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The oxidation of formic and acetic acids with hydroxyl radicals was studied as a model for the oxidation of
larger carboxylic acids using first principles calculations. For formic acid, the CBS-QB3 activation barriers
of 14.1 and 12.4 kJ/mol for the acid and for the formyl channel, respectively, are within 3 kJ/mol of benchmark
W1U values. Tunneling significantly enhances the rate coefficient for the acid channel and is responsible for
the dominance of the acid channel at 298 K. At 298 K, tunneling correction factors of 339 and 2.0 were
calculated for the acid and the formyl channel using the small-curvature tunneling method and the CBS-QB3
potential energy surface. The Wigner, Eckart, and zero-curvature tunneling methods severely underestimate
the importance of tunneling for the acid channel. The resulting reaction rate coefficient of 0.98 × 105 m3/
(mol · s) at 298 K is within a factor 2-3 of experimental values. For acetic acid, an activation barrier of 11.0
kJ/mol and a tunneling correction factor of 199 were calculated for the acid channel. Two mechanisms compete
for hydrogen abstraction at the methyl group, with activation barriers of 11.9 and 12.5 kJ/mol and tunneling
correction factors of 9.1 and 4.1 at 298 K. The resulting rate coefficient of 1.2 × 105 m3/(mol · s) at 298 K
and branching ratio of 94% compare well with experimental data.

1. Introduction

Carboxylic acids are important constituents in the atmo-
sphere.1 Formic and acetic acids are the most abundant
carboxylic acids in the troposphere with typical concentrations
in the parts-per-billion by volume (ppbv) range. They have been
detected in vapor and aqueous phases, in particulate matter, and
in aerosol particles.1 In the upper troposphere, carboxylic acids
are removed mainly through a free-radical oxidation mechanism
initiated by OH · radicals. The initial step of the oxidation
mechanism is hydrogen abstraction by OH · radicals. To better
understand the lifetime, the degradation pathways, and possible
reaction intermediates, accurate kinetic data for the elementary
steps in the oxidation reaction are required. However, limited
experimental data are available for such reactions and the
available data mainly focus on small carboxylic acids. Recently,
first principles based procedures have been proposed that can
begin to predict reaction rate coefficients for simple hydrogen
abstraction reaction with chemical accuracy, i.e., within a factor
2-4 of experimental data.2–4 To validate the accuracy of first
principles based reaction rate calculations for hydrogen abstrac-
tions from carboxylic acids by hydroxyl radicals, we have
performed benchmark calculations for the reaction rate and for
the selectivity between the O-H and the C-H channel for
formic and acetic acids.

The reaction of formic acid with OH · radicals has been
studied both experimentally5–9 and theoretically.10–12 The ex-
perimentally reported reaction rate coefficients at 298 K
(summarized in Table 3) are fairly consistent and range from
(1.9 ( 0.1) × 105 5 to (2.95 ( 0.07) × 105 m3/(mol · s),7 with
a recommended value of 2.4 × 105 m3/(mol · s), obtained by
averaging over the available experimental data.13 The rate
coefficient was reported to be relatively temperature independent
between 298 and 400 K.6,8 The reaction of formic acid with

OH · radicals can proceed via an acid and a formyl channel
(Scheme 1, 1a and 1b), but both lead to the same final products.
Because the radical intermediates decompose rapidly to CO2

and H · , it is difficult to determine the relative rates of channels
1a and 1b. The negligible kinetic isotope effect observed for
DCOOH6,8 indicates that the acid channel (1a) dominates. On
the basis of isotope studies, Singleton et al.8 reported a branching
ratio of 91% for the acid channel (1a) at 298 K.

first principles studies of the reaction of formic acid with OH ·
radicals have been performed by Galano et al.10 and Anglada.12

Although both groups report calculated rate coefficients within
a factor 2 of experimental data at 298 K, the reported activation
energies and pre-exponential factors differ significantly. On the
basis of the PMP2/6-311++G(2d,2p)//MP2/6-311++G(2d,2p)
level of theory, Galano et al.10 calculated a zero-point energy
inclusive reaction barrier of 28.9 kJ/mol for the dominant acid
channel (1a). Anglada12 reported a significantly lower reaction
barrier of 7.8 kJ/mol calculated at the CCSD(T)/aug-cc-pVTZ//
QCISD/6-311+G(2df,2p) level of theory. Earlier calculations
by the same author11 for the same geometries but using
CCSD(T)/6-311+G(2df,2p) single-point calculations reported
a barrier of 13.8 kJ/mol. Anglada noted that this difference
“points out the importance of using a flexible basis set in order
to obtain a good energetic description”.12 Such a large difference
in energy is indeed remarkable, considering that both calcula-
tions used polarized triple-� basis sets with diffuse functions
and basis set superposition corrections were included. Despite
the 21 kJ/mol difference in reported activation energies, Galano
et al.10 and Anglada12 both obtained good agreement with
experimental data at 298 K. On the basis of the barrier of 28.9
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kJ/mol, Galano et al.10 calculated a tunneling correction factor
of 14 252 using the Eckart method.14 In particular for such large
tunneling corrections, the reliability of the Eckart method has
been questioned.15 Consistent with the flatter potential energy
surface near the transition state, Anglada calculated a lower
tunneling correction factor of 8.5 at 298 K, using the zero-
curvature tunneling (ZCT)16 method.

The oxidation of acetic acid with OH · radicals has also
received experimental5,9,17 and theoretical18–20 attention. The
reported rate coefficients at 298 K range from (3.6 ( 0.5) ×
105 5 to (5.2 ( 0.4) × 105 m3/(mol · s).17 The temperature
dependence of the reaction rate coefficient has not been
conclusively established. Dagaut et al.9 report an increase of
the reaction rate coefficient with temperature between 240 and
440 K, whereas Singleton et al.,17 Butkovskaya et al.,21 and
Vimal and Stevens20 observe a decrease over parts of this
temperature range. Combining new data with the values reported
by Singleton et al.,17 Butkovskaya et al.21 proposed a three-
parameter expression for the rate coefficient k ) (1.48 × 102

m3/(mol · s))(T/298 K)5.2 ( 0.7 exp[(2400 ( 200) K/T], between
229 and 300 K.

Two channels are available for hydrogen abstraction at acetic
acid by OH · radicals (Scheme 2, 2a and 2b). The large kinetic
isotope effect of about 4 between CD3COOH and CD3COOD
indicates that the acid channel (2a) is also the dominant channel
for acetic acid oxidation,17 as confirmed by later studies.18,21,22

Branching ratios of (64 ( 14)% at 290 K,18 (64 ( 17)% between
249 and 300 K,21 and (78 ( 13)% at 298 K22 have been reported
for the acid channel (2a).

first principles calculations for the reaction of acetic acid with
OH · radicals confirm that the acid channel is the dominant
channel.18–20 However, to obtain quantitative agreement between
reaction rate coefficients calculated at the G2M(CC,MP2) and
the G3 levels of theory and experimental values at 298 K, the
calculated activation energies needed to be adjusted.18

Although first principles calculations have been reported for
the reaction of formic acid and OH · radicals, the reported
activation energies and tunneling correction factors differ widely.
For the reaction of acetic acid with OH · radicals, the agreement
between first principles and experimental reaction rate coef-
ficients is less than expected for high-level first principles
calculations. In this manuscript, we report benchmark calcula-
tions for the reactions between OH · radicals and formic and
acetic acids. We show that state-of-the-art first principles
calculations are able to predict reaction rate coefficients for this
family of reactions with chemical accuracy, i.e., within a factor
4 of experimental values at 298 K, and the selectivity between
the acid and the C-H channels can be calculated reliably. In
particular, the level of theory required to calculate activation
barriers and tunneling factors is addressed. For the reaction
between OH · radicals and formic acid, we report calculations
at various levels of theory, up to W1U,23 to reach “benchmark
accuracy”. Tunneling corrections are calculated on an accurate
potential energy surface, using the Wigner, Eckart, and the ZCT
methods which consider tunneling along the minimum energy
path (MEP) and the small-curvature tunneling (SCT) method
which accounts for coupling between the reaction coordinate

and the other normal modes. The proposed calculation procedure
is then used to study the reaction between acetic acid and OH ·
radicals.

2. Computational Procedure

Activation energies for the HCOOH + OH · reaction were
calculated at several levels of theory. The geometries of
reactants, transition states, and products were fully optimized
at the B3LYP24/cc-pVTZ and the QCISD/6-311++G(d,p) levels
of theory. Because the B3LYP method is sometimes considered
less accurate for systems containing hydrogen bonds (e.g., ref
25), geometries were also optimized with the computationally
more demanding QCISD/6-311++G(d,p) method. Next, single-
point energies were calculated for the optimized geometries at
different levels of theory. B3LYP/cc-pVTZ was selected as an
example of hybrid density functional theory, whereas QCISD/
6-311++G(d,p) and CCSD(T)/augh-cc-pVTZ23 were selected
as examples of correlated wave function based methods. The
latter basis set was introduced by Martin and de Oliveira for
accurate CCSD(T) calculations within the W1 method23 and
corresponds to an aug-cc-pVTZ basis, but without diffuse
functions on H atoms. Four higher level compound methods,
CBS-QB3,26 CBS-APNO,27 Gaussian-3,28 and W1U (this is the
W1 method23 with UCCSD instead of ROCCSD for open-shell
systems) were also employed. For the compound methods, the
geometries were constrained at the B3LYP/cc-pVTZ and the
QCISD/6-311++G(d,p) optimized structures in the electronic
energy calculations. Since the calculations for formic acid
indicate that the B3LYP method is suitable for geometry
optimizations and the CBS-QB3 method provides accurate
energies, these methods were selected to study the CH3COOH
+ OH · reaction. All the ab initio calculations were performed
with the Gaussian03 computational package.29

Tunneling corrections were calculated using the Wigner,30

Eckart,14 ZCT,16 and SCT31 methods. The Wigner method is a
simple, zeroth-order tunneling approximation and only depends
on the curvature at the transition state. The Eckart method is
believed to be one of the more accurate approximate one-
dimensional tunneling corrections.32 The Eckart tunneling factor
is calculated by fitting an Eckart potential to the MEP using
the curvature at the transition state, the zero-point energy
inclusive energy barrier, and the reaction energy. The tunneling
factor, κ(T), is then obtained using standard expressions.14 The
ZCT method16 is a minimum-energy-path, semiclassical adia-
batic ground-state (MEPSAG) method which takes into account
tunneling along the MEP. Reaction path curvature and coupling
to modes orthogonal to the MEP are neglected. The SCT
method31 is a centrifugal-dominant small-curvature semiclassical
adiabatic ground-state (CD-SCSAG) method which accounts for
the curvature of the reaction path and approximately incorporates
tunneling paths other than the MEP. The ZCT and SCT
tunneling correction factors were calculated with the
Polyrate9.733 and the Gaussrate9.734 programs.

Tunneling calculations are done on the vibrationally adiabatic
ground-state potential energy surface and require an accurate
description of the energy variation along the reaction path, in
particular near the transition state. Depending on the tunneling
approximation, a larger range of the potential energy surface
needs to be calculated. Since the CBS-QB3 method was found
to provide accurate reaction and activation energies at a
reasonable computational cost, this method was selected to
calculate the energy change along the MEP, whereas geometries
and vibrational frequencies along, and curvatures orthogonal
to the MEP were calculated at the B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) level
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of theory. This approach is consistent with the approach
described by Malick et al.35 and Saeys et al.36 A similar method
is implemented in the Polyrate9.7 program. The Wigner
approximation only requires the curvature along the MEP at
the transition state. Consistent with the frequency calculations
in the CBS-QB3 method, the curvature was calculated at the
B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) level. Though a scaling factor was used
for the frequencies that enter the vibrational partition function
(see below), no scaling factor was used to calculate the curvature
at the transition state. For the Eckart method, the curvature at
the transition state was calculated at the B3LYP/6-311G(d,p)
level, whereas the energy barrier and the reaction energy are
obtained from the CBS-QB3 calculations. The ZCT method
requires energies for a larger range of the MEP. The
Page-McIver method37 was used to follow the reaction
coordinate. A step size of 0.26 pm was used, and the Hessian
was recalculated every nine steps. A smaller step size of 0.026
pm was used near the transition state, for reaction coordinates
s between -0.53 and +0.53 pm, where s ) 0 indicates the
transition state at the B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) level of theory. For
each of the elementary reactions, a slightly different range of
the MEP was mapped, because the location of the reactant and
product and the location of the transition state along the MEP
at the CBS-QB3 level of theory are slightly different for each
of the reactions. For reactions 1a and 1b (Scheme 1), the MEP
was calculated from s )-0.53 to +0.53 Å, and from s )-0.79
to +0.40 Å, respectively. For reactions 2a, 2b1, and 2b2
(Scheme 2 and Figure 5), the MEP was calculated from s )
-0.63 to +0.79 Å, from s ) -1.06 to +0.32 Å, and from s )
-1.59 to +0.37 Å, respectively. For each of the reactions,
convergence of the tunneling factor with respect to the range
was confirmed. To implement the CBS-QB3 energies along the
MEP, the dual-level VTST-ISPE38 method was used. This is
done by providing CBS-QB3 energies for selected points along
the MEP. In addition to the energies for the saddle point (s )
0 Å), the reactant and the product, energies at s )-0.21, -0.11,
+0.05, and +0.21 Å (1a), at s ) -0.26, +0.10, +0.21, and
+0.31 Å (1b), at s ) -0.26, +0.05, and +0.16 Å (2a), at s )
-0.53, -0.26, and +0.26 Å (2b1), and at s ) -1.06, -0.60,
-0.31, and +0.37 Å (2b2) were used. Convergence with the
number of points was confirmed. The reoriented dividing surface
(RODS) algorithm39 was used to calculate frequencies along
the reaction path. Vibrational frequencies at various points along
the MEP were calculated in redundant internal coordinates. This
was found to improve the continuity of the calculated low
frequencies along the reaction coordinate. In addition, low real
frequencies were interpolated with the IVTST0FREQ33 scheme
to avoid imaginary frequencies.

Reaction rate coefficients were calculated using the micro-
scopic formulation of transition state theory (TST):

k) κ(T)
kBT

h

QTS(T)

QR(T)
e(-∆E0(0 K)

RT ) (1)

where kB is the Boltzmann constant, h is the Planck constant,
QR(T) is the reactant partition function, and QTS(T) is the
transition state partition function. ∆E0(0 K) is the energy
difference between the transition state and the reactant at 0 K,
including the zero-point energy (ZPE). κ(T) accounts for
tunneling.

Partition functions were calculated using formulas from
statistical thermodynamics.40 Internal rotation partition functions
were obtained using the one-dimensional hindered rotation
approximation.41 The rotational potentials were calculated as a
function of the torsion angle at 10° intervals using the B3LYP/

6-311G(d,p) level of theory. Structures were fully relaxed for
each point of the rotational potential, except for rotation around
the C(dO)-OH bond in transition state TS2b2 where rotation
around the C-C bond was constrained to avoid relaxation to
TS2b1 (Figure 5). A 0.9679 scaling factor42 was used for the
frequencies that enter the vibrational partition function. Only
the ground state was used to calculate the electronic partition
function, except for the hydroxyl radical where the first excited
state lies 1.7 kJ/mol above the ground state.43

Reactions between carboxylic acids and OH · radicals proceed
through a hydrogen-bonded prereactive complex.7

The first step is a reversible, barrierless reaction forming a
hydrogen-bonded prereactive complex. The second step is a
relatively slow, exothermic hydrogen transfer reaction leading
to the products. Within the pseudo-steady-state approximation
for the prereactive complex, the overall rate coefficient can be
written as

k)
k1k2

k-1 + k2
(2)

With the use of collision theory, an upper limit of 5 × 107 m3/
(mol · s) can be estimated for k1 for the reaction between formic
acid and hydroxyl radicals at 298 K. Using a calculated
equilibrium constant of 0.26 m3/mol for the formation of the
prereactive complex, a lower limit of 2 × 108 s-1 can be
obtained for k-1. Since the calculated value for k2, 9.3 × 105

s-1, is much smaller than the lower limit for k-1, eq 2 can be
further simplified using the pseudoequilibrium assumption for
the formation of the prereactive complex (eq 3), and the energy
of the prereactive complex disappears from the expression for
the reaction rate coefficient:

k)Keqk2 ) κ2(T)
kBT

h

QTS(T)

QR(T)
e-(ETS-ER)⁄RT (3)

where QTS(T) and ETS are the partition function and the energy
at 0 K for the transition state and QR(T) and ER are the partition
function and the energy at 0 K for separated reactants. κ2(T) is
the tunneling correction factor for the hydrogen transfer reaction.

3. Results and Discussion

The reaction between formic acid and hydroxyl radicals was
studied first. Geometries of the reactants, products, transition
states, and prereactive complexes were optimized at the B3LYP/
cc-pVTZ and QCISD/6-311++G(d,p) levels of theory. The two
factors affecting the accuracy of the calculated reaction rate
coefficient, i.e., the reaction barrier and the tunneling correction,
will be discussed in detail. Next, the reaction between acetic
acid and hydroxyl radicals is discussed to validate the accuracy
of the recommended procedure for larger carboxylic acids.

3.1. Formic Acid. 3.1.1. Geometry and Energy Calcula-
tions. Optimized geometries of reactants, prereactive complexes,
transition states, complexes at the product side, and products
are shown in Figure 1. Different low-lying electronic states have
been reported for the HCOO · radical.44 The 2B2 state is
characterized by symmetric CdO bonds of about 1.25 Å, and
an O-C-O angle of 113°, whereas the 2A1 more closely
resembles CO2 and has symmetric CdO bonds of about 1.22
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Å and an O-C-O angle of 145°. The 2A′ state resembles the
HCOOH reactant with asymmetric CdO bonds and an O-C-O
angle of 123°. The relative stability of the three structures
depends on the level of theory, but a benchmark CCSD(T) study
by Feller et al.44 reports that the 2B2 state is 7.9 kJ/mol more
stable than the 2A1 state and about 10 kJ/mol more stable than
the 2A′ state.

It is common to find hydrogen-bonded prereactive complexes
for reactions involving hydroxyl radicals.7,18 Three prereactive
complexes are shown in Figure 1. Com1a-R was obtained by
following the B3LYP reaction path from the transition state for
the acid channel (1a), whereas Com1b1-R and Com1b2-R
correspond to the transition state for the formyl channel (1b).
Our geometries are similar to the structures reported by Torrent-
Sucarrat et al.45 The stability of the prereactive complex along
the acid channel depends on the level of theory. B3LYP
calculations lead to Com1a-R. However, this complex is unstable
in QCISD calculations, probably due to repulsion between the
oxygen lone pairs. A planar prereactive complex characterized
by a six-membered ring and two hydrogen bonds was reported
by Torrent-Sucarrat et al.45 and can be obtained following the

QCISD reaction path from the transition state. However, at the
B3LYP/cc-pVTZ level of theory this complex is a transition
state for the internal rotation of the hydroxyl radical and was
therefore not included in Figure 1. Note that, following Scheme
3 and eq 3, the prereactive complexes are not kinetically
relevant. However, the shape of the energy profile does influence
the tunneling factor. Similar hydrogen-bonded complexes were
located at the product side. The product complex along the acid
channel, Com1a-P, is structurally related to the transition state
and to the prereactive complex. Note that the complex corre-
sponds to the 2A′ state of the HCOO · radical, not the most
stable 2B2 state. At the CBS-QB3 level of theory, the complex
is 6.3 kJ/mol less stable than separated H2O and HCOO · in the
2B2 state but 2.7 kJ/mol more stable than H2O and HCOO · in
the 2A′ state.

Two prereactive complexes were optimized for the formyl
channel. In Com1b2-R, the hydroxyl radical binds to the more
electronegative acyl oxygen, whereas the Com1b1-R complex
has a 6.8 kJ/mol weaker hydrogen bond with the hydroxyl
oxygen. Both complexes can be found following the B3LYP
reaction path from the transition state for the formyl channel,

Figure 1. Optimized structures for reactants (HCOOH and OH · ), prereactive complexes (Com1a-R, Com1b1-R, and Com1b2-R), transition states
(TS1a and TS1b), complexes at the product side (Com1a-P and Com1b2-P), and products (HCOO · and HOCO · ) for the reaction between formic
acid and a hydroxyl radical. B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) optimized bond lengths (Å) and CBS-QB3 energies at 0 K (kJ/mol, relative to the reactants) are
given. The CBS-QB3 energies at 0 K for the products are the reaction energies. B3LYP/cc-pVTZ (round brackets) and QCISD/6-311++G(d,p)
(square brackets) optimized bond lengths are also included for the reactants, transition states, prereactive complexes, and products.
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considering that rotation around the forming H · · ·OH bond is
nearly free. Both complexes were also reported by Anglada.12

The 6.3 kJ/mol hydrogen bond in the product complex
Com1b2-P is significantly weaker than the hydrogen bond in
the corresponding reactant complex, Com1b2-R. The product
complex corresponding to Com1b1-R is not stable at the B3LYP
level of theory.

The geometries optimized at the B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) are
essentially similar to geometries optimized using a larger cc-
pVTZ basis set and fairly similar to the QCISD/6-311++G(d,p)
geometries. Increasing the basis set at the B3LYP level of theory
changes the bond lengths by an average 0.02 Å and a maximum
0.05 Å. Changing the level of theory to QCISD has little
influence on the geometry of the prereactive complexes,
Com1b1-R and Com1b2-R, but tends to decrease the forming
H · · ·OH bonds by about 0.1 Å and increase the breaking O · · ·H
and C · · ·H bonds in the transition states. On the basis of the
bond lengths, the B3LYP transition states tend to be earlier than
the corresponding QCISD transition states. This is consistent
with the reaction barriers in Table 1 (vide infra) and with the
structures optimized along the B3LYP MEP. Indeed, the
geometries for a reaction coordinate s )+0.1 Å are quite similar
to the QCISD transition state geometries in Figure 1 for both
channels. It is interesting to note that the maxima in CBS-QB3
energy for the geometries along the B3LYP MEP are located
at about s )+0.05 Å (Figure 2, parts a and b); this is in between
the B3LYP and the QCISD transition states.

To evaluate the effect of the difference in geometry on the
effective reaction barrier (eq 3) and on the reaction energy, the
energy difference between the transition state and the separated
reactants and between the reactants and the products was
computed at various levels of theory for both geometries (Table
1). The W1U values serve as reference values. This method
has a reported mean absolute error of 1.3 kJ/mol for atomization
energies for first- and second-row compounds23 and has been
recommended for benchmark accuracy. Both the B3LYP and

the QCISD energies deviate significantly from the W1U values.
B3LYP calculations significantly overestimate the stability of
the transition states, putting them below the level of the
separated reactants. Even after correction for the basis set
superposition error,46 the B3LYP/cc-pVTZ transition state
energy is still 20.6 kJ/mol below the energy of the separated
reactants. Note that this is possible because the prereactive
complex, Com1a-R, is even more stable at the B3LYP level.
B3LYP overestimates the stability of the HCOO · product and
underestimates the stability of the HOCO · product. The low
B3LYP reaction barrier is consistent with other benchmark
studies.15,18,47–49 The QCISD method significantly overestimates
the height of the reaction barrier and underestimates the
exothermicity of both reactions. The high QCISD barriers are
also consistent with earlier studies.11,19 The close agreement
between the CCSD(T) and the W1U values, in particular for
the reaction barriers, is remarkable, indicating that the CCSD(T)
values could be used as a reference as well. The reaction
energies differ slightly more. Our W1U and CCSD(T) reaction
barriers for the acid channel (1a) are between the values reported
by Olivella et al.,11 13.8 kJ/mol, and Anglada,12 7.8 kJ/mol.
For the QCISD transition state geometry, two solutions can be
obtained for the HF wave function as illustrated in Figure 2. If
we use the unstable, higher energy HF solution as the starting
point for the CCSD(T) calculation, a 7.5 kJ/mol barrier is
obtained for the acid channel. This value is in better agreement
with the value reported by Anglada.12 The G3 and CBS-QB3
compound method perform quite well. The G3 method tends

TABLE 1: Electronic Energies Excluding ZPE (kJ/mol) of
the Transition State and the Products, Relative to the
Separated Reactants, for the Reaction between Formic Acid
and Hydroxyl Radicals

acid channel, 1a formyl channel, 1b

computational method TS products TS products

B3LYP/cc-pVTZ Geometries
W1U 11.3 -19.4 13.6 -79.2
CBS-QB3 14.3 -24.8 13.3 -76.8
CBS-APNO 7.9 -26.6 9.5 -79.3
G3 15.9 -21.1 16.3 -74.0
B3LYP/cc-pVTZ -28.8 -28.1 -9.7 -71.9
QCISD/6-311++G(d,p) 30.6 -4.0 22.6 -64.8
CCSD(T)/augh-cc-pVTZ 11.2 -17.3 14.2 -72.9

QCISD/6-311++G(d,p) Geometries
CBS-QB3 12.2 -24.9 13.4 -76.8
CBS-APNO 7.2 -26.6 8.8 -79.4
G3 17.2 -21.1 19.9 -74.0
B3LYP/cc-pVTZ -31.1 -28.0 -11.7 -71.6
QCISD/6-311++G(d,p) 35.1 -4.1 29.9 -65.2
CCSD(T)/augh-cc-pVTZ 9.8 -17.4 16.5 -73.1

Literature Data
PMP2/6-311++G(2d,2p)//

MP2/6-311++G(2d,2p)a
34.6 30.9

QCISD/6-311+G(2df,2p)b 29.4
CCSD(T)/6-311+G(2df,2p)//

QCISD/6-311+G(2df,2p)b
13.8

CCSD(T)/aug-cc-pVTZ//
QCISD/6-311+G(2df,2p)c

7.8 15.4 -73.3

a Ref 10. b Ref 11. c Ref 12.

Figure 2. Potential energy profile along the reaction coordinate for
the reaction between formic acid and hydroxyl radicals. Electronic
energies not including ZPE are relative to the energy of the prereactive
complexes, Com1a-R and Com1b2-R. The energies for the separated
reactants are indicated by horizontal lines. The inset shows the energy
profile near s ) 0.13 Å. CBS-QB3 values (squares), B3LYP/6-
311G(d,p) values (dashed line), and interpolated energy profile used
in the Polyrate9.7 calculation (full line).
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to overestimate the reaction barriers by 3-4 kJ/mol, whereas
the CBS-QB3 values are slightly closer to the W1U values.
Similar accuracy has been reported for the CBS-QB3 and G3
methods for other hydrogen abstraction reactions.2–4,49 The CBS-
QB3 method predicts a slightly lower barrier for the formyl
channel by 1.0 kJ/mol, whereas the W1U, CCSD(T), and the
G3 methods predict a lower barrier for the acid channel by 2.3,
3.0, and 0.4 kJ/mol, respectively. The similarity between the
barriers for both channels is remarkable, considering the much
higher stability of the products formed via the formyl channel
and the experimentally observed dominance of the acid channel.
Clearly, other factors must be responsible for the selectivity of
the reaction. The CBS-APNO results are surprisingly far from
the W1U values. Similar deviations have been reported for the
CBS-APNO method for the hydrogen transfer reaction between
H2O and OH · radicals.50

Despite the large differences between the B3LYP and QCISD
barriers, single-point CCSD(T) calculations at both geometries
give rather similar reaction barriers. Indeed, the barrier for the
acid channel decreases by 1.4 kJ/mol, whereas the barrier for
the formyl channel increases by 2.3 kJ/mol. The reaction
energies remain essentially unchanged. To save CPU time, we
did not perform W1U calculations for the QCISD geometry,
but we expect the values to be similar to the CCSD(T) results.
The trend for the CBS-QB3 energies is similar to the trend for
the CCSD(T) energies, whereas the G3 method predicts a slight
increase for both barriers when the geometry is modified.

The CBS-QB3 energies at 0 K and relative to the reactants
are shown in Figure 1. Since the CBS-QB3 method uses the
B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) rather than the B3LYP/cc-pVTZ method
for geometry optimization and ZPEs are included in Figure 1,
the energies differ slightly from the values in Table 1. Our
activation energy of 14.1 kJ/mol for the acid channel is between
the barrier of 7.8 kJ/mol reported by Anglada12 for the CCSD(T)/
aug-cc-pVTZ//QCISD/6-311+G(2df,2p) level of theory and the
barrier of 28.9 kJ/mol calculated by Galano et al.10 at the PMP2/
6-311++G(2d,2p)//MP2/6-311++G(2d,2p) level of theory. Our
activation energy of 12.4 kJ/mol for the formyl channel is
slightly higher than the 7.8 kJ/mol barrier calculated by
Anglada12 and significantly lower than the barrier of 23.2 kJ/
mol reported by Galano et al.10

On the basis of the values in Table 1, we recommend the
CBS-QB3 method as a cost-effective method to study hydrogen
abstractions at carboxylic acids by hydroxyl radicals. It should
be noted that the CBS-QB3 method tends to slightly overesti-
mate the barrier for the acid channel.

3.1.2. Tunneling Corrections. Tunneling can significantly
enhance the rate of hydrogen transfer reactions, in particular at
low temperatures.50–52 When tunneling corrections are important,
i.e., typically when the tunneling correction factor κ(T) is larger
than 10, low-order approximations such as the Wigner and the
Eckart approximation become less reliable.15 The ZCT ap-
proximation is reliable when most of the tunneling occurs along
the reaction coordinate. When the curvature of the MEP
becomes important, the system can “cut the corner” in phase
space and find a shorter tunneling path inside of the MEP.31 To
account for such tunneling, a larger area of the potential energy
surface needs to be characterized. The SCT method is one of
the simplest approximations that accounts for reaction-path
curvature. It requires the curvatures orthogonal to the reaction
coordinate in addition to the potential energy along the MEP.
Tunneling corrections were calculated between 200 and 400 K
for the acid (1a) and for the formyl (1b) channel, based on the

CBS-QB3 energy profile, and using different tunneling ap-
proximations, as discussed in section 2. Table 2 summarizes
the results.

It can be seen that tunneling corrections for the formyl
channel (1b) are rather small. The Wigner and Eckart ap-

TABLE 2: Tunneling Correction Factors for the Reaction
between Hydroxyl Radicals and Formic and Acetic Acids for
Each Reaction Channel (Figures 1 and 5)

formic acid acetic acid

T (K) acid formyl acid methyl 2b1 methyl 2b2

Wigner
200 4.8 1.1 4.7 3.2 4.5
250 3.5 1.1 3.3 2.4 3.2
298 2.7 1.1 2.6 2.0 2.6
350 2.3 1.0 2.2 1.7 2.1
400 2.0 1.0 1.9 1.5 1.9
1500 1.1 1.0 1.1 1.0 1.1

Eckart
200 115 1.1 77 13 101
250 17 1.1 14 4.6 15
298 7.0 1.1 6.1 2.8 5.9
350 4.0 1.0 3.7 2.1 3.4
400 2.8 1.0 2.7 1.8 2.5
1500 1.1 1.0 1.1 1.0 1.1

Zero-Curvature Tunneling
200 330 2.6 176 5.7 13
250 47 1.8 31 3.0 5.0
298 16 1.5 12 2.2 3.1
350 7.9 1.4 6.6 1.8 2.3
400 5.0 1.3 4.4 1.5 1.9
1500 1.1 1.0 1.1 1.0 1.0

Small-Curvature Tunneling
200 40 700 6.0 13 700 19 104
250 3020 2.8 982 7.0 21
298 339 2.0 199 4.1 9.1
350 93 1.6 62 2.8 5.1
400 39 1.4 28 2.2 3.6
1500 1.4 1.0 1.4 1.1 1.1

TABLE 3: Reaction Rate Coefficients and Branching Ratios
at 298 K and 1 atm for the Reaction of Formic and Acetic
Acids with Hydroxyl Radicals

HCOOH + OH ·

rate coefficients
(105 m3/(mol · s))

acid formyl overall
acid channel

branching ratio

this work 0.845 0.131 0.977 87%
exptl data 2.41a

1.9 ( 0.1b

2.78 ( 0.70c

2.95 ( 0.07d 91%e

2.2 ( 0.2e

2.23 ( 0.24f

CH3COOH + OH ·

rate coefficients
(105 m3/(mol · s))

acid methyl overall
acid channel

branching ratio

this work 1.15 0.0766 1.23 94%
exptl data 3.97g

3.6 ( 0.5b

4.5 ( 0.4f (78 ( 13)%i

5.2 ( 0.4h

a Ref 13. b Ref 5. c Ref 6. d Ref 7. e Ref 8. f Ref 9. g Ref 21. h Ref
17. i Ref 22.
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proximation give similar values, slightly lower than the ZCT
method. As explained in section 2, the Wigner and Eckart
approximation use the B3LYP curvature at the saddle point to
calculate the tunneling correction, whereas the ZCT method uses
the CBS-QB3 potential energy surface (Figure 2b). The CBS-
QB3 surface is clearly sharper than the B3LYP surface near
the transition state, consistent with the underestimation of the
reaction barrier by the B3LYP method (Table 1). The low
second derivative at the transition state calculated by the B3LYP
method leads to a fairly wide Eckart potential barrier and hence
a low tunneling probability. The reaction-path curvature along
the MEP is fairly important, and the SCT correction is about a
factor 2 higher than the ZCT correction at 200 K.

The reaction rate coefficient for the acid channel is signifi-
cantly enhanced by tunneling. The Wigner and Eckart method
underestimate the tunneling correction as compared to the ZCT
method. This can again be related to the underestimation of the
curvature at the transition state by the B3LYP method. Figure
2a shows the CBS-QB3 and the B3LYP potential energy profiles
(VMEP) along the reaction coordinate. Note that the transition
state along the CBS-QB3 energy profile is located at s ) 0.05
Å and is, hence, slightly later than the B3LYP transition state.
This is consistent with the earlier discussion of Table 1. The
CBS-QB3 profile shows a small discontinuity around s )+0.13
Å. Two low-lying solutions can be obtained for the HF wave
function for geometries near s ) 0.13 Å. Each solution leads
to a slightly different CBS-QB3 energy, and both values are
shown in the inset of Figure 2a. To evaluate the reliability of
the CBS-QB3 energies for geometries near s ) 0.13 Å, the T1

diagnostic was used.53 For open-shell systems, a T1 diagnostic
above 0.044 has been proposed as an indication that multiref-
erence methods should be used.54 Our value of 0.025 is well
below this number, and single-reference methods such as the
CBS-QB3 method can be used. Note that the discontinuity
occurs well beyond the transition state, and only one HF solution
dominates near the transition state. For the dual-level tunneling
calculations (section 2), CBS-QB3 energies at s ) -0.21,
-0.11, 0.0, +0.05, and +0.21 Å were used. A single HF
solution dominates for those points. For the acid channel, the
tunneling correction increases by a factor 123 at 200 K and by
a factor 21 at 298 K when the reaction-path curvature is included
using the SCT method. When the reaction-path curvature is very
large, the SCT approximation tends to underestimate the
tunneling probability,55 and the actual tunneling correction might
be even larger than the values in Table 2. To accurately account
for tunneling paths outside the MEP region we would need to
go beyond the SCT approximation and explore a larger area of
the potential energy surface. The curvature along the reaction
path for the acid channel is shown in Figure 3a. High curvatures
are found at s ) -0.14 and +0.21 Å. Analysis of the SCT
calculations indicates that certain vibration modes couple with
the reaction coordinate. Both peaks are mainly due to coupling
between the reaction coordinate and the H-O-H bending
modes. Strong reaction-path curvature coupling leads to a low
reduced effective mass and increases the tunneling probability.55

The strong coupling is probably caused by the compact nature
of the reaction center in hydrogen transfer reactions between
the acid OH group in carboxylic acids and the attacking
hydroxyl radical (Figure 1, TS1a).

On the basis of the above results, the SCT approach is
required to begin to calculate accurate tunneling correction
factors for the acid channel. Methods that do not account for
reaction-path curvature such as the Wigner, Eckart, and ZCT
method significantly underestimate the contribution of tunneling

to the reaction rate coefficient for the acid channel at ambient
conditions. The high tunneling factor is responsible for the
dominance of the acid channel at 298 K.

3.1.3. Rate Coefficient and SelectiWity. The SCT tunneling
correction factors (Table 2) were combined with partition
functions calculated following the procedures outlined in section
2 and the CBS-QB3 activation energies (Figure 1) to obtain
rate coefficients for both channels. The rate coefficients and
branching ratios are compared with available experimental
values in Table 3 and in Figure 4. The calculated rate coefficient
at 298 K for the overall reaction is a factor 2-3 lower than the
range of reported experimental values. Such agreement is
remarkable, considering that a 2 kJ/mol decrease in the
activation energy increases the rate coefficient at 298 K by a
factor 2.2. The data in Table 1 indicate that the CBS-QB3
method predicts a slightly higher barrier than the W1U method
for the dominant acid channel. In addition, the SCT method
might underestimate the tunneling correction when the reaction-
path curvature is large.55 Both considerations are consistent with
the underestimation of the experimental rate coefficient. At 298
K, 87% of the overall reaction was found to proceed through
the acid channel (1a). This value is in agreement with the
experimental value of 91%, estimated by Singleton et al.8 using
isotopic-labeling experiments.

An Arrhenius plot of the rate coefficients between 200 and
400 K is shown in Figure 4. The rate coefficient for the acid
channel decreases with increasing temperature, whereas the rate
coefficient of the formyl channel increases. The decrease of the
rate coefficient for the acid channel with temperature for low
temperatures is caused by the rapid decrease of the tunneling

Figure 3. Reaction-path curvature along the acid channel reaction path
for the reactions of formic and acetic acids with hydroxyl radicals.

Figure 4. Arrhenius plot of the overall reaction rate coefficient and
for each of the reaction channels for the reaction between formic acid
and hydroxyl radicals.
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factor with temperature and not by a negative effective activation
barrier. The overall rate coefficient decreases slightly with
temperature below 350 K, whereas it increases with temperature
above 350 K. The resulting temperature independence of the
overall rate coefficient between 298 and 400 K is consistent
with the experimental data reported by Wine et al.6

3.2. Acetic acid. 3.2.1. Geometry and Energy Calculations.
In this section, we apply the recommended procedure developed
in the previous section to the reaction between acetic acid and
hydroxyl radicals. Optimized geometries of reactants, prereactive
complexes, transition states, complexes at the product side, and
products are shown in Figure 5. Three prereactive complexes
were again located. The geometries and energies of the
complexes (Com2a-R and Com2a-P) and the transition state
(TS2a) for the acid channel (2a) are similar to the corresponding
structures for formic acid (Figure 1). They are also similar to
structures optimized at the B3LYP/6-311++G(2df,2pd) level
of theory by De Smedt et al.18 The structures of the prereactive
complexes for the methyl channel are also similar to formic
acid, though the complexes with acetic acid are slightly more
stable due to the higher electron density on the oxygen atoms
of acetic acid. Because a hydrogen bond is maintained in the
transition state for the methyl channel, two different transition
states are identified for the methyl channel. For the reaction
with formic acid, a similar hydrogen bond is not observed, and
rotation around the forming H · · ·OH bond is nearly free in the
transition state for formic acid. The transition states for the
methyl channel (2b) differ slightly from the structure reported
by De Smedt et al.18 but are similar to the structures proposed
by Rosado-Reyes and Francisco.19 The product complexes are
characterized by two hydrogen bonds, and they are about 10

kJ/mol more stable than the corresponding product complex for
formic acid. Because the hydrogen bond with the C-OH group
in Com2b1-P is fairly weak at 9.9 kJ/mol, it is not surprising
that the corresponding complex could not be optimized for
formic acid.

Low-lying electronic states can again be identified for the
CH3COO · radical. At the CBS-QB3 level, the most stable state
is the 2A′′ state. This state is electronically and structurally
similar to the 2B2 state for the HCOO · radical. The 2A′ state in
CH3COO · is related to the 2A′ state in the HCOO · radical and
is 24.5 kJ/mol less stable than the 2A′′ state at the CBS-QB3
level. The acid channel in acetic acid is 12.4 kJ/mol more
exothermic than in formic acid. Analysis of the calculations
indicates that the methyl group stabilizes COO · group in the
product. Indeed, increasing the CH3-COOH bond length by
up to 0.4 Å in the calculations reduces the calculated exother-
micity, whereas increasing the H-COOH bond length increases
the exothermicity for formic acid. The transition state and the
product complex, Com2a-P, for the acid channel are structurally
related to the 2A′ state, and the complex is less stable than the
separated CH3COO · (2A′′ ) radical and a H2O molecule. The
effective reaction barrier for the acid channel, 11.0 kJ/mol, is
between the values reported by De Smedt et al.,18 i.e., 13.8 kJ/
mol using G2M(CC,MP2)//MP2/6-311++G(2df,2pd) and 6.7
kJ/mol using G2M(CC,MP2)//B3LYP/6-311++G(2df,2pd), and
3.1 kJ/mol lower than the barrier for the acid channel in formic
acid.

The methyl channel is 43.5 kJ/mol more exothermic than the
acid channel and 6.6 kJ/mol more favorable than the formyl
channel in formic acid. It is also 8.8 kJ/mol more exothermic
than the corresponding reaction between ethane and OH · at the

Figure 5. Optimized structures for the reactants (CH3COOH and OH · ), prereactive complexes (Com2a-R, Com2b1-R, and Com2b2-R), transition
states (TS2a, TS2b1, and TS2b2), complexes at the product side (Com2a-P, Com2b1-P, and Com2b2-P), and products (CH3COO · and ·CH2COOH)
for the reaction between acetic acid and a hydroxyl radical. B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) optimized bond lengths (Å) and CBS-QB3 energies at 0 K (kJ/
mol, relative to the reactants) are given. The CBS-QB3 energies at 0 K for the products (CH3COO · and ·CH2COOH) are the reaction energies.
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same level of theory. The effective barriers for the two methyl
channels, 11.9 and 12.5 kJ/mol, are comparable to the barrier
for the formyl channel, 12.4 kJ/mol, and slightly higher than
the barrier for the reaction between a hydroxyl radical and
ethane, 9.3 kJ/mol. The barriers for the methyl and the acid
channel are again very similar, differing less than 1.5 kJ/mol.
The small difference indicates that the reaction barriers are not
responsible for the observed dominance of the acid channel.
De Smedt et al.18 reported a 4.8 kJ/mol higher barrier for the
methyl channel, leading to a 8.8 kJ/mol difference between the
methyl and the acid channel.

3.2.2. Tunneling Corrections. Tunneling corrections were
calculated using the Wigner, Eckart, ZCT, and SCT methods
and are summarized in Table 2. The potential energy surfaces
for the acid and both methyl channels are shown in Figure 6.
Tunneling is again very important for the acid channel and is
caused by the strong reaction-path curvature at s ) -0.14 Å
and at s ) +0.21 Å (Figure 3b), with reaction-path curvature
couplings of 3.8 and 2.6 Å-1 at s ) -0.14 Å, and 6.0 and 6.8
Å-1 at s ) 0.21 Å for two H-O-H bending modes. The
tunneling correction for the acid channel in acetic acid is a factor
2-3 smaller than for the acid channel in formic acid. This can
be related to the lower barrier and the slightly flatter potential
energy surface for acetic acid. The B3LYP potential energy
surface is again flatter than the CBS-QB3 surface, leading to

low Wigner and Eckart tunneling factors. Tunneling factors for
the methyl channel are significantly larger than for the formyl
channel. Coupling between the reaction coordinate and other
normal modes also increases tunneling for the methyl channels,
and the SCT tunneling factors are a factor 2-7 larger than the
ZCT factors. The maximum curvature coupling for the methyl
reaction paths, 6.0 Å-1 at s ) -0.12 Å, is larger than the
maximum curvature coupling of the formyl reaction path, 1.6
Å-1 at s ) -0.36 Å. The more compact nature of the transition
state for acetic acid, TS2b1 and TS2b2, caused by a hydrogen
bond between acetic acid and the hydroxyl radical is probably
responsible for the higher reaction-path curvature coupling. The
Eckart method predicts tunneling factors within a factor 2 of
the more expensive SCT method for the methyl channels and
might be used as a cost-effective method for reactions between
a methyl group and a hydroxyl radical. However, the agreement
is partly due to a cancellation of errors. The Eckart potential is
narrower than the CBS-QB3 potential energy surface (Figure
6c), leading to an overestimation of the tunneling factor, e.g.,
compared to the ZCT value. However, coupling between the
reaction coordinate and the other normal modes is neglected in
the Eckart method, leading to an underestimation of the
tunneling factor.

3.2.3. Rate Coefficient and Mechanism. The SCT tunneling
factors (Table 2) were combined with partition functions
calculated following the procedures outlined in section 2 and
the CBS-QB3 activation energies (Figure 5) to obtain rate
coefficients for both channels. The rate coefficients and branch-
ing ratios are compared with available experimental values in
Table 3 and in Figure 7. The calculated overall rate coefficient
is a factor 3-4 smaller than the experimental data and 26%
larger than the calculated rate coefficient for formic acid.
Experimentally, the rate coefficient for acetic acid is about 65%
higher than the rate coefficient for formic acid. Considering the
tendency of the CBS-QB3 method to slightly overestimate the
reaction barrier for the acid channel (by about 2-3 kJ/mol, Table
1) and the importance of tunneling for both channels in acetic
acid, the agreement is promising. The slightly low value for
the acetic acid reaction rate coefficient might in part be due to
an underestimation of the importance of tunneling for the methyl
channel. Though the SCT tunneling factor is a factor 3 smaller
for the acid channel in acetic acid, the effective activation barrier
is 3.1 kJ/mol lower, and the resulting rate coefficients at 298 K
are similar for both acids. Below 400 K the acid channel is the
dominant channel, and the calculated branching ratio at 298 K

Figure 6. Potential energy profiles along the reaction coordinate for
the reaction between acetic acid and hydroxyl radicals. Electronic
energies not including the ZPE are relative to the energy of the
prereactive complexes. Reactant energies are indicated by horizontal
lines. CBS-QB3 values used for fitting (squares), B3LYP/6-311G(d,p)
values (dashed line), and interpolated energy profile used in the
Polyrate9.7 calculation (full line).

Figure 7. Arrhenius plot of the overall reaction rate coefficient and
for each of the reaction channels for the reaction between acetic acid
and hydroxyl radicals.
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of 94% is at the top range of the experimental values, 78% (
13%. The overall rate coefficient is calculated to decrease with
temperature, consistent with the trend reported by Butkovskaya
et al.21

4. Conclusion

The reaction between hydroxyl radicals and formic and acetic
acids was studied using high-level quantum chemical calcula-
tions. The effects of the level of theory on the activation energy
and on the tunneling factor were examined in detail. The overall
reaction rate coefficient and the selectivity between the acid
and the C-H channels were discussed. For formic acid, effective
activation barriers of 14.1 and 12.4 kJ/mol were calculated with
the CBS-QB3 method for the acid and the formyl channel,
respectively. The CBS-QB3 barriers are within 3 kJ/mol of
reference W1U and large basis set CCSD(T) values. Tunneling
was found to significantly enhance the rate coefficient for the
acid channel, with an SCT correction factor of 339 at 298 K,
calculated for the CBS-QB3 potential energy surface. Tunneling
approximations that do not account for the reaction-path
curvature coupling significantly underestimate the importance
of tunneling for the acid channel. The calculated overall rate
coefficient at 298 K, 0.98 × 105 m3/(mol · s), is within a factor
2-3 of experimental values.

For the dominant acid channel in acetic acid, the lower barrier
of 11.0 kJ/mol and the lower SCT tunneling correction of 199
lead to a rate coefficient at 298 K for the acid channel that is
30% higher than for formic acid. Two reaction paths are
available for hydrogen abstraction at the methyl group in acetic
acid. The effective barriers of 11.9 and 12.5 kJ/mol are similar
to the barrier for the formyl channel in formic acid. The more
compact nature of the transition states leads to higher reaction-
path curvatures and higher tunneling correction factors of 9 and
4 at 298 K. The resulting overall rate coefficient at 298 K, 1.2
× 105 m3/(mol · s), is within a factor 3-4 of experimental values.
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