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trans effect and trans influence: importance of metal
mediated ligand–ligand repulsion†

Balazs Pinter,*a Veronique Van Speybroeck,b Michel Waroquier,b Paul Geerlingsa

and Frank De Proft*a

The trans effect and trans influence were investigated and rationalized in the aminolysis, a typical

nucleophilic substitution reaction, of trans-TPtCl2NH3 complexes (T = NH3, PH3, CO and C2H4) using

energy decomposition analysis, both along the reaction paths and on the stationary points, and Natural

Orbital for Chemical Valence analysis. In order to scrutinize the underlying principles and the origin of

the kinetic trans effect, plausible structural constraints were introduced in the decomposition analysis,

which allowed eliminating the distance dependence of the interaction energy components. It was

established that the trans effect can be rationalized with the interaction of the TPtCl2 and NH3

fragments in the reactant state and TPtCl2 and (NH3)2 fragments in the transition state. It was evinced

quantitatively that the s-donor ability of T indeed controls the stability of the reactant, whereas in the

case of p-acids, backdonation stabilizes the transition state, for which conceptually two mechanisms are

available: intrinsic and induced p-backdonation. In the destabilization of the reactant and also in the

labilization of the leaving group (trans influence) repulsion plays a more important role than orbital

sharing effects, which are the cornerstones of the widely accepted interpretations of the trans

influence, such as competition for donation or limitation of the donation of the leaving group by the

trans ligand T. This repulsive interaction was rationalized both in terms of donated electron density and

also in the molecular orbital framework. NOCV orbitals indeed clearly show that the s-trans effect can

be envisioned as a donation from the trans ligand not only to the metal but also to the s* orbital of

the metal-leaving group bond, which manifests as a repulsion between the metal and the

leaving group.

Introduction

The trans effect is a well-known phenomenon in the ligand
substitution reaction in square planar and octahedral transition
metal complexes.1,2 It ranks ligands on the basis of their effect on
the substitution rate of the leaving group trans to their position.
In practice, for example, it plays a pivotal role in the mode of
action of PtII-based anticancer drugs3 (cisplatin, oxaplatin, etc.),
in the transmetallation steps of various Pd-based catalytic cross-
coupling reactions4 and in the first step of the Shilov reaction,5

in which alkanes are converted to alcohols using PtII-based
catalysts. For the former, the binding to DNA bases itself is a

substitution reaction that is controlled, both regioselectivity and
rate, by the trans effect.

This ligand effect has been investigated both experimentally6

and theoretically7–12 on many occasions. This has resulted in well-
established scales to categorize ligands based on their trans effect,
i.e. their overall effect on the rate of ligand substitutions of square
planar d8 complexes.1b It was found that good s-donors, such as
PH3, and good p-acceptors, such as CO, typically accelerate the
reaction, whereas trans ligands (T) with a poor s-donor property
(e.g. H2O) are less effective in promoting substitution trans to
themselves. It is a rather dramatic ligand effect spanning several
orders of magnitude in rate.1b Since it is profoundly an electronic
effect, a consensus was reached relatively quickly concerning its
mode of action: the s-donor ability of the trans ligand, T, can be
linked to the stability of the reactant, whereas p-backdonation to T
provides extra stabilization in the trigonal bipyramidal transition
state, as depicted in Scheme 1.

The exact mechanism of stabilization–destabilization of the
square planar reactant complex by ligand T was the subject of a
long debate.13 It was established that the kinetic trans effect
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and trans influence, i.e. the effect of ligand T on the strength of
the metal–ligand bond trans to T – manifested for example in the
metal–ligand bond distance9e,14–17 – are related phenomena.8,13

Early electrostatics based explanations of the latter effect9d were
revised later to orbital interaction based arguments,1a,8,9b,e, f,11,13

which formally can be summarized as follows: the trans influence
and the s-trans effect are caused by ‘‘a competition between the
ligands to donate their electron density to the central PtII atom’’.11

Accordingly, a good s-donor labilizes the ligand trans to itself by
limiting its donation to the metal and vice versa.

Most probably the core of this concept originates from the
paper of Burdett and Albright9f who derived that, in general, the
stabilization energy of a bond also depends upon the properties
of ligands sharing the orbital involved in the bond. For example
for the reactant in Scheme 1, TMCl2X, the s-bond stabilization
of the M–T and M–X bonds was derived to be

SMT(s) = 2bsSsT
2 � 2gs(SsT

4 + SsT
2SsX

2) (1a)

SMX(s) = 2bsSsX
2 � 2gs(SsX

4 + SsX
2SsT

2) (1b)

where bs and gs are parameters depending on the energies of
the interacting orbitals and SsX and SsT are the overlap integrals
between the s-orbital of ligands X and T and the metal d orbital
(dx2�y2), respectively. These expressions simply show that the
energy of the M–X bond decreases if the overlap between M and
T (SsT) increases, that is, if T is a stronger s-donor. However,
note that this term appears only as a secondary effect in
eqn (1a) and (1b), serving as a correction factor to the first
order term implying that orbital sharing is not a primary factor,
which is actually not consistent with the magnitude of the trans
effect.

The donation-competing ligand argument is, nevertheless, a
powerful and widespread concept due to its consistency with
the observed experimental, both kinetic and structural, data
and with the chemical intuition on the electron donating ability
of ligands. In addition, it has received support from various
theoretical studies.8,9e,11,18 The majority of these theoretical
studies were carried out on fully optimized structures in which
the M–X (trans to T, Scheme 1) bond was also let to relax to its
equilibrium value. The shortening and lengthening of the M–X
bond as a function of T is a clear manifestation of the effect of T,

however, comparing structures with different M–X bond
lengths might influence the conclusions about the origins of
the intrinsic weakening and strengthening of the M–X bond by T.
A hint of this problem was given by Zumdahl and Drago, who
investigated the overlap population between Pt and the leaving
group, NH3, as a function of T with a fixed Pt–NH3 distance of
2 Å.8 From this study, Scheme 2 shows the reduced overlap
population (P) obtained from Mulliken population analysis for
a weak (H2O), medium (H2S) and a very strong donor (H�). As
Scheme 2 shows, P(Pt–NH3) indeed slightly varies with T from
0.34 to 0.32 and to 0.31, respectively; this change is, however,
very minor when compared to the overlap integral change for
the T–Pt interaction (0.24–0.61). This result rather indicates
that the donation of the leaving group is affected only slightly
by the donation of T, in line with eqn (1b), but, then again, in
contrast to the observed magnitude of the trans effect.1a

As the oversimplified example in Scheme 2 demonstrates,
the recent, widely accepted rationalization of the labilization of
the ligand trans to T is not complete. In this study, we present a
theoretical study using a very powerful tool, energy decomposition
analysis, to reveal why a bond elongates if a strong s-donor binds
from the opposite site of the metal, i.e. the trans influence. The
same method was recently applied for this purpose and it was
nicely presented that a longer metal–ligand bond is associated with
a weaker orbital interaction, as expected.9e In this study, we will
demonstrate that the latter conclusions are to some degree influ-
enced by the bond length discussion mentioned above. Our results
and new concepts are also rationalized within the molecular orbital
framework in detail throughout the paper. Our ultimate purpose is
to rationalize the phenomenon of the trans effect, so we also
quantify the effect of back-donation in the transition state and
investigate whether or not s-donation induces extra stabilization in
the TS as was proposed by Zumdahl and Drago.8

Methodology

We investigated the aminolysis, a typical nucleophilic substitu-
tion reaction, of four square planar platinum complexes
(TPtCl2NH3, T = NH3, PH3, CO and C2H4) differing only in the
trans ligand T (Fig. 1). The analysed trans ligands include two
pure s-donors of different strength (NH3 and PH3

19) and two
ligands with p-acceptor properties, i.e. p-acids (CO and C2H4).
Geometry and transition state optimizations and intrinsic
reaction coordinate calculations were performed using the
M0620 density-functional coupled with the cc-pVDZ-pp21 basis
set for Pt and the cc-pVDZ basis22 for light atoms. The energies
of the optimized structures were reevaluated using the triple-z
basis set cc-pVTZ(-pp).23 Analytical vibrational frequencies
within the harmonic approximation were computed with the

Scheme 1 Proposed mechanisms to influence the activation energy of substitu-
tion of X (DE‡) with trans ligand T.

Scheme 2 Overlap population (P) of Pt–NH3 and Pt–T as a function of T.8
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cc-pVDZ(-pp) basis set to confirm minima or saddle points on
the potential energy surface. All of these calculations were
carried out using Gaussian 09.24

High level ab initio energy calculations at the CCSD(T)/
cc-pVTZ(-pp)25 level were also carried out on the M06/cc-pVDZ
equilibrium structures using MOLPRO26 to verify the reliability
of DFT based techniques in predicting activation energies.
Subsequent energy decomposition analysis was performed at
the PBE/TZ2P(small core)/ZORA27,28 level as implemented in
ADF2012.29 Our analysis shows that the energy decomposition
analysis is not sensitive to the size of the basis set (Tables S3–S5,
ESI†) and that TZ2P reproduces the results of the quadruple-z
QZ4P basis set within 1 kcal mol�1. The relative stability of
stationary points along the reaction paths was also evaluated
using the latter method/program package combination.

Within fragment-based approaches, such as the one available
in ADF, the potential energy change DE can be expressed in
terms of the preparation energy DEprep,28a,30 which is the energy
associated with the geometrical deformation of the fragments
from their starting (equilibrium) structure, and the interaction
energy between the fragments DEint (eqn (2)).

DE = DEprep + DEint (2)

DEint = DEPauli + DVelstat + DEoi (3)

The interaction energy can be further decomposed into
three physically meaningful terms (eqn (3)), DEPauli, DVelstat

and DEoi, using the Ziegler–Rauk decomposition scheme.31 The
electrostatic interaction contribution (DVelstat) represents the
classical Coulomb interaction between the fragments with
unperturbed charge distributions. The Pauli repulsion term,
DEPauli, embodies the repulsive filled–filled orbital interaction,
which is the origin of the steric effect between the reactants.32

The orbital interaction energy, DEoi, calculated in the energy
decomposition analysis corresponds to the stabilization caused

by the interactions between the occupied molecular orbitals on
one fragment and the unoccupied molecular orbitals of the
other fragment, as well as by the mixing of occupied and virtual
orbitals within the same fragment (intrafragment polarization)
upon the formation of the assembled structure from the
fragments. The density reorganization which is associated with
the latter process and which gives rise to DEoi can be expressed
in Natural Orbitals for Chemical Valence (NOCV), defined as
the eigenvectors that diagonalize the deformation density
(eqn (4)),33

Dr(r) = r � r0 (4)

being the difference between the total density r of the
composed molecule and the sum r0 of the densities of the
initial fragments. It is a general property of a subtraction of two
idempotent density matrices that eigenvalues appear pairwise,
so that the deformation density (eqn (5)) can be expressed as a
sum of pairs of complementary eigenfunctions (ck, c�k) corre-
sponding to the eigenvalues nk and �nk:

DrðrÞ ¼
XM=2

k¼1
nk �c�k2ðrÞ þ ck

2ðrÞ
� �

¼
XM=2

k¼1
DrkðrÞ (5)

This implies that the eigenvalue nk is the number of electrons
that is transferred from the orbital ck to �ck upon bond for-
mation. In this study the expression of an NOCV is simply used for
the density deformation, Dri, represented by a complementary
NOCV pair:

Dri(r) = ni[�c�i
2(r) + ci

2(r)] (6)

We performed the energy decomposition analysis along the
reaction path in two ways introduced by Bickelhaupt et al.30a,34

and by Frenking et al.35 The main differences in the two
approaches are the choice of fragments and the reference point
of the reaction path. The former method identifies the two
fragments with the two reactants (the Activation Strain Model
(ASM)), whereas the latter rather defines the outgoing and
incoming substituents, which are directly involved in the
bond-breaking/formation process, as one fragment and the
remaining core moiety as the other fragment. Considering
the reference point, the activation strain model uses the pre-
reactive s-complex as the zero level, which has the advantage
that the analyzed activation barriers are always positive,
whereas the relative energies of the species are given with
respect to the separated reactants in the method introduced
by Frenking et al.35 In the latter case the relative energy of the
species along the reaction, which is called the critical energy,
can also be negative,36 but it is independent of the stability of
the prereactive s-complex. In our approach, the reference point
is chosen to be the two reactants separated by an infinite
distance, whereas we use fragments TPtCl2 and (NH3)2 along
the reaction path. Note that because there is no interaction
between the incoming ammonia and the TPtCl2 fragment at an
infinite distance, i.e. in the reactant state, the interaction
energy and its components are determined solely by the inter-
action of the TPtCl2 and the leaving NH3 fragments in the

Fig. 1 Investigated systems 1–4 and the corresponding computed reaction
profiles (DG in kcal mol�1 at the M06/cc-pVTZ(-pp)//M06/cc-pVDZ(-pp) level at
298.15 K).
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square planar reactant complex TPtCl2NH3. Our analysis with
reactant fragments, i.e. TPtCl2NH3 and NH3, along the reaction
coordinate (Fig. S1–S4, ESI†) as well as an energy decomposi-
tion analysis between fragments T and PtCl2NH3 for reactant
states and T and PtCl2(NH3)2 for transition states (Table S2,
ESI†) can be found in the ESI.†

Results

Table 1 summarizes the calculated activation energies for the
investigated aminolysis reactions using various methods. The
agreement between M06 and CCSD(T) results is very good; for
systems 2–4 the deviation in the activation energy using DFT and
ab initio methods is less than 1 kcal mol�1, whereas for 1 it is only
about 3 kcal mol�1. This result indicates that the M06 functional-
based protocol is capable of properly describing the structures as
well as the energetics of the investigated systems. In addition, the
PBE activation barriers and intermediate stabilities also show very
good agreement with the M06 and CCSD(T) values with deviations
of only a few kcal mol�1, ensuring the confident use of this protocol
in studying the systems in question.

Fig. 1 shows the calculated reaction profiles of the amino-
lysis with T = NH3, PH3, CO and C2H4. In the case of T = NH3,
PH3 and CO, these profiles have the typical characteristics of an
interchange (I) type substitution mechanism, i.e. starting from
the reactant (R) the reaction proceeds through a prereactive
s-complex (C), a transition state (TS) with a symmetric trigonal
bipyramidal (tbp) geometry and a subsequent s-complex (C),
followed by the product (P). The reaction also proceeds through
an interchange mechanism for T = C2H4, however in this case
the symmetric tbp geometry corresponds to an intermediate
(INT) with similar energy to the TS. These findings are
consistent with that of former computational mechanistic
studies.11,37 The trend of computed apparent barrier heights,

DGzNH3
4DGzPH3

4DGzCO 4DGzC2H4
, is in agreement with the

observed trans effect strength order of the ligands.1b,38 Note
that the relative energies of the species are given with respect to
the separated reactants. Accordingly, we will analyse how T
influences the energy difference between the isolated reactants
and transition states, which, in line with the terminology of
Frenking et al.,35 will be called the critical energy. Nevertheless,
intrinsic energy barriers (energies relative to the prereactive
complex, C) also give the same reactivity order.

Fig. 2 shows the change in the critical energy (DE) and its
contributors, preparation (DDEprep) and interaction energy

(DDEint) along the IRC, projected to the d(Pt–N2) distance as
the reaction coordinate. These graphs start at a d(Pt–N2)
distance of 3 Å and end at the trigonal bipyramidal structure,
which is the transition state for T = NH3, PH3, and CO and the
intermediate for C2H4. Again, note that all plotted energy values
are referred to the reactants at infinite separation. As can be
seen from Fig. 2, the energy reaction profile (DE) is in agree-
ment with the free energy profile (DG) depicted in Fig. 1, still
reflecting the trans effect exhibited by the four ligands consid-
ered. Separation of the critical energy into preparation and
interaction energy contributions indicates that our current
fragmentation applied indeed results in an almost strain-free

Table 1 Calculated energy barriers and free energy barriers using different
methods in kcal mol�1. The relative stability of 4-INT is given in brackets

DE‡ DG‡ (298.15 K)

T M06 PBE CCSD(T) M06

1 NH3 18.2 22.1 21.4 28.4
2 PH3 6.4 8.2 7.4 15.1
3 CO 3.2 4.4 3.9 12.1
4 C2H4 �4.1 �2.1 �4.7 7.2

(�4.5) (�4.3) (�6.8) (6.4)

Fig. 2 Critical energy (DE) and its contributions, such as interaction energy
(DDEint) and preparation (DDEprep) along the reaction coordinate projected onto
the Pt–N2 distance. Energy values are given in kcal mol�1.
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situation, i.e. DEprep E 0, where the total electronic energy is
determined dominantly by the interaction energy between
the two fragments. Consequently, because the residual strain
contribution is very similar for systems 1–4, the different trans
effects of the ligands can be scrutinized on pure electronic
origins along the interaction of the TPtCl2 and (NH3)2 frag-
ments with different T.

The energy decomposition in Fig. 3 reveals that DDEint

becomes less stabilizing towards the transition state because
electrostatic (DDVelstat) and orbital interactions (DDEoi) become
less stabilizing whereas, in contrast, DDEPauli actually becomes
less repulsive. This trend is analogous to that found by Bick-
elhaupt34d and independently by Frenking for model SN2
reactions.35a Also, the same dilemma arises as in the latter
studies: why does the Pauli repulsion drop as a fifth ligand
enters the coordination sphere? This behaviour of DDEPauli was
critically addressed by Bickelhaupt and Frenking and the same
rationalization applies here: the TPtCl2NH3 responds to the
approach of the incoming NH3 with a geometrical relaxation
(mainly with distortion from the planar structure and elonga-
tion of the Pt–N1 bond), which helps to relieve the extra Pauli
repulsion.

One additional conclusion that can be drawn from these
reaction coordinate diagrams is that the Pt–N2 distance, and
consequently the Pt–N1 distance as well, differ significantly for
the transition states of 1–4. For example, the transition state is
the least compact for T = NH3 with d(Pt–N2) of 2.45 Å, whereas
for T = CO the incoming ammonia has to approach the metal to
a distance of 2.38 Å to reach the transition state. One can expect
that this distance actually correlates with and represents the
stability of the transition state. Surprisingly, however, inter-
action energies (DEint) between TPtCl2 and (NH3)2 fragments
calculated in the equilibrium geometry of the transition states
without referencing to the reactant state, listed in Table 2, do
not reflect the relative stabilities of the TSs and barrier heights
expected on the basis of the trans effect strength. For example,
there is an activation energy difference of more than 10 kcal mol�1

between NH3 and PH3, however DEint gives very similar inter-
action energies between TPtCl2 and (NH3)2 fragments for
T = NH3 and PH3. This analysis only allows the distinction
between pure s-donor and p-acid type ligands exhibiting inter-
action energies of about �38 and �49 kcal mol�1, respectively.
However, almost no difference emerges between systems of the
same class. The components of the interaction energy, however,
vary from system to system and overall show that the stronger
Pauli repulsion is always accompanied with more stabilizing
electrostatic and orbital interactions. Note that this behavior of
DEPauli, DVelstat and DEoi is fully consistent with the observed
changes as a function of the Pt–N2 distance as depicted in
Fig. 2. As the transition states get more compact Pauli repulsion
increases and the electrostatic and orbital interactions become
more attractive. This collective behaviour of the energy compo-
nents is discussed later for the structurally less complex reac-
tant complexes where it is also apparent.

The fact that the interaction energy between TPtCl2 and
(NH3)2 fragments calculated in the transition state cannot

account for the energy barrier alone clearly indicates that the
stability of the reactant has a prominent effect on the barrier

Fig. 3 Components of interaction energy (DDEint): Pauli repulsion (DDEPauli), electro-
static interaction (DDVelst) and orbital interaction (DDEoi) along the reaction coordi-
nates projected onto the Pt–N2 distance. Energy values are given in kcal mol�1.

Table 2 Average of the Pt� � �NH3 distances d(Pt–N1) and d(Pt–N2), d(Pt–N), in
the transition states (intermediate for 4) in Å, interaction energy (DEint) and its
components (DEPauli, DVelstat and DEoi) in kcal mol�1, calculated between TPtCl2
and (NH3)2 fragments in the equilibrium transition state structures

T d(Pt–N) DEPauli DVelstat DEoi DEint

1-TS NH3 2.448 89.1 �83.9 �43.9 �38.6
2-TS PH3 2.428 100.1 �90.4 �46.8 �37.1
3-TS CO 2.375 118.1 �107.6 �59.6 �49.1
4-INT C2H4 2.325 128.8 �117.3 �61.4 �49.8
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height and consequently is an important quantity in determining
the trans effect. A clear manifestation of the effect of T on
TPtCl2NH3 is the elongation of the Pt–N bond trans to T, which
is the trans influence. It is proposed frequently that the elongation
of the bond trans to T also comes with the overall destabilization of
the complex, i.e. trans influence represents not only a geometrical
distortion caused by T but also its stabilization–destabilization
effect. Recently, Ziegler and co-workers carried out an energy
decomposition analysis on TNiCl2NH3 complexes and indeed
found that the longer the Ni–NH3 bond trans to T, the weaker
the metal–NH3 interaction.9e Thus, in order to completely under-
stand the factors by which T determines the barrier height, we
have to analyze how T influences the stability of the reactant.

Pt–N1 bond lengths calculated for TPtCl2NH3 complexes (T =
NH3, PH3, CO and C2H4), given in Table 3, reflect a trans
influence strength order of NH3 o CO o C2H4 B PH3. Energy
decomposition analysis along the Pt–N1 bond indicates
(Table 3) that, as expected, the longer the Pt–N1 bond the
smaller the interaction energy (DEint) between the TPtCl2 and
NH3 fragments. This finding clearly indicates that T indeed
plays a significant role in the stabilization/destabilization of the
reactant. As Table 3 also shows, all three components equally
contribute to the change in DEint; the repulsive filled–filled
orbital interaction (DEPauli) decreases, whereas the attractive
electrostatic (DVelstat) and orbital (DEoi) interactions become
less stabilizing with increasing bond distance, i.e. with stronger
trans influence exhibiting T. It is important to note that the
conventional grouping of Pauli repulsion and electrostatic
interaction into steric or non-orbital interaction would diminish
the effect of these two terms and would exaggerate the importance
of orbital interaction. Consequently, weaker orbital interaction was
proposed recently to be the origin of the Ni–NH3 bond elongation
in TNiCl2NH3 complexes when T is a ligand with strong trans
influence.9e

Another less traditional partitioning invokes the combi-
nation of DEPauli and DEoi, which represents all the interactions
coming from orbitals, both occupied and unoccupied ones,
between the two fragments. This quantity is also almost con-
stant for all T, misleadingly suggesting that the trans influence
is actually an electrostatic phenomenon. Instead of such parti-
tioning, one has to realize that the trends observed for all three
components critically depend on the Pt–N1 distance. Elonga-
tion of a bond diminishes DEPauli, DVelstat and DEoi, too, just as
observed for the Pt–NH3 interaction in Table 2. Thus, the only
apparent trend that can be established from this and similar
analyses is the distance dependence of the energy components.

Since this trend obscures the subtle differences, which would
actually reveal the origin(s) of bond weakening and elongation,
one has to get rid of this effect, for example using the following
procedure.

To eliminate the distance dependence of the various terms
and reveal the origin (and not the manifestation) of the Pt–N1
bond elongation in the reactant, which is referred to as the
trans influence, we carried out the decomposition analysis at
fixed Pt–N1 distances for T = NH3, PH3, CO and C2H4. Our
protocol for creating structures with constant Pt–N1 bond
length, but with different T, is illustrated in Scheme 3. Starting
from the equilibrium structure of NH3PtCl2NH3 we system-
atically replace the NH3 trans ligand by PH3, CO and C2H4 using
the geometries they adopt in PH3PtCl2NH3, COPtCl2NH3, and
C2H4PtCl2NH3, respectively. This methodology ensures that the
interaction energy between the TPtCl2 and NH3 fragments is
solely determined by the trans ligand T.

Table 4 gives the results of the decomposition analysis with
constrained Pt–N1 distances for the reactant state. The total
interaction energies differ negligibly from the original decom-
position analysis (Table 3 vs. Table 4), i.e. not much error is
induced with the geometrical constraint, and it still reflects the
observed trans influence strength of ligands T, but this analysis
now clearly pinpoints Pauli repulsion as the dominant factor in
determining the strength of the Pt–N1 bond. The stronger the
trans influence of the ligand, the higher the contribution of the

Table 3 Pt–N1 distances in the reactant state (R) in Å and interaction energy
(DEint) and its components (DEPauli, DVelstat and DEoi) calculated between TPtCl2
and NH3 fragments in kcal mol�1

T d(Pt–N1) DEPauli DVelstat DEoi DEint

1-R NH3 2.059 128.2 �122.6 �60.9 �55.3
2-R PH3 2.119 119.8 �109.1 �52.7 �41.9
3-R CO 2.106 126.2 �116.4 �59.3 �49.5
4-R C2H4 2.114 126.0 �113.4 �55.6 �42.9

Scheme 3 Formation of model compounds 1-R, 2-R*, 3-R* and 4-R* with a
fixed Pt–NH3 distance; optimized structures are used to generate the –PtCl2NH3

host fragment from NH3PtCl2NH3 and T ligands from the corresponding
TPtCl2NH3 reactants in step I. Whereas they are combined to the artificial
T-PtCl2NH3 structures in step II. The following decomposition analysis is carried
out between TPtCl2 and NH3 fragments.

Table 4 Interaction energy (DEint) and its components (DEPauli, DVelstat and DEoi)
calculated between TPtCl2 andNH3 fragments in the constrained geometry
reactants, denoted with *, with a fixed Pt–N1 distance of 2.059 Å. Values are
given in kcal mol�1

T d(Pt–N1) DEPauli DVelstat DEoi DEint

1-R NH3 2.059 128.2 �122.6 �60.9 �55.3
2-R* PH3 2.059 142.7 �126.5 �58.0 �41.8
3-R* CO 2.059 139.7 �128.2 �61.7 �50.3
4-R* C2H4 2.059 146.9 �129.5 �60.5 �43.1
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filled–filled orbital repulsion (DEPauli). Admittedly, electro-
statics also plays a non-negligible role (3 kcal mol�1) in the
relative strengths of PH3 and C2H4. However, the stabilizing
filled–vacant orbital interaction, DEoi, is practically unaffected
by T. Hence, the Pt–N1 bond elongates when a strong T is
bound to the metal to avoid an overwhelming Pauli repulsion.
The reduction of the destabilizing Pauli repulsion as the ligand
got further from the metal compensates for the loss in the
electrostatic and stabilizing orbital interactions until the optimal
Pt–N1 distance is reached.

How can the Pauli repulsion as a function of T be inter-
preted? To answer this question we have to note that the Pauli
repulsion is calculated in the first step of the decomposition
analysis, where no filled–vacant orbital mixing is allowed; it is
simply the filled–filled orbital interaction in terms of the initial
fragment orbitals.39 The formed filled orbitals relax by mixing
with the unoccupied orbitals of the fragments in the second
step of the decomposition analysis. Before analysing which
relaxed MO represents the filled–filled repulsive interaction,
first the relevant molecular orbitals (MOs) of TPtCl2NH3 that
represent the interactions between T, PtCl2 and NH3 (Scheme 4)
moieties are introduced. For simplicity all four ligands are
considered to be pure s-donors and have the same ligand
strength as well as Cs symmetry is assumed for TPtCl2NH3,
thus this picture represents a first order approximation of the
investigated systems.

Two filled orbitals represent the T–Pt, Pt–NH3 and T–NH3

interactions; 1a0 is the bonding combination of the ‘lone pair’
orbitals of T and NH3 with the dx2�y2 metal orbital, whereas 2a0

represents the mixing of the antibonding combination of
ligand lone pairs with the px orbital of the metal. 3a0 and 4a0

are the corresponding antibonding combinations. Since the
overlap of the lone pairs with dz2 is small and both bonding and
anti-bonding combinations (not shown) are filled, the contri-
bution of these interactions to the metal–ligand bonding is
negligible.

Most importantly, there is no relaxed occupied molecular
orbital, in first order approximation, that would represent the
repulsive interaction between the metal and ligand NH3. Rather,
it turns out that the critical feature is the antibonding

relationship of the two ligands trans to each other, T and
NH3, which is transferred by the px molecular orbital. Thus,
the relaxed molecular orbital that can be associated with the
affected Pauli repulsion is 2a0. The latter orbital represents
attraction (bonding type interaction) between the metal and T
as well as between the metal and NH3, but repulsion (anti-
bonding type interaction) between T and NH3. Accordingly, 2a0

embodies all the requirements to be expected from a molecular
orbital conducting the trans influence; directionality, namely
that cis ligands have no direct effect on it, and the competitive
relation of the ligands trans to each other.

The latter analysis clearly reveals the pivotal role of ligand
T in determining the stability of the reactant state and
also provided a straightforward rationalization for it. For the
complete understanding of the trans effect, however, we also
have to explain how T stabilizes/destabilizes the transition
state. As it was shown above (Table 2) the interaction energy
calculated between fragments TPtCl2 and (NH3)2 in the transi-
tion states only allow the differentiation of ligands with and
without p-acid property. Decomposition of this interaction
energy reveals simple trends, but, then again, is affected
strongly by the distance dependency of the energy components;
Pauli repulsion is stronger, whereas orbital and electrostatic
interactions are more attractive for a more compact transition
state (Table 2). To eliminate the effect of this distance depen-
dency of the various energy components when comparing the
transition states of the four investigated systems, we applied again
the procedure that was introduced above for the reactant state.
Now, the PtCl2(NH3)2 part of the structure is fixed to the geometry
of NH3PtCl2(NH3)2 and it will be augmented with the trans ligands
T using the geometry what they adopt in their corresponding
transition states. The energy decomposition analysis is now carried
out between the TPtCl2 and (NH3)2 fragments.

The interaction energies calculated for the constrained
transition state structures are very similar (within 1 kcal mol�1)
to that of the equilibrium TS structure (Table 2 vs. Table 5)
indicating that the induced error by this method is again
negligible. Since the various components of the interaction
energy and accordingly the total interaction energy are very
similar for pure s-donors, this type of analysis indicates that the
s-donation ability has no specific stabilization/destabilization
contribution in the TS. In contrast, p-acids influence the stability
of the transition state; CO enhances the stabilizing interactions
(orbital and electrostatic) whereas C2H4 reduces the filled–filled
orbital repulsion.

Scheme 4 Molecular orbitals representing the bonding interactions (1a0 and 2a0)
between T, Pt and NH3 given with the corresponding antibonding combinations
(3a0 and 4a0).

Table 5 Interaction energy (DEint) and its components (DEPauli, DVelstat and DEoi)
calculated between TPtCl2 and (NH3)2 fragments at fixed Pt–N1 and Pt–N2
distances (d(Pt–N)) of 2.448 Å. Values are given in kcal mol�1. * denotes that
these are structures with a constrained geometry (see text)

T d(Pt–N) DEPauli DVelstat DEoi DEint

1-TS NH3 2.448 89.1 �83.9 �43.9 �38.6
2-TS* PH3 2.448 89.5 �83.8 �45.1 �39.4
3-TS* CO 2.448 89.4 �88.3 �50.3 �49.2
4-INT* C2H4 2.448 82.2 �83.4 �46.8 �48.0
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Applying NOCV orbitals we will consequently gain insight
into the different behaviour of CO and C2H4 in stabilizing the TS.
Conceptually two types of backdonation can be distinguished;
the intrinsic one is already present in the reactant state whereas
the surplus backdonation generated by the incoming–outgoing
ligands in the TS is called induced backdonation. Our hypothesis
is that for CO and C2H4 the magnitude of intrinsic/induced
p-backdonations is different which is manifested in different
components of the interaction energy.

Fig. 4 and 5 show the relevant NOCVs along the T–Pt
interaction for CO and C2H4 in the square planar reactant
and trigonal bipyramid structure, respectively. The s-donation
and the p-backdonations to the p* orbitals of CO of C2H4 can be

easily recognized on these intuitively appearing orbitals. The
amount of electrons transferred and the associated stabili-
zation energy are also indicated in these figures, which indeed
shows that both intrinsic and induced backdonations differ in
the two systems. Already in the reactant state C2H4 reduces the
density in the plane of incoming–outgoing ligands (the xz
plane) more effectively (0.62e) than CO (0.50e). Going from
the reactant to the transition state the magnitude of induced
backdonation is similar, about 0.1e, however, it causes signifi-
cantly larger stabilization in CO than in C2H4. In addition,
backdonation to two p* orbitals in CO actually makes the metal
more positive compared to C2H4 which can be seen in the
better electrostatic interaction in the former.

Discussions

In the analysis above it was quantitatively shown that the
s-donor ability of the trans ligand (T) indeed controls the
stability of the reactant whereas p-backdonation to T stabilizes
the transition state. For the former, we clearly demonstrated
that the reactant is destabilized and the ligand trans to T is
labilized due to the repulsion of ligand T exerted on the ligand
trans to itself. It is however not in line with the widely accepted
interpretation that ligands trans to each other compete for
donation ability, and if one donates more electrons to the
metal, the other loses its ability to donate and consequently
its bond to the metal becomes weaker. Since these two hypotheses
are conceptually quite dissimilar from each other we critically
discuss how they contradict or complement each other. To do so,
first we interpret the s-trans effect and trans influence strength of
ligands in terms of electron density and also within the molecular
orbital framework using repulsion-based arguments.

The trans influence and the s-trans effect can be interpreted
in terms of electron density as follows. In the formation of a
ligand to metal dative bond, the donated electron density is not
only accumulated between the metal and the ligand, but also
on the coordination site trans to the ligand. Due to this density
accumulation in the trans position, a ligand in this position will
be exposed to a Pauli-type repulsion, besides the attraction
from the positive metal centre. Thus, increasing s-donation
results in a stronger repulsion in the trans position, which
induces the elongation and labilization of the metal–
ligand bond.

This is in line with the findings of Lin and Hall,10 who
demonstrated the repulsion between lone-pairs of the incom-
ing/leaving ligands and the central metal using the Laplacian of
the electron density. In this study, the preferred positions and
orientations of the reacting ligands were rationalized with the
minimization of this repulsion in the course of the reaction.
The trans effect also was interpreted as the effect of the trans
ligand on this repulsion in the transition state.10 Our analysis
readjusts Hall’s hypothesis, however, for the s-subspace: the
repulsion has to be maximized in the reactant by s-donation to
labilize the leaving group and destabilize the reactant. In the
p-subspace we indeed found that the intrinsic p-backdonation

Fig. 4 NOCV orbitals representing the s-donation from CO and C2H4 to the
metal and p-backdonation from the metal to the p* orbitals of CO and C2H4 in
3-R and 4-R, respectively.

Fig. 5 NOCV orbitals representing the s-donation from CO and C2H4 to the
metal and p-backdonation from the metal to the p* orbitals of CO and C2H4 in
3-TS and 4-INT, respectively.
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reduces the repulsion between the reacting ligands and the
metal containing fragment in the transition state.

How can the s-trans effect strength of ligands be interpreted
within the molecular orbital framework? In this study we
deduce that it has to be the metal px orbital that transfers the
repulsion between ligands trans to each other, however, we did
not address the question how a weaker or a stronger repulsion
is manifested in the molecular orbitals. An MO concept that is
consistent with the proposed repulsion-based argument was
actually given by Burdett and Albright in the same study,9f in
which they introduced the concept of orbital sharing discussed
in the Introduction (e.g. eqn (1a) and (1b)). According to this
MO picture, when T differs from the leaving group the reduced
symmetry of the molecule allows the mixing of the 2a0 orbital
with the metal-based virtual 3a0 orbital as shown in Scheme 5.
Such a hybridization results in the strengthening of the metal–
ligand interaction on the side of the stronger donor and
weakening of the bond trans to it; Scheme 5 clearly shows the
shift of the nodal plane towards the weaker donor ligand. With
increasing donor strength of T, i.e. as T gets less electronegative,
the hybridization is enhanced and more and more repulsive
interaction is introduced trans to T in line with our quantitative
analysis.

Both the density- and the MO-based arguments can thus be
translated into an even simpler chemical concept, namely the
repulsion exerted by T can be seen as the donation from T to
the s* orbital of the metal-leaving group bond. s-NOCV orbi-
tals in Fig. 4 unambiguously demonstrate that in forming the
T–Pt bond the density is not only accumulated between T and
Pt, but also between Pt and NH3 (the leaving group) in an
antibonding fashion: the presence of the nodal plane can be
easily recognized between Pt and NH3 in Fig. 4, which evi-
dences the repulsion between these fragments as T binds to
the metal.

It is very important to recognize that the repulsion of groups
trans to each other does not exclude contributions from orbital
sharing – the effect of competition for donation – in weakening
the metal-leaving group bond. We propose that both effects
operate simultaneously in these systems as it was also proposed
by Albright and Burdett: ‘‘In other cases, notably the trans
influence, both effects (orbital sharing and hybridization)
may be important’’.9f Our quantitative analysis, however,
revealed that the effect of repulsion is more dominant than
that of the limitation of donation. For example, PH3, besides

that it exerts a Pauli repulsion of 14.5 kcal mol�1 stronger than
NH3 (Table 4), it also makes the orbital interaction trans to it
less attractive by about 3 kcal mol�1 compared to NH3, which
can be indeed attributed to the limited donation of the
leaving group.

Conclusions

The mechanisms with which trans ligands (T) can manipulate the
activation barriers of ligand substitutions trans to themselves were
investigated. It was evidenced quantitatively that the s-donor ability
of T indeed controls the stability of the reactant, whereas in the
case of p-acids, backdonation stabilizes the transition state, for
which conceptually two mechanisms are available: intrinsic and
induced p-backdonation. The former, which operates already in the
reactant state results in a smaller repulsion between electrons of
the metal and the lone-pairs of the incoming/outgoing ligands. The
excess backdonation induced by the presence of both incoming
and outgoing ligands in the TS further stabilizes the TS over the
reactant. We found that the s-donation ability has a negligible
effect on the stabilization/destabilization of the transition state.

Our most important conclusion is that competition for
donation or, in other words the limitation of donation by the
trans ligand, is of minor importance in the destabilization of
the reactant and also in the labilization of the leaving group.
Rather, Pauli repulsion causes the weakening of the metal–
ligand bond trans to a good s-donor ligand. We have shown
that the donated density is not only accumulated between the
metal and the donor ligand but also on the trans site of the
metal and, thus, a ligand in this position is not only subject to
the attraction of the metal, but also to the repulsion of this
electron cloud. In molecular orbital terminology this is a filled–
filled orbital repulsion between the two ligands trans to each
other, represented by the antibonding combination of the lone
pairs of these ligands, conducted, in first order, by the metal px

orbital. With increasing s-donation strength of the trans ligand
the latter orbital mixes more and more into the dx2�y2-based
vacant orbital (Scheme 5), which results in a more repulsive
metal–ligand interaction in the trans position. The latter pro-
cess can also be envisioned as the donation from the trans
ligand to the s* orbital of the metal–ligand bond trans to it,
which was clearly demonstrated by the s-type NOCV orbitals,
i.e. the deformation density upon bond formation (Fig. 4).
Thus, both the s-trans effect (destabilization of the reactant)
and the trans influence (elongation of the metal–ligand bond in
the reactant) were originated from the repulsion between the
TPtCl2 and NH3 fragments, induced by the trans ligand T.

It is known for a while that the mechanism of ligand
substitution of square planar complexes can deviate from the
representative interchange mechanism depending on the trans
ligand, for example, strong donor trans ligands without p-acid
property, such as H� and CH3

�, tend to prefer a dissociative
interchange mechanism. Moreover, even for weaker donors a
continuous spectrum of mechanisms with equally probable
interchange and dissociative pathways was recently proposed
based on ab initio molecular metadynamic simulations.40

Scheme 5 Increasing repulsion in terms of hybridization of 2a0 with 3a0 .
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We believe that the proposed repulsion-based rationalization is
more consistent with this observation than orbital sharing-
based ones because even in the case of an extreme orbital
sharing effect, where the trans ligand completely blocks the
binding of the leaving group to the corresponding d orbital,
dx2�y2, the metal p orbital would be still available for the leaving
group to form a bond with the metal. Stable d10 complexes
evidence that such bonds are not necessarily weak at all and,
thus, the spontaneous loss of the leaving group in the disso-
ciative pathway rather occurs due to the repulsion of the trans
ligand. In addition, the push-out of the leaving group concept
is the only way to explain the controversial behaviour that
electron donation actually increases the nucleophilic reactivity
of these systems.

We also demonstrated that energy decomposition analysis
on constrained structures, with or without coupling to the
energy decomposition along the reaction path and/or NOCV
analysis, is a powerful tool in understanding complicated
chemical processes and phenomena. If the artificial error
induced with the constraint is small, similarly to the investi-
gated systems, this method can be used with confidence and
novel insights into the origins and underlying principles of
various phenomena can be gained, which might be otherwise
hidden by the distance dependence of the electrostatic, orbital
and Pauli interactions.
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