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Relatives of Cyanomethylene: Replacement of the Divalent Carbon
by B−, N+, Al−, Si, P+, Ga−, Ge, and As+

Boyi Z. Abbott,∗a Preston R. Hoobler,a and Henry F. Schaefer III∗ a

The lowest lying singlet and triplet states of HBCN−, HCCN, HNCN+, HAlCN−, HSiCN, HPCN+,
HGaCN−, HGeCN, and HAsCN+ were studied using the CCSDT(Q)/CBS//CCSD(T)/ aug-cc-pVQZ
level of theory. Periodic trends in geometries, singlet-triplet gaps, and barriers to linearity were
established and analyzed. The first row increasingly favors the triplet state, with a singlet-triplet gap
(∆EST = Esinglet−Etriplet) of 3.5 kcal mol−1 , 11.9 kcal mol−1 , and 22.6 kcal mol−1 , respectively, for
HBCN−, HCCN, and HNCN+. The second row increasing favors the singlet state, with singlet-triplet
gaps of −20.4 kcal mol−1 (HAlCN−), −26.6 kcal mol−1 (HSiCN), and −26.8 kcal mol−1 (HPCN+).
The third row also favors the singlet state, with singlet-triplet gaps of −26.8 kcal mol−1 (HGaCN−),
−33.5 kcal mol−1 (HGeCN), and −33.1 kcal mol−1 (HAsCN+). The HXCN species have larger
absolute singlet-triplet energy gaps compared to their parent species XH2 except for the case of
X=N+. The effect of the substitution of hydrogen with a cyano group was analyzed with isodesmic
bond separation analysis and NBO.
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Fig. 1 Linear and bent geometries of carbenes and their electronic con-
figurations.

It is well known that the spin states of carbenes dictate their
reactivities.1–15 Carbenes with linear geometries possess two de-
generate p orbitals (px, py). As the carbene bends, the px orbital
becomes increasingly sp2-like in hybridization while the out-of-
plane py retains its p-character (Figure 1), lifting the previous
degeneracy. We will refer to the sp2-like orbital as σ and the
out-of-plane p orbital as pπ . The two carbon-centered valence
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electrons can either be spin-unpaired, leading to a triplet B1 state
(in the case of C2v symmetry), or spin-paired, leading to singlet
A1 and B1 states. The lowest-lying singlet state is typically the
1A1 state with electron occupation in the σ orbital, whose en-
ergy is lowered as the geometry moves away from linearity. The
ground state multiplicity of carbenes is qualitatively dependent
on the energy separation between the σ and pπ orbitals, where
a triplet ground state is more favorable if the separation is small.
Equilibrium geometries of triplet states thus almost always have
larger R–C–R (where C is the divalent carbon) angles than the
corresponding singlet states.16–18

Singlet carbenes have been utilized to achieve stereospecific
one-step addition to carbon-carbon double bonds, as well as in-
sertion into O–H bonds.5,6 Triplet carbenes, in contrast, undergo
a non-stereospecific two-step addition to carbon double-bonds
and participate in hydrogen abstraction reactions. Controlling
the spin state of carbenes through various substituent and sol-
vent substitutions has thus been a subject of study since the
1950s. Numerous recent reviews have been written summariz-
ing both experimental8,10,11,13,14 and computational4,15 studies
on the influence of substituents and solvents on the spin state of
carbenes, and we refer the reader to these for a more comprehen-
sive overview of carbene history.

Also of interest is the effect of substitution of the divalent car-
bon by other atoms. A natural choice of replacement would be
with atoms in the same group, such as silicon (silylenes) and
germanium (germylenes), and indeed there are many such stud-
ies.17–23 A different substitution involves the replacement of car-
bon with the isoelectronic nitrogen cation24,25 as well as others
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in that group (P+, As+). More recently, there has been increas-
ing interest in group 13 anions such as B− and Al− as carbene
substitutes.26–28 Few of these studies focus on comparing more
than two different divalent atom species and instead focus on sub-
stituent effects on singlet-triplet (ST) gaps. The most comprehen-
sive comparison of periodic trends for the substitution of the diva-
lent atom comes from Cramer and coworkers,29 who used density
functional theory (DFT) and multi-reference methods to study the
XH2 species, X= B−, C, N+, Al−, Si, P+, Ga−, Ge, As+.The substi-
tuted valence-isoelectronic atoms form a three by three block on
the periodic table, and gives an adequate representation of row
and column effects.

In the present study, we look at the same nine valence-
isoelectronic atoms of Cramer and coworkers, but with the cyano-
substituted HXCN species instead of XH2. Carbenes with cyano
(CN) substituents are interesting not only due to their relevance
in organic chemistry,30 but because of their importance in com-
bustion and atmospheric chemistry. Cyanomethylene (HCCN) is
a major product of pyridine decomposition and a precursor of
molecules found on Titan’s atmosphere.31–34 Due to its relevance
to atmospheric chemistry, its reaction with O2

34,35, H36, CH3
36,

and NO35,37 have all been investigated. Additionally, HCCN is
thought to be an intermediate in HCN and HNC related reactions,
which are important in interstellar chemistry38–45, and has been
identified as a candidate to forming acrylonitrile in the interstel-
lar medium through a reaction with CH2.46 Given the important
applications of cyanocarbenes, it would be of interest to study
how substitution of the divalent carbon with other atoms affects
their electronic structures.

Previous work

Group 13.

Reactions of B, Al, and Ga atoms with HCN, in which HXCN (X=B,
Al, Ga) acts as an intermediate, have been subjects to a variety
of combined experimental and theoretical studies. Andrews and
coworkers have looked at reactions of B – Ti atoms with HCN in
a solid argon matrix with accompanying DFT computations.47,48

Miller, Douberly and coworkers have analyzed the reactions of Al,
Ga, and In with HCN via spectroscopy in helium nanodroplets ac-
companied with ab initio computations.49,50 However, these stud-
ies focused on the radical, not the anion that is isoelectronic with
the cycanocarbene species. The only theoretical studies involv-
ing HXCN (X=B−, Al−, Ga−) is the 1996 work of Liebman and
coworkers on the singlet and triplet states of HBCN− with MBPT2
geometries and coupled cluster single point energies.51,52

Group 14.

The HCCN radical has long been the subject of experimen-
tal53–72 and computational33,59,73–90 study. Its interesting his-
tory has been characterized by disagreements regarding its triplet
ground state geometry. Early experiments from the 1960s–
1980s53–58 supported a linear equilibrium geometry while the-
ory59,74–78,80,83 led by Kim, Schaefer, Pople, Radom, and cowork-
ers consistently found that a bent equilibrium geometry is lower
in energy. Since then, theory has been confirmed based on more

recent experimental studies. HCCN is a bent molecule, with an
estimated barrier to linearity of between 240 and 300 cm−1(0.67
and 0.86 kcal mol−1).62,63,65–68,83,87

Although silicon is also considered to be abundant in
space91–94 and the cyanocarbene relative cyanosilylene (HSiCN)
is thought to be detectable,95,96 there have been fewer studies on
this molecule.64,95–102 In 1998, Maier and coworkers studied the
reaction between Si and HCN in an argon matrix and observed
HSiCN as an isomerization product.64 HSiCN was detected by
Thaddeus and coworkers in 2002 via microwave spectroscopy.95

Flores and Carballeria used DFT and multi-reference methods to
study the lowest-lying singlet and triplet isomers of HSiCN.97

Ding and coworkers have considered the potential energy sur-
face of HSiCN and its isomers with DFT98. Kalcher studied var-
ious cyanosilylenes with RHF-ACPF and CAS(2,2)-ACPF meth-
ods99,100. Thorwirth and Harding have examined various iso-
mers of singlet HSiCN with coupled cluster theory.101. Zhang and
coworkers have looked at the low-lying excited states of HSiCN
and HSiNC with CASSCF and CASPT2 methods.96 Various exper-
imental103–105 and computational106–108 studies exist on species
containing germanium and cyano groups, but the only theoret-
ical study on HGeCN known to us is by Kassaee and coworkers
(2005), who used various ab initio and DFT approaches to inves-
tigate the singlet and triplet states of HGeCN (X=H, F, Cl, Br).109

Group 15.

Like HCCN, the HNCN radical is believed to be an impor-
tant molecule in atmospheric chemistry.110–114 Its reaction with
OH110, NO111,112, and CN113, as well as its role as an intermedi-
ate in the reaction CH + N2

114 have all been investigated theoret-
ically. The HNCN cation, however, has significantly fewer studies.
Puzzarini and Gambi performed a coupled-cluster study on the
triplet state of HNCN+ along with the parent HNCN radical and
HNCN anion.115 Antoniotti and coworkers examined the singlet
and triplet states of HNCN+ and its isomers using multi-reference
methods.116 Betterton studied singlet and triplet HPCN+ and the
HPCN radical using DFT.117 There has been no theoretical study
on the HAsCN+ molecule.

In this work, we use rigorous ab initio methods to study the
lowest lying singlet and triplet states of HBCN−, HCCN, HNCN+,
HAlCN−, HSiCN, HPCN+, HGaCN−, HGeCN, and HAsCN+ to
gauge periodic effects on structure and energetics. Periodic trends
for geometry parameters, singlet-triplet (ST) gaps, and barriers
to linearity will be discussed, and quantitative chemical analy-
sis will be provided to understand these trends. In addition, we
will compare the ST gaps of HXCN with those of XH2 and use
isodesmic bond separation analysis and natural bond orbital anal-
ysis to decompose the differences in ST gaps between the two
species. Throughout the study we will use “row one” to refer to
HXCN where X=B−, C, or N+, “row two” for X=Al−, Si, or P+,
and “row three” for X=Ga−, Ge, or As+.

Methods

Geometries and Vibrational Frequencies

Geometry optimizations and harmonic frequencies were ob-
tained for the lowest lying singlet and triplet states of the
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nine cyanocarbene-like species using coupled cluster theory
with singles, doubles, and perturbative triples excitations
[CCSD(T)]118–120. The 1s electrons of boron, carbon, and ni-
trogen were not correlated; the 1s, 2s, and 2p electrons of alu-
minum, sillicon, and phosphorus were not correlated; and the 1s,
2s, 2p, 3s, and 3p electrons of gallium, germanium, and arsenic
were not correlated. These frozen core settings were used for all
subsequent computations. For species containing the atoms B, C,
and N, the Dunning correlation consistent basis sets aug-cc-pVXZ
(X=T,Q)121,122 were used. For species containing the atoms Al,
Si, and P, the aug-cc-pV(X+d)Z (X=T,Q)123,124 basis sets were
used. In our preliminary computations, we found that correlat-
ing the 4s and 4p electrons only for row three atoms Ge, Ga,
and As was not sufficient to accurately capture the singlet-triplet
gap and the additional correlation of 3d electrons was needed
(see Table 1). Thus, the weighted core-valence basis sets [aug-cc-
pwCVXZ (X=T,Q)]125 were used for Ge, Ga, and As containing
species because the aug-cc-PVXZ126 basis set parameters for Ge
and Ga were obtained with the correlation of the 4s and 4p elec-
trons only.

Table 1 Comparison of the effects of correlation on the energies and
singlet-triplet (ST) gap of HGaCN−. A positive ST gap (∆EST) implies
a triplet ground state

Correlation Singlet (Eh) Triplet (Eh) ∆EST (kcal mol−1)

4s4p −2016.632961 −2016.649159 10.164
3d4s4p −2017.120277 −2017.075290 −28.230

3s3p3d4s4p −2017.419249 −2017.373822 −28.506
all −2017.593425 −2017.547691 −28.698

∆EST = Esinglet−Etriplet. Correlating only the 4s and 4p electrons gives
a qualitatively wrong singlet-triplet gap and reverses the energy order-
ing of the states. The addition of 3d correlation is needed to describe
the correct energy ordering. At higher levels of correlation the singlet
state is the ground state. Energies shown are from single point com-
putations of HGaCN− at the CCSD(T)/aug-cc-pwCVTZ level of theory
with CCSD(T)/aug-cc-pVTZ optimized singlet and triplet geometries.

The Hartree–Fock density matrix elements, coupled cluster am-
plitudes, and lambda coefficients were converged to 10−9 for all
molecules except singlet HGaCN− at CCSD(T)/aug-cc-pwCVQZ,
which was converged to 10−8. The RMS gradient for the geometry
optimizations was converged to 10−8. A restricted Hartree–Fock
(RHF) reference was used for singlet states, while a restricted
open-shell Hartree–Fock (ROHF) reference was used for triplet
states. The electronic structure program CFOUR 2.0127 was used
to obtain all reported geometries and harmonic vibrational fre-
quencies except for the vibrational frequencies for triplet HGaCN,
which was computed using Molpro128,129. Moving forward, the
set of aug-cc-pVXZ (X=T,Q), aug-cc-pV(X+d)Z (X=T,Q) and aug-
cc-pwCVXZ (X=T,Q) basis sets will be collectively referred to as
XZ.

Energetics

Singlet-triplet (ST) energy gaps (∆EST) defined as Esinglet −
Etriplet, where a positive gap indicates a triplet ground state,
were obtained via the focal point approach of Allen and cowork-

ers.130–133 This approach allows us to obtain ST gaps at the
CCSDT(Q)/CBS level of theory. Single point energies at the
HF, MP2, CCSD, CCSD(T), CCSDT, and CCSDT(Q) levels of the-
ory were performed using the CCSD(T)/QZ optimized structures.
The HF through CCSD(T) computations were performed using
Molpro128,129 at the DZ, TZ, QZ, and 5Z levels. The basis set
type used for each species was the same as that employed for ge-
ometry optimizations. Full CCSDT computations were performed
at the TZ level using the NCC134 module for the singlets and the
VCC module for the triplets in CFOUR 2.0. CCSDT(Q) computa-
tions were performed at the DZ level using the NCC module in
CFOUR 2.0 for the singlet states. CCSDT(Q) is not implemented
for a ROHF reference in CFOUR 2.0, and thus for the triplet states
MRCC135 was used (CCSDT(Q)/B136 energy was taken). Com-
putations were performed to ensure that CFOUR 2.0 and MRCC
gave identical CCSDT(Q) results for the singlet states. HF ener-
gies were extrapolated using Feller’s three-point formula137 and
correlation energies with Helgaker’s two-point formula.138 For
HNCN+, the focal point table did not satisfactorily converge at
the CCSDT(Q) level of theory, and CCSDTQ computations at the
DZ level were performed using the NCC module in CFOUR 2.0 for
the singlets and MRCC135,139 for the triplets. Thus the ST energy
gap reported for HNCN+ is at the CCSDTQ/CBS level of theory.

Additional corrections were added to the (∆EST), including the
Diagonal Born–Oppenheimer correction (∆EDBOC at the Hartree–
Fock level) and harmonic zero-point vibrational energy correction
(∆EZPVE), both with CFOUR 2.0. Frozen-core corrections (∆Ecore

= EAE−CCSD(T) − ECCSD(T)) were computed with Dunning’s aug-
cc-pwCVQZ125,140,141 basis sets in Molpro. Scalar relativistic cor-
rections (∆rel = EAE−CCSD(T)/SF−X2C−1e − EAE−CCSD(T)) for the
singlet and triplet states were determined by correlating all elec-
trons using the SF-X2C-1e142 Hamiltonian as implemented in
CFOUR 2.0 with the uncontracted aug-cc-pVTZ (B−, C, N+, Ge−,
As+), aug-cc-pV(T+d)Z (Al−, Si, P+), and aug-cc-pwCVTZ (Ga−)
basis sets. The uncontracted aug-cc-pVTZ basis set was used for
Ge− and As+ containing species instead of aug-cc-pwCVTZ be-
cause of convergence issues arising from linear dependency. To
test the validity of this choice, we compared the relativistic correc-
tions for singlet HGeCN using an uncontracted aug-cc-pVTZ and
an uncontracted aug-cc-pwCVTZ basis set and found that there
was very little difference between the two (0.8 mEh).

The Cartesian coordinates, harmonic vibrational frequencies,
and full focal point tables with absolute energies for all optimized
species are included in the Electronic Supplementary Information
(ESI)†.

Assessment of Multi-Reference Character

To assess our use of single-reference methods for geometries and
energetics, we performed full-valence CASSCF single point com-
putations with 14 electrons in 13 active orbitals (14e−, 13o) us-
ing CCSD(T)/QZ optimized geometries for the singlet and triplet
states of each HXCN species in Molpro. The aug-cc-pVTZ basis
was used for X=B−, C, N+, aug-cc-pV(T+d)Z for X=Al−, Si, P+,
and aug-cc-pwCVTZ for X= Ga−, Ge, As+. Most of the singlet and
triplet HXCN species showed a dominant configuration of 85% or
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more. The second largest configuration was mostly small (contri-
bution of under 2%); a few had a contribution around 3.5% and
one had a contribution of 5.2% (singlet HAlCN−). Since none of
the species displayed strong multi-reference character, our highly-
correlated single-reference approach is more than sufficient to
capture the electronic structure of the system. The species with
the most multi-reference character from our computations is sin-
glet HNCN+, with the dominant configuration having a contribu-
tion of 84% and the second dominant configuration having a con-
tribution of 3.6%. The lack of convergence for the focal point en-
ergies of HNCN+ at CCSDT(Q) mentioned in the Energetics sec-
tion might be due to HNCN+ having slightly more multi-reference
character. However, the additional CCSDTQ correction recovers
some of the missing correlation and is sufficient for the treatment
of HNCN+. The two largest CASSCF coefficients and the corre-
sponding occupation vectors for all HXCN species are included in
the ESI†.

H–X–C Angle Scan
A relaxed scan of the H–X–C angle, where X is the central diva-
lent atom, of all HXCN species in the singlet and triplet states was
performed to compare the barriers of linearity between species.
Constrained geometry optimizations were performed with the H–
X–C angle varying between 90◦ and 180◦ at 15◦ intervals. The
CCSD(T) level of theory was used for the constrained geome-
try optimizations. To assess the multi-reference nature of the
HXCN species as it changed geometries, MR-CISD+Q was also
used to compute single point energies on top of CASSCF (10e−,
8o) constrained geometry optimizations. The aug-cc-pVTZ basis
was used for X=B−, C, N+, aug-cc-pV(T+d)Z for X=Al−, Si, P+,
and aug-cc-pwCVTZ for X= Ga−, Ge, As+. All computations for
the scans were done using Molpro.

NBO
Natural bond orbital theory143 was used to analyze the hybridiza-
tion of relevant orbitals and give the natural bond orders. Impor-
tant orbital donor-acceptor interactions were also analyzed via
second order perturbation theory analysis of the NBO Fock ma-
trix. The interaction energy between a donor orbital i and accep-
tor orbital j is defined as:

E(2) = qi

[
F(i, j)2

ε j− εi

]
where q is the charge, ε is the orbital energy, and F(i, j) is the
matrix element of the NBO Fock matrix. All NBO computations
were performed using NBO 5.0 as interfaced in the Q-Chem144

software package. B3LYP145 was used for the NBO analysis with
the aug-cc-pVDZ ( X=B−, C, N+), aug-cc-pV(D+d)Z (X=Al−, Si,
P+), and aug-cc-pwCVDZ (X= Ga−, Ge, As+) basis sets.

Results and Discussion

Geometries
Figure 3 shows the geometric parameters of the lowest lying sin-
glet and triplet states in the nine cyano-species studied, while
Figure 2 gives a pictorial representation of the comparison of the

geometry parameters across these species summarized below. A
comparison of QZ geometry parameters with TZ parameters, as
well as structures obtained from previous studies (when avail-
able) can be found in the ESI†.

H–X–C Angle. For both the singlet and triplet states, the H–
X–C angle generally increases as X traverses across a row. The
difference is most dramatic for the first row (X=B−, C, N+),
which showed a difference of 12.6◦ and 48.3◦ from X=B− to
X=N+, for the singlet and triplet states respectively. For triplet
HNCN+ the lowest energy structure is no longer bent but linear.
For the second row (X=Al−, Si, P+) in the singlet state, the an-
gle stays almost the same (down by 0.01◦) as X goes from Al−

to Si, then increases slightly by 1.8◦ for X=P+. In the triplet
state the angle increases by 3.68◦ from X=Al− to X=P+. For the
third row (X=Ga−, Ge, As+) in the singlet state, the angle goes
down slightly (0.13◦) as X goes from Ga− to Ge, then increases
by 1.24◦ for X=As+. In the triplet state the angle increases by
only 0.89◦ from X=Ga− to X=As+. As X goes down the column
the angles are generally decreasing. However, the change in the
H–X–C angle from the first row to the second row (average de-
crease of 18.82◦ for the singlets and 36.43◦ for the triplets) is
larger than the change from the second row to the third row (av-
erage decrease of 0.94◦ for the singlets and actually an increase
of 0.70◦ for the triplets). Thus there is some convergence of the
H–X–C angle as the size of X increases. For all nine species the
H–X–C angle of the singlet state is smaller than that of the triplet
state.

X–C–N Angle. The range of the X–C–N angle across the nine
species is narrower than that of the H–X–C angle, varying be-
tween 171.3◦ and 174.6◦ in the singlet states and 175.1◦ and
180.0◦ in the triplet states. However, there is no discernible trend
for how the X–C–N angle changes between species, other than the
fact that the singlet state angles are always smaller than triplet
state angles. We note that none of the angles is perfectly linear,
except in the case of triplet HNCN+.

X–H and X–C Bonds. The X–H and X–C bonds follow the same
periodic trend and will be discussed together. For both the sin-
glet and triplet states, the X–H and X–C bonds decrease as X
traverses across a row. The net decrease in all three rows were
about the same. In the singlet state, the X–H and X–C bond re-
spectively decreased by 0.188 Å and 0.312 Å as X changed from
B− to N+, 0.245 Å and 0.366 Å as X changed from Al− to P+,
and 0.153 Å and 0.295 Å as X changed from Ga− to As+. In
the triplet state, the X–H and X–C bond respectively decreased by
0.177 Å and 0.329 Å as X changed from B− to N+, 0.189 Å and
0.301 Å as X changed from Al− to P+, and 0.066 Å and 0.175 Å as
X changed from Ga− to As+. The bond length increases as X goes
down a column but at a decreasing rate, similar to the H–X–C
angle. The only exception is the slight decrease in the X–C bond
length from 1.992 Å to 1.987 Å going from X=Al− to Ga−. Pre-
dictably, the X–H bond is always shorter compared to the X–C
bond in a given species.

C–N Bond. The C–N bonds show the smallest variation be-
tween species, lying between 1.17 Å and 1.18 Å in the singlet
states and 1.17 Å and 1.19 Å in the triplet states for all species
except HNCN+, which has longer C–N bonds (1.223 Å for the
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B- C N+

Al- Si P+

Ga- Ge As+

Fig. 2 Pictorial comparison of HXCN geometric parameters. The three by three grid shown for each geometrical parameter represents the nine species
HXCN studied, with X shown on the leftmost grid. The color bar beside each grid shows the range of values depicted. Angles are shown in degrees
(◦) and bond distances are shown in angstroms (Å). Increasing color intensity represents an increase in the value of the geometric parameter.

singlet and 1.306 Å for the triplet). The exception is because
HNCN+ does not have a carbene-like electronic structure, which
will be discussed in detail in later sections. It is interesting to note
that the shortest C–N bonds are seen in HSiCN and HGeCN, both
with bonds of around 1.167 Å for the singlet and triplet states.
The C–N bond is shorter than the H–X bond in all cases except for
singlet and triplet HCCN and HNCN+, and shorter than the X–C
bond in all species except triplet HNCN+. The C–N bond length
in triplet HNCN+ especially suggests that the bonding is less sp in
nature like the other species and has more sp2 character brought
about by its linear geometry. This observation will be discussed
more thoroughly in later sections.

Singlet-Triplet Gaps

Table 2 shows the focal pointed singlet-triplet (ST) gap (∆EST =
Esinglet −Etriplet) for all nine HXCN species. The ST gap shows
convergence at the CCSDT(Q) level of theory for all species ex-
cept HNCN+, which required an additional CCSDTQ computa-
tion to reach satisfactory convergence (see Methods section). The
magnitude of ZPVE corrections to the ST gap are below 0.4 kcal
mol−1 for all of the species except HGaCN−, which has a ZPVE
correction of –0.68 kcal mol−1. The magnitude of frozen core
corrections fall below 0.5 kcal mol−1 for all species. The rela-
tivistic corrections to the ST gap varied the most. In the first row
(X=B−, C, N+), the relativistic corrections were the smallest (less
than 0.1 kcal mol−1 in magnitude). In the second row (X=Al−,
Si, P+), the relativistic corrections increased significantly, and var-
ied between –0.22 kcal mol−1 for HAlCN− and –0.44 kcal mol−1

for HPCN+. In the third row (X=Ga−, Ge, As+), the relativis-
tic corrections were the largest, and varied between –1.69 kcal
mol−1 for HGaCN− and –2.09 kcal mol−1 for HGeCN. The singlet
state was more affected by the relativistic correction compared
to the triplet state in all cases. This increase in relativistic cor-
rection is expected as relativistic effects become more important
with heavier atoms.147 The DBOC corrections are the smallest in
magnitude, with most having a correction below 0.1 kcal mol−1

and HNCN+ having a DBOC correction of 0.2 kcal mol−1.
As X moves from B− to C to N− in the first row, the

ST gap increases from 3.49 kcal mol−1 for HBCN− to 11.86
kcal mol−1 for HCCN to 22.64 kcal mol−1 HNCN+, showing
an increasing preference for the triplet state. Our computed
CCSDT(Q)/CBS ST gap for HBCN− is slightly lower than the
value obtained by Liebman and coworkers [3.94 kcal mol−1 with
CCSD(T)/DZP(d)//MBPT(2)/DZP(d)].51 For HCCN, the com-
puted CCSDT(Q)/CBS ST gap is lower than the 13.8 kcal mol−1

gap computed at the QCISD(T)/D95** level of theory78, but
higher than the gaps obtained by two other studies [9.9386

at QCISD(T)/6-311++G** and 7.6188 with the G2 compos-
ite theory]. For HNCN+, the computed CCSDT(Q)/CBS ST
gap is lower than a multi-reference result by Antoniotti and
coworkers by 2 kcal mol−1 [24.6 kcal mol−1 at MR-CISD(Q)/6-
311G**//CASSCF(8e−,8o)/6-31G*].116

Moving from the first row to the second row, there is a switch
in the ordering of the states. Unlike all the species in the first
row, in the second and third rows the singlet state is now the
favored state, and the sign of the ST gap is now negative in-
stead of positive. As X moves from Al− to Si to P−, the ST gap
increases in magnitude from −20.34 kcal mol−1 for HAlCN− to
−26.63 kcal mol−1 for HSiCN to −26.73 kcal mol−1 for HPCN+.
Like the first row, the magnitude of the gap in the second row
gets larger moving from left to right, but this time the singlet
state is increasingly favored instead of the triplet. The change in
the ST gaps between species are not as dramatic in the second
row. The magnitude of change in the ST gap from HBCN− to
HCCN is 8.37 kcal mol−1, and from HCCN to HNCN+ is 10.78
kcal mol−1. In contrast, the magnitude of change in the ST gap
from HAlCN− to HSiCN is 6.29 kcal mol−1, and from HSiCN
to HPCN+ is only 0.10 kcal mol−1. Compared to previous re-
sults, our computed CCSDT(Q)/CBS ST gap for HSiCN (–26.63
kcal mol−1) is close to that of Flores and coworkers97 [–26.51
kcal mol−1 at CCSD(T)/CBS//B3LYP/6-311G**] and Kalcher99

(–26.22 kcal mol−1 at ACPF/aug-cc-pVTZ). It is larger than both
previous DFT [−24.55 kcal mol−1 at B3LYP/6-31G(d)]98 and
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Fig. 3 Geometries at the CCSD(T) level of theory with the aug-cc-pVQZ basis sets for the first row, aug-cc-pV(Q+d)Z for the second row, and
aug-cc-pwCVQZ for the third row. In a given row, the top geometry shows values (black) for the lowest lying 1A′ state while the bottom show values
(red) for the lowest lying 3A′′ state. The H–X–C–N dihedral angle is 180◦ in all cases, i.e., each structure is planar. Graphics were made with
CYLview.146

multi-reference [−22.83 kcal mol−1 at CASPT2 (14e−,13o)/aug-
cc-pVTZ]96 results. The CCSDT(Q)/CBS ST gap for HPCN+ (–
26.73 kcal mol−1) is much smaller than magnitude than a previ-
ously obtained result of –30.44 kcal mol−1 using the G3 compos-
ite method.117

The ST gaps of the third row show a further increase in prefer-
ence for the singlet state compared to the second row, evidenced
by the more negative ST gaps in the HXCN (X= Ga−, Ge, As+)

species. Like the second row, there is a decreasing rate of change
in the ST gaps moving from left to right. The ST gap changed by
6.29 kcal mol−1 between HGaCN− and HGeCN, decreasing from
–26.78 kcal mol−1 to –33.46 kcal mol−1. Going from HGeCN
to HAsCN+, the change is now only 0.38 kcal mol−1, increasing
from –33.46 kcal mol−1 to –33.08 kcal mol−1. The change from
HGeCN to HAsCN+ is a break from the trend of increasing ST gap
magnitudes seen in the first and second rows. It is interesting
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to note that the CCSDT(Q)/CBS ST gaps without additional cor-
rections do show an increase in ST gap magnitude from HGeCN
to HAsCN+ (–30.95 kcal mol−1 to –31.20 kcal mol−1). The two
main sources for an overall lower ST gap in HGeCN thus come
from: 1. a negative contribution from the ZPVE correction in
HGeCN (–0.17 kcal mol−1) combined with a positive ZPVE cor-
rection in HAsCN+ (0.34 kcal mol−1); and 2. a relativistic correc-
tion in HGeCN that is more negative (–2.09 kcal mol−1) than the
relativistic correction in HAsCN+ (–1.99 kcal mol−1). Our com-
puted CCSDT(Q)/CBS ST gap for HGeCN (–33.46 kcal mol−1) is
slightly lower than the –32.83 kcal mol−1 gap reported by Kassaee
and coworkers using the G2 composite method.109 A discussion
of these general trends will be made in the following section.

Origins of the ST Gap

As mentioned in the introduction, the magnitude of the ST gap
in carbenes can largely be explained by understanding the nature
of the two relevant orbitals for the two nonbonding electrons on
the divalent atom. In our case, the HXCN species has Cs geome-
try, and subsequently the two relevant orbitals are an in-plane a′

orbital that has mixed s– and p–character, and an out-of-plane a′′

orbital that has largely p–character. The relation between these
orbitals and the ST gap can be summarized as follows: the more
s–character the a′ orbital has (leading to a more bent H–X–C an-
gle), the larger the energy separation between the a′ and a′′ or-
bitals, and the more the singlet state is favored.

Schleyer and coworkers in their comparative study on silylenes
vs. carbenes used these principles to explain the differences be-
tween the two species.17,18 First, they pointed out that the non-
bonding electrons in silicon are often in orbitals that have more
s–character compared to carbon. Second, they compare the en-
ergy gap between the singly occupied molecular orbitals (SOMO)
in the triplet state for CH2 and SiH2, citing the larger gap in SiH2

as the reason for its preference for a singlet ground state.
In Figure 4, we quantify these two characteristics, namely, the

percentage of s–character in the a′ orbital in the singlet state and
the energy gap between the two SOMOs in the triplet state and
plot them against the ST gap for the nine species we are presently
studying. We see that the observations made for carbenes and
silylenes carry through to the other carbene derivatives. There
is a strong correlation between the ST gap with both the percent-
age of s–character in the a′ orbital (R2=0.975) and SOMO energy
gap (R2=0.945) in the triplet state. As expected, the species that
strongly favor a singlet ground state have both a higher percent-
age of s–character in their a′ orbital, and a larger SOMO energy
gap.

Barrier to Linearity

As mentioned in the introduction, the barrier to linearity for
triplet HCCN is well studied both computationally and experi-
mentally as evidence of its bent but quasilinear character. In Fig-
ure 5 we compare the barrier to linearity across the singlet and
triplet states of each HXCN species, showing how the relative en-
ergies vary as the H–X–C angle increases from 90◦ to 180◦ . Both
single-reference and multi-reference methods are used, although
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Fig. 4 The correlation between HXCN ST gap and both the percentage of
s–character in the in-plane a′ lone pair orbital in the singlet state and the
SOMO energy gap computed for the triplet state. s-character is obtained
through NBO computations as described in the Methods section. Orbital
energies for the SOMO energy gap were computed at the RHF/QZ level
of theory. R2=0.975 for the percentage of s–character in the in-plane a′

lone pair orbital vs. ST gap, R2=0.945 for SOMO energy gap vs. ST
gap

for the most part, the relative energies between the singlet and
triplet states of a given species does not change much between
the two methods. The only significant difference is in the singlet
state of HCCN and HNCN+, in which MR-CISD+Q shows a lower
energy gap relative to the triplet compared to CCSD(T) as the
H–X–C angle approaches linearity. We can make several observa-
tions:

• Compared to triplet HCCN, the rest of the HXCN species
studied are less floppy near their ground state geometries,
with triplet HNCN+ being decidedly linear and the others
decidedly bent.

• Moving down the column, the barrier to linearity increases
dramatically for the singlet and somewhat less so for the
triplet. A smaller H–X–C angle at the optimized geometry
leads to a much larger barrier to linearity.

• The angle at which the state ordering is switched increases
down the column. In the first row, the switch in state or-
dering happens at around 105◦ for HBCN− and HCCN and
less than 90◦ for HNCN+. Meanwhile, the switch happens at
around 140◦ for the species in the second row and 150◦ for
the species in the third row.

• When the H–X–C angle is at 180◦, the triplet state is always
lower than the singlet state. When H–X–C angle is at 90◦,
the singlet is always lower than the triplet state (except for
HNCN+). This is expected given that as a linear geometry is
reached the energy gap between the a′ and a′′ orbitals on the
divalent atoms decreases, and the triplet state is increasingly
favored.

• While the ST gap in the optimized geometries varies wildly
as discussed in previous sections, the gap between the states
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Fig. 5 Relaxed scan of the H–X–C angles, where X is the central divalent atom. The energies were obtained by constrained optimizations at the
CCSD(T) level of theory. MR-CISD+Q single point energies were computed following CASSCF (10o, 8e−) constrained geometry optimizations. The
basis sets used are described in the Methods section. Relative energies (kcal mol−1) of the singlet and triplet states at both CCSD(T) and MR-CISD+Q
levels of theory are shown against the H–X–C angle in degrees. The reference energy for each level of theory is the lowest energy point out of both
the singlet and triplet states for each species.

at a linear geometry falls within a narrower range between
the species. Moreover, as the previous point mentions, the
ST gaps are all positive because the triplet state is always
lower than the singlet state when the H–X–C angle is at 180◦.
The first row species HBCN− (18.04 kcal mol−1), HCCN
(27.65 kcal mol−1), and HNCN+ (32.25 kcal mol−1) dis-
play the largest gaps, while the second row species HAlCN−

(10.96 kcal mol−1), HSiCN (20.24 kcal mol−1), HPCN+

(25.70 kcal mol−1) display the smallest gaps. The third
row species HGaCN− (14.18 kcal mol−1), HGeCN (22.22
kcal mol−1), and HAsCN+ (27.00 kcal mol−1) fall in be-
tween the two. Across a row, the energy gap at the linear ge-
ometry increases on average from anions to neutral species
to cations.

Comparing the ST gap of HXCN and XH2

We also wanted to see how the substitution of a cyano (CN) group
influences the ST gap of the HXCN compared to its parent deriva-
tive XH2. Table 3 compares the focal-pointed ST gap of HXCN
and XH2 at the CCSD(T)/CBS level of theory using the optimized
CCSD(T) geometries with either a TZ or QZ basis set. The dif-
ference between using a TZ or QZ geometry makes a difference
of at most 0.09 kcal mol−1 in the ST gap for the HXCN species
and 0.07 kcal mol−1 for the XH2 species. Moving forward we will
focus on the CCSD(T)/CBS gap at the QZ geometry.

The trends for the ST gap of the XH2 species shown in Ta-
ble 3 are similar to those obtained by Cramer and cowork-

Table 3 Singlet-Triplet Energy Differences for XH2 and HXCN

Species XH2 HXCN

X TZ QZ TZ QZ

B− −0.30 −0.23 3.47 3.49
C 8.95 8.99 11.81 11.86
N+ 29.14 29.18 22.66 22.64
Al− −14.64 −14.64 −20.43 −20.34
Si −21.52 −21.51 −26.64 −26.63
P+ −18.68 −18.65 −26.74 −26.73
Ga− −18.59 −18.59 −26.76 −26.78
Ge −26.18 −26.20 −33.49 −33.46
As+ −24.33 −24.28 −33.11 −33.08

Singlet-Triplet (ST) gaps defined as ∆EST = Esinglet − Etriplet and
shown in kcal mol−1. The ST gaps shown were extrapolated to
CCSDT(Q)/CBS on a CCSD(T)/TZ (TZ columns) or CCSD(T)/QZ (QZ
columns) geometry. The ST gaps for the X=N+ species were extrapo-
lated to the full CCSDTQ/CBS level of theory.

ers.29 For BH−2 , they predict a triplet ground state (∆EST = 0.1
kcal mol−1), while we predict a singlet ground state (∆EST =
−0.23 kcal mol−1). For X=Si and onwards, our ST gaps are con-
sistently 2–4 kcal mol−1 larger in magnitude compared to their
MR-CISD+Q values. Cramer and coworkers give an excellent
discussion regarding the periodic trends seen in the ST gaps of
XH2, which will be summarized here. In the first row, we start
with BH−2 , whose lowest singlet and triplet states are nearly de-
generate. As we move across the row, the increase in nuclear
charge leads to a contraction of all the orbitals and subsequently
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increased Coulombic repulsion. The triplet state is thus increas-
ingly favored, because the promotion of an electron from the lone
pair orbital on the divalent atom relieves this Coulombic repul-
sion. For later rows, this effect is not as important because the va-
lence orbitals of higher quantum levels are more diffuse, and the
need to relieve Coulombic repulsion is not as large. Instead, the
dominant effect becomes the Coulombic attraction between elec-
trons and the nucleus. Electrons in the in-plane lone pair orbital
are closer to the nucleus than the out-of-plane lone pair orbital,
and thus the singlet state is increasingly favored as nuclear charge
(and the strength of Coulombic attraction) increases going across
the row. The general trend for the ST gap in XH2 holds when we
replace H with CN, and the same periodic arguments apply. We
will turn our attention now to the differences between XH2 and
HXCN.

The differences between the ST gap of HXCN and XH2 are the
most varied in the first row. The X=B− species is the only one that
switches the state ordering between BH−2 and HBCN−, moving
from a singlet ground state (albeit only 0.23 kcal mol−1 lower)
to a triplet ground state. In the X=C species the ST gap also in-
creases going from CH2 to HCCN, showing that a triplet ground
state is more favorable with the substitution of the cyano group.
In the X=N+ species, the ST gap actually decreases going from
NH+

2 to HNCN+. Although the triplet is still the ground state
in HNCN+, its energy separation from the singlet state is 6.5
kcal mol−1 less than in NH+

2 . For X=Al−, Si, P+ and X=Ga−,
Ge, As+, the singlet ground state is maintained between XH2 and
HXCN, and the energy separation between the singlet and triplet
states is consistently enlarged. The electronic ground state is fur-
ther stabilized with the substitution of the CN group.

Isodesmic Analysis

In order to gain insight into the origin of the differences between
the ST gaps of HXCN and XH2, we can isolate how the substitution
of CN separately affects the singlet and triplet states. To this end,
we can study an isodesmic bond separation reaction originally
introduced by Pople and coworkers148 and used for carbenes by
Schleyer and coworkers18 and more recently by Eckhardt and
Schreiner149. In an isodesmic reaction, the number of a given
type of bond stays the same between products and reactants, but
their connectivity changes. Equations 1 and 2 respectively give
the bond separation reaction for the singlet and triplet states of
the cyano-species:

H3XCN +XH2(singlet)→ XH4 +HXCN(singlet) (1)

H3XCN +XH2(triplet)→ XH4 +HXCN(triplet) (2)

The bond separation energy for these reactions measures the ef-
fect of replacing a hydrogen with CN in XH2. A negative bond sep-
aration energy indicates that the substitution of the cyano group
in XH2 provides a stabilizing interaction, while a positive bond
separation energy indicates that the cyano group provides a desta-
bilizing interaction.

Table 4 gives the bond separation energies for the singlet and
triplet states. We note that for each species, the difference be-
tween the singlet and triplet bond separation energies mirrors

the difference between the ST gaps of XH2 and HXCN (Table 3).
Thus the isodesmic analysis is a way to decompose the difference
between the ST gaps of HXCN and XH2 into separate contribu-
tions from the singlet and triplet states. There are three types of
patterns of decomposition seen across the nine species. First, the
bond separation energy is positive for the singlet state and nega-
tive for the triplet state. This pattern only applies for the case of
X=B−. Since the singlet and triplet states in BH−2 are nearly de-
generate, the stabilizing interaction provided by the cyano group
for the triplet state results in a net preference for the triplet state
in HBCN−. Second, the bond separation energy is negative for the
singlet state and positive for the triplet state. This case applies to
both X=Al−, Ga− where the magnitude of the singlet state bond
separation energy is less than the magnitude of the triplet state
bond separation energy, and X=Si, Ge where the magnitude of
the singlet state bond separation energy is more than the magni-
tude of the triplet state bond separation energy. Third, both states
have a negative bond separation energy. In X=C, the bond sepa-
ration energy is greater in magnitude in the triplet state than the
singlet state while in X=N+, P+, and As+, the opposite is true.
This explains the decrease in preference for the triplet state in
HNCN+ as compared to NH+

2 .

Table 4 Isodesmic Bond Separation Energies

B− C N+

singlet 0.89 −11.46 −64.53
triplet −2.88 −14.32 −58.04

Al− Si P+

singlet −0.77 −3.76 −12.94
triplet 5.02 1.36 −4.88

Ga− Ge As+

singlet −2.82 −5.33 −11.52
triplet 5.35 1.97 −2.74

Bond separation energies are given in kcal mol−1 and are
obtained with Equation 1 and 2 in the main text for the
singlet and triplet states, respectively. Each species was
optimized at the CCSD(T)/TZ level of theory. Focal point
extrapolation and additional corrections were performed
for all molecules in the same manner as HXCN, described
in the Methods section to give CCSDT(Q)/CBS energies
for every species except X=N+ (CCSDTQ/CBS energies)
Table 3 shows that using CCSD(T)/TZ optmized geome-
tries gives similar ST gaps as compared extrapolations
completed using a CCSD(T)/QZ geometry.

NBO Analysis

NBO analysis can be used to help explain how interactions be-
tween X and CN give rise to the isodesmic bond separation ener-
gies seen in the previous section (Figure 6). In the singlet state,
the natural bond order of X–C increases going across a row and
decreases down a column while the bond order of C–N shows the
opposite trend. The change in bond order transitioning from the
neutral species to cations in every row is much more dramatic
than going from anions to the neutral species. Weinhold’s second
order NBO analysis143 points to two orbital interactions responsi-
ble for this trend (The values from the second order NBO analysis
are shown in the ESI†):
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Fig. 6 Natural bond order of the singlet (black) and triplet (red) states of the nine HXCN species. Values over atoms are lone pair occupancies.
Values obtained with NBO computations performed at the B3LYP/DZ level of theory.

1. Donation of electron density from the in-plane lone pair a′

orbital of X into the anti-bonding orbitals of C–N (a′ → C–N*);

2. Donation of electron density from the C–N bonding orbital
into the empty out-of-plane a′′ orbital of X (C–N→ a′′).

For this second interaction, the roles of the nitrogens in HNCN+

are switched: the nitrogen of the donor C–N orbital is the divalent
nitrogen cation and the acceptor orbital is on the terminal nitro-
gen. Both these interactions help to increase the bond order of
X–C and decrease the bond order of C–N. Furthermore, the C–N
→ a′′ interaction energy is significantly larger for the cations than

the other species, and we can point to this as the reason why the
bond order changes most dramatically for cations.

The increase in the natural bond order of X–C and a decrease in
the natural bond order of C–N leads us to consider the importance
of a resonance structure which has a X-C double bond and a C–N
double bond (X=C=N), instead of a X–C single bond and a C–
N triplet bond (X–C≡N). For example, HNCN+ has almost equal
bond orders for X–C (1.91) and C–N (2.09) and as expected, the
X=C=N resonance structure in HNCN+ has a significant contribu-
tion (20%) to the final geometry. The resonance structure is also
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has large contributions for the other cations in the series (12% for
HPCN+ and 10% for HAsCN+). HCCN displays significant weight
for the X=C=N resonance structure (11%), but the other neutral
HXCN species do not (2.6% for HSiCN and 2.3% for HGeCN). The
X=C=N resonance has little weight in the overall structure for all
of the anions (2.4%, 0.5%, and 0.5% respectively for HBCN−,
HAlCN−, and HGaCN−).

We conclude that in the singlet state, the cyano group provides
stabilizing interactions by the pulling of electron density away
from the a′ in-plane LP orbital and consequently giving rise to
additional resonance structures (X=C=N). The bond separation
energies for the singlet states from the isodesmic analysis are well
correlated with the X–C bond order and the weight of the reso-
nance structures, not only in the trend but also the magnitude.
The most dramatic example of this is seen going from HCCN to
HNCN+. The singlet isodesmic bond separation energy goes from
–11.5 kcal mol−1 in HCCN to –64.5 kcal mol−1 in HNCN+ as the
X–C bond order goes from 1.21 to 1.91 and the weight of the
X=C=N resonance structure increases from 11% to 20%.

Several major differences can be seen when comparing the
bond orders of the singlet and triplet states. First, we notice a
significant decrease on lone pair (LP) occupancy of X in the triplet
states, compared to the singlet states for the first row. While the
LP occupancy of the other rows decrease going from the singlet to
triplet state, the difference is much smaller. Second, the X–C bond
order is consistently larger in the triplet, while the C–N bond or-
der is consistently smaller. However, the overall trend between
species is the same.

In the triplet state, the in-plane a′ and out-of-plane a′′ orbitals
are partially filled and have roles as both donor and acceptor.
There are four important donor-acceptor orbital interactions in
the triplet state:

1. The donation of electron density from the out-of-plane (oop)
a′′ orbital to the out-of-plane anti-bonding C–N orbital (a′′→ oop-
CN*);

2. The donation of electron density from the in-plane (ip) a′

orbital into the in-plane anti-bonding C–N orbitals (a′→ ip-CN*);
3. The donation of electron density from the out-of-plane bond-

ing C–N orbital into the out-of-plane a′′ orbital (oop-CN→ a′′);
4. The donation from the in-plane bonding C–N orbitals into

the in-plane a′ orbital (ip-CN→ a′).
In the first row, donation of electron density from the a′ and a′′

orbitals to the C–N anti-bonding orbitals result in the relatively
large bond orders as well as the negative isodesmic bond separa-
tion energy for HBCN−. The additional back donation of electron
density from the C–N bonding orbitals to the a′ and a′′ orbitals in
HCCN is what gives it a larger bonding order and a more nega-
tive isodesmic bond separation energy compared to HBCN−. For
HNCN+, an interesting phenomenon is observed. The divalent
nitrogen (N1) forms a triple bond with the carbon, leaving the
terminal nitrogen (N4) with the unpaired electrons. The bond
order of triplet HNCN+ reflects this: the N1–C bond order (2.45)
is larger than the C–N4 bond order (1.54). The linear geome-
try allows for maximum orbital interactions and results in large
donor-acceptor orbital interaction energies.

For the other two rows, the a′′ → oop-CN* interaction energy

is bigger than the a′ → ip-CN* interaction energy, and increases
across a row. The oop-CN → a′′ and ip-CN → a′ interaction
energies also increases across a row and are only significant in
the cations HPCN+ and HAsCN+. The increase of these inter-
actions across a row causes a subsequent increase in bond or-
der. The isodesmic bond separation energies follow suit: triplet
AlH−2 and GaH−2 is favored over triplet HAlCN− and HGaCN− by 5
kcal mol−1 , but triplet SiH2 and GeH2 is only favored over triplet
HSiCN and HGeCN by 2 kcal mol−1. The additional orbital inter-
actions in the cations cause the bond separation energy to switch
signs to favor triplet HPCN+ and HAsCN+ over PH+

2 and AsH+
2 by

4.9 kcal mol−1 and 2.7 kcal mol−1 respectively.
In both the singlet and the triplet states, the NBO results for

the anion and neutral species are more similar than the neutral
and cation species. The overall increase of the strength of orbital
interactions in the cation species could be due to the combination
of the increase in nuclear charge and the removal of an electron
for a formal positive charge. The interesting role of the termi-
nal nitrogen atom in singlet and triplet HNCN+ and the overall
direction of electron density toward the X–C bond is probably re-
lated to the fact that nitrogen has a higher electronegativity than
carbon.

Conclusions
We have presently performed the most comprehensive and reli-
able study to date on the lowest lying singlet and triplet states
of the HXCN species. Our results not only elucidate the periodic
trends of the HXCN species but can provide insight into the be-
havior of other carbene species upon substitution of the divalent
carbon. We summarize several key observations here:

1. HBCN−, HCCN, and HNCN+ have triplet ground states while
the other molecules have singlet ground states. The first row
shows the most dramatic change in ST gaps and geometrical pa-
rameters.

2. Orbital arguments used previously in the literature to ex-
plain the ground state preference of carbenes have been quanti-
fied. The singlet-triplet gaps of the nine HXCN species studied
showed strong correlations both to the SOMO energy gaps in the
triplet states and the percentages of s–character in the in-plane a′

orbital in the singlet state.
3. Compared to HCCN, there are larger barriers to linearity for

the other HXCN species.
4. The singlet-triplet gaps of HXCN are almost always larger in

magnitude than their parent XH2 molecules. The HNCN+ ST gap
is smaller than the NH+ ST gap. The ground state remains the
same between HXCN and XH2 for all pairs except X=B−, switch-
ing from a singlet to a triplet from BH−2 to HBCN−.

5. Isodesmic and NBO analysis show that the differences in
ST gaps between HXCN and XH2 originate from the the strength
of the interaction between the in-plane a′ orbital/out-of-plane a′′

orbital on X and the bonding/anti-bonding C–N orbital.
6. HNCN+ represents an outlier among the nine species. It has

the most positive ST gap, and the most unusual singlet (biggest
H–X–C angle) and triplet (completely linear) geometries. NBO
analysis shows that electron density is pulled away from the C–N
bond by the divalent nitrogen cation (N1). The situation in the
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triplet state is so extreme that the N1–C bond order is bigger than
the C–N bond order, and the orbitals of nonbonding electrons are
located at the terminal nitrogen atom instead of N1. Its peculiar
behavior might stem from the fact that nitrogen is the most elec-
tronegative among the nine choices of X, and the only one that is
more electronegative than carbon.

Given the relevance of HCCN and HNCN+ in atmospheric
chemistry and the longstanding experimental interest in carbene
substitutes, we hope our study will inform future experimental
and computational work.
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The lowest lying singlet and triplet states of nine relatives of cyanomethylene are studied with 
highly rigorous ab initio methods, and periodic trends in their electronic structures are 
analyzed.
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