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ABSTRACT: In catalytic copolymerization, undesired
chain transfer after incorporation of a polar vinyl monomer
is a fundamental problem. We show an approach to
overcome this problem by a fast consecutive insertion. The
second double bond of acrylic anhydride rapidly inserts
intramolecularly to regio- and stereoselectively form a
cyclic repeat unit and a primary alkyl favorable for chain
growth (>96%). This results in significantly enhanced
copolymer molecular weights vs monofunctional acrylate
monomers.

Catalytic polymerizations of ethylene or propylene are
among the largest scale synthetic chemical reactions

performed today. By contrast, insertion (co)polymerization of
polar vinyl monomers remains a long-standing challenge. The
first significant breakthrough was made 40 years after Ziegler’s
and Natta’s seminal discoveries, with the copolymerization of
ethylene and acrylates to highly branched products.1 More
recently, the scope of polar monomers amenable to
incorporation into linear polyethylene2 has been expanded
significantly, even to such difficult candidates as acrylonitrile,
vinyl acetate, and acrylic acid.3,4 Fundamental limitations and
problems of these reactions can be understood from their
mechanisms.5

Thus, low molecular weights of copolymers are a significant
issue. The electron-poor polar α-olefins insert in a 2,1-fashion
into the growing chain preferentially. The resulting secondary
electron-withdrawing-group-substituted alkyls insert the next
olefinic monomer only sluggishly. Additionally, they are
particularly prone to chain transfer by β-hydride elimination.
Indeed, copolymers contain an overly proportional amount of
unsaturated end groups originating from chain transfer after
incorporation of a polar vinyl monomer unit. Consequently,
copolymer molecular weights are usually much lower than
those of ethylene homopolymers, and they decrease with
increasing polar monomer incorporation.
We now report how this issue can be approached by

promoting a rapid second insertion after incorporation of a
polar vinyl monomer, which at the same time generates a more
favorable primary alkyl. This is brought about by a second
electron-poor vinyl moiety in the copolymer, which is arranged
in a favorable fashion by the first insertion.
The copolymerization of ethylene (E) with acrylic anhydride

(AA) was studied with various catalyst precursors 1−3, known
to differ in their insertion regioselectivity and chemoselectivity

in methyl acrylate (MA) copolymerizations.4,6,7 Under
pressure-reactor conditions, exposure of 1 to 5 bar of E and
0.3 M of AA at 95 °C resulted in the formation of a copolymer
with a high AA incorporation of 11.9 mol % (Table 1, entry 5).
As expected, at a given E pressure, the incorporation of AA in
the copolymers increases with increasing concentration of the
co-monomer in the reaction mixture to reach 25.1 mol % at an
initial concentration [AA] = 1.2 mol L−1 (Table 1, entries 4−
7). Productivities decrease with increasing AA incorporation
due to generally slower insertion into substituted alkyls formed
by co-monomer incorporation compared to the reactivity of
unsubstituted alkyls Pd-CH2CH2R from E. Under otherwise
identical conditions, a lower polymerization temperature results
in a slightly decreased incorporation of AA (Table 1, entries 1,
2, and 5). Importantly, prolonged reaction time resulted in a
further increase of polymer yield and monomer conversion,
demonstrating that catalyst activity is retained for more than an
hour under polymerization condition (Table 1, entries 2 vs 3).
With 2 as a catalyst precursor, both a lower catalytic activity and
a slightly lower AA incorporation were observed (Table 1,
entries 8 and 9). In line with the known copolymerization
behavior toward MA,7 a drastically lower activity (and AA
incorporation) was found with 3 as a catalyst precursor, which
is known to favor 1,2-incorporation of acrylate over the
common 2,1-incorporation mode (Table 1, entries 11 vs 1).7

Copolymers with AA incorporations of more than 7.5 mol %
completely dissolved in tetrahydrofuran at 25 °C, indicating the
absence of cross-linking.
Relative to previous studies of the insertion copolymerization

of E and MA with 1,4i,6 the co-monomer incorporations are
comparable. (Note that incorporations are given on the basis of
molecules of AA incorporated, that is, the amount of vinyl
moieties incorporated is twice as high due to the difunctional
character of AA.) However, molecular weights of the obtained
copolymers are higher by up to an order of magnitude vs the
low molecular weight E−MA copolymers. For example, a
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copolymer with Mn = 27.3 × 103 g mol−1 (9.9 mol % XAA)
compares to Mn = 2.5 × 103 g mol−1 (9.4 mol % XMA). Catalyst
2 at a high E pressure of 40 bar yielded an E−AA copolymer
with higher Mn = 38.4 × 103 g mol−1. By contrast, a very low
molecular weight E−AA copolymer (Mn = 0.8 × 103 g mol−1)
was formed with a very low activity with 3.
To account for these observations, polymer microstructures

were analyzed. In principle, incorporation of AA can occur in a
noncyclic fashion (repeat unit I, arising from insertion into
alkyls 4, 7, and 8 in Scheme 1) or yields cyclic8,9 structures (II

from 5, 9; III from 6; or IV from 10). An ATR-IR spectrum of
the E−AA copolymer (Table 1, entry 5) features strong
characteristic bands at 1857 and 1776 cm−1, assigned to
ν(CO)sym and ν(CO)asym of the five-membered cyclic structure
III (Supporting Information, Figure S44). For further
unambiguous conformation, E and maleic anhydride were
copolymerized. In agreement with Claverie’s findings,10 a low
molecular weight copolymer (Mn = 3.5 × 103 g mol−1) with a
limited incorporation of 1.7 mol % was obtained with a low
catalytic activity (Table 1, entry 12). 1H NMR spectra (Figure
S39) feature two characteristic resonances at δ = 3.08 and 1.73
ppm for the cis-III motif (cf. Figure 1b). To further illuminate

the regio- and stereochemistry, ethylene-d4 and AA were
copolymerized with 1. The resulting copolymer features 1H
NMR resonances at δ = 2.72, 1.81, and 1.71 ppm with integral
ratio of ca. 1:1:1, arising from trans-III units (Figures 1a and
1c). TOCSY1D experiments further confirm that resonances at
δ = 2.86, 2.09, and 1.92 ppm originate from the six-membered
cyclic structure II (Figure 1d). The noncyclic motif I gives rise
to four identifiable multiplets at δ = 6.55, 6.21, 6.10, and 2.45
ppm, respectively. Seven-membered cycles (IV) were not
found. 1D and 2D NMR analyses of all E−AA copolymers
reveal a highly linear microstructure (ca. 1−2 methyl branches/
1000 C) with cyclic and noncyclic structures incorporated in
the main chain (Figures S34−S41).
With catalyst precursor 1, copolymers with virtually

exclusively cyclic units are accessible (>96%, Table 1, entry

Table 1. Copolymerization of Ethylene with Acrylic Anhydridea

TOFb microstructurec (%)

entry cat.
conc

(mol L−1)
T

(°C)
t

(min)
yield
(mg) E AA

AA conv
(%)

incorpc

(mol %) I II cis-III
trans-
III Mn

d
Mw/
Mn

d

1 1 0.3 65 60 300 357 40 5.3 9.9 4.6 4.6 3.5 87.3 27.3 2.2
2 1 0.3 80 60 430 486 63 8.4 11.4 4.3 4.3 4.3 87.1 26.8 2.2
3 1 0.3 80 300 880 205 24 16.2 10.6 4.8 2.6 4.6 88.0 23.4 1.8
4 1 0.15 95 60 540 705 58 15.5 7.5 3.7 2.4 4.9 89.0 20.8 1.8
5 1 0.3 95 60 400 443 60 8.0 11.9 4.0 4.6 4.7 86.7 23.5 2.0
6 1 0.6 95 90 380 238 48 4.8 16.8 5.3 5.3 4.8 84.7 23.4 1.9
7 1 1.2 95 120 130 46 16 1.1 25.1 6.4 9.4 5.1 79.1 18.4 1.6
8 2 0.3 95 120 280 177 16 4.3 8.4 19.6 2.7 6.8 70.9 23.7 2.5
9 2 0.6 95 120 160 90 12 1.6 13.1 21.4 5.0 6.2 67.4 23.4 2.7
10e 2 0.2 80 60 900 1600 13 2.6 0.8 29.8 <0.1 3.8 66.4 38.5 1.7
11f 3 0.3 65 240 20 4 − − 3.7 99.0 <0.1 <0.2 0.8 0.8 1.1
12g 1 0.6 95 90 70 78 1h − 1.7 − − 99.0 − 3.5 1.7

aReaction conditions: toluene + monomer, 50 mL; catalyst precursor, 20 μmol; butylated hydroxytoluene (BHT), 200 mg; ethylene, 5 bar; 1000
rpm (unless stated otherwise). bIn mol molPd

−1 h−1. cDetermined by 1H NMR in CDCl3 at 25 °C for entries 1−9 and by 1H NMR in C2D2Cl4 at
90−120 °C for entries 10−12. dIn kg mol−1. Determined by GPC in THF at 40 °C vs linear polystyrene for entries 1−9 and by GPC in 1,2,4-
trichlorobenzene at 160 °C vs linear polyethylene for entries 10−12. eEthylene, 40 bar. fCatalyst 3, 40 μmol. gCo-monomer, maleic anhydride,
without BHT. hTOF for maleic anhydride.

Scheme 1. Possible Microstructures after Insertion of AA
into Pd−R

Figure 1. NMR spectra (600 MHz, 25 °C, CDCl3) of an ethylene-d4−
AA copolymer obtained with 1: (a) 1H NMR spectrum, (b)
TOCSY1D spectrum (3JH,H) with selective excitation at 3.08 ppm,
(c) TOCSY1D spectrum (3JH,H) with selective excitation at 2.72 ppm,
and (d) TOCSY1D spectrum (3JH,H and 4JH,H) with selective excitation
at 2.09 ppm.
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4). That is, an initial insertion of AA into the growing polymer
chain is succeeded by a rapid insertion of the monomer’s
second double bond. Within this microstructure, trans-III
predominates (89.0%). A similar pattern is formed with 2,
though not quite as selectively. By strong contrast, noncyclic
incorporation I (99.0%) is found exclusively with catalyst
precursor 3, which is known to favor 1,2-insertion of acrylate.
Note that the cyclic anhydride repeat units (III) in the E
copolymers offer themselves for further post-polymerization
modifications. This was exemplified by hydrolysis to linear
polyethylenes with adjacently arranged carboxylic acid groups
and cross-linking with amines (see Figure S33).
Notably, E-derived unsaturated end groups prevail over end

groups (exocyclic methylidene, cf. Figure S34) formed from β-
H elimination after cyclic co-monomer incorporation (ca. 2:1).
This contrasts with low molecular weight E−MA copolymer-
s,4i,6 in which MA-derived end groups overwhelmingly prevail
(>10:1) vs E-derived end groups. That is, the primary alkyl (6,
Scheme 1) arising from consecutive 2,1−1,2-insertion has a low
propensity for chain transfer, favorable for formation of higher
molecular weight E−AA copolymers.
The underlying insertion events were elucidated by

stoichiometric NMR studies (Figures S3−S14). Under
pseudo-first-order conditions (excess monomer, ca. 20 equiv),
insertion of MA into the Pd−Me bond of 1 or 2 at 25 °C
predominantly yields the 2,1-insertion product with observed
rate constants (k1) of 7.1 × 10−4 and 3.1 × 10−4 s−1 (Table 2),
respectively.6 As expected, under otherwise identical conditions,
insertion of AA into the Pd−Me bond of 1 or 2 at 25 °C also
occurs in a 2,1-fashion exclusively (Table 2). The observed rate
constants (k1′ = 8.9 × 10−4 and 2.1 × 10−4 s−1) are comparable
to the corresponding rate constants of MA. As a comparative
measure of the further reactivity of these insertion products, the

aforementioned MA 2,1-insertion product can insert another
molecule of MA in a 2,1-mode (to form a six-membered
chelate).5c In contrast, in the aforementioned AA insertion
product, the remaining acrylic double bond inserts intra-
molecularly with a reversed 1,2-regioselectivity to form a five-
membered cyclic repeat unit. The second MA insertion into the
secondary carboxy-substituted alkyl is considerably slower (k2 =
0.9 × 10−4 s−1) than the first insertion into the Pd−Me bond of
1. Thus, β-H elimination, which is only ca. 5-fold slower (kβH =
0.2 × 10−4 s−1), is a relevant competitive reaction. By contrast,
the intramolecular nature of the insertion of the second double
bond of AA accelerates this insertion considerably even though
it is forced into the less favorable 1,2-mode by the
conformational constraint (k1″ = 2.4 × 10−4 and 0.4 × 10−4

s−1 for 1 and 2). In addition, β-H elimination from the first
insertion product is negligible under these conditions (25 °C),
and even at an elevated temperature of 90 °C (k1″ ≫ kβH′). As
expected,7 the first insertion of AA into the Pd−Me bond of 3
at 25 °C selectively yields the 1,2-insertion product.11 No
obvious further insertion was observed in NMR scale
experiments. This agrees with the noncyclic structure of AA-
derived repeat units in the copolymer obtained by catalyst 3.
Key insertion products 11-dmso and 12-dmso from the

reactions of MA or AA with 2 (Scheme 2) could be isolated,

and fully characterized by NMR (Figures S20−S28). Solid-state
structures of the pyridine and lutidine adducts 11-pyridine and
12-lutidine, respectively, further confirm that the incorporated
molecule of AA forms a five-membered cyclic structure with C2
and C5 located trans to each other in 12-lutidine (Figure 2).
This fully agrees with the predominant trans-III microstructure
in the E−AA copolymers.
As models of the growing chain after an incorporation of

polar monomer, the reactivity of 11-dmso and 12-dmso for β-
H elimination is of interest. At the temperature of pressure
reactor copolymerization experiments (90 °C), elimination
from 12-dmso is significantly slower than 11-dmso (kβH″ = 0.7
× 10−4 s−1 vs kβH = 2.1 × 10−4 s−1) (Figure 3). This agrees

Table 2. Rate Constants of Insertion and Selectivity

cat. 1 cat. 2

k1 (25 °C), s−1 7.1 × 10−4 3.1 × 10−4

2,1-:1,2- >20:1 >20:1
kβH (25 °C), s−1 0.2 × 10−4 −b

k1′ (25 °C), s−1 8.9 × 10−4 2.1 × 10−4

2,1-:1,2- >20:1 >20:1

k1″ (25 °C), s−1 2.4 × 10−4 0.4 × 10−4

2,1-a:1,2- <1:15 <1:15
kβH′ (25 °C), s−1 −b −b

a2,1-regioselectivity includes 2,1-cyclization and 2,1-insertion of
another molecule of AA. bNo β-H elimination was observed in
NMR scale experiments.

Scheme 2. Synthesis of Insertion Products

Figure 2. ORTEP plots of 11-pyridine (left) and 12-lutidine (right)
drawn with 50% probability ellipsoids. Hydrogen atoms are omitted
for clarity.
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qualitatively with the observed considerably higher molecular
weights of AA copolymers and the minor portion of AA-derived
end groups. Studies of the insertion of E into 11-dmso (kE′)
and 12-dmso (kE″) at 15 °C showed that insertion into the
primary alkyl-Pd (kE″ = 3 × 10−4 s−1) is ca. 4-fold faster than
into the secondary alkyl-Pd (kE′ = 9 × 10−5 s−1).
In summary, our findings show that the concept of a second

rapid intramolecular insertion can help to overcome
fundamental issues of the insertion polymerization of
electron-poor polar monomers. The product of polar monomer
(2,1-) insertion, which is usually less reactive for chain growth
but prone to β-H elimination and hereby limits molecular
weights, is rapidly reacted before chain transfer occurs. At the
same time, conformational constraints force this intramolecular
insertion to occur in the electronically less favored 1,2-mode.
This yields a primary alkyl, which is reactive for further chain
growth and disfavors β-H elimination. This is reflected by
significantly higher molecular weights. The resulting micro-
structures resemble linear ethylene−maleic anhydride copoly-
mers. They are not accessible via maleic anhydride copoly-
merization due to poor incorporations. The anhydride repeat
units render these novel polyethylenes reactive for various
desirable post-polymerization reactions.
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