nonexistent as stable
stationary points, the transition states TS-H separate the frontside
complexes from the barrier-free backside substitution process.

The barriers of the frontside SN2-f reactions are consistently
higher by 36-41 kcal mol-1 than those of the backside SN2-b
reactions. Note, however, that the trends in reactivity for SN2-f
and SN2-b are essentially equal. Thus, as the nucleophile in X-

+ CH3Cl is varied along X- ) F-, Cl-, Br-, and I-, the overall
frontside barrier (i.e., the energy of the TS-f relative to reactants
R) increases monotonically from +19.4 to +40.2 to +43.3 to
+45.4 kcal mol-1, respectively (see Table 1, SN2-f reactions
1b, 2b, 3b, 4b). Also the structural trends are nicely systematic
with a TS-f for X- + CH3Cl that becomes more and more
product like along X- ) F-, Cl-, Br-, and I-, with an
increasingly stretched carbon leaving group (C-Cl) bond of
2.42, 2.66, 2.68, and 2.71 Å, respectively (see Figures 1-4).
Note that these C-Cl bonds in the various TS-f are consistently
longer by 0.2-0.3 Å than those in the corresponding TS-b.

On the other hand, variation of the leaving group in Cl- +
CH3Y along Y ) F, Cl, Br, and I causes the frontside overall
barrier to monotonically decrease from +55.4 to +40.2 to +33.5
to +28.9 kcal mol-1 (see Table 1, SN2-f reactions 2a, 2b, 2c,
2d).

Similar trends occur along all other series of SN2-f reaction
systems: for a given leaving group, barriers increase as the
nucleophile goes from fluoride to iodide; and for a given
nucleophile, they decrease as the leaving group varies from
fluorine to iodine. Again, as in the case of the backside reactions,
the two trends approximately cancel each other if both nucleo-
phile and leaving group are symmetrically varied in X- + CH3X
along X ) F, Cl, Br, and I: here, the frontside overall barrier,

for example, changes less, namely, from +33.4 to +40.2 to
+36.6 to +34.2 kcal mol-1, respectively (see Table 1, SN2-f
reactions 1a, 2b, 3c, 4d).

3.3. Activation Strain Analyses: Nucleophilicity in SN2-b.
Next, we address the main purpose of our study: to understand
why, for a given leaving group, the SN2 barrier increases as the
nucleophile goes from fluoride to iodide and why, for a given
nucleophile, it decreases as the leaving group varies from
fluorine to iodine. A model for arriving at such understanding
emerges from our activation strain analyses5,18 in which the
potential energy surface ∆E(�) of the model reactions is
decomposed, along the reaction coordinate �, into the strain
∆Estrain(�) associated with deforming the individual reactants
plus the actual interaction ∆Eint(�) between the deformed
reactants (see section 2.2). The analysis results of the backside
SN2-b and frontside SN2-f reactions are collected and visualized
in Figures 5 and 6, respectively, which show potential energy
surfaces ∆E(�) (bold lines), strain energies ∆Estrain(�) (plain
lines), and interaction energies ∆Eint(�) (dashed lines). Both
figures are divided into a left and a right panel. The left panel
addresses trends in nucleophilicity and contains four diagrams
showing for each of the four leaving groups Y how the situation
changes along the nucleophiles X- ) F-, Cl-, Br-, and I-. In
an analogous manner, the right panel addresses trends in leaving-
group ability and contains four diagrams showing for each of
the four nucleophiles X- how the situation changes along the
leaving groups Y ) F, Cl, Br, and I. The color code in each of
the subdiagrams of Figures 5 and 6 is black, blue, red, and green
as one goes along F, Cl, Br, and I.

A surprisingly clear picture emerges from the activation strain
analyses. They show that nucleophilicity is determined in a
straightforward manner by the electron-donor capability of the
nucleophile (i.e., energy and shape of the X- np atomic orbital),
while leaving-group ability derives directly from the carbon–

FIGURE 4. Structures (in angstroms, degrees) of stationary points in backside and frontside SN2 reactions 4a-d of I- + CH3Y, computed at
ZORA-OLYP/TZ2P. [a] Nonexistent.
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FIGURE 5. Activation strain analysis of backside SN2 reaction profiles (in kcal mol-1) along the reaction coordinate projected onto the C-Y
stretch (in Å). Left panel: variation of nucleophile X- for fixed leaving group Y. Right panel: variation of leaving group Y for fixed nucleo-
phile X-.
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leaving group (C-Y) bond strength. We first examine the trend
in nucleophilicity along the four halide nucleophiles in backside
SN2-b reactions (Figure 5, left panel). We choose the reactions

of X- + CH3Cl for a detailed discussion but note that other
leaving groups provide the same picture. Thus, as we go along
X- ) F-, Cl-, Br-, and I-, we can see that the reaction profile

FIGURE 6. Activation strain analysis of frontside SN2 reaction profiles (in kcal mol-1) along the reaction coordinate projected onto the C-Y
stretch (in Å). Left panel: variation of nucleophile X- for fixed leaving group Y. Right panel: variation of leaving group Y for fixed nucleo-
phile X-.
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∆E becomes more and more destabilized and the transition states
(indicated by bullets) occur at still higher energies (see Figure
5b). Interestingly, this trend stems entirely from the interaction
curves ∆Eint while the strain curves ∆Estrain of the four different
reaction systems are nearly identical and superimposed (see
Figure 5b). We come back to the strain curves ∆Estrain in section
3.4, where we discuss trends in leaving-group ability.

Note also that, if we go from X- ) F- to Cl- to Br- and to
I-, the transition states occur at still later points along the
reaction coordinate (i.e., for larger C-Y stretch). This phe-
nomenon, which is reminiscent of the Hammond postulate
(“more endothermic reactions have more product-like transition
states”), is the logical consequence of the fact that the transition
state occurs at that point along the reaction coordinate � where
d∆Eint(�)/d� ) -d∆Estrain(�)/d�. Thus, as the ∆Eint(�) curve
becomes less stabilizing, its slope also diminishes, and the
aforementioned condition is satisfied at a later, more product-
like point along �.

We continue with the trend along interaction curves ∆Eint as
they determine the trend along the nucleophiles. An analysis
of the bonding mechanism behind this interaction curve shows
that the dominant orbital interaction is the HOMO-LUMO
interaction between the occupied X- np AO pointing to the
backside lobe of the empty CH3Y σ*C-Y orbital. In all of the
reactions, the interaction curve ∆Eint is stabilized as the reaction
proceeds and the C-Y bond elongates. One reason is that the
methyl group becomes more positively charged which leads to
a better electrostatic attraction ∆Velstat. The other important
reason is that the C-Y antibonding σ*C-Y goes down in energy
(smaller HOMO-LUMO gap) and gains more amplitude on
the more electropositive methyl end of the substrate (better
HOMO-LUMO overlap).

Importantly, regarding the trend in nucleophilicity, this
HOMO-LUMO interaction becomes less stabilizing as the
nucleophile is varied along X- ) F-, Cl-, Br-, and I-, which
causes the observed destabilization in the ∆Eint curve and thus
the overall reaction profile ∆E. The reason is that the orbital
energy of the X- np AO decreases in this order which causes
the HOMO-LUMO gap to become larger and thus the orbital
interaction ∆Eoi less stabilizing (see qualitative illustration in
Scheme 3).

Note that this trend in orbital energies of the halide anions
X- runs counter to that in the neutral halogen atoms X. In the
latter, the energy of the electronegative F 2p AO is lowest, and
as the principal quantum number increases down the periodic
table, the valence Cl 3p, Br 4p, and I 5p AOs become effectively
more shielded and higher in energy. This is the orbital picture
of the decreasing electronegativity along this series of halogens.
However, if we put an excess electron on the halogens, the small
and compact fluorine AOs experience more Coulomb repulsion
and destabilization than in the case of the heavier and more

diffuse halogens, which leads to the reversed trend in AO
energies for the halide anions.

In conclusion, nucleophilicity is determined in a straightfor-
ward manner by the electron-donor capability of the nucleophile,
that is, the energy (and shape; not discussed, here) of the X-

np atomic orbital. Thus, a higher X- np orbital energy goes
with a lower SN2 barrier because of stronger, more stabilizing
nucleophile-substrate interactions.

3.4. Activation Strain Analyses: Leaving-Group Ability
in SN2-b. Next, we examine the trend in leaving-group ability
along the four halomethane substrates in backside SN2-b
reactions (Figure 5, right panel). We choose the reactions of
Cl- + CH3Y for a detailed discussion but note again that series
with other nucleophiles provide the same picture. Thus, as we
go along Y ) F, Cl, Br, and I, we can see that the reaction
profile ∆E becomes more and more stabilized and the transition
states (indicated by bullets) occur at still lower energies along
this series (see Figure 5f).

This time the trend stems entirely from the strain curves
∆Estrain, while now the interaction curves ∆Eint of the four
different reaction systems are nearly identical and superimposed
(see Figure 5f). The strain curves ∆Estrain become systematically
destabilized as the leaving group varies along Y ) F, Cl, Br,
and I. A closer look at the origin of this behavior shows that it
is directly related to the trend in the C-Y bond strengths: the
H3C-Y bond dissociation energy amounts to 113.7, 83.8, 71.3,
and 60.0 kcal mol-1 along this series (see also ref 6). In fact,
the strain curves ∆Estrain are very similar to the simple bond
dissociation energy curves of the halomethanes involved. They
differ, however, increasingly from the latter as the reaction
approaches completion. This is because, in a simple dissociation,
the halomethane transforms into a planar methyl radical plus a
halogen atom, whereas along the SN2-b reaction, the methyl
moiety of the [CH3-Y] fragment adopts eventually again an
(inverted) pyramidal configuration.

We conclude that leaving-group ability derives directly from
carbon–leaving group (C-Y) bond strength. Thus, a stronger
C-Y bond leads to a higher SN2 barrier because of a higher,
more destabilizing substrate strain.

3.5. Activation Strain Analyses: SN2-f versus SN2-b. The
frontside SN2-f barriers show, as pointed out above, the same
trends as the backside ones: they increase along the nucleophiles
F-, Cl-, Br-, and I- and decrease along the substrates CH3F,
CH3Cl, CH3Br, and CH3I. They also have the same two origins
(compare the corresponding diagrams in Figures 5 and 6). Thus,
a higher X- np orbital energy goes with a lower SN2-f barrier
because of stronger, more stabilizing nucleophile-substrate
interactions ∆Eint (see Figure 6). On the other hand, a stronger
C-Y bond leads to a higher SN2-f barrier because of a higher,
more destabilizing substrate strain ∆Estrain (see again Figure 6).

The higher frontside SN2-f as compared to backside SN2-b
barriers have been previously attributed to less efficient <nu-
cleophile HOMO | substrate LUMO> overlap and thus less
stabilizing nucleophile-substrate interaction ∆Eint

22 (see Scheme
4). Previously, we have shown this mechanism to be partially
responsible for the higher SN2-f than SN2-b barrier for Cl- +
CH3Cl,8 and here, we find that indeed also for all other
combinations of X- + CH3Y, the interaction curves ∆Eint are
less stabilizing in the early parts of the reaction process (up
until the transition states) of the frontside substitutions (compare
corresponding reaction systems in Figures 5 and 6). This

(22) Anh, N. T.; Minot, C. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1980, 102, 103.

SCHEME 3. HOMO-LUMO Interaction of X- ) F-, Cl-,
Br-, and I- with a Halomethane CH3Y
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constitutes a significant contribution to the higher energy of the
frontside as compared to the backside reaction profiles ∆E.

Interestingly, however, the main reason for the higher barrier
for frontside substitution is the increased steric repulsion
between nucleophile X and leaving group Y, which are adjacent
in the TS for frontside SN2-f while they are on opposite sides
of the trigonal bipyramidal transition structure for backside SN2-
b. The proximity of the two large X and Y groups in the
frontside TS-f translates into a more deformed substrate in the
frontside SN2-f processes and thus to the higher-energy strain
curves ∆Estrain (compare Figures 5 and 6). This constitutes the
main source of the higher-energy frontside reaction profiles ∆E.
Note that this is also the reason for the above-mentioned larger
C-X and C-Y distances in the frontside transition states TS-f
as compared to the backside transition states TS-b (see Figures
1-4).

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, our analyses of the backside and frontside SN2
reactions of X- + CH3Y (X, Y ) halogen), based on relativistic
density functional theory, yield a consistent overview of trends
and a clear picture of what makes a good or poor nucleophile
or leaving group. In line with previous experimental and
theoretical work, we find that backside SN2-b barriers increase

along the nucleophiles F-, Cl-, Br-, and I- and decrease along
the substrates CH3F, CH3Cl, CH3Br, and CH3I. Frontside SN2-f
barriers show the same trends but are in all cases much higher
(ca. 10-60 kcal mol-1) because of more steric repulsion as a
result of the proximity between the nucleophile and leaving
group.

Our analyses of these trends, based on the activation strain
model of chemical reactivity (see Theoretical Methods for
details), yield a clear picture of what makes a good nucleophile
or leaving group in the sense of yielding a low SN2 barrier.
Nucleophilicity is determined in a straightforward manner by
the electron-donor capability of the nucleophile (i.e., energy and
shape of the X- np atomic orbital), whereas leaving-group
ability derives directly from carbon–leaving group (C-Y) bond
strength.

Thus, a higher X- np orbital energy goes with a lower SN2
barrier (both backside and frontside) because of stronger, more
stabilizing nucleophile-substrate interactions. On the other
hand, a stronger C-Y bond leads to a higher SN2 barrier (both
backside and frontside) because of a higher, more destabilizing
substrate strain. An interesting next step is to explore how the
introduction of a solvent interferes with these basic principles.
This will contribute to a more complete picture of the factors
that determine relative rates of condensed-phase SN2 reactions.
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SCHEME 4. Overlap between X- np HOMO and CH3Y
σ*C-Y LUMO in SN2-b and SN2-f

Frontside and Backside SN2 Reactions

J. Org. Chem. Vol. 73, No. 18, 2008 7299


