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Facile reduction of carboxylic acids to primary
alcohols under catalyst-free and solvent-free
conditions†

Adimulam Harinath, ‡ Jayeeta Bhattacharjee ‡ and Tarun K. Panda *

We report the development of a facile protocol for the deoxygena-

tive hydroboration of aliphatic and aryl carboxylic acids to afford

corresponding primary alcohols under solvent-free and catalyst-

free conditions. The reaction proceeds under ambient temperature

exhibits good tolerance towards various functional groups and

generates quantitative yields. The plausible mechanism involves

the formation of Lewis acid–base adducts as well as the liberation

of hydrogen gas.

The catalytic reduction of carboxylic acids into alkyl boronate
esters is one of the most elementary and extensively employed
transformations in synthetic organic chemistry.1 Their avail-
ability, stability, and inexpensiveness make them attractive
precursors for the synthesis of alcohols.2 Numerous methods
have been developed for the reduction of carboxylic acids to
corresponding alcohols. Traditional methods involve highly
reactive stoichiometric metal hydrides such as LiAlH4 or Zn(BH4)2

or NaBH4 or borane-reducing agents such as BH3�SMe2 or 9-BBN
solution (Fig. 1). However, these methods have their own
drawbacks, such as the generation of inorganic waste, poor
selectivity, air, and moisture sensitivity and the requirement of
activators.3 Although a wide range of expensive homogeneous
and heterogeneous metal catalysts have been reported in the
literature as being useful for the hydrogenation of carboxylic
acids into alcohols, the methods used not only require harsh
conditions such as high-pressure instruments and high tempe-
rature but also result in a selective reduction of aromatic rather
than aliphatic carboxylic acids.4

On the other hand, transition metal-mediated hydrosilylation
of carboxylic acids into alcohols has been extensively studied in
the literature, albeit that this method shows limited substrate

scope and substrate-dependent product selectivity, whether
aldehyde or alcohol.5 In contrast to hydrosilylation of carboxylic
acids, catalytic hydroboration of carboxylic acids is not well
explored in the literature. Very recently Gunanathan et al.
reported a ruthenium-based catalyst for the deoxygenative hydro-
boration of carboxylic acids into alkyl boronates which upon
further hydrolysis gives corresponding primary alcohols6 (Fig. 1).
Also, Leitner et al. reported the manganese pincer complex
[Mn(Ph2PCH2SiMe2)2–NH(CO)2Br] that enables catalytic reduc-
tive functionalization for a broad range of substrates such as
carboxylic acids, carbonates, and even CO2 through hydrobora-
tion using pinacolborane as reducing agent.7

Thus, developing an alternative green protocol for chemo-
selective reduction of carboxylic acids to primary alcohols with
wider functional group tolerance is still desirable. A solvent-free as
well as a catalyst-free approach not only simplifies the reaction
experimentally but also reduces the amount of waste which, in turn,
reduces the environmental impact.8,9 Nonetheless, catalyst-free or

Fig. 1 Methods for reducing carboxylic acids to primary alcohols.
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metal-free strategies to achieve the targeted molecule are not
yet fully explored, apart from the pioneering research developed
by Knochel et al. (hydroboration of alkenes),10 Piers et al.
(hydroboration of alkynes)11,12 and Hreczycho et al. (hydrobora-
tion of aldehydes).13 Hence, we became interested in developing a
green protocol for the reduction of carboxylic acids to corres-
ponding primary alcohols. Numerous research groups are working
to develop metal-free and solvent-free organic reactions, and
recently, a green protocol was developed by Bertrand et al. for
the synthesis of amino boranes under catalyst-free conditions.14

Hreczycho also reported the catalyst-free O-borylation of silanols
and catalyst-free hydroboration of aldehydes under mild condi-
tions.15 Further, Xaio-Feng et al. reported the borylation of aryl-
diazonium salts under catalyst-free conditions.16

To examine the possibility of hydroboration of carboxylic
acids under catalyst-free and solvent-free conditions, we carried
out initial reactions using benzoic acid with various concen-
trations of HBpin under neat conditions. To our delight, we
observed the smooth hydroboration of benzoic acid (1 mmol)
to the corresponding boronate ester exclusively when HBpin
(4 mmol, 3.5 mmol, and 3.2 mmol) was used. However, the
reaction was slower in the presence of organic solvents such as
THF, hexane, and toluene. The optimised results are tabulated
in Table 1.

Armed with the knowledge of optimised conditions to
explore the potential of this protocol, we then examined the
reaction of a wide range of aromatic, aliphatic and heterocyclic
carboxylic acids with electron-rich and electron-poor functional
groups. All the carboxylic acids underwent smooth deoxygena-
tive hydroboration and afforded the corresponding boronate
esters quantitatively (up to 99% yield) with the liberation of
hydrogen gas. Table 2 shows the summary of results.

Carboxylic acids with electron-donating groups such as
4-methyl and 4-methoxy benzoic acids proceeded to react
smoothly with HBpin to furnish the corresponding boronate
esters 1b and 1c with 99% conversion (Fig. FS4–9 in ESI†).
There was no trace of over-reduced products, which is usually
observed during iron-catalysed hydrosilylation of carboxylic acids.

The reactions of 4-fluro, 4-chloro, 4-bromo and 4-iodo benzoic
acids with HBpin produced a near-quantitative conversion to
exclusive corresponding boronate esters 1d–1j, confirming that
electron-withdrawing groups had no impact on this reaction
(Fig. FS10–31 in ESI†). Use of o- and p- substituted iodo benzoic
acid also gave the corresponding products 1g, 1h and 1i in
quantitative yields (Fig. FS20–28 in ESI†). Benzoic acids with
highly electron-deficient functional groups such as 4-nitro-
and 2,4-nitrobenzoic acids were chemoselectively converted to
corresponding boronate esters 1k–1m, yielding up to 99%
(Fig. FS32–40 in ESI†).

Next, we extended our substrate scope to aliphatic carboxylic
acids, in order to explore the generality of the protocol. The
initial reaction was carried out using acetic acid with HBpin in
neat condition at room temperature. The reaction proceeded
smoothly with the vigorous evolution of hydrogen gas and
yielded the corresponding boronate ester 1q quantitatively
within five hours (Fig. FS50–52 in ESI†). Further, the reaction
with propionic acid and phenyl propionic acid similarly yielded
compounds 1r and 1t respectively in quantitative yield within
eight hours (Fig. FS53–55 and FS59–61 in ESI†). Additionally,
carboxylic acid with long-chain alkyl, undecanoic acid also
efficiently converted to the corresponding boronate ester 1u
quantitatively (Fig. FS62–64 in ESI†). Carboxylic acids with hetero-
cycles such as indole 3 acetic acid and thiophene carboxylic acid
were also converted smoothly to give corresponding boronate
esters 1w and 1x respectively in quantitative yields (Fig. FS68–73
in ESI†). Reaction with the bulkier aliphatic acid such as pivalic
acid also proceeded smoothly in converting to its corresponding
ester 1s exclusively (Fig. FS56–58 in ESI†). Similarly, the reaction

Table 1 Screening of catalytic reduction of carboxylic acids to primary
alcohols using HBpin and benzoic acid

Entry HBpin (x equiv.) Solvent Time (h) Conversion (%)

1 4 Neat 6 70
2 4 Neat 8 99
3 3.5 Neat 8 99
4 3.2 Neat 8 99
5 3.2 THF 8 60
6 3.2 Tol 8 60
7 3.2 Hexane 8 40

Reaction conditions: benzoic acid (1 mmol) with pinacolborane at room
temperature. The yield was calculated on the basis of characteristic
product signal present in the reaction mixture using HMB (hexamethyl-
benzene) as the internal standard.

Table 2 Substrate scope for the hydroboration of carboxylic acidsa

a Reaction conditions: carboxylic acids (0.25 mmol), HBpin (0.80 mmol),
5–8 hours. The yield calculated on the basis of 1H NMR (400 MHz) inte-
gration of characteristic product signal present in the reaction mixture
using HMB (hexamethyl benzene) as the internal standard.b HBpin
(1.05 mmol). c HBpin (1.60 mmol). All reactions were performed at
room temperature. d Reaction was conducted for five hours.
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with dicarboxylic acids such as adipic acid and terephthalic
acid also occurred efficiently to yield boronate esters 1y and
1z, indicating the versatile substrate scope of this protocol
(Fig. FS74–79 in ESI†).

Further, we hydrolysed the selected boronate esters to their
alcohols using known methodology6 and in all cases, we obtained
near-quantitative yields (2a–2m) (Fig. FS80–104, ESI†). The results
are summarised in Table 3. Additionally, to examine the chemo-
selectivity of this methodology, we treated 4-cyano benzoic acid
and 4-acetoxy benzoic acid with HBpin and observed the for-
mation of exclusive deoxygneative hydroboration with acid func-
tionality after 8 h. No trace of a corresponding product from
hydroboration of the nitrile or ester moiety was found, indicating
chemoselective hydroboration of the acid group (Fig. FS106–111
in ESI†). Additionally, in the reaction with 4-acetamido benzoic
acid, both the acid and amido functionalities underwent hydro-
boration over dehydrocoupling of NH with HBpin in the substrate
(Fig. FS112–114 in ESI†).13 However, 5-hydroxy-4-oxo-4H-pyran-
2-carboxylic acid underwent chemo-selective deoxygenative
hydroboration, yielding only the corresponding boronate ester
(Scheme 1, 3a–3d, Fig. FS115–118 in ESI†).

In light of this outcome and previously reported literature
reports13,17 the most plausible mechanism for the deoxygenative

hydroboration of carboxylic acid is depicted in Scheme 2. In the
first step, cross-dehydrocupling of the COOH group occurs with
HBpin, leading to the formation of intermediate species II with
the elimination of H2 gas. In the next step, the second molecule
of HBpin reacts with species II to form a four-membered cyclic
species III, which further rearranges itself to form IV. Species IV
further reacts with the third molecule of HBpin through another
four-membered cyclic intermediate to afford the desired boronate
ester through the liberation of [O(Bpin)2] as a side product
which was confirmed by 1H, 11B NMR spectra of all the boronate
esters (1a–1z).

To summarise, we have developed a simple and facile
protocol for the deoxygenative hydroboration of carboxylic acids
to corresponding boronate esters under catalyst-free and solvent-
free conditions, which upon hydrolysis furnishes primary alcohols.
This reaction proceeds with quantitative chemo selective yields,
exhibiting a broader substrate scope with both aliphatic and
aromatic carboxylic acids, in short reaction times.
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