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Manganese catalysed enantioselective
hydrogenation of in situ-synthesised imines:
efficient asymmetric synthesis of amino-indane
derivatives†

Conor L. Oates, Alister S. Goodfellow, Michael Bühl and Matthew L. Clarke *

A manganese catalyst of a facially coordinating P,N,N ligand cata-

lyses the hydrogenation of imines derived from indanone deriva-

tives with high enantioselectivity. There is no requirement for an

activating group and imines can be generated in situ. The selecti-

vity can be rationalised by DFT calculations.

Since chiral amines are commonly found functional groups in
many pharmaceuticals, agrochemicals and biologically active
molecules, there has been intense interest in their asymmetric
synthesis for decades. Enantioselective hydrogenation of
ketimines is one of the most efficient and scalable methods
for making enantiomerically enriched amines. Related
methods such as Direct Asymmetric Reductive Amination,
where the ketimine is generated in situ, are appealing since
some ketimines are difficult to isolate and avoiding an
isolation step reduces waste.1

The majority of the many studies on asymmetric hydrogen-
ation of ketimines have utilised precious metal catalysts,
especially Ir, Ru, Rh and Pd.1a These reactions continue to rep-
resent efficient methodology that often has a low E-factor and
low cost. However, it would be desirable if more catalytic pro-
cesses made use of earth abundant metals since there will be
no issues with sustainability of supply, and the environmental
impact of obtaining earth abundant metal precursors should
be lower. In the case of metals like Mn, Fe and Cu, which have
low toxicity concerns, it is likely to be less energetically
demanding to remove trace metals from organic products. The
development of earth abundant metal catalysts is consequently
attracting a global effort to develop and refine applications
and map out their reactivity. Despite this, the use of any earth

abundant metals in hydrogenation of ketimines is not exten-
sively developed. An iron catalyst combined with an enantio-
merically pure organocatalyst have been used with high
enantioselectivity for hydrogenation of a range of acyclic N-aryl
imines.2b Another key publication reports excellent enantio-
selectivity using 3 mol% of an iron catalyst to reduce isolated
imines bearing a diphenylphosphinyl activating group; swap-
ping the activating substituent on the nitrogen for a non-
activating aryl group causes the reaction to fail.2a This paper
also reports greater difficulty (lower enantiomer ratio (er)) with
the industrially significant reduction of an indanone derived
imine (even with Ph2P(O) activating group).

Another paper reports the use of activated imines derived
from indanone that contain an enantiomerically pure chiral
auxiliary; in this way Fe catalysed diastereoselective hydrogen-
ation of an indanone derived imine was achieved.2c While the
use of stoichiometric amounts (1.5 equivalents) of an enantio-
merically pure auxiliary is an obvious weak point, this paper is
significant since enantiomerically pure amino indanes are sig-
nificant building blocks for pharmaceuticals,2c,3 and accessing
them using earth abundant metal promoted hydrogenation is
attractive and hadn’t been done before. The enantioselective
hydrogenation of in situ synthesised imines using earth abun-
dant metals4 seems to be very scarce indeed; a recent review
article predicted this to be a future direction for catalytic
reductive amination research.1c

There is a lot of current interest in using manganese as a
sustainable hydrogenation catalyst,5–7 but there seem to be no
publications on asymmetric hydrogenation of simple keti-
mines-whether they be isolated or made in situ. The nearest
precedents are three papers reporting CvN bond reduction in
quinolines6a,8a and 3-H indoles6b (enantioselective hydrogen-
ation) and very recently hydrazones (by enantioselective trans-
fer hydrogenation).8b Given these examples are structurally
quite different to an exocyclic ketimine, the question of
whether enantioselective ketimine hydrogenation would occur
needed to be answered; our focus was to produce the valuable
1-amino-indane chiral building blocks by Mn catalysed hydro-

†Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available: Full experimental details
and characterisation data, Cartesian coordinates and other computational data,
and analysis of potential environmental impacts. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d3gc00399j. The research data underpinning this publication can be
accessed at: https://doi.org/10.17630/cf0c7769-e031-4bb2-8d88-b1636282e4a1.

School of Chemistry, University of St Andrews, EaSTCHEM, St Andrews, Fife,

KY16 9ST, UK. E-mail: mc28@st-andrews.ac.uk

3864 | Green Chem., 2023, 25, 3864–3868 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

3 
M

ay
 2

02
3.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

2/
10

/2
02

5 
1:

11
:0

0 
A

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
View Journal  | View Issue

http://rsc.li/greenchem
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0064-5007
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1095-7143
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2444-1244
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3gc00399j
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3gc00399j
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3gc00399j
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d3gc00399j&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-05-16
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3gc00399j
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/GC
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/GC?issueid=GC025010


genation of either an isolated imine or, if possible, an in situ
synthesised imine. Here we show that this can be achieved
with high enantioselectivity-bringing what is essentially an
asymmetric reductive amination process‡ into the arena of Mn
catalysis.

We have recently been exploring the use of a family of Mn
catalysts related to Mn1 (Scheme 1) for the hydrogenation of
esters and ketones to produce commercially valuable examples
of alcohol products. We were motivated by the report in ref. 2c
for amino-indane synthesis discussed earlier. This seemed a
worthwhile target with an obvious significant improvement
being the use of an enantiomerically pure earth abundant
metal catalyst instead of a chiral auxiliary. Since there was no
precedent for Mn catalysed ketimine hydrogenation and ref. 2a
suggested that activated imines might be a requirement, we
started out hydrogenating substrate 2i. The reaction proceeded
smoothly using catalyst Mn1 and gave a synthetically useful er
of 94 : 6.

Encouraged by this result, we were interested to see if
the conditions could be applied to unactivated ketimines.
Compound 3i (derived of indanone and aniline) was sub-
sequently synthesised and subjected to the hydrogenation con-
ditions. Pleasingly, the reaction proceeded with high conver-
sion and gave amine product 3a with high er (Scheme 2). We

then investigated whether the imines could be produced
in situ and therefore avoid the need to isolate pure imines – a
step which can often be difficult. It was found that stirring a
1 : 1 ratio of ketone to amine in toluene in the presence of
molecular sieves leads to near complete conversion to imine in
4 hours at 70 °C. A protocol where indanone and aniline were
heated at 70 °C in the presence of molecular sieves before
being decanted into the pressure vessel and subjected to the
hydrogenation conditions used on isolated imine 3i gave
amine 3a with similar enantioselectivity and yield. The reac-
tion protocol was then applied to anisidine as starting material
to form imine 4i in situ. The para-methoxybenzene protecting
group is known to be removable to give the widely used chiral
primary amine, 1-amino-indane. Similarly high enantio-
selectivity and good yield for amine 4a was possible.

For benzyl protected amine, 5a, we experienced consider-
able difficulty with product isolation and with finding a suit-
able measurement of enantioselectivity; the latter requiring
direct conversion to a N-Boc derivative (see ESI†). None-the-
less, it is promising that N-alkyl imines can also be reduced,
even if this specific example could not be carried out in a prac-
tical way. The most likely cause of the isolation problems was
traced to 5i only reaching 80% conversion, with 20% imine
remaining. It is therefore likely that N-benzyl imines are less
easy to reduce than N-aryl ones, in agreement with their rela-
tive electrophilicity. A recent publication suggests that 4-bro-
moindanone imines could also be valuable intermediates to
another drug,3d,e so we also established that model substrate
6i would also undergo reduction without issues with C–Br clea-
vage, which it did to give 6a with a high enantiomer ratio
(Table 1, entry 4).

This project was focussed on amino-indane synthesis and
finding out if the fundamental asymmetric amination pro-
cedure could be catalysed selectively by manganese at all;

Scheme 1 Earth abundant metal catalysts used in the hydrogenation of
CvN bonds.

Scheme 2 Manganese catalysed enantioselective hydrogenation of an
activated and unactivated ketimine. Yields are determined by 1H NMR
using 1,4-dimethoxybenzene as internal standard.
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while a study on asymmetric hydrogenation of a range of struc-
turally diverse ketimines was outside our scope, it would be a
welcome and important advance for the future. One very pre-
liminary observation worth noting is, that using this catalyst
and typical conditions, it is possible to hydrogenate an acyclic
imine derived from acetophenone and aniline in 93% yield
and with some enantioselectivity but the latter is lower (er =
82 : 18) than the levels reported for the indanone imines
(Scheme 3). Some catalyst tuning or new catalyst development
may be necessary to achieve very high enantioselectivity with
acetophenone-derived imines.

DFT computations have been performed to rationalise
these findings (PBE0-D3PCM//RI-BP86PCM level, benchmarked
against first-row transition metal hydricities9 and validated in
our previous work on ketone reduction7c). Using the ketimine
substrate, 3i we have examined the barrier heights for the
stereo-defining step of hydride transfer and have been able to
accurately model the experimental selectivity of 96 : 4 (S). As
expected, the lowest barrier involves a favourable π-stacking
interaction between the aromatic indanone ring system and
the pyridine ring of the catalyst (Scheme 4). We calculate a
difference in barrier heights of the diastereomeric transition
states of ΔΔ‡G = 1.57 kcal mol−1, corresponding to an er of
92 : 8 (S). This is a noticeably stronger selectivity than for the

analogous ketone with this catalyst, arising from a stronger
interaction energy, with larger dispersive contributions
from the N-phenyl substituent (ΔΔD3int(imine–ketone) =
−5.39 kcal mol−1, Fig. S2†). Experimentally, amination of the
acyclic substrate 7k (via 7i), occurs with reduced enantio-
selectivity of 82 : 18 (S). In silico evaluation reveals that the
selectivity is reduced as a consequence of the extra confor-
mational flexibility of the acyclic system compared to the more
rigid cyclic indanone ring system (ΔΔ‡G = 1.03 kcal mol−1, er
of 83 : 17 (S) [Fig. S4†]).

Table 1 Enantioselective hydrogenation of in situ derived imines derived from indanone and bromo-indanone

Entrya Substrate Product Conversion of imine to amine {yield} Enantiomer ratioc

1 3k 3a >99% {73%} 96 : 4
2 4k 4a >99% {71%} 95 : 5
3 5k 5a 80% {75}b 98 : 2
4 6k 6a >99% {89%} 95 : 5

a For reaction conditions, see equation. Conversions of ketone were determined by 1H NMR with yields of isolated pure products in parentheses
unless stated. b Isolated material contained impurity. Yield is determined against internal standard. cDetermined by chiral HPLC on either
amine or N-Boc derivative: see ESI† for details.

Scheme 3 Manganese catalysed enantioselective hydrogenation of
in situ synthesises acetophenone derived ketimine. a >99% conversion
with 93% isolated yield.

Scheme 4 Comparison of the stereodefining transition states for sub-
strates 2i and 3i. Areas with attractive non-covalent interactions shown
in green. Atoms are colour-coded as: C – grey, N – blue, P – orange,
Mn – magenta, Fe – pink, H – white, O – red.
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Comparing the reduction of aryl imines and ketones, we
calculate that hydride transfer is more challenging for the
former than for the latter, e.g. by 3.51 kcal mol−1-for 3k relative
to 3i, which may explain why these non-activated ketimines
cannot be reduced by the iron catalyst of the Morris group.2a

The more reactive activated imines 2i can bind through the
N-phosphinoyl oxygen acting as a proton acceptor, forming
stereo-defining eight-membered ring transition states (see
Scheme 4 with further detail in the ESI†). We calculate this to
proceed through the re-face, with ΔΔ‡G = 1.75 kcal mol−1

corresponding to an er of 94 : 6 (S). This eight-membered ring
transition state for forming (S)-2a is favoured by 0.78 kcal
mol−1 over the transition state with a “normal” six-membered
ring where the imine nitrogen acts as a proton acceptor (both
favour (S)-2a). The activated imine 2i has a significant
reduction in barrier compared to the non-activated imine 3i
(e.g. by ΔΔ‡G = 5.58 kcal mol−1 for forming (S) amine products
as shown in Fig. S7 in the ESI†). In contrast to iron catalysis,2a

we calculate that for manganese reduction of the activated
imine 2i, hydrogen activation remains rate determining (see
Fig. S7 in the ESI†).

Conclusions

It has proven possible to use a chiral manganese catalyst to
hydrogenate N-aryl or N-phosphinyl imines to give protected
amines with good enantiomeric ratio, and also to form the
imine in situ with no need for purification. A detailed compari-
son of the sustainability of the research scale reactions
described here with other research scale alternatives including
a ‘potential environmental impact matrix’ is available in the
ESI.† However, the protocol in ref. 2c was the closest inspi-
ration for this work so is summarised here; it can be seen this
new process overcomes the primary disadvantages of this
route which are: (i) the need for a super-stoichiometric
amount of a chiral auxiliary – which will also be more ener-
getic to produce than aniline or anisidine, and (ii), not having
a separate purification step which uses chemicals, energy and
results in product loss (the yield for the imine synthesis is
60% in ref. 2c). There are other advantages to the manganese
catalysed procedure in terms of activator and catalyst loading.
The new procedure also compares favourably with published
precious-metal-catalysed hydrogenations that produce amino-
indane products and other routes we are aware of. This has
been analysed and is discussed in detail in the ESI.†
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