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The design and synthesis of efficient receptors capable of
binding biologically and environmentally important anionic
species is an emerging field in supramolecular chemistry.[1]

Anion receptors with amide, pyrrole, urea, ammonium, and
guanidinium groups as binding sites form N�H···A� hydrogen
bonds.[2] In contrast, we have studied several benzene- and
anthracene-based receptors with two or three imidazolium
units which bind effectively with anionic species through (C�
H)+···A� hydrogen-bonding interactions.[3] The discovery of
calix[4]pyrroles as anion receptors has led to detailed studies
and further synthetic modifications being carried out for use
in a range of applications, including anion sensing and
transport.[4] Synthesis of these receptors to selectively sense
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fluoride ions is of special importance because of the unique
properties and hygienic importance of the fluoride ion.[5] The
ionic hydrogen-bonding interactions formed by the imidazo-
lium moieties, which are stronger than the hydrogen-bonding
interactions formed by the pyrrole and urea moieties (see the
Supporting Information), could be used to improve the
binding affinity of the receptor for the anion. In particular,
a receptor designed so that it possessed an array of positively
charged imidazolium moieties in a calix form should have an
enhanced binding affinity towards anions. The selectivity
order of the anions could also be varied by adjusting the
cavity size of the receptor. Herein, we report the first example
based on this design, calix compound calix[4]imidazolium[2]-
pyridine (1), and discuss its synthesis, characterization, and
recognition abilities.

The reaction of equal quantities of 1-(1H-imidazol-1-
ylmethyl)-1H-imidazole and 2,5-bis(bromomethyl)pyridine
in acetonitrile followed by anion exchange with NH4PF6

afforded 1-(PF6)4 as colorless microcrystals after recrystalli-
zation from acetone (Scheme 1). Single crystals of 1-Br4 and

1-(PF6)4 were obtained from water/ethanol and acetonitrile/
acetone solutions, respectively. Macrocycle 1 was character-
ized on the basis of the spectroscopic data of these salts (see
the Supporting Information) and X-ray diffraction analysis.

Single-crystal structures of 1-Br4·6 H2O and 1-
(PF6)4·2 MeCN are shown in Figure 1. Macrocycle 1 adopts
a chairlike conformation with all four imidazolium (C�H)+

groups pointing towards the center of the macrocyclic core.
Two of the four counteranions are “sandwiched” between two
adjacent macrocycles and the other two are located outside
the cage with no apparent interaction with the macrocycle.
Compound 1 has many potential hydrogen-bond donor sites
and a relatively large cavity; consequently, it is expected to be
an interesting complexing agent for various anions.

Binding studies of 1-(PF6)4 with various anions (F� , Cl� ,
Br� , I� , CH3COO� , and HSO4

�) were carried out in dry
CD3CN and [D6]DMSO by monitoring the changes in the
chemical shift of the (C�H)+ hydrogen atom in the imidazo-

lium moiety during 1H NMR spectroscopic titrations. The
addition of an equimolar amount of fluoride anions as the
tetrabutylammonium salt (tetrabutylammonium fluoride
(TBAF)) to 1-(PF6)4 induced a large downfield chemical
shift Dd of the positively charged imidazolium (C�H)+

hydrogen atom to Dd = 3.14 ppm in CD3CN, whereas the
shift was Dd = 1.77 ppm in [D6]DMSO; further addition
caused no other significant changes in the chemical shift.
Job-plot analysis showed a maximum change in chemical shift
at a mole fraction of 0.5, thus indicating a 1:1 binding
stoichiometry (see the Supporting Information). The bridging
CH2 group between the two imidazolium groups also showed
Dd = 0.87 and 0.30 ppm in CD3CN and [D6]DMSO, respec-
tively. The addition of one equivalent of tetrabutylammonium
chloride (TBACl) moves the resonance of the (C�H)+

hydrogen atom of 1 from d = 9.42 to 10.02 ppm and up to
d = 10.49 ppm after addition of two molar equivalents in
[D6]DMSO, thus inferring a more complicated binding
pattern. The association constant Ka, calculated with the
HOSTEST program,[6] revealed evidence of strong binding
with the fluoride anions in a 1:1 stoichiometry. The titration

Scheme 1. Synthesis of 1.

Figure 1. Crystal structures of a) 1-(PF6)4·2 CH3CN and b) 1-Br4·6H2O.
The displacement ellipsoids are given with 50% probability, except for
the F atoms in the PF6

� ion. The CH3CN and H2O molecules are omit-
ted for clarity. All the anions (PF6

� and Br�) are located outside the
cage with no direct interactions with the imidazolium moieties.
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curves for all the other anions tested were best fit to 1:2
receptor/anion stoichiometries. The association constant for
1-(PF6)4 with F� , Cl� , Br� , and I� ions exceeded Ka� 105 by
1H NMR spectroscopic titrations in CD3CN, so the highly
polar solvent [D6]DMSO was employed for the quantitative
analysis of anion binding with 1-(PF6)4. The binding constants
(m�1) were found to be K1 = 28 900 for F� ions, K1 = 2030 and
K2 = 2790 for Cl� ions, and K2 @ K1 for Br� , I� , and
HSO4

� ions. It should be noted that the binding constant for
the F� ions was obtained in the presence of a trace amount of
water which arose from the use of the trihydrate salt. The
binding constants for H2PO4

� ions were not determined
because of the disappearance of the imidazolium (C�H)+

hydrogen atom signal after the addition of one equivalent of
the anions during 1H NMR spectroscopic titration.

Crystals of the 1-F(PF6)3 complex of sufficient quality for
X-ray diffraction studies[7] were obtained by the addition of
TBAF·3 H2O to a solution of 1-(PF6)4 in acetonitrile
(Figure 2). This structure determination further supported
the idea that host 1 binds a single fluoride anion. Orientation
of all the four (C�H)+ groups of 1 towards the cavity anchors
the fluoride anion in the center of the macrocyclic core
through strong H�F interactions (with distances of 1.991 and
2.082 � for H7···F and H12···F, respectively; CH2···F =

2.576 �).
Interestingly, crystallization of the host complex 1-(PF6)4

with TBACl (molar ratio = 1:1) from acetonitrile solution
afforded crystals of 1-Cl2(PF6)2 of sufficient quality for X-ray
diffraction studies, which showed that the receptor/anion
ratio was 1:2 (Figure 3a).[7] It is of note that the addition of
one equivalent of tetrabutylammonium bromide (TBABr) to
1-(PF6)4 results in a crystal in which the unit cell contains two
layers: one composed of 1-Br2(PF6)2 and the other composed
of the free receptor 1-(PF6)4 (Figure 3c). The structure of the
1-Br2(PF6)2 layer is analogous to the structure of 1-Cl2(PF6)2

(Figure 3b). The chloride and bromide anions, as they are
larger and favor nonspherical or surface conformations[8] in
order to keep the extra electron in a large empty space, do not
fit in the center of the cavity of 1, unlike the fluoride anion,
and the two chloride anions reside 2.194 � above and below
the plane, slightly offset from the center of the macrocyclic
core. One chloride anion forms strong interactions with the

H(11) and H(7) protons of the imidazolium rings at distances
of 2.610 and 2.759 �, respectively, whereas the other chloride
anion is closer to the H(7’) and H(11’) protons and forms
interactions with them at distances of 3.075 and 3.498 �,
respectively.

We further investigated the conformations of the free
receptor and the receptor/anion complexes using B3LYP/6-
31G(+)* density functional calculations (see the Supporting
Information). The binding energy of 1 with F� ions in the gas

Figure 2. View of the molecular structure of 1-F(PF6)3·2H2O. a) Top
view of the 1-F unit and b) side view of 1-F(PF6)3·2H2O, with displace-
ment ellipsoids at 50% probability.

Figure 3. a) Crystal structure of the {1-Cl2} unit from 1-Cl2(PF6)2·2CH3CN, with displacement ellipsoids at 50% probability. The PF6
� ions and

CH3CN molecules are omitted for clarity. b) Single-crystal structure of the {1-Br2} unit from 12-Br2(PF6)6, with displacement ellipsoids at 50% prob-
ability. c) Unit cell structure of [1-Br2][1-(PF6)2][PF6]4·2CH3CN, with displacement ellipsoids at 30% probability except for the F atoms in the
PF6

� ion.
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phase is 315.9 kcal mol�1, which is larger than those of the Cl�

and Br� ions (279.2 and 273.3 kcal mol�1, respectively) but is
less stable than the 1:2 F complex (537.2 kcalmol�1; Table 1).
However, the gain in free energy in DMSO favors the
formation of the 1:F complex over the 1:2 F complex by
1.3 kcalmol�1 and the 1:1 complexes of 1 with Cl� and
Br� ions by approximately 2 and 3 kcal mol�1, respectively.

This result is in agreement with the experimental Ka values
and the formation of the 1:1 complex from the host 1 and the
F� ions as observed in the crystal structure. The presence of
one water molecule associated with the F� ions lowers the
free energy by 0.1 kcal mol�1 in DMSO, thus suggesting that
the presence of a trace amount of water in DMSO slightly
weakens the interactions between the receptor and the
fluoride anion, which is in agreement with the experimental
results.[2h] However, the 1:2 complexes of 1 with the Cl� and
Br� ions in DMSO are more stable than the corresponding 1:1
complexes, respectively. The method used for these calcula-
tions described herein, although not accurate, helps us to
predict the selectivity order of the receptor for the anions and
determine whether a 1:1 or 1:2 complex will be formed.

In summary, we have synthesized novel macrocyclic anion
receptor 1 that has an array of positively charged imidazolium
units and has proved to be an effective receptor for F� ions.
Modification of this system would allow the development of a
new class of calix containing many positively charged moieties
that would be suitable for anion recognition by ionic hydro-
gen-bonding interactions and as precursors for N-heterocyclic
carbenes for application in metal-coordination chemistry.[10]
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Table 1: Experimental free energies and calculated interaction energies for 1/anion complexes
(kcalmol�1).[a]

Anion Ka [m�1] ([D6]DMSO) �DGNMR �DEgas
calcd �DEsol

calcd �DGscaled

K1 K2

F� 28 900 – 6.08 315.9 (537.2) 20.29 (16.14) 6.09 (4.84)
[304.9] [19.96] [5.99]

Cl� 2030 2790 4.51/4.70 279.2(477.9) 13.80(19.52) 4.14(5.86)
Br� 100 10700 2.73/5.49 273.3(469.7) 10.13(14.97) 3.04(4.49)
I� 130 3330 2.88/4.80 – – –
CH3COO� 5040 1940 5.05/4.48 – – –
HSO4

� 40 1120 2.18/4.16 – – –

[a] The association constants Ka (m�1) were measured using 1H NMR spectroscopic titrations (25 8C).
Errors estimated to be <10%. The anions were used as their tetrabutylammonium salts. DEgas

calcd is the
interaction energy in the gas phase at the B3LYP/6-31(+)G* level of theory. DEsol

calcd =
DEsol

1=anion�DEsol
sol=anion�DEsol

TBA anion, where DEsol
1=anion is the interaction energy of the 1/anion complex in

DMSO based on the isodensity surface polarized continuum model (IPCM), DEEsol
sol=anion is the

interaction energy of the anion with the solvent molecules in the first solvation shell of an anion.
DEEsol

TBA anion (sol = DMSO) is the interaction energy of the tetrabutylammonium ion with the anion in
solution. The countercation correction was applied only to the F� ions as this effect is not significant for
the other anions.[9] The free energy change (DGscaled) was obtained approximately by scaling the internal
energy change, on the basis of the results of the internal versus the free solvation energy of the halide
anions in the first solvation shell.[8] Values in parentheses are for 1:2 complexes, values in square
brackets are for a 1:1 complex in which the F� ions interact with one extra water molecule.
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