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ABSTRACT: Novel iridium(I) complexes bearing N-donor-functionalized
N-heterocyclic carbene ligands were synthesized. Although hemilabile
coordination of the attached donor is considered beneficial in catalysis, no
detailed study of this phenomenon in these systems is available to date. The
present report provides insight into the hemilabile bonding properties of a
N,N′-bis(pyridin-2-yl)-imidazolylidene (NCN) ligand motif on iridium(I). In
most cases, the presented compounds exhibit rare fluxional hemilabile
coordination of the N donor, and remarkable performance in catalytic transfer
hydrogenation is observed. Further, extensive reactivity studies often led to
unexpected products.

■ INTRODUCTION

For decades, the combination of transition metals and
multidentate ligands has proven to be a viable symbiosis
between interesting structural coordination chemistry and
valuable catalytic applications.1 With at least one of the
donor functionalities being labile, the field of hemilabile
compounds has emerged as a growing area of research
(Scheme 1).2,3

In catalytic applications, such hemilabile ligands can create
vacant coordination sites, stabilize intermediate species, and
precoordinate/activate the substrate, which can all enhance the
catalytic performance. Among the applied systems, iridium(I)
complexes bearing N-donor-functionalized N-heterocyclic
carbene (NHC) ligands have been successfully employed in
various catalytic transformations.4 NHCs as neutral two-
electron donors show pronounced σ-donor ability and form
strong bonds to most transition metals.5 In combination with
the weaker bound N-donor function, these iridium(I)
compounds were used, for example, in hydrogenation and
transfer hydrogenation reactionsalso in asymmetric trans-
formationsand in hydrosilylations.4 Although this complex
motif has been widely applied in catalysis, hemilability has not
yet been investigated in detail. Instead, the importance of the

hemilabile nitrogen donors was apparently more based on
assumptions rather than underpinned by experimental data.
On the basis of the interest in the synthesis and application

of transition metal NHC complexes and in particular their
multidentate variants,5a,6 a new iridium(I) motif coordinated by
a N,N′-bis(pyridin-2-yl)-imidazolylidene (NCN) ligand is
reported in this work. A novel facile and scalable route toward
1,3-bis(pyridin-2-yl)-substituted imidazolium salts and deriva-
tives and the synthesis of the respective iridium(I) NCN
complexes are presented. Most compounds could be
unambiguously characterized via X-ray crystallography, and
interestingly, the hemilabile character of this ligand class on
iridium could be proven in the solid state by crystallization of
κ1C as well as κ2C,N coordination of the NCN moiety. To the
best of our knowledge, this is the first report on iridium(I)
complexes bearing functionalized NHC ligands, which show
this kind of fluxional hemilabile behavior, also presenting a
quantitative measure (via density functional theory (DFT)
calculations) of how weakly bound the N donor is. With regard
to applications, the iridium(I) motif shows superior perform-
ance in the transfer hydrogenation of acetophenone. To get
further insights into the hemilabile nature of the N donor,
besides DFT calculations and variable temperature (VT) NMR
experiments, reactivity studiesthat is, ligand addition, halide
abstraction, ligand substitution, and oxidative additionwere
performed to gain a detailed understanding of the coordination
modes in this complex motif.
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Scheme 1. Hemilabile Coordination of a Bidentate Ligand
Motif
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■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Ligand Precursor Synthesis. 1,3-Bis(heteroaryl)-
imidazolium salts 2−4 were synthesized in a two-step synthesis
starting from 1H-imidazole (Scheme 2).

In the first step, which was recently developed in our group,7

1H-imidazole, 2-halo-(N-heterocycles), and K2CO3 were
heated at 190 °C in sealed pressure tubes (see Supporting
Information for further specifications). The obtained crude
products were isolated by precipitation from methanol solution
via addition of diethyl ether, giving the 1-(N-heteroaryl)-
imidazoles 1a−c in high yields. These compounds were further
treated with small excess of the 2-halo-(N-heterocycle) again in
sealed pressure tubes at 160 °C (or at 110 °C for 3a), resulting
in the formation of the desired imidazolium salts (2−4a,b)
upon precipitation from methanol solution using diethyl ether.
This method can be used as a facile and scalable route to a
variety of 1,3-bis(pyridine-2-yl)-substituted imidazolium salts
and derivatives and represents a new protocol avoiding the use
of 1-methylimidazole as starting material,8 which is so far
limited to the synthesis of 1,3-bis(pyridine-2-yl)-imidazolium
salts. The PF6 derivative (4c) is obtained in 75% yield by
exposing the respective bromide (4b) to an aqueous solution of
ammonium hexafluorophosphate and subsequent filtration and
drying of the colorless precipitate. All obtained imidazolium
salts were characterized via 1H and 13C NMR spectroscopy. For
the nonmethylated compounds, the imidazolium NCHN
proton resonances appear at 11.04 ppm (2a) and at 10.79
ppm (2b) in the 1H NMR in deuterated dimethyl sulfoxide
(DMSO-d6); for the respective methylated derivatives (4a−c),
the signals shift slightly upfield to ∼10.2 ppm caused by
electron donation of the methyl substituents. Because of low
solubility, the pyrimidyl derivatives (3a,b) were examined in
CD3OD, and their imidazolium NCHN proton resonances
emerge at 10.81 and 10.45 ppm, respectively. Additionally, the
novel compounds (3 and 4) were characterized by elemental
and mass analysis, and a single crystal of 4b suitable for X-ray
diffraction could be grown by slow diffusion of diethyl ether
into a solution of 4b in acetonitrile (Figure 1).
The N1−C1 and N1−C2 bond distances with 1.334(2) Å

and 1.394(2) Å, respectively, are in good accordance with the
reported distances for nonmethylated salt 2a.8a The same
applies to the N1−C3 distance of 1.447(2) Å as well as the
N1−C1−N1a angle of 108.4(2)°, while the dihedral angle C1−
N1−C3−N2 is 146.2(2)°, indicating a torsion of the pyridine
derivative against the planar imidazolium ring.

Complex Synthesis and Characterization. For the
synthesis of iridium(I) NHC complexes, [Ir(acac)(COD)]
(6) was used as the metal precursor with an internal base for in
situ deprotonation of the imidazolium salts. Therefore, in a
modified literature procedure,9 [IrCl(COD)]2 (5) was treated
with excess acetylacetone in dimethylformamide at 70 °C,
yielding bright yellow [Ir(acac)(COD)] (6) in 72% after
recrystallization from acetone.
[IrX(COD)(NHC)] complexes 7 and 8 are obtained by

reaction of the respective imidazolium salts (2a,b, 4a,b) and
[Ir(acac)(COD)] (6) in dichloromethane at room temperature
(Scheme 3).
The resulting compounds were precipitated by addition of n-

pentane, filtered, and washed thoroughly with n-pentane. In this
manner complexes [IrX(COD)(IPy)] (7a,b) can be obtained
as red solids in ∼80% yield. Since the solubility of these
compounds in chlorinated solvents is very low, NMR spectra
were recorded in DMSO-d6. The absence of the imidazolium

Scheme 2. Synthesis of 1-(N-Heteroaryl)imidazoles 1a−c
and Imidazolium Salts 2−4

Figure 1. ORTEP-style representation of the molecular structure of
4b. Ellipsoids are shown at the 50% probability level. Selected bond
lengths (Å), angles (deg), and torsion angles (deg): C1−N1 1.334(2),
C2−N1 1.394(2), C3−N1 1.447(2), C3−N2 1.326(2), C1−H1
0.90(3), Br1···H1 2.65(3), Br1···C1 3.485(2), N1−C1−N1a
108.4(2), C1−N1−C3 127.4(2), C1−H1···Br1 155.0, C1−N1−C3−
N2−146.2(2). Symmetry code: x, 1/2 − y, z.

Scheme 3. Synthesis of [IrX(COD)(NHC)] Complexes 7
and 8a

aComplexes with IPym could not be obtained (vide infra);
abbreviations for used NHCs illustrated at the bottom.
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NCHN proton resonance at ca. 10 ppm indicates deprotona-
tion and carbene formation is further confirmed by a
characteristic signal at ∼170 ppm in the 13C NMR spectrum.
Only five different signals in the aromatic range of the 1H NMR
are present, indicating chemical equivalence of the pyridine
substituents. The singlet at 8.40 ppm can be assigned to the
protons of the NHC backbone; the pyridine signals range from
8.66 to 7.66 ppm, and since the spectra of 7a and 7b are almost
equivalent, the chemical shifts seem to be independent of the
coordinated halide. However, repeated measurements of the
same samples indicate the formation of hydridic species as
evidenced by characteristic signals at −22 ppm in the 1H NMR,
and the transformation is significantly faster for chloro
derivative 7a (ca. 2 h) compared to the respective bromo
complex 7b (ca. 48 h). This is in accordance with previously
reported halide effects in transition metal chemistry.10 The
process is probably caused by internal C−H activation in 3-
position of the pyridine moieties (see Supporting Information).
The occurrence of such internal activation has been reported
previously for similar systems bearing aryl-functionalized
NHCs.11 Because of low solubility in all applied solvents and
insufficient stability of complexes 7a,b, no single crystals
suitable for X-ray diffraction could be obtained to clarify the
coordination geometry. This gave reason to modify the ligand
precursors by substitution in 3-position of the pyridines to
prevent internal C−H activation. 1,3-Bis(pyrimidine-2-yl)-
imidazolium salts 3a,b were targeted as suitable ligand
precursors; however, all attempts to synthesize and isolate the
respective [IrX(COD)(IPym)] complexes failed. Besides
variation of the solvent and reaction temperature, further
iridium sources bearing internal bases such as [Ir(OMe)-
(COD)]2 or [IrCl(COD)]2 in combination with external base
or free carbene were employed but did not yield the desired
product. All performed reactions resulted in complete
decomposition of the applied starting materials, and no defined
products could be identified by means of NMR spectroscopy.
Bibliographic studies show that no iridium(I) pyrimidyl-
functionalized NHC complex is known so far, suggesting an
intrinsic problem in this case. Therefore, C-3-methylated
imidazolium salts 4a,b were synthesized as alternative ligand
structures that should be resistant to C−H activation. The
modified [IrX(COD)(IMePy)] complexes (8a,b) are synthe-
sized using the same procedure as described above (Scheme 3),
and the compounds are obtained as red powder in 70−85%
yield. Although the solubility of these complexes in chlorinated
solvents is considerably increased, DMSO-d6 is the solvent of
choice for NMR characterization to allow for better
comparability to the [IrX(COD)(IPy)] complexes (7a,b).
Chemical equivalence of the pyridyl moieties is indicated by
the appearance of only four aromatic signals in the 1H NMR
spectra. Compared to 7a,b, a slight upfield shift can be observed
for 8a,b, with the singlet of the NHC backbone protons now
emerging at 8.29 ppm, and the pyridine signals covering the
range between 8.41 and 7.58 ppm, again independent of the
coordinated halide. This observation is consistent with the
donating effect of the methyl groups in the modified ligand.
The complexes are stable in DMSO solution, and single crystals
suitable for X-ray diffraction could be obtained by slow
diffusion of n-pentane into a dichloromethane solution of 8a,b.
Yellow and red crystals were identified for 8a, while for 8b only
the latter was observed. All crystals were examined by means of
X-ray diffraction, revealing monodentate (κ1C) coordination in
the yellow-colored species and bidentate (κ2C,N) coordination

in the red crystals (Figure 2 for 8a; see Supporting Information
for 8b).

The Ir1−C1 distance of 2.000(4) Å in the square pyramidal
κ2C,N coordination mode of 8a,b is shorter than in square
planar κ1C-coordinated 8a with 2.049(4) Å, but both values are
comparable to iridium−carbene distances of similar pyridine-
functionalized NHC complexes.4c,d,i,12 The Ir1−N3 distance in
κ2C,N-8a is 2.117(3) Å. Noteworthy, the crystal structure of
the κ2C,N coordination mode contrasts with previous reports
on neutral N-donor-functionalized iridium(I) carbene com-
plexes bearing a cyclooctadiene and halide ligand, which are
almost exclusively monocoordinated solely by the
NHC.4c,d,f−i,13 For the first time the occurrence of coexisting
κ1C/κ2C,N coordination modes in these iridium(I) carbene
complexes is reported. Although the κ1C coordination mode of

Figure 2. ORTEP-style representation of the molecular structures of
κ1C-8a (top) and κ2C,N-8a (bottom). Hydrogen atoms as well as
cocrystallized solvent molecules are omitted for clarity. Selected bond
lengths (Å), angles (deg), and torsion angles (deg): κ1C-8a: Ir1−Cl1
2.358(2), Ir1−C1 2.049(4), Ir1−C9 2.174(3), Ir1−C12 2.105(4),
C1−Ir1−Cl1 86.9(2), N1−C1−N1a 103.6(4), C1−N1−C3−N2
72.2(4). Symmetry code: x, −y + 1/2, z. κ2C,N-8a: Ir1−Cl3
2.5759(9), Ir1−C1 2.000(4), Ir1−N3 2.117(3), Ir1−C16 2.142(4),
Ir1−C17 2.117(3), Ir1−C20 2.189(4), Ir1−C21 2.163(4), C1−Ir1−
Cl3 96.31(11), C1−Ir1−N3 76.37(13), N3−Ir1−Cl3 82.28(9), C1−
N2−C4−N3 5.5(5), C1−N1−C10−N4−111.5(4).
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8a could only be observed in the solid state, it seems likely that
8b can also exhibit both coordination geometries. Regarding
the 1H NMR spectra, the appearance of two coordination
geometries should result in at least two different sets of pyridine
signals, but as discussed above, only four signals in the aromatic
region are observed for 8a,b. This could imply a fast
equilibrium between the κ1C and κ2C,N coordination modes
in solution as illustrated in Scheme 4, and because of similar
signal sets in the 1H NMR, this concept might also apply for
nonmethylated species 7a,b.

The observed fluxional behavior at room temperature clearly
points out the hemilabile character of the N donor. It is a very
rare phenomenon for donor-functionalized carbene complexes
and is reported as either a halide- or solvent-assisted process,
which seems highly unlikely in our case.8a To the best of our
knowledge, no such fluxional iridium(I) complex bearing N-
functionalized carbenes has been reported to date. Variable-
temperature (VT) NMR studies were performed at low
temperatures to examine this behavior in more detail. For
these experiments CD2Cl2 was used as solvent, resulting in a
slightly different appearance of the spectra compared to those
recorded in DMSO-d6. For example, the signal of the NHC
backbone protons shifts from 8.29 ppm in DMSO-d6 to 7.55
ppm in CD2Cl2. The samples were cooled from room
temperature to −90 °C in 10 °C increments and were
subsequently heated back to room temperature using the
reverse temperature protocol. Detailed results of the VT NMR
measurements are provided in the Supporting Information. The
obtained data (selected region for 8b shown in Figure 3)
indicate that the fluxional process is considerably decelerated at
−90 °C, as most of the aromatic signals vanish due to
coalescence at this temperature, and coalescence of the NHC
backbone protons can be observed at ca. −80 °C. A similar

behavior can be observed for the signals of the COD ligand as
well as for the methyl groups in [IrX(COD)(IMePy)]
complexes 8a,b. However, separate signals for each species
cannot be obtained even if cooled to the low-temperature limit
of dichloromethane. This observation indicates a rapid process
on the NMR time scale. Nevertheless, the data obtained from
VT NMR studies supports the assumed fluxional equilibrium in
solution.
Compounds 7b and 8a,b showed almost identical low-

temperature behavior. A difference of ∼20 °C in the
coalescence temperature in 8a,b might be caused by the
influence of the coordinated halide.14 Because of insufficient
stability and solubility (vide supra), no satisfying VT NMR of
7a can be obtained.
Since the presented crystal structures as well as VT NMR

experiments clearly indicate small energy differences between
κ1C and κ2C,N coordination, an energetic quantification of this
phenomenon was intended using DFT methodology. This
seemed crucial to gain further insights into this fluxional
process, and therefore, calculations were carried out to obtain
an energy profile along the κ1C (GS_1)/κ2C,N (GS_2)
coordination including the respective transition state (TS) as
illustrated in Figure 4.

In both the chloro and bromo complexes 8a,b, the square
planar κ1C ground states (GS_1) show slightly higher stability
than the square pyramidal κ2C,N ground states (GS_2) by 5
and 6 kcal/mol, respectively. Additionally, the small energy
barriers for the N-coordination of 10 kcal/mol for both the
chloro and bromo complex are in good accordance with the
observed fluxional behavior in solution. The barriers for the

Scheme 4. Suggested Equilibrium of κ2C,N and κ1C
Coordination

Figure 3. VT NMR study of 8b in CD2Cl2 (selected region).

Figure 4. Free energy profile (B3LYP/6-31+G**) along the κ1C/
κ2C,N coordination in [IrX(COD)(IMePy)] 8a,b (black line for
chloro complex 8a (also optimized geometries shown), dashed line for
bromo complex 8b).
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decoordination, the reverse reaction, from ground states GS_2
to GS_1 are 4 kcal/mol (chloro complex 8a) and 5 kcal/mol
(bromo complex 8b). These results support the existence of a
possible equilibrium between the κ1C and κ2C,N coordination.
When looking into literature on hemilabile ligand systems,

one would also consider other mechanistic explanations for the
observed fluxional processes.2 Besides the κ1−κ2 mechanism
proposed in this work, which is based on the observed crystal
structures, VT-NMR data, and DFT calculations, further
possibilities need to be mentioned. When looking at a κ2−κ2
process, there are two possible mechanisms, namely, associative
and dissociative. However, with regard to sterics, these seem to
be quite challenging since the NCN ligand would have to
coordinate in a tridentate fashion for the associative
mechanism, and also a concerted displacement of the pyridine
in a dissociative mechanism seems to be sterically constrained.
To the best our knowledge, there is no report on this ligand
motif that unambiguously verifies a tridentate, pincer-type
coordination to a single metal center. Further, conformational
changes could also be involved. Although a κ1−κ2 fluxional
process is still assumed as the most plausible mechanism in this
work, all above-described processes need to be mentioned to
provide a broader scope of potential contributions to the
observed phenomena.
Transfer Hydrogenation Catalysis. Since iridium(I)

complexes bearing NHC ligands have been widely applied in
catalysis,4h,i,5f,15 the impact of fluxional hemilability on the
catalytic performance is of great interest. In this context,
catalytic transfer hydrogenation is one of the most important
applications.4h,i,15a−n Because of its stability, solubility, and
high-yielding synthesis, 8b was employed in the reduction of
acetophenone with isopropanol as hydrogen donor and KOH
as base to get insight into the potential beneficial properties of
the fluxional hemilabile behavior. As illustrated in Table 1, 8b
appears to be a highly suitable candidate for this type of
reaction since loadings as low as 0.01 mol % proved to
efficiently catalyze the hydrogen transfer.
The obtained results point toward exceptional catalytic

performance of 8b as turnovers reach 9000 at 0.01 mol %
catalyst loading, which also shows the robustness of the system
at such low catalyst concentrations. To the best of our
knowledge, this is the highest value of any reported iridium(I)
NHC compound in the catalytic transfer hydrogenation of

acetophenone to date. Therefore, it seems that donor
functionalization can lead to stabilization of the catalyst
resulting in increased catalytic turnovers. With regard to the
activity, the turnover frequency given at 50% conversion
(TOF50 ) of 7500 h−1 is as well among the highest published
figures, and only three articles reported higher values.4h,15m,n

Merely one catalyst systembearing a nondonor-function-
alized benzimidazolylidene-derived ligand with bulky substitu-
entsshows a significantly higher activity (by a factor of 5),15m

and all others are within the same order of magnitude as the
catalyst activities reported here.4h,15n In donor-functionalized
systems, work by Jimeńez and Peŕez-Torrente et al.3i shows that
O-donor-functionalized NHC ligands on iridium(I) lead to
better catalytic activity than its N-analogues, which might
suggest that a strongly donating functionality on the NHC
moiety could potentially reduce its activity. However, the
discussion of such a trend would be quite speculative based on
the values obtained in this study, since the catalytic activity of
the systems is still comparably high.

Reactivity Studies. To further systematically investigate
and understand the coordination phenomenon of fluxional
hemilability in the Ir NCN motif, detailed reactivity studies
were carried out, that is, ligand addition, anion variation, ligand
substitution as well as oxidative addition. These reactions
seemed interesting to reveal the properties of the fluxional
hemilabile bond and to see if N bonding can be strengthened or
even prevented in the obtained compounds. To clearly illustrate
if the pyridine moiety shows fluxional hemilabile coordination,
a dashed line is used from now on to define these bonds in the
respective complexes (see Figure 5).

With respect to the planned reactivity studies, the expected
reaction products are illustrated in Figure 6. As for the catalytic
evaluation, complex 8b was again chosen as starting material for
all reactivity studies due to its stability, solubility, and high-
yielding synthesis.
Regarding phosphine addition (I), it was expected that the

addition of a phosphine would permanently displace the labile
pyridine moiety, similar to what was observed for a related
palladium complex bearing a structurally closely related NHC
motif.8a The resulting iridium(I) complex would then be
coordinated by a COD, a halide as well as an NHC and
phosphine ligand. Although no such structures have been
reported for Ir(I) to date, analogous structures with two
phosphines in a square pyramidal coordination geometry are
known.17 Therefore, it seemed reasonable to assume a structure
with a nonfluxional κ1C coordination of the NCN ligand as
shown in Figure 6. For halide abstraction (II), a square planar
geometry with κ2C,N coordination of the NCN motif was
expected.12 In the reactivity toward carbon monoxide (III),
iridium(I) compounds with an NHC, two CO, and a halide
ligand are reported as square planar complexes.15m,18 This also
applies to N-donor-functionalized NHC ligands, which would
again lead to κ1C coordination of the NCN moiety as in the

Table 1. Catalytic Hydrogen Transfer from 2-Propanol to
Acetophenone Using 8ba

entry catalystb [mol %] yieldc [%] TOF50
d [h−1] turnoverse

1 0.25 99 1200 400
2 0.10 95 2300 950
3 0.05 90 2600 1800
4 0.01 90 7500 9000

aReaction conditions: acetophenone (5 mmol), KOH (0.5 mmol, 10
mol %), iPrOH (6.5 mL), 82 °C, 240 min. bAs already reported in
literature,16 product formation was also observed without catalyst
(24% yield). cYields determined via 1H NMR using mesitylene as
internal standard. dTurnover frequency (TOF) given at 50%
conversion (TOF50).

eTurnovers are defined as [1-phenylethanol]/
[8b] (for a single catalysis run).

Figure 5. Used convention to illustrate fluxional hemilability in a given
complex.
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case of I.4h Finally, oxidative addition (IV) of dihydrogen
should result in κ2C,N coordination of the NCN ligand in an
octahedral coordination geometry.19

In a first experiment 8b was treated with 1 equiv of
trimethylphosphine at room temperature, and an immediate
color change from dark red to orange could be observed. After
solvent evaporation and washing with n-pentane, the
phosphinated yellow complex [Ir(COD)(IMePy)(PMe3)]Br
(9a) is obtained in 75% yield (Scheme 5). The 1H NMR

spectrum of 9a again exhibits four aromatic signals, indicating a
symmetric coordination geometry. The signal of the NHC
backbone protons emerges at 8.24 ppm, and the pyridine
protons cover the range from 8.17 to 7.43 ppm, which is a
slight upfield shift compared to the pyridine proton signals in
8a,b. A doublet at 1.16 ppm indicates the coordination of 1
equiv of PMe3, which is also confirmed by a signal at −42.8
ppm in the 31P NMR. Accordingly, the carbene signal in the
13C NMR at 172.0 ppm appears as a doublet with a 2JCP
coupling constant of 7.2 Hz. To elucidate possible hemilability,
VT NMR studies of 9a were performed, and the obtained
results indicate fluxional behavior as observed for compounds 7
and 8 (see Supporting Information). In various attempts, no
single crystals suitable for X-ray diffraction experiment could be
obtained. However, the results of the VT NMR give reason to
postulate the cationic structure of 9a as depicted in Scheme 5.
This therefore implies an unexpected reactivity of 8b, as the
phosphine rather substitutes the bromide instead of displacing

the pyridine. A possible explanation might be that the resulting
compound bearing a carbene as well as a phosphine and a
halide might be too electron-rich; thus, the coordinated halide
is converted to an outer-sphere anion. The assumed geometry
is underpinned by the crystal structure of the WCA-bearing
cationic derivative 10 (vide infra), which exhibits an identical
1H NMR spectrum as that of 9a.
To study steric effects on the observed reactivity, the

sterically more demanding triphenylphosphine was applied as
reactant,20 and similar results were obtained (Scheme 5, also
see Supporting Information), supporting the assumption that
the displacement of the coordinated halide might be of
electronic origin. Again, an immediate color change was
observed upon exposition at room temperature, and after
solvent evaporation and washing with n-pentane, [Ir(COD)-
(IMePy)(PPh3)]Br (9b) was obtained as yellow powder in
quantitative yield. The 1H NMR of 9b exhibits an upfield-
shifted signal of the NHC backbone protons at 7.96 ppm
(compared to 8.24 ppm for 9a), and the pyridine proton signals
cover the range from 8.27 to 7.55 ppm (8.17−7.43 ppm in case
of 9a). The signal of the proton in 6-position of the pyridines at
8.27 ppm appears as a very broad singlet, while all other signals
display the expected multiplicities. The inclusion of 1 equiv of
PPh3 is proven by the presence of three aromatic signals at 7.43,
7.33, and 7.10 ppm with an integral ratio of 3:6:6 and the
respective signal in the 31P NMR at −3.1 ppm. The carbene
signal in the 13C NMR appears as a doublet at 170.8 ppm with a
2JCP coupling constant of 10.5 Hz. As in case of 9a, fluxional
behavior can also be observed in 9b by the appearance of the
respective VT NMR spectra (see Supporting Information).
For further characterization of the coordinative properties

the synthesis of derivatives of complexes 7 and 8 bearing
weakly coordinating anions was attempted. In a first experi-
ment, the attempt was made to abstract the coordinated halide
of 8a,b with common reagents such as AgPF6, KPF6, NH4PF6,
and NaBF4, but all experiments either resulted in complete
decomposition (AgPF6) or no reaction was observed. In a
second attempt, the PF6 imidazolium salt (4c) was used under
identical conditions as applied for the synthesis of 8a,b
(Scheme 3). Although in situ NMR experiments in DMSO-d6
solution indicate product formation (see Supporting Informa-
tion), all attempts to isolate a defined product failed, and in
most cases only the imidazolium salt could be reisolated.
Possibly the weak interaction between the metal center and the
pyridine moiety cannot stabilize the resulting complex
sufficiently to be isolated upon halide abstraction. However,
since the desired complex is formed in situ, the presence of
coordinating solvent in the reaction mixture might enable
product formation. This resulted in modification of the reaction
protocol by adding stabilizing donors like acetonitrile or
trimethylphosphine. Unfortunately, no product formation was
observed using the former reagent, but reacting PF6
imidazolium salt 4c with [Ir(acac)(COD)] (6) in the presence
of 1 equiv of trimethylphosphine in dichloromethane yields
[Ir(COD)(IMePy)(PMe3)](PF6) (10) as a yellow solid
(Scheme 6).
The 1H NMR spectrum of 10 is identical to the respective

spectrum of 9a suggesting the same fluxional behavior, and
apart from the PF6 septet of 10 at −144.2 ppm, this also applies
to the 31P NMR spectrum. The 2JCP coupling constant of the
carbene at 172.0 ppm in the 13C NMR spectrum is 6.9 Hz.
However, the product was always accompanied by a side
product. Judging from the 1H and 31P NMR spectra (see

Figure 6. Expected structures in the reactivity studies (WCA = weakly
coordinating anion).

Scheme 5. Synthesis of Cationic Phosphine Complexes 9a,b
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Supporting Information), this side product could be identified
as [Ir(COD)(PMe3)3](PF6), which is known to form in similar
reactions.21

As an alternative route to 10, compound 9a was chosen as
starting material. In contrast to neutral compound 8b bearing a
coordinated halide, cationic 9a allows for clean exchange of the
anion using NH4PF6 without formation of any side product,
yielding 10 as an orange solid in 90% yield (Scheme 7).

Crystals suitable for X-ray crystallography were obtained by
slow diffusion of n-pentane into a solution of 10 in
dichloromethane (Figure 7). The compound crystallizes in

square pyramidal geometry with κ2C,N coordination of the
NCN ligand, while no crystals exhibiting monodentate
coordination could be obtained. Because of the similarity in
the 1H NMR spectra, the same molecular structure can be
assumed for 9a,b. This result is in accordance with related
cationic compounds bearing COD and N-donor-functionalized
carbene ligands,4a,b,d,f,g,i,j,22 proving that the interaction between
the metal center and the pyridine moiety is not considerably
increased even in a cationic species.
The Ir1−C1 bond length is 1.984(4) Å and is therefore only

slightly shorter than in the case of κ2C,N-8a (2.000(4) Å). The
Ir1−N3 distance of 2.119(3) Å is almost identical to that of 8a
(2.117(3) Å), and the distance between the iridium center and
the phosphorus atom (Ir1−P1) is 2.359(1) Å. This is similar to
the respective bond length in iridium(I) complexes bearing
monodentate NHC ligands.23

To study ligand substitution, compound 8b was treated with
CO: A dark red dichloromethane solution of 8b was exposed to
1 bar of carbon monoxide at room temperature, and the color
immediately changed to intense purple. When the solution was
purged with argon it became bright red. This phenomenon is
reversible if the solution was again exposed to CO. After
evaporation of the solvent and washing with pentane, the
carbonyl complex [IrBr(CO)(IMePy)] (11) is obtained as
bright red powder in quantitative yield (Scheme 8). The 1H

NMR displays two signals of the NHC backbone protons at
7.93 and 7.01 ppm and six pyridine proton signals ranging from
9.69 to 7.37 ppm as well as two methyl group signals at 2.76
and 2.32 ppm. This suggests a nonfluxional κ2C,N coordination
geometry of the NCN ligand, which is confirmed by VT NMR
experiments revealing no alteration of the spectra at lower
temperatures. In the 13C NMR, the carbene C is found at 177.0
ppm, and only one carbonyl signal appears at 170.7 ppm. Single
crystals suitable for X-ray diffraction were grown by slow
diffusion of n-pentane into a dichloromethane solution of 11,
and the obtained crystal structure unveils a monocarbonyl
iridium complex, which contrasts the expected and reported
reactivity with related compounds exclusively bearing two CO
ligands,15m,18 also for N-donor-functionalized NHCs (Figure
8).4h Therefore, 11 represents the first monocarbonyl iridium
NHC compound obtained by direct exposure of carbon
monoxide to a [IrX(COD)(NHC)] complex. As in case of
ligand addition, the unusual coordination behavior of the
presented NCN ligand once again leads to an unexpected
reaction outcome.
Regarding the crystal structure of 11, the carbonyl ligand is

orientated trans to the pyridine with the bromide coordinated
trans to the carbene. The C1−Ir1 bond length of 1.921(4) Å is
significantly shorter than in the COD-bearing derivatives
(8a,b), and the bond length between Ir1 and N3 of 2.109(4)
Å is very similar to 8b (2.117(3) Å). The Ir−CO distance is
1.806(6) Å. In solid-state IR measurements, the CO stretching

Scheme 6. Synthesis of 10 from Imidazolium Salt 4c

Scheme 7. Synthesis of 10 via Anion Exchange

Figure 7. ORTEP-style representation of the molecular structure of
10. Ellipsoids are shown at the 50% probability level. Hydrogen atoms
as well as the PF6-anion are omitted for clarity. Selected bond lengths
(Å), angles (deg), and torsion angles (deg): Ir1−P1 2.359(1), Ir1−C1
1.984(4), Ir1−N3 2.119(3), Ir1−C16 2.147(4), Ir1−C17 2.122(4),
Ir1−C20 2.196(4), Ir1−C21 2.184(4), C1−Ir1−P1 90.17(11), C1−
Ir1−N3 76.72(13), N3−Ir1−P1 90.58(9), C1−N2−C4−N3−8.1(5),
C1−N1−C10−N4 72.9(5).

Scheme 8. Synthesis of 11 via Ligand Substitution
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band is found at 1960 cm−1 indicating significant weakening of
the carbon−oxygen triple bond.24 Further experiments focused
on the origin of the purple color of the reaction solution under
CO atmosphere. Therefore, an NMR sample of the purple
intermediate in CD2Cl2 under CO atmosphere (3 bar) was
measured, but the resulting proton spectrum exhibits mostly
broad and undefined signals (see Supporting Information). The
only sharp signals are two singlets at 5.54 and 2.33 ppm,
corresponding to free cyclooctadiene. The same applies to the
13C NMR spectrum, where no signals apart from free
cyclooctadiene can be found. However, removing the solvent
from the NMR tube in vacuum yields bright red 11. Because of
the undefined signals in the NMR spectra, it is to be suspected
that the purple intermediate comprises a mixture of different
bridged and nonbridged multicarbonyl Ir species.
Finally, as iridium has been applied in a variety of catalytic

(transfer) hydrogenation reactions,15o it seemed interesting to
study the behavior of 8b toward dihydrogen. Only a small
number of Ir−carbene hydride complexes has been accessed by
direct treatment with H2, and hydrogenation of the coordinated
olefin is common.19,25 In a gas-sealed NMR tube, compound 8b
in CD2Cl2 was charged with 1 bar of dihydrogen at −78 °C.
The solution instantaneously changed color from dark red to
light brown. An immediate 1H NMR spectrum of the sample
was recorded at −30 °C and displays two hydride signals at
−12.00 and −16.70 ppm, indicating the formation of the
dihydride [Ir(H)2(COD)(IMePy)]Br (12) in quantitative
NMR yield (Scheme 9). In the aromatic region two separate
NHC backbone signals are visible at 8.24 and 7.40 ppm. The six
pyridine signals are distributed in the range of 8.89−7.49 ppm.
Therefore, a nonfluxional κ2C,N coordination can be assumed
for the dihydride complex, which is in accordance with the
observation that N-donor-functionalized Ir(III) complexes tend
to favor κ2C,N coordination.26 No characteristic singlet for
cyclooctane as the hydrogenation product at 1.50 ppm is

visible, but rather a set of 10 separate signals appear, accounting
for 12 protons of the coordinated cyclooctadiene, with the
olefinic protons as two signals at 5.02 and 4.84 ppm. The
compound can be stored for days at −30 °C in CD2Cl2;
however, if the sample is warmed to room temperature for
more than 1 h, cyclooctane is formed as evidenced by the
formation of the respective singlet at 1.50 ppm in the 1H NMR.
In HMQC NMR experiments, all proton signals can be
assigned to their respective carbon signals in the 13C NMR
spectrum. Further, low-temperature NOESY experiments at
−30 °C suggest a cis arrangement of the NHC and both
hydride ligands in an octahedral coordination geometry since
both hydrides exhibit NOE contacts to the methyl group of the
noncoordinated pyridine moiety (Scheme 9; also see
Supporting Information).

■ CONCLUSION
The synthesis, characterization, and reactivity of novel
iridium(I) NCN complexes and a new access route to a variety
of N-functionalized N-heterocyclic carbene precursors are
reported. Detailed characterization via NMR spectroscopy, X-
ray crystallography, and DFT calculations has revealed rare
fluxional hemilability of the NCN motif including crystal
structures of κ1C as well as κ2C,N coordination in one
compound, which is a phenomenon not yet known for these
systems. This type of hemilabile behavior, which has not been
studied or seen in other iridium(I) NHC complexes, could not
even be completely stopped at −90 °C. A computational
analysis is consistent with small energy differences between the
two coordination modes. These results illustrate that the
attached donor functionalities should not just be depicted as
coordinated or noncoordinated to the metal center, but the
coordination should rather be seen as a dynamic process. In
catalytic transfer hydrogenation, the obtained iridium(I) motif
reaches remarkable turnovers and shows excellent activity
(TOF) in the reduction of acetophenone even at low loadings,
exceeding the activity and stability of comparable nonhemilabile
systems. Reactivity studiesthat is, ligand addition, halide
abstraction, ligand substitution and oxidative additionhave
shown the formation of some unexpected compounds with
regard to ligand coordination as compared to similar complexes

Figure 8. ORTEP-style representation of the molecular structure of
11. Ellipsoids are shown at the 50% probability level. Hydrogen atoms
as well as the PF6 anion are omitted for clarity. Selected bond lengths
(Å), angles (deg), and torsion angles (deg): Ir1−Br1 2.35049(11),
Ir1−C1 1.921(4), Ir1−N3 2.109(4), Ir1−C16 1.806(6), C1−Ir1−Br1
171.7(2), C1−Ir1−N3 77.2(2), C16−Ir1−N3 174.3(2), N3−Ir1−Br1
94.7(2), C1−N2−C4−N3 0.2(6), C1−N1−C10−N4 89.8(6).

Scheme 9. Formation of Dihydride Complex 12 and 2D
NOESY Spectrum (Selected Region)
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reported in literature. Again, fluxional hemilabile behavior has
been observed. The obtained results might also point toward
the existence of similar dynamic behavior in more systems with
a multidentate ligand motif, and accordingly, this should be
seen as an incentive to study and more thoroughly understand
this phenomenon. On the basis of these findings, systematic
variations of the ligand motif and detailed catalytic studies are
currently ongoing in our laboratories.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
General Considerations. Unless otherwise specified, all reactions

were performed under oxygen-free, dry conditions in an argon
atmosphere using standard Schlenk and glovebox techniques. The
used solvents were purified, degassed, and dried according to standard
purification techniques27 or obtained from an M. Braun SPS
purification system. If not noted differently, all further chemicals
were purchased from commercial sources and were used as received.
NMR spectra were acquired on a Bruker Avance Ultrashield 400 MHz
and a Bruker DPX 400 MHz spectrometer. Fast-atom bombardment
mass spectrometry was carried out using a Finnigan MAT 90, and
electrosprary ionization mass spectra were acquired on a Thermo
Scientific LCG Fleet. CHN analyses were carried out in the
microanalytical laboratory at Technische Universitaẗ München. IR
spectra were recorded on a Varian FTIR-670 spectrometer using a
GladiATR accessory with a diamond attenuated total reflectance
element. Analytical data of all obtained compounds and experimental
details on the synthesis of ligand precursors, iridium(I) NHC
complexes, and for catalytic transfer hydrogenation are provided in
the Supporting Information.

X-ray Crystallography. Single crystals were measured in the SC-
XRD laboratory of the Catalysis Research Center at Technische
Universitaẗ München. Additional crystallographic information is
available in the Supporting Information. Crystallographic data are
further provided in Table 2 as well as in the Supporting Information.

Computational Methods. All calculations used DFT method-
ology as implemented in Gaussian0928 using the density functional
hybrid model B3LYP29 and 6-31+G** as the basis set for nonmetals,30

while the Stuttgart RSC 1997 ECP basis set was employed for Ir.3131

No symmetry or internal coordinate constraints were applied during
optimizations. Calculated structures were verified as being true minima
by the absence of negative eigenvalues in the vibrational frequency
analysis or as transition states by presence of one and only one
negative eigenvalue along the corresponding reaction coordinate in the
vibrational frequency analysis. Solvent effects were simulated with the
PCM model32 as implemented in Gaussian 09, and the solvent of
choice was dichloromethane. Detailed computational data is provided
in the Supporting Information.

■ ASSOCIATED CONTENT

*S Supporting Information
Experimental procedures, NMR spectra, VT NMR data, two-
dimensional (2D) NMR experiments, and crystallographic and
computational details. This material is available free of charge
via the Internet at http://pubs.acs.org. Crystallographic data
(excluding structure factors) for the structures reported in this
paper were deposited with the Cambridge Crystallographic
Data Centre as supplementary publication Nos. CCDC 989706
(4b) and CCDC 989707 (κ1C-8a), CCDC 989708 (κ2C,N-8a),
CCDC 989709 (8b), CCDC 989710 (10), and CCDC 989711

Table 2. Crystallographic Data for 4b, κ1C-8a, κ2C,N-8a, 8b, 10, and 11

4b κ1C-8a κ2C,N-8a 10 11

formula C15H15BrN4 C23H26ClIrN4 C24H28Cl3IrN4 C26H35F6IrN4P2 C16H14BrIrN4O
fw 331.21 586.15 671.05 771.72 550.42
color/habit clear light orange-brown

fragment
clear yellow block clear intense red

fragment
clear intense yellow plate clear intense red

fragment
crystal dimens [mm3] 0.174 × 0.341 × 0.419 0.180 × 0.210 × 0.290 0.110 × 0.160 × 0.200 0.010 × 0.130 × 0.140 0.040 × 0.060 × 0.120
crystal system monoclinic orthorhombic triclinic triclinic monoclinic
space group P21/m (No. 11) Pnma (No. 62) P1̅; (No. 2) P1̅; (No. 2) P21/n
a [Å] 6.9949(2) 8.2209(2) 8.6800(5) 9.5594(3) 9.592(4)
b [Å] 14.8441(5) 17.1689(4) 9.1793(5) 12.1179(4) 14.314(7)
c [Å] 7.0265(2) 14.8962(3) 15.1898(8) 12.6163(4) 11.984(6)
α [deg] 90 90 88.714(3) 105.252(2) 90
β [deg] 100.702(1) 90 86.095(3) 94.272(1) 104.68(2)
γ [deg] 90 90 87.195(3) 95.896(1) 90
V [Å3] 716.89(4) 2102.51(8) 3031.43(16) 1394.67(8) 1591.7(13)
Z 2 4 2 2 4
T [K] 123 123 123 123 123
Dcalc [g cm−3] 1.534 1.561 1.848 1.838 2.297
μ [mm−1] 2.862 6.495 5.889 4.966 10.908
F(000) 336 1144 656 760 1032
Θ range [deg] 2.74−25.38 1.81−25.42 1.34−25.58 2.07−25.42 2.26−25.59
index ranges (h, k, l) ±8, ± 17, ± 8 ±9, ± 20, ± 17 ±10, ± 11, ± 18 ±11, ± 14, ± 15 −11−10, ± 17, ± 14
no. of reflns collected 23 396 74 985 28 873 38 680 19 493
no. of indep reflns/Rint 1366 2001 4377 5137 2949
no. of obsd reflns
(I > 2σ(I))

1332 1782 4113 4398 2214

no. of data/restraint/
param

1366/0/125 2001/0/137 4377/0/291 5137/15/412 2949/0/210

R1/wR2 (I > 2σ(I)) 0.0171/0.0422 0.0219/0.0569 0.0232/0.0534 0.0278/0.0453 0.0245/0.0364
R1/wR2 (all data) 0.0178/0.0426 0.0264/0.0583 0.0262/0.0549 0.0410/0.0480 0.0476/0.0417
GOF (on F2) 1.082 1.077 1.081 1.017 0.998
largest diff peak/hole
[e Å−3]

0.325/−0.207 1.013/−2.143 1.815/−1.183 0.622/−0.641 1.042/−1.067
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(11). These data can be obtained free of charge via www.ccdc.
cam.ac.uk/data_request/cif.
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Herrmann, W. A.; Kühn, F. E. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2011, 133, 1589−
1596. (b) Raba, A.; Cokoja, M.; Ewald, S.; Riener, K.; Herdtweck, E.;
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Hock, S. J.; Pöthig, A.; Öfele, K.; Cokoja, M.; Herrmann, W. A.; Kühn,
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Chem. 2008, 5418−5423. (d) Kownacki, I.; Kubicki, M.; Szubert, K.;
Marciniec, B. J. Organomet. Chem. 2008, 693, 321−328. (e) Ogle, J.
W.; Miller, S. A. Chem. Commun. 2009, 5728−5730. (f) Zinner, S. C.;
Rentzsch, C. F.; Herdtweck, E.; Herrmann, W. A.; Kühn, F. E. Dalton
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