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Abstract
Calculations using PM3 and mechanics methods on metallocalix[4]arene hosts (1-10) and
substituted dibenzothiophene guests (A-D), which are generally known as oil-based fuel
pollutants, show that host-guest formation is energetically favored. Calculations have been carried
out for both 1/1 and 1/4 ratios of host/guest. There is no direct bonding between the metal center
of the host and the sulfur of the guest in the host-guest complex. Sterically hindered
dibenzothiophene guests show similar energies to the unhindered analogs. For calix[4]arenes
(5-10) in partial cone conformations and having hydrogen rather than p-tert-butyl groups on the
wide rim, host-guest formation occurs within the narrow rim rather than the wide rim. Host-guest
association appears to occur via ð-ð interactions between host and guest phenyl groups rather than
via metal-sulfur bonding. The study has importance especially in oil refining to obtain
environmentally safe fuel oils and help supramolecular chemists in designing and synthesizing
more sophisticated host molecules for the removal of sulfur from crude oil / refinery oil.
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Introduction
The continued use of oil-based fuels for
transportation
places
ever-increasing
environmental demands on the producer of these
fuels. One of these demands is meeting future
environmental requirements by the production of
ultraclean fuel. A challenge that remains in
producing such fuels is the removal of the final
traces of sulfur. This element needs to be absent
because the combustion of sulfur-containing
compounds results in the formation of
environmentally unacceptable sulfur dioxide. One
group of sulfur-containing compounds that is
present in oil-based fuels is dibenzothiophenes.
These compounds are particularly problematic for
removal by hydrodesulphurization when they
contain functional groups that sterically inhibit the

sulfur atom from approaching the catalyst surface
[2]. Two alternate strategies that have been
considered involve either a chemical method where
an initial step is the insertion of a metal center into
the carbon sulfur bond of the dibenzothiophene
[3,4] or a biochemical degradation using
Rhodococcus erythropolis KA2-5-1 [5]. An
alternate approach to either of these two is solvent
extraction
[6]
or
to
encapsulate
the
dibenzothiophene within a host molecule. A
calixarene
is
a
potential
host
for
dibenzothiophenes. Furthermore, since calixarenes
are conformationally mobile, they can be readily
incorporated into sensor systems that are both
analytically selective and sensitive [7, 8].
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Calixarenes are cyclic oligomers obtained
by a condensation reaction between p-tertbutylphenol and formaldehyde. Calixarenes are
like crowns in that they are pre-organized
complexants for metal ions. Unlike porphyrins,
however, calixarenes are not fully conjugated, and
their three-dimensional structure leads to cavities
within the molecular framework [9]. Calixarenes
are conformationally mobile, and the extreme
structures for the calix[4]arenes have been termed
the cone (uuuu), the partial cone (uuud), the 1,3alternate (udud) and the 1,2-alternate (uudd)
conformation [10-12]. Each of these conformers
can act as a host molecule to uncharged aromatic
molecules as guests [13-16], and each has a cavity
within both the wide and the narrow rim. Because
of the conical geometry of the calix[4]arene
structure, the volume of the wide rim cavity is
greater than that of the narrow rim [9]. By
appending
sulfur
functionalities
onto
calix[4]arenes, metal ions such as mercury(II) have
been complexed onto both of these rims [17-21].
Metallocalixarenes are potentially useful
hosts for thiophenes because, in addition to having
wide and narrow rim cavities that are compatible
with an aromatic hydrocarbon, they also have a
metal center that can coordinate to the sulfur.
Mercury has a strong affinity for binding to sulfur,
therefore we have chosen a mercury calixarene
complex in designing hosts for a substituted
dibenzothiophene guest.
Recently we have reported the synthesis of
a methylmercury(II) complexed calix[4]arene 1,2ethoxythiolate [22], and carried out our initial
computational studies on its function as a host for
sulfur containing macrocyclic and heterocyclic
guests [23]. These calculations were carried out on
systems where the guest was bound via sulfur to
the mercury(II) center on the calix[4]arene host.
For substituted dibenzothiophenes, however, we
need to occlude sterically hindered sulfur
containing heterocyclic guests into a molecular
host. This represents a different situation from
unsubstituted heterocycles because hindered guest
molecules may be sterically constrained from
having direct mercury(II)-sulfur bonds between the
host and guest.
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Results
This
decision
to
computationally
investigate dibenzothiophenes as guests is based on
two considerations. The first is that sterically
hindered 2, 9-disubstituted dibenzothiophenes
(C and D) are among the sulfur-containing
heterocyclic compounds that are the most difficult
to remove from crude oil [24]. Consequently, host
molecules that occlude them would be useful.
Secondly, in our previous calculations it was a
thiophene guest that showed endothermic binding
to the host. Since thiophenes are known to bind
only weakly to a metal center, further
computational studies may reveal how they interact
with metallocalix[4]arene hosts [25].
We have carried out a series of
computations between metallocalix[4]arene hosts
(1-10) and a series of four sulfur containing
heterocyclic guests (A-D) having functional groups
appended that have different steric requirements
(Schemes 1 and 2). The calculations are allowed
to minimize freely without any constraint being
introduced to favor mercury(II)-sulfur interactions
(Tables 1 and 2). A further set of calculations
(Table 3) have been carried out where a metal
center other than methylmercury(II) is bonded to
the ethoxythiolate sulfur of the substituted
calix[4]arenes 5-10 (Scheme 2). These are Ag,
EuMe, UMe3, FeMe, and CrMe. Each is
uncharged, with the oxidation state being
accommodated by methyl groups to make them
comparable with the methylmercury(II) derivative.
This group has transition metals, a post transition
metal, a lanthanide and an actinide. These
particular examples are chosen because they have a
propensity to complex with unsaturated
hydrocarbons or have high coordination numbers
[26].
Calculations have been carried out on a
DEC alpha computer system (433 MHz) using the
SPARTAN Version 5.0.2 software package [27].
This package is chosen because it has the
algorithms available for heavy metals. All
calculations have been carried out using PM3
( Setup: semi-empirical; Solvent: none; Total
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Scheme 2. Representation of metallocalix[4]arenes (5-10) and a series of four sulfur containing heterocyclic guests
(Dibenzothiophenes A-D).
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charge: 0; Multiplicity: singlet; Geometry: Merck),
mechanics (Force field: Merck), and Density
Functional Theory (Theory: SVWN; Basis: DN;
Multiplicity: singlet; Total charge: 0) geometry
optimization. The semi-empirical molecular orbital
(PM3) method is based on a simplified HartreeFock model. The method is chosen because it is
successful for calculating equilibrium geometries.
Table 1. Calculated Energies (PM3)a of the Metallocalix[4]arene
(1-4) Hosts with Dibenzothiophene (A,B,C,D) Guests.
Adduct

S

B

ÄEb

Lc

1/A

507.5

469.6

37.9

6.02

1/B

519.2

488.1

31.1

4.46

1/C

534.3

495.4

38.9

4.63

1/D

687.5

652.3

35.2

4.98

2/A

482.9

447.8

35.1

4.55

2/B

485.5

446.5

39.0

4.78

2/C

502.4

472.3

30.1

4.90

2/D

654.7

623.3

31.4

4.97

3/A

456.8

413.1

43.7

5.73

3/B

464.4

435.1

29.3

4.56

3/C

483.9

457.8

26.1

5.72

3/D

648.0

602.8

45.2

5.43

4/A

441.9

418.2

23.7

4.41

4/B

464.3

428.6

35.7

5.74

4/C

493.5

441.1

52.4

6.18

4/D

624.1

590.5

33.6

4.91

computational time. A limitation is that heavyatom bond lengths are 0.2-0.3 Å shorter than
experimental values. All reasonable conformations
have been computationally searched before the one
with the minimum energy was chosen. For the
dibenzothiophenes (A-D), where there is little
conformational flexibility, the energy minimum is
quickly and reproducibly obtained by convergence.
For the metallocalixarenes (1-10), however, more
structural variations are possible. The primary
conformation (uuuu etc) is determined by the
initially chosen conformational representation of
the calixarene structure, and the convergence
minimum for that particular structural variation is
then obtained. Usually the energy minimum is
obtained for this predetermined primary
conformation, and there is no crossover into the
other conformations.
The analogous energy
minima for the other three conformations are
similarly obtained.
After the four separated
dibenzothiophene and metallocalixarene combinations have been reproducibly minimized in energy,
the graphical representation is modified to place
the guest molecule (dibenzothiophene) in close
proximity to the host (metallocalixarene). Upon
commencing the minimization routine the guest
molecule either moves away from the host cavity
or it is attracted into it. In the latter case, the
energy of the host-guest pair is lower than the
separate entities.
Table 2. Calculated Energy changes (PM3) of the 1/1 Host-Guest
Adducts of Metallocalix[4]arenes (1-4) with Sterically
Hindered Dibenzothiophenes (C and D).
Adduct

ÄE*

Adduct

ÄE*

1/C

0.0

1/D

2.3

2/C

12.5

2/D

9.0

3/C

8.0

3/D

11.9

4/C

9.9

4/D

5.6

a

Calculated Energies (PM3) of Separated (S); Bound (B); 1/4 adducts
(ÄEb);
b
ÄE is in Kcal mol-1.
c
Calculated Bond Length Shortest Hg-S (Lc) is in Å.

A limitation is that the method can be less
successful for ground-state conformations and
conformational energies in cyclic systems. The
density functional theory (SVWN/DN) method
performs as well or better than limiting HartreeFock models for calculating equilibrium
geometries. This method is a useful one for larger
molecules, and is a good compromise in terms of

*

ÄE is in Kcal mol-1.

The 1/1 (host/guest) adducts have all been
investigated in this manner. In no case did we find
an attractive interaction when we placed the
dibenzothiophene in the vicinity of the wide
calixarene rim. The computational energies and
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intermolecular separations for the host-guest
systems that we have calculated are collected in
Tables 1-3. Pair-wise calculations have been made
for both the bound and unbound combinations
among these compounds, and calculations have
been carried out with both one (Table 2) and four
(Table 1) dibenzothiophenes associated with the
methylmercury(II) substituted calix[4]arene. For
comparison, calculations have also been carried
out on hypothetical derivatives having metals other
than mercury(II) appended to the thiolate sulfur
(Table 3). In each calculation the energy minimum
is sought for each system investigated.
In our previous publication [23] we
reported on calculations with both 1/4 and 1/1
ratios of the methylmercury(II) complexed
calix[4]arene to an unsubstituted thiophene. In that

study we observed an energy lowering <ÄE when
the four thiophenes were brought into close contact
with the calix[4]arene. We have now extended this
study to dibenzothiophene (A) and its sterically
hindered derivatives (B-D). Furthermore, we have
also investigated all four conformations of the
metallocalix[4]arene (1-4).
In our previous publication we assumed
that the host-guest interaction was between the
mercury atom of the host and the sulfur atom of the
guest, although thiophene sulfur does not have an
electron pair available for coordination to a metal.
With sterically hindered dibenzothiophenes (B-D),
mercury(II)-sulfur interactions are even less likely,
so we have investigated further the source of the
host-guest interaction.

Table 3. Calculated Energies and Bond Distances in 1/1 Host-Guest Adducts of Metallocalix[4]arenes (5-10) and Dibenzothiophene (A).
ÄE*

ÄE*

ÄE*

(PM3)

(Mech)

(DFT)

(Ph-Ph)*min
(PM3)

(Ph-Ph)*min
(Mech)

5

19.79

11.89

14.11

4.75

6

----

13.62

13.28

7

----

13.86

8

----

9

22.71

10

17.45

Host

M-S*

M-S*

(PM3)

(Mech)

4.74

5.89, 17.06,
5.82, 5.34

5.87, 17.10,
5.80, 5.31

----

4.63

----

17.46, 5.59,
6.25, 5.74

17.74

----

4.71

----

17.53,
13.70, 6.05,
5.51

17.57

13.36

----

5.05

----

15.55, 6.28,
5.60, 8.92

22.71

21.58

4.48

4.47

16.79, 6.19,

16.88

*

7.18

5.20

5.09

Distances Ph-Ph and M-S are in Å and ÄE is in Kcal mol-1.

4.60, 5.84

16.77, 6.19,
5.64, 5.84

5.56, 14.21,
6.54, 12.09

5.55, 16.38,
5.51, 12.11
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Discussion
The computational energy data are
collected in Tables 1-3. The data in Table 1 are for
the methylmercury(II) complex in each of the four
different conformations (uuuu, uuud, uudd, udud),
and the four different dibenzothiophenes (A-D).
These calculations using PM3 have been carried
out with the methylmercury(II) complex and the
dibenzothiophene in a 1/4 ratio. This 1/4 ratio
corresponds to one dibenzothiophene molecule for
each of the four methylmercury(II) centers in the
complex. These calculations show there is an
exothermic interaction (positive ) between the
host and guest, even for the most sterically
hindered benzothiophene (D) having tert-butyl
groups in the 2,9-positions. Thus in each case, the
adducts have lower computational energies than do
the separated pairs. The energy differences ÄE
show no significant discrimination between the
groups of dibenzothiophenes (A-D) investigated.
Column L in Table 1 lists the shortest distance
between a mercury(II) and the dibenzothiophene
sulfur in each minimized structure. In no case did
we find that a sulfur of a dibenzothiophene guest is
close enough to a mercury atom (L, 3.5 Å) to have
any interaction. Apparently the positive values for
ÄE are not the result of any mercury(II)-sulfur
interactions between the host and guest, even for
the sterically unhindered dibenzothiophene (A).
This result is in agreement with experimental
observations that thiophene only weakly
complexes with metals [25].
In our previous calculations [23] with
thiophene as the guest we found that although there
was a positive interaction ÄE between the host and
guest when they were in a 1/4 ratio, there was not
when the ratio was 1/1. We suggested that this
difference could be a consequence of favorable
guest-guest interactions in the former case.
In order to eliminate the possibility that
positive values of ÄE are a result of guest-guest
interactions, we have further investigated the most
sterically hindered guests C and D in a 1/1 ratio of
host to guest. In Table 2 are collected these
potential energy data.
Again, no steric
discrimination is discernible. Both C and D give
similar values for ÄE with all four conformers
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(1-4). The most disfavored conformation for hostguest formation, however, is the cone (1). This is
not an unexpected result because the cone
conformation places the most restrictions on the
guest molecule in terms of how it can fit into the
cavity. There is no obvious explanation, however,
why the value of ÄE is larger for the more
sterically hindered combination 3/D than it is for
3/C.
In order to try and better understand the
host-guest interactions in these combinations we
have minimized the steric interactions. In Table 3
are collected the computational energy differences
for 1/1 host-guest adducts between the
dibenzothiophene
A
and
an
analogous
calix[4]arene host having hydrogens rather than
tert-butyl groups in the para-positions. The
elimination of the sterically bulky tert-butyl groups
on the wide rim of the calix[4]arene potentially
allows for host-guest formation to occur in either
the wide or narrow rim cavities. Also, in order to
determine whether host-guest formation is
uniquely due to the methylmercury(II) substituent,
we have carried out calculations with different
metal centers. We have therefore concentrated our
host-guest formation studies only between A and
the partial cone (uuud) conformer of all the
metallocalix[4]arenes (5-10). In each case for M =
HgCH3, Ag, EuCH3, U(CH3)3, FeCH3, and CrCH3,
the guest dibenzothiophene (A) is repelled rather
than attracted by the wide rim cavity, resulting is
unfavorable energies.
By contrast, favorable
energies are observed for the narrow rim, and the
dibenzothiophene guest is encapsulated within the
minimized structure. This result is reflected in
positive values for ÄE (Table 3). Again there is no
close interaction between the sulfur of the
dibenzothiophene guest and the metal center (M-S)
of the calix[4]arene host. The shortest such
separation is 4.60 Å. Because there is a possibility
that the positive ÄE values result from a host-guest
attraction that involves ð-ð interactions between
phenyl groups on the host and guest, we have
computationally estimated the distances between
the centers of the phenyl groups of the
metallocalixarene host and the guest A in each
minimized structure. Since there are four phenyl
groups on the host that can interact with the pair of
phenyl groups of A that is now in the cavity, it is
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necessary to determine eight phenyl-phenyl
separations for each host-guest adduct. Since
many of these phenyl-phenyl separations are too
large to be significant we are only reporting the
shortest one in each case, because this will be the
best indicator as to whether these phenyl-phenyl
interactions may play a role in host-guest adduct
formation. The shortest of these distances range
from 4.48 for M = FeCH3, to 5.25 Å for M =
EuCH3. With A interacting with the host through a
phenyl group, the sulfur atom of A approaches a
distance to the metal M somewhat longer. We
recognize that these distances are long, and that
none of them are sufficiently short that they can
make a dominant contribution to the host-guest
attraction. Instead, the overall attraction appears to
be the sum of several very weak forces. The
metal-sulfur (M-S) distances in Table 3 show two
types of host-guest formation. For M = HgCH3,
U(CH3)3, and FeCH3 there are three short and one
long distance, but for M = EuCH3 and CrCH3 there
are two short and two long distances. For M = Ag
both types are observed depending on the
computational method used. At least one long
distance is to be expected, because the partial cone
conformation places one metal center a long
distance away from the narrow rim cavity. For
cases with three short distances the guest sulfur is
close to being equidistant from the three metals,
but for those with only two short distances, the
sulfur is only symmetrically close to two metals.
The energy differences between these two
idealized conformations is small, which is reflected
in PM3 and mechanics giving different answers in
one case, and in the case of M = U(CH3)3 which
has an intermediate conformation for the hostguest complex. We recognize that in molecules of
this size and complexity with heavy metals present
there are many possible conformations, so we only
consider large differences in energy as being
significant, and we make no attempt to rationalize
small energy differences.

guests. Metal-sulfur interactions make minimal
contribution to the energies of attraction. The
presence of sterically bulky substituents on the
dibenzothiophene does not inhibit host-guest
formation. Host-guest formation preferentially
occurs at the narrow rim of the calix[4]arene host,
which is the one having the greatest volume and
conformational flexibility. However, the factors
other than metal-sulfur interactions may also help
in designing a host molecule for the removal of
sulfur containing pollutants from oil based fuels.
These results suggest that metallocalixarenes may
be useful hosts for trapping dibenzothiophenes,
even when complexation with the sulfur atom is
sterically blocked.

Acknowledgments
We thank the Robert A. Welch Foundation
(Grant number 1725) for support of this research.
We thank Gregory Gellene and Fred Koch for
many useful suggestions. We also thank the
National Science Foundation International
Programs for support.

References
1.

2.
3.
4.

5.

6.

Conclusion
7.
The study emphasized here elaborates the
importance of computational methodology in
constructing model host molecules for targeted
guest species. The calculations made show that
there
is
a
weak
interaction
between
metallocalixarene hosts and dibenzothiophene

8.

Presented in part in 2002 at the 223rd
National ACS Meeting in Orlando, Florida,
USA, and at the 16th National Chemistry
Conference at Selçuk University in Konya,
Turkey.
M. V. Landau, D. Berger, M. Herskovitz, J.
Catal., 159 (1996) 236.
D. A. Vicic, W. D. Jones, Organometallics,
17 (1998) 3411.
W. D. Jones, D. Vicic, R. Chin, J. H.
Roache, A. Myers, Polyhedron, 16 (1997)
3115.
T. Onaka, M. Kobayashi, Y. Ishii, J.
Konishi, K. Maruhashi, J. Biosci. Bioeng.,
92 (2001) 80.
H. Zhao, S. Xia, P. Ma, J. Chem. Tech &
Biotech., 80 (2005) 1089.
D. M. Roundhill, Extraction of Metals from
Soils and Waters, Plenum Press, New York,
(2001) Chapter 13.
F. Cadogan, K. Nolan, D. Diamond in
Calixarenes 2001, Z. Asfari, V. Böhmer, J.
McB. Harrowfield, J. Vicens: (eds.), Kluwer
Academic, Dordrecht, (2001) Chapter 34.

Pak. J. Anal. Envir. Chem. Vol. 7, No. 1, (2006)

9.

10.
11.
12.

13.
14.
15.

16.

(a) C. D. Gutsche: Calixarenes Revisited,
Royal Society of Chemistry: Cambridge,
(1998). (b) M. Yilmaz, S. Memon, M.
Tabakci, R.A. Bartsch. “Design of Polymer
Appended Calixarenes as Ion Carriers”, in
“New Frontiers in Polymer Research” pp125-172,
Nova
Science
Publishers,
Hauppauge, NY (2006).
I. Thondorf, J. Brenn, J. Mol. Struct.
(THEOCHEM), 398-399 (1997) 307.
T. Harada, F. Ohseto, S. Shinkai,
Tetrahedron 50 (1994) 13377.
P. Kane, D. Fayne, D. Diamond, S. E. J.
Bell, M. A. McKervey, J. Mol. Model. 4
(1998) 259.
T. Asao, S. Ito, N. Morito, Tetrahedron Lett.,
29 (1988) 2839.
E. B. Brouwer, G. D. Enright, J. A.
Ripmeister, Supramol. Chem. 7 (1996) 79.
M.Perrin, F. Gharmati, D. Oehler, R. Perrin,
S. Lecocq, J. Incl. Phenom. Mol. Recogn. 14
(1992) 257.
M. Coruzzi, G. D. Andreetti, V. Bocchi, A.
Pochini, R. Ungaro, JCS, Perkin Trans. 2,
(1982) 1133.

17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

22.

23.

24.
25.
26.
27.

55

S. Memon, M. Tabakci, D. M. Roundhill, M.
Yilmaz, Polymer, 46 (2005) 1553.
H. F. Koch, D. M. Roundhill, Sep. Sci.
Technol., 36 (2001) 137.
A. T. Yordanov, B. R. Whittlesey, D. M.
Roundhill, Inorg. Chem., 37 (1998) 3526.
A. T. Yordanov, B. R. Whittlesey, D. M.
Roundhill, Supramol. Chem., 9 (1998) 13.
A. T. Yordanov, O. M. Falana, H. F. Koch,
D. M. Roundhill, Inorg. Chem., 36 (1997)
6468.
S. Knoblauch, O. M. Falana, J. Nam, D. M.
Roundhill, H. Hennig, K. Zeckert, Inorg.
Chim. Acta, 300-302 (2000) 328.
S. Knoblauch, H. F. Koch, C. Polydore, D.
M. Roundhill, Canad. J. Chem., 79 (2001)
977
D. M. Roundhill, Prog. Inorg. Chem., 43
(1995) 533.
T. B. Rauchfuss, Prog. Inorg. Chem., 39
(1991) 259.
M.-G. Choi, R. J. Angelici, J. Am. Chem.
Soc., 111 (1989) 8753.
SPARTAN, 5.0, Wavefunction Inc., Irvine,
CA.

