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ABSTRACT: In this work, we calculate the redox potential in
a series of Ir and Ru complexes bearing a N-heterocyclic
carbene (NHC) ligand presenting different Y groups in the
para position of the aromatic N-substituent. The calculated
redox potentials excellently correlate with the experimental
ΔE1/2 potentials, offering a handle to rationalize the
experimental findings. Analysis of the HOMO of the
complexes before oxidation suggests that electron-donating Y
groups destabilize the metal centered HOMO. Energy
decomposition of the metal−NHC interaction indicates that
electron-donating Y groups reinforce this interaction in the oxidized complexes. Analysis of the electron density in the reduced
and oxidized states of representative complexes indicates a clear donation from the Cipso of the N-substituents to an empty d
orbital on the metal. In case of the Ru complexes, this mechanism involves the Ru−alkylidene moiety. All of these results suggest
that electron-donating Y groups render the aromatic N-substituent able to donate more density to electron-deficient metals
through the Cipso atom. This conclusion suggests that electron-donating Y groups could stabilize higher oxidation states during
catalysis. To test this hypothesis, we investigated the effect of differently donating Y groups in model reactions of Ru-catalyzed
olefin metathesis and Pd-catalyzed C−C cross-coupling. Consistent with the experimental results, calculations indicate an easier
reaction pathway if the N-substituent of the NHC ligand presents an electron-donating Y group.

■ INTRODUCTION
If chemists should vote for the most relevant advances in
catalysis over the last 20 years, N-heterocyclic carbenes
(NHCs)1−4 would certainly score in the top positions.
Focusing on transition metal promoted catalysis, NHC ligands
have been successfully tested in a number of rather different
chemical transformations, such as Rh- and Ir-catalyzed
hydrosilylation,3,5 C−H activation3,6,7 and hydrogenations,8,9

Au-catalyzed cyclization of polyunsaturated substrates10 and
C−H activation of acetylenes,11 Cu-catalyzed borylation
reactions,12,13 and finally in the Ni-catalyzed dehydrogenation
of ammonia−borane to H2.

14 However, the fields where the
largest impact is foreseen are the Nobel reactions 2005 and
2010, which means Ru-catalyzed olefin metathesis15,16 and Pd-
catalyzed cross-coupling reactions.3,17−19 Both of these
reactions are extremely versatile and allow chemists to perform
fundamental manipulations on the C−C and CC bonds.
NHC ligands have been tested in both of the above reactions
and gave unusual or better reactivity in comparison with
classical phosphines. Ru and Pd catalysts bearing NHC ligands
are in the catalogue of basically all catalyst suppliers and have
entered the world of industrial applications.
This practical interest for NHC as privileged ligands in

transition metal promoted catalysis has spurred impressive
research to understand the details of the M−NHC bond,20−39

and the way this bonding influences catalytic behavior.40,41 The
most updated model of the M−NHC bond consists of a
dominating σ-donation from the HOMO of the NHC ligand,
centered on the carbene C atom, to empty d orbitals of the
metal. This σ-bond is reinforced by donation from π orbitals on
the NHC ligand to empty d orbitals of electron-deficient
metals. However, NHC can also act as π-acid ligands, by
accepting backdonation from filled d orbitals of electron-rich
metals. The main characteristic of this bonding scheme is that
the M−NHC interaction occurs via σ and π bonds between the
metal and the carbene atom.
As is common in science, this scenario is being perturbed by

new experiments. For example, in case of Ru-precatalysts for
olefins metathesis based on NHC ligands presenting aromatic
N-substituents, Fürstner observed that the short C−C distance
between the benzylidene unit and the N-aryl rings of the NHC
ligand would be consistent with a π-stacking interaction
between the two aromatic rings.42 Along a similar line, Plenio
et al. demonstrated that the redox potential of several Ru, Pd,
Ir, and Rh NHC-based complexes depends on the nature of the
substituents at the para position of the N-xylyl rings.43−47 This
was found puzzling because communication through the σ-

Received: December 28, 2011
Published: April 23, 2012

Article

pubs.acs.org/JACS

© 2012 American Chemical Society 8127 dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja212133j | J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2012, 134, 8127−8135

pubs.acs.org/JACS


bonds is unlikely, seven bonds separate these substituents from
the redox-active metal center, and communication through the
π-orbitals is equally unlikely, as the aromatic ring of the N-
substituent is orthogonal to the NHC ring.46 This led the
authors to conclude that communication between the NHC
ligand and the metal center occurred through π-face
donation.43,45 A similar interaction was suggested to explain
the conformation-dependent redox potential measured for a
(diaminocarbene)Ir(CO)2Cl complex.48

Intrigued by these experimental results, we decided to
analyze the M−NHC interaction in complexes presenting
groups with different electronic properties in the para position
of the aryl N-substituent to provide a theoretical support to the
experimental evidence that communication between the NHC
ligand and the metal center can occur through π-face
donation.43,45 To tune the computational protocol, we first
tested the chosen DFT tool to reproduce the experimental
redox potential, E1/2, of the Ir and Ru complexes shown in
Chart 1. Systems 9−12 allow one to extend this tuning of the

computational protocol to the prediction of the redox potential
of complexes presenting different substitution at the alkoxy-
alkylidene moiety.49 The good agreement we found between
calculated redox potential and experimental ΔE1/2 allowed us to
perform a detailed analysis of the influence of the various
substituents on the M−NHC bond. This knowledge is used to
investigate the electronic property of the metal center in newly
developed Ru-catalysts.50−52 Finally, to test whether this
interaction remains an academic curiosity or can influence
catalysis, we investigated key structures along the reaction

pathway of Ru-catalyzed olefins metathesis and Pd-catalyzed
C−C cross-coupling reactions.

■ COMPUTATIONAL DETAILS
Geometry optimization of both the reduced and the oxidized
complexes was performed at B3LYP53−55 level with the Gaussian 09
package.56 The electronic configuration of the molecular systems was
described by a triple-ζ basis set for main group atoms (TZVP keyword
in Gaussian 09),57 while for transition metals we used the small core
quasirelativistic SDD effective core potentials, with the associated
triple-ζ valence basis set (SDD keyword in Gaussian 09).58−60 The
closed-shell neutral species were treated within a restricted formalism,
whereas the open-shell cationic oxidized species were treated with an
unrestricted formalism. All geometries were confirmed as minimum
energy geometry through vibrational analysis.

The DFT redox potential ERedOx was evaluated as indicated in eq
1:61,62

= −
−E

G G
e

RedOx
Ox Red

(1)

where ERedOx is the DFT calculated one electron oxidation potential,
GOx and GRed are the free energies in solvent, of the oxidized and
reduced systems, and e− is electron charge. Solvent effects, CH2Cl2,
have been estimated in single-point calculations on the gas-phase
optimized structures, based on the polarizable continuum model
PCM.63−65

To choose the most appropriate functional for the calculation of the
redox potential of the systems reported in Chart 1, we tested the
performance of a small series of functionals to reproduce the difference
in the oxidation potential of prototype systems 1c and 5b, and of the

experimentally used octamethylferrocene (FC) standard; see Table 1.
The numbers reported in Table 1 clearly indicate that the simple GGA
BP8654,66 and PBEh67,68 functionals perform reasonably well, with the
difference in the oxidation potential of both 1c and 5b relative to FC
in reasonable agreement with the experimental value. However, both
of the GGA functionals tested wrongly predict the difference in the
redox potential of 1c and 5b, with 5b more easily oxidized than 1c.
Differently, the HGGA PBE069 and B3LYP70 functionals under-
estimate severely the redox potential of both 1c and 5b versus FC,
ruling out the accurate prediction of the redox potential by these
functionals. The last generation HMGGA M06 functional,71 instead,
performs remarkably well, offering an almost perfect reproduction of
the relative redox potential of 1c, 5b, and FC. For this reason, in the
rest of this Article, we decided to report the redox potential in CH2Cl2
calculated with the M06 functional on the B3LYP geometries. Zero-
point energies and thermal corrections at the B3LYP level were added
to the M06 energies in solvent to achieve the best approximation to
the free energies in solvent. However, we found that a slightly better
correlation between the theoretical and the experimental redox
potentials of the systems shown in Chart 1 is obtained with the
simple M06 energies in solvent, R2 = 0.92 and a mean unsigned error
of 0.45 V, rather than by adding the B3LYP zero-point energies and
thermal corrections to the in solvent M06 energies, R2 = 0.88 and
mean unsigned error of 0.53 V. For this reason, the redox potentials
discussed below are calculated with the simple M06 energies in

Chart 1. Systems Investigated in the Present Study

Table 1. Relative Redox Potential, in volt, of the Selected
Systems

1c−FC 5b−FC 1c−5b

exp. 0.759 0.870 −0.111
BP86 0.798 0.743 0.055
PBEh 0.762 0.695 0.067
PBE0 0.194 0.359 −0.165
B3LYP 0.073 0.296 −0.223
M06 0.767 0.811 −0.044
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solvent. All of the redox potentials reported in the following, indicated
as ΔEredox(DFT), are calculated relative to the calculated oxidation
potential of FC.
The electron density difference maps were calculated using a

common geometry for the (NHC)(Cl2)RuCH2 skeleton. Specifi-
cally, the geometry of the neutral 12b (see later) is used in all of these
calculations, with the geometry of 12a and 12c obtained by replacing
the para H atoms of 12b with the NMe2 and Br groups from the
optimized geometry of the neutral 12a and 12c. These geometries
have been also used for the cationic species. This allowed one to
obtain a perfect overlap of the Ru, NHC, and CH2 skeleton, which
resulted in clean electron density difference maps. Our attempts to use
the optimized geometries of the complexes introduced too much noise
in the electron density difference maps, due to the marginal
displacements of the atoms between the different structures.
In case of the Pd-catalyzed C−C cross-coupling and of the Ru-

catalyzed olefins metathesis reactions, the BP86 functional in
connection with a split-valence basis set (SVP keyword in Gaussian)
on all of the atoms was used.54,66,72 For both Pd and Ru, we used the
small core quasirelativistic SDD electron core potential, with the
associated triple-ζ valence basis set (SDD keyword in Gaussian
09).58−60 Also in this case, solvent effects, CH2Cl2, have been
estimated in single-point calculations on the gas-phase optimized
structures, based on the polarizable continuum model PCM.63−65

Finally, while this Article was under review, another worthy paper
describing π-interaction between the NHC ligand and the Ru−
alkylidene moiety was published.73

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The DFT calculated redox potentials for the systems of Chart 1
are plotted against the experimental ΔE1/2 in Figure 1. The data

reported in Figure 1 show that higher redox potentials
correspond to NHC ligands presenting an electron-with-
drawing group in the para position of the N-xylyl substituent,
whereas a reduction in the redox potential is found when an
electron-donating group is present in the para position of the
N-xylyl substituent. From a quantitative point of view, the
calculated redox potentials reproduce well the absolute
experimental ΔE1/2 values, with a R2 equal to 0.92. The mean
unsigned error and the root-mean-square deviation between the
calculated redox potentials and the experimental ΔE1/2 are
equal to 45 and 58 mV, respectively, which gives an indication
of the accuracy that can be expected when the protocol we
developed is used to predict the ΔE1/2 of Ir or Ru complexes of
the type shown in Chart 1. The very good agreement between

the calculated redox potential and the experimental ΔE1/2
indicates that DFT calculations can be used to characterize
the electronic properties of NHC ligands for which the
experimental ΔE1/2 is not available, thus adding to the set of
molecular descriptors used to classify NHC ligands in terms of
steric and electronic properties.26,74−77 Further, it validates the
following analysis.
After the calculation protocol has been validated, we move to

clarify if the Y group in the para position of the N-substituent
influences the stability of the neutral species or of the cationic
oxidized species. To this end, we examined if the ΔE1/2
correlates with the energy of the highest occupied molecular
orbital (HOMO) of the neutral species, because the first
ionization energy can be approximated with the HOMO in the
framework of the Koopman’s theorem.78 This plot is reported
in Figure 2. Inspection of the plot clearly shows an almost

linear and quantitative relationship between the energy of the
HOMO, which is strongly centered on the Ir and the Ru atoms
(for example, in the reference systems 1c and 5b, the HOMO is
78% on the Ir and 55% and 34% on the Ru and Cl atoms,
respectively) and the experimental ΔE1/2 for both Ir and Ru
complexes. This finding indicates that one effect of the Y group
is to destabilize the neutral species by raising the energy of the
HOMO.
Next, we examined selected M−NHC distances, because a

change in the σ/π donicity from the NHC ring to the metal,
possibly induced by the para Y groups, should influence the
M−NHC bonding with a variation of the M−NHC distance.
For the sake of simplicity, we focused this analysis on the Ir
complexes 1b−1d and 2b−2d; the corresponding Ir−NHC
distances are reported in Table 2. Analysis of the values
reported in Table 2 indicates that the para Y groups do not
influence the Ir−NHC distance both in the neutral and in the

Figure 1. Plot of the DFT redox potentials versus the experimental
ΔE1/2 for the Ir and Ru complexes shown in Chart 1.

Figure 2. Plot of the experimental ΔE1/2 versus the DFT calculated
HOMO energy for the systems of Chart 1.

Table 2. Key Geometric Parameters, Distances in Å, Angles
in deg, in Selected Neutral and Cationic Ir-Complexes

neutral cationic

Ir−
NHC

Ir−
Cpara

Ccarb−N−
Cipso

Ir−
NHC

Ir−
Cpara

Ccarb−N−
Cipso

1b 2.073 5.514 127.7 2.060 5.327 126.0
1c 2.070 5.498 127.8 2.063 5.312 126.2
1d 2.068 5.467 127.5 2.063 5.281 125.9
2b 2.081 5.542 127.0 2.070 5.422 126.0
2c 2.079 5.518 127.0 2.071 5.378 125.8
2d 2.076 5.495 126.8 2.072 5.370 125.8
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cationic species. For example, the Ir−NHC distance in the
neutral system is reduced by only 0.005 Å on going from 1b to
1d, while in the corresponding cationic species the range
spanned by the Ir−NHC distance is only 0.003 Å. Similar
behavior is calculated for systems 2b−2d, presenting an
unsaturated NHC ligand. On the average, the Ir−NHC is
0.008 Å shorter in the cationic species, a clear consequence of
the cationic nature of the complex after oxidation. This simple
geometric analysis supports the idea that the Y groups cannot
communicate with the metal center through the NHC ligand,
and more specifically through the M−NHC bond.46

More rewarding, instead, is the analysis of the average Ir−
Cpara distance in complexes 1b−1d and 2b−2d; see again Table
2. In fact, the Ir−Cpara distance shrinks by roughly 0.05 Å on
going from Y = Me to Y = Br, both for the cationic and for the
neutral systems. This change in the average Ir−Cpara distance
has already been evidenced by Plenio and co-workers, who
noticed a longer average Ir−Cpara distance in the X-ray structure
of 1a, 5.74 Å, than in that of 1c, 5.27 Å.46 For comparison, we
calculated an average Ir−Cpara distance slightly longer in 1a,
5.54 Å, than in 1c, 5.50 Å. This suggests that a longer Ir−Cpara
distance might be consistent with a more electron-donating Y
group, because we found this effect consistently in the
optimized geometries. Regarding the discrepancy between the
calculated and the experimental values, this could be due to
packing effects in the crystal structure (not considered in the
calculations), or to the specific functional used. However,
considering that the discrepancy between the experimental and
the calculated values is around 4%, we believe this is an
acceptable performance of the methodology, because this error
is on a distance between two non interacting atoms. The small
reduction of the Ir−Cpara distance in the DFT geometry of 1a
and 1c is consequence of a small reduction, roughly 0.2°, of the
Ccarbene−N−Cipso angle, which basically pulls the aromatic ring
of the N-substituents closer to the Ir atom in case of electron-
withdrawing Y groups. Comparison of the neutral and cationic
systems shows that the Ir−Cpara distance is on average 0.16 Å
shorter in the cationic species, while the Ccarbene−N−Cipso angle
is on average 1.3° smaller in the cationic species. This indicates
that after oxidation the N-aromatic substituents bend toward
the metal considerably.
Next, we analyzed the energetics of the relaxation of 1b−1d

and 2b−2d after oxidation. That is, we compared the energy of
the oxidized species in the geometry of the reduced species to
that of the oxidized species after geometry optimization. In case
of 1b−1d and 2b−2d, the energy gain connected to a
geometric relaxation after oxidation is 3.7 and 3.0 kcal/mol,
respectively, with the Y group affecting this value by 0.1 kcal/
mol only. This indicates that the main impact of the Y group is
not in the geometry of the cationic species, but it is on the
specific interaction between the NHC ligand and the metal. For
this reason, we performed an energy decomposition analysis of
the bonding between the NHC ligand and the Ir center in 1b−
1d and 2b−2d; see Table 3. The total bond energy is
decomposed as indicated in eq 2:

= +E EBDE Snap Relax (2)

where BDE is the total bonding energy of the NHC ligand to
the Ir center, ESnap is the bond snapping energy, which is the
energy required to separate rigidly the NHC and the Ir
fragment in the geometry they have in the complex, and ERelax is
the relaxation energy, which is the energy gain obtained from
relaxation of the NHC and Ir-fragments after separation.

Analysis of the energetics reported in Table 3 shows that, in
agreement with previous results,79,80 the total bond dissociation
energy, BDE, in the neutral 1b−1d and 2b−2d complexes is
quite similar, with the BDEs in 1b−1d roughly 1 kcal/mol
greater than in 2b−2d. This indicates that the saturated or
unsaturated nature of the NHC skeleton has a minor impact on
the BDE. Further, it also indicates that the nature of the Y
group on the N-substituents has a minor impact on the BDE of
the NHC ligand in the neutral species. Similar conclusions are
obtained by comparing the ESnap energies, which can be
considered as a snapshot of the interaction between the NHC
ligand and the Ir fragment in the geometry they have in the
complex. Moving to the cationic species, the first clear result is
the much higher BDEs, of course a consequence of a much
stronger interaction between the charged metal fragment and
the NHC ligand. Also, in case of the cationic systems, the
difference in the BDE between systems 1b−1d and 2b−2d is
marginal, although it slightly increases to ∼2 kcal/mol.
Differently, in case of the cationic systems, the Y group has a
clear influence on both the BDE and the ESnap. Specifically, the
NHC presenting an electron-donating Me group, 1b and 2b,
shows a BDE and an ESnap roughly 6 kcal/mol higher than those
calculated for NHC presenting an electron-withdrawing Br
group, 1d and 2d. This finding clearly indicates that electron-
donating groups in the para position of the N-substituent
reinforce the overall interaction between the NHC ligand and
the metal in the cationic species.
To shed light on the mechanism through which the Y group

in the para position of the N-substituents is able to destabilize
the neutral species and to stabilize higher oxidation states, we
analyzed the electron density in selected systems. For the sake
of simplicity, and to highlight differences, we performed this
analysis on the model systems shown in Chart 2. Models 13a−

13c are representative of an active species almost ubiquitous in
Ru-catalyzed olefins metathesis, and thus this analysis starts to
offer a vision of the influence of the Y group in the para
position of the N-substituent during catalysis. Further, the
unsaturated NHC ring allows one to work under CS symmetry,
with the symmetry plane coincident with the NHC plane.
First, we compared the difference in the electron density,

ρ−ρ̃, between the cationic and the neutral species of the

Table 3. Gas-Phase Contributions of the Energy
Decomposition Analysis, in kcal/mol, of the Ir−NHC Bond
in 1b−1d and 2b−2d

neutral cationic

BDE ESnap ERelax BDE ESnap ERelax

1b 60.6 73.9 −13.3 94.6 115.4 −20.8
1c 60.4 74.2 −13.8 92.5 113.0 −20.6
1d 59.9 73.6 −13.7 88.7 109.4 −20.7
2b 59.8 72.4 −12.6 92.2 112.6 −20.4
2c 59.6 72.6 −13.1 90.4 110.7 −20.3
2d 59.1 72.0 −12.8 86.5 106.7 −20.2

Chart 2. Model Systems Used in the Electron Density
Analysis
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reference system 13b. This plot indicates which is the
redistribution of the electron density after oxidation. The
electron density difference ρ−ρ̃ is plotted in the plane of the
NHC ring as well as in the plane orthogonal to it, Figure 3a and

b, respectively. Within this definition, red and blue lines
(corresponding to positive and negative isocontour lines)
indicate zones where the electron density is higher or lower in
the cationic species, respectively.
Inspection of Figure 3a clearly shows the unexpected result

that electron density at the metal, in the plane of the NHC ring,
is higher in the cationic form rather than in the neutral form
(see the red full lines around the Ru center in Figure 3a).
Indeed, in agreement with the HOMO composition described
above, the plot of Figure 3b clearly indicates that upon
oxidation electron density is mainly removed from the metal
center as well as from the chloride ligands (see the blue dashed
lines around the Cl atoms in Figure 3b).
Focusing on a more detailed level, inspection of Figure 3a

indicates that, to alleviate the electron deficiency at the metal
center in the cationic species, electron density is accumulated
on and transferred from the Cipso atoms directly to the Ru
center via a classical π to d donation, see left side of Figure 3a,
as well as to the alkylidene C atom via a π (Cipso) to π*
(Calkylidene) donation, see right side of Figure 3a. The electron
density donated from the Cipso to the Calkylidene allows the
alkylidene group to transfer electron density to the metal
center, as indicated by the blue dashed lines around the
alkylidene C atom in Figure 3a. This conclusion is consistent
with the results reported in ref 73.

Within this scheme, the effect of the Y groups in the para
position of the N-substituents becomes easily rationalized.
Electron-donating groups reinforce electron density at the Cipso
of the NHC ligand, thus enhancing their ability to donate to
both the metal center and the alkylidene group, whereas
electron-withdrawing groups deplete electron density at the
Cipso of the NHC ligand, thus reducing their ability to donate
electron density. Support to this analysis is given by a
comparison of the electron density in the neutral and in the
cationic systems presenting NMe2 and Br Y groups, ρNMe2−ρBr,
see Figure 3c,d. Within this definition, positive and negative
isocontour lines (full and dashed lines in Figure 3c,d) indicate
zones where the electron density is higher or lower in the
species presenting an electron-donating NMe2 group in the
para position of the N-aryl ring. Inspection of Figure 3c shows
that in the neutral species electron density at the metal as well
as at the alkylidene group is substantially the same in 13a and
13c; the main difference (beside the area around the Y groups)
is at the Cipso. As in organic chemistry textbooks, electron
density at the Cipso is higher in the presence of the NMe2 group.
Differently, in the cationic species, the electron density in the
plane of the NHC ring is quite higher around the metal center
and around the alkylidene moiety in 13a, while there is a
reduction of excess density around the Cipso. Further, in the
cationic species 13a, there is increased amount of electron
density between the two Cipso and the metal center on one side,
and the alkylidene moiety on the other side.
As a final remark on structural effects, it is worthy to note

that in the alkoxybenzylidene systems, the NHC is slightly
more bent toward the empty coordination position trans to the
Ru−alkylidene bond. This results in a shorter distance between
the Ru atom and the Cipso above the empty coordination
position, relative to the corresponding PCy3-based systems. For
example, in the neutral 3a and 5a, this distance is 3.48 and 3.35
Å, respectively, while in the oxidized 3a and 5a, this distance is
3.56 and 3.30 Å, respectively. This suggests that in systems 3−
4, where the NHC can engage in a π-face interaction with the
alkylidene C atom, the main mechanism of electron density
transfer is through the alkylidene. Conversely, in systems 5−6,
where the rotated alkylidene cannot engage in a π-face
interaction with the N-xylyl ring, the main mechanism is direct
donation to the metal through the empty coordination position
trans to the Ru−alkylidene bond. This dual mechanism could
explain the similar perturbation that the same Y group has on
the redox potential of systems 3−4 and 5−6, although in the
latter the Ru−alkylidene bond is rotated by 90°. Futther, it
could explain the perturbation different Y groups have in
systems 1−2, where no alkylidene group is present, although
the range spanned by the redox potential in the Ir complexes is
reduced relative to the range spanned in the Ru complexes.46

In conclusion, all of the analyses we performed illuminate
that the mechanism transmitting the properties of the groups
on the para position of the N-substituents to the metal center
operates via the aromatic system on the N-substituent, with the
Cipso atom acting as key messenger between the Y group and
the metal center. In case of the Ru systems, this mechanism
involves also the alkylidene group. Further, our analysis clearly
indicated that the Y groups have a double effect. They
destabilize the HOMO in the reduced species, and they
reinforce the M−NHC interaction in the oxidized species.
To have a better insight on the role that the various groups

around the Ru center have in determining the redox potential,
we examined the systems shown in Chart 3. The calculated

Figure 3. Plots of the electron density difference between the cationic
and the neutral species of the Ru-system 13b, ρ+−ρ0, parts a,b, and
between the neutral and cationic species of the Ru-systems 13a and
13c, ρNMe2−ρBr, part c neutral systems, part d cationic systems. Red
full and blue dashed lines indicate positive and negative isodensity
lines, drawn between −0.01 and 0.01 au with a spacing of 0.0005 au.
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redox potential of 4a−CH2 is 273 mV higher than that of 4a,
which indicates that the phenyl group of the benzylidene
moiety, as expected, contributes remarkably to alleviate the
electron deficiency at the metal atom after oxidation. On the
other hand, the calculated redox potential of 6−CH2 is only 64
mV higher than that calculated for 4a−CH2, which indicates
that the PCy3 is not that much better than the isopropoxy
group in alleviating electron deficiency at the metal after
oxidation. Instead, the calculated redox potential of 6−CH2 is
124 mV higher than that of 6. Comparison with the redox
potential change calculated for 4a → 4a−CH2 highlights a
reduced ability of the benzylidene moiety to transfer electron
density to the metal when rotated in plane with the NHC
ligand and when disengaged from π-face interaction with the
above N-xylyl ring. Another estimate of the effect of the
alkylidene rotation comes from the comparison of systems 6
and 6−Ph, where the redox potential of the latter is 59 mV
lower.
Having validated the computational protocol, and having

clarified the mechanism through which the NHC ligand can
impact the electron properties of the metal center, we
wondered if this effect can have an impact on the performance
of catalysts with potential large industrial applications. To this
end, we considered the fundamental steps in the Ru-catalyzed
olefins metathesis and in the Suzuki−Miyaura Pd-catalyzed C−
C cross-coupling reaction. Starting with the Ru-catalyzed olefin
metathesis, we first evaluated the redox potential of the two Ru-
catalysts shown in Chart 4. These complexes represent
innovative systems with remarkably improved performance in
the synthesis of Z-olefins.50−52 The innovation is in the
presence of a caroboxylate ligand to replace one chloride ligand,
and of a chelating Ru−C σ-bond involving one N-substituent of
the NHC ligand, to replace the other chloride ligand. The
peculiar geometry of 14 and 15 forces the mean plane of the
NHC ligand to be rotated by roughly 22° and 90° away from
the Ru−alkylidene bond, respectively. Consequently, this

rotation pulls the mesityl group away from the Ru−alkylidene
bond. Overall, these features make it difficult to easily place the
metal center in 14 and 15 on a same electronic property scale
with systems 3−12 of Chart 1. To this end, we calculated the
redox potential of 14 and 15. The calculated values, 0.602 and
0.615 V, respectively, characterize the metal center of these new
catalysts as rather electron rich, because the calculated redox
potential and the experimental ΔE1/2 of the chelating
isopropoxy−alkylidene system 5a, presenting an electron-
donating Y = Me group, are equal to 0.838 and 0.850 V,
respectively.
Next, we moved to investigate the effect of the Y group in the

para position of the N-substituent in key structures along the
reaction pathway of olefins metathesis. To this end, we
evaluated the energy profile associated with PCy3 dissociation,
followed by ethene metathesis, with the systems shown in
Chart 5, which means we evaluated the influence of the Y

groups on olefin metathesis with a Ru−benzylidene complex in
the framework of a completely dissociative mechanism,
although there is growing evidence that an associative-
interchange mechanism is very competitive.49,81 However,
competition between the various activation mechanism is out
of the scope of this work. The energetics of the reaction shown
in Chart 5 is reported in Table 4.
The numbers reported in Table 4 indicate that switching

from an electron-withdrawing group such as Br, to an electron-
donating group such as NMe2, facilitates dissociation of the
PCy3 ligand, thus facilitating activation of the precatalyst, by
roughly 1−2 kcal/mol. This energy difference is conserved at
the level of the other species, including the transition state and

Chart 3. Model Systems Used To Relate the Redox
Potentials to Structural Features

Chart 4. Ru Systems Presenting a Chelating NHC Ligand
Investigated in This Study

Chart 5. Representative Systems Used To Investigate the
Influence of the Y Group in Ru-Catalyzed Olefin Metathesis

Table 4. Energy, in kcal/mol, of Ethylene Metathesis with
the Ru-Systems Shown in Chart 5

Y = NMe2 Y = H Y = Br

PCy3 precatalyst 0.0 0.0 0.0
14e 14.0 14.6 15.5
C2H4 coordination 9.1 9.6 10.1
transition state 9.9 10.7 11.4
metallacycle 2.8 3.7 3.9
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finally the metallacycle, where the Ru center is formally
oxidized from RuII to RuIV. As a remark, it is worth noting that
in the metallacycle the main transfer of electron density is direct
donation from the N-xylyl ring to the metal, as in systems 1−2
and 5−6, whereas in all other species the main transfer is
mediated by the properly oriented alkylidene group, as in
systems 3−4.
This result correlates with the experimental evidence that in

the ring-closing metathesis of diethyl diallylmalonate, the
activity of Ru-catalysts with an isopropoxybenzylidene group
is related to the electron richness of the respective Ru centers,
with Y = NEt2 > H ≫ Cl. This order of reactivity was also
found in the ring-closing metathesis of diallyltosylamine.46

These results are in line with the broad indication that activity
of NHC-based Ru-catalysts in strictly related systems can be
ranked according to the electron richness of the respective Ru
centers82 and provides a theoretical support to the
experimentally based hypothesis that the nature of the aromatic
“flaps” of the NHC ligands has a significant influence on the
electron density at Ru center and on the catalytic properties of
Grubbs-type complexes, and that this interaction occurs
through π-face donation.16,82

On the other hand, it was also found that unsaturated and
saturated NHC ligands with the same Y group presented rather
different reactivity, despite the similar redox potential, and that
the reactivity differences between catalysts with Y = NEt2 and
H were small as compared to the large differences in the redox
potentials. This indicated that the redox potential cannot be
used as a unique parameter to predict activity.46

Moving then to the C−C cross-coupling reaction, we
evaluated the total energy change associated with the loading
of two aryl units to the (NHC)Pd0 center to form a
transmetalated (NHC)PdII(Ar)(Ar′) (Ar = Ar′ = phenyl)
intermediate, see eq 3, and on the following reductive
elimination that leads to the coupled organic product.

+ + ′ +

→ ′ + +

t

t

(NHC)Pd ArCl Ar B(OH) KO Bu

(NHC)Pd(Ar)(Ar ) KCl BuOB(OH)
2

2 (3)

This approach eliminates the specific way the two aryl
moieties are loaded on the metal, which can be achieved in a
rather large number of different approaches, allowing one to
concentrate on the crucial reductive elimination step that will
be present whatever reaction conditions are chosen to
transmetallate the (NHC)Pd0 intermediate. These steps were
calculated for NHC presenting the H, NMe2, and Br groups in
the para position of the N-xylyl rings, and the corresponding
energy plots are shown in Figure 4.
The first result is that loading the two aryl moieties on the Pd

center is favored by 2.9 kcal/mol when the NHC with a NMe2
group in the para position of the N-substituent is compared to a
NHC presenting a Br group, the system with a H group being
in the middle. The higher stability of the system presenting
NMe2 groups is maintained at the transition state for the
reductive elimination cross-coupling step, in qualitative agree-
ment with the hypothesis that electron-donating Y groups
would stabilize species with the metal in a higher oxidation
state. These results are indirectly consistent with the idea that
more σ-donating ligands on Pd facilitate oxidative addi-
tion.83−87 Further, it could be also possible that more stable
Pd(II) species could be less prone to undergo deactivation
reactions, resulting in overall higher activity.

■ CONCLUSIONS
Following experimental intuition, we have clarified and assessed
a novel mode of interaction between NHC ligands bearing
aromatic N-substituents and the metal. Rather than through the
M−NHC σ/π bonds, this interaction operates “through space”
via donation from the Cipso atom of the N-substituent.
Calculations have illuminated that this interaction can occur
with two different mechanisms: (i) direct donation from the
Cipso of the N-aryl group to empty orbitals on the metal, such as
in systems 1−2 and 5−6; and (ii) by donation from the Cipso of
the N-aryl groups to additional groups bonded to the metal
center, like the properly oriented alkylidene group in systems
3−4, which act as transmitters of electron density from the Cipso
to the metal. Test calculations on model systems active in Pd-
catalyzed cross-coupling reactions and in Ru-catalyzed olefins
metathesis have evidenced how this interaction, consistently
with experiments, can have an impact in catalysis, thus offering
a handle for the rational tuning of the electronic properties of
catalysts. As a final remark, it is worthy to note that the large
distance between the groups in para of the N-substituents and
the metal center allows one to modify the electronic properties
of the system without influencing steric properties. Of course, a
similar influence can be achieved with electron active groups in
the ortho positions of the N-substituents, which would allow
one to modify at the same time both steric and electronic
properties.
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Blacque, O.; Berke, H. Organometallics 2002, 21, 2905.
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