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The concept of Lewis acids and bases is commonly
discussed in advanced inorganic chemistry courses. Yet there
are few laboratory experiments on Lewis acids and bases,
other than those involving coordination chemistry or calo-
rimetry, that can be carried out successfully without high-
vacuum apparatus. Therefore, a computational chemistry
exercise that enables students to explore many of the facets
of acid–base chemistry has been developed.

For a gas-phase reaction between a Lewis acid and a
Lewis base

A(g) + :B(g) → A:B(g)
the binding energy is given by the difference between the
energy of the adduct and that of the individual acid and base
moieties:

∆E = EA:B – EA – E :B

The goals of the exercise are:
1. To determine the relative strengths of the Lewis acids

and Lewis bases by calculating the binding energies of
the adducts.

2. To examine possible factors that might influence the
binding energies, including:

a. The relative energies of the highest occupied orbital
on the base and the lowest unoccupied orbital on
the acid.

b. The charge capacity of the acid.

c. The extent of charge transfer between the base and
the acid upon adduct formation.

d. Electrostatic interactions between the acid and the
base in the adduct.

e. The relative hardness and softness of the acid and base.

f. The reorganizational energy that is required to
change the geometry of the acid and base into that
present in the adduct.

g. Steric interactions between the acid and the base.

3. To examine structural changes that occur upon adduct
formation.

a. Bond lengths

b. Bond angles

These effects have been the subject of several recent ab
initio quantum mechanical investigations of adducts of boron
or aluminum hydrides and halides with Lewis bases containing
N or P donor atoms (1–19). However, high level ab initio
calculations are not well suited for an advanced inorganic

chemistry course because they are too time-consuming for
investigation of several adducts during a 4-hour laboratory
period. Although the semiempirical MNDO model (20) has
been employed by students in our advanced inorganic chemis-
try course (21), binding energy trends are not well reproduced
at the semiempirical level. With the advent of faster computers,
it is now possible to do ab initio calculations in a reasonable
amount of time. Therefore, small basis set 3-21G (22, 23)
ab initio quantum mechanical calculations are recommended
for this exercise. Quantitative agreement with sophisticated
ab initio methods cannot be expected from such low-level
methods; however, trends in binding energies and geometrical
parameters are well reproduced at the 3-21G level. Reasonable
conclusions concerning factors that influence binding energies
also can be drawn from the 3-21G results (1, 3).

Description of the Exercise
Most students have only limited exposure to molecular

modeling prior to this exercise. Therefore, it is necessary to
demonstrate to them how to build molecules, select the
computational model, carry out geometry optimizations, and
view the calculated properties once convergence has been
attained. No attempt is made to provide a detailed background
description of the quantum mechanical model employed.
Such a description would certainly be appropriate if the
exercise were used as part of a junior or senior level course in
physical chemistry or molecular modeling.

The 3-21G ab initio basis set or semiempirical MNDO
model, as implemented in the Windows 95 version of
HyperChem 4.5 or 5.1 (24), is employed for the calculations.
BH3, BF3, BCl3, AlH3, and AlCl3 are used as the Lewis acids,
and NH3, PH3, pyridine, 3,5-dimethylpyridine, and 2,6-
dimethylpyridine as the Lewis bases. Additional consider-
ations, such as the existence of B2H6 and Al2Cl6 as dimers in
the gas phase, can be incorporated easily into the exercise.
The procedure for the exercise is as follows.

STEP 1. The geometry of each free base is optimized and
its total energy obtained. Values of the energy of the highest
occupied and lowest unoccupied molecular orbitals of the
base at its optimized geometry are recorded. The absolute
hardness of the base can be approximated by 1⁄2 the energy
of the HOMO–LUMO gap (25). Preliminary information
about the relative strength of the bases is obtained by calcu-
lating their proton affinities. Finally, the partial charge on
the donor atom of the base is noted.

STEP 2. The geometry of each free acid is optimized and
its total energy obtained. The geometry of the MX4

� anion
formed from the acid is then optimized to give idealized bond
angles of 109.5°. An X� ion is removed to give the neutral
acid with an idealized, pyramidal structure. Although this
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simple procedure gives M–X bond lengths that are somewhat
too long, trends within the series of acids are correctly repro-
duced. From the difference in energy between the idealized
pyramidal structure of the acid and its optimized planar
structure, the reorganizational energy necessary to form the
pyramidal structure can be calculated. The value of the
partial charge on the acceptor atom of the pyramidal acid is
noted, and the hardness of the pyramidal acid is determined
from 1⁄2 the energy of the HOMO–LUMO gap. Finally, the
vertical electron attachment energy of the acid at its idealized
pyramidal geometry is determined. This energy depends on
the energy of the lowest unoccupied molecular orbital of the
acid and its charge capacity.

STEP 3. The binding energies and geometrical param-
eters of acid–base adducts are calculated.

1. The geometries of the adducts are optimized, and the
total energies, bond lengths, bond angles, and partial
charges on the atoms in the adducts are recorded.

2. The base is deleted from the adduct, and the energy,
E A

AB, of the acid at its geometry in the adduct is
calculated. The reorganizational energy of the acid
is E A

AB–E A
0 , where E A

0 is the energy of the free acid at
its optimized geometry.

3. The acid is deleted from the adduct, and the energy,
E B

AB, of the base at its geometry in the adduct is
calculated. The reorganizational energy of the base is
E B

AB–E B
0, where E B

0 is the energy of the free base at its
optimized geometry.

4. The extent of charge transfer from the base to the acid
upon adduct formation is determined from the partial
charges on all of the atoms of the acid.

Theoretical Model

Basis Set
Before discussing the results of the 3-21G calculations,

a brief word about the quality of the calculations at different
levels of theory is appropriate. Calculated values of several
properties of the free bases, the free acids at idealized pyra-
midal geometries, and the adducts using MNDO and AM1
(26 ) semiempirical Hamiltonians or STO-3G (27, 28),
3-21G and 6-31G* (29) ab initio basis sets are shown in
Tables 1–4. Trends in proton affinities of the bases are well
reproduced by all except the STO-3G calculations. Trends
in geometrical properties of the adducts are reasonably well re-
produced by all of the methods, but the 3-21G model is the
lowest level of theory that gives a good correlation with
6-31G* binding energies. Therefore, the 3-21G model rep-
resents the best compromise between speed and accuracy.

Geometry Optimization
Geometries were optimized to a gradient of 0.01 kcal/

mol Å. The time required to optimize the geometries of the
adducts can be decreased by optimizing the geometries using
the MM+ molecular mechanics force field before optimizing the
geometries at the ab initio level. Eigenvector following was
the most efficient optimization method for the quantum
mechanical calculations. If desired, vibrational frequencies can
be calculated to assure that the stationary points correspond

to energy minima. However, the time required for these
calculations at the 3-21G level precludes routine vibrational
calculations.

Discussion of Illustrative Results

Free Acids and Bases
Calculated proton affinities of several Lewis bases, the

energies of their highest occupied molecular orbitals
(HOMOs), their lowest unoccupied molecular orbitals
(LUMOs), their calculated hardness (1⁄2 the HOMO–LUMO
gap), and the partial charges on their donor atoms are given
in Table 5. Nitrogen is a better donor atom than P, and the
electron-releasing effects of the methyl groups and the electron-
withdrawing effects of fluorine are reflected. The positive
charges on the donor atoms of NF3 and PH3 should sub-
stantially decrease their base strengths electrostatically. The
hardness of the bases decreases in the order NF3 > NH3 >
N(CH3)3 > PH3 > pyridine > 3,5- dimethylpyridine ~ 2,6-

fossendraHdnaseitiniffAnotorPdetaluclaC.1elbaT
sesaBsiweL

esaB noitaluclaC
E OMOH /

Ve
E OMUL /

Ve
/ssendraH

Ve
AP a/

lomlack �1

FN 3 —
*G13-6

G12-3
G3-OTS

1MA
ODNM

—
� 33.21
� 10.51
� 96.01
� 81.31
� 39.31

—
48.6
20.6
12.21
39.0
17.0

—
95.9
25.01
54.11
60.7
23.7

631 b

241
721
581
47
94

HP 3 —
*G13-6

G12-3
G3-OTS

1MA
ODNM

—
� 97.8

� 63.01
� 31.8

� 24.01
� 43.11

—
29.3
29.4
04.31
13.1
76.1

—
63.6
46.7
77.01
78.5
15.6

881 b

791
481
442
821
121

HN 3 —
*G13-6

G12-3
G3-OTS

1MA
ODNM

—
� 86.9

� 85.01
� 67.9

� 24.01
� 91.11

—
41.5
94.7
10.71
22.4
43.4

—
14.7
40.9
23.7
23.7
77.7

402 b

712
722
722
751
651

enidiryP —
*G13-6

G12-3
G3-OTS

1MA
ODNM

—
� 63.9
� 96.9
� 91.8
� 39.9
� 96.9

—
54.3
45.3
45.6
41.0
10.0

—
14.6
26.6
73.7
40.5
58.4

222 b

—
142
772
361
861

HC(N 3)3 —
*G13-6

G12-3
G3-OTS

1MA
ODNM

—
� 44.9
� 80.9
� 88.7
� 11.9
� 85.9

—
01.6
29.6
77.51
91.3
59.2

—
77.7
00.8
38.11
51.6
72.6

722 b

042
842
842
061
751

-lyhtemiD-5,3
enidiryp

—
*G13-6

G12-3
G3-OTS

1MA
ODNM

—
� 18.8
� 70.9
� 06.7
� 24.9
� 05.9

—
07.3
18.3
87.6
31.0

� 51.0

—
62.6
44.6
91.7
87.4
86.4

822 b

—
642
282
661
861

-lyhtemiD-6,2
enidiryp

—
*G13-6

G12-3
G3-OTS

1MA
ODNM

—
� 87.8
� 60.9
� 95.7
� 04.9
� 64.9

—
77.3
37.3
77.6
91.0

� 01.0

—
82.6
04.6
81.7
08.4
86.4

032 b

—
052
882
171
851

a∆E value for the reaction BH+ → B + H+.
bExperimental proton affinity (∆H) (33).
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dimethylpyridine. Calculated vertical electron attachment
energies, HOMO and LUMO energies, hardness of the
acids at their idealized pyramidal geometries, and the partial
charges on their acceptor atoms are shown in Table 6. The
magnitude of the electron attachment energies decrease in
the order AlCl3 > BCl3 >> AlH3 > BF3 > BH3. AlCl3 and BF3
should have the strongest electrostatic contribution to their
acid strengths based on the charges on their acceptor atoms.
The energy required to reorganize the structure of the acid from
trigonal planar to the idealized pyramidal geometry is much
greater for BF3 and BCl3 than for the other acids. Finally,
the hardness of the acids decreases in the order BF3 > BH3 >
BCl3 > AlH3 > AlCl3.

Acid–Base Adducts
The calculated binding energies, structural features,

reorganizational energies of the acid and base, charges on the
donor and acceptor atoms, and the amount of charge trans-

ferred from the base to the acid upon adduct formation are
shown in Table 7 for adducts of NH3 and of PH3.

When a Lewis base binds to a Lewis acid, several changes
occur in the calculated geometries of the acids (Table 7). M–X
bond lengths within the acid get longer, and the X–M–X bond
angles get smaller upon adduct formation. Geometrical
changes in the acids upon adduct formation are in good
agreement with high-level ab initio results (3, 5, 8, 15).

Toward the hard base NH3, the acid strength varies in a
similar fashion to the electron attachment energies: AlCl3 >>
BCl3 > AlH3 ~ BF3 > BH3. NH3 is a considerably stronger
base than PH3 toward neutral group 13 Lewis acids irrespective
of the hardness of the acid.

dezilaedIfoseitreporPdetaluclaC.2elbaT
(� munimulAdnanoroBladimaryP)05.901=

sedilaHdnasedirdyH

noitaluclaC
E OMOH /

Ve
E OMUL /

Ve
/ssendraH

Ve

∆E AE
a/

lomlack �1

E groer
b/

lomlack �1
Q AA

c

BH3

*G13-6 � 77.21 24.1 01.7 9.11+ 0.52 81.0+
G12-3 � 68.21 51.1 00.7 2.8+ 9.52 30.0+

G3-OTS � 60.21 52.5 66.8 4.69+ 3.82 61.0+
1MA � 63.11 50.0 17.5 � 8.1 1.52 92.0+

ODNM � 24.21 � 27.0 58.5 � 5.91 4.82 22.0+

BF3

*G13-6 � 21.71 27.0 29.8 � 1.5 7.25 90.1+
G12-3 � 69.61 74.0 27.8 � 7.5 2.64 91.1+

G3-OTS � 82.21 83.5 38.8 6.901+ 1.94 95.0+
1MA � 75.41 � 11.1 37.6 � 3.82 0.63 64.0+

ODNM � 48.51 � 72.2 97.6 � 4.55 9.54 65.0+

A l H3

*G13-6 � 11.11 � 51.0 84.5 � 2.31 7.91 85.0+
G12-3 � 40.11 � 12.0 24.5 � 9.31 3.02 17.0+

G3-OTS � 98.8 84.6 96.7 2.631+ 9.52 58.0+
1MA � 20.11 � 77.1 36.4 � 4.44 6.41 42.0+

ODNM � 20.11 � 19.0 60.5 � 9.22 0.71 97.0+

B C l3

*G13-6 � 14.21 � 75.0 29.5 � 4.64 5.54 53.0+
G12-3 � 58.21 � 93.1 37.5 � 8.36 8.04 13.0+

G3-OTS � 52.11 94.1 73.6 � 5.1 6.34 15.0+
1MA � 61.21 � 97.2 96.4 � 2.27 4.93 33.0+

ODNM � 98.21 � 15.3 96.4 � 1.98 5.83 33.0+

A l C l 3

*G13-6 � 93.21 � 44.1 84.5 � 5.05 0.62 69.0+
G12-3 � 97.21 � 82.2 62.5 � 5.86 1.12 93.1+

G3-OTS � 76.01 01.2 93.6 7.03+ 7.42 52.1+
1MA � 60.21 � 92.3 93.4 � 2.97 9.04 76.0+

ODNM � 86.21 � 61.3 67.4 � 9.57 6.91 60.1+
a The vertical electron attachment energy that occurs when an elec-

tron is added to the neutral MX3 molecule at the idealized pyramidal
optimized geometry.

b The reorganizational energy necessary to change the geometry of
the acid from trigonal planar to the idealized pyramidal structure.

c The partial charge on the acceptor atom.

sdicAsiweLhtiwainommAfostcuddA.3elbaT

noitaluclaC
∆Ea/

lomlack �1

r NM
b/

Å

∆r XM
c/

Å
∠ XMX d

(°)
E groer

e/
lomlack �1

∆Q AB
f

H3 N : ClA l 3

(oitiniba 61 ) � 6.53 30.2 40.0 6.611 — —
*G13-6 � 8.14 20.2 40.0 3.611 )1.0(7.8 52.0

G12-3 � 0.76 89.1 40.0 5.611 )5.0(4.5 52.0
G3-OTS � 0.36 39.1 30.0 3.611 )2.0(6.7 52.0

1MA � 3.22 68.1 60.0 5.511 )4.0(3.01 83.0
ODNM � 1.13 69.1 50.0 8.511 )2.0(3.7 53.0

H3 N: lA H3

(oitiniba 4 ) � 2.03 — — — — —
*G13-6 � 6.92 01.2 20.0 4.711 )1.0(9.4 81.0

G12-3 � 9.24 40.2 20.0 9.611 )2.0(4.5 91.0
G3-OTS � 1.93 00.2 00.0 4.711 )2.0(8.5 62.0

1MA � 2.93 28.1 20.0 6.211 )3.0(1.01 74.0
ODNM � 4.42 59.1 20.0 6.511 )2.0(6.6 43.0

H3 N : CB l 3

(oitiniba 4 ) � 6.22 36.1 80.0 8.311 — 63.0
*G13-6 � 4.52 36.1 90.0 5.311 )1.0(9.62 73.0

G12-3 � 2.94 36.1 11.0 5.311 )0.0(1.52 63.0
G3-OTS � 0.25 46.1 80.0 0.411 )8.0(7.32 54.0

1MA � 9.53 06.1 01.0 9.111 )5.0(8.92 25.0
ODNM � 9.22 16.1 80.0 3.211 )6.0(8.62 55.0

H3 N:BH3

(oitiniba 91 ) � 0.62 66.1 20.0 8.311 — 53.0
*G13-6 � 5.32 96.1 20.0 1.411 )1.0(6.31 62.0

G12-3 � 6.53 17.1 20.0 0.411 )2.0(6.31 62.0
G3-OTS � 1.64 26.1 00.0 2.411 )5.0(9.41 73.0

1MA � 3.83 65.1 20.0 1.311 )3.0(9.51 84.0
ODNM � 1.82 95.1 20.0 3.211 )4.0(2.02 25.0

H3 N:BF3

(oitiniba 91 ) � 2.91 86.1 50.0 6.411 — 82.0
*G13-6 � 5.02 96.1 50.0 7.411 )1.0(5.42 22.0

G12-3 � 1.24 86.1 50.0 3.411 )3.0(3.32 12.0
G3-OTS � 8.51 09.1 30.0 0.711 )3.0(6.11 22.0

1MA � 4.21 87.1 30.0 2.311 )3.0(8.02 33.0
ODNM � 8.6 17.1 40.0 9.311 )3.0(4.32 24.0

a Binding energy.
b Donor atom–acceptor atom bond distance in the adduct.
c Change in the M–X bond distance in the acid upon adduct formation.
d Value of the X–M–X bond angle in the acid of the adduct.
e Reorganizational energy of the acid (base) upon adduct formation as

a result of a change in structure.
f Net Mulliken charge transfer from the base to the acid upon adduct

formation.
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leading to a higher reorganizational energy (3, 30, 31). This
argument has been refuted by Brinck, Murray, and Politzer
(5), who attribute the lower acidity of BF3 to its lower charge-
accepting capacity. Robinson et al. (32) suggested that BF3 is a
weaker acid than BCl3 because the increased ionic character
of the B–F bonds makes it energetically less favorable for these
bonds to lengthen upon adduct formation. The 3-21G results
indicate that the F–B–F bond angles in H3N:BF3 are larger
than the Cl–B–Cl bond angles in H3N:BCl3. Thus, the
reorganizational energy is actually larger for the BCl3 adduct.
Results in Table 6 suggest that the much more favorable
electron accepting ability of BCl3 compared to BF3 (as indi-
cated by their vertical electron attachment energies at idealized
pyramidal geometries) is largely responsible for the greater
binding energy in the BCl3 adduct (5).

Not all expected trends are reproduced by the 3-21G
calculations. Based on the concept of hard and soft acids and
bases, one would expect the energy change for the reaction

F3B:PH3 + Cl3Al:NH3 → F3B:NH3 + Cl3Al:PH3

to be negative, since BF3 is harder than AlCl3 and NH3 is harder
than PH3. However, the calculated ∆E value is +3.4 kcal/mol.
The value is positive even with the 6-31G* basis set. Higher
level calculations, using correlated wave functions, would be
required to determine whether this result is an artifact of the
theoretical model.

sesaBsiweLfoseitreporPdetaluclaCG12-3.5elbaT

esaBsiweL E OMOH
a Ve/ E OMUL /

Ve
ssendraH b/

Ve
AP c/

lomlack �1 Q AD
d

FN 3 � 10.51 20.6 25.01 721 56.0+

HP 3 � 63.01 29.4 )0.6(46.7 481 90.0+

HN 3 � 85.01 94.7 )2.8(40.9 722 � 88.0

enidiryP � (96.9 � )98.01 45.3 )0.5(26.6 142 � 76.0

enidiryplyhtemiD-5,3 � (70.9 � )75.01 18.3 44.6 642 � 86.0

HC(N 3)3 � 80.9 29.6 )3.6(00.8 842 � 86.0

enidiryplyhtemiD-6,2 � (60.9 � )76.01 37.3 04.6 052 � 47.0

aThe number in parentheses for pyridine and its derivatives corresponds
to the energy of the lone pair orbital.

bExperimental value in parentheses is from ref 25.
cCalculated energy change for the reaction BH+(g) → B(g) + H+(g).
dPartial charge on the donor atom.

dezilaedIfoseitreporPdetaluclaCG12-3.6elbaT
(� 5.901= � sedirdyHmunimulAdnanoroBladimaryP)

sedilaHdna

eluceloM
E OMOH /

Ve
E OMUL /

Ve
/ssendraH

Ve

∆E AE
a/

lomlack �1

E groer
b/

lomlack �1
Q AA

c

HB 3 � 68.21 51.1 00.7 2.8+ 9.52 30.0+

FB 3 � 69.61 74.0 27.8 � 7.5 2.64 91.1+

HlA 3 � 40.11 � 12.0 24.5 � 9.31 3.02 17.0+

lCB 3 � 58.21 � 93.1 37.5 � 8.36 8.04 13.0+

lClA 3 � 97.21 � 82.2 62.5 � 5.86 1.12 93.1+
a Vertical electron attachment energy that occurs when an electron is

added to the neutral MX3 molecule at the idealized pyramidal geometry.
b The reorganizational energy necessary to change the geometry of the

acid from trigonal planar to the idealized pyramidal structure.
c The partial charge on the acceptor atom.

Note: See footnotes to Table 3 for definitions of column headings.

sdicAsiweLhtiwenihpsohPfostcuddA.4elbaT

noitaluclaC
∆E/

lomlack �1

r NM /
Å

∆r XM /
Å

∠ XMX
(°)

E groer /
lomlack �1

∆Q AB

H3P: ClA l 3

*G13-6 � 4.81 25.2 40.0 6.611 )2.2(5.7 52.0
G12-3 � 2.72 45.2 40.0 7.611 )6.2(1.6 41.0

G3-OTS � 2.63 83.2 30.0 9.511 )1.4(7.8 33.0
1MA � 7.2 86.2 30.0 6.711 )2.0(5.4 90.0

ODNM � 0.5 55.2 20.0 5.811 )7.0(3.2 21.0
H3P: HlA 3

(oitiniba 51 ) � 2.51 45.2 — — — —
*G13-6 � 5.11 26.2 10.0 4.811 )1.1(9.2 51.0

G12-3 � 7.21 27.2 10.0 7.811 )8.0(2.2 60.0
G3-OTS � 6.02 54.2 00.0 1.811 )5.1(2.4 02.0

1MA � 5.8 54.2 10.0 1.911 )2.0(2.1 22.0
ODNM � 1.1 66.2 10.0 5.911 )2.0(7.0 80.0

H3P: HB 3

(oitiniba 91 ) � 1.02 59.1 20.0 4.411 — 36.0
*G13-6 � 8.9 20.2 20.0 0.511 )6.1(4.11 73.0

G12-3 � 4.8 12.2 10.0 8.611 )1.1(0.7 72.0
G3-OTS � 6.03 10.2 00.0 7.411 )3.3(5.31 14.0

1MA � 1.92 15.1 20.0 5.201 )1.01(6.34 14.1
ODNM � 8.9 00.2 10.0 6.711 )0.1(0.6 82.0

H3P: FB 3

(oitiniba 91 ) � 0.3 90.3 00.0 6.411 — 20.0
*G13-6 � 2.2 44.3 00.0 0.021 )2.0(3.0 00.0

G12-3 � 7.5 30.3 00.0 7.911 )2.0(9.0 10.0
G3-OTS � 3.3 29.2 00.0 8.911 )1.0(6.0 40.0

1MA � 9.0 28.3 00.0 0.021 )0.0(0.0 00.0
ODNM � 5.0 02.4 00.0 0.021 )0.0(0.0 00.0

H3P: CB l 3

(oitiniba 91 ) � 4.5 10.2 80.0 9.311 — 76.0
*G13-6 1.1 40.2 90.0 7.311 )1.4(5.62 65.0

G12-3 � 7.7 60.2 01.0 9.311 )4.4(8.32 66.0
G3-OTS � 1.52 40.2 80.0 4.311 )3.7(9.52 65.0

1MA � 2.1 66.3 00.0 0.021 )0.0(0.0 33.0
ODNM � 1.2 60.2 50.0 6.611 )4.1(4.11 82.0

Toward the soft base PH3, the acid strength decreases
with the hardness of the acid except for the reversal of BH3
and BCl3: AlCl3 > AlH3 > BH3 ~ BCl3 > BF3.

The reorganizational energies are closely related to the
angle changes that occur within the acids upon adduct
formation. Except for the pyridine and substituted pyridine
adducts, these angle changes are less than 7°. Therefore, the
reorganizational energies are considerably smaller than esti-
mated using the pyramidal free acids, in which the angle
change is 10.5°.

The binding energy of the 2,6-dimethylpyridine–BCl3
adduct is much smaller than those for the pyridine or 3,5-
dimethylpyridine adducts. This results from the severe steric
hindrance that occurs between the methyl groups on the base
and the chlorine atoms on the acid. Most of the difference
in binding energy can be accounted for by the large increase
in reorganizational energy that results from steric interactions.

Traditionally, the lower acidity of BF3 compared to BCl3
is attributed to the stronger pπ–pπ bonding in planar BF3
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Conclusions

Ab initio or semiempirical quantum mechanical calcu-
lations can be used to investigate Lewis acid–base adducts as
a computational chemistry exercise in advanced inorganic
chemistry. Trends in binding energies and several of the factors
that accompany adduct formation can be demonstrated by
the calculations. Calculated trends using 3-21G ab initio basis
sets are in good agreement with those obtained from high-
level ab initio calculations.

This computational exercise has several advantages.
Foremost is that it involves a discovery approach. Possible
factors that influence binding energies can be postulated from
the results of the calculations. These postulates can then be
used as the starting point for a lecture discussion on acids
and bases. Second, students are faced with a large amount of
raw data that must be interpreted and presented in a logical
fashion in a report. This provides them with a good intro-
duction to an important facet of chemical research and
enhances their critical thinking skills. Third, it introduces
students to an aspect of molecular modeling that is not
normally presented in other courses.
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aBinding energy.
bDonor atom–acceptor atom bond distance in the adduct.
cChange in the M–X bond distance in the acid upon adduct formation.
dValue of the X–M–X bond angle in the acid of the adduct.
eReorganizational energy of the acid (base) upon adduct formation as a result

of a change in structure.
fNet Mulliken charge transfer from the base to the acid upon adduct formation.
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hCharge on the acceptor atom of the acid in the adduct.

http://jchemed.chem.wisc.edu/
http://jchemed.chem.wisc.edu/Journal/issues/2000/Feb/
http://jchemed.chem.wisc.edu/Journal/


In the Classroom

214 Journal of Chemical Education  •  Vol. 77  No. 2  February 2000  •  JChemEd.chem.wisc.edu

20. Dewar, M. J. S.; Theil, W. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1977, 99, 4899.
21. Anderson, W. P. A Lewis Acid–Base Computational Experi-

ment for Advanced Inorganic Chemistry; Presented at the Di-
vision of Chemical Education, American Chemical Society;
ACS National Meeting, New Orleans, LA, March 1996;
CHED Newslett. 1996, Spring, Abstract 730.

22. Binkley, J. S.; Pople, J. A.; Hehre, W. J. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
1980, 102, 939–947.

23. Gordon, M. S.; Binkley, J. S.; Pople, J. A.; Pietro, W. J.; Hehre,
W. J. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1982, 104, 2797–2803.

24. HyperChem 4.5 or 5.1, Windows 95 version; HyperCube,
Inc.: Waterloo, ON, Canada.

25. Pearson, R. G. Inorg. Chem. 1988, 27, 734–740.
26. Dewar, M. J. S.; Zoebisch, E. G.; Healy, E. F. J. Am. Chem.

Soc. 1985, 107, 3902–3909.
27. Hehre, W. J.; Stewart, R. F.; Pople, J. A. J. Chem. Phys. 1969,

51, 2657–2664.

28. Hehre, W. J.; Ditchfield, R.; Stewart, R. F.; Pople, J. A. J.
Chem. Phys. 1970, 52, 2769–2773.

29. Francl, M. M.; Pietro, W. J.; Hehre, W. J.; Binkley, J. S.; Gor-
don, M. S.; DeFrees, D. J.; Pople, J. A. J. Chem. Phys. 1982,
77, 3654–3665.

30. Shriver, D. F.; Atkins, P.; Langford, C. H. Inorganic Chemis-
try, 2nd ed.; Freeman: New York, 1994.

31. Douglas, B. E.; McDaniel, D. H.; Alexander, J. J. Concepts
and Models of Inorganic Chemistry, 3rd ed.; Wiley: New York,
1994.

32. Robinson, E. A.; Johnson, S. A.; Tang, T.-H.; Gillespie, R. J.
Inorg. Chem. 1997, 36, 3022–3030.

33. Hunter, E. P.; Lias, S. G. Proton Affinity Evaluation. In NIST
Chemistry WebBook; NIST Standard Reference Database Num-
ber 69; Mallard, W. G.; Linstrom, P. J., Eds.; National Insti-
tute of Standards and Technology: Gaithersberg, MD, 1998;
http://WebBook.nist.gov/chemistry/ (accessed Nov 1999).

http://jchemed.chem.wisc.edu/Journal/
http://jchemed.chem.wisc.edu/Journal/issues/2000/Feb/
http://jchemed.chem.wisc.edu/
http://WebBook.nist.gov/chemistry/ 

