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Effect of defects and framework Sn on the
stability and activity of Pt clusters for ethane
dehydrogenation in chabazite zeolite†

Sanjana Srinivas, ab Dionisios G. Vlachos ab and Stavros Caratzoulas*b

With increasing interest in new catalytic materials based on atomically dispersed transition metals on

various supports (e.g., zeolites or oxides), it is necessary to have an atomic level understanding of the

factors that determine their structural and electronic properties as well as catalytic activity. Encapsulated Pt

atoms and sub-nanometer Pt clusters in Sn-substituted zeolitic frameworks have demonstrated extended

catalytic stability and remarkable selectivity for alkane dehydrogenation to alkenes. Despite efforts to

characterize these materials, the bonding environment of the dispersed atoms in the presence of

framework Sn or of defect silanols is uncertain. We have employed ab initio molecular dynamics

simulations and electronic structure calculations to identify and characterize electronically stable Pt active

site motifs in chabazite (CHA) and Sn-CHA at low Pt loadings. The activity of several active site motifs was

assessed by microkinetic simulations. We demonstrate that framework Sn and silanol defects can promote

the dispersion of Pt species. Unexpectedly, we find that in the presence of silanol nests, the dispersed Pt

species statistically prefer to coordinate with the silanols and not with the framework Sn. We show that Pt

and Sn are bonded via a 3-center-4-electron bond (O:–Sn–:Pt), affirm the absence of Pt–O–Sn bonding,

and thus resolve the ambiguity related to the coordination of Pt to framework Sn. We predict that the

O:–Sn–:Pt and Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si bonding motifs in Sn-CHA are stable and active for ethane

dehydrogenation. We relate our findings and conclusions to recent experimental characterization of Pt in

Sn-BEA zeolite, point out the close alignment in several aspects and suggest that the effect of

framework Sn on the dispersion of low nuclearity Pt species and on the formation of stable and efficient

active sites should be largely independent of the framework itself.

Introduction

Supported single platinum atoms (SAs) and sub-nanometer
clusters have been garnering attention for the selective, high-
temperature alkane dehydrogenation to alkenes.1 These
catalysts show high atom efficiency, i.e., high activity per
atom,2 making them a cost-effective alternative to the
conventional PtSn/Al2O3 catalyst. Such low-nuclearity Pt-based
catalysts present fewer Pt–Pt bonds, which reduces the
propensity for C–C cracking and coking, and thereby are more
selective for alkenes.3 What hinders the industrial
deployment of these catalysts is their stability. The large
cohesive energy of bulk platinum provides a strong
thermodynamic driving force for sintering. Indeed, this has

been reported in several experimental reports of Pt clusters
on alumina support.4,5

Encapsulating small Pt clusters in microporous zeolite
frameworks has shown great promise for preventing
sintering. It has been hypothesized that the zeolite can trap
the small Pt clusters within its micropores, creating a
physical barrier to sintering. Liu et al.6 and Kistler et al.7 have
reported the synthesis of trapped single Pt atoms in the
6-membered cages of the zeolites Y and KLTL, confirmed by
aberration-corrected STEM studies. In this configuration,
zeolite Y showed a five-fold increase in turnover frequency for
n-hexane isomerization relative to nanoparticles and
selectivity of around 98%. In KLTL, the single Pt atoms
remained isolated even after the CO oxidation reaction.
Therefore, the encapsulated Pt sub-nanometer clusters satisfy
the four tenets of a promising catalyst: high activity, high
selectivity, extended stability, and improved sustainability
due to high noble-atom efficiency.

Incorporating heteroatoms and engineering silanol defects
in the zeolite framework has been shown to enhance the
stability of single metal atoms and sub-nanometer metal

2784 | React. Chem. Eng., 2024, 9, 2784–2793 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024

a Department of Chemical and Biomolecular Engineering, University of Delaware,

150 Academy St., Newark, DE 19716, USA
bDelaware Energy Institute, University of Delaware, 221 Academy St., Newark, DE

19716, USA. E-mail: cstavros@udel.edu

† Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d4re00187g

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

6 
A

ug
us

t 2
02

4.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
2/

6/
20

25
 4

:5
0:

16
 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-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d4re00187g&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-09-20
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2522-1913
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6795-8403
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4re00187g
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4re00187g
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4re00187g
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/RE
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/RE?issueid=RE009010


React. Chem. Eng., 2024, 9, 2784–2793 | 2785This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024

clusters under reaction conditions. Lezcano-González et al.8

reported extended catalytic stability and reduced sintering of
small Pt clusters in a highly defective, isomorphously
substituted Sn-MFI framework. Extensive characterization
suggested that the silanol defects and the framework Sn
provided anchoring sites to the small clusters. Xu et al.9

reported extended stability of small Pt clusters in Sn-BEA under
dehydrogenation conditions. They, too, reasoned that the
framework Sn and geometric constraints can stabilize small Pt
clusters. Recently, Lefton et al.10 extensively characterized low-
nuclearity Pt clusters synthesized by wetness impregnation of
dealuminated BEA and of Sn-BEA, at 0.03 wt% Pt loading. They
concluded that framework Sn or silanol nests could promote
the thermodynamic dispersion of the embedded Pt atoms.
There is less certainty regarding the bonding environment of
the dispersed Pt species. Lefton et al.10 concluded that only Pt–
Sn bonding was likely because attempts to fit Pt–O–Sn paths to
their XAS spectra had resulted in nonsensical coordination
numbers, whereas Ma et al.11 had previously reported only Pt–
O–Sn bonding. Both moieties are plausible active site motifs
and lack of consensus may be due to differences in the
synthesis method or sample pre-treatment,10,11 but they have
distinctly different electronic structures and, likely, activity. The
reported coordination of Pt by –SiOH groups10 is related to the
dispersive effect of silanol nests but this bonding structure, too,
is ambiguous. Microscopy-based methods like HAADF-STEM
often cannot detect ultrasmall Pt clusters or single atoms, and
adsorption or scattering spectra (e.g., EXAFS) are ensemble
averages. This makes it difficult to unequivocally determine the
coordination environment of low-nuclearity Pt clusters using
only experimental characterization methods.

In this contribution, we wish to address and resolve these
uncertainties and add electronic level clarity to the bonding
structures of the active site motifs that result from the dispersion
of the Pt atoms. We restricted ourselves to low Pt loadings as
only low-nuclearity Pt clusters seem to have been active when
catalyst samples were tested for propane dehydrogenation.10

Taking advantage of the low-nuclearity of the active Pt species,
and for computational efficiency, we chose to work with the
CHA framework, with only 36 base atoms in its primitive unit
cell. CHA is sufficiently flexible to accommodate a Sn atom in its
lattice and there is only one distinct crystallographic position
where the substitution can take place. Using the Pt–Pt and Pt–Sn
atomic separations as order parameters, to distinguish between
associated and dissociated states, we performed ab initio
molecular dynamics (AIMD) free energy simulations to compute
the corresponding free energy profiles and sample
configurations that belong to the attractive basins of the reduced
free energy landscape. Structures from these ensembles were
subsequently quenched to identify attractors of the potential
energy surface. The optimized structures were used for analysis
of their electronic configurations and of their catalytic activity
for ethane dehydrogenation. Microkinetic simulations were
performed to obtain kinetic parameters. Last, we discuss
insights into activity trends across the different local
environments and strategies for achieving Pt dispersion.

Methods
Periodic electronic structure calculations

The CHA unit cell, consisting of 36T-sites, was taken from
the International Zeolite Association (IZA) website. The
framework contains three types of rings, 4-, 6- and
8-membered. There is only one crystallographic site that
substitutional atoms can occupy. To build the Sn-substituted
model, a Si atom in the unit was replaced by Sn and the
model was reoptimized. Periodic density-functional theory
(DFT) calculations12,13 were performed at the Perdew–Burke–
Ernzerhof (PBE)14 theory level with D3 dispersion15 in
CP2K.16 The DZVP-MOLOPT-GTH basis set was used with a
plane-wave cutoff of 400 Ry. The core electrons were treated
with the Goedecker–Teter–Hutter (GTH) pseudopotentials,
and the valence electrons were treated with the Gaussian and
plane waves (GPW) approach implemented in CP2K. The self-
consistent field (SCF) calculations were converged to 1 × 10−6

Ha, and the geometric optimizations were performed using
the conjugate gradients (CG) optimizer. The forces were
converged to 4.5 × 10−4 Ha per Bohr. Silanol defects were
created by removing an –Si–O–Si– moiety and adding
hydrogens to the unsaturated –Si–O– bonds. This created a
6-membered defect ring which is typically more stable than
the 4-membered one (created by removing a single Si atom)
in which the 4 closely packed –Si–OH groups experience
repulsive forces. There are three ways to remove an Si–O–Si
moiety from the CHA framework: across the 4- and 6-
membered rings; across the 6- and 8-membered rings; and
across the 4- and 8-membered rings. The lowest energy
structure results from Si–O–Si deletion from the 6- and
8-membered ring. This is the structure used in this study.

Finite cluster electronic structure calculations

Cluster models were carved out of the optimized Ptn/support
periodic structures as spheres of radius 6.5 Å centred on the
Pt atoms. The Si dangling bonds were saturated with H
atoms in the direction of the Si–O– bonds present in the
periodic Ptn/support structure. All electronic structure
calculations with the cluster models were performed using
Gaussian 09, version d01.17 The C, Si, O, H atoms were
modelled at the B3LYP18,19/TZVP theory level and the Pt, Sn
atoms were modelled at the B3LYP/LANL2DZ theory level.20

An empirical dispersion correction by Grimme21 was added
to the DFT energies. Transition states were confirmed by
vibrational frequency analysis (single imaginary frequency)
and by intrinsic reaction coordinate (IRC) calculations.
Thermal corrections to the electronic energies were obtained
within the harmonic oscillator approximation at 900 K using
the pMuTT22 utility (version 1.2.12); frequencies below 100
cm−1 were set to 100 cm−1 for all intermediates.23 To mimic
the rigidity of the zeolitic framework, the peripheral
hydrogens were kept frozen during optimization and
frequency calculations. Natural bond orbital analysis was
performed in the NBO6 program.24
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Microkinetic simulations

Microkinetic analysis for a fixed bed reactor (FBR) was
performed in CHEMKIN.25 Kinetic analysis across the active
site models was performed at a conversion of 3% at reaction
temperature (898.15 K). Reaction conditions chosen for the
models are summarized in section S3, Table S3.1;† they were
chosen to ensure that the kinetic analyses are performed at
differential conditions. The feed flow rate was adjusted
across the models to fix conversion at 3% at the reaction
temperature. CHEMKIN uses the DASPK solver; the absolute
and relative tolerances of the differential equations were set
to 10−10 and 10−8, respectively. Specifically, the tolerance
values correspond to the gas mole fractions and intermediate
coverages (quantities bounded between 0 and 1).

Ab initio molecular dynamics simulations

The AIMD simulations were carried out in the canonical
ensemble (NVT) at 900 K, using a chain of three Nosé–Hoover
thermostats26 with a relaxation time of 500 fs. For systems
containing hydrogen, we observed oscillations in the
temperature associated with the Toda demon27 and in order
to eliminate them the thermostat mass was set to 10−2 times
the default value for each system. All calculations were
performed at the Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof (PBE)14 theory
level with a D3 dispersion correction of Grimme et al.15 in
CP2K. The equations of motion were integrated using the
velocity Verlet algorithm28 with the time step of 2.5 fs for the
frameworks without hydrogen atoms and 1 fs for the
hydrated frameworks. The SCF cycles were converged to 1 ×
10−6 eV and the energy cutoff was set to 400 Ry.

Thermodynamic integration (TI) free energy calculations29

were performed using either the Pt–Pt or the Pt–Sn
interatomic distance (dPt–Pt, dPt–Sn) as the collective variable.
The free energy difference between the two configurations
corresponding to the reaction coordinate values of l0 and l1
was calculated using eqn (1)

ΔF l0; l1ð Þ ¼
ð l1

l0

∂H
∂l

� �
l
dl (1)

where
∂H
∂l

� �
l
is the generalized force associated with the

constraint on the reaction coordinate in the MD simulations.
A δl of 2.5 nm was used to define each window and the
constraint on either the Pt–Pt bond or the Pt–Sn bond was
enforced using the RATTLE algorithm.30 Each window
consisted of trajectories of 9 ps long (3 ps equilibration and 6
ps production).

Results and discussion
Stable active site motifs

Using the Pt–Pt and Pt–Sn atomic separations as order
parameters to distinguish between associated and
dissociated states, we performed TI free energy
simulations to compute the corresponding free energy

profiles and sample configurations of active site motifs for
one or two Pt atoms per unit cell. The simulations were
performed at 900 K (representative of dehydrogenation
conditions) in pristine CHA (Fig. S1a†); in CHA with
silanol defects created as described in Methods (def-CHA;
Fig. S1b†); in Sn-CHA (Fig. S1c†); and in Sn-CHA with
silanol defects (def-Sn-CHA; Fig. S1d†).

Fig. 1 shows the Pt–Pt potential of mean force (pmf) as a
function of their separation dPt–Pt in CHA, def-CHA and Sn-
CHA. In pristine, stoichiometric CHA (Fig. 1a), association of
the two Pt atoms is thermodynamically favored over the
dissociated state by 23 kcal mol−1, and it is reasonable to
deduce that Pt growth in the pristine material will only be
limited by the pore size. In def-CHA (Fig. 1b), the Pt–Pt pmf
is essentially repulsive at short dPt–Pt, with only a very shallow
local minimum at 2.8 Å, and the Pt atoms seem to be
dispersed by the defect silanols. This behavior is reminiscent
of the dispersion of Pt atoms by surface hydroxyls on
hydrated Al2O3 (110).31 In pristine Sn-CHA with Sn : Pt ratio
of 1 : 1, the Pt–Pt pmf is similarly repulsive at short dPt–Pt
(Fig. 1c). Visual inspection of the MD trajectories in the free
energy well at dPt–Pt ≈ 7 Å revealed that each of the two Pt
atoms prefers to coordinate with a framework Sn. We
confirmed the facile Pt–Sn association in Sn-CHA by
computing the Pt–Sn potential of mean force, which is shown
in Fig. 2a. Evidently, Pt–Sn binding is thermodynamically
favorable by ΔF = −11 kcal mol−1 relative to the local free
energy minimum at which the Pt and Sn atoms are 4.8 Å
apart. These results are quite pleasing because not only do
they agree with experimental reports about the stability of
dispersed Pt in Sn-BEA and Sn-MFI under dehydrogenation
conditions conditions,9,10,32 but they strongly suggest that
the thermodynamics of the dispersion of Pt particles in the
presence of Sn is rather agnostic to the framework. We also
investigated the thermodynamics of Pt–Sn binding in def-Sn-
CHA and the results were quite surprising. The Pt–Sn pmf in
def-Sn-CHA, shown in Fig. 2b, is clearly repulsive. At the
minimum at dSn–Pt ≈ 5 Å, inspection of the MD trajectories
revealed that Pt prefers coordination to the silanol defects to
binding to the framework Sn (Table 1).

Next, we analyzed the bonding structures of representative
configurations belonging to the free energy minima
identified above. To that end, these structures were quenched
by DFT optimization.

We began by analyzing quenched structures
corresponding to the two minima in the Pt–Pt potential of
mean force in pristine CHA. As we saw earlier, dispersion of
the Pt atoms is thermodynamically less favorable than Pt–Pt
bonding. The two Pt atoms prefer to be bonded. The
quenched structure corresponds to the dispersed state in
which each of the separated Pt atoms is wedged in an Si–Pt–
O bonding structure between a 6- and 4-membered ring,
elongating the framework Si–O bond from 1.63 to 2.84 Å (Fig.
S1a†); such a stable geometry in siliceous zeolites has been
reported before.33 According to natural bond orbital (NBO)
analysis of a representative cluster model (Fig. 3a), the Pt
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atom in Si–Pt–O is sd-hybridized and its two bonds are at
87°, consistent with the spatially orthogonal topology of the
sd-hybrids (Fig. S3a†). In this Si–Pt–O bonding structure, Pt
acquires some positive charge (qPt = 0.27 e). Although this
positive charge is not sufficient to ascertain oxidation of the
Pt atom, it should nevertheless manifest itself in a blue shift
in the IR spectrum of a probe CO molecule. Trapped Pt
atoms in the frameworks of the Y6) and KLTL7 zeolites have
been confirmed by aberration-corrected STEM. In the
quenched configuration (Fig. S2a†) associated with the
thermodynamically more stable Pt2 state in pristine CHA, the
two Pt atoms are in a Pt–Pt(Si)(O) bonding structure. In this,
the two Pt atoms acquire distinctly different electronic
characteristics. The “central” Pt, which is bonded to Pt, Si
and O (bond angles 85–95°), is wedged between the 4- and
6-membered rings, interrupting their Si–O bond and, based
on NBO analysis (model in Fig. 4a), it is sd2-hybridized,
which explains the mutually orthogonal bonds (Fig. S6a†). It

is also positively charged with qPt = 0.4 e, namely, it is more
charge depleted than isolated Pt atoms in the O–Pt–Si
moieties described earlier (cf., qPt = 0.27 e) and one should
expect stronger blue shift in the CO IR spectrum. The second
Pt atom in Pt–Pt(Si)(O) is inside the cage formed by the 4-
and 6-membered rings and negatively charged (qPt = −0.3 e).
This Pt atoms is not hybridized and is bonded to the
“central” Pt with its 6 s-orbital. We will see later that the
mononuclear Si–Pt–O active site is a lot less active than the
dinuclear Pt–Pt(Si)(O) for C–H activation.

We described earlier that silanol defects in unsubstituted
CHA (def-CHA) dispersed the Pt atoms (Fig. 1b) and that
visual inspection of the trajectories showed coordination of
the Pt atoms to –SiOH nests. Quenching of configurations
associated with the free energy well centered at dPt–Pt ≈ 4.5 Å
yielded the Si–O–Pt–H bonding structures, namely, the
dispersed Pt atoms inserted themselves in O–H bonds using
their sd-hybrid orbitals (Fig. S1b†). NBO analysis (model in

Fig. 1 Potential of mean force between two Pt atoms in (a) CHA, (b) def-CHA, and (c) Sn-CHA.
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Fig. 3b) showed that in this configuration Pt acquires again
positive partial charge qPt = 0.39 e. We also quenched
sampled configurations corresponding to the
thermodynamically less stable (by only ca. 8 kcal mol−1)
dinuclear state Pt2. We found the bonding structure Si–O–Pt–
Pt–H after 1,2-insertion of Pt2 in the O–H bond of a defect
silanol (Fig. 4b). Here, again, the Pt atoms are sd-hybridized
but, interestingly, the Pt bonded to the O atom is
electronically depleted, with qPt = 0.4 e, whereas the Pt
bonded to the H atom is nearly neutral, with qPt = −0.02 (Fig.
S6c†). Furthermore, the NBO analysis indicated the presence
of a 3-center-4-electron bond (3c-4e), O:–Pt–:O(H), between
the Pt and O atoms in boldface type in –Si–O–Pt–Pt–H and a
proximal –SiOH oxygen atom. In this 3c–4e resonance state,
the participating O atoms take turns—not necessarily with
equal probabilities—in bonding with the Pt atom, and when
one of them is σ-bonded to Pt, the other donates an electron
pair to the corresponding antibonding orbital.

As we noted earlier, the MD simulations showed that, in
def-Sn-CHA, Pt–Sn is not thermodynamically stable (Fig. 2b)
and that visual inspection of the trajectories indicated, quite
unexpectedly, that the dispersed Pt atoms associated with the
silanol nests and not with the framework Sn. Quenching of
sampled configurations in the free energy attractor of the Pt–
Sn potential of mean force shown in Fig. 2b, yielded the Si–
O–Pt–H (Fig. S1d†) bonding structure, similar to that in def-

CHA. Unsurprisingly, the sd-hybrized Pt atom is positively
charged, with qPt = 0.39 e (Orbitals shown in Fig. S5c†).

Only in the absence of silanol defects did we see
dispersion of Pt by framework Sn in Sn-CHA. The quenched
structure (Fig. S1c†) corresponding to the free energy well at
dPt–Pt ≈ 7 Å shows the Pt atom being coordinated to a
framework Sn–O bond. NBO analysis (model shown in
Fig. 3c) showed that the Pt atom actually participates in a
3c–4e bond, O:–Sn–:Pt. In this hybrid state, the Pt atom is
60% in a state in which the Pt donates a d-lone pair to the
σ*Sn–O orbital, and 40% in a state in which the O donates a
2p-lone pair to the σ*Pt–Sn orbital (Fig. S5b†). The Pt in this
bonding structure is not as electronically depleted (qPt =
0.17 e) as in the bonding structures we have described so

Fig. 2 Potential of mean force between Pt and Sn atoms on (a) Sn-CHA, and (b) def-Sn-CHA.

Table 1 Average O–Pt–Si and O–Pt–H bond angles along the Pt–Pt
nucleation trajectory in CHA and defected-CHA, respectively

Pristine CHA Defect CHA

dPt–Pt (Å) ∠OPtSi dPt–Pt (Å) ∠OPtH

2.5 Å 97° 2.8 Å 89°
3.8 Å 97° 3.3 Å 88°
4.8 Å 88° 4.6 Å 96°

Fig. 3 DFT optimized cluster models of the Pt1 species in different local
environments (a) CHA, (b) def-CHA, (c) Sn-CHA, and (d) def-Sn-CHA (H,
white; O, red; Si, green; Pt, blue; Sn, dark green).
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far and in which the Pt atom was stabilized by inserting
itself in the O–H bond of defect silanols.

As we mentioned in the Introduction, Lefton et al.10

recently concluded by EXAFS analysis that only Pt–Sn
bonding was present in Pt–Sn-deAlBEA samples at low Pt
loading (0.03 wt%) because attempts to fit Pt–O–Sn paths to
their XAS spectra had resulted in nonsensical coordination
numbers. Direct Pt–Sn bonding has also been recently
reported by Dou et al.32 in the Sn-MFI framework, although
the authors in that work claimed that Sn was in the 2+ rather
than 4+ oxidation state. Our simulations and analysis
indicate direct Pt–Sn bonding and the absence of Pt–O–Sn
bonding, more in agreement with the findings of Lefton
et al.10 In contrast, Ma et al.11 have reported only Pt–O–Sn
bonding in the XAS spectra of Pt–Sn-deAlBEA samples.
Although further characterization studies might be needed to
resolve this disagreement, it is conceivable that it is due to
differences in the synthesis of Sn-BEA and the bonding
structure of the Sn atom in the framework, namely, “closed”
Sn(SiO)4 versus “open” (SiO)3SnOH. Whereas Lefton et al.10

used the sequential dealumination and impregnation
approach, Ma et al.11 used the hydrothermal structural
reconstruction method. In the latter work, 119Sn NMR
analysis indicated the formation of the octahedral “open”
structures (Si–O)3(H2O)2Sn

(IV)–OH. Ma et al.11 further asserted
that 119Sn MAS NMR, UV-vis and in situ XPS suggested that
the Pt atom anchors itself to the hydroxyl group on the
“open” Sn site, which upon H2 reduction results in the (Si–
O)2Sn

(II)–O–Ptn (n=1–15) bonding structure.
For completeness, in the activity studies presented below,

we also considered for Sn-CHA the Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si bonding

motif, formed by 1,2-insertion of Pt2 in one of the four Si–O
bonds next to Sn (Fig. S2c†). For this bonding structure, the
NBO analysis (Fig. 4c) showed that the two Pt atoms acquired
different electronic characteristics, much like the Pt–Pt(Si)(O)
structure in pristine CHA. The “central” Pt (bonded to O) in
Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si is sd hybridized and positively charged with
qPt = 0.6 e, namely it is more depleted than the “central” Pt
in the Pt–Pt(Si)(O) structure in CHA. The second Pt atom
(bonded to Si) is sd2 hybridized and nearly neutral (qPt =
−0.06 e) (orbitals shown in Fig. S6b†).

Before we turn our attention to the activity of the active site
motifs described above, we should make an additional note
related to the characterization of Pt–Sn-deAl-BEA.10 In that
work, pyridine-IR studies for moderate−high Pt loading showed
a significant reduction in the peak intensity corresponding to
pyridine interaction with Sn, suggesting that at the higher Pt
loadings some Pt clusters were anchored near Sn. In the same
work, EXAFS analysis of Pt–Sn-deAlBEA samples at low Pt-
loading (0.03 wt%) showed minimal Pt–Sn interactions and
more Pt–O than Pt–Pt interactions. This suggests that at low Pt
loadings, a greater fraction of isolated Pt atoms was
coordinated with the silanol nests, forming Pt–O–H bonds,
which agrees with our free energy calculations for Pt in def-Sn-
CHA (Fig. 2b). The authors also reported two CO stretch
frequencies in the IR spectra of Pt–Sn-deAlBEA samples at low
Pt loading.10 The lower of the two frequencies was ascribed to
Pt interacting with Sn and the higher was ascribed to a
positively charged Pt species since a blue shift is related to
diminished π back-donation to CO. From our simulations and
analysis of Pt in def-Sn-CHA, Pt atoms participating in Si–O–
Pt–H bonding with silanol nests are more depleted
electronically than those coordinating to framework Sn via 3c-
4e O:–Sn–:–Pt bonding. Therefore, the positively charged Pt
atoms associated with the high CO stretch frequency reported
by Lefton et al.10 must be those coordinating to the silanol
nests, while the Pt atoms assigned to the low CO frequency
should be those in the O:–Sn–:–Pt motif.

Overall, the presence of silanol defects and framework Sn
provides coordination environments that stabilize single Pt
atoms, which afford excellent selectivity towards ethylene
formation in non-oxidative dehydrogenation.3

Activity

So far, we have identified the most likely Pt sites in various
local environments. Summarizing, they are: Si–Pt–O in pristine
CHA (Fig. 3a), Si–O–Pt–H in def-CHA (Fig. 3b), O:–Sn–:Pt in
Sn-CHA (Fig. 3c), Si–O–Pt–H in def-Sn-CHA (Fig. 3d); and the
dinuclear Pt sites: Pt–Pt(Si)(O) in pristine CHA (Fig. 4a),
Si–O–Pt–Pt–H in def-CHA (Fig. 4b) and Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si in
Sn-CHA (Fig. 4c). In the following we present ethane
dehydrogenation activity results from DFT calculations for
all seven sites listed above. On all the sites, the reaction
takes place on the singlet spin state.

Formally, ethane dehydrogenation entails two consecutive
H deletions and H2 recombination (Fig. S7 and S8† as well as

Fig. 4 DFT optimized cluster models of the Pt2 species in different local
environments (a) CHA (b) def-CHA, and (c) Sn-CHA (H, white; O, red; Si,
green; Pt, blue; Sn, dark green).
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Table S5† show the Gibbs free energy and electronic energy
diagrams respectively).

The C–H bond is activated homolytically on a Pt atom
across all the active site motifs listed above. In the case of
sites with two Pt atoms, the catalytically active Pt is the one
directly bonded to an O atom. The homolytic mechanism was
inferred by NBO analysis of the respective transition states,
which showed singly occupied lone orbitals on the α-C and
the abstracted H. With the exception of the O:–Sn–:Pt site in
Sn-CHA, the partial charge of the catalytically active Pt on the
rest of the sites increased (Table 2), but not in any significant
way to infer a change in the oxidation state of Pt. This is
reminiscent of oxidative addition to Pt complexes which,
according to Low et al.,34 can proceed without a change in
the formal oxidation state of Pt, but rather with an increase
in its maximum covalency. Here, upon C–H scission, the Pt
atom loses a bond to one of the atoms in its coordination
sphere (O or Pt) but forms two new bonds, with the ethyl
radical and the H atom.

In Fig. 5a, we plot the C–H activation barriers on the
different sites. The site O:–Sn–:Pt in Sn-CHA, and the site –Si–
O–Pt–H, found in both def-CHA and def-Sn-CHA, are the most

active for C–H activation, with potential energy barriers in the
range of 5–10 kcal mol−1. The rest display moderate activity,
except for –Si–Pt–O– in pristine CHA which is totally inactive.
Thus, a rather general trend that emerges is that the dimeric Pt
species are less active than the monomeric for C–H activation.
The reason for this seems to be the degree of polarization of the
–Pt–O– and –Pt–Pt– bonds. NBO analysis of the C–H scission
transition states and of the intermediate preceding it showed
substantial second-order mixing (see Table S1†) between the
singly occupied 2p orbital of the α-C with the σ*Pt–O in the –Si–
O–Pt–H structure or the σ*Pt–Pt in the dimeric active site motifs,
weakening the respective bonds. Therefore, the C–H activation
barriers should correlate with the strength of the –Pt–O– and
–Pt–Pt– bonds. The NBO analysis indicated that the former
should be generally weaker because it is more polarized, which
makes intuitive sense since the O atom is more electronegative
(for more details see Table S2 in the ESI†).

Fig. 5b shows the intrinsic activation barriers for the β-H
elimination. The first, salient observation is a change in the
activity trend described above. The dimeric species, Pt⋯Pt(Si)
(O) in pristine CHA, Si–O–Pt⋯Pt–H in def-CHA, and Sn–O–
Pt⋯Pt–Si in Sn-CHA, seem to be more effective than the
isolated Pt sites for β-H elimination. Here, we use the
notation –Pt⋯Pt– to signify that after the C–H activation the
dimeric sites are nominally so because the Pt–Pt bond is
broken, as we noted above. Looking for possible explanations
for the change in the activity trend, we first note that, from a
mechanistic point of view, the β-H elimination is not as
straightforward because it does not proceed through the same
mechanism across all the active site motifs. On the
mononuclear sites (Si–O⋯Pt–H in def-CHA, O:–Sn–:Pt in Sn-
CHA, and Si–O⋯Pt–H in def-CHA and def-Sn-CHA), the β-H of

Table 2 Partial charge on the central Pt atom across the active sites

Active site qPt in C2H*6 qPt in TSC–H

O:–Sn–:Pt/Sn–CHA 0.02 e 0.02 e
Si–O–Pt–H/def-CHA 0.4 e 0.55 e
Si–O–Pt–H/def-Sn-CHA 0.4 e 0.55 e
Pt–Pt(Si)(O)/CHA 0.4 e 0.7 e
Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si/Sn-CHA 0.6 e 0.75 e
Si–O–Pt–Pt–H/def-CHA 0.4 e 0.8 e

Fig. 5 (a) Electronic energy barrier (intrinsic) for the C–H activation. (b) Electronic energy barrier (intrinsic) for the β-H elimination.

Reaction Chemistry & EngineeringPaper

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

6 
A

ug
us

t 2
02

4.
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 1
2/

6/
20

25
 4

:5
0:

16
 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-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.
View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4re00187g


React. Chem. Eng., 2024, 9, 2784–2793 | 2791This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2024

the Pt–ethyl complex is abstracted by the Pt center itself (the
notation “⋯” is again to remind that the Pt–O bond is broken
after C–H activation). On the dimeric sites, Si–O–Pt⋯Pt–H
and Sn–O–Pt⋯Pt–Si, on the other hand, the β-H of the Pt–
ethyl complex is abstracted by the neighboring Pt atom. The
Pt⋯Pt(O)(Si) site in CHA is yet another exception as the β-H is
abstracted by the Pt of the Pt–ethyl complex because, as noted
earlier, the neighboring Pt atom is trapped in a cage and
inaccessible. So what is the explanation for the change in
trend? On the Si–O–Pt⋯Pt–H and Sn–O–Pt⋯Pt–Si sites, the
Pt atom that used to be bonded to the Pt of the metal-ethyl
complex is undercoordinated, as it is only bonded either to an
H or to a Si atom and can readily abstract the β-H of the
metal–ethyl complex. On the mononuclear sites (Si–O⋯Pt–H,
O:–Sn–:Pt, and Si–O⋯Pt–H), however, we were not able to
locate transition states in which the β-H transferred to the O
atom of the dissociated siloxide ligand. This is not surprising
in light of the fact that the C–H activation takes place
homolytically and that the Pt atom retains the s1d9

configuration. Therefore, subsequent transfer of the β-H atom
to a neighboring O atom would entail a proton-coupled-
electron-transfer mechanism and reduction of the Pt atom.

It is therefore difficult to deduce the most active motifs by
simply inspecting or analyzing the free energy profiles along
the reaction pathway. To that end, we performed
microkinetic simulations (conditions in Table S3†) and the
ethane dehydrogenation turnover frequencies (TOF) on the
different sites are plotted in Fig. 6a; the corresponding
apparent activation energies are plotted in Fig. 6b. Table 3
lists the reaction orders and most abundant intermediate
across the sites. Four active site motifs, three of which
involving dimeric Pt2 species, showed similar high activity,
although the first in the list below was more active than the

rest by about an order of magnitude: Pt–Pt(O)(Si) in CHA; Sn–
O–Pt–Pt–Si in Sn-CHA; Si–O–Pt–Pt–H in def-CHA and def-Sn-
CHA; and O:–Sn–:Pt in Sn-CHA.

In Table S4,† we show results from sensitivity analysis
to identify the rate-limiting elementary steps on the
various active sites. On Pt–Pt(O)(Si) in CHA, the rate is
controlled by both the C–H activation and the β-H
elimination. On Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si and O:–Sn–:Pt in Sn-CHA,
the rate is only sensitive to the β-H elimination, whereas
on Si–O–Pt–Pt–H in def-CHA the rate is determined by the
C–H activation alone.

Even though the isolated Pt atoms activate the C–H bond
rather readily, they do not always show the expected high
activity. The reason is that the isolated Pt sites over-stabilize
the Pt–alkyl intermediate and that makes the β-H very slow.
It is also worth noting that while the geometrically
constrained Pt–Pt(O)(Si) motif in CHA shows the highest
activity, its propensity for sintering could shorten its catalytic
lifetime. Thus, the O:–Sn–:Pt and Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si motifs in Sn-
CHA, and the Si–O–Pt–Pt–H bonding structure in def-CHA
should be the most active and stable catalysts among the
sites investigated.

Fig. 6 (a) TOF at 3% ethane conversion (plotted on logscale) and (b) apparent activation energy across the different Pt active site motifs.

Table 3 Reaction orders and most abundant reaction intermediate
(MARI) across the active sites

Active site Rxn order in ethane MARI

O:–Sn–:Pt/Sn-CHA 0.5 C2H*4
Si–O–Pt–H/def-CHA 1 Active site
Si–O–Pt–H/def-Sn-CHA 1 Active site
Pt–Pt(Si)(O)/CHA 1 Active site
Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si /Sn-CHA 1 Active site
Si–O–Pt–Pt–H /def-CHA 1 Active site
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Interestingly, the Pt–Pt(O)(Si) motif in CHA as well as the
O:-Sn-:Pt and Sn-O-Pt–Pt-Si motifs in Sn-CHA show lower
apparent activation energies (by less than 10 kcal mol−1) than
the sites with corresponding nuclearities (Pt2, Pt2Sn, PtSn) on
the conventional alumina support35 highlighting the crucial
role of the support and of the oxidation state of the Sn atom
(Sn(IV) in CHA, Sn(0) on alumina) on activity. The sites on
alumina show facile activation of the C–H bond on account
of being undercoordinated. However, their overall activity is
reduced by intermediate coverages and the high barrier of
the β-H elimination.

Conclusions

We have performed ab initio molecular dynamics simulations
and electronic structure calculations to identify and
characterize stable Pt active site motifs in CHA and Sn-CHA,
with and without silanol defects, at low Pt loadings. The
activity of several active site motifs was evaluated by
microkinetic modeling.

In contrast to pristine CHA, which promotes Pt–Pt
association, silanol defects and framework Sn promote Pt
dispersion. In the presence of silanol defects in Sn-CHA, the
dispersed Pt species statistically prefer to coordinate with the
silanols and not with the framework Sn, which agrees with a
recent characterization of Pt species in Sn-BEA by Lefton
et al.10 We further resolved the ambiguity related to the
coordination of Pt in the presence of framework Sn by
showing that the Pt atom is directly bonded to the Sn atom
via a 3-center-4-electron O:–Sn–:Pt bond and by affirming the
absence of Pt–O–Sn bonding, in agreement with the recent
suggestion by Lefton et al.10

We identified four active site motifs, three of which
involving dimeric Pt2 species, that exhibited high activity for
ethane dehydrogenation: the Pt–Pt(O)(Si) site motif in CHA;
the Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si in Sn-CHA; the Si–O–Pt–Pt–H in def-CHA
and def-Sn-CHA; and the O:–Sn–:Pt in Sn-CHA. The first on
the list, Pt–Pt(O)(Si), is more active than the rest by about
an order of magnitude. However, we argue that it should
likely have high propensity for sintering, which could
shorten its catalytic lifetime. Therefore, the O:–Sn–:Pt and
Sn–O–Pt–Pt–Si motifs in Sn-CHA, are predicted to be
catalytically active and stable.

Our results and conclusions are related to the CHA
framework. However, they are closely aligned with those
made by Lefton et al. and by Dou et al. regarding Pt species
at low loadings in Sn-BEA and Sn-MFI, respectively. We
believe that this agreement strongly suggests that the effect
of framework Sn on the dispersion of Pt species and on the
formation of stable and efficient active sites, with bonding
structures similar to those presented above, is largely
independent of the framework itself.
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