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Carbon–carbon coupling reactions are ubiquitous in organic
synthesis. Heck,[1,2] Suzuki,[3,4] and Sonogashira couplings[5,6]

occupy a special place among such reactions due to their mild
reaction conditions. The coupling products are mostly used as
intermediates for polymers, natural products, and bioactive
compounds.[7, 8]

The most common catalyst precursors for these reactions
are palladium(ii) complexes,[7,9, 10] usually with phosphane
ligands.[11] However, most of these ligands are air- and
moisture-sensitive, involve multistep syntheses, and are
difficult to separate from the final product. This makes
“ligand-free” Pd catalysis an attractive option.[12–20] PdII salts
form Pd0 clusters under the reaction conditions, and these can
catalyze coupling reactions. However, the “naked” Pd clusters
aggregate to inactive Pd black.[15, 19,21,22] To prevent this
aggregation, stabilized Pd clusters[23] are increasingly being
used as C�C coupling catalysts.[20,21,24–32] These clusters may
be good catalysts, but we still do not know (in contrast to
heterogeneous Pd[33]) whether catalysis occurs on the cluster
surface or by leached[34] Pd species.[15,19,22,35,36]

Although much work has been done in this area, there is
no single definitive experiment that reveals the detailed
mechanism of cluster catalysis in the liquid phase.[35] From
studies of cluster-size effects in Heck and Suzuki reactions, it
was proposed that catalysis occurs at defect sites on the
cluster surface.[27,37,38] Conversely, de Vries et al.[15] suggested
an equilibrium between Pd clusters and a monomeric or
dimeric moiety which is the actual active species. Recently,
using transmission electron microscopy (TEM) and kinetic
studies, we[39] and others[26, 40] also demonstrated that species
leached from the cluster surface are probably responsible for
catalysis in these types of reactions. However, the conclusions
were based on circumstantial evidence. Here we report the
first direct and unambiguous test proving that leached Pd
species are the true catalysts in Pd-cluster-catalyzed C�C
coupling reactions.
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For this experiment, we built a special U-tube permeation
cell[41] membrane reactor (Figure 1, top) consisting of two
stainless steel compartments separated by a membrane
(henceforth referred to as sides A and B). The membrane

physically separates the Pd clusters and the reaction mixture
in the reactor. The concept is simple: the suspension of Pd
clusters is placed on one side of the membrane, and the
reaction mixture on the other (Figure 1, bottom). The
membrane is designed[42] with 5-nm pores that allow the
diffusion of leached Pd species, but not of Pd clusters. The
clusters cannot pass through the membrane because they are
too large (14.5� 2.5 nm, see below). Thus, monitoring the
reaction over time on both sides gives direct information on
the true catalyst.

The Pd clusters were synthesized by reducing Pd(NO3)2
with tetraoctylammonium glycolate (TOAG), used both as
reducing and stabilizing agent.[43] This method gives clusters
with an average size of 14.5 nm and a narrow particle size
distribution (Figure 2). An a-alumina-supported nanoporous
g-alumina membrane was synthesized according to the
reported procedure.[42] The pore size distribution of the
membrane was determined by permporometry.[44, 45] Most of
the pores were around 4.9 nm and few pores were larger than
5 nm, with a maximum size of 11 nm. The minimum Pd cluster

size was 12 nm. Moreover, due to the amorphous structure of
the membrane, all the paths through it are tortuous worm-
holes, and no path consists of only maximum-size pores. Thus,
this membrane also retains particles smaller than 11 nm.

In the first test reactions, we carried out Sonogashira
coupling of phenylacetylene (1) with iodobenzene (2)
[Eq. (1)]. We placed the Pd cluster suspension on side A,

and 1, 2, and tetrabutylammonium acetate (TBAA) as base
on side B. The experiments were performed in DMF at 70 8C.
Note that the base is soluble in this case. After 3 days, we
observed 72% yield of coupling product 3 on side B, where
there was originally no catalyst. However, as the reactants and
base were not evenly distributed on both sides, they may have
diffused from side B to the lower concentration on side A. It
cannot be excluded that the reaction occurred in compart-
ment A and the product then diffused from side A to side B.
We did observe 9% yield of 3 on side A, which could be
attributed to the product coming from side B or forming on
side A. Consequently, this experiment did not give a clear
answer to our question.

To reveal the actual catalytic species, it was necessary to
prevent diffusion of the reactants through the membrane and
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Figure 1. Photograph (top) and schematic (bottom) of the two-com-
partment membrane reactor and the cluster-exclusion concept.
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Figure 2. Transmission electron micrograph (top) and corresponding
size distribution of the Pd clusters (bottom, based on 85 particles
counted).
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to use an insoluble base. We therefore investigated the Heck
reaction in the presence of NaOAc, which is insoluble in
DMF. The coupling of n-butyl acrylate (4) with iodobenzene
(2) to give n-butyl cinnamate (6) was used as a model reaction
[Eq. (2)].

Before performing the coupling reaction, we examined
the time-dependent transport of 4, 2, and 6 through the
membrane. Pure 4, 2, and 6 in DMF were placed on side B,
and only DMFon sideA. Figure 3 shows that indeed all three

compounds were transported from side B to sideA. Note that
no pressure was applied to the system; transport was purely
due to concentration gradients. The transport rate was size-
dependent: 4> 2> 6. After 100 h, 10.5 mol% of 4, 6.5 mol%
of 2, and 4.5 mol% of 6were transported to sideA. This blank
experiment gives a measure of the background diffusion of
these specific compounds through the membrane. Similar
transport behavior can be expected during the reaction.

We then ran the Heck reaction using 1.5:1 molar mixtures
of 4 and 2 on both sides of the membrane to avoid
concentration gradients. NaOAc (1.5 equiv) was then added
to side B, and the suspension of Pd clusters (0.01 equiv) was
introduced into side A at 100 8C. Note that the base is
necessary for closing the catalytic cycle. As there is no base on
side A, no product can form there. Thus, any product
observed on side A must come from side B.[46]

Figure 4 shows the yield of n-butyl cinnamate (6) versus
time. No reaction was observed for the first 5 h because the
released Pd species from sideAmust first diffuse through the
nanoporous membrane to initiate the catalytic cycle on sideB.
When the leached Pd species reach side B the reaction rate
increases and then slows as 2 is consumed. After 120 h, the
yield of 6 on sideBwas 88%.We did not observe any diffused
product 6 during the first 12 h on sideA. However, after 120 h

4.9% of the product was observed that may have diffused
from side B. Duplicate experiments showed good reproduci-
bility. No aggregation was observed after the reaction on
either side of the reactor.

X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy was performed on the
membrane after the reaction to determine whether Pd enters
the pores (see Supporting Information for details). There
were no significant differences between the elemental com-
positions of the surface and subsurface layers. Traces of Pd
were found on all spots on or below the membrane surface,
but the concentration was in all cases within the range of 0.02–
0.07 atom%. As the specific surface area[47] of this g-alumina
is about 285 m2g�1, this is equivalent to a surface concen-
tration of roughly one Pd atom per 20 nm2.

The above results prove that the reaction involves leached
Pd species, for which the nanosized Pd clusters act as
reservoirs. We still do not know whether these species are
Pd0 atoms released from the defect sites or soluble PdII species
formed after oxidative addition of PhI.[36, 39] In theory, the Pd0

and PdII species could “recluster” on the other side of the
membrane, but in practice there is no stabilizer or reducing
agent, both of which are crucial for cluster formation, so this
option is extremely unlikely. In any event, these experiments
prove the hypothesis of de Vries et al. regarding ligand-free
Pd catalysts in Heck reactions.[15, 48]

In summary, using a simple approach based on physical
exclusion, we prove here that the Pd-cluster-catalyzed Heck
reaction between n-butyl acrylate and iodobenzene (and
probably also other Heck and Sonogashira reactions)[39]

involves soluble Pd species released from the surface of the
clusters. Moreover, the general new technique we described
here permits the testing of many individual reactions. Further
investigations into the mechanism of other cross-coupling
reactions will be the subject of future research.

Experimental Section
Membrane preparation: The alumina membrane consists of a macro-
porous a-alumina support and a thin nanoporous g-alumina layer.
The a-alumina supports were made by colloidal filtration of well-
dispersed 0.3-mm a-alumina particles (AKP-30, Sumitomo) in demin-
eralized water. The 50-wt% dispersion was stabilized by peptizing
with 0.02m HNO3. After drying at 25 8C for 24 h, the filter compact
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Figure 3. Time-dependent transport of molecules through the mem-
brane from side B to side A.
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Figure 4. Time-resolved profile for the yield of 6. The product observed
on side A has diffused from side B.
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was sintered at 1100 8C in air for 2 h. Flat disks (1 39 mm, 2.0 mm
thickness) were obtained by machining and polishing. The final
porosity of these supports is about 30%, and the average pore size 80–
120 nm.[49] The nanoporous g-alumina layer was prepared by dip-
coating the a-alumina supports in a boehmite-based dip sol. The
boehmite sol was prepared by heating 70.0 mol of double-distilled
water to 95 8C, and then adding 0.50 mol of Al(OsBu)3 (97% purity,
Acros) dropwise under a nitrogen flow to avoid premature hydrolysis.
The mixture was stirred vigorously throughout the synthesis. After all
the Al(OsBu)3 was added, the mixture was kept at 95 8C for 3 h to
evaporate the butanol. The mixture was cooled to 60 8C, peptized with
HNO3 (65%, Merck) to pH 2.5, and then heated at reflux at 90 8C for
20 h (pH increases to 3.5) to yield a homogeneous and stable 0.5m
boehmite sol. The dip sol was prepared by mixing 30 mL of the
boehmite sol with 20.0 mL of a solution of poly(vinyl alcohol) (PVA,
Fluka, 98% purity, M= 72000 gmol�1) made by adding 150 g of
0.05m HNO3 in water to 4.5 g of PVA and stirring for 2 h at 80 8C. The
a-alumina supports were dip-coated with the g-alumina sol under
class 1000 clean-room conditions at a dip-coating speed of 1.1 cms�1.
The coated supports were dried for 3 h (25 8C, relative humidity
40%), and then calcined for 1 h (600 8C, air, heating/cooling rates
0.5 8Cmin�1). The deposition/calcination cycle was repeated. This
resulted in a flat nanoporous g-alumina layer with a layer thickness of
about 3 mm.

Heck coupling: Identical 1.5:1 mixtures of 4 (3.0 mmol, 0.38 g)
and 2 (2.0 mmol, 0.40 g) in 50 mL of DMF were placed on both sides
of the membrane reactor. NaOAc (3.0 mmol, 0.41 g) was then added
to side B, and the Pd cluster suspension (3 mL, 10 mm, 1.0 mol%) was
added to side A. The reactor was heated to 100 8C, and samples were
taken from both compartments and analyzed by GC (pentadecane
internal standard). After each experiment, the membrane was washed
with acetone (4 I 10 mL) and extracted for 24 h with EtOH.
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