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Reactivity of a magnesium diboranate with organic
nitriles†

Henry Shere, Michael S. Hill, * Anne-Frédérique Pécharman and Mary F. Mahon

A series of complexes generated through reactions of the β-diketiminato magnesium diboranate species,

[(BDI)Mg{(n-Bu)pinB-Bpin}] (BDI = HC{(Me)CNDipp}2; Dipp = 2,6-di-iso-propylphenyl), and a variety of

organic nitriles are reported. Although, in every case, the diboranate anion acts as a surrogate source of

the {Bpin} nucleophile, resulting in B–C bond formation at the electrophilic sp-hydridised nitrile carbon,

the resultant compounds display a variable propensity to undergo subsequent reaction with additional

nitrile equivalents. This behaviour is rationalised to be a consequence of substituent-dependent modu-

lation in the basicity and resultant electrophilicity of magnesium-coordinated nitrile intermediates.

Introduction

Boron compounds provide some of the most widely used main
group reagents in synthetic chemistry. Their versatility is
endorsed by the employment of organoborane, boronate ester
and boronic acid derivatives in myriad syntheses of pharma-
ceuticals and other high value molecules,1–17 such as
chemosensors.6,18–21 Evidence of their synthetic importance is
provided by the award of two Nobel prizes for the application
of boron in organic synthesis; Brown in 1979,22 for the discov-
ery of hydroboration reactivity, and Suzuki in 2010, for the
development of palladium-catalysed cross-coupling reactions
to form new C–C bonds from B–C bonds.23 These processes
typically involve trivalent sp2 boron reagents with a vacant
p-orbital on the boron centre, such that the reactivity at boron
is generally characterised by its behaviour as an electrophile.

A means to induce contrasting nucleophilic character and
resultant ‘umpolung’ reactivity at boron was initially identified
by Schleyer, Nöth and co-workers in 1995.24,25 Ab initio calcu-
lations suggested that nucleophilic singlet lithium boryls,
LiBR2, may present viable synthetic targets through the intro-
duction of stabilising electronegative R substituents (R = NH2,
OH, and F). Although more than a decade passed before this
prediction came to fruition, Yamashita, Nozaki and co-
workers’ synthesis of the first stable boryllithium species (I,
Fig. 1),26–30 by treatment of a bromoborane precursor with

strongly reducing Li metal or C8K, heralded a new era in
nucleophilic organoboron chemistry.

Density functional theory (DFT) calculations performed on
I suggested that, like Schleyer and Nöth’s prototypical species,
the stability of the singlet boryl unit was predicated not only
on the kinetic stability provided by the bulky N-aryl substitu-
ents but also the perturbation of the frontier orbital levels
induced by the π-donor and σ-acceptor characteristics of the
boron-bonded nitrogen atoms.26 Although, as a further conse-
quence, the boron atom was calculated to bear a partial posi-
tive charge, resultant nucleophilic reactivity may be considered
to arise from the polarisation intrinsic to the Bδ+–Liδ++ inter-
action (χB: 2.04; χLi: 0.98).

Albeit the nucleophilic reactivity of I has been incontrovert-
ibly validated through its reaction with a wide variety of
organic and inorganic electrophiles,27,31–42 its synthesis
necessarily requires an alkali metal reduction step to achieve
the formal B(I) oxidation state. This latter feature provides a
significant impediment to the wider ranging uptake of
reagents like I in more conventional organic synthesis. In
partial response to this issue, therefore, the subsequent revel-
ation that a source of nucleophilic boron may be realised
through the quaternisation of one of the three-coordinate
boron centres of a tetra-alkoxydiborane reagent by a neutral or
anionic nucleophile (e.g. II and III),43–52 represented a signifi-
cant practical breakthrough in organoboron chemistry.
Although monoquaternisation activates the otherwise non-
polar B–B bond toward its heterolytic rupture and the conferral
of apparent nucleophilic character to the remaining trigonal
boron atom, such processes are most often implied from the
outcome of reactions applied in situ, rather than through the
explicit generation of anionic boryl intermediates.

In a manner analogous to the generation of II and III, reac-
tion of the β-diketiminato organomagnesium derivative, [(BDI)
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Mgn-Bu] (IV: BDI = HC{(Me)CNDipp}2; Dipp = 2,6-di-iso-propyl-
phenyl), with commercially available bis(pinacolato)diboron
(B2pin2) results in the quaternisation of the diboron com-
pound to yield a B(sp2)–B(sp3) diboranate species, V.53,54

Subsequent addition of strongly coordinating bases, such as
4-dimethylaminopyridine (DMAP), promotes the rupture of the
B–B bond to generate magnesium boryls such as VI, through
the elimination of n-BuBpin (Scheme 1).53–55 Although species
such as VI are readily envisaged as sources of the {Bpin}−

anion, compound V has, in its own right, been shown to act as
a nucleophilic boron surrogate and as a conveniently gener-
ated reagent for nucleophilic B–C and B–B bond formation
when reacted with suitable C- or B-centred electrophiles.53,56–59

Reactions of V with triphenylphosphine oxide and a variety
of organic imines have implied that the mode of B–B heteroly-

sis can encompass significant mechanistic diversity invoking
either an ‘inner’ or ‘outer sphere’ approach of the Lewis basic
reagent.55,56 Addition of triphenylphosphine oxide to com-
pound V provided a Ph3PvO-coordinated magnesium boryl
species, VII, which is otherwise analogous to compound VI
(Scheme 2(a)). Although computational (DFT) assessment of
this reaction implied that the B–B′ cleavage was induced by
inner sphere coordination of the PvO bond to magnesium,55

reactions of V with more sterically encumbered imine reagents
provided the N–B bonded organomagnesium compounds as
the initially formed kinetic products (Scheme 2(b)).56 Although
these latter species may be thermally transformed into the
thermodynamically-preferred amidomagnesium products of
nucleophilic C-borylation, it was deduced that the process of
formal boryl anion addition does not necessitate the pro-

Fig. 1 The first boryllithium reagent, I,26 and exemplars of desymmetrised diborane (4) derivatives, II and III.

Scheme 1 Synthesis of the magnesium diboranate, V, and the magnesium boryl, VI.

Scheme 2 ‘Inner sphere’ and ‘outer sphere’ reactivity of the magnesium diboranate, V, with (a) triphenylphosphine oxide and (b) aldimines.

Paper Dalton Transactions

1284 | Dalton Trans., 2021, 50, 1283–1292 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2021

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

1 
D

ec
em

be
r 

20
20

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

/1
1/

20
26

 2
:4

3:
59

 P
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0dt04016a


duction of any terminal Mg–B bonded intermediate. Rather,
and presumably for steric reasons, initial attack of the imine
nitrogen takes place at the three-coordinate boron atom of
[pinB-B(n-Bu)pin]−, facilitating the effective nucleophilic dis-
placement of charge neutral n-BuBpin.

Although B–B bond cleavage is facile in both cases, this
divergent reactivity raises interesting questions with regard to
the outcome of treatment of compound V with other multiply
bonded organic substrates. We have earlier reported that a
nuanced appreciation of reaction mechanism may be drawn
from comparative variation of organic imine and nitrile sub-
strates during their hydroboration by HBpin and catalysed by
compound IV.60–62 In this contribution, therefore, we report
the outcome of reactions of compound V with organic nitriles
as a class of easily variable substrates presenting a similar
steric profile to Ph3PvO, but which, like imines, also comprise
a reducible C–N multiple bond.

Results and discussion

Reactions of equimolar quantities of both iso-butyronitrile
(i-PrCN) and pivalonitrile (t-BuCN) with compound V resulted
in the exclusive formation of the C-borylated compounds 1
and 2, respectively (Scheme 3). The reaction with i-PrCN

occurred at room temperature, while the more sterically
encumbered t-BuCN required heating for 15 hours at 40 °C to
induce complete conversion. In each case, two resonances
were observed in the resultant 11B{1H} spectra, the chemical
shifts of which were strongly reminiscent of those reported for
the diboranate, V,53 (δ 34.3, 7.1 ppm) and indicative of three-
coordinate and four-coordinate boron, respectively (1: δ 34.2,
8.8 ppm; 2: δ 34.4, 9.5 ppm). These data, therefore, support
the proposed retention of the n-BuBpin fragment in the reac-
tion products, in contrast to the complete elimination of
n-BuBpin induced by the addition of both imine and phos-
phine oxide reagents (Scheme 2).55,56

This supposition was confirmed by X-ray diffraction ana-
lysis performed on single crystals of compounds 1 and 2,
which were obtained from toluene and pentane solutions,
respectively (Fig. 2, Table 1). In both cases, the nitriles were
revealed to have effectively inserted into the B(sp2)–B(sp3)
bond of V such that the resultant C-borylated anions bind as
N,O-chelating ligands to the four-coordinate Mg(1) centres via
the distorted trigonal imine nitrogen and one of the pinacola-
toborate oxygen atoms. The C42–N3 bond lengths of the
former triple bonds of the nitrile substrates [1: 1.276(3); 2:
1.272(2) Å] are comparable to that observed within the
complex anion of the previously reported C-phenylated deriva-
tive, [(BDI)Mg{PhNvC(Ph)BpinPh}] [1.2967(19) Å], and indi-
cate that the [n-Bu(Bpin)NvC(R)Bpin] units of compounds 1
and 2 are similarly formulated as iminoborate anions.56 The
comparable C–N, C–B and B–O bond lengths across these
anions display a close correspondence, with the most notable
contrast provided by the relative Z- and E-disposition of the
Mg1 and (sp2) B2 atoms across the imine double bonds of 1
and 2, respectively. Despite this conformational difference,
both iminoborate anions in 1 and 2 display similar N,O-coordi-
nation to magnesium via the imine nitrogen donors [Mg1–N3
(1) 2.0784(17); (2) 2.0865(14) Å] and the O1 atom of the quater-Scheme 3 Synthesis of compounds 1 and 2.

Fig. 2 Molecular structures of (a) compound 1 and (b) compound 2. Hydrogen atoms, disordered atoms and solvent have been omitted for clarity.
Ellipsoids are shown at 30% probability. Dipp substituents are shown as wireframe for clarity.
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nised {n-BuBpin} units [Mg1–O1 (1) 1.982(6); (2) 2.0068(12)].
Although these latter measurements are indicative of only mar-
ginally enhanced charge donation from the N-i-Pr-derived
anion, it is notable that the asymmetry at B1 apparent in both
solid-state structures is only reflected in the solution state
NMR data of compound 1. Whereas the resonance assignable
to the NC(CH3)CH protons of the BDI ligand of compound 2
appear as a single 6H singlet resonance at δ 1.63 ppm in com-
pound 2, the equivalent environments appear as 2 differen-
tiated 3H singlet signals in 1 (δ 1.71, 1.66 ppm).

Although we have not investigated these processes in any
further detail, our preference is to suggest that the observation
of C–B(sp2) bond formation in both compounds 1 and 2 is
most likely redolent of an ‘inner sphere’ mechanism reminis-
cent of that depicted in Scheme 2a.55 Under this regime the
initial engagement of the sterically undemanding nitrile
occurs at the magnesium centre of V to effect B–B heterolysis
and the transient and unobservable formation of a nitrile-co-
ordinated magnesium boryl species, which is immediately
consumed by nucleophilic attack of boron at the electrophilic

sp-hybridised nitrile carbon. The formation of compounds 1
and 2 may be rationalised to result from re-engagement of
n-Bu-Bpin, which may or may not itself necessarily vacate the
Mg coordination sphere during the reaction, with the as
formed C-borylated magnesium imidate.

In an attempt to induce further reaction and displacement
of the n-BuBpin components of compounds 1 and 2, the reac-
tions were repeated in a respective 2 : 1 ratio between the rele-
vant alkyl nitrile and compound V. Although this procedure
again resulted, even after heating to 60 °C, in the consumption
of one equivalent of t-BuCN and the formation of compound
2, analogous thermal treatment of the reaction with i-PrCN
after the initial formation of compound 1 induced the con-
sumption of the second nitrile equivalent to produce a predo-
minant new compound (3) (Scheme 4).

Compound 3 was characterised by the appearance of a diag-
nostic new BDI γ-methine resonance in the resultant 1H NMR
spectrum, while the corresponding 11B NMR spectrum pro-
vided evidence for the formation of uncomplexed n-BuBpin (δ
34.6 ppm), which appeared alongside a new signal at δ

10.7 ppm. The origin of these observations was resolved by
slow cooling of the reaction mixture to room temperature,
which induced the deposition of needle-like single crystals
suitable for X-ray diffraction analysis (Fig. 3). The centro-
symmetric structure of compound 3 comprises two {(BDI)Mg}
units in which the magnesium centres are also coordinated by
N-borylated amidinate ligands. The amidinate anions are con-
nected with a transoid disposition across a newly formed CvC
double bond [C30–C30′ 1.348(2) Å]. While a number of plaus-
ible mechanistic scenarios may be envisaged, we have not
studied the formation of compound 3 in detail and, thus,
decline to speculate upon the precise order of events leading
to the formation of compound 3. It appears, however, that
addition of a further equivalent of the nitrile substrate to com-
pound 1 results in the displacement of the coordinated equi-
valent of n-BuBpin and a resultant cascade of reactivity invol-
ving C-to-N migration of the remaining {Bpin} unit, C–N bond
formation to the second equivalent of i-PrCN and what may be
viewed as a reductive coupling of the two resultant units. In
mitigation of this tentative hypothesis, the former process is

Table 1 Selected bond lengths (Å) and angles (°) for compounds 1, 2
and 4

1 2 4

Mg1–N1 2.0463(17) 2.0603(13) 2.0483(13)
Mg1–N2 2.0640(16) 2.0811(13) 2.0792(14)
Mg1–N3 2.0784(17) 2.0865(14) 2.0899(14)
Mg1–O1 1.982(6) 2.0068(12) 2.0069(11)
N3–C42 1.276(3) 1.272(2) 1.283(2)a

B2–C42 1.584(4) 1.600(2) 1.600(2)b

N3–B1 1.576(3) 1.598(2) 1.5963(19)
N1–Mg1–N2 94.03(7) 94.73(5) 94.30(6)
N1–Mg1–N3 137.93(8) 135.13(5) 128.51(5)
N2–Mg1–N3 115.87(7) 112.76(5) 114.76(6)
O1–Mg1–N1 117.5(2) 120.34(5) 125.04(5)
O1–Mg1–N2 127.4(2) 126.32(5) 125.80(5)
O1–Mg1–N3 67.9(2) 71.10(5) 71.16(5)
C42–N3–Mg1 137.51(16) 147.78(11) 143.53(11)c

C42–N3–B1 130.05(19) 122.56(13) 127.41(13)d

B1–N3–Mg1 92.13(12) 88.86(9) 88.88(9)

aN3–C36. b B2–C36. c C36–N3–Mg1. dC36–N3–B1.

Scheme 4 Synthesis of compound 3.
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reminiscent of the silyl migration reactivity exploited in
Lappert and co-worker’s route to a variety of silyl aza-allyl and
β-diketiminate species,63,64 while there is ample precedent for
CvC and C–C bond formation between nitrile sp-carbon
centres at a variety of low oxidation early transition metal and
main group element centres.65–76

The presence of its potentially diagnostic methyl group
resonance in resultant NMR spectra led us to select o-toluni-
trile as the preferred reagent to extend this study to aryl-substi-

tuted nitriles. Although examination of the 1H NMR spectrum
recorded immediately after addition of a stoichiometric quan-
tity of o-tolunitrile to compound V at room temperature indi-
cated the formation of a mixture of compounds, the antici-
pated product, compound 4, could be isolated in 41% yield as
colourless single crystals after fractional crystallisation of the
reaction mixture (Scheme 5). The resultant X-ray analysis
(Fig. 4(a), Table 1) revealed that 4 is structurally analogous to
compounds 1 and 2.

Fig. 3 Molecular structure of compound 3. Hydrogen atoms, disordered atoms and solvent have been omitted for clarity. Ellipsoids shown at 30%
probability level. Dipp substituents are shown as wireframe for clarity. Symmetry operation to generate primed atoms 1 − x, 1 − y, 1 − z. Selected
bond distances (Å) and angles (°): Mg1–N1 2.0501(10), Mg1–N2 2.0536(10), Mg1–N3 2.1343(9), Mg1–N4 2.0445(10), N3–C30 1.4385(13), N3–C34
1.3265(14), N4–C34 1.3509(14), N4–B1 1.4102(16), C30–C30’ 1.348(2), N1–Mg1–N2 93.25(4), N1–Mg1–N3 125.92(4), N2–Mg1–N3 133.02(4), N4–
Mg1–N1 120.61(4), N4–Mg1–N2 120.39(4), N4–Mg1–N3 64.62(4).

Scheme 5 Synthesis of compounds 4–6.
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Inspection of the metric data presented in Table 1 indicates
that the replacement of the iso-propyl and tert-butyl groups of
1 and 2 by ortho-tolyl exerts negligible impact on the nature of
the resultant iminoborate anion in 4. The less discriminating
outcome of the equimolar reaction leading to the formation of
compound 4, however, led us to further assess the reactions of
V with greater stoichiometric equivalents of o-tolunitrile
(Scheme 5). Analysis by 1H NMR spectroscopy immediately
after reaction in a 1 : 2 ratio at room temperature indicated the
generation of significant quantities of a new species, com-
pound 5, which was most clearly evidenced by the appearance
of a BDI γ-methine signal at δ 5.04 ppm. This product also pre-
dominated in subsequent reactions performed at room temp-
erature with 3 equivalents of o-tolunitrile. In contrast, analysis
of a reaction between V and a fourfold excess of the nitrile
allowed the identification of a further minor compound (6),
manifested as an additional methine singlet resonance at δ

4.91 ppm. The formation of both compounds ensued with
simultaneous elimination of n-BuBpin, while heating of the
latter reaction to 60 °C resulted in the complete transform-
ation of compound 5 to compound 6. The basis of these obser-
vations was resolved by X-ray diffraction analysis of both com-
pounds 5 and 6 after crystallisation from hexane solution
(Scheme 5). The structures of both compounds are illustrated

as Fig. 4(b) and (c), respectively, while selected bond length
and angle data are presented in Table 2. The 4-coordinate
β-diketiminato magnesium centre of compound 5 is further
ligated by the nitrogen atom of a molecule of o-tolunitrile
[Mg1–N3 2.138(2) Å] and the nitrogen centre [Mg1–N4 2.068(2)
Å] of a spirocyclic borate anion in which the distorted tetra-
hedral boron geometry is provided by a O,O′-bidentate pinaco-
late unit and a 5-membered C,N-chelate. The alternating N4–
C38 [1.2822(3) Å], C38–N5 [1.449(3) Å] and N5–C46 [1.288(3) Å]
bond lengths of this latter heterocycle indicate that it is best
viewed as a 1-bora-2,4-diazabutadiene formed by the incorpor-
ation of two molecules of o-tolunitrile. As mentioned pre-
viously, nitrile–nitrile C–C dimerisation leading to metalla-1,4-
diaza-butadiene complexes is a quite well precedented
process.65–76 To the best of our knowledge, however, the only
previous report of nitrile C–N coupling to yield a related 2,4-
diazabutadiene derivative appears to be provided by a serendi-
pitous iron-centred dimerisation of cyanamide.77 The [(BDI)
Mg] unit of compound 6 is similarly coordinated by a molecule
of o-tolunitrile [Mg1–N3 2.1607(13) Å] and a bidentate boryla-
mide ligand [Mg1–N4 2.0288(11) Å], which forms a 4-mem-
bered chelate via an additional donor interaction with a pina-
colate oxygen atom [Mg1–O1 2.5318(11) Å] and raises the mag-
nesium coordination number to five.62,78 The N4 atom of the

Fig. 4 Molecular structures of (a) compound 4, (b) compound 5, (c) compound 6 and (d) compound 7. Hydrogen atoms and disordered atoms and
have been omitted for clarity, as has the solvent present in 4, 5 and 6. Ellipsoids are depicted at 30% probability. Dipp substituents are shown as wire-
frame for clarity.
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borylamide anion is also bonded to a 2,4,5-tri-o-tolyl-2H-imid-
azole unit [N4–C38 1.4442(16) Å] such that the overall consti-
tution of the coordinated amide ligand of 6 may be rational-
ised as resulting from the addition of a further equivalent of
the nitrile reagent to the borate anion observed in 5.

We have previously observed that the mechanisms leading
to the magnesium-catalysed dihydroboration of organic
nitriles with HBpin display a subtle dependence on the iden-
tity of the organic substrate.62 Although proceeding via a
common pathway, the rate determining processes were depen-
dent on the establishment of several pre-equilibria, the posi-
tions of which were dictated by the N(sp)-basicity and C(sp)-
electropilicity of the nitrile function, with particularly contrast-
ing behaviour observed for aliphatic versus aromatic substi-

tution. It is well known that coordination of nitriles to tran-
sition metal ions results in an enhanced electrophilicity of the
nitrile carbon, rendering it more susceptible to nucleophilic
attack.79 Similarly, the kinetic facility of the base hydrolysis of
coordinated aryl nitriles displays a sensitive dependence on
Hammett σ substituent constants.80 On this basis, therefore,
we suggest that the contrasting stability of the initially formed
aryl iminoborate anion of compound 4 with those of com-
pounds 1 and 2 toward onward reaction with further nitrile
equivalents is primarily a consequence of similar electronic
adjustments dictated by coordination of the nitrile to mag-
nesium. In this case, the reactivity of compound 4 toward
additional nitrile equivalents may be attributed to the
enhanced electrophilicity of the sp-hybridised nitrile carbon
centre of o-tolunitrile. We suggest, therefore, that the for-
mation of compounds 5 and 6 derives from the sequential
coordination and reaction of o-tolunitrile as depicted in
Scheme 6. Although the transformation of compound 4 is
driven by the basicity of o-tolunitrile and its ability to displace
n-BuBpin, its coordination to magnesium renders the aryl
nitrile more susceptible to intramolecular nucleophilic attack.
The forward trajectory of the reaction and the maintenance of
the borate species (5) is, thus, facilitated by the necessary
coordination of a further equivalent of nitrile to magnesium.
The transformation of compound 5 to compound 6 is then
envisaged in an effectively identical fashion, such that the
reaction sequence may be rationalised as a consequence of the
nitrogen-centered basicity and coordinative ability of the ortho-
methyl substituted aryl nitrile alongside a resultant enhance-
ment in its carbon-centred electrophilicity.

The plausibility of this mechanistic hypothesis was borne
out by a further reaction performed between compound V and
the less basic m-tolunitrile. Analysis of a reaction in a 2 : 1 stoi-
chiometry by 1H NMR spectroscopy after heating at 60 °C evi-
denced the formation of a major new compound (7), which
was characterised by a BDI γ-methine C–H resonance at δ

5.02 ppm. Removal of volatiles and crystallisation from hexane

Table 2 Selected bond lengths (Å) and angles (°) for compounds 5, 6
and 7

5 6 7

Mg1–N1 2.0466(18) 2.0860(11) 2.0260(10)
Mg1–N2 2.0250(18) 2.0676(11) 2.0556(10)
Mg1–N3 2.138(2) 2.1607(13) 2.0502(11)
Mg1–N4 2.068(2) 2.0288(11) —
Mg1–O1 — 2.5318(11) 2.0360(9)a

N4–C38 1.282(3) 1.4442(16) 1.2815(16)b

N5–C38 1.449(3) 1.4927(16) 1.4359(15)c

N5–C46 1.288(3) 1.2762(18) 1.2981(16)d

N6–C38 — 1.4972(17) —
N6–C54 — 1.2758(18) —
C46–C54 — 1.5041(18) —
B1–N4 1.633(3) 1.3975(19) 1.5961(16)e

B1–C46 1.662(3) — 1.6681(16) f

N1–Mg1–N2 94.21(7) 92.48(5) 94.69(4)
N1–Mg1–N3 115.72(8) 109.28(5) 129.87(4)
N1–Mg1–N4 114.49(8) 119.65(5) —
N2–Mg1–N3 93.63(8) 92.26(5) 112.77(4)
N2–Mg1–N4 127.66(8) 135.01(5) —
N4–Mg1–O1 — 61.85(4) 69.63(4)g

aMg1–O2. bN3–C30. cN4–C30. dN4–C38. e B1–N3. f B1–C38. gN3–Mg1–
O2.

Scheme 6 Suggested sequential addition of o-tolunitrile to compound V and the formation of compounds 5 and 6.
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provided pale yellow crystals suitable for X-ray diffraction ana-
lysis. The results of this analysis (Fig. 4(d), Table 2) identified
compound 7 as a further borate species analogous to com-
pound 5. Although the spirocyclic anion again engages via a
formal imino nitrogen atom of the 1-bora-2,4-diazabutadiene
component [Mg1–N3 2.0502(11) Å], the anion interacts as a
four-membered chelate toward the magnesium centre via a
further short contact with an oxygen atom of the pinacolate
unit [Mg1–O2 2.0360(9) Å]. The robust nature of this inter-
action was underscored by further reactions performed
between compound V and three and four stoichiometric
equivalents of m-tolunitrile, which also yielded compound 7 as
the predominant reaction product. Although we cannot com-
pletely discount the influence of the differing steric profiles of
the two nitrile substrates, we suggest that the borate anion
comprising compound 7 forms in an analogous fashion to
that deduced for compound 5. The lower basicity induced by
the inductive effect of meta-substitution, however, perturbs the
further necessary nitrile coordination and the formation of a
m-tolyl variant of compound 7.

Conclusion

A series of complexes generated through reactions of a mag-
nesium diboranate species and a variety of organic nitriles has
been prepared. Although in each case the diboranate anion
acts as a surrogate source of the {Bpin} nucleophile, through
addition to the electrophilic sp-hydridised nitrile carbon, the
resultant compounds display a variable propensity to undergo
subsequent reaction with additional nitrile equivalents. This
behaviour is rationalised to be a consequence of substituent-
dependent variations in the basicity and resultant electrophili-
city of the magnesium-coordinated nitrile intermediates. We
are continuing to study the reactivity of similar magnesium
compounds with various electrophiles and are seeking to
extend these protocols to the heavier elements of the alkaline
earth series.
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