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Effect of substituent and solvent on cation–π
interactions in benzene and borazine:
a computational study†

Kusum K. Bania,*a Ankur Kanti Guha,*b Pradip Kr. Bhattacharyya*c and Sourab Sinhac

A DFT and ab initio quantum chemical study has been carried out at different theoretical levels to delve

into the role of the cation–π interaction within the main group metal cations (Li+, Na+ and K+), substituted

benzene and borazine. The effects of electron withdrawing and electron donating groups on these non-

covalent forces of interaction were also studied. The excellent correlation between Hammett con-

stants and binding energy values indicates that the cation–π interaction is influenced by both inductive

and resonance effects. Electron donating groups (EDG) such as –CH3 and –NH2 attached to benzene at

the 1, 3 and 5 position and the three boron atoms of borazine were found to strengthen these inter-

actions, while electron withdrawing groups (EWG) such as –NO2 did the reverse. These results were

further substantiated by topological analysis using the quantum theory of atoms in molecules (QTAIM).

The polarized continuum model (PCM) and the discrete solvation model were used to elucidate the

effect of solvation on the cation–π interaction. The size of the cations and the nature of the substituents

were found to influence the enthalpy and binding energy of the systems (or complex). In the gas phase,

the cation–π interaction was found to be exothermic, whereas in the presence of a polar solvent the

interaction was highly endothermic. Thermochemical analysis predicts the presence of thermodynamic

driving forces for borazine and benzene substituted with EDG. DFT based reactivity descriptors, such as

global hardness (η), chemical potential (μ) and the electrophilicity index (ω) were used to elucidate the

effect of the substituent on the reactivity of the cation–π complexes.

Introduction

A cation–π interaction is a non-covalent interaction involving
aromatic systems. It results from the electrostatic force of
attraction between a negative potential generated at the face of
the π-system which attracts the cation to its surface.1–4 This is
considered to be one of the weakest forces that occur between
alkali metal cations and π-electrons of arene rings.5 Such weak
electrostatic forces of attraction were not well recognized until
the pioneering work of Dougherty.6–8 Later on, execution of
important theoretical gas phase studies and the electrostatic
model, proposed by Kebarle, established the fundamental fea-
tures of the cation–π interaction.9 The strength of the cation–π

interaction (similar to Li+ binding to benzene with 38 kcal
mol−1 of binding energy and NH4

+ with 19 kcal mol−1) is also
predicted via experimental as well as theoretical
calculations.10–12 In recent years, this non-covalent interaction
has been recognized as a major force for molecular recog-
nition,13,14 bringing together the hydrophobic effects, hydro-
gen bonds, and the ion pairs in determining macromolecular
structures and drug–receptor interactions.15 Many studies have
established the importance of the cation–π interaction on
numerous biological processes.16–19 The role of the cation–π
interaction in understanding the stereochemistry of chiral
molecules has also been well explored in various asymmetric
synthesis.20–22

It is important to mention herein that to date, many theore-
tical studies have been performed to understand the funda-
mental aspects of the cation–π interaction and the strength of
such interactions.23 And in many cases, it is the organic aro-
matic systems which are of importance as they also play a
pivotal role in biological systems.24 However, less attention has
been paid to understanding the nature of such interactions
within borazine, the so called “Inorganic Benzene”.25,26
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Borazine and benzene are misnomers with similar physical
properties and varied chemical properties.27 The lower aroma-
ticity of borazine and the involvement of electropositive (B)
and electronegative (N) atoms make this molecule an attractive
target for π-interaction by cations.

There are several important factors which modulate and
govern this non-covalent cation–π interaction including, the
size of the cations, the solvent and the nature of the substitu-
ent. Benzene is used as a prototypical representative for the π
group in a majority of the studies. A series of high-accuracy
gas-phase computational studies have been performed to
understand the cation–π interaction in benzene and in the
benzene sandwich dimer.28–30 G. N. Sastry and his co-workers
have reviewed the effects of various factors on the cation–π
interaction in various organic aromatic systems.31 However,
such studies of borazine are sparse and thus, herein, we have
taken a forward step in investigating the properties of the
cation–π interaction within borazine using quantum chemical
computations and by performing some topological analysis
(Scheme 1). It has been revealed from previous studies that

substituents on the B atom of borazine have a dramatic effect
on its structure and aromaticity.32 We have therefore con-
sidered both substituted borazine and benzene in our study.
In the case of borazine, the electron withdrawing group (EWG,
–NO2) and the electron donating groups (EDG, –CH3 and
–NH2) are substituted at the B-atom and in the case of
benzene, these groups are placed at the 1, 3 and 5 positions,
Scheme 1.

Results and discussion
Molecular geometry

Optimized structures of the cation–π complexes of benzene
and borazine obtained at the MP2/6-31+G(d) level of theory are
shown in Fig. 1 and 2, respectively. Geometrical parameters of
the considered systems are provided in Table 1. It can be
observed from Table 1 that, the C–C and B–N bonds in the cat-
ionic complexes are slightly longer than the free benzene and
borazine molecules respectively, consistent with donation of
electron density from the ring to the cation.33 Also, obser-
vations made from Table 1 construed that, both the C–C and
B–N bond distances were found to be much more elongated as
the size of the cations under investigation decreases. On sub-
stituting the boron atoms of borazine with a strong electron
withdrawing group such as –NO2, the B–N bond length com-
presses by a factor of ∼0.005–0.012 Å. The most profound
decrease is observed with a K+ ion. These observations indicate
that the presence of EDGs results in the elongation of either
C–C or B–N bond distances whereas the presence of EWGs
results in the decrease of the above specified bond lengths.
Variation in the C–C and B–N bond lengths in the presence of

Scheme 1 Illustration of cation–π interaction in benzene and borazine.
R represents the EDG and EWG.

Fig. 1 Optimized geometries at the MP2/6-31+G(d) level of theory of the cation–π complexes of benzene (a–c) and substituted benzene (d–i).
Here, X is the geometric mean of the ring and the cation–π distances are in angstrom (Å).
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EDGs and EWGs can be attributed to the involvement of these
bonds in the charge transfer transition with the alkali metal
cations. Elongation of the bonds advocates the crucial role
played by EDGs on charge transfer transitions i.e. the tran-
sition of electron density of either C–C or B–N bonds to the
alkali metal cations, and therefore helping to build up a strong
interaction between them.31,33 In contrast to the above obser-
vation regarding EDGs, the presence of EWGs at the 1, 3 and 5
positions of benzene does not lead to the formation of
cation–π complexes. This is due to the withdrawal of the σ and
π electron density of the B–N bonds by the –NO2 group

attached to the B-atoms which thereby hinders the cation–π
interactions.

In a similar manner to that of the C–C and B–N bonds of
benzene and borazine, respectively, the distance between
X and M, denoted as rX–M (where X is the geometric mean of
the ring and M is the alkali metal cation) is also influenced by
the presence of EDGs and EWGs. –NH2 substituted benzene
rings show the shortest rX–M distance and the same is observed
in the case of the –CH3 substituted borazine ring, Fig. 1 and 2.
An increase in rX–M distance with an increasing size of alkali
metal cation indicates that smaller metal cations are greatly

Fig. 2 Optimized geometries at the MP2/6-31+G(d) level of theory of the cation–π complexes of borazine (a–c) and substituted borazines (d–l).
Here, X is the geometric mean of the ring the cation–π distances are in angstroms (Å).

Table 1 Geometrical parameters of benzene and borazine and their cationic complexes computed at the MP2/6-31+G(d) level. Bond lengths are in
angstroms (Å) and angles are in degrees (°)

Systems rC–C rX–M Systems rB–N rX–M ∠NBNB

Benzene 1.399 Borazine 1.435 0.0
Benzene–Li+ 1.407 1.931 Borazine–Li+ 1.448 1.940 18.9
Benzene–Na+ 1.405 2.416 Borazine–Na+ 1.445 2.404 15.3
Benzene–K+ 1.403 2.887 Borazine–K+ 1.442 2.860 14.1
Benzene–(CH3)3–Li

+ 1.411 1.871 Borazine–(CH3)3–Li
+ 1.458 1.833 22.8

Benzene–(CH3)3–Na
+ 1.408 2.369 Borazine–(CH3)3–Na

+ 1.460 2.336 23.6
Benzene–(CH3)3–K

+ 1.406 2.822 Borazine–(CH3)3–K
+ 1.449 2.770 17.9

Benzene–(NH2)3–Li
+ 1.412 1.883 Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+ 1.466 1.808 30.7
Benzene–(NH2)3–Na

+ 1.408 2.374 Borazine–(NH2)3–Na
+ 1.460 2.292 23.7

Benzene–(NH2)3–K
+ 1.404 2.776 Borazine–(NH2)3–K

+ 1.455 2.704 21.2
Borazine–(NO2)3–Li

+ 1.430 2.143 16.7
Borazine–(NO2)3–Na

+ 1.425 2.786 12.2
Borazine–(NO2)3–K

+ 1.423 3.322 10.8
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attracted to the π-electron cloud of benzene and borazine. The
alkali metal cation–π complexes of benzene are found to be
perfectly planar with equal C–C bonds. However, the rings of
the cationic complexes of borazine adopt a “puckered struc-
ture” (Fig. 2). This loss in planarity, upon complexation with
cations, is caused by the synergistic effect resulting from the
attraction between the cations and nitrogen atoms and the
simultaneous repulsion between the cations and boron atoms.
As a result, the three nitrogen atoms are dragged closer to the
cation and the boron atoms are pushed away from the plane.
This loss of planarity is further reflected in the change in the
dihedral angle ∠NBNB in borazine complexes, depicted in
Table 1. Additionally, we observed a very good correlation
between the ∠NBNB angles and the rX–M distance of the bora-
zine rings. For a particular metal centre in borazine, the larger
the dihedral angle ∠NBNB, the shorter the rX–M distance
(Fig. 3). This implies that a stronger cation–π interaction is
observed for the borazine ring with the greatest loss in planar-
ity. It is noteworthy to mention that, for a particular alkali
metal cation, the highest value of dihedral angle is obtained
with –NH2 substitutions while the lowest value is obtained for
those with –NO2 substituted borazine. This also implies that
EDGs like –NH2 lead to a stronger cation–π interaction while
EWGs like –NO2 lead to a weaker one. Furthermore, the bora-
zine ring with the greatest loss in planarity (i.e., the highest
value of ∠NBNB) has the longest B–N bonds in their cationic
complexes (borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+, Table 1). However, it is sur-
prising to note that despite the loss of planar geometry, we
observed that all of the B–N bonds in the cationic complexes
were equal. This observation is quite unexpected as complexa-
tion with a cation results in a puckered structure of the bora-
zine ring and thus, it is expected that the B–N bond lengths
within the complexes should not be equal. In order to auth-
enticate the observed result, we also performed full

optimization of the B3N3H6–Li
+ complex at different levels of

theory (MP2/TZVP and MP2/Aug-ccPVTZ)34 which demon-
strated similar results, Fig. S1.†

Topological analysis

To rationalize the above unexpected observation, we performed
topological analysis within the realm of quantum theory of
atoms in molecules (QTAIM).35 The topological parameters of
the C–C and B–N bonds within the Li+ complexes of the parent
benzene and borazine are given in Table 2. As expected, the
C–C bonds in benzene have a high electron density value at
the bond critical point, a higher delocalization index, a greater
negative Laplacian value and a higher ellipticity compared to
the B–N bonds in borazine. This is due to the polar nature of
the B–N bonds in borazine. The value of ellipticity at the B–N
bond critical point in a free borazine molecule is very small
(0.016) compared to the C–C bonds in benzene indicating that
there is a much smaller double bond character and π electron
delocalization in the B–N bonds. It should be noted that due

Table 2 Electron density (ρb) at the C–C or B–N bond critical points,
delocalization index of the C–C and B–N bonds, δ(C,C)/δ(B,N), Laplacian of
the electron density at the bond critical point, ∇2ρ(bcp) and ellipticity (ε) of
the C–C and B–N bonds in their Li+ complexes. All parameters are in a.u.

Systems ρb δ(C,C)/δ(B,N) ∇2ρ(bcp) ε

Benzene 0.307 1.180 −0.836 0.204
Borazine 0.193 0.440 0.602 0.016
Benzene–Li+ 0.304 1.179 −0.811 0.195
Benzene–(CH3)3–Li

+ 0.309 1.177 −0.813 0.199
Benzene–(NH2)3–Li

+ 0.310 1.178 −0.812 0.197
Borazine–Li+ 0.187 0.435 0.575 0.046
Borazine–(CH3)3–Li

+ 0.189 0.445 0.587 0.049
Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+ 0.188 0.467 0.579 0.053
Borazine–(NO2)3–Li

+ 0.176 0.423 0.588 0.034

Fig. 3 Correlation between the ∠NBBN dihedral angle (in degrees) and rX–M distance (in Å) for (a) Li+, (b) Na+ and (c) K+ complexes of borazine with
different substituents.
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to the polar nature of the B–N bonds, a comparison of the
π-electron delocalization in benzene and borazine is not justi-
fied. However, it may be justifiable to use any changes in the
ellipticity of the C–C or B–N bonds within benzene or borazine
derivatives alone, to understand the degree of π-electron de-
localization. In this regard, we calculated the ellipticity of the
C–C and B–N bonds in their Li+ complexes. It is evident from
Table 2 that, complexation of a Li+ ion with the parent
benzene ring slightly decreases the ellipticity of the C–C bonds
from 0.204 to 0.195. In contrast, there is an increase in the
ellipticity value from 0.016 to 0.053 due to Li+ complexation
with borazine. This implies that complexation of cations
increases the π-electron delocalization of the B–N bonds. Thus,
despite the non-planar geometry of the borazine ring in the
complex, the B–N bonds are found to be equal.

Table 3 contains the QTAIM parameters of the C–M and
N–M bond critical points of benzene and borazine respectively.
All the benzene–M+ complexes have six C–M bond critical
points indicating that the benzene ring in these complexes has
η6 coordination, Fig. S2.† On the other hand, all the borazine
rings within the cationic complexes have an η3 coordination
mode. The nitrogen atoms of the borazine molecule are
bonded to the cations via electrostatic interactions. The de-
localization index of the C–M and N–M bonds for a particular
metal centre increases as the aromatic rings are substituted
with –CH3 and –NH2. In contrast, delocalization decreases dra-
matically for –NO2 substituted borazine rings. The values of
Laplacian ∇2ρ(bcp) and total electronic energy density H(r), are
positive and close to zero indicating the electrostatic nature of
the C–M and N–M bonds. The ratio of the kinetic energy

density to that of the electron density, Gb/ρb, at the C–M and
N–M bonds in these complexes is greater than zero for all the
metals except K+, supporting the electrostatic interaction
between them. Charge transfer from the parent benzene ring
to the cation is lower than that from the parent borazine ring.
However, substituents such as –CH3 and –NH2 attached to the
benzene ring increases the charge transfer. This might be due
to the electron pushing ability of these substituents resulting
in a greater charge transfer from the benzene ring to the
cation. The highest value of charge transfer is found with
–NH2 substituted rings while the lowest is found for the –NO2

substituted borazine.

Binding energy

In order to investigate the strength of the interaction between
the metal cation and the ring π-cloud, we have calculated the
binding energy of the complexes. The gas phase binding
energy (ΔE) values of the cation–π complexes are obtained
from both DFT and MP2 calculations. The basis set superposi-
tion error (BSSE) corrected binding energy values are given in
Table 4. A greater negative value of binding energy indicates
the formation of a more stable cation–π complex. These
binding energy (ΔE) values are almost comparable to those
reported for the cation–π complexes of benzene and bora-
zine.26,31,36 The binding energy values are found to be strongly
dependent on the size of the cation and the nature of the sub-
stituents. At all levels of calculation, both benzene and bora-
zine cation–π complexes show the same order of binding
energy i.e. Li+ > Na+ > K+. A similar trend in binding energy
values was obtained by Dougherty for cation–π complexes of

Table 3 QTAIM parameters at the bond critical points of the C–M and N–M bonds of benzene and borazine respectively. All parameters are in a.u.

C6H3(R)3–M
+

ρb δ(C,M) ∇2ρ(bcp) H(r) Gb/ρb q|C → M|R M

H Li 0.014 0.026 0.073 0.003 1.108 0.131
Na 0.010 0.027 0.047 0.002 1.010 0.133
K 0.008 0.032 0.023 0.001 0.754 0.147

NH2 Li 0.016 0.034 0.084 0.002 1.062 0.292
Na 0.011 0.031 0.054 0.002 1.004 0.278
K 0.011 0.039 0.042 0.001 0.731 0.301

CH3 Li 0.015 0.031 0.084 0.003 1.133 0.278
Na 0.011 0.030 0.053 0.002 1.002 0.282
K 0.009 0.038 0.036 0.001 0.728 0.328

H3B3N3(R)3–M
+

ρb δ(N,M) ∇2ρ(bcp) H(r) Gb/ρb q|N → M|R M

H Li 0.014 0.043 0.081 0.003 1.190 0.280
Na 0.010 0.043 0.049 0.002 1.000 0.283
K 0.009 0.054 0.034 0.001 0.780 0.285

NH2 Li 0.018 0.052 0.107 0.004 1.220 0.288
Na 0.013 0.052 0.066 0.002 1.070 0.290
K 0.012 0.068 0.047 0.002 0.830 0.292

CH3 Li 0.017 0.049 0.097 0.004 1.176 0.285
Na 0.012 0.049 0.058 0.003 1.082 0.290
K 0.010 0.064 0.040 0.002 0.800 0.292

NO2 Li 0.012 0.012 0.078 0.003 1.187 0.121
Na 0.009 0.014 0.067 0.002 1.163 0.124
K 0.009 0.018 0.051 0.002 0.840 0.127
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benzene in a gas phase.37 On substituting with the EDGs, the
interaction energy is found to be enhanced. In both benzene
and borazine, the –NH2 substituted Li+–cation–π complexes
show the maximum binding energy (>−50 kcal mol−1). Among
all the cation–π complexes, benzene–(NH2)3–Li

+ gives the
highest ΔE of −55.34 kcal mol−1 at the B3LYP/6-31+G(d) level
of calculation. Surprisingly, upon substituting with EWGs, the
binding energy values decrease. The lowest binding energy
value is found in the case of the borazine–(NO2)3–K

+ complex
(13.77 kcal mol−1 at the B3LYP/6-31+G(d) level). This indicates
that both the size of the cation and the nature of the substitu-
ents influence the cation–π interaction energy. The increase in
the basis set size does not affect the ΔE values to a larger
extent, Table 4. Thus, the B3LYP/6-31+G(d) energy value for Li+

differs only by 0.13 kcal mol−1 and −0.5 kcal mol−1 from those
obtained by B3LYP/6-31++G(d,p) and B3LYP/6-311++G(d,p),
respectively. Similar to the B3LYP calculations, the MP2
binding energy values presented in Table 4 do not show much
more deviation even with the increase in basis set size. Fur-
thermore, the B3LYP values differ only by 2 to 5 kcal mol−1

from those of the MP2. These results are consistent with pre-
viously reported values.33,36 The BSSE corrections are less at
the B3LYP level than with the MP2 calculation (see Table S1
ESI†). The BSSE corrections at the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level range
from 0.29 to 1.02 kcal mol−1. The MP2, ΔEBSSE values are more
significant, varying from 1.56 to 4.68 kcal mol−1. Thus, BSSE
corrections can be as large as 15% of the raw binding energies
at the MP2/6-31+G(d) level of theory, Table 5.

The strength of the bonds between the ring and the metal
centre has been assessed by force constants (Table 5). It is
evident from Table 5 that, the force constants of the bonds are
higher for the substituted rings compared with the parent
ring. The calculated binding energy of the cations to the six

membered rings increases for –CH3 and –NH2 substituted
rings. –NO2 substituted borazine shows a positive value of
binding energy, denying the formation of stable complexes. A
nice correlation has been obtained between the binding
energy and the force constant as well as the charge transfer
values. A complex with a higher binding energy possesses a
higher value of the force constant and a higher value of charge
transfer from the ring to the metal centre. This indicates that
the electrostatic interaction and the charge transfer transition
contributes to the total binding energy of the complexes.
Similar to our results, Jiang and co-workers through their KM
(Kitaura–Morokuma) and RVS (Reduced Variational Space)
energy decomposition analysis, have shown that the cation–π
interaction is driven by electrostatic charge transfer and polari-
zation terms and contributes to the overall binding energies.38

Kim and co-workers,39 Sherill and co-workers40 and several
other prominent studies using a SAPT (Symmetry Adapted Per-
turbation Theory) method, have reported that both electro-
static and induction effects contribute to the cation–π
interaction energies of different types of cations (viz. Li+, Na+,

Table 4 Counterpoise corrected interaction energies (in kcal mol−1) in the B3LYP and MP2 methods

Systems

B3LYP MP2

6-31+G(d) 6-31++G(d,p) 6-311++G(d,p) 6-31+G(d) 6-31++G(d,p) 6-311++G(d,p)

Benzene–Li+ −36.84 −36.71 −37.79 −34.13 −33.14 −34.70
Benzene–Na+ −23.78 −23.64 −23.19 −21.77 −21.02 −20.71
Benzene–K+ −15.14 −15.02 −15.88 −15.74 −15.20 −16.96
Benzene–(CH3)3–Li

+ −44.45 −44.45 −46.00 −43.65 −41.51 −43.42
Benzene–(CH3)3–Na

+ −28.66 −28.70 −28.59 −26.18 −25.44 −25.52
Benzene–(CH3)3–K

+ −12.51 −12.76 −14.40 −13.49 −13.88 −15.46
Benzene–(NH2)3–Li

+ −55.34 −55.42 −56.43 −50.13 −49.55 −51.25
Benzene–(NH2)3–Na

+ −39.36 −39.27 −38.83 −35.46 −34.96 −34.69
Benzene–(NH2)3–K

+ −29.17 −28.98 −30.18 −29.06 −28.65 −30.79
Borazine–Li+ −30.26 −30.02 −31.27 −29.54 −28.63 −29.69
Borazine–Na+ −18.87 −18.63 −18.73 −18.26 −17.57 −17.38
Borazine–K+ −11.51 −11.23 −11.90 −12.82 −12.29 −13.39
Borazine–(CH3)3–Li

+ −39.89 −39.78 −40.98 −38.53 −37.37 −38.42
Borazine–(CH3)3–Na

+ −25.53 −25.36 −25.43 −24.48 −23.58 −23.36
Borazine–(CH3)3–K

+ −15.69 −15.50 −16.48 −17.52 −16.90 −18.37
Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+ −52.98 −52.52 −53.67 −52.27 −51.00 −51.93
Borazine–(NH2)3–Na

+ −37.47 −36.99 −37.00 −36.82 −35.83 −35.61
Borazine–(NH2)3–K

+ −26.97 −26.43 −27.37 −28.87 −28.10 −29.74
Borazine–(NO2)3–Li

+ 7.31 7.51 7.12 7.35 6.05 5.18
Borazine–(NO2)3–Na

+ 13.06 13.27 14.81 9.02 7.63 9.97
Borazine–(NO2)3–K

+ 13.77 13.92 15.19 8.91 7.39 9.15

Table 5 The gas phase calculated raw binding energy (in kcal mol−1) at
the MP2/6-31+G(d) level of theory and force constant (10−3 × Dyne Å−1)
of the bonds between the ring and the metal centre

Systems

M = Li+ Na+ K+

ΔE k ΔE k ΔE k

Benzene −38.7 0.51 −25.6 0.31 −18.1 0.15
Benzene–(CH3)3 −45.8 0.52 −30.4 0.38 −24.0 0.17
Benzene–(NH2)3 −55.0 0.55 −39.8 0.41 −34.0 0.18
Borazine −32.8 0.47 −21.3 0.31 −15.7 0.16
Borazine–(CH3)3 −42.1 0.54 −28.1 0.36 −21.7 0.19
Borazine–(NH2)3 −56.0 0.55 −40.7 0.46 −33.5 0.28
Borazine–(NO2)3 2.24 0.16 6.88 0.12 5.98 0.09
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K+, Mg2+, Ca2+, Ag+, NH4
+, C(NH2)3

+, N(CH3)4
+), with various

organic aromatic π-systems (ethene, benzene and pyrrole).41

Studies made by Hanusa and coworkers42 using the ADF
(Amsterdam Density Functional) program on the energetics
suggests that the basis for the origin of the differences in the
binding of metal cations to two ethylene molecules as against
benzene is a consequence of the larger contribution from the
polarization/charge transfer term for two ethylenes compared
to benzene.

Effect of solvent and substituent on binding energy

Cation–π interaction energies are highly influenced by the
nature of the solvent. Dougherty found that the order of
cation–π interaction energy in the gas phase was Li+ > Na+ > K+

> Rb+ whereas, in an aqueous phase the order was K+ > Rb+ ≫
Na+, Li+.37 Thus, to understand the effect of solvents on the
cation–π interaction energy in benzene and borazine, we
choose three different solvent systems viz. benzene, acetone
and water; results are summarised in Table 6. In the gas
phase, irrespective of any substituent(s), in both benzene and
borazine cation–π complexes, we observed the same trend as
observed by Dougherty.37 Similarly, in the presence of acetone
and water as the solvent, we observed the same order i.e. K+ >
Na+ > Li+. And, where the substituent effect is concerned, it is
the –NH2 group which highly favours the cation–π interaction
in both benzene and borazine. Table 6 shows that the strength
of the cation–π interaction gets substantially reduced in the
presence of polar solvents. Changes in the cation–π interaction
energy, with respect to the solvent polarity, can be attributed
to the fact that Li+ ions bind strongly to π systems, but at the
same time, they are highly solvated in aqueous solution. There-
fore, the desolvation energy is too high for them to bind to the
benzene ring. Compared with Li+, K+ ions are less strongly sol-
vated by water but are still good π binders. As a result, K+ ions
bind with the benzene and borazine ring even in aqueous solu-
tion. Interestingly, when benzene is employed as a solvent, the
order of the cation–π interaction energy in unsubstituted
benzene is Li+ > K+ > Na+, whereas in borazine it is K+ > Li+ >
Na+. However, in the case of –CH3 and –NH2 substitutions,

both benzene and borazine show the same order i.e. Li+ > K+ >
Na+.

The effect of water molecules on solvating the metal ion in
the cation–π interaction, has been reported by various
groups.43 Recently, Rao et al.36 have investigated the effect of
solvation on the interaction energy of various cation–π com-
plexes of benzene via a discrete solvation model. However, to
the best of our knowledge, such studies have not been
implemented in the case of borazine. Therefore, in order to
investigate such an effect in our study, we consider only bora-
zine and its substituted derivatives. A few hydrated borazine–
Li+ complexes are depicted in Fig. 4 as representatives (all
other structures of the complex are provided in the ESI,
Fig. S3–S5†). From Fig. 4, it is clear that when water molecules
are present either in the plane or below the plane of borazine,
the cation–π distance is shorter compared to that in the bare
cation–π system (Fig. 2). For example, the cation–π distance in
Li+–π–W (W = water) is 1.935 Å; this is 0.050 Å shorter than the
cation–π distance (1.940 Å) in the bare (without solvent) Li+–π
complex. This result is consistent with those obtained with the
Li+–π complex of benzene.36 However, in the case of Na+–π–W
and K+–π–W, the cation–π distance is found to increase by
0.028 Å and 0.187 Å, respectively. In the case of –CH3 and
–NH2 substituted borazine, the M–π (M = Li+, Na+, K+) distance
decreases further compared to the parent complex and this
significant decrease is found with Li+–π complexes, Table 7.
This indicates that when the metal ions are solvated, electron
donating groups favour the cation–π interaction. Furthermore,
increasing the number of water molecules near the borazine
further shortens the cation–π distance. The shortest cation–π
distance (1.838 Å) is seen in the case of the Li+–π–5W complex,
which contains five water molecules; out of these, three are
connected to borazine protons through N–H⋯O hydrogen
bonding and the other two are above and below the plane of
the borazine ring (see Fig. 4). This is in agreement with earlier
studies which showed that solvated benzene cation–π com-
plexes have C–H⋯O type hydrogen bonding.36

The interaction energies calculated by B3LYP/6-31++G(d,p)
for the solvated complexes are compiled in Table 7. Rao et al.36

Table 6 Cation–π interaction energy (in kcal mol−1) of benzene, borazine and their substituted derivatives in different solvent medium at the MP2/
6-31+G(d) level of calculation

Systems

Interaction energy, ΔE

Systems

Interaction energy, ΔE

Benzene Acetone Water Benzene Acetone Water

Benzene–Li+ −9.5 6.6 7.8 Borazine–Li+ −3.9 12.1 13.2
Benzene–Na+ −7.3 2.2 2.8 Borazine–Na+ −3.5 5.5 6.1
Benzene–K+ −7.4 −1.6 −1.2 Borazine–K+ −5.1 0.4 0.8
Benzene–(CH3)3–Li

+ −12.7 5.8 7.1 Borazine–(CH3)3–Li
+ −9.0 9.8 11.2

Benzene–(CH3)3–Na
+ −9.3 1.5 2.2 Borazine–(CH3)3–Na

+ −7.2 3.9 4.6
Benzene–(CH3)3–K

+ −10.7 −3.9 −3.5 Borazine–(CH3)3–K
+ −8.6 −1.5 −1.0

Benzene–(NH2)3–Li
+ −19.2 4.1 6.2 Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+ −18.6 5.8 7.9
Benzene–(NH2)3–Na

+ −16.0 0.05 1.5 Borazine–(NH2)3–Na
+ −15.6 0.9 2.4

Benzene–(NH2)3–K
+ −17.6 −5.5 −4.3 Borazine–(NH2)3–K

+ −16.4 −4.0 −3.0
Borazine–(NO2)3–Li

+ 26.4 28.0 27.4
Borazine–(NO2)3–Na

+ 19.1 15.2 14.2
Borazine–(NO2)3–K

+ 14.9 18.5 9.6
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reported that in the case of benzene cation–π complexes, the
strength of the cation–π interaction depends on the site of sol-
vation. It was reported that solvation of the metal ion

decreases its interaction energy with the π system, while the
solvation of the π system increases its interaction energy with
the metal ion. However, our model on borazine suggests that

Fig. 4 Optimized geometry at the B3LYP/6-31++G (d,p) level of calculation of (a) borazine–Li+–π–W, (b) borazine–Li+–π–2W, (c) borazine–Li+–π–
3W, (d) borazine–Li+–π–4W, (e) borazine–Li+–π–5W, (f ) borazine (CH3)3–Li

+–π–3W, (g) borazine (NH2)3–Li
+–π–3W. The distances shown by the

dotted lines are in angstroms (Å).

Table 7 Counterpoised corrected interaction energies (in kcal mol−1) at the B3LYP/6-31++G(d,p) level of calculation, M–π distances (M = Li+, Na+,
K+) and N–H⋯O distances (in Å) in water solvated cation–π complexes of borazine. W represents the number of water molecules

Systems ΔEint ΔEBSSE M–π distance (Å) N–H⋯O (Å)

Borazine–Li+–π–W −58.53 1.72 1.935
Borazine–Na+–π–W −40.20 1.67 2.432
Borazine–K+–π–W −27.27 0.91 2.993
Borazine–Li+–π–2W −64.12 2.75 1.902
Borazine–Na+–π–2W −44.80 2.82 2.390
Borazine–K+–π–2W −30.99 1.76 2.934
Borazine–Li+–π–3W −72.71 3.65 1.886 1.963
Borazine–Na+–π–3W −52.76 3.68 2.362 1.974
Borazine–K+–π–3W −38.38 2.56 2.900 2.004
Borazine–Li+–π–4W −80.64 4.48 1.858 1.965, 1.975
Borazine–Na+–π–4W −59.99 4.62 2.343 1.991, 2.001
Borazine–K+–π–4W −45.08 3.38 2.873 2.032, 2.017
Borazine–Li+–π–5W −87.84 5.31 1.838 1.989, 1.989, 1.984
Borazine–Na+–π–5W −66.66 5.50 2.323 2.015, 2.007, 2.015
Borazine–K+–π–5W −51.26 4.17 2.840 2.031, 2.050, 2.043
Borazine–(CH3)3–Li

+–W −66.18 1.91 1.862
Borazine–(CH3)3–Na

+–W −45.85 1.90 2.351
Borazine–(CH3)3–K

+–W −31.25 1.15 2.900
Borazine–(CH3)3–Li

+–2W −70.76 2.81 1.841
Borazine–(CH3)3–Na

+–2W −49.63 3.03 2.328
Borazine–(CH3)3–K

+–2W −34.50 1.97 2.866
Borazine–(CH3)3–Li

+–3W −78.11 3.69 1.821 2.022
Borazine–(CH3)3–Na

+–3W −56.24 4.04 2.319 2.063
Borazine–(CH3)3–K

+–3W −40.82 2.77 2.846 2.070
Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+–W −77.07 2.03 1.837
Borazine–(NH2)3–Na

+–W −56.17 2.03 2.301
Borazine–(NH2)3–K

+–W −40.72 1.18 2.815
Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+–2W −80.37 2.94 1.823
Borazine–(NH2)3–Na

+–2W −58.74 3.26 2.322
Borazine–(NH2)3–K

+–2W −44.76 1.99 2.790
Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+–3W −88.53 3.99 1.840 2.188
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interaction energy values increase continuously upon increas-
ing the number of water molecules and is further enhanced by
an EDG. It is found to be −58.53 kcal mol−1 in the case of bor-
azine–Li+–π–W and −87.84 kcal mol−1 in the case of borazine–
Li+–π–5W. On the other hand, borazine–(CH3)3–Li

+–3W has an
interaction energy of −78.11 kcal mol−1 and borazine–(NH2)3–
Li+–3W has an interaction energy of −88.53 kcal mol−1. This
implies that EDGs greatly influence the interaction energy of
solvated cation–π complexes. Thus, the presence of the metal
ion polarizes the B–N bond in borazine and facilitates its inter-
action with the solvent molecules through N–H⋯O hydrogen
bonding and thereby strengthens the cation–π interaction
energy in comparison to those of benzene.36 The interaction
energy values show good correlation (R2 > 0.82, Fig. S6†) with
M–π distances indicating that the cation–π interaction energy
is highly influenced by M–π distances. Comparisons of the
cation–π interaction energy of the discrete solvation model36

with those of the PCM-model at the same level of theory
(Table S2†) highlights differences in the order. However, the
trend is consistent with those in the gas phase. This is
expected because in the polarized continuum model (PCM),
solvents are modeled as a polarizable continuum, and not as
individual molecules.

Correlation between Hammett constant and aromaticity with
binding energy

Non-covalent interactions of aromatics with other aromatics,
with cations, and with anions are understood in terms of the
Hammett substituent constants.44,45 Out of these three general
types of aromatic non-covalent interactions, studies of arene–
arene interactions were the first to employ Hammett constants
as a means of understanding the binding.46 However, there are

very few reports investigating the correlation between cation–π
binding energies and Hammett substituent constants com-
pared with arene–arene interactions.47 Dougherty and co-
workers appear to be the first researchers to suggest a possible
relationship between cation–π binding and Hammett substitu-
ent constants.48 Jiang and co-workers also found excellent cor-
relation between the binding enthalpies and the total
Hammett parameter, σTotal.

49 Therefore, in order to obtain the
correlation between the interaction energy and Hammett con-
stants, we performed a linear regressional analysis. Fig. 5,
Fig. S7 and S8 (see ESI†) show the plot of interaction energy (at
the MP2/6-31+G(d) level of theory) as a function of the
Hammett constants, σm, σp and the total Hammett parameter
defined as σTotal = (∑σm + ∑σp), respectively. σm constants
provide a measure of the inductive electron-withdrawal or
donation by the substituent (inductive effect). The σp
Hammett constant describes the movement of electrons via
the σ- and π-framework (inductive and resonance effects). We
have obtained a very good correlation between the interaction
energy (ΔE) and σm, σp and σTotal = (∑σm + ∑σp) indicating
that the trend in the substituent effects can be qualitatively
understood in terms of the electron-donating or withdrawing
characteristic of the substituents. The borazine–K+ complexes
in the presence of benzene as a solvent show a very poor
relationship (obtained using PCM model). The absence of a
correlation also clearly explains the anomalous trends in
binding energies shown by these complexes in the presence of
benzene as a solvent (see Table 6, PCM model). However, in all
other complexes excellent correlation (R2 > 9, Table S3†) is
observed in both gas and solvent phases (water and acetone),
indicating that the cation–π binding is dependent on the
nature of the substituents. Furthermore, correlation with σm,

Fig. 5 Correlation plot between the interaction energies (X-axis) of various substituted cation–π complexes of borazine and the Hammett constant
(σm, Y-axis) (a) in the gas phase, (b) in benzene medium, (c) in acetone medium and (d) in water medium.
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σp and σTotal = (∑σm + ∑σp) signifies that both resonance and
induction are important for cation–π binding in borazine.

The effects of the cation–π interaction on the aromaticity of
these six membered rings are further assessed by nucleus inde-
pendent chemical shift (NICS) calculations at the B3LYP/6-31+G-
(d) level. The calculated NICS values at the geometrical mean of
the ring, NICS(0), and at 1 Å above the ring, NICS(1), reveal that
the binding of the cations (Li+, Na+, K+) to benzene and the sub-
stituted benzene rings, do not affect the ring currents signifi-
cantly, although a marginal decrease in the ring currents is
observed (see Table S4, ESI†). Moreover, we do not find any cor-
relation between the NICS values and binding energies. We
could not calculate the NICS values for the cationic complexes of
borazine and substituted borazine due to the puckered geometry
of the complexes. Several other groups have also reported that
the NICS values obtained at or above the ring center do not par-
allel other structural, magnetic or energetic criteria,50–52 or even
contrast with experimentally observed molecular behaviours in
some cases, other than hydrocarbon aromatic molecules.53

Effect of cation–π interaction in cooperative induction
(H-bonding and π–π stacking)

Cooperativity is a well studied phenomenon in biology and
hydrogen bonded clusters.31 In contrast, there are much fewer
studies estimating cooperativity in systems involving the
cation–π interaction.54,55 G. N. Sastry and his co-workers54

found that complexation of phenol with Li+ or Mg2+ in either a
π- or σ-fashion strengthens the phenol–H2O hydrogen bonding
interaction energy by about 2 and 7 kcal mol−1 in Li+ and Mg2+

complexes, respectively. It was also observed that there was a
notable enhancement in the π–π stacking of the benzene ring
in the presence of cations.55 In order to investigate the role of
the cation–π interaction in co-operative induction, we con-
sidered borazine in a similar study.

The optimized geometries showing the H-bonding coopera-
tivity and π–π stacking for borazine and its substituted deriva-
tives are given in Fig. 6. While observing the role of the
cation–π interaction in H-bonding cooperativity, we found that
in the absence of any cation, borazine and two of its substi-
tuted derivatives showed H-bonding cooperativity through
water via N–H⋯O interaction. The N–H⋯O bond length
ranged from 1.917 to 2.220 Å which is in agreement with the
literature value.56 However, in the presence of cations such
cooperativity is strongly opposed. This implies that in the case
of borazine, the cation–π interactions disrupt the H-bonding
cooperativity whereas in the case of phenol, it has been found to
be enhanced.54 Interestingly, we observed unfavourable face to
face π–π stacking between two borazines. However, in the
presence of cations, similar to the case of benzene, the face to
face π–π stacking between two borazines is found to be
more feasible and is greatly favoured in the case of Li+. The
distance between the two rings varies from 3.708 Å to 4.048 Å as
the size of the cation increases from Li+ to K+. This suggests
that although cation–π interaction plays a negative role in
H-bonding co-operativity, it significantly enhances the π–π stack-
ing in borazine, Scheme 2. The interaction energy values for
these systems, predicted in Table S5†, further indicates
that binary complexes of borazine exist via H-bond interactions
(in the absence of cation) and π–π stacking (in the presence of
cations).

Reactivity of cation–π complexes

Recently, research based on the weak force of these non-
covalent interactions has been well recognized in asymmetric
and organo-catalysed reactions.20 Therefore, as well as
knowing the structural and interaction energy of the cation–π
complexes, it is equally important to understand the reactivity
of such systems. In order to do so, we used global hardness

Fig. 6 Optimized geometries at B3LYP/6-31++G(d,p) of benzene and –CH3 and –NH2 substituted derivatives showing H-bonding cooperativity (a–
c) and π–π stacking in borazine in the presence of an alkali metal cation (e–g). The distances shown by the dotted lines are in angstroms (Å).

Paper Dalton Transactions

Dalton Trans. This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2014

Pu
bl

is
he

d 
on

 0
9 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

3.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 T
ez

pu
r 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

n 
25

/1
1/

20
13

 0
6:

17
:0

0.
 

View Article Online

http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/c3dt52081a


(η), chemical potential (μ) and electrophilicity index (ω) values
to predict the reactivity of such a system.

The gas and solvent phase values of global hardness (η),
chemical potential (μ) and electrophilicity index (ω) for
benzene and borazine cation–π complexes calculated at the
B3LYP/6-31+G(d) level of theory are presented in Tables 8 and
9, respectively. In both the gas and solvent phase, η of the Li+–
cation–π complexes of benzene and borazine is higher than
bare benzene and borazine. However, with an increase in the
cation size, the η value decreases. According to the maximum

hardness principle (MHP),57 species with the maximum
η-value are more stable and least reactive. So, following the
MHP, it can be said that the Li+–cation–π complexes of
benzene and borazine are more stable and less reactive in com-
parison to benzene and borazine. Whereas, the cation–π com-
plexes of Na+ and K+ are less stable and more reactive than the
parent benzene and borazine. Therefore, by interaction of
either benzene or borazine with larger size cations the reactiv-
ity of the species can be enhanced. There are recent examples
where the cation–π interaction is found to enhance the
catalytic activity.58 The maximum η-value associated with
Li+–π-systems is in accordance with our interaction energy
value. Furthermore, on substituting electron-donating groups
(EDGs) and electron withdrawing groups (EWGs) on the parent
compounds, the η value of the cationic complexes further
diminishes. This decrease in the η value becomes more promi-
nent in –NH2 substituted benzene or borazine. Comparisons
of the reactivity of benzene and borazine suggest that cation–π
complexes of benzene are more reactive compared to borazine.
The presence of the electron withdrawing group (–NO2), in the
case of borazine, decreases the chemical hardness to a greater
extent. This further suggests that borazine–cation–π complexes
become more reactive after substitution with an –NO2 group.
Furthermore, it can be observed that in the gas phase and in
the presence of benzene as a solvent, Li–cation–π complexes of
benzene and borazine have the maximum value of η and μ and
the minimum value of ω, therefore these complexes will be the
least reactive.59 Whereas, the Na+–cation–π complexes have the
minimum value of η and μ and the maximum value of ω and
are more reactive. Among the benzene cation–π complexes, the
benzene–(NH2)3–Na

+ complex with the minimum value of η

and μ and the maximum value of ω is the most reactive
whereas in the case of borazine, borazine–(NO2)3–Na

+ is the
most reactive. However, on increasing the solvent polarity, the
reactivity orders changes. In the presence of water and acetone
as the solvent, the cation–π complexes associated with a K+ ion
are found to be the most reactive with a minimum value of η
and μ and a maximum value of ω. Thus, it can be concluded
that the chemical reactivity of benzene and borazine is

Scheme 2 Schematic representation showing the effect of the
cation–π interaction on (a) H-bonding cooperativity and (b) π–π stacking
in borazine. The H-atoms of borazine are omitted for clarity.

Table 8 Chemical hardness (η in a.u.), chemical potential (μ in a.u.) and electrophilicity index (ω in a.u.) of benzene and its substituted derivatives
calculated at B3LYP/6-31+G(d) in the gas phase and in different solvent phases

Systems

In gas phase Benzene Acetone Water

η μ ω η μ ω η μ ω η μ ω

1. Benzene 0.121 −0.135 0.075 0.121 −0.136 0.076 0.121 −0.138 0.079 0.121 −0.139 0.079
2. Benzene–Li+ 0.336 −0.125 0.023 0.125 −0.225 0.236 0.124 −0.178 0.128 0.124 −0.172 0.120
3. Benzene–Na+ 0.114 −0.320 0.445 0.121 −0.243 0.207 0.122 −0.159 0.112 0.122 −0.155 0.105
4. Benzene–K+ 0.114 −0.299 0.390 0.122 −0.213 0.187 0.121 −0.166 0.104 0.121 −0.160 0.098
5. Benzene–(CH3)3 0.114 −0.121 0.064 0.114 −0.123 0.066 0.114 −0.125 0.069 0.114 −0.126 0.069
6. Benzene–(CH3)3–Li

+ 0.118 −0.305 0.395 0.117 −0.222 0.211 0.117 −0.163 0.113 0.117 −0.157 0.105
7. Benzene–(CH3)3–Na

+ 0.102 −0.299 0.435 0.111 −0.208 0.188 0.116 −0.145 0.091 0.116 −0.140 0.085
8. Benzene–(CH3)3–K

+ 0.101 −0.284 0.398 0.115 −0.200 0.180 0.115 −0.152 0.100 0.115 −0.147 0.094
9. Benzene–(NH2)3 0.095 −0.098 0.054 0.097 −0.099 0.050 0.100 −0.101 0.051 0.100 −0.102 0.051
10. Benzene–(NH2)3–Li

+ 0.100 −0.264 0.348 0.105 −0.177 0.152 0.104 −0.125 0.075 0.103 −0.121 0.070
11. Benzene–(NH2)3–Na

+ 0.084 −0.264 0.415 0.094 −0.179 0.166 0.099 −0.122 0.075 0.098 −0.117 0.070
12. Benzene–(NH2)3–K

+ 0.086 −0.249 0.359 0.094 −0.171 0.155 0.097 −0.120 0.074 0.097 −0.116 0.069
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influenced by their interaction with alkali metal cations, their
reactivity can be further enhanced by substitution with EDGs
or EWGs and finally their reactivity trend is altered depending
on the polarity of the solvent used.

To investigate the effect of the basis set we calculated
values of η, μ and ω for benzene and borazine complexes at the

B3LYP/6-31++G(d,p) and the B3LYP/6-311++G(d,p) level of
theory. The increase in the basis set size hardly affects the
chemical reactivity values (Tables S6 and S7†). The electrophili-
city index (ω) of borazine cation–π complexes correlates well
with the binding energy value obtained in the gas phase and
in the solvent phase (benzene), Fig. 7. This further implies

Table 9 Chemical hardness (η in a.u.), chemical potential (μ in a.u.) and electrophilicity index (ω) of borazine and its substituted derivatives calcu-
lated at B3LYP/6-31+G(d) in the gas phase and in different solvent phases

Systems

In gas phase Benzene Acetone Water

η μ ω η μ ω η μ ω η μ ω

1. Borazine 0.143 −0.143 0.071 0.143 −0.143 0.071 0.144 −0.142 0.070 0.142 −0.144 0.073
2. Borazine–Li+ 0.147 −0.340 0.393 0.147 −0.245 0.204 0.147 −0.180 0.110 0.147 −0.174 0.102
3. Borazine–Na+ 0.127 −0.335 0.441 0.127 −0.235 0.217 0.145 −0.164 0.092 0.145 −0.159 0.087
4. Borazine–K+ 0.127 −0.314 0.388 0.127 −0.225 0.199 0.143 −0.168 0.098 0.143 −0.164 0.094
5. Borazine–(CH3)3 0.127 −0.142 0.079 0.127 −0.142 0.079 0.129 −0.142 0.078 0.129 −0.142 0.078
6. Borazine–(CH3)3–Li

+ 0.138 −0.316 0.361 0.138 −0.229 0.190 0.143 −0.168 0.098 0.142 −0.163 0.093
7. Borazine–(CH3)3–Na

+ 0.120 −0.319 0.424 0.120 −0.225 0.210 0.135 −0.159 0.093 0.135 −0.155 0.088
8. Borazine–(CH3)3–K

+ 0.122 −0.299 0.366 0.122 −0.216 0.191 0.133 −0.163 0.099 0.133 −0.157 0.092
9. Borazine–(NH2)3 0.102 −0.267 0.349 0.102 −0.121 0.071 0.109 −0.124 0.070 0.110 −0.125 0.071
10. Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+ 0.115 −0.280 0.340 0.115 −0.199 0.172 0.120 −0.147 0.090 0.120 −0.137 0.078
11. Borazine–(NH2)3–Na

+ 0.101 −0.281 0.390 0.101 −0.197 0.192 0.115 −0.141 0.086 0.115 −0.137 0.081
12. Borazine–(NH2)3–K

+ 0.102 −0.267 0.349 0.102 −0.190 0.176 0.112 −0.144 0.092 0.112 −0.139 0.086
13. Borazine–(NO2)3 0.095 −0.240 0.303 0.095 −0.235 0.290 0.098 −0.230 0.269 0.098 −0.229 0.267
14. Borazine–(NO2)3–Li

+ 0.087 −0.369 0.782 0.087 −0.297 0.506 0.095 −0.245 0.315 0.096 −0.240 0.3
15. Borazine–(NO2)3–Na

+ 0.087 −0.379 0.825 0.087 −0.301 0.520 0.094 −0.244 0.316 0.094 −0.239 0.303
16. Borazine–(NO2)3–K

+ 0.088 −0.358 0.728 0.088 −0.291 0.481 0.094 −0.246 0.321 0.094 −0.241 0.308

Fig. 7 Correlation plot between the interaction energies (X-axis) of various substituted cation–π complexes of borazine and electrophilicity index, ω
(Y-axis) in (a) the gas phase and (b) benzene medium. (c) and (d) show the correlation of the enthalpy of complexation (ΔHcomp) with electrophilicity
(ω) in the gas and solvent phase (benzene).
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that any change in the interaction energy of the cation–π
complex will influence the chemical reactivity of the aromatic
systems.

Thermochemical analysis

To examine the thermodynamic driving force involved in the
complex formation we performed thermochemical analysis.
The enthalpy of complexation calculated in the gas phase and
in three different solvent phases viz. benzene, acetone and
water, are depicted in Table 10. The higher negative value of
enthalpy of complexation (ΔHcomp) in the gas phase indicates
that the complexation process is exothermic in nature and that
a strong thermodynamic driving force for the cation–π com-
plexation exists. In the case of the cation–π complex of
benzene in the gas phase, ΔHcomp is observed to be in the
order, −36.93 (Li+) > −24.12 (Na+) > −17.48 (K+) (values are in
kcal mol−1). Strong inverse dependence of ΔHcomp on the size
of the cation is observed. This observed trend can be related to
the polarizing ability of a cation by the anion (here the π-elec-
tron cloud). Since Li+ is comparatively smaller than Na+ or K+,
it is highly polarized by the π-electron cloud resulting in a
greater negative value of ΔHcomp. The presence of the electron
donation groups, –CH3 and –NH2 are also found to influence
ΔHcomp and this influence is greatest in –NH2 substituted
benzene. Similar trends in the magnitude of the gas phase
enthalpy in the case of borazine substituted compounds are
also observed, Table 10. However, complexes with borazine are
less exothermic compared to benzene substituted compounds.
On the other hand, the presence of EWGs, –NO2, makes the
complexation endothermic. Even though the gas phase com-
plexations are highly exothermic, a spiky fall in the values is
observed upon introduction of the solvent phases. In benzene

medium, ΔHcomp values are in the range of −5.99 kcal mol−1

to −19.19 kcal mol−1 and for borazene compounds with EDG
these values range from −2.73 kcal mol−1 to −17.00 kcal
mol−1. Table 10 denies the presence of any thermodynamic
driving forces for the complexation with nitro-substituted
borazines and the reaction is observed to be endothermic for
all three cations. Of the three cations, K+ shows the highest
values. On increasing the solvent polarity, in the acetone and
water phases, ΔHcomp became endothermic in most cases,
Table 10. Therefore, solvent polarity plays a negative role on
the complex formation. Interestingly, K+ complexes are
observed to be exothermic with a very small negative ΔHcomp

in the aqueous phase, Table 10. From the above discussion, it
can be construed that the solvent polarity and EWD groups
play a negative role on the thermodynamic driving force for
complexation. The ΔHcomp values of borazine cation–π com-
plexes are found to have a good correlation (R2 > 0.90, Fig. 7)
with the electrophilicity index (ω) both in the gas and solvent
phases (benzene) indicating a dependency of the reactivity of
such complexes on the enthalpy of complexation.

Conclusion

The importance of the cation–π interaction increases day by
day due to its recognition in many areas of chemistry. Its sig-
nificance has been highlighted in various fields of chemistry
from biology to macromolecular chemistry to drug receptor
chemistry. In this study, quantum chemical calculations have
been carried out on the cation–π complexes of benzene and its
inorganic analogue, borazine. In cationic complexes of
benzene, all the benzene rings adopt a planar geometry and η6

coordination mode. However, all the borazine rings in their
cationic complexes adopt a puckered structure and η3 coordi-
nation mode. Remarkably, despite this non-planar geometry,
all the B–N bond lengths are equal. This is due to the fact that
non-planar borazine rings have a higher degree of π electron
delocalization compared with the planar rings. This has been
further confirmed at different levels of theory as well as by
topological analysis which revealed that the ellipticity of the
B–N bonds increases in the non-planar geometry. Topological
analysis revealed that the interaction between the cation and
the ring π cloud is electrostatic in nature. The strength of such
interactions increases as electron donating substituents such
as –CH3 and –NH2 are attached to the rings, while electron
withdrawing substituents such as –NO2 decrease the inter-
action strength. The calculated binding energy has been found
to correlate well with the force constant of the bond between
the metal cation and the ring, as well as with the charge trans-
fer values. The correlation between the Hammett constants
and the interaction energies implies that both induction and
resonance effects contribute to the cation–π interaction. The
discrete solvation model suggests that the interaction energy
within borazine–cation–π complexes increases with increasing
numbers of water molecules. In conclusion, this study reveals
that like benzene, borazine–cation complexes have a

Table 10 Enthalpy of complexations (ΔHcomp) in four different phases
at the MP2/6-31+G(d) level of theory

Systems

ΔHcomp (in kcal mol−1)

Gas Benzene Acetone Water

Benzene–Li+ −36.93 −8.39 8.33 9.49
Benzene–Na+ −24.12 −5.99 3.45 4.07
Benzene–K+ −17.48 −6.79 −1.16 −0.78
Benzene–(CH3)3–Li

+ −44.22 −11.74 7.23 8.51
Benzene–(CH3)3–Na

+ −29.18 −8.22 2.56 3.25
Benzene–(CH3)3–K

+ −23.33 −10.76 −3.48 −3.08
Benzene–(NH2)3–Li

+ −53.64 −19.19 4.56 7.17
Benzene–(NH2)3–Na

+ −38.76 −15.08 0.74 2.19
Benzene–(NH2)3–K

+ −32.88 −16.75 −4.81 −3.63

Borazine–Li+ −31.77 −2.83 13.10 14.22
Borazine–Na+ −20.47 −2.78 6.24 6.83
Borazine–K+ −15.03 −4.50 1.00 1.37
Borazine–(CH3)3–Li

+ −41.04 −7.93 9.65 11.62
Borazine–(CH3)3–Na

+ −27.25 −6.48 3.48 4.86
Borazine–(CH3)3–K

+ −21.00 −8.61 −2.09 −0.99
Borazine–(NH2)3–Li

+ −54.19 −17.00 7.16 9.23
Borazine–(NH2)3–Na

+ −39.19 −14.29 2.11 3.53
Borazine–(NH2)3–Na

+ −32.06 −15.23 −3.27 −2.13
Borazine–(NO2)3–Li

+ 8.30 24.85 26.46 25.82
Borazine–(NO2)3–Na

+ 10.66 17.49 13.64 12.62
Borazine–(NO2)3–K

+ 11.63 13.90 9.48 8.63
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significant binding energy which increases with the addition
of electron donating substituents while electron withdrawing
substituents decrease it. Thermochemical analysis confirmed
that in the gas phase, the complexation is enthalpy driven,
whereas the polarity of the solvent and the EWD group, –NO2,
impart a negative role on the thermochemistry of the com-
plexation reaction. Furthermore, due to the cation–π inter-
action the chemical reactivity values change. It was found that
complexes associated with larger cations have a minimum
value of η and μ and a maximum value of ω and therefore have
a higher reactivity in comparison to benzene and borazine.

Computational details

All cation–π complexes are initially subjected to geometry
optimization at the B3LYP/6-31+G(d) level of theory without
any symmetry constraints.60 To observe the effect of the basis
set we carried out single point calculations at the B3LYP/
6-31++G(d,p), and B3LYP/6-311++G(d,p) levels of theory. To
observe consistency in the results of B3LYP and MP2 calcu-
lations, we further optimized the geometries at the MP2/
6-31+G(d) level of calculation, and single point calculations
were performed at MP2/6-31++G(d,p) and MP2/6-311++G(d,p)
levels of theory. The nature of the stationary points was con-
firmed by frequency calculations at the same level of theory.
All the structures are found to be at local minima on the
potential energy surface as their respective Hessian (matrix of
analytically determined second derivative of energy) was real.
Interaction energies obtained using the above mentioned
levels of theory have been corrected for basis set superposition
error (BSSE) with the “Counterpoise = N” option for all frag-
ments in the complex using the Boys and Bernardi’s counter-
poise method.61 Natural bond orbital (NBO)62 analysis was
also carried out at the same level of theory. The strengths of
individual bonds were ascertained from their Wiberg bond
index (WBI)62c values available within the NBO routine. To
examine the effect of the solvent on the thermodynamics of
the complexation reaction, we assigned three solvents, ranging
from non-polar to polar: benzene, acetone and water. Solvation
effects are included by means of the polarizable continuum
model (PCM).63 The discrete solvation model at the B3LYP/
6-31++G(d,p) level were performed in borazine cation–π com-
plexes with up to five water molecules. All the calculations
were performed using Gaussian 09 programs.64

Furthermore, to achieve an in-depth understanding of the
bonding situation, topological analysis of the electron density
ρ(r) was carried out within the realm of quantum theory of
atoms in molecules (QTAIM).35 This was done by first generat-
ing the wavefunction file using the keyword DENSITY =
CURRENT in Gaussian 09 and then analyzed using the
AIMPAC65 and AIMALL66 suite of programs. Nucleus indepen-
dent chemical shift (NICS) calculations for the planar rings
were calculated by placing a ghost atom (symbol Bq) at the geo-
metric mean of the ring (designated as NICS(0)) and at 1 Å

above the ring (designated as NICS(1)) at the B3LYP/6-31+G(d)
level of theory.

Interaction energies were calculated using a super mole-
cular approach ([ΔEint = (EB–cat) − (EB + Ecat)], where, EB–cat is
the energy of the complex, EB is the energy of benzene or bora-
zine and Ecat is the energy of the cation). Thermochemical ana-
lysis was performed to examine the thermodynamic driving
forces for the complexation reactions in the gas as well as the
solvent phase. Apart from that, we made DFRT (density
functional reactivity theory) studies to quantify the
chemical stability of the complexes. Under DFRT, the chemical
potential (μ) and global hardness (η) can be expressed in terms
of finite difference approximation67 and Koopman’s approxi-
mation68 as,

η ¼ ðIP� EAÞ
2

¼ ELUMO � EHOMO

2
;

μ ¼ ðIP� EAÞ
2

¼ ELUMO � EHOMO

2
:

The global electrophilicity index (ω) as introduced by Parr
et al.69 can be defined as

ω ¼ μ2

2η
:

These are extremely useful parameters to follow the chemi-
cal reactivity of a species and a number of studies witnessed
its applicability.70 Herein, we have calculated chemical hard-
ness (η), chemical potential (μ) and electrophilicity index (ω)
values of the benzene/borazene–cation complexes to examine
their chemical reactivity.
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