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ABSTRACT: Cobalt complexes have shown great promise as electro-
catalysts in applications ranging from hydrogen evolution to C−H
functionalization. However, the use of such complexes often requires
polydentate, bulky ligands to stabilize the catalytically active Co(I)
oxidation state from deleterious disproportionation reactions to enable
the desired reactivity. Herein, we describe the use of bidentate
electronically asymmetric ligands as an alternative approach to
stabilizing transient Co(I) species. Using disproportionation rates of
electrochemically generated Co(I) complexes as a model for stability,
we measured the relative stability of complexes prepared with a series of
N,N-bidentate ligands. While the stability of Co(I)Cl complexes
demonstrates a correlation with experimentally measured thermody-
namic properties, consistent with an outer-sphere electron transfer
process, the set of ligated Co(I)Br complexes evaluated was found to be preferentially stabilized by electronically asymmetric
ligands, demonstrating an alternative disproportionation mechanism. These results allow a greater understanding of the
fundamental processes involved in the disproportionation of organometallic complexes and have allowed the identification of
cobalt complexes that show promise for the development of novel electrocatalytic reactions.

1. INTRODUCTION

Complexes of first-row transition metals have a long-
established utility in the area of homogeneous electrochemical
catalysis. In particular, cobalt(II) compounds1 have proven
especially useful in several catalytic reactions ranging from
hydrogen evolution2 to C−H functionalization3 to C(sp2)−
C(sp2) cross-coupling.4 The versatility of Co(II) complexes in
electrocatalysis can be attributed to the reactive nature of their
corresponding electrochemically generated Co(I) intermedi-
ates.5 However, since these Co(I) intermediates are highly
reactive, they are prone to a multitude of decomposition
pathways.
As extensively reported by Buriez,6 the predominant

decomposition pathway of electrochemically generated Co(I)
species proceeds via disproportionation to Co(II) and Co(0),
which subsequently results in precipitation of metallic Co(0),
removing cobalt from the electrocatalytic cycle (Scheme 1). To
circumvent these deleterious pathways, cobalt electrocatalysts
have been traditionally stabilized7 through polydentate ligands
such as cobalamin derivatives8 and salen complexes.9 Oxidative
addition of these stabilized Co(I) intermediates into alkyl
halides affords alkyl cobalt species, which undergo subsequent
homolytic cleavage of the Co−C bond (e.g., often by the
absorption of light or proton-coupled electron transfer10) to
form nucleophilic alkyl radical species.11 Additionally, outer-
sphere electron transfer from low oxidation states of cobalt has

been shown to produce alkyl radicals without formation of
Co−C bonds.12

In order to expand the utility of cobalt electrocatalysts in
synthetic transformations, low-dentate ligands would provide
additional free coordination sites for binding to organic
substrates, facilitating other key organometallic steps (trans-
metalation, migratory insertion, and/or reductive elimination).
However, these low-dentate ligands would need to stabilize the
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Scheme 1. Disproportionation of Electrochemically
Generated Co(I) Species
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Co(I) intermediate such that oxidative addition outcompetes
destructive disproportionation. Additionally, incorporating
chiral ligands would allow for the possibility of enantioselective
catalysis, which remains challenging for cobalt electrocatalysts
that act as sources of transient carbon-centered radicals in
solution.13

On the basis of this principle, we aimed to identify electronic
and steric properties for a range of N,N-bidentate ligands that
impact the disproportionation rates of electrochemically
generated Co(I) intermediates. Herein, we report the
enhanced stabilization provided by electronically asymmetric
pyridyl oxazoline (pyrox) over bipyridine (bpy) ligands for
[LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] complexes. In contrast, the comparable
[LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] complexes show alternative trends based
on the electronic properties of the ligands. By correlation of
experimental properties as well as computational parametriza-
tion of the ligands, we are able to probe the distinction
between the disproportionation mechanisms according to the
halide of the complex.

2. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
2.1. Determination of Ligation State. To initiate our

investigation, an extensive ligand set was compiled of N,N-
bidentate ligands with various substitution patterns to
represent a gradient of electronic and steric effects.
Complexes14 were generated in situ by mixing CoBr2 in
acetonitrile with the desired ligand under anhydrous
conditions and an Ar atmosphere. Since our goal was to
determine disproportionation rates under conditions that
mimic a catalytic environment, we first sought to ensure that
monoligated complexes were the predominant species in
solution. In order to ascertain ligation states and reduction
potentials of the cobalt complexes, voltammetric titration
experiments were conducted, in which increasing concen-
tration of ligand was added to a solution of Co(II), while the
ratio of peak currents corresponding to Co(II) complexes for
each ligation state was monitored by square wave voltammetry.
Square wave voltammograms (SWVs) were obtained from

solutions of 1 mM CoBr2 after sequential additions of ligand.
As a representative example, the SWV for CoBr2 titrated with
unsubstituted 2,2′-bipyridine (L1) reveals two distinct redox
species (Figure 1A). The first appears at E1/2 = −1.43 V (vs
Fc/Fc+) after addition of 0.5 equiv of L1, while the second
appears at E1/2 = −1.34 V and arises after >1.5 equiv of L1 was
added. These redox features were attributed to the Co(II)/
Co(I) couple for mono- and bisligated Co(II) (LCoBr2 and
L2CoBr2), respectively. The peak heights were normalized to
the corresponding diffusion coefficients (as determined by
cyclic voltammetry) and plotted as a function of relative ligand
concentration to generate an approximate concentration
profile for each ligation state (Figure 1B). By performing this
titration for all ligands studied, we were able to select Co:L
ratios to maximize the relative concentration of monoligated
species in solution.
2.2. Electrochemical Analysis of Disproportionation

Rates for [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] Complexes. With the relative
concentration of ligation states determined, cyclic voltammetry
(CV) was employed to study the rate of disproportionation in
a method similar to that described by Buriez et al. (Figure 2).6b

From the Randles−Sevcik equation, the peak cathodic current
(ipc) and the peak anodic current (ipa) for a CV of a Co(II)
complex are proportional to the concentration of Co(II) and
Co(I) at the electrode interface. For a purely reversible

electrochemical process, we would expect that the ratio of ipa/
ipc ≈ 1. However, if the electrochemically generated Co(I)
undergoes a chemical reaction prior to being electrochemically
reoxidized then ipa/ipc < 1. Therefore, by plotting ipa/ipc versus
the amount of time elapsed between peak currents, we can
rapidly monitor rates of the intervening chemical process.
On the basis of this method, CVs were performed at variable

scan rates (ranging from 1 mV s−1 to 6 V s−1) across an
electrochemical window limited to the Co(II)/Co(I) redox
couple (Figure 2C). Comparing the value of the [Co(I)]t,
calculated by the ratio ipa/ipc, with the time taken to scan
between the peak cathodic and the anodic potentials
(according to the scan rate) allows determination of the
reaction rate. A plot of 1/[Co(I)]t against time is a straight line
as the disproportionation is a second-order process with the
gradient equal to the rate constant (Figure 2D). An alternative
method6b for determining the rate constant by measuring the
half-life from a sigmoidal curve formulated by plotting ipa/ipc vs
the natural log of the scan rate is described in the Supporting

Figure 1. (A) Square wave voltammograms of 1.0 mM CoBr2 in the
presence of 0.0, 0.5, 1.5, 2.0, and 2.5 mM 2,2′-bipyridine (L1), in a
100 mM solution of Bu4NPF6 in acetonitrile. (B) Voltammetric
titration of CoBr2 in the presence of L1 resulting from square wave
voltammograms. Voltammograms were performed with a 3 mm
boron-doped diamond working electrode at 50 Hz under an Ar
atmosphere at 25 °C.
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Information. Both methods resulted in nearly identical rate
constants for all ligands studied, but the numbers cited below
were obtained by the method depicted in Figure 2D.
Following this technique, we determined the rate constant

for disproportionation of Co(I) ligated by an extensive range
of N,N-ligands, including a variety of electronically and/or
sterically differentiated bipyridine, phenanthroline, pyrox, and
quinox ligands, which are common bidentate ligands in
oxidative processes (Figure 3).
Measuring the rate constant using CVs in this manner

allowed us to obtain data spanning over 4 orders of magnitude,
although the rate constant for some additional ligands could
not be obtained where the CV was completely irreversible up
to scan rates of 10 V s−1 (k > 50 000 dm3 mol−1 s−1 for 4,4′-
dimethoxybipyridine and bioxazoline [Biox] ligands). Addi-
tionally, it should be noted that this technique can be used to
rapidly assimilate kinetic data for transient intermediates, with
the typical rate constant obtained within only 4 h of
experimentation.
Comparing the data trends in Figure 3, one can observe that

the pyrox ligand class generally affords greater stability than
bpy ligands (see, for example, that the most stable bpy ligand is
L19). For the pyrox ligand class, it was found that the addition
of electron-withdrawing ligands on to the pyridine ring has the
most significant effect in stabilizing the Co(I) intermediate
(e.g., addition of a 5-trifluoromethyl group onto the pyridine of
the unsubstituted pyrox decreases the rate constant by a factor
of 35, comparing L7 with L25). The same general trend in
increasing stabilization by the addition of electron-withdrawing
groups can be observed within the bpy ligand class (comparing
L1 and L10), despite some subtleties that will be discussed in
more detail in section 2.3.
Concerning steric constraints introduced by the ligand close

to the metal center of the complex (on the pyridine ring of
pyrox comparing L7 and L8, on the oxazoline comparing L25
and L27), it appears from this data set that substituent size has
a more modest impact than electronics. This feature could be
advantageous in asymmetric catalysis with pyrox ligands, where
changing the steric properties could allow optimization of
enantioinduction,15 while not impacting the disproportiona-
tion event and altering catalyst decomposition during the
course of the reaction.

2.3. Effect of Halide on Disproportionation Rate. As a
consequence of the electronic effects of ligation on the stability
of [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] complexes, we next considered the
impact of the halide on the disproportionation event: not only
could the halide change the electronic properties of the
complex but also relative stabilities of the LCo(I)X complexes
would inform the choice of alkyl−halide species utilized for
downstream oxidative addition processes in catalysis. A subset
of 13 ligands was selected to span the range of stability of the
bromide complexes, and the disproportionation rate constant
for the chlorides was measured by the same process as
described above. Comparing the data collected for the two
differing sets of halide complexes showcases two significant
differences (Figure 4): first, the range of free energies of
activation (ΔG‡) is smaller for the chloride complexes,
suggesting that the ligand has less impact on the disproportio-
nation event; second, while the bromide complexes are most
stabilizated by pyrox ligands (L25−L34), it was found that
highly electron-deficient bipyridine ligands (L10 and L13)
provide the greatest stability for the chloride complexes.

Figure 2. (A) Potential waveform and (B) example cyclic voltammo-
gram (CV) used to determine the concentration of Co(I) remaining
after the time taken to scan between the peak cathodic and anodic
currents on a CV. (C) CVs of 1.0 mM CoBr2 in the presence of 1.0
mM L1 at varying scan rates in a 100 mM solution of Bu4NPF6 in
acetonitrile. CVs are plotted in polarographic notation with positive
currents corresponding to reduction. (D) Graph depicting the
determination of the disproportionation rate constant (gradient) by
plotting the inverse Co(I) concentration against time for 1.0 mM
CoBr2 in the presence of 1.0 mM L1.
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To examine the differing effects of ligand properties on the
two sets of halide complexes, we were interested in the trends
of sequentially adding electron-withdrawing trifluoromethyl
groups at the 5/5′ positions of bipyridine (Figure 5). For the
chloride complexes, incorporating additional trifluoromethyl

groups sequentially kinetically stabilizes the complex, which is
consistent with the thermodynamic nature of the Co(II)/
Co(I) reduction potential (E1) becoming sequentially less

Figure 3. Rate constants (units dm3 mol−1 s−1) for the disproportionation of monoligated [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] complexes containing the ligands
displayed; half-lives of selected complexes included in parentheses. Measurements made utilizing 1.0 mM CoBr2 in the presence of 1.0 equiv of
ligand (unless otherwise noted in the Supporting Information) in a 100 mM solution of Bu4NPF6 in acetonitrile. Arrow signifies direction of
decreasing disproportionation rate constant.

Figure 4. Comparison of the free energy of activation for
disproportionation of monoligated [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] and [LCo-
(I)(MeCN)Br] complexes. For ligand structures not displayed, see
Figure 3.

Figure 5. Comparison of the trend between sequentially more
electron-withdrawing bpy ligands with the free energy of activation for
disproportionation of [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] and [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br],
and effect on the potential of the Co(II)/Co(I) couple, E1. Average
potential for the bromide and chloride complexes is displayed for
graphical simplicity. Individual potentials of Cl and Br complexes are
within 70 mV of one another.
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negative. In contrast, the [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] set is most
stabilized by the mono-5-(trifluoromethyl)bipyridine ligand
L19, demonstrating the kinetic advantage to employing an
N,N-bidentate ligand with electronically differentiated nitrogen
donors. This trend matches the greater kinetic stability of the
pyrox [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] complexes, in which the difference
between the two nitrogen donors is further enhanced.
Of additional note is that the most stable [LCo(I)(MeCN)-

Cl] complex investigated (with L13) has a half-life of
approximately 2 min and is significantly less stable than the
pyrox-ligated bromide complexes (half-life of >14 min with
L34). While a number of CoI2 complexes were also explored,
the complexity of the SWVs points to the existence of dimeric
species in solution (vide infra, and see Supporting
Information), and hence, a full comparison of disproportiona-
tion rates cannot be made.
2.4. Correlation between Experimentally Derived

Thermodynamic Properties and Disproportionation
Rates. In order to examine the origin(s) of the different
trends in kinetic stability for the bromide and chloride
complexes, we sought to identify computationally and/or
experimentally derived structural descriptors for each of the
ligands under investigation that correlate to the experimentally
determined rate of disproportionation. Our preliminary
expectation was that the rate of disproportionation would
correlate directly with the thermodynamic redox potential
(E1/2 corresponding to the Co(II)/Co(I) couple, E1).

16

Indeed, analysis of the [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] data set
demonstrates a correlation between E1 and ΔG‡ (Figure
6A). This correlation is a manifestation of the enhanced
stability afforded to a Co(I) complex when it is thermodynami-
cally more challenging to oxidize to Co(II).
Since the disproportionation event also involves concom-

itant reduction of a second complex from Co(I) to Co(0), the
thermodynamic feasibility of this transform can be added to
the initial model to provide a statistically more robust bivariate
model (Figure 6B). These results display how the kinetics of
the [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] disproportionation event is deter-
mined by thermodynamics. This suggests that the correspond-
ing activation energies for electron transfer are small, which is
consistent with an outer-sphere electron transfer process
between two Co(I) complexes in which reorganization
precedes electron transfer, such that the transition state
resembles the products.16,17

In contrast, a poor correlation is found between free energies
of activation and thermodynamic redox potentials for the
[LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] data set (Figure 6C). While the same
general trend in greater kinetic stability for a complex with a
less negative Co(II)/Co(I) redox couple is observed, addi-
tional factors must be influencing the disproportionation rate,
suggesting that the bromide complexes operate through an
alternative disproportionation mechanism.
2.5. Correlation between Computationally Derived

Ligand Properties and Disproportionation Rates for
Chloride Complexes. To investigate the disparity between
the mechanisms for the two halides, we next opted to use
computational methods to parameterize structural features of
the ligands and/or complexes.18 In the first instance, we
interrogated possible properties of the free ligands that
influence the thermodynamically controlled disproportionation
of the chloride complexes. Utilizing parameters derived from
the free ligands in their ground states, a strong bivariate
correlation (Figure 7A) was found with the partial charge on

Figure 6. (A) Correlation of ΔG‡ for [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] with the
Co(II)/Co(I) couple reduction potential, E1. (B) Addition of the
Co(I)/Co(0) reduction couple (E2) to the model (ΔE = E1 − E2).
(C) Comparison with the correlation shown in Figure 6A for the full
[LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] data set (the same subset of ligands used with
the chlorides is displayed as black circles; full data set as hollow blue
circles plus subset. For comparison with Figure 6B, see Supporting
Information).
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the most electron-deficient nitrogen based on natural bond
orbitals (NBON1) and the dihedral angle between the two rings
(NCCN dihedral). Separating the two parameters, NBON1
measures the degree of destabilization of Co(I) from
additional electron donation from an electron-rich ligand to
Co, facilitating easier oxidation to Co(II), but the significance
of the dihedral angle was not immediately obvious.
When the univariate correlation with only NBON1 was

plotted, two distinct sets of data were observed (Figure 7B),
corresponding to the bpy and pyrox ligand classes.
Interestingly, the phenanthroline ligand appears to fit the
pyrox correlation, even though it may be intuitively predicted
to be part of the bipyridine class. Indeed, the conjugated
phenanthroline ring systems lock the conformation with a ring
dihedral angle of zero, while the bipyridine ligands twist to
minimize sterics in the ground state to give a nonzero (29−
32°) ring dihedral angle. In contrast, when the bipyridines bind
to cobalt, the energetic stabilization of placing the two nitrogen
lone pairs in a plane with the metal overcomes the steric strain
and reduces the dihedral angle to nearly zero. For the pyrox
ligands, the smaller five-membered ring (without a hydrogen at
the 3′ position as in bpy ligands) has less steric interactions
than for bipyridines, and thus, the dihedral angle is
approximately zero in both the ground state ligand and the
resulting cobalt complex. Thus, we propose that in the model
shown in Figure 7A the dihedral angle serves to describe the
change in geometry and, consequently, the partial charge on
nitrogen upon complexation of the ligand. The binary effect of
the dihedral angle in Figure 7A is an example of the problems
in combining very different compound classes in a correlation
with consistent parameters.15c,18e

To probe this hypothesis, we selected isoquinox ligand L26
(Figure 3) as a test compound for a pyrox-type ligand that has
a nonzero (46°) dihedral angle in the ground state as a
consequence of steric clash between the oxazoline oxygen and
the hydrogen at the 8 position of the isoquinoline ring. Indeed,
when we measured the disproportionation rate constant of the
[LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] complex ligated by L26, the data best
matches the trend of the bpy class, demonstrating that the two
distinct correlations are not a result of the nature of the N,N-
ligand but rather a difference in geometry between the ground
state ligand and the complex. Indeed, the model in Figure 7A
overestimates the effect of the dihedral angle for L26 since the
effect on the partial charge on nitrogen (from disrupting
conjugation with the second ring) of further enlarging the
dihedral angle from 30° to 46° should not be expected to be
linear.
To unify the two distinct correlations with NBON1 seen in

Figure 7B, the geometries of the ligands in the optimized
complex structures were analyzed by single-point computations
and the partial charge of the most electron deficient nitrogen
based on NBO was tabulated. Finally, the bipyridine ligand
class was normalized to the pyrox class by adding the net
partial charge on the pyridine (0.0256) resultant from charge
separation by an unsubstituted oxazoline. The univariate
correlation of this normalized NBO partial charge with the
ΔG‡ of the [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] complexes (Figure 7C)
accounts for the effect of electron-withdrawing groups on the
ligand to both the kinetic and the thermodynamic properties of
the outer-sphere electron transfer involved in the disproportio-
nation of the chloride complexes.

2.6. Multivariate Correlation Analysis for Bromide
Complexes. Knowledge of how the ligand changes the

Figure 7. (A) Correlation of ΔG‡ for [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] with the
partial charge on the most electron-deficient nitrogen (defined as N1)
based on NBO, and dihedral angle of the ligand in the ground state.
(B) Two distinct correlations with NBON1 observed according to
dihedral angle (phen included in correlation statistics of pyrox class).
(C) Correlation of ΔG‡ with the normalized partial charge according
to NBO calculated using the geometry of the ligand in the
[LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] complex (NBON1,norm). Isoquinox ligand L26
is included in correlation statistics for Figure 7C only.
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kinetics of the disproportionation of [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl]
(and, concomitantly, the thermodynamics for the chloride
complexes) enabled us to investigate the expanded bromide
data set. A range of parameters were collected from single-
point computations of the ligands in the geometries from the
optimized cobalt complex structures, covering a variety of
electronic and steric properties. Additionally, parameters were
also obtained from the computed Co(I) complexes in their
tetrahedral, high-spin ground states to compare the effects of
the ligand on the metal complex geometry. In modeling the
kinetics of the disproportionation event, we were selective for
statistical models which could provide mechanistic rationale
for the trends observed based on the ligand. From this data set,
a multivariate correlation was found between the free energy of
activation and a combination of the potential of the Co(II)/
Co(I) couple, the electron occupancy of the lone pair on the
electron-rich ring by NBO analysis, and the charge separation
between the two rings, also based on NBO (Figure 8A). The
model was internally validated by leave-one-out (Q2) and K-
fold (4-fold) cross-validation. Both scores are acceptable for a
well-validated model.
The first term in this model evaluates the thermodynamic

feasibility of the oxidation process in a similar vein to that
observed for the Co(I)Cl data set. This potential shows a
moderate inverse trend with the energy of the LUMO of the
ligand (Figure 8B), indicative of a lower energy ligand LUMO
inhibiting the oxidation of [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br]. Conceptually,
this trend is in concert with the stability afforded by electron-
withdrawing ligands for the chloride complexes and is
suggestive of favorable π-back bonding. Additionally, a
correlation between free energy of activation and the Co−
NCMe bond length in the tetrahedral [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br]
complex was observed (Figure 8C). This trend is primarily a
result of increased π-back bonding to the ligand, resulting in
weakening of the bond to the solvent molecule (with
additional effects of σ-donation, see Supporting Information).
The remaining parameters included in the model encompass

the σ-donation capability of the more electron-rich ring (i.e.,
the oxazoline ring for the pyrox ligand class). As the electron
occupancy in the nitrogen lone pair (N2, from NBO)
increases, the nitrogen binds more tightly to cobalt and
prevents association of another ligand (vide infra).
The binding ability of N2 measured by the occupancy of the

nitrogen lone pair is corrected by the cross-term with the
charge separation across the two rings, the net sum of the
partial charges on all of the atoms contained in the electron-
deficient ring according to NBO. For example, unsubstituted
pyrox L7 has an electron-deficient pyridine ring with a net
positive charge of 0.0256 (Figure 8D). Addition of a 5-
trifluoromethyl group on the pyridine ring withdraws electron
density away from the electron-rich oxazoline ring, decreasing
the difference in net partial charges between the two rings to
0.0085.
The cross-term of the N2 lone pair occupancy with the

charge separation can be viewed as the electron density in the
lone pair of N2 as a function of the electron density on the
second ring. The inverse relationship with the cross-term is
indicative of the greater stability afforded by electronically
asymmetric pyrox ligands.19

2.7. Mechanistic Proposal. The results obtained from the
multivariate linear regression allow us to postulate an
alternative disproportionation mechanism for the [LCo(I)-
(MeCN)Br] species in which the electron is transferred via a

transient μ-bromide-bridged dimer (Figure 9).20 This mech-
anism is consistent with our findings that the complex is
stabilized by an electronically asymmetric ligand. The electron-
deficient nitrogen removes electron density from the Co(I)
metal through π-back bonding, making oxidation to Co(II) less
thermodynamically feasible (correlation with E1, as observed
for the chlorides). In contrast, as the second nitrogen becomes
sequentially more electron rich, it binds more strongly to the
cobalt center (strong σ-donation from the ligand). This effect
electronically stabilizes the [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] species from

Figure 8. (A) Comprehensive model for the disproportionation of
[LCo(I)(MeCN)Br], where E1 is the potential of the Co(II)/Co(I)
couple, occN2 is the occupancy of the NBO lone pair on the electron-
rich nitrogen, and NBORing is the sum of the partial charges on all
atoms and substituents of the electron-deficient ring. (B) Correlation
of the LUMO energy with Co(II)/Co(I) potential. (C) Correlation
of cobalt−acetonitrile bond length with the free energy of activation
of disproportionation (without three outliers, R2 = 0.69). (D)
Rationale of the comprehensive model, utilizing a case study of pyrox
ligands L4, L7, and L25.
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undergoing an associative ligand exchange required to
transitively form the bridged dimer.
In addition to the statistical model to support our

mechanism, upon studying the [LCo(I)(MeCN)I] complexes,
we observed multiple reduction couples, the potentials of
which were shifted by the addition of further equivalents of
ligand (see Supporting Information), which is consistent with
shifts observed by the equilibria of dimer formation.21 Halides
and other anions have been reported to act as bridging ligands
in dimeric cobalt species.22 Taken together, this provides
additional circumstantial evidence in accordance with our
postulated dimeric disproportionation mechanism, although an
alternative mechanism involving inner-sphere electron transfer
cannot be ruled out.
2.8. Rate of Oxidative Addition. In order for these

stabilized Co(I) intermediates to be utilized as electrocatalytic
intermediates in cross-coupling and other synthetic applica-
tions, they must remain amenable to oxidative addition into a
carbon−halide bond. Specifically, the rate of oxidative addition
must outcompete the rate of disproportionation. To investigate
this we selected benzyl bromide as a model electrophile and
measured the cyclic voltammogram of the Co(II)/Co(I)
couple with increasing equivalents of benzyl bromide. The
addition of BnBr to Co(I) complexes of L1 results in a
multifold increase in peak current even as the concentration of
BnBr was increased to 100-fold excess relative to the bulk
cobalt concentration. This behavior along with a shift in the
onset of reductive current and the lack of a corresponding
oxidation peak is consistent with an electrocatalytic mechanism
(EC′). This generally suggests that electrochemically generated
Co(I) reacts with BnBr to chemically regenerate the original
Co(II) complex (Figure 10A).23 This observation is in
agreement with existing literature, suggesting a stepwise
electron transfer from Co(I) to BnBr resulting in the formation
of transient alkyl radical species in solution.6f,12b

In contrast, for the most stable [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br]
complex with L34, the addition of only 1 equiv of BnBr
resulted in a completely irreversible Co(II)/Co(I) couple with
a scan rate of 100 mV s−1, owing to rapid oxidative addition
completely consuming the Co(I) intermediate before the
reverse scan. In this case, the peak cathodic current does not
increase as a function of the concentration of BnBr (Figure
10B), implying that Co(II) is not regenerated following the
chemical reaction. This is consistent with an EC mechanism in

which oxidative addition affords a Co(III)−C bond. By varying
the scan rate of the CV, the measured oxidative addition rate
constant (kOA = 7430 dm3 mol−1 s−1) was found to be over 3
orders of magnitude greater than the disproportionation rate
constant (kdisprop = 1.63 dm3 mol−1 s−1) for the same complex.
In combination, these results are promising for evaluating
future downstream catalytic processes.

3. CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, we have demonstrated the varying effects of
ligand properties on the disproportionation of Co(I)X
complexes. Electrochemical studies were conducted to rapidly
assimilate both kinetic and thermodynamic properties of the
complexes. For the chloride complexes, these experimentally
derived properties were found to correlate well, and a
univariate correlation between the free energy of activation
for the disproportionation event with the partial charge of the
most electron-deficient nitrogen based on NBO was obtained.

Figure 9. Postulated mechanisms for the electron transfer involved in
the disproportionation of (A) [LCo(I)(MeCN)Cl] complexes and
(B) [LCo(I)(MeCN)Br] complexes.

Figure 10. Cyclic voltammogram of the Co(II)/Co(I) couple of
CoBr2 ligated by (A) L1 or (B) L34 in the presence of increasing
equivalents of BnBr. Experiments conducted with 1.0 mM CoBr2 in
the presence of 1.0 mM L1 or L34 at 100 mV s−1 in a 100 mM
solution of Bu4NPF6 in acetonitrile. CVs are plotted in polarographic
notation with positive currents corresponding to reduction.
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This is consistent with an outer-sphere electron transfer, with
electron-deficient ligands removing electron density from
cobalt and stabilizing the complex. In contrast, the bromide
complexes were determined to undergo an alternative
mechanism for disproportionation, consistent with electronic
differentiation of the two nitrogen donors disfavoring electron
transfer. With these insights into the conflicting disproportio-
nation mechanisms of coordination complexes, we believe a
greater understanding of electron transfer processes in a range
of electrocatalysts can be formulated.
Across the range of N,N-ligands studied, a Co(I) complex

with pyrox ligand L34 was identified with a half-life > 100
times greater than that for 2,2′-bipyridine. Additionally, this
complex was found to undergo facile oxidative addition with
benzyl bromide at a significantly greater rate than deleterious
disproportionation. Consequently, this complex poses consid-
erable promise for the development of novel electrocatalytic
reactions utilizing cobalt organometallic species.
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