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a b s t r a c t

Catalytic cracking of alkenes takes place at elevated temperatures in the order of 773–833 K. In this work,
the nature of the reactive intermediates at typical reaction conditions is studied in H-ZSM-5 using a com-
plementary set of modeling tools. Ab initio static and molecular dynamics simulations are performed on
different C4A C5 alkene cracking intermediates to identify the reactive species in terms of temperature. At
323 K, the prevalent intermediates are linear alkoxides, alkene p-complexes and tertiary carbenium ions.
At a typical cracking temperature of 773 K, however, both secondary and tertiary alkoxides are unlikely to
exist in the zeolite channels. Instead, more stable carbenium ion intermediates are found. Branched ter-
tiary carbenium ions are very stable, while linear carbenium ions are predicted to be metastable at high
temperature. Our findings confirm that carbenium ions, rather than alkoxides, are reactive intermediates
in catalytic alkene cracking at 773 K.
� 2016 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under theCCBY-NC-ND license

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
1. Introduction

Acid zeolite catalyzed alkene cracking processes are widely
applied in chemical industry for the production of gasoline and
light olefins, e.g., fluid catalytic cracking (FCC), methanol-to-
olefins (MTO), . . . [1–6]. Recently, the expanding shale gas recovery
and rising interest in sustainable chemical processes, based on
alternative feedstocks, have seriously impacted the light olefin
economy. To meet the increasing propene and (to a lesser extent)
ethene demand, on-purpose producing technologies have become
economically interesting [7–10]. A promising technology is
zeolite-catalyzed cracking of the less valuable C4 through C8 alkene
fraction. Although cracking is generally accepted to occur through
a b-scission mechanism of carbenium ions [5,11–15], the precise
nature of the adsorbed intermediates remains unresolved up to
date. Especially at operating conditions (773–833 K), limited infor-
mation is known on the nature of alkene cracking intermediates.

Upon adsorption of the olefin in the zeolite channels, four pos-
sible intermediates (Scheme 1) can be formed, namely (1) a physi-
sorbed van der Waals complex characterized by only dispersion
interactions between the alkene and the zeolite wall; (2) a physi-
sorbed p-complex in which the C@C double bond interacts with
the Brønsted acid site (BAS) of the catalyst; (3) a chemisorbed car-
benium ion formed upon protonation of the alkene; and (4) a che-
misorbed alkoxide, covalently bound to a framework oxygen.
While the existence of a stable physisorbed p-complex has been
generally accepted [16–18], the nature of the chemisorbed state
upon alkene protonation – a free carbenium ion or an alkoxide –
is still debated. Many studies presume that covalently bound
alkoxide intermediates are formed as cracking reactants [18–25].

Because of the high reactivity of alkenes, even at low tempera-
ture, studying olefin adsorption is challenging and experimentally
tracking the often short-lived intermediates is extremely hard
[26,27]. To date, the existence of small linear alkyl carbenium ions
could not be proven by spectroscopic techniques due to their fleet-
ing nature. In the 1990s, several 13C NMR [28–34] and FT-IR spec-
troscopy studies [35–41] were carried out to identify alkene
intermediates in H-ZSM-5 and other acid zeolites. In all of these,
alkoxide species were observed as long-living intermediates. No
non-aromatic carbenium ions were found freely in the zeolite
pores in a temperature range of 150–370 K. Therefore carbenium
ions were suggested to behave as short-living transition states
rather than reaction intermediates [28,31]. Kondo et al. showed
the existence of branched C8 alkoxide dimers below room temper-
ature by IR spectroscopy on adsorption and dimerization of isobu-
tene in H-ZSM-5, although formation of secondary C8-alkoxides
prevailed over tertiary ones because of steric constraints [40,41].
Interestingly, no t-butoxide nor t-butyl cation intermediate could
be identified. However, at actual cracking temperatures, the
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Scheme 1. Four adsorption states of a 2-alkene – 1: Van der Waals complex, 2: p-
complex, 3: carbenium ion, 4: alkoxide.
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situation may be different than at the relatively low temperatures
employed in these spectroscopy studies.

Apart from these experimental studies, alkene adsorption has
been mainly addressed theoretically. Early quantum chemical
studies, carried out on small cluster models consisting of only a
few T atoms, supported the hypothesis that chemisorbed alkoxides
are highly stable, while secondary or tertiary carbenium ions are
non-existent in the zeolite pores except as transition states
[21,42–48]. However, these small cluster models lack a proper
description of long-range interactions and the zeolite confinement.
Studies on larger clusters or periodic models that account for the
zeolite cavity concluded that C3AC6 alkoxides indeed exist as the
most stable adsorption state, although their relative stability com-
pared to physisorbed states at 0 K may not be as high as initially
expected [18,20,49–53]. This observation resulted in the assump-
tion that alkoxides can act as reactive intermediates, which rear-
range over transition states of ionic nature [20,49].

The zeolite topology and local geometry of the active site can
complicate alkoxide and facilitate carbenium ion pair formation
since the stability of alkoxides is influenced by steric constraints
introduced by the pore dimensions [54–58]. Some computational
studies rationalized the possibility of persistent carbenium ions
in the zeolite pores [55,59–63]. Nicholas and Haw established an
empirical relationship stating a stable carbenium ion can exist in
an H-zeolite if the neutral compound has a gas-phase proton affin-
ity (PA) of 874 kJ/mol or higher [64,65]. The authors also suggested
that at high temperature, species with a PA around the critical
value are likely to form transient, short-living cations. Later studies
confirmed for different zeolites that the proton affinity of the neu-
tral alkene correlates with the energy difference between the car-
benium ion and the alkene [57,66]. Furthermore, Benco et al.
showed that the relative stability of protonated olefins also
depends on the carbon number [60]. Carbenium ions may be stabi-
lized from a certain length of the olefin, resulting from a proper
accommodation of the positive charge in the zeolite environment
[60,67,68]. In a recent study, we identified pentyl carbenium ions
as metastable intermediates on the free energy surface at 323 K
using a combination of static and dynamic methods [69].

Isobutene adsorption is an ideal benchmark system that
received special attention in a series of theoretical studies
[54,58,61,70–72]. Alkoxide stability was found to diminish from
very stable primary to less stable tertiary alkoxides, which is oppo-
site to the stability order of carbenium ions. It has been argued that
due to steric constraints between the methyl groups and the zeo-
lite wall, the tert-butyl carbenium ion can become relatively more
stable than tert-butoxide [19,54,55,72–74]. Tuma and Sauer were
the first to perform periodic DFT calculations on H-FER including
entropy effects at finite temperature [70]. They concluded that
although the tert-butyl carbenium ion is electronically least
favored, the entropic penalty for tert-butoxide formation renders
the tertiary cation more stable than the alkoxide for temperatures
higher than 120 K. Later, the authors extended their study using a
hybrid MP2:DFT method to re-evaluate the stability of the C4 spe-
cies when dispersion interactions are included [61,74]. The
observed behavior of tert-butyl species on H-ZSM-5 in function
of temperature has been confirmed by Nguyen et al. while account-
ing for dispersion interactions and entropy effects [58]. Recently,
Dai et al. found additional evidence for the existence of the tert-
butyl cation by combining NMR spectroscopy with DFT calcula-
tions [71].

To the best of our knowledge, the nature of linear and branched
alkene intermediates at process temperatures has not yet been
unraveled. Nevertheless, such insight is mandatory for further
optimizing the process and catalyst. In this work, we aim to clarify
the precise nature of adsorbed linear and branched C4AC5 interme-
diates at actual alkene cracking conditions. As a catalyst, we chose
H-ZSM-5, which was proven to be one of the most effective indus-
trial catalysts in light olefin production due to its optimal balance
between conversion, selectivity and coke formation stability
[13,75,76]. Schemes 2a and 2b depict the possible intermediates
upon adsorption of C4 and C5 alkenes respectively. Primary carbe-
nium ions are not considered as candidate intermediates in this
work due to their highly unstable nature [12,22,77,78]. We inves-
tigate the differences in stability between linear and branched
adsorbate states and the influence of temperature by comparing
three different cases – 323 K, a typical temperature for spec-
troscopy experiments, 573 K, an intermediate temperature and
773 K, a typical cracking temperature. To this end, we applied a
combination of static DFT calculations and molecular dynamics
simulations which inherently account for entropy and finite tem-
perature effects as well as the mobility of the adsorbates. Metady-
namics simulations were performed to sample transitions between
the different intermediate states, separated by non-negligible free
energy barriers. Using the advantages of these three techniques
allows assessing the stability differences at operating conditions
both qualitatively and quantitatively. MD simulations have been
successfully combined with static calculations and free energy
methods to study adsorption properties and reactions of hydrocar-
bons in zeolite materials [27,68,79–86]. For the problem at hand, a
complementary approach between static and dynamic techniques
is applied to acquire detailed knowledge on the nature of the
intermediates.
2. Methodology

2.1. Zeolite model

All static and dynamic density functional theory (DFT) calcula-
tions are performed on a periodic model of the H-ZSM-5 catalyst,
fully accounting for the confinement in the zeolite pores. H-ZSM-
5 exhibits the MFI topology which consists of intersecting straight
(5.3 Å � 5.6 Å) and sinusoidal (5.1 Å � 5.5 Å) channels. The
orthorhombic unit cell contains 289 atoms (96T atoms) and a sin-
gle Brønsted acid site. The substitutional Al defect is situated at the
T12 position, i.e. at the intersection of the straight and sinusoidal



Scheme 2a. Adsorption states of linear and branched butenes.
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channel, providing optimal space for the adsorbates and subse-
quent reactions. The charge compensating proton is located at
the O20 position (see Fig. 1). The alkoxide species are also bound
to framework oxygen O20.
2.2. Static calculations

Static periodic DFT calculations have been performed with the
Vienna Ab Initio Simulation Package (VASP) [87–90]. First, geom-
etry optimizations using the PBE functional with additional
Grimme D3 dispersion corrections [91] have been carried out.
A conjugate gradient method allows the ions to relax into the
ground state. The self-consistent field (SCF) convergence criterion
was set at 10�5 eV and a plane wave kinetic energy cutoff of
600 eV was applied together with the projected augmented
approximation (PAW) [92,93]. The framework was allowed to
fully relax during the geometry optimization. Additionally, an
energy refinement using Tkatchenko’s many body dispersion
(MBD) scheme with iterative Hirshfeld partitioning [94,95] was
performed. To verify that the optimized geometries correspond
to local minima, a normal mode analysis was performed. To
obtain the frequencies, a partial Hessian vibrational analysis
(PHVA) [96–98] was carried out on an 8T cluster around the acid
site of the framework and the adsorbate. Thermal corrections
were calculated within the harmonic oscillator (HO) approxima-
tion using the in-house developed TAMkin software [99]. Adsorp-
tion enthalpies, entropies and Gibbs free energies at the desired
temperature are determined as follows:

DXads ¼ Xðadsorption complexÞ � Xðempty zeoliteÞ
� Xðisolated guest moleculeÞ
in which X stands for electronic energy at 0 K (E), enthalpy (H),
entropy (S) or Gibbs free energy (G). In each individual adsorption
complex the zeolite lattice adapts to the size and position of the
guest molecule in the channel intersection. To ensure the same
truncated basis set is used, the empty zeolite – obtained by cutting
out the adsorbate – is re-optimized by keeping the cell volume and
cell shape constant. In this approach, the influence of local lattice
deformations is also eliminated.
2.3. Ab initio molecular dynamics simulations

Molecular dynamics (MD) simulations were carried out with
the CP2K software package [100,101] using the revPBE [102] func-
tional with additional Grimme D3 dispersion corrections [91]. The
DZVP-GTH basis set [103] was used, which is a combination of
Gaussian basis functions and plane waves (GPW) [104,105] with
a cutoff energy of 320 Ry. The time step for integrating the equa-
tions of motion was set to 0.5 fs. The system was simulated in
the NVT ensemble at a temperature of 323, 573 or 773 K, which
is controlled by a chain of five Nosé-Hoover thermostats
[106,107]. Cell parameters are determined from a preliminary
5 ps run on the empty zeolite in the NPT ensemble at the corre-
sponding temperature and a pressure of 1 bar, which is controlled
by an MTK barostat [108] (see Table S.1 of the Supplementary
Material). Next, the actual NVT simulation was performed starting
with a 5 ps equilibration run to initialize the system, followed by
the production run of 100 ps to obtain a sufficient sampling of
the phase space. The unit cell of ZSM-5 is quite large and flexible;
hence, we opted to perform NVT simulations in which the frame-
work is still allowed to relax and adapt to the size and position
of the adsorbate, but the unit cell volume is kept constant. In



Scheme 2b. Adsorption states of linear and branched pentenes.
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addition, NpT simulations are computationally much more expen-
sive compared to NVT simulations.

If rapid rearrangements of the adsorbate occurred in the equili-
bration run or the first few picoseconds of the production run, the
simulation was repeated three times with random initial velocities
to ensure that not merely a rare event was sampled. We estab-
lished a criterion based on some characteristic geometrical dis-
tances to distinguish between the different intermediate states.
For a carbenium ion, all HAOz distances should be larger than
1.25 Å; otherwise, a physisorbed alkene is sampled. The latter is
classified as a p-complex if the distances between the acid proton
and the double bond carbon atoms are both smaller than 2.85 Å, if
not the adsorbate is a van der Waals complex. The adsorbate is
considered an alkoxide if the covalent CAOz bond with the frame-
work does not exceed 1.9 Å.

2.4. Metadynamics simulations

In our previous work [69], we have shown that free energy bar-
riers for the transition between the different intermediates are too
high to spontaneously overcome in regular MD. Metadynamics
(MTD) is a powerful technique to accelerate the sampling of rare



Fig. 1. H-ZSM-5 unit cell with indication of the Al substitutional defect and the acid site.
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events and determine the minimum energy path of activated pro-
cesses on the multi-dimensional free energy surface [109,110]. The
MTD method allows sampling specific regions on the free energy
surface by properly selecting a (set of) collective variable(s) (CV)
[109–111]. In this work, simulations were performed in the NVT
ensemble at typical cracking conditions (773 K) with the same set-
tings as in the MD simulations. The MTD simulation is biased by
regularly spawning Gaussian hills along the chosen collective vari-
able(s), which are defined by coordination numbers (CN):

CN ¼
X

i;j

1� ðrij=r0Þnn
1� ðrij=r0Þnd

in which the sum runs over two sets of atoms i and j with rij the
interatomic distance between atoms i and j and r0 a reference dis-
tance. In this study, the parameters nn and nd are set at 6 and 12
respectively. All simulations performed in this work use a single
CV (1D MTD), shown in Fig. 2. For the alkene protonation, the col-
lective variable CV1 is defined by a difference of CNs: CN(CAH) –
CN(HAO) to describe proton transfer from the zeolite to the hydro-
carbon. A reference distance of 1.25 Å was selected, which lies
around typical transition state values of bond distances for (de)pro-
tonation reactions. For the formation of alkoxide species, the CN
(CAO) is used as CV2 with a reference distance of 2.1 Å.

Quadratic walls were applied to force the system to remain in
the particular area of interest on the free energy surface. More
technical information can be found in Section S6 of the Supplemen-
tary Material. Isomerizations between different cationic states
Fig. 2. Schematic visualization of the collective variables used in the 1D metady-
namics simulations for alkene protonation (CV1) and for alkoxide formation (CV2).
were prevented and the same carbon atom was ensured to be pro-
tonated each time. Hills with a width of 0.035 were spawned every
100 time steps. The initial hill height of 2 kJ/mol was reduced by
50% upon each recrossing of the barrier to improve convergence
of the FES. The simulations were continued until the height of
the additional hills no longer influences the resulting free energy
profile. Based on the sum of the spawned Gaussian hills, the 1D
free energy profile of the reaction was reconstructed. Once the free
energy profiles were determined, free energy activation barriers
DG� were computed as the difference between the free energy of
the transition state (TS) and the minimal free energy in the reac-
tant or product valley.

DGz
fwd ¼ Gmax;TS � Gmin;reactant

DGz
bwd ¼ Gmax;TS � Gmin;product
3. Results and discussion

3.1. Adsorption behavior of C4 and C5 species within a static approach

To analyze the relative stability of all C4 and C5 intermediates,
first, static periodic calculations at the PBE-D3 level of theory have
been carried out on the species shown in Schemes 2a and 2b. Initial
geometries for the various adsorption states were taken from short
MD runs of about 10 ps, starting from unbiased adsorbate posi-
tions. This proved to be an efficient procedure to localize distinct
minima on the complex potential energy surface of these systems
as shown in previous work [69]. For several C4 species, multiple
local minima have been identified and only the most stable geome-
tries were retained (cf. Section S3 in the Supplementary Material).
In Table 1, electronic energies, enthalpies and free energies of
adsorption at 323 K and 773 K are reported with the empty frame-
work and 2-butene (for the C4 species) or 1-pentene (for the C5

species) in gas phase as reference state. Next to the PBE-D3 calcu-
lations, also single point revPBE-D3 calculations have been per-
formed (see Table S.4. in Supplementary Material) to allow for a
proper comparison with the MD simulations. The energy differ-
ences between both levels of theory are negligibly small (less than
4 kJ/mol).

Regardless of which species is adsorbed, the physisorbed p-
complex is observed to be more stable than the chemisorbed
alkoxide or carbenium ion, irrespective of temperature. This effect
is most pronounced for the linear alkenes as previously reported by
Hajek et al. [69]. The electronic adsorption energies – obtained
with the PBE-D3 method – of the linear 2-butene p-complex and



Table 1
Electronic energies, adsorption enthalpies and free energy differences for the various adsorption states of C4 and C5 species in H-ZSM-5 at temperature 323 K and 773 K. All
energies are relative with respect to the empty framework and 2-butene (g) for the C4-species or 1-pentene (g) for the C5-species. LOT electronic energies: PBE-D3.

0 K 323 K 773 K

Species DE
kJ/mol

DH
kJ/mol

DG
kJ/mol

DH
kJ/mol

DG
kJ/mol

C4
LINEAR 2-butene (g) 0 0 0 0 0

2-butene p-complex �107 �102 �51 �96 18
2-butyl carbenium ion �18 �18 34 �11 103
2-butoxide �101 �90 �24 �86 66

BRANCHED isobutene (g) �3 �3 �2 �3 �1
isobutene p-complex �106 �103 �52 �97 15
tert-butyl carbenium ion �83 �86 �34 �79 36
tert-butoxide �90 �80 �13 �75 81
isobutoxide �96 �83 �18 �80 72

C5
LINEAR 1-pentene (g) 0 0 0 0 0

2-pentene (g) �13 �15 �15 �14 �16
1-pentene p-complex �119 �114 �56 �108 23
2-pentene p-complex �134 �130 �72 �124 5
2-pentyl carbenium ion �48 �49 6 �42 80
3-pentyl carbenium ion �43 �38 13 �31 80
2-pentoxide �124 �113 �46 �109 46
3-pentoxide �119 �107 �40 �104 53

BRANCHED 2-Me-2-butene (g) �13 �14 �15 �14 �15
2-Me-1-butene (g) �22 �25 �27 �24 �32
2-Me-1-butene p-complex �128 �125 �69 �118 6
3-Me-1-butene p-complex �114 �110 �56 �104 17
2-Me-2-butene p-complex �145 �143 �87 �137 �13
3-Me-2-butyl carbenium ion �55 �57 0 �49 75
2-Me-2-butyl carbenium ion �113 �113 �60 �106 10
3-Me-2-butoxide �124 �114 �45 �110 50
2-Me-2-butoxide �111 �102 �36 �97 54
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2-butoxide are comparable (6 kJ/mol energy difference). Both
states are substantially more stable than the 2-butyl carbenium
ion. At higher temperatures, the entropic penalty of the covalent
CAO bond renders the p-complex relatively more stable than 2-
butoxide. At 773 K, the free energy of adsorption of the physi-
sorbed 2-butene p-complex is 48 kJ/mol lower than the 2-
butoxide which is in turn 37 kJ/mol more stable than the 2-butyl
carbenium ion. The free energy difference of 85 kJ/mol between
the 2-butyl carbenium ion and the 2-butene p-complex indicates
that the linear butyl carbenium ion will most likely not exist, even
at elevated temperatures.

A different conclusion arises for the branched C4 intermediates.
Tertiary carbenium ions are much more stabilized than their linear
analogues, albeit p-complexes still remain the most stable species
at all temperatures. At 0 K, the tert-butyl cation is 65 kJ/mol more
stable than the 2-butyl cation and almost equally stable (7 kJ/mol
energy difference) than tert-butoxide. The isobutene p-complex
has the lowest adsorption energy of the branched C4 intermediates,
followed by the primary isobutoxide. The entropic contribution to
the free energy of alkoxide adsorption (see Table S.2 in the Supple-
mentary Material), however, is larger compared to carbenium ions
and p-complexes, thus reflecting a change of the stability order at
773 K. The tert-butoxide has a high free energy of adsorption at ele-
vated temperature (81 kJ/mol) and is much less stabilized than the
tert-butyl cation (36 kJ/mol). Note that all adsorption free energies
are quite high at 773 K, indicating that entropy effects may disfa-
vor the formation of a tightly bound physisorbed or chemisorbed
intermediate. This will be further investigated by molecular
dynamics simulations (vide infra).

In Table 2, the results of our calculations are compared to pre-
vious computational studies on isobutene adsorption in different
zeolites. Dispersion interactions with the zeolite framework form
the main contribution to the adsorption energies of the C4 interme-
diates. Our results vary significantly from the results obtained by
Tuma and Sauer, who performed PBE calculations without van
der Waals corrections [70]. At that time, periodic DFT calculations
with advanced functionals and inclusion of dispersion interactions
were not feasible; hence, their results should be regarded within
this perspective. In later work, the same authors performed very
accurate calculations with a hybrid MP2:DFT method on the stabil-
ity of C4 species in H-FER, which are largely different from their
dispersion-free calculations [61,74]. Using the hybrid method, they
located stable states for all isobutene intermediates, including the
tert-butyl cation although the relative stabilities differ from the
results reported herein. Especially, the tert-butyl cation is substan-
tially more stable in the PBE-D3 calculations. The origin of this dis-
crepancy which is the most pronounced for the cation (�80 kJ/mol
with PBE-D3 vs. �17 kJ/mol with MP2:PBE) is probably multifold.
It can be partly due to an overestimation of the stability of the
ion-pair by PBE, as stated by Kerber et al. [112]. We therefore also
performed single-point calculations with the hybrid functional
B3LYP+D3 (see Table 2) to partly resolve this discrepancy. The
tert-butyl cation is indeed about 10 kJ/mol less stable compared
to the PBE-D3 results. The qualitative features, however, remain
more or less the same.

In H-ZSM-5, also a series of adsorption energies were reported,
which vary substantially, depending on the applied methodology.
Based on 72T cluster calculations at the ONIOM(M06-2X/6-31G
(d):AM1) level of theory, Fang et al. [57] predicted an adsorption
energy for the tert-butyl carbenium ion of �13 kJ/mol. Our results
are in line with the periodic PW91-D//PW91 calculations by
Nguyen et al. [58] which is expected since they performed periodic
calculations with a similar level of theory. The slight differences
(less than 10 kJ/mol) may be attributed to fixed unit cell parame-
ters, a different position of the acid proton (O24) or the selection
of geometries. We selected a probable configuration from MD sim-



Table 2
Comparison of electronic adsorption energies DEads (kJ mol�1) for the intermediates upon isobutene adsorption from the literature.

Tuma and Sauer [70] Tuma et al. [61] Nguyen et al. [58] Fang et al. [57] Dai et al. [71] Current work
Framework H-FER H-FER H-ZSM-5 H-ZSM-5 H-ZSM-5 H-ZSM-5
Model Periodic Periodic Periodic 72T cluster Periodic Periodic

Methodology PBE MP2:PBE PW91-D2 ONIOM (MP2:M06-2X) BEEF-vdW PBE-D3 B3LYP-D3

isobutene p-complex �7 �77 �91 �75 �84 �104 �107
tert-butyl cation 32 �17 �72 �13 �44 �80 �70
isobutoxide 24 �68 �103 – �87 �93 �103
tert-butoxide 35 �41 �95 �28 �59 �87 �90
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ulations, while Nguyen et al. [58] took geometries associated to a
specific reaction path for tert-butoxide or isobutoxide formation
from isobutene. Furthermore, the authors applied the older D2 dis-
persion corrections [113]. Dai et al. [71] also performed a similar
isobutene adsorption study in H-ZSM-5, though applying the
BEEF-vdW functional. Their adsorption energies follow a compara-
ble trend as the energies reported in this work, but with a system-
atic deviation, which may possibly be attributed to the BEEF-vdW
functional [71].

For the branched C5 species, analogous observations can be
made. The tertiary 2-Me-2-butyl carbenium ion is also character-
ized by its large negative adsorption energy and becomes more
stable than the corresponding alkoxide at low temperature
(323 K). Our results again indicate that p-complexes are stable at
all temperatures but tertiary carbenium ions might also occur.
The particular influence of temperature beyond the HO approxima-
tion will be assessed using MD simulations.

To assess the influence of the applied dispersion methodology
on the adsorption behavior, the adsorption energies were also
obtained with the many body dispersion (MBD) scheme proposed
by Tkatchenko (listed in Table S.3 in SI). The results show similar
trends compared to the D3 calculations although with systemati-
cally lower adsorption strengths (6–10 kJ/mol for p-complexes
and carbenium ions). The difference is the least pronounced in
the case of the alkoxide species (2–5 kJ/mol), for which the proto-
nated alkene is covalently bonded to the framework and therefore
less affected by the choice of dispersion model. In the MBD scheme,
dispersion has a lower contribution to the total interaction energy.

Static calculations, however, may be prone to some limitations
at elevated temperatures. First, the geometry optimization algo-
rithm only explores the PES in the immediate vicinity of the initial
structure. Only a single geometry, corresponding to a specific
adsorbate position, is considered, while the PES for alkene adsorp-
tion is quite flat and complex, exhibiting many local minima with
nearly equal energies [69]. We illustrate this with a few examples
for the C4 species. The geometries of the different configurations
are shown in Section S3 of the SI. For the linear 2-butene p-
complex, a configuration adsorbed in the sinusoidal channel is
5 kJ/mol lower in electronic energy than a configuration adsorbed
in the straight channel. A second example is the isobutene p-
complex for which the different local minima yield electronic
energy differences up to 13 kJ/mol. Also, the tert-butyl carbenium
ion species show an electronic energy spread of 16 kJ/mol. Further-
more, due to different entropy estimates for the selected configu-
rations, the Gibbs free energy spread increases with temperature
and already amounts to ca. 20 kJ/mol at 773 K. Bučko et al.
reported a similar observation for propane cracking in chabazite
[84].

Secondly, the 0 K potential energy surface may differ signifi-
cantly from the free energy surface at finite temperature. For linear
pentenes, we previously showed that the physisorption enthalpy of
the p-complex is overestimated in the static approach since the
optimized geometry is located too closely to the BAS [69]. Göltl
and coworkers also found a considerable variation in adsorption
energies of short alkanes in chabazite, even at room temperature
[68]. Furthermore, applying the harmonic oscillator (HO) approxi-
mation to estimate the free energy at 773 K might result in an
underestimation of the mobility, and therefore entropy, of the spe-
cies. At high temperature, the species usually possess sufficient
mobility allowing rapid rearrangements to other configurations
[67]. Static calculations may therefore not be fully representative
for studying the nature of the reactive intermediates in alkene
cracking [79,82].
3.2. Evaluating stability differences through MD simulations

To account for conformational freedom and to capture entropy
and finite temperature effects in a more realistic way, 100 ps MD
simulations are carried out for the different physisorbed and che-
misorbed species. The dynamics of butene and pentene intermedi-
ates is studied at three temperatures: 323 K, 573 K and 773 K.
Special attention will be given to the behavior of carbenium ions.
Based on some characteristic geometrical distances, the prevailing
intermediates are identified and an estimate of their lifetime is
deduced. This yields a qualitative indication of the relative stability
of the different intermediates. First, the different linear C4/C5 spe-
cies are investigated. Secondly, the influence of branching on the
stability of intermediates is discussed.
3.2.1. Linear C4 and C5 species
p-complex simulations
For all three temperatures, the MD simulations reveal stable p-

complex structures. At 323 K, both C@C carbon atoms remain
within 2.85 Å of the BAS during 99% of the simulation time; hence,
the 2-butene and 2-pentene p-complex states are sampled
throughout the entire simulation. Fig. 3 displays the probability
distribution of the minimum distance between a double bond car-
bon atom and the acid proton for 2-butene and 2-pentene. The nar-
row distributions, centered around 2 Å with a standard deviation
of 0.2 Å, clearly confirm that both linear alkenes exist as a p-
complex configuration during the entire simulation, indicating
the high stability of these physisorbed species at this temperature.
This observation is in line with our static calculations.

At the intermediate temperature of 573 K, the distance distribu-
tions become asymmetric with a broader tail. The enthalpic stabi-
lization of the p-complex is compensated by an entropic penalty
due to constraining the double bond near the acid proton, which
causes the p-H interaction with the BAS to break more easily. In
the neighborhood of the BAS, regular transitions between the p-
complex and the more freely adsorbed alkene, i.e. a physisorbed
Van der Waals complex, are observed (ca. 700 transitions during
the 100 ps simulation). Due to the increased thermal energy in
the system, the small activation barrier between the two physi-
sorbed states can be readily overcome. For 2-butene, the p-
complex state is sampled during 51% of the simulation time, while
in the remaining 49% a van der Waals complex is sampled. There-
fore, two states will probably have a similar free energy at 573 K.



Fig. 3. Probability distributions of some critical distances in MD simulations of 2-butene (blue histograms) and 2-pentene (red histograms) p-complexes at 323 K (top), 573 K
(middle) and 773 K (bottom) in H-ZSM-5 obtained over 100 ps simulations.
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The large CAHz distances (up to 11 Å) observed during the sim-
ulation, which are shown in Figs. 3 and 4, also reveal that the 2-
butene species now and then resides at large distance from the
BAS, which corresponds to a free alkene diffusing through the zeo-
lite channels. In contrast, the larger 2-pentene seems less prone to
diffusion. Indeed, it is sampled 85% as a p-complex and only 15% as
a looser van der Waals complex. Again, transitions between the
two states take place regularly (ca. 900 transitions).
At a typical cracking temperature of 773 K, analogous trends are
observed, though more pronounced. The minimal CAHz distance is
now characterized by a broad distribution for both the 2-butene
and 2-pentene p-complex (see Fig. 3). The increased mobility of
2-pentene at this temperature can clearly be noticed, although it
drifts less far from the BAS than 2-butene. At this temperature,
the adsorbed alkenes can move and rotate freely inside the zeolite
channels. The freely adsorbed state is sampled more often than the



Fig. 4. Evolution of the minimal CAHz distance in the 2-butene p-complex simulation (left) and the CAOz distance in the 2-pentoxide simulation (right) at 573 K with
indication of the average in blue. (3.2 Å for 2-butene p-complex and 1.6 Å for 2-pentoxide.)
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p-complex state, at a ratio of 68:32 for 2-butene and 55:45 for 2-
pentene. Based on these ratios, the 2-butene van der Waals com-
plex will be slightly lower in free energy compared to the corre-
sponding p-complex. For 2-pentene, on the other hand, the ratio
is close to 1, implying that the free energy difference between both
physisorbed states will be very small. The transition frequency
between the two physisorbed states is comparable to 573 K. Inter-
estingly, a rare protonation of the 2-pentene p-complex to the 2-
pentyl carbenium occurred during the MD simulation. The lifetime
of this carbenium ion was shorter than 2 ps before a deprotonation
to the acid site restored the neutral 2-pentene. In any case, deduc-
ing quantitative adsorption energies from MD simulations requires
extremely long simulation times since many transitions from one
state to another take place in the course of the simulation, thus
reducing the effective sampling time of each particular state. An
overview of the occurrence of the sampled states during the MD
simulations is shown in Fig. 5 for the linear species and Fig. 6 for
the branched species. The plots clearly show that linear p-
complexes remain stable at lower temperature. However, when
starting from a p-complex configuration at higher temperature,
transformations into a physisorbed van der Waals complex occur
regularly. A complete overview of all MD simulations can be found
in Tables S.4 and S.5 in SI.

Carbenium ion simulations
From the static calculations (Table 1), the 2-butyl and 2-pentyl

carbenium ions were identified as local minima on the potential
energy surface. They were however substantially less stable than
the corresponding p-complexes and alkoxides. At 323 K (and
573 K), deprotonations systematically occur within the equilibra-
tion time (5 ps) of the simulation, demonstrating that linear butyl
or pentyl cationic species are unstable intermediates that tend to
rearrange quickly into a p-complex (or free alkene). The simulation
was repeated three times with different random initial velocities to
ensure this observation is not merely coincidental but can be reli-
ably reproduced. Transitions to the 2-butoxide or 2-pentoxide
state on the other hand were never observed. In an earlier study
[69] we also performedMD simulations on linear pentene interme-
diates at 323 K, but no carbenium ions were visited in any simula-
tion. The results reported in Ref. [69] support our findings that the
interconversion between the p-complex and pentoxide species at
323 K is an activated process which takes place through an extre-
mely short-living cationic intermediate.

At 773 K, a 2-butyl carbenium ion has not been observed.
Deprotonation takes place at the start of the equilibration run
and the resulting 2-butene remains stable throughout the entire
simulation. Instead, deprotonation of the 2-pentyl carbenium ion
also takes place at the start of the production run, but subse-
quent protonations to the pentyl carbenium ion are occasionally
observed in the course of the production run. In the process, the
acid proton may shift to a different framework oxygen around
the Al defect. Proton jumps between neighboring oxygens of
the zeolite framework have also been described in earlier theo-
retical studies [114–116]. Furthermore, frequent hydride shifts
between the 2- and 3-pentyl carbenium ions take place, indicat-
ing that this isomerization is very low-activated at high temper-
ature. In these simulations, the lifetime of the protonated state
varies between 0.5 and 6 ps. These short lifetimes of the cationic
state suggest that a linear carbenium ion may exist as meta-
stable intermediate (rather than an activated transition state)
at high temperature.

Alkoxide simulations
When starting from the 2-butoxide and 2-pentoxide at 323 K,

both alkoxides remain stable during the entire simulation. At
higher temperatures though, the covalent bond with the frame-
work introduces an entropic penalty which can be expected to
become increasingly important, resulting ultimately in cleavage
of the CAO bond.

At 573 K, the covalent bond still remains in place throughout
the entire simulation for 2-butoxide. 2-pentoxide on the other
hand remains stable for 15.5 ps before transforming into a 2-
pentyl carbenium ion, as shown in Fig. 4. As discussed before, the
carbenium ion subsequently undergoes deprotonation after
2.1 ps forming a physisorbed 2-pentene.

As expected, at 773 K, rapid desorption of the 2-butoxide and
2-pentoxide from the acid site takes place at the start of the
simulation, within the equilibration time (see Fig. 5). Upon des-
orption a carbenium ion is formed, which also rapidly transforms
to the physisorbed p-complex. The enthalpic stabilization of the
covalent CAO bond appears to be entirely compensated by the
entropy loss. Therefore, no linear alkoxides are expected at high
temperature. These findings provide interesting insights for other
processes such as alkane hydrocracking. Thybaut et al. simulated
octane hydrocracking via a single-event microkinetic model and
found that carbocations are favored as reactive intermediates
[117]. Bučko et al. studied propane dehydrogenation with transi-
tion path sampling and also arrived at the conclusion that carbe-
nium ion formation is entropically favored over alkoxide
formation [118].



Fig. 5. Fractions of the occurring sampled intermediates during the 100 ps MD simulations on the linear C4 and C5 species at 323 K, 573 K and 773 K. Different simulations
starting from the same configuration are indicated with A/B. When immediate transformations occurred, only the equilibration time was simulated.
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3.2.2. Branched C4 and C5 species
p-complex and carbenium ion simulations
In sharp contrast to the linear alkenes, protonation into carbe-

nium ions occurs in all branched C4 and C5 p-complex simulations
(see Fig. 6). Even at 323 K, the free energy barrier between the p-
complex and the carbenium ion is easily overcome and both states
are sampled throughout the simulation. Simulations starting from
a tert-butyl cation also confirmed the stable nature of tertiary car-
benium ions. Again, regular transitions between the neutral and
the protonated state take place.
The total sampling time of the carbenium ions encountered
during the simulations, is also displayed in Fig. 6. At 773 K, dur-
ing 90% of the total simulation time the system resides in a tert-
butyl carbenium ion state with lifetimes fluctuating between
20 ps and 25 ps. During the remaining 10% of the simulation,
deprotonations to isobutene occur, although not necessarily
forming a p-complex. The freely adsorbed van der Waals com-
plex is the most sampled state of deprotonated isobutene. At
573 K, the tert-butyl carbenium ion is sampled for more than
90 ps, regardless whether the simulation is started from a p-



Fig. 6. Fractions of the occurring sampled intermediates during the 100 ps MD simulations on the branched C4 and C5 species at 323 K, 573 K and 773 K. When immediate
transformations occurred, only the equilibration time was simulated.
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complex or carbenium ion, while at 323 K, isobutene is visited to
a larger extent, mostly as a p-complex.

The relative stability of protonated and neutral species clearly
differs between the linear and the branched alkenes. The linear
2-pentyl carbenium ion was only rarely visited and the 2-butyl
carbenium ion was not at all observed in any of the simulations.
Instead, the tert-butyl carbenium ion is clearly more stable than
the physisorbed isobutene, which has a shorter lifetime than the
tertiary cation. This trend is not in agreement with our static
calculations, in which the isobutene p-complex was systemati-
cally predicted to be lower in free energy than the tert-butyl
carbenium ion. This discrepancy further emphasizes the limita-
tions of a static approach relying on 0 K geometries and apply-
ing thermal corrections in the HO approximation. In reality, the
carbenium ions will be much more mobile and larger portions of
the free energy surface are accessible. Especially at the high
temperatures encountered during cracking, one should be care-
ful in relying solely on geometry optimizations at 0 K to predict
stabilities of the reactive intermediates. Recently, schemes have
been developed to account for the anharmonicity of the poten-
tial energy surface [119] but this is beyond the scope of this
study.



Table 3
Free energy activation barriers and reaction free energy for the protonation of the
different linear and branched alkenes into the corresponding carbenium ions at 773 K.
Per reaction 5 or 6 MTD simulations have been performed unless explicitly specified.

DGz
fwd

(kJ/mol)

DGz
bwd

(kJ/mol)

DGr

(kJ/mol)

2-butene? 2-butyl carbenium ion 52 ± 4 23 ± 2 26 ± 5
isobutene? tert-butyl carbenium ion 25 ± 4 42 ± 6 �17 ± 6
1-pentene? 2-pentyl carbenium ion 37 ± 3 23 ± 4 14 ± 4
2-pentene? 2-pentyl carbenium ion 49 ± 4 26 ± 2 23 ± 4
2-pentene? 3-pentyl carbenium ion 49 ± 4 22 ± 6 27 ± 5
2-Me-2-butene? 2-Me-2-butyl

carbenium iona
39 ± 11 50 ± 14 �11 ± 10

a Only 3 simulations were performed.

Table 4
Free energy activation barriers and reaction free energy for the formation of the
alkoxide from the corresponding carbenium ions at 773 K. Per reaction 5 or 6 MTD
simulations have been performed unless explicitly specified.

DGz
fwd

(kJ/mol)

DGz
bwd

(kJ/mol)

DGr

(kJ/mol)

2-pentyl carbenium ion? 2-
pentoxide

37 ± 7 16 ± 3 21 ± 4

3-pentyl carbenium ion? 3-
pentoxide

37 ± 4 13 ± 3 24 ± 5

tert-butyl carbenium ion? tert-
butoxidea

91 3 88

a Only a single simulation was performed.
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For the C5 species, large similarities with the C4 species are
observed for the various adsorption states shown in Fig. 6. Analo-
gous to isobutene, branched pentene species will exist preferably
as free van der Waals complexes instead of p-complexes at ele-
vated temperatures. Three different C5 alkene isomers can exist:
2-Me-1-butene, 3-Me-1-butene and 2-Me-2-butene. The latter
has the most substituted double bond and is therefore the most
stable of the three isomers. At 773 K, it is sampled for almost
50 ps before protonation. On the other hand, in the simulation
starting from 2-Me-1-butene, protonation into the 2-methyl-2-
butyl carbenium ion occurs after a sampling time of only 3 ps. In
accordance with the high stability of the tert-butyl carbenium
ion, the tertiary 2-Me-2-butyl carbenium ion is equally stable at
all temperatures. The long-living carbenium ions are sampled dur-
ing the main part of the production run with scarce transitions to
the deprotonated 2-methyl-1-butene or 2-methyl-2-butene states.
The lifetime of the 2-methyl-2-butyl cation ranges from 23 ps to
100 ps while the secondary 3-methyl-2-butyl cation is not sampled
during the entire simulations, reflecting the considerable stability
difference between tertiary and secondary carbenium ions.

Summarizing, tertiary carbenium ions thus exist as very stable
reactive intermediates, both at high and low temperature, and will
likely play an important role in catalytic cracking. This result sup-
ports the recent experiment of Dai et al. [71] who undoubtedly
confirmed the formation of the tert-butyl cation during isobutene
conversion on H-ZSM-5 by NMR spectroscopy after capturing with
ammonia.

Alkoxide simulations
Upon isobutene adsorption, either the tertiary tert-butoxide or

primary isobutoxide can be formed. Since the secondary 2-
butoxide species was unstable at high temperature (773 K), a sim-
ilar but more pronounced behavior can be expected for the tertiary
butoxide which exhibits even more steric hindrance with the zeo-
lite wall due to the additional methyl branch. Indeed, the covalent
CAO bond immediately breaks at the start of the equilibration run,
forming a tert-butyl cation. The extremely short sampling time of
the tert-butoxide before desorption confirms the lower stability
of this species. Even at intermediate (573 K) or low temperature
(323 K), the alkoxide immediately desorbs. The unstable tert-
butoxide will thus probably also not be formed as intermediate
in the zeolite pores. This observation is in agreement with the sta-
tic calculations, in which a positive free energy of adsorption for
the tert-butoxide was already found at 323 K.

The stability order of alkoxides follows an opposite trend com-
pared to the carbenium ions. Due to less steric hindrance with
framework, a primary alkoxide is expected to be more stable than
a secondary or tertiary alkoxide [19]. The higher stability of pri-
mary alkoxides is indeed confirmed for isobutoxide in our MD sim-
ulations. Throughout the entire 100 ps, the covalent bond remains
in place, even at high temperature.

For the branched C5 species, both tertiary 2-Me-2-butoxide and
secondary 3-Me-2-butoxide can be formed as intermediates. The
2-Me-2-butoxide resembles a tert-butoxide with an additional
methyl group. Consequently, the tertiary C5 alkoxide is again very
short-lived at all temperatures, transforming instantaneously into
the more favorable 2-Me-2-butyl cation. The secondary 3-Me-2-
butoxide is long-living at low temperature and unstable at high
temperature, thus showing a similar behavior as the linear 2-
pentoxide. At the intermediate transition temperature of 573 K,
the 3-Me-2-butoxide was observed for 6 ps.

3.3. Determining free energy profiles of alkene adsorption with MTD
simulations

Even at elevated temperatures, some regions of the free energy
surface are scarcely or even not at all visited during regular MD.
Some activation barriers are too high to overcome which may hin-
der sampling of the less probable regions. Using metadynamics
(MTD) simulations, we try to reconstruct the free energy profile
and to deduce activation barriers at 773 K for the transition from
physisorbed alkene to chemisorbed carbenium ion and alkoxide.
Table 3 summarizes the resulting forward and backward activation
barriers, which are obtained as outlined in Section 2.4. Alterna-
tively, the free energy barrier could also be calculated following a
procedure proposed in previous work [69]. A complete overview
of the simulations, including a comparison between both methods,
is given in Section S7 of the Supplementary Material.

Note that the free energy profiles constructed from these simu-
lations may be prone to variations induced by the choice of collec-
tive variable, size and positioning of the hills and additional phase
space constraints. Given these possible uncertainties, the results
should be regarded as indicative rather than accurate quantitative
predictions. In an effort to eliminate these effects, each simulation
was repeated 3–6 times and the average and spread of the result-
ing barriers are reported below. In the future, other advanced sam-
pling techniques such as umbrella sampling [120–122] might be
interesting to obtain more reliable barriers; however, this is
beyond the scope of the current paper.

The MTD simulations corroborate the qualitative findings from
the regular MD simulations. The alkene state in the MTD simula-
tions is a combination of the physisorbed p-complex and physi-
sorbed van der Waals complex. In Section 3.2.1, we discussed the
frequent transitions and small barriers between these two states
at high temperature, which justifies treating the physisorbed
alkene states together as a single state. As expected, the linear
alkene state is around 25 kJ/mol more stable than the cationic
intermediate. A moderate activation barrier of ca. 23 kJ/mol sepa-
rates the carbenium ion from the physisorbed alkene. This barrier
can still be overcome in regular MD since the portion of the ther-
mal energy corresponding to the reaction coordinate is sufficiently
high. The transition from the 2-butyl or 2-pentyl carbenium into
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Fig. 7. Free energy profiles (kJ mol�1) at 773 K for (a) the formation of 2-pentoxide from 2-pentene and for (b) the formation of tert-butoxide from isobutene (right) from 1D
MTD simulations with indication of the static free energy estimates for the intermediates.
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the deprotonated alkene is therefore likely to occur as already evi-
denced (vide supra).

The free energy barrier for protonation is somewhat higher than
the barrier for deprotonation, explaining the long sampling times
of the stable alkene state in MD with only rare transitions to the
linear carbenium ion intermediates. Finally, the MTD simulations
also indicate that physisorbed 1-pentene is less stable than physi-
sorbed 2-pentene. The forward protonation barrier is clearly smal-
ler for 1-pentene, while the deprotonation barriers transforming
the 2-pentyl cation into 1-pentene or 2-pentene are almost equal.

In Section 3.2.1, we also found that linear alkoxides are unstable
at typical cracking temperatures. Although alkoxides were not
observed in regular MD, with metadynamics simulations the
alkoxide state can be sampled, i.e., by forcing the carbenium ion
to bind to the framework. To determine quantitatively the (in)sta-
bility of secondary alkoxides, MTD simulations were carried out on
the formation of 2-pentoxide and 3-pentoxide. The results are
reported in Table 4. Moderate activation barriers of 37 kJ/mol were
found for the formation of these species. However, it should be
stressed that alkoxide formation consists of two activated steps:
first alkene protonation and secondly formation of a covalent bond
between the resulting carbenium ion and the framework.

Furthermore, linear pentyl carbenium ions are ca. 20 kJ/mol
more stabilized than the corresponding alkoxides. Despite the rel-
atively small energy differences for the alkoxide formation, this
transition was not sampled in the course of the MD simulations.
This may be attributed to steric constraints, preventing the forma-
tion of an entropically disfavored covalent bond with the frame-
work. Since the 3-pentoxide is fixed at its central carbon atom,
its translational and rotational freedom is largely reduced, render-
ing it slightly less stable than the 2-pentoxide. The free energy pro-
files for these reactions are shown in Figs. 7a and 8b.

Fig. 7a shows the combined free energy profile at 773 K for the
transition from 2-pentene over 2-pentyl carbenium ion into 2-
pentoxide with indication of the static free energy levels for these
intermediate states (cf. Section 3.1). The reaction free energies for
2-pentoxide and 3-pentoxide formation, derived from MTD are
rather small (21 and 24 kJ/mol respectively) compared to the static
calculations (�34 and �26 kJ/mol respectively). In particular, the
carbenium ions were estimated much higher in free energy stati-
cally. These observations are in line with the regular MD findings.
In reality, the carbenium ion intermediate can access a larger por-
tion of the free energy surface at 773 K and is much more mobile
than predicted from the 0 K geometry optimizations which only
account for one state. Applying the HO approximation may under-
estimate the mobility and hence the entropy of the more loosely
adsorbed intermediates such as the carbenium ion. For this reason,
it can also be understood that the static estimate of the tightly
bound alkoxide lies closer to the MTD value. To partially account
for this effect, the Mobile Block Hessian (MBH) approach has been
applied by De Moor et al. [123–125].

Regarding the branched species, we established in Section 3.2.2
that the stability order between the physisorbed alkene and carbe-
nium ion is reversed. This observation is confirmed by the negative
reaction free energies for the isobutene and 2-Me-2-butene proto-
nation reactions. The tertiary carbenium ion is indeed quite stable
and the deprotonation barriers amount to 42–50 kJ/mol, in agree-
ment with the rare observations of these transitions in regular MD.
The barrier for isobutene protonation is much lower than for 2-Me-
2-butene protonation, showing again the stability difference
between alkenes with a terminal double bond and a highly substi-
tuted double bond.

Tertiary alkoxides were shown to be extremely unstable at all
temperatures due to steric constraints. To quantify this relative
stability difference, we simulated the transition between the tert-
butyl carbenium ion and the tert-butoxide (see Table 4). The latter
appears to be almost 90 kJ/mol less stable than the tert-butyl
cation. A very small barrier of 3 kJ/mol is required to break the
covalent bond and restore the tertiary carbenium ion, thus explain-
ing the rapid transitions in the MD simulations. In Figs. 7b and 8d,
the free energy diagrams for this transition are plotted. In contrast
to the alkoxides, once more the carbenium ion is better stabilized
in the MTD simulations than predicted by our static calculations.

4. Conclusions

We have studied the nature of adsorbed C4 and C5 alkene inter-
mediates in H-ZSM-5 at typical olefin cracking temperatures using
a combination of static DFT calculations, molecular dynamics and
metadynamics simulations. The relative stability of the different
intermediates in an olefin cracking process – a physisorbed van
der Waals complex, a physisorbed p-complex, a chemisorbed car-



Fig. 8. 1D Free energy profiles at 773 K along the respective collective variable for (a) the transition from 2-pentene to 2-pentyl carbenium ion, (b) the transition from 2-
pentyl carbenium ion to 2-pentoxide, (c) the transition from isobutene to tert-butyl carbenium ion and (d) the transition from tert-butyl carbenium ion to tert-butoxide.

66 P. Cnudde et al. / Journal of Catalysis 345 (2017) 53–69
benium ion or a chemisorbed alkoxide – was assessed. First, local
minima on the potential energy surface were identified with static
calculations. For linear alkenes at 773 K, p-complexes were found
to be slightly more stable than alkoxides and far more stable than
carbenium ions. For branched alkenes on the other hand, tertiary
carbenium ions were predicted more stable than tertiary alkoxides,
though still higher in energy than p-complexes.

To fully account for the mobility of the adsorbate and finite
temperature effects, MD and MTD simulations have been applied.
These simulations showed that the shape of the free energy surface
is highly temperature dependent. For linear species at 323 K, both
the alkene p-complex and alkoxide are very stable intermediates,
while the carbenium ion seems extremely short-lived. At 773 K,
however, the existence of alkoxides was found to be highly
improbable. A more freely adsorbed state is favored, such as the
metastable carbenium ion for the C5 species. Furthermore, the p-
complex is also less stable at high temperature and becomes com-
petitive with the loosely bound van der Waals complex. Regular
transitions between both physisorbed states were observed. The
intermediate temperature of 573 K lies in the transition range
between a stable and an unstable alkoxide regime. For branched
alkenes on the other hand, different trends were identified. Ter-
tiary carbenium ions are more favorable in free energy compared
to the corresponding physisorbed alkene states at all temperatures.
The sampling time of the tert-butyl carbenium ion increases with
temperature. Interestingly, no tertiary alkoxides were observed,
not even at low temperature. Primary alkoxides however may exist
both at low and high temperatures.

We demonstrated that static calculations are not appropriate to
estimate the nature and stability of the adsorbed species correctly
at olefin cracking temperatures. Our MD results indicated that the
stability of the alkoxide and p-complex structures may be overes-
timated in the static approach, while the carbenium ion stability
may be underestimated. At high temperature, increased conforma-
tional freedom of the adsorbate and anharmonicity effects are
expected to have an important effect.

In contrast to earlier predictions based on static calculations, we
established that alkoxides are not the most stable or prevalent
state in the zeolite channels at cracking conditions. Carbenium ions
are much more stable than originally assumed and will probably
play a crucial role as (meta)stable intermediates in the cracking
process.
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