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ABSTRACT: The consequences of Brønsted acid site location in
MFI zeolites were investigated for propene oligomerization.
Adsorbates in MFI may reside in smaller channels (∼5.5 Å
diam.) or larger channel intersections (∼7 Å diam.), with tighter
confinement expected to enhance both stabilizing dispersive
interactions and destabilizing steric constraints. MFI samples
synthesized using tetrapropylammonium (TPA+) as the structure
directing agent have higher fractions of acid sites near intersections,
while samples synthesized with 1,4-diazabicyclo[2.2.2]octane
(DABCO) or ethylenediamine (EDA) have higher fractions of
acid sites within channels. Measured propene dimerization rates
(per H+, 315 kPa C3H6, 503 K, 1.6 H+/u.c.) are ∼9 times higher on MFI-DABCO/MFI-EDA than MFI-TPA. Because propene
oligomerization is transport-limited in MFI at these conditions, experimentally measured rates are proportional to both effective
kinetic (keff) and diffusion (De) constants. DFT was therefore used to investigate the kinetic influences of void environment in
isolation of transport effects. Adsorption free energies for C3 and C6 alkenes and dimerization free energy barriers were calculated at
all 12 T-sites present in the MFI framework and all accessible O-sites around each T-site. C3 preferentially adsorbs as H-bonded
propene with similar energies in all void environments, while C6 alkenes are destabilized by 10−56 kJ mol−1 and dimerization
transition states are destabilized by 29−102 kJ mol−1, on average, in the channels relative to intersections. The stability of C3 and C6
alkenes and dimerization transition states is largely governed by steric penalties arising from distortion of the MFI framework that
outweigh stronger dispersive interactions with decreasing void size, even for species as small as C3. Given that DFT predicts keff
values are lower at acid sites in smaller channel voids of MFI, higher measured rates on MFI samples synthesized using DABCO or
EDA must reflect less severe diffusion restrictions and, in turn, higher De values.
KEYWORDS: zeolites, oligomerization, diffusion, confinement, void environment, sterics

1. INTRODUCTION
Microporous aluminosilicate zeolites are commonly used as
solid Brønsted acid catalysts,1−3 with ∼250 unique crystalline
topologies that can be synthesized with distinct pore
environments and interconnectivity.4 Even within a given
zeolite framework, multiple pore environments may exist; for
example, the MFI framework consists of smaller ten-membered
ring (10-MR) straight and sinusoidal channels (∼5.5 Å diam.)
and larger channel intersections (∼7 Å diam.).4,5 As such,
extensive effort has been devoted to examining how the size
and shape of the zeolitic pore impact reactive intermediates
and transition states, and thus reaction rates, selectivities, and
stabilities.6−12 As the void size approaches that of the confined
species, there is a trade-off between enthalpic stabilization via
dispersive interactions and destabilization from the structural
distortion of the zeolitic framework to accommodate
adsorbates.7,8,13,14 Confining voids may stabilize intermediates

and transition states to varying extents when these moieties
have different sizes and structures, leading to rates or selectivity
that depend on void size.7,10,13 Prior experimental work has
typically studied confinement by varying the framework
topology13,15−17 or using post-synthetic methods to selectively
titrate Brønsted acid sites in specific environments.18,19

Propene oligomerization is an interconnected series−parallel
reaction network that includes β-scission and co-oligomeriza-
tion pathways that produce a wide range of linear and
branched alkene products (C4−C12) suitable as transportation
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fuels,20−22 and is one reaction for which confinement effects
were previously studied by varying the zeolite framework
topology.13,23 Pseudo first-order rate constants for propene
dimerization (per H+, 503 K, <5% C3H6 conversion) increased
with decreasing void size among TON (one-dimensional (1D),
5.7 Å diameter channels), MFI (3D, 5.5 Å diameter channels
and 7.0 Å diameter intersections), BEA (3D, 6.9 Å diameter
channels), FAU (3D, 11.9 Å diameter cages), and amorphous
silica−alumina (ASA, >20 Å diameter pores).13 Propene
dimerization barriers and dispersive (van der Waals)
interactions between adsorbates and the zeolite framework
were estimated using DFT-D3 methods at one O-site in a
TON channel (5.7 Å), an MFI intersection (7.0 Å), and a FAU
cage (11.9 Å).13 Dispersive interaction energies became
increasingly exothermic as void size decreased, correlating
with the increase in measured rate constants, leading to the
interpretation that smaller void sizes preferentially stabilized
the larger dimerization transition state (C6H13) over the
smaller propyl−Z reactant (C3H7) through van der Waals
interactions.13 Subsequent work demonstrated the presence of
strong transport limitations in medium pore, 10-MR zeolites
arising from the occlusion of heavier molecular weight
products formed during propene oligomerization, indicating
that observed rate constants on medium-pore zeolites reflect a
convolution of kinetic and transport effects at virtually all
reaction conditions of interest.24 A separate study comparing
TON and MFI similarly reported higher propene dimerization
rate constants on TON (per H+, 10−600 kPa C3H6, 503 K)
and suggested that these increases were caused by more
effective stabilization of dimerization transition states and by
the alleviation of transport restrictions caused by a shift in
product selectivity to lighter molecular weight products
(≤C9).

23 Although these prior data suggest that 10-MR
channels stabilize dimerization transition states more effec-
tively than larger 10-MR intersections or 12-MR channels,
experimental rate measurements convolute transport and
kinetic influences, motivating a theoretical study that can
isolate kinetic behavior.

Transition state stability is influenced by confinement
among different zeolite topologies and, by extension, confine-
ment among different void environments within the same
topology. Low-symmetry MFI zeolites have 12 crystallo-
graphically unique tetrahedral sites (T-sites) where Al atoms
can reside, providing access to both channel and intersection
environments. While MFI is typically synthesized with tetra-n-
propylammonium (TPA+) as the organic structure directing
agent (OSDA), which biases the location of Brønsted acid sites
near MFI intersections, recent work has shown that other
OSDAs can alter acid site distributions.25−27 MFI zeolites
synthesized with nonconventional OSDAs�either 1,4-diaza-
bicyclo [2.2.2] octane (DABCO) mixed with methylamine
(1:1); or ethylenediamine (EDA) mixed with small amounts of
TPA+ (15:1)�demonstrated 4−9× lower toluene methylation
rates (per H+, 4 kPa toluene, 66 kPa dimethyl ether, 403 K)
and higher selectivity to para-xylene (∼80%) compared to
MFI samples synthesized with TPA+ (∼30% para-xylene
selectivity).25 These toluene methylation data, unlike propene
oligomerization, are measured at conditions of strict kinetic
control and therefore uncorrupted by intrazeolite transport
rates, as evidenced by invariant rates and selectivities across
large changes in zeolite crystallite size (0.1−3.3 μm) within
each family of MFI materials and invariant selectivities upon
titration of external acid sites by 2,6-ditertbutylpyridine

(DTBP). The kinetic differences observed between the
TPA+-based MFI samples and those derived from nonconven-
tional OSDAs were attributed to shifts in acid site distribution
with the assistance of DFT-predicted SDA−Al interaction
energies and arene alkylation barriers. DFT-predicted barriers
for toluene methylation transition states to form all three
xylene isomers were higher in MFI channels compared to the
larger intersections, consistent with lower overall rates, but
para-xylene transition states were destabilized to a lesser extent
in the channels compared to the larger meta-xylene and ortho-
xylene isomers, consistent with higher para-xylene selectivity.
DFT-predicted SDA−Al interaction energies, similarly, pre-
dicted more favorable Al-siting energies in channels using
DABCO-methylamine25 as the SDA complex as compared to
using TPA+,26 which strongly favors Al siting at near-
intersection T-sites. This study provides an example for how
catalytic rate measurements can be combined with computa-
tional DFT to study the influence of void environment in MFI
on kinetic rate constants, as we extend here to a coupled
reaction-diffusion system.

Here, we measure propene dimerization rates on MFI
samples (H+/u.c. = ∼1.3) synthesized with TPA+, DABCO,
and EDA that are predicted to generate materials with acid
sites primarily located in intersections (TPA+-based) and or in
channels (DABCO- and EDA-based). Propene dimerization
rates (per H+, 503 K) were ∼9× higher on MFI samples
synthesized with EDA or DABCO compared to samples
synthesized with TPA+. Given that experimental measurements
of propene oligomerization rates reflect coupled kinetic and
transport influences, the kinetic influences of void environment
were investigated independently using DFT. Adsorption
energies of propene and all 13 hexene isomers were calculated
with DFT at all accessible sites among the 48 T-O site-pairs in
MFI. Transition states for propene dimerization, the first and
likely rate-determining step in the oligomerization reaction
network, were also studied at all accessible O-sites. Our results
suggest C3 most likely adsorbs as H-bonded propene, rather
than as a bound alkyl (i.e., alkoxide), and that there is a weak
influence of void environment on the stability of H-bonded
propene. Hexene isomers are more stable in MFI intersections
compared to channels and are more sensitive to void
environment than propene as they are larger and more
susceptible to steric penalties when confined in smaller void
environments. Propene dimerization transition states are
destabilized, relative to H-bonded propene precursors, in
channels compared to the intersection, suggesting that the
energetic penalty of framework distortions outweighs the
stabilizing effects of enhanced dispersive interactions. These
DFT data predict lower dimerization rate constants in smaller
channel voids, suggesting that observed rate increases in
DABCO- and EDA-based MFI over TPA+-based samples
reflect increases in effective propene diffusivities that exceed
concomitant decreases in intrinsic rate constants.

2. METHODS
2.1. Experimental Methods. The MFI zeolite samples

tested in this study were synthesized using different
combinations of organic and inorganic SDAs according to
previously reported protocols.26,27 Furthermore, TON and
MFI samples showed for comparison in this study were
reported in previous publications.23,28 Powder X-ray diffraction
(XRD) and calculated micropore volumes from N2 adsorption
isotherms (77 K) were used to verify the framework topology
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and crystallinity of MFI and TON samples. The number of
proton sites initially present on each sample prior to reaction
(H0

+) was quantified by NH3 temperature-programmed
desorption (NH3 TPD). NH3 TPD experiments were not
used to assess acid strength to avoid the previously
documented difficulties with interpreting NH3 TPD pro-
files,29−31 but the individual profiles are reported in Section
S2.3 of the Supporting Information. Elemental analysis was
performed to quantify the corresponding amounts of Si and Al
present in each sample. Detailed synthesis procedures and
characterization techniques are discussed in Section S1 and S2
of the Supporting Information. Propene oligomerization
reactions were performed in a stainless-steel tubular reactor
where the effluent composition was analyzed using a gas
chromatograph (GC). Dimerization rates were estimated from
rates of product formation using eq 1:

= + + + + + +r r r r r r r r
1
2

( )dim 6 9 4 5 7 8 10 (1)

where rn corresponds to the rate of formation of products of
carbon number n to consider the formation of products
different than dimers (detailed discussion of eq 1 can be found
in previous reports24,28). We do not report a carbon balance as
the difference in propene peak areas quantified by the GC
before and during the reaction is within experimental error at
the low conversions we studied (X ≤ 1%).

Absolute errors in measured rates were calculated by
propagating the uncertainties relating the quantification of
the number of H0

+ sites, the amount of catalyst loaded, and the
errors from fluctuations in the reactant GC peak areas
compared to the internal standard when bypassing the reactor.
Moreover, steady-state rate was reported as the value measured
after dimerization rates changed <4% over 8 ks to account for
samples that continued to decrease slightly over time. More
information about the reactor setup and data analysis is
provided in Section S3 of the Supporting Information.
2.2. Computational Methods. DFT calculations were

performed using the Vienna ab initio simulation package
(VASP)32−35 executed in the computational catalysis interface
(CCI).36 Projector augmented wave (PAW) potentials were
used to build planewaves with an energy cutoff of 400 eV.37

The Perdew−Burke−Ernzerhof (PBE) exchange correlation
functional38 was used with the DFT-D3 method with Becke−
Johnson (D3BJ) damping to capture dispersive interac-
tions.39,40

DFT calculations were performed using the MFI unit cell
obtained from van Koningsveld41 with fixed unit cell
parameters (a = 20.090 Å, b = 19.738 Å, c = 14.7670 Å, α =

β = γ = 90°) because this zeolite structure is less susceptible to
restructuring during optimization.42 MFI has 12 crystallo-
graphically unique T-sites each bound to 4 O-sites, generating
48 T/O site-pairs. C3-derived adsorbates (1-propyl−Z, 2-
propyl−Z, and H-bonded propene), C6 H-bonded alkenes (n-
hexene, 2-methylpentene, 3-methylpentene, 2,3-dimethylbu-
tene, and 3,3-dimethylbutene) and dimerization transition
states were examined at all accessible O-sites. T-sites and O-
sites were labeled according to the indices from the
International Zeolite Association (IZA).4 This index, along
with the corresponding labeling from van Koningsveld,41 is
listed in Table S2 of the Supporting Information. Gas phase
calculations of propene and C6 alkene isomers were modeled
in a 15 × 15 × 15 Å3 vacuum unit cell. No atoms were
constrained (frozen) during structural optimizations, pathway
calculations, or transition state searches.

Structures were optimized in a two-step process using a fast
Fourier transform (FFT) grid to calculate forces. Structures
were first converged to <10−4 eV energy variation between
iterations and a max force of <0.05 eV Å−1 per atom with an
FFT cutoff 1.5× the planewave cutoff. They were subsequently
converged with an energy variation of <10−6 eV between
iterations and the same max force of <0.05 eV Å−1 with a cutoff
2× the planewave cutoff. This method was chosen because it is
∼3× more efficient than a single-step optimization.36 The
Brillouin zone was sampled at the gamma point.43

Propene dimerization was modeled at O25 of T11 using the
nudged elastic band (NEB) method44 with 16 images and
converged until forces on all atoms were <0.5 eV Å−1 per atom.
The dimerization transition state was then isolated using the
Dimer method45 and optimized using the two-step method
described above until the force per atom was <0.05 eV Å−1.
The O25 dimerization transition state structure was then
relocated and reoptimized at the remaining 47 O-sites using
the two-step optimization method.

All optimized adsorbate and transition state structures were
systematically reoriented according to the method detailed in
our prior study46 to increase the probability of finding the
global energy minima and most energetically favorable
transition states. Reorientations were performed based on the
interactions of each state with the framework. Although this
method does not guarantee the global minima will be obtained,
it was shown to decrease DFT energies from user-generated
structures by 10−50 kJ mol−1 while being ∼100× less
computationally expensive than ab initio molecular dynamics
and is readily accessible to rigorous transition state searches
absent any constraints.

Table 1. Characterization Data of MFI Zeolites Synthesized With Different SDAs

samplea SDAsb Si/Altot
c(solid) H+/Altot

d H+/u.c.e AlIV/Total NMR visible Alf lengthg/μm
MFI-DABCO-3.3 DABCO, MA, Na+ 44 0.95 1.9 0.98 3.3 ± 0.6
MFI-DABCO-12.7 DABCO, MA, Na+ 44 0.85 1.8 0.98 12.7 ± 2.1
MFI-EDA-8.2 EDA, TPA+ 58 0.92 1.6 0.97 8.2 ± 1.6
MFI-C666-0.03 C666, Na+ 47 0.81 1.3 0.97 0.03 ± 0.01
MFI-TPA-0.06 TPA+,Na+ 54 0.80 1.4 0.06 ± 0.01
MFI-TPA-0.33 TPA+,Na+ 55 0.84 1.4 0.33 ± 0.07

aSample nomenclature is MFI-X-Y, where X indicates the major organic OSDA, and Y denotes the crystallite size measure by SEM. bSDAs used
during synthesis. cDetermined by ICP-OES. Uncertainty is ±10%. dDetermined from liquid-phase NH4 ion exchange followed by NH3 TPD.
Uncertainty is ±10%. eCalculated from elemental analysis and unit cell formula. fCalculated from 27Al solid-state NMR. AlIV corresponds to the 56
ppm signal and spinning side bands and uncertainty is ±0.05. gAverage crystallite size estimated by SEM. Uncertainties are represented by standard
deviation.
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Vibrational frequencies were calculated for the lowest energy
structures of all states using a fixed displacement method,
wherein all adsorbate atoms and the T-site (AlO4

−) were
displaced. Vibrational frequencies were then used to calculate
zero-point vibrational energies (ZPVE) and temperature-
corrected enthalpies (H), entropies (S) and free energies
(G) according to the equations in Section S6 of the Supporting
Information. Except for imaginary modes along the reaction
coordinate, low frequency vibrational modes (<60 cm−1) were
replaced with 60 cm−1 to improve the accuracy of entropy
estimations, as done in previous studies.47−49

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
3.1. Experimental Results. A summary of the phys-

icochemical properties of MFI zeolites synthesized with
different SDAs and varied crystal sizes (0.06−3.3 μm) is
shown in Table 1. MFI samples have similar H+ content (Si/Al
∼ 50, H+/u.c. ∼ 1.6) and the majority of Al incorporated in the

framework as quantified by NH3 TPD (H0
+/Altot > 0.80) and

27Al solid-state NMR (AlIV/Total NMR visible Alf ≥ 0.97)
from,25 but were synthesized with different combinations of
organic and inorganic SDAs (synthesis details and character-
ization data, Sections S1 and S2, Supporting Information).
MFI-DABCO samples were synthesized using a 1:1 mixture of
DABCO and methylamine, while MFI-EDA was prepared with
EDA and minor quantities of TPA+ as the co-OSDA (EDA/
TPA+ = 15). Additionally, MFI-TPA samples (previously
reported in studies of propene oligomerization reactions24,28)
prepared using the conventional OSDA (TPA+) and a TPA+-
like diquaternary ammonium OSDA (C666) are shown in Table
1. While NMR spectra were not measured directly on all
samples, our previous work examining toluene methylation
kinetics showed that AlIV/Altot values did not vary systemati-
cally between the TPA-based materials (0.96−0.98) and the
materials synthesized using EDA (0.97−0.99) or DABCO
(0.98).25 Based on this previous work using these same

Figure 1. Dimerization rates measured at 503 K, 315 kPa C3H6 plotted against time on stream for (a) MFI-DABCO (dark blue) and MFI-EDA
(light blue) series used in this study and for (b) MFI-TPA series with different crystal sizes adapted from Bickel et al.28 Copyright 2023 American
Chemical Society. Error bars reflect absolute values.

Figure 2. Measured dimerization rates (503 K, 315 kPa) initially (dark blue or dark gray) and after regeneration in flowing Ar (50 ks, light blue or
light gray) on (a) MFI-DABCO-12.7 (triangles) and (b) MFI-EDA-8.2 (diamonds) used in this study and (c) MFI-TPA-0.06 (circles) adapted
from Bickel et al.28 Copyright 2023 American Chemical Society. Error bars reflect absolute values.
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materials,25 we conclude these MFI samples contain similar H+

site density (H+/u.c. ∼1.7) and varied crystal sizes (0.03−12.7
μm), wherein MFI-TPA samples contain predominantly H+

sites in larger channel intersections while MFI-DABCO/MFI-
EDA samples contain significant fraction of H+ sites in smaller
channel environments. Our MFI-TPA samples (0.06−0.33
μm) are expected to behave similarly to commercial MFI
samples with comparable crystal size based on our prior
comparisons between commercially sourced samples and TPA-
synthesized materials.13,25,28,50

Propene dimerization rates (per H0
+, 503 K, 16−605 kPa

C3H6, conversion ≤1%) were measured on MFI-DABCO and
MFI-EDA samples of varied crystallite size (3.3−12.7 μm).
Dimerization rates decreased with time-on-stream and
approached steady-state values for all samples at 315 kPa
C3H6 (Figure 1a) and at other propene pressures (16 and 615
kPa C3H6, Figure S16, Supporting Information). After purging
in Ar at reaction temperature (503 K), initial rates and
subsequent transient decrease with time-on-stream were
recovered (Figure 2). Regeneration of the catalyst in an inert
gas, in contrast to a high temperature (>793 K) oxidative
treatment, indicates deactivation caused by the accumulation
of highly saturated products (e.g., alkenes) and not the
blocking of acid sites by highly unsaturated polyaromatic coke
precursors. Regeneration in an inert or vacuum treatment (673
K) following alkene oligomerization was similarly observed in
prior studies on MFI,51,52 as well as in our own work,24,28 and
attributed to the removal of an occluded hydrocarbon phase.

These occluded products inhibit the diffusion of propene
and alkene products by decreasing their effective diffusivities,
thereby imposing diffusional constraints on measured rates.24

Transport limitations are evident from steady-state dimeriza-
tion rates (per H0

+, 503 K) that systematically decrease with
increasing crystallite size within either the MFI-DABCO or
MFI-EDA series of samples (Figure 1a), and as reported
previously for MFI-TPA series of samples (Figure 1b),28 as
expected when measured rates are limited by intrazeolite
diffusion. Furthermore, the extent of the imposed transport
limitations is dependent on the composition of the intrapore
alkene phase, which was shown to be sensitive to reaction
conditions (temperature and pressure) and zeolite properties
(acid site density and framework topology).23,24,28

The derivation of an effective rate constant (keff) for propene
dimerization, measured coupled with diffusion, was discussed
in previous literature and will be summarized here.24 DFT-
calculated barriers are higher for C−C coupling compared to
product desorption,13,53 and isotopic scrambling experiments
demonstrating facile double bond isomerization are consistent

with C−C bond formation as the rate-determining step.54

C3H6 first adsorbs at a bare H−Z site (Kads,Cd3
):

+ F KHZ C H (g) (C H ) HZ C3 6 3 6 ads, 3 (2)

followed by a second adsorption of gas-phase C3H6 near a
C3H6−Z species (Kads,Cd3,Cd3*)

+

*

F

K

C H HZ C H (g) (C H ) HZ

ads C C

3 6 3 6 3 6 2

, 3, 3 (3)

and the subsequent dimerization of the two C3H6 molecules
(kdim)

k(C H ) HZ C H HZ3 6 2 6 12 dim (4)

as outlined in Scheme 1. The absence of IR features associated
with OH stretching in MFI (10 kPa C3H6) suggests the surface
is covered,13 and measured first-order rates are consistent with
a surface covered in a C3H6-derived species, likely a H-bonded
propene or a propyl species bound to the zeolite framework O
atom. We can then write the following rate equation for C3H6
dimerization on a C3H6-covered surface

= * [ ]
[ ]

= * [ ] = [ ]

r
L

K K k

K

K k k

C H

C H

C H C H

C C C

C

C C

dim ads, 3 ads, 3, 3 dim 3 6
2

ads, 3 3 6

ads, 3, 3 dim 3 6 eff 3 6 (5)

where Ki and ki terms are defined for eqs 2−4 above, [C3H6] is
the pressure of propene (normalized by 1 bar standard
pressure), and keff (=Kads,Cd3,Cd3*kdim) is the effective first-order
rate constant for the reaction under kinetically controlled
conditions. This effective rate constant can be written in terms
of the difference in free energy of the transition state relative to
the first adsorbed C3H6 species (ΔG‡)

= ‡k
k T

h
eeff

G RTB /
(6)

As described above, propene oligomerization rates at steady-
state are influenced by intrazeolite diffusion restrictions caused
by transport barriers introduced by accumulation of large
alkene products within the zeolite pores. Therefore, effective-
ness factor formalisms were used to examine the dependence
of measured dimerization rates on crystallite size. In the limit
of strong mass transport limitations, the effectiveness factor
becomes the inverse of the Thiele modulus (Φ), irrespective of
catalyst geometry, such that the observed rate can be written as
a function of a characteristic path length, L:28

Scheme 1. Reaction Scheme for Propene Dimerization on the Zeolite Acid Site (H−Z)
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where [H0
+] is the number of active sites per crystallite volume,

L is the characteristic path length for diffusion (taken here as
the average length of the shortest dimension of the crystallite),
and De is the effective intrazeolite diffusivity of propene within
the zeolite micropore. Rearrangement of eq 7 gives a linear
expression
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(8)

such that normalized rates are linearly proportional to L−1,
with a slope that reflects a convolution of kinetic and transport
effects: k Deff e . Measured rates on MFI-DABCO and MFI-
EDA samples, and for MFI-TPA and TON samples reported in
previous work,23,28 indeed depend on L−1 as shown for 315
kPa C3H6 in Figure 3 (and at 16 and 605 kPa, Figure S16 of
Supporting Information).

Values of k Deff e on MFI samples synthesized with TPA
were ∼9× lower than MFI samples synthesized using either
EDA or DABCO and were ∼54× lower than on TON (Figure
3b). MFI channels are similar in diameter (∼5.5 Å diameter)
to the unidirectional straight channels of TON (∼5.7 Å diam),
and MFI-EDA and MFI-DABCO materials were shown to
have similar p-xylene selectivities to TON materials in our
prior study of toluene methylation kinetics.25 Taken altogether,

k Deff e values increase as the size of confining voids around H+

sites decrease (Table 2), and this is also observed at lower (16
kPa) and higher (605 kPa) propene pressures (Table 2),
suggesting that MFI-EDA and MFI-DABCO materials
consistently have higher k Deff e values than MFI-TPA zeolites.

Variations in k Deff e values across pressures arise because

propene pressure influences product distributions and there-
fore the nature of the occluded alkenes that fill MFI pores, and
thus would influence De values.

This increase in k Deff e values with decreasing void size is
consistent with prior work, where rate constants followed a
trend based on void size as TON > MFI > BEA > FAU >
ASA.13 This was rationalized by stronger van der Waals
interactions in smaller void environments that preferentially
stabilized the dimerization transition state relative to the
propene-derived precursor.13 However, these measured
propene dimerization rates, as evident in their dependence
on crystallite size in Figure 3a, reflect a convolution of kinetic
and transport properties. To distinguish between these
influences, we next turn to DFT to assess the kinetic influences
of acid site location in MFI on propene dimerization reactions
to gain insights into the changes in k Deff e measured between
MFI-EDA/MFI-DABCO and MFI-TPA samples.
3.2. Adsorption Energies of Propene. As shown in

Scheme 1, keff values depend on the stability of a bound
propene, as well as the stability of the dimerization transition
state, such that an effective free energy barrier (ΔG‡) can be
described as the energy difference between these two states

=‡
[ ] *+ ‡G G G GC H Z C H C H (g)6 13 3 6 3 6 (9)

Figure 3. (a) Steady-state propene dimerization rates, normalized according to eq 8, as a function of the inverse of crystallite size for TON (purple
diamonds) from ref 23, MFI-TPA (gray triangles) from ref 28, MFI-DABCO (dark blue triangles), and MFI-EDA samples (light blue triangles).
Inset graph depicts the lower limits of the figure axes. Dashed lines represent linear regressions to eq 8. (b) Steady-state k Deff e values for propene
dimerization (503 K, 315 kPa C3H6) for MFI-TPA, MFI-DABCO/EDA and TON. Error bars reflect the error in the data regressed to eq 8.

Table 2. Steady-State k Deff e Values for Propene
Dimerization (503 K) at Different C3H6 Pressures

sample
+k D /(m mol H s ) m2

eff e
3

0
1 1/2

16 kPa C3H6 315 kPa C3H6 605 kPa C3H6

MFI-TPA 2.13 × 10−3 3.20 × 10−4 1.82 × 10−4

MFI-DABCO/EDA 5.05 × 10−2 2.73 × 10−3 2.08 × 10−3

TON 8.57 × 10−2 1.73 × 10−2 1.41 × 10−2
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Therefore, we start by considering how acid site location
influences propene adsorption energies.

Upon propene adsorption at a Brønsted acid site, its C�C
double bond can interact with the proton to form a H-bonded
propene (Figure 4a), or a C atom can react with the proton to

form a chemisorbed primary 1-propyl−Z (Figure 4b) or
secondary 2-propyl−Z (Figure 4c) bound to a lattice oxygen.
We evaluated how the void environment influences the
individual and relative stabilities of all three species by
calculating adsorption Gibbs free energies (ΔGads,Cd3

, kJ mol−1):

= +*G G G G( )C Cads, H Z C H (g)3 3 3 6 (10)

for 1-propyl−Z, 2-propyl−Z, and H-bonded propene at all
accessible O-sites in MFI (Figure 5a). Of the 48 T/O-sites, 6
(those at O4, O20, and O24) are inaccessible to propene as
they are in 4-MR and 5-MR subunits of MFI. DFT calculations
suggest H-bonded propene is the most stable adsorbate at 40
out of the 42 remaining O-sites, and 2-propyl−Z is the most
stable at the remaining 2 O-sites (Figure 5). Prior
oligomerization literature suggested 2-propyl−Z as the most

likely C3 intermediate, based on binding free energies (503 K)
at O3/T2 on TON from DFT55 and binding enthalpies (513
K) at T12 in MFI from ab initio QM/MM calculations53

indicating 2-propyl−Z was ∼10 kJ mol−1 more stable than H-
bonded propene. Computational studies comparing the
stability of H-bonded alkenes, alkeniums, and alkoxides using
DFT with an MP2 correction predicted more favorable
adsorption free energies for H-bonded alkenes compared to
alkoxides for C3−C5 species in FER (323 and 623 K)56 and
C4−C9 species in CHA (673 K).57 Our static DFT calculations
predict H-bonded propene as the more favorable binding
mode compared to prior DFT work likely because our
adsorbate-specific reorientations found more stable structures
by considering numerous configurations, demonstrating that
the accuracy of DFT can be improved through this
reorientation method. Although much work has been devoted
to elucidating the binding mode of these adsorbates,
experiments indicate alkene protonation and deprotonation is
rapid compared to C−C bond formation and cleavage over a
wide temperature range (473−856 K); thus, interconversion
between surface-bound alkyls and H-bonded alkenes should be
facile.54,58−60 It is therefore reasonable to assume that C3
adsorbates are quasi-equilibrated, can interconvert between
alkyl and H-bonded alkenes, and can easily alternate between
the accessible O-sites at each T-site.

O-sites were categorized based on the void environment
within which they reside (Table S2, Supporting Information),
but it is important to note that although framework O atoms
can be assigned to a specific environment, it does not prevent
an adsorbate from accessing a different environment nearby.
On average, Gads,C3

values (for all three forms of C3) are
lower in intersections compared to the straight or sinusoidal
channel environments. Comparing intersections to channels,
ΔGads,Cd3

values of H-bonded propene are 9 kJ mol−1 lower
(indicating more favorable adsorption) in intersections than in
either channel, indicating a weak preference for intersection
environments. ΔGads,Cd3

values of 2-propyl−Z and 1-propyl−Z,
in contrast, are ∼20−40 kJ mol−1 less stable in channels than

Figure 4. Adsorption free energies (ΔGads,Cd3
kJ mol−1, eq 10) at 503 K

for propene adsorbed as (a) H-bonded propene, (b) 1-propyl−Z, and
(c) 2-propyl−Z at MFI O25/T12 viewed through the sinusoidal
(top) and straight (bottom) channels.

Figure 5. (a) Adsorption free energies (ΔGads,Cd3
kJ mol−1, eq 10) for 1-propyl−Z (circles), 2-propyl−Z (squares), and H-bonded propene

(triangles) in the sinusoidal channel (dark blue), straight channel (light blue), and intersection (green) at 503 K. Average ΔGads,Cd3
per C3 adsorbate

in each environment are denoted with lines (dotted for 1-propyl−Z, dashed for 2-propyl−Z, and long dashes for H-bonded propene). (b) The
difference between the adsorption free energy of 1-propyl−Z and H-bonded propene (ΔGads,1‑propyl−Z − ΔGads,H‑bonded propene) and between 2-
propyl−Z and H-bonded propene (ΔGads,2‑propyl−Z − ΔGads,H‑bonded propene) at all T/O-sites. (c) The lowest ΔGads,Cd3

of all C3 adsorbates per T-site. A
reorganized version of this figure organized by T-site instead of O-site (Figure S19) and structural images of the best C3 adsorbate per T-site
(Figures S22 and S33) are included in the Supporting Information.
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in the intersections, indicating a greater extent of destabiliza-
tion for both alkyls relative to H-bonded propene in the more
confined channels. This is alternatively evinced by plotting the
differences in adsorption energies between the propyl and H-
bonded propene forms (Figure 5b). In sinusoidal and straight
channels, the propyl−Z forms are ∼20 to ∼40 kJ mol−1 less
stable than their H-bonded propene counterparts, and 1-
propyl−Z is more stable than 2-propyl, which is more sterically
hindered. In intersections, the propyls are only slightly less
stable (5−10 kJ mol−1 shifts in average ΔGads,Cd3

values) than
their propene counterparts, and 2-propyl−Z is more stable on
average than 1-propyl, as expected for an unconfined site
because the secondary C in 2-propyl−Z is more suited to
handle its partial positive charge.

Given that C3 adsorbates are expected to be quasi-
equilibrated across the accessible O-sites at each T-site,
ΔGads,Cd3

were plotted to show the most favorable binding
location (O-site) and form (H-bonded alkene or surface-
bound alkyl) for each T-site (Figure 5c). Our calculations
indicate that propene should adsorb as H-bonded propene at
11 out of 12 T-sites in MFI and bind as 2-propyl−Z at T5 in
the MFI intersection. We also observe that propene binds most
favorably in the intersection at 9 T-sites, in the sinusoidal
channel at T4 and T7, and in the straight channel at T3. This
result is partly because most of the 23 accessible O-sites are in
the intersection (15) compared to the sinusoidal (5) and
straight (3) channels, but there is a slight preference for C3
adsorption in intersections as seen in Figure 5a. Overall, C3
adsorption energies vary by 19 kJ mol−1 comparing the
strongest-binding site (T12) and weakest binding site (T8),
both of which bind propene in intersections.

To gain insights into the factors impacting propene
adsorption energies, we constructed a thermochemical cycle
that decomposes the adsorption energy into 5 steps:

= + + + +E E E EDPE PAads distort chem disp (11)

DPE is the deprotonation energy of the acid site, ΔEdistort is
the energy to distort the zeolite framework in the presence of
the corresponding adsorbate, PA is the proton affinity of
propene to form the adsorbate species, ΔEchem is the
chemisorption energy of the corresponding protonated species,
and ΔEdisp is the dispersive component of the adsorption.
Among these, PA is a gas-phase reaction that converts propene
into cationic 1-propyl and 2-propyl species in the case of
adsorptions to form 1-propyl−Z and 2-propyl−Z. H-bonded
propene is not protonated, such that its PA is 0. These large
differences in PA between alkyl and H-bonded alkenes are
offset by large differences in ΔEchem, which reflects a
combination of confinement and the strength of the O−H
bond formed in the case of H-bonded propene and the O−C
bond formed in the case of propyl−Z species. To facilitate
comparisons among these three species in how confinement
effects influence their adsorption energies, we will combine PA
with ΔEchem steps (Scheme 2)

= + + ++E E E EDPEads distort PA chem disp (12)

DPE was calculated at all O-sites in MFI and ranges ∼30 kJ
mol−1, consistent with prior predictions for MFI.61 DPE
averages across each void environment are within 6 kJ mol−1

(1649 kJ mol−1 in the intersection, 1651 kJ mol−1 in the
sinusoidal channel, and 1655 kJ mol−1 in the straight channel),
suggesting acid strength is not a function of confinement.

Because changes in DPE are compensated by changes in
ΔEchem, as demonstrated in prior work,62 and do not vary
systematically with void environment, these modest changes in
DPE are not likely to significantly govern trends in C3
adsorption. The three remaining energies, ΔEdistort, ΔEdisp,
and ΔEPA+chem, are reported for each C3 adsorbate and
averaged across O-sites in each void environment (Figure 6).
The distortion energy for a C3 adsorbate, ΔEdistort,Cd3

, reflects
the energetic penalty to contort the flexible zeolite framework
to either mitigate steric constraints or maximize dispersive
interactions.13,42,55 To calculate ΔEdistort,Cd3

at each T-site, the
adsorbed C3* species was removed and the energy of the
empty distorted anionic framework (E Zdisp,C ,3 dist

) was calculated
relative to the optimized (nondistorted) structure:

=E E EZdistort,C disp,C , Z3 3 dist (13)

The average ΔEdistort,Cd3
for each C3 adsorbate across all the

T/O-sites in a given environment is shown in Figure 6b. The
average ΔEdistort,Cd3

for all C3 species is lowest in the intersection
(88−92 kJ mol−1) compared to the straight (97−107 kJ
mol−1) and sinusoidal channels (99−103 kJ mol−1), indicating
that channels distort more upon C3 adsorption, despite the
small size of C3 adsorbates. It is important clarify that this
distortion is likely not caused by the zeolite framework flexing
to “fit” these small species in the channels, but rather local
distortion of the acid site related to the nature of the
interaction between the adsorbate and O-site, as discussed
further in Section 3.4. Among binding modes, H-bonded
propene has the lowest ΔEdistort,Cd3

in all three void environ-
ments, as expected, because the O−H bond is not replaced
with an O−C bond as done in the propyl forms and H-bonded
propene can therefore access more stable confirmations with
minimal acid site distortion.

The effect of stabilizing adsorbate−framework interactions
was assessed by calculating ΔEdisp,Cd3

(kJ mol−1):

= + +* +E E E E E( )Zdisp,C3 disp,C disp, disp,C (g) disp,H (g)3 dist,C3 3

(14)

using the dispersive energy component of the total DFT-
predicted energy for each state, analogous to previous
calculations.13 Although van der Waals interactions include

Scheme 2. Thermochemical Cycle for Adsorption of C3H6
Near an Acid Site as H-Bonded Propene or a Surface Bound
Alkyl
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steric repulsion, the dispersive component accounts for only
the stabilizing forces and therefore will only become more
negative as confinement increases. A more negative ΔEdisp,Cd3

corresponds to stronger dispersive interactions and greater
stabilization, and C3 species in the intersection are less
stabilized (by ∼10 kJ mol−1) on average than species in either
channel (Figure 6c). These ΔEdisp,Cd3

values decrease within the
more-confined MFI channels, despite adsorption energies
being lower in intersections than in channels (Figure 6a),
because they only describe attractive forces that become more
exothermic as void size decreases and do not account for the
distortion energies previously discussed. These trends in
ΔEdistort,Cd3

and ΔEdisp,Cd3
indicate that propene species bound

in the intersection minimize framework distortions at the
expense of weakening dispersive interactions, while binding in
the channels strengthens dispersive interactions at the cost of
increased distortion. Similar compensations have been
reported in prior studies of confinement effects.6−10 Here,
these effects nearly cancel out for H-bonded propene, resulting
in approximately constant ΔGads,Cd3

values across the three
environments (Figure 6a), but lead to higher average ΔGads,Cd3

in the channels for the more sterically restricted 1-propyl−Z
and 2-propyl−Z species.

The remaining component of the thermochemical cycle,
ΔEPA+chem,Cd3

, can be calculated by subtracting ΔEdistort,Cd3
and

ΔEdisp,Cd3
from ΔEads,Cd3

:

=+E E E E DPEPA chem,C ads,C distort,C disp,C3 3 3 3

(15)

In the case of H-bonded propene, with a PA of 0, ΔEPA+chem,Cd3

solely reflects the chemisorption energy, or the strength of the
interaction between the adsorbate and the acid site as well as
steric interactions between the adsorbate and the framework.
For 1-propyl−Z or 2-propyl−Z, ΔEPA+chem,Cd3

also reflects the
protonation and rearrangement of gas phase propene to form
these species. Given the different definitions, ΔEPA+chem,Cd3

values between the three species cannot be readily compared.
The average ΔEPA+chem,Cd3

across the three void environments
varies by only 7 kJ mol−1 for H-bonded propene but is more
sensitive to environment for 1-propyl−Z and 2-propyl−Z
(Figure 6d). This suggests surface-bound alkyls incur greater
steric penalties in the smaller channels, which would result in
less negative ΔEPA+chem,Cd3

values, likely because the covalent

bond constrain these adsorbates closer to the framework
compared to H-bonded propene and restricts these species in
the confirmations they can adopt. This is further supported by
the higher average ΔEPA+chem,Cd3

of 2-propyl−Z, which has fewer
degrees of freedom because of the covalent bond to the second
carbon atom, compared to 1-propyl−Z in the straight and
sinusoidal channels (Figure 6d).

Overall, this thermochemical cycle shows how the flexibility
of H-bonded propene results in it being less sensitive to the
binding environment than either alkyl form, which are
particularly penalized in channel environments. Furthermore,
it demonstrates how dispersive interactions are more
exothermic in the tighter channel environments than in the
less-confined MFI intersections, but that these benefits are�
for H-bonded propene�nearly exactly offset by larger
distortions of the MFI framework and its resulting energy
penalties.
3.3. Hexene-Derived Adsorbates. C6 propene dimeriza-

tion products−hexenes−may serve as a proxy to dimerization
transition states and can assess how alkene size and shape
(through C6’s distinct skeletal isomers) affect trends in
thermodynamic stability. Only the H-bonded form of C6
alkenes were examined to simplify the configurational space
to analyze, given that there are 13 C6 alkene isomers to
consider, and because an H-bonded complex is likely the most
stable configuration based on assessment of C3 adsorbate
binding (Figure 5). Formation free energies (ΔGform,Cd6

, kJ
mol−1) were calculated relative to a bare acid site and two gas
phase propene species:

= + **G G G G( 2 )form,C C H Z C H (g)6 6 3 6 (16)

for each of the 13 C6 H-bonded alkene isomers at all accessible
T/O-sites. The reference state of two gas-phase propene
molecules was chosen, rather than the corresponding gaseous
C6 alkene, so that each bound C6 isomer would have the same
reference state. Previous experimental work demonstrated
double bond isomerization is facile relative to C−C bond
formation at propene oligomerization conditions;54,58−60

therefore, we show here the most favorable double bond
isomer for each of the 5 C6 alkene skeletal isomers at each T-
site (Figure 7). Of the 5 skeletal isomers, four were estimated
to be equilibrated with one another in MFI, with only 2,2-
dimethylbutene present at lower-than-expected concentra-
tions.54 In agreement with that finding, our calculated ΔGform,Cd6

values are largest for 2,2-dimethylbutene, consistent with its

Figure 6. (a) Average ΔGads,Cd3
(eq 10) at 503 K, (b) average ΔEdistort,Cd3

(eq 13) relative to an empty unit cell, (c) average ΔEdisp,Cd3
(eq 14), and (d)

average ΔEPA+chem,Cd3
(eq 15) for 1-propyl−Z (circles), 2-propyl−Z (squares), and H-bonded propene (triangles) in the sinusoidal channel (dark

blue), straight channel (light blue), and intersection (green).

ACS Catalysis pubs.acs.org/acscatalysis Research Article

https://doi.org/10.1021/acscatal.5c00392
ACS Catal. 2025, 15, 7121−7137

7129

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acscatal.5c00392?fig=fig6&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acscatal.5c00392?fig=fig6&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acscatal.5c00392?fig=fig6&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acscatal.5c00392?fig=fig6&ref=pdf
pubs.acs.org/acscatalysis?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acscatal.5c00392?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as


inability to form in equilibrium with the other four skeletal
isomers, which have much more similar ΔGform,Cd6

values and
generally trend as 2,3-dimethylbutene > n-hexenes >2-
methylpentenes >3-methylpentenes. These trends among
isomers do not significantly vary with changing Al site. The
relative stability of C6 isomers is generally consistent with the
gas phase formation energies, except for 2,3-dimethylbutene,
which is the most thermodynamically favored in the gas-phase
but is destabilized relative to the other isomers upon
confinement. In comparing T-sites, ΔGform,Cd6

values vary
more for bulkier isomers, such as 2,2-dimethylbutene (a
range of 42 kJ mol−1), than for less-bulky isomers, such as n-
hexenes (a range of 30 kJ mol−1). This, like the variations in
adsorption energies observed for C3, indicates that the zeolite
void environment has larger impacts on bulky or sterically
hindered adsorbates than those that have greater flexibility.
Generally, formation energies of these C6 species are more
sensitive to acid site location than H-bonded propene.
Furthermore, C6 species, like propene, prefer to reside in
MFI intersections over MFI channels, with only T4 (the sole

T-site without access to the intersection) and some isomers at
T7 preferring adsorption at O-sites within the sinusoidal
channel as counter-examples.

The same thermochemical cycle proposed for C3 adsorption
(Scheme 2) was applied to C6 alkene formation (Scheme S1).
Similarly to H-bonded propene, there is no protonation of the
H-bonded C6 alkene, but there is rearrangement of the 2
propene molecules to form a C6, which corresponds to the gas-
phase formation energy (ΔGform,Cd6

, Figure 7). The analogous
form of eq 15 was applied to C6 alkenes to obtain a
ΔEPA+chem,Cd6

, where PA is actually gas-phase ΔEform,Cd6
, and the

gas-phase formation energy of the corresponding isomer was
subtracted to obtain ΔEchem,Cd6

. The values of ΔGform,Cd6
,

ΔEdistort,Cd6
, ΔEdisp,Cd6

and ΔEchem,Cd6
for the best isomer per O-

site were averaged across the three void environments for all
five C6 structural isomers (Figure 8). Following the same trend
observed for C3 adsorbates, the strongest binding (lowest
ΔGform,Cd6

), the smallest distortion energies, and the weakest
(least negative) dispersive energies are in MFI intersections.
Whereas H-bonded propene had comparable average ΔGads,Cd3

values across the three void environments (Figure 6a), the
average ΔGform,Cd6

of all C6 isomers increases by 10−56 kJ
mol−1 in the sinusoidal channel and 20−43 kJ mol−1 in the
straight channel compared to the intersection (Figure 8a). Just
as surface-bound propyl−Z structures appear to exacerbate the
effect of confinement on ΔGads,Cd3

compared to H-bonded
propene, increasing the pi-bonded alkene size from C3 to C6,
and increasing its branching, similarly results in consistently
higher average ΔGform,Cd6

values in the more confined MFI
channels.

Comparing ΔEdistort,Cd6
(Figure 8b), bulkier 2,2-dimethylbu-

tene and 2,3-dimethylbutene have larger distortion energies in
MFI channels than n-hexenes, 3-methylpentenes, or 2-
methylpentenes. Distortion energies are generally lower in
intersections, as expected, and show less variation among these
skeletal isomers, indicating that MFI intersections are large
enough to accommodate all isomers without significant
distortions of the framework. As expected from propene
adsorption data, the MFI intersection has the weakest
dispersive interactions among the three environments and is
nearly constant for all five isomers, suggesting they experience
similar stabilization in the larger void environment despite

Figure 7. Adsorption free energy (ΔGform,Cd6
, kJ mol−1, eq 16) at 503 K

for the most favorable of each of the 5 skeletal C6 H-bonded alkene
isomers per T-site and in the gas-phase: n-hexene (light red), 2-
methylpentene (orange), 3-methylpentene (red), 2,3-dimethylbutene
(dark red) and 2,2-dimethylbutene (black). All alkenes are at O-sites
in the intersection except those with a star, which are in the sinusoidal
channel. The corresponding images of the C6 H-bonded alkene
structures are in Figures S34−S45 in the Supporting Information.

Figure 8. (a) Average ΔGform,Cd6
(eq 16) at 503 K, (b) average ΔEdistort,Cd6

(eq S5) relative to an empty unit cell, (c) average ΔEdisp,Cd6
(eq S6), and

(d) average ΔEchem,Cd6
(eq S7) in the sinusoidal channel, straight channel, and intersection for each of the 5 skeletal C6 H-bonded alkene isomers: n-

hexene (light red), 2-methylpentene (orange), 3-methylpentene (red), 2,3-dimethylbutene (dark red) and 2,2-dimethylbutene (black).
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different degrees of branching. More negative average ΔEdisp,Cd6

values are observed in the channels for all species, but the
range is isomer dependent, with n-hexene being the least
stabilized compared to the intersection while 2,3-dimethylbu-
tene is the most stabilized. For C6 species, given the propene
reference states, the ΔEchem,Cd6

values reflect less negative
chemisorption in the channels for all isomers, except n-hexene
with approximately constant values, consistent with greater
unfavorable steric interactions between the framework and
adsorbate that are exacerbated by increased branching. These
results demonstrate that H-bonded C6 alkenes are destabilized
in the smaller channel environments relative to the intersection
with bulkier isomers such as 2,2-dimethylbutene and 2,3-
dimethylbutene penalized to an even greater extent.
3.4. Propene Dimerization. Next, we studied the

influence of void environment on propene dimerization
barriers. Propene dimerization has been proposed to occur
through one of two routes. In the “sequential” route, a H-
bonded propene is protonated to form a surface-bound alkyl,
followed by the alkyl detaching from the framework to form a
carbocation that interacts with the C�C bond of a vicinal
propene to form a C6H13

+ carbocation, which can then
deprotonate to form a C6 alkene.53,63,64 In the ‘concerted’
route, an H-bonded propene is protonated to form a C3
carbocation that reacts with a vicinal propene to form the same
C6 carbocation.63,64 These transition states, in our view,
generally have no “memory” of whether they proceeded
through a bound-alkyl intermediate or not, such that the
discussion of whether the mechanism occurs by a sequential or
concerted route is likely irrelevant. As soon as the alkyl leaves
the surface (in the sequential route) or the H-bonded alkene is
protonated (in the concerted route), a C3 carbocation is

formed that, from that point forward, interacts with a propene
to dimerize.63,64 The C3 carbocation can either be primary or
secondary, depending on which C atom is protonated, and that
carbocation can interact with either the primary or secondary
C atom in the C�C double bond. This results in four possible
transition states (Scheme 3) that vary in the substitution of the
C3 and the C6 carbocations involved and produce distinct
skeletal isomers. However, as mentioned, these four skeletal
isomers can likely undergo isomerization reactions to form an
equilibrated mixture such that the selectivities among these
isomers should not necessarily reflect kinetic preferences
among their formation pathways.

The first-order effective free energy barrier (ΔG‡, kJ mol−1,
eq 9) was calculated for all 4 possible dimerization transition
state structures at two representative T-sites: T4, with O-sites
exclusively in the sinusoidal channel, and T12, with O-sites in
the intersection (Figure S48). Because the transition state is
agnostic to whether the mechanism is sequential or concerted,
we chose the most stable C3 adsorbate as the reference state.
This state is H-bonded propene at all T-sites except T5, where
2-propyl−Z is the most stable C3 adsorbate. At each T/O-site
considered, the transition state between a 2° carbocation and
the 1 °C of C3H6 had the lowest ΔG1

‡ (Figure S48); therefore,
the remainder of our study investigates this transition state
structure. This transition state forms 2-methylhexenes, there-
fore ΔGform,Cd6

for those isomers may be most indicative of
transition state stabilities.

We first compared T4 and T12, selected because both T-
sites have O-sites in a single void environment (the sinusoidal
channels and the intersection, respectively). The most stable
propene dimerization transition state for T4 occurs at O11
and, although O11 resides in the sinusoidal channel, the
transition state complex is preferentially located at the edge of

Scheme 3. Propene Dimerization Between a (a, b) 1° Alkyl and Propene or (c, d) a 2° Alkyl and Propene. Our DFT
Calculations Predict the Lowest ΔG‡ (eq 9) for the Pathway Highlighted in Blue.

Figure 9. C3H6 dimerization transition state structure at (a) T4/O11 and (b) T12/O25 viewed through the sinusoidal (top) and straight (bottom)
channels. Reaction coordinate diagram for C3H6 dimerization at (c) T4 and (d) T12 with effective and intrinsic (italics) free energy barriers at 503
K.
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the sinusoidal channel and the intersection (Figure 9a). This
suggests that even at T4�the only T-site nominally without
access to the intersection�adsorbates may be able to access
the boundary of the intersection, albeit with an energetic
penalty, depending on their size and the nature of their
interactions with the acid site, which may be a pertinent
distinction between T4 of MFI and T-sites of TON. At T12,
the most favorable transition state resides in the intersection
and is associated with O25 (Figure 9b). Propene dimerization
has a ΔG‡ of 111 kJ mol−1 (Figure 9c) at T4/O11 and 70 kJ
mol−1 (Figure 9d) at T12/O25. This 41 kJ mol−1 difference in
ΔG‡ may be partly attributed to framework distortion at T4/
O11 to allow the transition state to access the intersection and
suggests propene dimerization transition states may prefer to
form in the intersection instead of the more restrictive
sinusoidal channel. We next expand our analysis of propene
dimerization effective barriers to all accessible O-sites in MFI
(35 sites out of 48 total O-sites) to more completely capture
the effect of void environment on the dimerization transition
state.

O-sites in the intersection have consistently lower ΔG‡

values (70−111 kJ mol−1) compared to the sinusoidal channel
(106−202 kJ mol−1) and the straight channel (168−214 kJ
mol−1) (Figure 10a). The average ΔG‡ value across all 15
intersection O-sites (87 kJ mol−1) is 29 kJ mol−1 and 102 kJ
mol−1 lower than those for the sinusoidal and straight
channels, respectively (Figure 10a). The intersection, similarly,
had the lowest average ΔGads,Cd3

for H-bonded propene and the
lowest ΔGform,Cd6

for 2-methylhexenes (and all other isomers);
however, the differences among ΔG‡ values are significantly
exacerbated between the void environments compared to
ΔGads,Cd3

or ΔGform,Cd6
, suggesting confinement effects are

substantially more pronounced for the C6 transition states
than for the C6 products or the smaller C3 adsorbates. This
could suggest that the C6 dimerization transition state is larger
than the C6 product, given that the C−C bond is not yet
formed in the transition state (which also has one additional H
than the product). Despite both void environments comprising
10-MRs, ΔG‡ values for reactions at O-sites in the sinusoidal
channel are significantly lower than those in the straight
channel. This is somewhat misleading, as many of the

dimerization transition states interacting with sinusoidal O
sites are able to reach the MFI intersection, such that the
transition state exists at the interface between the sinusoidal
channel and intersection (e.g., Figure 9a), leading to lower
ΔG‡ values.

Given that there are multiple accessible O-sites for a given
T-site, and we consider all transition states for those O-sites to
be accessible at rates proportional to their free energies, we
focus on the transition state with the lowest ΔG‡ per T-site
(Figure 10b). In contrast to ΔGads,Cd3

for C3 species, which
sampled all 3 void environments, the most favorable transition
states for dimerization are in the MFI intersection for all T-
sites except T4, the only T-site without access to the
intersection. The most favorable dimerization transition state
with at T4 is at the interface between the sinusoidal channel
and the MFI intersection, as shown in Figure 9a, and this has
the highest ΔG‡ among all T-sites (111 kJ mol−1), 16 kJ mol−1

greater than the next highest ΔG‡ at T7 (95 kJ mol−1, Figure
10b) and 41 kJ mol−1 higher than the lowest ΔG‡ at T1.
Similar trends in ΔG‡ with void environment were also
observed when calculated relative to a bare site instead of H-
bonded propene (i.e., the second-order barrier, Figure S53).
Previous DFT calculations predict that TPA+ will preferentially
site Al to T12 while DABCO biases Al to T4.25,26 As such,
these transition state energies would predict lower propene
dimerization rates on samples synthesized with DABCO or
EDA as the Al distribution is shifted from T12, with a ΔG‡ of
70 kJ mol−1, to T4, with a ΔG‡ of 111 kJ mol−1 (Figure 10b).
More generally, our prior work on toluene methylation
strongly suggests that DABCO and EDA bias protons toward
confined channels.25 Here, our data suggests, again, that those
channels would result in higher activation energies and lower
rates for propene dimerization. However, this is the opposite of
the trend we observe for experimentally measured dimerization
rates: TON > MFI-DABCO/MFI-EDA > MFI-TPA (Figure 3
and Table 2). To further understand the trends in the DFT
data, we again utilize a thermochemical cycle for ΔG‡, as we
did earlier for propene and hexene adsorption energies, to
describe these ΔG‡ values in terms of distortion, dispersion,
and chemisorptive (and electrostatic) interaction energies.

The ΔG‡ is relative to a C3 adsorbate, therefore, the relevant
distortion, dispersion, and chemisorptive energies are also

Figure 10. (a) Effective first-order free energy barriers (ΔG‡, kJ mol−1, eq 9) relative to the most stable C3 adsorbate and gas phase propene in the
sinusoidal channel (dark blue), straight channel (light blue), and intersection (green) at 503 K. Average ΔG‡ in each environment is denoted with
dashed lines. (b) The lowest ΔG‡ per void environment per T-site. Structures of the best transition state per T-site are shown in Figures S49−S52
in the Supporting Information.
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relative to a C3 adsorbate (see Scheme S2, Supporting
Information for more details). For example, the relevant
distortion energy for ΔG‡ is the difference between the
distortions required to accommodate the dimerization
transition state (ΔE2,distort

‡ ) relative to a protonated surface
and that to accommodate H-bonded propene (ΔEdistort,Cd3

):

=‡ ‡E E Edistort 2,distort distort,C3 (17)

with similar ΔΔE‡ values that can be constructed for dispersive
interactions and chemisorptive/electrostatic interactions
(lumped, as before, with gas-phase proton affinities).

The differences in distortion energies between the
dimerization transition state and bound propene, ΔΔEdistort

‡ ,
are negative, counterintuitively, because the C6 transition state
complexes require less framework distortion than the C3
adsorbates despite their larger size. This arises because of the
different nature of interactions between the two adsorbates and
the confining framework. C3H6 interacts with a proton through
H-bonding, while the cationic transition state interacts
electrostatically with an anionic framework oxygen formed
upon lattice deprotonation. The cationic transition state can
thus move further away from lattice atoms, allowing it to reside
in the middle of the pore to alleviate steric penalties with
minimal local distortion of the Al−O−Si bonds comprising the
active site (Figure S54). ΔΔEdistort

‡ values are more negative for
transition states in the intersection than those in the straight or
sinusoidal channels, as expected, because the transition states
distort the framework less when located in the larger MFI
intersections. ΔG‡ values generally decrease as ΔEdistort

‡

becomes more negative (Figure 11a), again consistent with
our expectations, as ΔG‡ values will be lower for transition
states (in MFI intersections) that cause less distortion of the
anionic framework. These result are consistent with trends
observed for C3 and C6 adsorption energies, suggesting
minimal framework distortion in the intersection corresponds
to more favorable average ΔGads,Cd3

and ΔGform,Cd6
values

compared to the more confined straight and sinusoidal
channels.

We also calculated the difference in dispersive interaction
energies, ΔΔEdisp

‡ :

=‡ ‡E E Edisp 2,disp disp,C3 (18)

and these values can be compared to EVDW reported in
previous work.13 ΔΔEdisp

‡ values are negative at all O-sites,
indicating the transition state has more dispersive interactions
than the C3 precursor, as expected given its larger size. In the
previous work, reported EVDW values (approximately −115 kJ

mol−1 for TON, −50 kJ mol−1 for MFI, and −15 kJ mol−1 for
FAU) became less negative with increasing void size because of
weaker adsorbate−framework interactions, and the value for
MFI reflected its intersections.13 Our ΔΔEdisp

‡ values (Figure
9b) range from −103 to −43 kJ mol−1 across the 12 T-sites in
MFI (Figure 11b) with values in the MFI intersections (avg:
−57 kJ mol−1) being close to that reported in previous work
(−50 kJ mol−1), and our values in MFI channels (avg: −82 kJ
mol−1) closer to that reported for TON in previous work
(−115 kJ mol−1). This wide range in ΔΔEdisp

‡ in MFI further
indicates the heterogeneity in low-symmetry frameworks that
becomes apparent when all T/O-sites are considered.
Counterintuitively, ΔG‡ values increase as ΔΔEdisp

‡ values
become more negative, suggesting that greater dispersive
stabilization does not lower barriers. This negative correlation
was also observed for C3 and C6 adsorption energies, and
simply reflects that dispersive contributions are only attractive
and do not include the repulsive interactions (e.g., steric
constraints) that are also present in van der Waals forces. This
is because those repulsive interactions are captured by DFT
without the need for additional terms (i.e., without the need
for DFT-Dx methods) and thus are within the chemisorptive
terms of our thermochemical cycle, along with electrostatic
interactions. The trade-off between stabilizing dispersive
interactions and destabilizing repulsive interactions as the
adsorbate size approaches that of the void has been thoroughly
studied,6−10 and our results indicate that propene dimerization
transition states in the sinusoidal and straight channels of MFI
are in the regime in which the steric penalties outweigh the
benefit of enhanced dispersive interactions.

Lastly, ΔΔEPA+chem
‡ is calculated by adding ΔE2PA+chem

‡ and
−ΔEPA+chem,Cd3

:

=+
‡

+
‡E E EPA chem 2,PA chem chem,C3 (19)

Its values are positive at all T/O-sites (Figure 11c) because
the electrostatic interactions between the cationic transition
state and the anionic framework are weaker than the covalent
and H-bonding interactions associated with the formation of
the O−H bond present in the H-bonded propene reference
state. Although DPE, strictly speaking, cancels out in the
thermochemical cycle used to represent the first-order barriers
(Scheme S2), acid strength still influences the barrier because
DPE strongly correlates to the strength of the electrostatic
interactions between cationic transition states and anionic
conjugate bases, as described in prior work.62,65 Comparing
different MFI environments, ΔΔE1PA+chem

‡ values are generally
lower in the intersection (105−139 kJ mol−1) compared to the

Figure 11. ΔG‡ barriers versus (a) ΔΔEdistort
‡ (eq 17), (b) ΔΔEdisp

‡ (eq 18) and (c) ΔΔEPA+chem
‡ (eq 19) in the sinusoidal channel (dark blue),

straight channel (light blue) and intersection (green) at 503 K.
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sinusoidal (134−222 kJ mol−1) and straight (175−230 kJ
mol−1) channels. Higher ΔEPA+chem

‡ values in the channels, and
their correlation with higher ΔG1

‡ values, is likely indicative of
greater steric repulsions experienced by the transition states in
the tighter channels compared to the intersection.

Overall, the trends among ΔG‡ values resemble those
observed for hexene adsorption energies, with distortion and
steric constraints showing that tighter confinement within MFI
channels results in higher barriers and less-favorable
adsorption, respectively. In contrast, dispersive interactions,
when taken alone, give misleading results and negatively
correlate with barriers and adsorption energies. As stated
above, these computational predictions suggest that kinetically
determined rates should be lower in TON than in MFI, and
lower in EDA- or DABCO-based MFI samples than in TPA-
based MFI samples, in contradiction to experimentally
measured data. However, measured data (Figure 3) reflect
convolutions of kinetic and transport effects, and the slopes in
Figure 3 represent k Deff e values in the limit of severe mass
transport limitations. Evidence for such intrazeolite mass
transport limitations have been shown in our previous work;23

for example, propene dimerization rates on TON increased
with increasing inverse crystallite size (per H+, 503 K, 16−607
kPa C3H6, 0.19−1.1 μm−1). Thus, given that DFT suggests
that keff decreases with void size, then De must increase with
decreasing void size by larger amounts than keff decreases to
rationalize the increase in k Deff e values with decreasing void
size as shown in Figure 3. Again, this is a counterintuitive result
considering only the transport barriers imposed by the
inorganic framework and pore structure, which would suggest
that effective diffusivities would be lower (or at least similar) in
TON than in MFI, given that diffusion in either framework
requires transport through 10-MR pores.

These apparent inconsistencies are resolved, as discussed in
greater detail in our prior work,23,28,66 by recognizing that the
effective diffusivity of propene depends strongly on the
presence of intrapore heavier alkene products, formed during
oligomerization catalysis, that slowly diffuse out of the zeolite.
These intrapore product alkenes lead to apparent deactivation
behavior as reaction rates decrease with time-on-stream, which
actually reflects an approach toward steady-state behavior as
their intrapore concentrations increase (thus, decreasing De).
Transients in propene dimerization rates persistent over many
turnovers upon step changes in reaction temperature or
propene pressure demonstrate that the extent of diffusional
constraints depends on the composition of the intrapore alkene
phase (Figure S55, Supporting Information).23,24 Therefore,
zeolite materials (or reaction conditions) that favor dimeriza-
tion over the formation of heavier products (C≥9) should lead
to higher De values, which might offset decreases in keff and
result in the larger k Deff e observed in Figure 3. Indeed, TON
has a higher measured selectivity to dimers over C≥9 products
and higher k Deff e values (Figure 3) compared to TPA-based
MFI.23 Differences in product distribution at iso-conversion
are also observed for EDA- or DABCO-based MFI samples
compared to TPA-based MFI, which would indicate changes
to the composition of intrapore occluded hydrocarbons and, in
turn, De values (discussed in more detail in Section S20,
Supporting Information). Altogether, this suggests that trans-
port and selectivity effects, which are intertwined, dominate
the differences in observed rates (and k Deff e ) among TON

and MFI samples synthesized with different SDAs, and at
different propene pressures (Table 2).

4. CONCLUSIONS
Propene dimerization turnover rates (per H+, 315 kPa C3H6,
503 K) were ∼9× lower on MFI-TPA, with Al sites biased to
the intersections, than on MFI-DABCO and MFI-EDA, with
Al sites biased to the channels. Because of the convolution of
kinetic and transport processes within zeolite pores, higher
measured rates on MFI-DABCO and MFI-EDA samples
compared to MFI-TPA may reflect an increase in the intrinsic
dimerization rate constants, the alleviation of diffusion
limitations, or both. Therefore, DFT was used to isolate and
assess the influence of void size on propene dimerization
kinetics.

DFT-predicted adsorption energies indicate that H-bonded
propene is the most favorable C3 adsorbate in all void
environments, and that surface-bound 1-propyl−Z and 2-
propyl−Z are destabilized relative to H-bonded propene to a
greater extent in the channels compared to the intersection.
Although the effect of void environment on H-bonded propene
is minimal, average ΔGform,Cd6

values for all C6 H-bonded alkene
isomers are 10−56 kJ mol−1 lower in the intersection
compared to the channels, with highly branched C6 isomers
destabilized to a greater extent in the channels relative to more
linear C6 isomers. Propene dimerization transition states are
also destabilized relative to C3 precursors in the channels, and
the most favorable transition state per T-site is in the
intersection at all T-sites except T4, the only T-site without
direct access to the intersection. Trends in the stability of C3
adsorbates, C6 H-bonded alkenes, and dimerization transition
states with void environment were further analyzed by using
thermochemical cycles to isolate the contributions of frame-
work distortion (ΔEdistort), dispersive interactions (ΔEdisp), and
the gas-phase rearrangement and chemisorption (ΔEPA+chem).
Although dispersive energies for the transition state structures
were more negative in the channels, corresponding to stronger
dispersive stabilizations, the effective free energy barriers were
higher. Combined with a decrease in effective free energy
barriers with decreasing distortion energies, this suggests that
increased steric hindrance and framework distortion plays a
larger role than enhanced dispersive interactions on the
adsorbate stability with increasing confinement.

These DFT data suggest that the higher turnover rates in
DABCO- and EDA-synthesized MFI compared to TPA-based
MFI occur despite decreases in intrinsic rates, suggesting a
strong alleviation of mass transport effects through increasing
the effective diffusivity of propene. This also suggests that
higher turnover rates in TON compared to all MFI samples are
similarly caused by alleviations of mass transport limitations
through higher propene diffusivities rather than by increases in
intrinsic dimerization rates. These increases in effective
diffusivities in DABCO- and EDA-synthesized MFI are likely
caused by changes in product selectivity to species with
different carbon number or branching, as preliminarily evinced
by shifts in the product distribution at iso-conversion among
TON, MFI-EDA/DABCO, and MFI-TPA. More generally,
this study uses DFT to isolate the effect of Al location on
intrinsic kinetics in heterogeneous MFI zeolites. This approach
illustrates how to quantitatively describe trade-offs between
stabilizing dispersive interactions and destabilizing steric
penalties with increasing confinement for propene dimerization
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transition states and reactive intermediates, revealing that steric
interactions and framework distortion can exert stronger
influences on the stability of smaller adsorbates that are
charge-neutral and thus reside more closely to the lattice than
larger cationic species.
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