
 Dalton
  Transactions
An international journal of inorganic chemistry

rsc.li/dalton

ISSN 1477-9226 

Volume 53
Number 48
28 December 2024
Pages 19009-19414

  PAPER  
 Małgorzata Swadźba-Kwaśny, Anna Chrobok  et al.  
 Al( III ) and Ga( III ) trifl ate complexes as solvate ionic liquids: 
speciation and application as soluble and recyclable Lewis 
acidic catalysts 



Dalton
Transactions

PAPER

Cite this: Dalton Trans., 2024, 53,
19143

Received 14th August 2024,
Accepted 3rd October 2024

DOI: 10.1039/d4dt02314e

rsc.li/dalton

Al(III) and Ga(III) triflate complexes as solvate ionic
liquids: speciation and application as soluble and
recyclable Lewis acidic catalysts†

Justyna Więcławik, a Alina Brzęczek-Szafran, a Sebastian Jurczyk,b

Karolina Matuszek, c Małgorzata Swadźba-Kwaśny *d and Anna Chrobok *a

This work reports on the first solvate ionic liquids (SILs) based on aluminium(III) and gallium(III) triflates,

M(OTf)3, and triglyme (G3). Liquid-phase speciation of these new SILs was studied by multinuclear NMR

spectroscopy. Across the compositional range of G3 : M(OTf)3 mixtures, both metals were found to be in

a hexacoordinate environment, with both G3 and [OTf]− ligands present in the first coordination sphere,

and apparently exchanging through a dynamic equilibrium. The Lewis acidity was quantified by the

Gutmann acceptor number (AN) and compared to the performance of SILs as Lewis acidic catalysts in

model [3 + 3] cycloadditions. Despite saturated coordination, AN values were relatively high, reaching

AN = ca. 71–83 for Al-SILs and ca. 80–93 for Ga-SILs, corroborating the labile nature of the metal–ligand

bonding. In a model catalytic reaction, SILs were fully soluble in the reaction mixtures, in contrast to the

corresponding triflate salts. The catalytic performance of SILs exceeded that of the corresponding triflate

salts, and Ga-SILs were more active than Al-SILs, in agreement with AN measurements. In conclusion, the

new Group 13 SILs can be considered as soluble and catalytically active forms of their corresponding

metal triflates, with potential uses in catalysis.

Introduction

The concept of functional liquids, in which a metal cation was
solvated by L-type ligands, was first introduced by Angell in
1965.1 He described hydrates, such as Ca(NO3)2·4H2O, as a
“new class of molten salt mixtures”, recognising that solvating
the metal cation generates low-melting hydrates with high con-
ductivities, potentially useful as electrolytes.2 In contrast to
molten salts, however, the thermal stability of such “molten
salt mixtures” was limited by the aqua ligand.

A similar approach was used in the design of liquid coordi-
nation complexes (LCCs), in which metal halides were com-
bined with sub-equimolar quantities of organic L-donors, e.g.

AlCl3 and acetamide, or GaCl3 and trioctylphosphine oxide.3,4

LCCs (Fig. 1b), developed as less expensive and more tuneable
alternatives to chlorometallate ionic liquids (Fig. 1a), were sub-
sequently demonstrated to be Lewis acidic catalysts in an array
of reactions: oligomerisation of olefins,5 Diels–Alder cyclo-
addition,4 and Friedel–Crafts alkylation,6 as well as co-catalysts
in heterogeneous catalysis through solid catalysts with ionic
liquid layer (SCILL).7 However, most reported LCCs, like con-
ventional chlorometallate ionic liquids, are highly corrosive
due to their high chloride content.

Salts of Lewis acidic metals (M = Al, Ga, and Ln) and tri-
fluoromethanesulfonic acid (known as triflates, OTf) are stable
in aqueous media, chloride-free and catalytically active at low
concentrations.8,9 However, they suffer from poor solubility in
most solvents.10,11 In an attempt to enhance their solubility,
we have developed triflometallate ionic liquids, synthesised by
the reaction of triflate ionic liquids and Group 13 triflates
(Fig. 1c).12 While catalytically active, these ILs are extremely
viscous and very expensive. Seeking further alternatives, we
have decided to explore the concept of solvate ionic liquids
(SILs).

Watanabe and co-workers developed SILs,13–16 exemplified
by equimolar mixtures of Li[NTf2] and triglyme (G3), or tetra-
glyme (G4), for energy storage applications (Fig. 1d). Mandai
et al.14 provided formalised criteria for “good” SILs, which
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behave like ionic liquids, not like solutions of salts in mole-
cular solvents (they are solvent-in-salt systems, not salt-in-
solvent). Such SILs combine flexible polydentate ligands, sol-
vating a Group 1 or 2 metal, and weakly basic anions, such as
bis(trifluoromethanesulfonate)imide, [NTf2]

−. This design
yields long-lived robust cations: alkali metals solvated by
glyme. “Good” SILs are relatively simple to synthesise, ther-
mally stable, electrically conductive and non-flammable, and
therefore make very good electrolytes.17–24

Since SILs have been developed in the context of energy
storage applications, their uses in catalysis are scarce.25

Eyckens et al. used SILs in Diels–Alder and [2 + 2] cycloaddi-
tions, reporting that higher yields (up to 94%) and improved
reaction safety can be achieved by replacing a solution of
lithium salt in a molecular solvent with [Li(G3)][NTf2] or [Li
(G4)][NTf2], in the formation of oxetanone.26 Obregón-Zúñiga
et al. found improved yield and selectivity in an asymmetric
aldol reaction in the presence of SILs, also [Li(G3)][NTf2] or [Li
(G4)][NTf2], due to their involvement in the catalytically active
supramolecular aggregate formation.27 Other uses include
Kabachnik–Fields reactions,28 stereo- and regioselective ring
opening of epoxides,29 and catalytic additives for curing epoxy
systems.30 Importantly for this work, all catalytic studies to
date have been focussed on Li-based SILs, a weak Lewis acid.
Although SILs based on Na, K, Mg and Al are known, they have
only been used in energy storage applications.31,32

In this contribution, we combined our expertise in the
design and study of Lewis acidic LCCs and ILs with the poten-
tial offered by the solvate ionic liquid design to report a series
of solvate ionic liquids based on triflate salts of aluminium

and gallium and triglyme (G3). We delved into the speciation
of these materials using multinuclear NMR spectroscopy and
probed their acidity with the Gutmann acceptor number (AN).
Our investigation revealed intricate speciation patterns and
strong Lewis acidity of these new Group 13 SILs, demonstrated
directly through a catalytic application in a model [3 + 3] cyclo-
addition reaction. The study highlights notable differences in
the coordination chemistry and Lewis acidity of Al-SILs and
Ga-SILs, providing new insights into the chemistry of Group
13 metals.

Experimental
Materials

Aluminium(III) trifluoromethanesulfonate (99.9%), triethylene
glycol dimethyl ether (99%), triethylphosphine oxide (97%),
decane (99%), isoprene (99%, contains <1000 ppm p-tert-butyl-
catechol as an inhibitor), 2.0 M trimethylaluminum solution
in toluene, and anhydrous toluene (99.8%) were all purchased
from Sigma Aldrich and used as received. Phosphoric(V) acid
(85% in D2O) was also purchased from Sigma Aldrich. 2,4-
Dimethylphenol (99%) and gallium(III) trifluoromethanesulfo-
nate (99%) were purchased from Thermo Fisher Scientific. The
synthesis of Al(NTf2)3 is described in the ESI.†

General procedure for the synthesis of SILs

The SILs were synthesized in a glovebox under an inert argon
atmosphere (<0.6 ppm O2 and H2O). The triglyme (G3) and
appropriate metal salt M(OTf)3 (Al(OTf)3 or Ga(OTf)3) were
weighed into a vial at various molar ratios from 2 : 1 to 10 : 1
(χM(OTf)3 = 0.09–0.33). The mixture was allowed to react in a glo-
vebox (40–45 °C, 3 h), and then the heat was turned off and
the mixture was further stirred overnight.

The same procedure was used for Al(NTf2)3 and G3, with
χAl(NTf2)3 = 0.09–0.50.

Multinuclear NMR spectroscopy

All NMR spectra (1H, 13C, 19F, 27Al, 31P and 71Ga) were recorded
using a Bruker Avance DPX 400 MHz spectrometer. All
samples were studied at 297 K, neat using a DMSO-d6 or D2O
filled, sealed capillary as an external lock. In the case of 27Al
NMR, a solution of Al(NO3)3 hydrate in D2O was used as an
external reference. In 71Ga NMR spectroscopy, a solution of Ga
(NO3)3 hydrate in D2O was used as an external reference and in
19F NMR, fluorobenzene in acetone-d6 was used as an external
reference.

Acceptor number determination

Every ionic liquid was sampled into three different NMR
tubes, to which triethylphophine oxide (TEPO) was added at
the following concentrations: 1 wt%, 2 wt% and 3 wt%. An
85% phosphoric(V) acid solution in D2O enclosed in a capillary
was used as the external standard. After TEPO dissolved in the
ionic liquid, the 31P NMR spectra were recorded at room temp-
erature and at 161.89 MHz using an Agilent 400 MHz spectro-

Fig. 1 Examples of the structures of metal-containing ionic liquids: (a)
chlorometallate ionic liquid, (b) liquid coordination complex (LCC),3 (c)
trifloaluminate ionic liquid,8 and (d) solvate ionic liquid.14
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meter. The measured 31P NMR chemical shift for each ionic
liquid-TEPO concentration arrangement was extrapolated to
infinite dilution of TEPO, δinf. The referential value was the
TEPO chemical shift in hexane extrapolated to infinite
dilution, δinf hex = 0 ppm. For each ionic liquid, the acceptor
number was calculated based on the formula: AN = 2.348·δinf,
as described in the literature.33,34

General procedure for [3 + 3] cycloaddition

All reactions were carried out under a protective atmosphere of
argon. The catalyst (1–5 mol% per 1.00 mol of isoprene) was
placed in a flask. Then 0.98 g of 2,4-dimethylphenol (8 mmol)
and 0.27 g of isoprene (4 mmol) were added along with 0.10 g
(0.7 mmol) of decane as an internal standard. The reaction
was carried out using a magnetic stirrer at various tempera-
tures (20–40 °C). The progress of the reaction was monitored
by gas chromatography. GC analysis was performed in anhy-
drous hexane stored over molecular sieves.

Results and discussion
Design of Group 13 SILs

Initial screening experiments included three Group 13 salts:
aluminium trifluoromethanesulfonate, Al(OTf)3, gallium(III)
trifluoromethanesulfonate, Ga(OTf)3, and aluminium bis(tri-
fluoromethane)sulfonimide, Al(NTf2)3, combined with triethyl-
ene glycol dimethyl ether (triglyme, G3).

Considering that non-coordinating anions were reported to
be the best candidates for generating “good” SILs, mixtures of
Al(NTf2)3 and G3 were tested first. Combinations with high
loadings of the metal salt, χAl(NTf2)3 = 0.33 and 0.51, where
χAl(NTf2)3 is the molar ratio of Al(NTf2)3, were homogeneous and
extremely viscous liquids. Decreasing the molar fraction of Al
(NTf2)3 resulted in apparent autocatalytic decomposition: the
mixtures darkened and a dark-brown insoluble solid precipi-
tated from the liquid glyme. This explained the lack of litera-
ture data on Al(NTf2)3 and glyme mixtures, while there are
several papers on Al(OTf)3 and diglyme,35–37 and on AlCl3 and
glymes.38–40

Subsequently, mixtures of G3 : Al(OTf)3 and G3 : Ga(OTf)3
were tested. Initially, it was anticipated that homogeneous
compounds could be synthesised from equimolar reactant
ratios, χM(OTf)3 = 0.50 (Fig. 2a). However, both G3 : Al(OTf)3 and
G3 : Ga(OTf)3 systems formed homogeneous liquids from very
low metal triflate loadings, up to χM(OTf)3 = 0.33, which is equi-
valent to two moles of G3 per mole of M(OTf)3. This suggested
the possible formation of both ionic and charge-neutral com-
plexes (exemplified in Fig. 2b), but also significantly more
complex species, with either triflates or glymes acting as brid-
ging ligands. Notably, while high metal concentrations
(χM(OTf)3 = 0.33, 0.25) are expected to display SIL-like behaviour,
low metal loadings (χM(OTf)3 = 0.09, 0.10, etc.) are expected to
behave like solutions of metal salts in an organic solvent.

The apparent viscosity and yellow/orange colour of the
formed SILs decreased with decreasing metal loading (Table 1).

Acidity measurement with the Gutmann acceptor number

There are several scales currently used to measure Lewis
acidity by different research groups; each relies on a probe that
interacts with a Lewis acid, and experimental or computational
methods are used to quantify the strength of the interaction.
Computational methods have gained increasing popularity,
but they require detailed information on the structure of
the investigated species to accurately perform electronic
structure computations and optimise the geometry (Global
Electrophilicity Index – GEI)41 or evaluate enthalpy changes
associated with fluoride/hydride coordination (Fluoride Ion

Fig. 2 Hypothetical speciation of Al-SILs synthesised at (a) χM(OTf)3 =
0.50 (reaction did not proceed to completion) and (b) χM(OTf)3 = 0.33
(reaction gave a homogeneous liquid).

Table 1 The composition, physical appearance and acceptor number
(AN) values measured for the solutions and solvate ionic liquids in this
study

Metal χM(OTf)3

G3 : M(OTf)3
molar ratio Physical state AN

Al 0.33 2 : 1 Very viscous, yellow liquid 70.9–82.7
0.25 3 : 1 Viscous, light yellow liquid 70.8–82.7
0.20 4 : 1 Pale yellow liquid 70.7–82.7
0.17 5 : 1 Pale yellow liquid 70.7–82.6
0.14 6 : 1 Pale yellow liquid 71.0–82.6
0.13 7 : 1 Yellow hue liquid 71.4–82.6
0.11 8 : 1 Yellow hue liquid 71.2–82.7
0.10 9 : 1 Yellow hue liquid 71.1–82.5
0.09 10 : 1 Yellow hue liquid 70.7–82.6

Ga 0.33 2 : 1 Very viscous, orange liquid 79.6–92.4
0.25 3 : 1 Viscous, light orange liquid 81.6–92.3
0.20 4 : 1 Pale orange liquid 80.4–92.3
0.17 5 : 1 Pale orange liquid 80.3–93.4
0.14 6 : 1 Pale orange liquid 80.3–92.8
0.13 7 : 1 Orange hue liquid 79.9–92.6
0.11 8 : 1 Orange hue liquid 79.6–93.4
0.10 9 : 1 Orange hue liquid 80.0–93.5
0.09 10 : 1 Orange hue liquid 80.1–93.3

— — 1 : 0 (neat G3) Colourless liquid 9.6
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Affinity – FIA, and Hydride Ion Affinity – HIA).42 Spectroscopic
methods, proposed by Gutmann and Childs, are based on
NMR spectroscopic probes. They offer less fundamental
insights, but they can be used without knowing the speciation,
and in some cases, they were successfully used to corroborate
speciation studies.43,44 Since the Gutmann acceptor number
(AN) has been commonly used to measure the acidity of Lewis
acidic ionic liquids,4,12,45 including solvate ionic liquids,26 it
has been selected for this study.

Following a standard procedure,4,12,33,34,46 AN values were
determined from 31P NMR chemical shifts of an NMR probe, a
weakly basic hard nucleophile, triethylphosphine oxide
(TEPO). The probe was dissolved in G3 :M(OTf)3 ionic liquids,
across the available compositional range, χM(OTf)3 = 0.09–0.33.

In all cases, there were several distinguishable signals, situ-
ated within a narrow range of ca. 8 ppm (Fig. 3). This was in
contrast to AN measurements for chlorometallate ionic
liquids, characterised by a single 31P NMR signal,45 but similar
to LCCs, in which multiple Lewis acidic complexes (or multiple
potential modes of TEPO coordination) are reflected in several
31P NMR signals in AN measurements.3 In all cases, the
pattern of signals was the same. There were three high-inten-
sity signals: two relatively sharp and deshielded peaks, and
one broader signal shifted upfield by ca. 5 ppm, in addition to
at least two low intensity peaks. This suggests the existence of
several Lewis acidic species capable of interacting with TEPO.
The pattern of the 31P NMR signals was broadly the same for
Ga-SILs and Al-SILs, but the signals for Ga-SILs were
deshielded by ca. 5 ppm with respect to those for Al-SILs, indi-
cating a stronger interaction of TEPO (higher Lewis acidity) of
Ga-SILs.

For the purpose of numerical quantification of Lewis
acidity, instead of single AN values, a range of values were
reported for each ionic liquid: ANAl-SILs = 70.7–82.7; ANGa-SILs =
79.6–93.5 (Table 1). On comparing these results with the litera-
ture, it can be seen that the Lewis acidity of Al-SILs, χAl(OTf)3 =
0.33 and 0.25 (AN = 70.8–82.7), was higher than that of 1-octyl-
3-methylimidazolium trifloaluminate ionic liquids, [C8mim][OTf]-

Al(OTf)3, with the same molar ratio of aluminium triflate,
χAl(OTf)3 = 0.33 and 0.25 (AN = 64.9–69.3),12 but lower than the
AN values of archetypal chloroaluminate ionic liquids (AN =
83.3–101.9)4,45,47 or AlCl3 (AN = 85.6–87.0).4 The Lewis acidity
of Ga-SILs (AN = 79.6–93.5) was higher than that of Al-SILs,
approaching the Lewis acidity of chlorogallate ionic liquids
[C8mim]Cl-GaCl3 with an excess of gallium chloride, χGaCl3 >
0.5 (AN = 87.7–107.3).4 Chlorogallate ionic liquids with a sub-
stoichiometric loading of gallium chloride (χGaCl3 = 0.33) were
only mildly acidic, with AN = 21.7.45

These results led to two questions: whether the difference
in measured AN values translates into a difference in catalytic
performance, and how is Lewis acidity related to speciation,
considering that in chlorometallate ILs there was a clear and
direct link between anionic speciation and AN values.4,45

Speciation of Group 13 SILs

In contrast to Li-based SILs, very little is known about the spe-
ciation of Al-based SILs. A single FT-IR spectroscopic study of
Al(OTf)3 and diglyme mixtures, across a range of concen-
trations: χAl(OTf)3 = 0.286, 0.130, 0.029 and 0.0015, suggested
the presence of free triflate anions in the two most diluted
samples, and the prevalence of Al-OTf coordination in the
more concentrated samples.35

In this work, speciation of SILs was studied as a function
of composition using multinuclear 1H, 13C, 27Al or 71Ga NMR
spectroscopy. All SILs were studied neat; in NMR spec-
troscopy, a capillary with D2O was used as a lock and external
reference.

The 1H NMR spectrum of neat triglyme (G3) was compared
to the 1H NMR spectra of G3 : M(OTf)3 systems (Fig. 4). Signals
corresponding to neat glyme, originating from both methylene
and methyl groups (δH = 3.9–4.2 ppm), were less shielded than
the corresponding signals in SILs (δH = 3.0–3.5 ppm), indicat-
ing the coordination of oxygens to the metal centre in
SILs.48–50 Upon increasing the concentration of M(OTf)3 in
glyme, from χM(OTf)3 = 0.09 to 0.33, the signals moved gradually

Fig. 3 31P NMR comparison Al-SILs and Ga-SILs, studied across three
compositions: χM(OTf)3 = 0.33, 0.25 and 0.09.

Fig. 4 1H NMR spectra of neat glyme, G3, and solvate ionic liquids
based on Al(OTf)3 or Ga(OTf)3, studied across three compositions:
χM(OTf)3 = 0.33, 0.25 and 0.09.
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downfield, as more oxygens were coordinated to aluminium at
any given time. Even for very low concentrations of metal salts
(χM(OTf)3 = 0.09), no signals corresponding to free glyme were
visible.

The 13C NMR spectra of neat glyme and selected SILs
(Fig. 5) present a slightly different image: in all SILs, the
signals corresponding to methylene carbon atoms (δ13C =
66–72 ppm) are deshielded when compared to neat glyme (δ13C

= 70–72 ppm), but no changes are observed for the methyl
group signals in neat glyme and in SILs (δ13C = 58 ppm). The
same observation was made by Aldous and co-workers in their
study of SILs based on Li[NTf2] and several glymes.49 Quartets
in the 13C NMR spectra of SILs, arising from CF3 groups in tri-
flates, are found at δ13C = ca. 119.5 ppm, which correspond to
bound anions.51,52

27Al NMR spectra, recorded for Al-containing SILs (Fig. 6),
all featured a group of signals between −13 and 0 ppm corres-
ponding to six-coordinate Al species, in an oxygen coordi-

nation environment.53 Multiple signals suggest the co-exist-
ence of several coordination environments of aluminium, in a
manner resembling the coordination environment of trifloalu-
minate ionic liquids.12 There were no signals corresponding to
tetrahedral (40–140 ppm), or pentacoordinate (25–60 ppm) alu-
minium environments,54–58 which is unsurprising given the
excess of O-donors available in each sample. The very broad
signal at ca. 75 ppm has been attributed to the residual signal
from NMR probe (instrument artefact).12

Ga-SILs (χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33–0.09) were studied by 71Ga NMR
spectroscopy (Fig. 7). Most spectra were flat, with signals
indistinguishable from the baseline; this is commonly found
in gallium-based ionic liquids with low-symmetry anions.59 It
can be attributed to fast quadrupolar relaxation in these low-
symmetry environments, combined with rapid exchanges
between several species (as indicated by 1H NMR spec-
troscopy), all of which would contribute to the signal broad-
ening. In the most concentrated samples (χGa(OTf )3 = 0.33,
0.25 and possibly 0.20), a signal at −50 ppm was detected,
attributable to the octahedral environment of gallium (−50 to
50 ppm).60

Finally, both Al-SILs and Ga-SILs were studied by 19F NMR
spectroscopy across their entire compositional range (χM(OTf)3 =
0.33–0.09). The 19F NMR spectra of Al-SILs exhibited multiple
signals within the chemical shift range of −79.2 to −80.2 ppm
(Fig. 8), while 19F NMR signals for Ga-SILs were slightly more
shielded on average, −78.9 to −79.6 ppm (Fig. 9). To our
knowledge, these are the most complicated patterns of 19F
NMR signals from triflate anions reported in the IL literature.

1,3-Dialkylimidazolium ILs with free [OTf]− anions, dis-
solved in a deuterated NMR solvent, all had single sharp 19F
NMR signals within −76 to −79 ppm.61 Al-coordinated triflates
in triflometallate ILs featured several merged 19F NMR signals,
centred around −79 ppm, with minimal downfield shift with
increasing χAl(OTf)3, whereas the parent metal-free IL, 1-octyl-3-
methylimidazolium triflate, measured neat, had a singlet at
−80.2 ppm.12

Fig. 5 13C NMR spectra of neat glyme, G3, and solvate ionic liquids
based on Al(OTf)3 or Ga(OTf)3, studied across three compositions:
χM(OTf)3 = 0.33, 0.25 and 0.09.

Fig. 6 27Al NMR spectra of Al(NO3)3 in D2O, and a full series of Al-SIL
compositions, χAl(OTf)3 = 0.33–0.09.

Fig. 7 71Ga NMR spectrum of Ga(NO3)3 in D2O and a full series of Ga-
SIL compositions, χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33–0.09.
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In this work, all 19F NMR signals shifted upfield with
increasing χM(OTf)3, although the pattern of signals did not
change significantly with the composition (aside from broad-
ening due to viscosity change). It is understood that speciation
of the metal remains constant across the compositional range
(hence the pattern of signals remains constant), but their
solvent environment changes (hence the solvent-induced
change in the chemical shift). Namely, at χM(OTf)3 = 0.33, the
neat sample is the neat solvate ionic liquid, composed of Al or
Ga coordinated by glymes and triflate anions – a “good” SIL,
with strong coulombic interactions. In the neat χM(OTf)3 = 0.09
composition, there are the same triflate anions, and the same
coordination complexes of Al or Ga, but they are diluted with
excess glyme, acting as a solvent. This change of solvent, from
a neat ionic liquid to a solution of ionic liquid in glyme,
results in a change in the chemical shift. In both Al-SILs and
Ga-SILs, this transition from solution to the SIL environment
is observable for χM(OTf)3 ≥ 0.20.

In conclusion, NMR spectroscopy points to both alu-
minium and gallium having octahedral coordination, with
both [OTf]− and G3 ligands coordinated to the metal centre. It
can be certainly stated that there is no single well-defined

species in any sample, but there are multiple octahedral com-
plexes, each characterised by a number of [OTf]− anions and
specific numbers/hapticities of G3 ligands around the metal
centre.

On comparing the 19F NMR spectra of Al-SILs (Fig. 8) and
Ga-SILs (Fig. 9), further conclusions could be cautiously pro-
posed. Firstly, although there are multiple species, both in Al-
SIL and in Ga-SIL, they do not seem to change as a function of
χM(OTf)3 in either system. Rather, it could be envisaged that the
χM(OTf)3 = 0.33 composition is the concentrated SIL and adding
more glyme (towards χM(OTf)3 = 0.09) dilutes the metal species
without affecting their coordination environments. AN
measurements corroborate this hypothesis, as the range of AN
values appears constant for each family of SILs (Table 1).
Secondly, the 19F NMR spectra of Al-SILs and Ga-SILs are
markedly different; there seems to be an additional deshielded
signal in the Al-SIL spectra, which reaches −80.2 ppm for
χAl(OTf)3 = 0.33 (more ionic nature, viz. Fig. 2b). In Ga-SILs, all
triflates appear to be bound, suggesting that the equilibrium
in Fig. 2b is right-shifted for gallium.

Notably, in all samples, there is an excess of O-donors with
respect to metal centres. Although no free glymes were
detected by 1H or 13C NMR spectroscopy, it must be assumed
that dynamic exchange of glyme ligands occurs.

Thermogravimetric analysis

The thermal stability of the solvate ionic liquids was studied
by thermogravimetric analysis (TGA). TG curves are available
in Fig. S1 and S2 in the ESI.† In contrast to their thermally
stable precursors, glyme (Td = 167 °C), Al(OTf)3 (Td = 221 °C)
and Ga(OTf)3 (Td = 182 °C), the thermal stability of the investi-
gated systems was much lower with Td5% = 127 °C for Al-SILs
and Td5% = 105 °C Ga-SILs, respectively. This unfortunately
limits the span of operative conditions for these glymes, but
also suggests that the metal centre is highly Lewis acidic, effec-
tively catalysing the decomposition of the glyme at a much
lower temperature.

Catalytic performance in a [3 + 3] cycloaddition reaction

A [3 + 3] cycloaddition was selected as a test reaction for the
catalytic activity of the new SILs. The yield and selectivity of
products in this reaction depend strongly both on the activity
of the Lewis acidic catalyst and on the reaction conditions,
which makes it sensitive to subtle changes and therefore a
good model to distinguish between catalysts.62,63

The synthesis of chromane from 2,4-dimethylphenol and
isoprene (Scheme 1) was chosen as a model [3 + 3] cyclo-
addition. Chromane is a part of a structure of more compli-
cated compounds, including various forms of vitamin E and
flavonoids,64 which makes it a common synthetic target. The
reaction is typically catalysed by metal triflates, promoting
high selectivity towards chromane (main product, Scheme 1).65

All reactions were carried out solventless, at 35 °C, using
liquid reactants (1 : 2 molar ratio of isoprene : 2,4-dimethyl-
phenol). Conversion of 2,4-dimethylphenol was monitored
using GC, and each reaction was carried out until a plateau of

Fig. 9 19F NMR spectra of a full series of Ga-SIls, χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33–0.09.

Fig. 8 19F NMR spectra of a full series of Al-SILs, χAl(OTf)3 = 0.33–0.09.
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conversion was reached. All SILs formed homogeneous solu-
tions when added to the reaction mixture, whereas their
corresponding solid metal triflates, studied as comparators,
were suspended in the reaction mixture.

The catalytic performance of Al(OTf)3, at 2 mol% loading of
aluminium with respect to isoprene, was compared to Al-SIL
(χAl(OTf)3 = 0.33), at 1, 2 and 5 mol% (Fig. 10). While the conver-
sion for 2 mol% of Al(OTf)3 reached a plateau at ca. 70%, the
same loading of Al-SIL (χAl(OTf)3 = 0.33) gave ca. 99% conversion
after 240 min, with the same selectivity to chromane of ca.
80%. Increasing the Al-SIL loading to 5 mol% resulted in
improved reaction kinetics and selectivity; it gave full substrate
conversion within 120 min, with selectivity reaching a
maximum of 90.7% after 180 min. Decreasing the Al-SIL
loading to 1 mol% had the opposite effect, with performance
lower than that of the benchmark catalyst, i.e. 2 mol% of Al
(OTf)3.

In a series of analogous experiments, the performance of
Ga(OTf)3, at 2 mol% loading, was compared to Ga-SIL (χGa(OTf)3
= 0.33), at 1, 2 and 5 mol% loadings (Fig. 11). The reaction cat-
alysed with 2 mol% of Ga(OTf)3 reached ca. 91% conversion
after 240 min, with selectivity approaching 90%, whereas the
same loading of Ga-SIL (χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33) gave full conversion

after only 30 min. The extended reaction time increased the
selectivity, from 86.8% after 30 min to 93.8% after 120 min.

Both gallium triflate and Ga-SIL significantly outperformed
their aluminium-based analogues, in keeping with higher AN
values recorded for Ga-SIL (Table 1). The Ga-SIL (χGa(OTf)3 =
0.33, loading 2 mol%) gave full conversion in 120 min,
whereas the analogous Al-SIL required 240 min.

The best outcomes, in terms of conversion and selectivity,
achieved with each tested catalyst, are given in Table 2, along
with the corresponding experimental conditions. Both Al-SIL
and Ga-SIL outperformed their corresponding triflates at the
same loadings of 2 mol%. Inferior reaction rates in M(OTf)3-
catalysed reactions could be attributed to poor mass transport,
as the triflate salts were suspended rather than dissolved.
However, for both M(OTf)3 catalysts, conversions reached
plateau values, whereas SILs enabled both full conversions
and higher selectivities to chromane, which cannot be attribu-
ted solely to mass transfer. We therefore concluded that alter-
ing coordination around the metal centres, from triflate-only
to mixed glyme/triflate complexes, had the dual benefit of (i)
increased solubility in the organic phase and (ii) increased
catalytic activity.

Following this reasoning, it was concluded that further
altering of the coordination environment of Al(III) and Ga(III),
from triflate to glyme ligands, could be beneficial. To test this
hypothesis, both SILs were tested at χM(OTf)3 = 0.09, with a
vastly increased concentration of G3 with respect to metal.
However, even at 5 mol% loading, the χM(OTf)3 = 0.09 SILs pro-
duced inferior results (Table 2, entries 4 and 8), when com-
pared to χM(OTf)3 = 0.33 SILs (Table 2, entries 2, 3, 6 and 7).
Most likely, liquids at χM(OTf)3 = 0.09 are merely solutions of
SILs of certain fixed compositions in the excess of glyme; upon
addition to the reaction mixture, excess glyme is simply

Scheme 1 Reaction between 2,4-dimethylphenol and isoprene.

Fig. 10 Performance of various amounts of Al-SIL (χAl(OTf)3 = 0.33) in
the [3 + 3] cycloaddition of 2,4-dimethylphenol to isoprene, relative to
metal triflate. Reaction conditions: 2,4-dimethylphenol (8 mmol), iso-
prene (4 mmol), 1000 rpm, T = 35 °C, S – selectivity to the main
product.

Fig. 11 Performance of various amounts of Ga-SIL (χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33) in
the [3 + 3] cycloaddition of 2,4-dimethylphenol to isoprene, relative to
metal triflate. Reaction conditions: 2,4-dimethylphenol (8 mmol), iso-
prene (4 mmol), 1000 rpm, T = 35 °C, S – selectivity to the main
product.
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washed away and acts as a dilutant to the system, decreasing
the overall concentration of reactants.

The recyclability of the best-performing SIL, Ga-SIL
(χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33), was tested by extracting the residual substrate
and product with anhydrous hexane, after which the phase-
separated catalyst layer was isolated, washed twice with
hexene, concentrated and used in the next reaction cycle. Full
conversion of the substrate was achieved over 4 consecutive
reaction cycles, with selectivities above 90% (Table 3).

In conclusion, the G3 : Ga(OTf)3, χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33 SIL was
found to be an excellent catalyst for the synthesis of chromane,
giving full conversion of isoprene within 2 h, with selectivity
towards 2,2-dimethyl-6,8-dimethylchromane reaching 93.8%,
slightly higher than those of previously reported catalytic
systems, ranging from 80% to 92%.12,66,67 The catalytic per-
formance of Al-SILs and Ga-SILs has followed the AN trend.

Conclusions

New solvate ionic liquids based on aluminium(III) and gallium
(III) triflates, and G3 have been synthesised, characterised and
used as Lewis acidic catalysts for the synthesis of chromane.
Both triflate salts dissolved in G3 at low concentrations
(χM(OTf)3 = 0.09) and formed homogeneous liquids up to a
metal triflate loading of χM(OTf)3 = 0.33. It was found that both
metals were octahedral across the entire compositional range,

and both G3 and [OTf]− were included in the first coordination
sphere of the metal.

From multinuclear NMR spectroscopic experiments, it
appeared that the coordination environment remained similar
across the compositional range, for each of the two metals.
Furthermore, it was suggested that speciation of Al-SILs was
different from that of Ga-SILs, potentially with more free tri-
flate in the former. AN values (an experimental measure of
Lewis acidity) were constant for each SIL family, across the
entire compositional range: ca. 71–83 for Al-SILs and ca. 80–93
for Ga-SILs. These values lie within a relatively high acidity
range, despite a fully occupied coordination shell.

The catalytic activity of SILs was tested in a model [3 + 3]
cycloaddition, yielding 2,2-dimethyl-2,4-dimethylchromane.
Both families of SILs were fully dissolved in the reaction mix-
tures, in contrast to the parent metal triflates, and their cata-
lytic activity has been enhanced when compared at the same
metal loading. The catalytic performance was aligned with AN
measurements, with Ga-SILs outperforming Al-SILs. The best
catalyst (Ga-SIL χM(OTf)3 = 0.33) gave full substrate conversion
and a high selectivity of 93.8% after 2 h at 35 °C, and could be
recycled four times, retaining consistently high conversion and
selectivity.

Given the notorious difficulties in dissolving metal triflates,
converting them to SILs may offer a broadly-applicable and
robust approach to generate well-soluble metal triflate cata-
lysts; this strategy is likely applicable beyond Group 13, to rare
earth triflates and transition metal triflates. Further detailed
studies on the structure and applications of Group 13 SILs are
currently ongoing in our group.
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Table 2 Performance of SILs in the [3 + 3] cycloaddition of 2,4-di-
methylphenol to isoprene

No. Catalyst χM(OTf)3

Catalyst
loading
(mol%)

Time
(min)

Conversion
(%)

Selectivity
(%)

1 Al(OTf)3 1.00 2 180 70.3 80.3
2 Al-SIL 0.33 2 240 99.2 80.3
3 Al-SIL 0.33 5 180 100.0 90.7
4 Al-SIL 0.09 5 240 64.0 70.9

5 Ga(OTf)3 1.00 2 240 91.4 83.2
6 Ga-SIL 0.33 2 120 100.0 82.8
7 Ga-SIL 0.33 5 120 100.0 93.8
8 Ga-SIL 0.09 5 240 92.6 84.3

Reaction conditions: 2,4-dimethylphenol (8 mmol), isoprene (4 mmol),
1000 rpm, T = 35 °C, amount of catalyst calculated in relation to
isoprene.

Table 3 Recycling of Ga-SIL (χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33) in the [3 + 3] cyclo-
addition of 2,4-dimethylphenol to isoprene

Cycle no. Conversion (%) Selectivity (%)

1 100.0 93.8
2 100.0 94.0
3 100.0 92.6
4 100.0 91.5

Reaction conditions: 2,4-dimethylphenol (12–16 mmol), isoprene
(6–8 mmol), 1000 rpm, T = 35 °C, 5 mol% of Ga-SIL (χGa(OTf)3 = 0.33)
(amount of catalyst calculated in relation to isoprene), 120 min.
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