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Tuning formate surface coverage with cosolvents
for liquid-phase catalytic transfer hydrogenation†

Ezra A. Baghdady, J. Will Medlin * and Daniel K. Schwartz *

The synergistic effects of cosolvent and hydrogen-donor (formate) concentration on Pd-catalyzed transfer

hydrogenation of vinylphenol are explored for water and water–alcohol mixtures, with a change in the

optimum cosolvent mixture observed for different formate concentrations. The results are interpreted in

terms of solvent-based tuning of the formate surface coverage, where an optimal formate coverage is

required to facilitate hydrogen transfer without excessively blocking surface binding sites. This

interpretation is supported by measurements of the formate surface coverage using adsorption-induced

attenuation of self-diffusiophoretic Janus particle motion in water and a water–alcohol solvent. The

adsorption isotherms demonstrated tuning of formate surface coverage by the cosolvent, with addition of

the alcohol cosolvent increasing formate adsorption. The results contribute to rational solvent selection for

transfer hydrogenation reactions and provide insight into the roles cosolvents can play in the design of

liquid-phase catalytic reaction systems.

Introduction

Though molecular hydrogen has remained the reductant of
choice for catalytic hydrogenation reactions for many years,
the need for sustainable chemical production has spurred
interest in utilizing hydrogen stored in liquid carriers for safe,
high density storage and transport and reduced pressure
requirements for reactor design.1 Of the hydrogen carriers of
interest, formate salts and formic acid have emerged as
attractive reductants due to the ease of handling either the
solid (formate salts) or liquid (formate salt and formic acid
solutions), high hydrogen storage capacity, and the benign
dehydrogenation product (carbon dioxide), which can be
electrochemically recycled to formate in an atom-efficient
cycle.2,3 Of interest in fuel and commodity chemical
production from lignocellulosic biomass is transfer
hydrogenation of the highly functionalized and reactive bio-
oils produced by pyrolysis or hydrothermal liquefaction to
generate stable chemical species.4,5 As both lignin and raw

bio-oil are poorly soluble in water, a low cost cosolvent such
as an alcohol is often added (or used alone) to solubilize the
material.6 The presence of such cosolvents can impact
transfer hydrogenation reactions for several reasons,
including transition state (de)stabilization7 and competition
with reactants for active sites.8 While each of these
mechanisms can affect activity, solvent–solute interactions
have also been shown to modify reagent adsorption to the
catalyst surface,9,10 which potentially enables tuning of
reaction activity by control of formate coverage. Because
formate adsorbs strongly to catalyst surfaces11,12 and also
interacts strongly with solvents (e.g. through hydrogen-
bonding),13 we hypothesized that the steady-state coverage,
and therefore reaction rate, of catalytic transfer hydrogenation
utilizing formate could be “tuned” by changing the nature of
the solvent mixture.

At low formate concentration, a deficiency of surface-bound
hydrogen donor will necessarily result in low transfer
hydrogenation rate, with activity approaching zero as formate
coverage approaches zero. On the other hand, formate is
known to inhibit the transfer hydrogenation reaction at high
concentration via competitive adsorption.14 In other words,
transfer hydrogenation with formate at “low” concentration is
expected to be positive order in formate, while at “high”
concentration, competitive adsorption between formate and
the substrate is expected to result in negative order in formate.
“Low” and “high” concentration in this work are relative to the
concentration at which activity is maximized with respect to
formate concentration. Formate adsorption therefore plays an
important role in the transfer hydrogenation reaction. Transfer
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hydrogenation rates are expected to be low due to low formate
coverages at low formate concentration, while they are
expected to be suppressed by competitive adsorption at high
formate concentration. The optimum formate coverage is
therefore intermediate; high enough to yield an appreciable
rate of hydrogen transfer, but low enough to avoid competition
with other substrates.

We report a combined study probing the synergistic
effects of solvent composition and formate concentration on
catalytic transfer hydrogenation of vinylphenol. We first show
that, at low formate concentrations, the addition of an
alcohol cosolvent enhanced the transfer hydrogenation
reaction rate over a Pd catalyst, while at high formate
concentration the cosolvent caused inhibition of the reaction.
The results are explained in terms of solvent effects on the
steady-state surface coverage of formate as function of a
formate activity coefficient, which encoded the solvent effect
on formate activity. Next, we quantitatively probed formate
adsorption onto a proxy Pt catalyst surface utilizing a
technique developed by our lab to measure molecular
adsorption in liquid media via transport analysis of self-
diffusiophoretic Janus particle dynamics. Langmuir
isotherms were extracted from these measurements that
show formate adsorption was increased in the presence of
the alcohol cosolvent. The results inform the design of
catalytic transfer hydrogenation systems based on formates
and, more generally, provide insight to the capability of
cosolvents to “tune” liquid-phase catalytic reactions by
control of reagent surface coverage.

Materials and methods
Materials

The 5 wt% Pd/silica (reduced, dry, Escat 1351 silica) was
purchased from Sigma Aldrich. Potassium formate was
purchased from Oakwood Chemical (N. Estill, SC).
Borosilicate glass coverslips (24 × 30 mm, #1.5) were
purchased from Electron Microscopy Sciences. 4-Vinylphenol
(10.05 wt% in propylene glycol), isopropanol (ACS plus
grade), hydrogen peroxide (ACS grade, 30 wt%, stored at 4
°C), and sulfuric acid (ACS plus grade) were purchased from
Fisher Chemical. Ethanol (200 proof) was purchased from
Decon Labs. Anhydrous methanol (99.8%) was purchased
from Thermo Scientific. Water (HPLC grade) was purchased
from Macron Fine Chemicals. HPLC grade water was used in
all experiments unless otherwise noted.

Transfer hydrogenation reaction study

Solutions of 20 mM vinylphenol were prepared in water, a 10
mol%, and a 20 mol% isopropyl alcohol/water cosolvent
mixture. Methanol was added to each mixture as an internal
standard at a concentration of 0.7 M. Reactions were
performed in a 100 mL liquid phase batch reactor (Parr
Instrument Co., Moline IL) equipped with a borosilicate glass
liner at 75 °C under a 100 psi nitrogen atmosphere at a stir
rate of 900 rpm. The reaction solution contained 33.25 mL of

the vinylphenol solution, 60 mg of Pd/silica catalyst, and
either potassium formate solution or solid weighed out to
yield formate concentrations ranging from 10 mM to 4 M.
The reactor was sampled at time points of 0, 5, 10, 15, 20,
and 30 minutes throughout the reaction, with samples
immediately passed through a 0.22 μm syringe filter to
remove the catalyst. The samples were transferred to amber
glass vials and analyzed using an Agilent 7890A gas
chromatograph equipped with an Agilent HP-5 capillary
column (Table S1†).

Modeling of reaction results

The reaction was modeled using a modified Langmuir–
Hinshelwood expression described by Wang and Wang:15

r ¼ k KAγACAð ÞnKBγBCB

1þ KAγACAð Þn þ KBγBCBð Þ2 ≅
kKBCB KAγACAð Þn
1þ KAγACAð Þnð Þ2 (1)

Here, the A and B subscripts refer to formate and 4-vinylphenol,
respectively, r represents the initial reaction rate (mM g−1 s−1), k
represents the rate constant (mM g−1 s−1), K represents the
adsorption equilibrium constant (mM−1), γ represents the
(unitless) activity coefficient of the dissolved species, and C
represents species concentration. Cooperative formate
adsorption to Pd was described using a Hill coefficient n, which,
when set to 1, reduces the equation to the Langmuir–
Hinshelwood model. As a simplification, we assumed that the
dominant non-ideality present was that of the cosolvent on
formate activity and neglect solvent effects on the vinylphenol
activity coefficient. This allowed us to fix γB at unity to obtain a
tractable number of fitted parameters. Under almost all reaction
conditions, the formate concentration was many times greater
than that of the substrate, therefore we neglected the substrate
coverage term in the denominator. The transfer hydrogenation
data were fitted by the model in an iterative approach to
estimate the effect of the cosolvent on the formate activity
coefficient. First, the model was fitted to the water solvent data
to estimate KA and kKB (grouped as a constant) while holding γA
at unity. Next, the model was fitted to the 10 and 20 mol% IPA
solvent data, holding KA constant at the value determined in the
water solvent to estimate the formate activity coefficient as a
function of the solvent composition. Unless otherwise indicated,
all reported error estimates represent either the standard error
of the mean (s.e.m.) or the standard error of the fitted value.

Active particle synthesis

Fluorescent polystyrene microspheres (Sigma Aldrich, 1 μm, 2%
solids, fluorescent red (580/605)) were vortex-mixed for 15 s and
a 20 μL aliquot was mixed with 150 μL of a 5% isopropanol in
water solution (particle dilution factor of 8.5). The isopropanol
served to reduce the solution surface tension for spin-coating
without largely impacting colloid stability. One 10 μL drop of
the suspension was spin-coated onto 6–9 piranha-cleaned 25
mm circular coverslips using a Laurell Technologies Co. model
WS-400BX-6NPP/LITE spin-coater (Lansdale, PA) for 3 minutes
at 2500 rpm to deposit a sub-monolayer of particles. A
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Cressington 108-auto sputter coater equipped with a
Cressington mtm-10 quartz crystal microbalance (Watford, U.K.)
was used to deposit a 5.0 ± 0.2 nm layer of platinum onto the
sub-monolayer of particles. The sputtering process resulted in
asymmetric deposition of the metal due to the self-shadowing of
each spherical particle.16 The Janus particles were released from
the coverslips by bath sonication into 6 mL of water for 2 min
each. The Janus particle dispersion was further diluted by a
factor of 2–3 to optimize the number of particles in the
microscope field of view. The particle dispersions were stored in
the dark at 4 °C to limit photobleaching.

Piranha cleaning procedure

Coverslips were cleaned via immersion in a solution of 30
mL of 30 wt% hydrogen peroxide and 75 mL of sulfuric acid
(ACS grade) for 45 minutes. Note: piranha solution is highly
hazardous and must be handled with special safety
considerations.17 After immersion, the coverslips were
washed in copious amounts of deionized water and dried in
a stream of high-purity nitrogen (AirGas).

Imaging cell preparation

Stock solutions of potassium formate were prepared in water
and in a mixture of IPA and water such that the final imaging
concentration was 0 mol% IPA or 20 mol% IPA. The as-
synthesized Janus particles were redispersed via bath
sonication for 20 minutes and 50 μL of stock potassium
formate solution was pipette-mixed with 100 μL of the
particle solution and allowed to equilibrate for one hour. To
prepare an imaging cell, 10 μL of 30 wt% hydrogen peroxide
was pipette-mixed with 40 μL of the particle–solute solution
and a 3 μL drop was deposited onto a piranha-cleaned
coverslip. A 9 mm × 0.5 mm silicone perfusion chamber
(Invitrogen CoverWell) was fixed over the droplet and
depressed such that the droplet formed a capillary bridge
between the top and bottom of the cell. An 18 × 18 mm
coverslip was placed on the top of the cell to better isolate
the system from the environment and prevent evaporation
(Fig. S1†). Formate adsorption isotherms were collected in
the absence of any organic (i.e., vinylphenol) other than the
IPA cosolvent. This was due to previous observation of
interference due to organics that react homogeneously with
the hydrogen peroxide fuel.16 These reactions can both affect
particle motion and generate more strongly binding species
such as aldehydes, convoluting the results.

Particle imaging and data analysis

Imaging was performed on a Nikon Ti-E microscope equipped
with a Hamamatsu ORCA-Flash4.0 V2 C11440 camera using a
100× oil-immersion objective with fluorescence excitation at 561
nm. Videos were acquired at a frame rate of 100 frames per
second for at least 900 frames. The videos were acquired over
multiple fields of view to obtain trajectories of a representative
sample of particles. Each imaging cell was imaged for no more
than 20 minutes to ensure that any changes in the hydrogen

peroxide fuel concentration or surface oxidation state of the as-
sputtered (metallic) Pt (ref. 18) remained minimal. Observation
of consistent particle velocity over the course of each experiment
indicated minimal change in either fuel concentration or Pt
oxidation state19 occurred for a given experiment.

Particle trajectories were extracted from the videos using
custom MATLAB software and particle dynamics were
quantified by determining the time-averaged two-
dimensional mean-squared displacement (MSD) for each
trajectory. The 2D MSD was calculated from the particle
trajectories by

r2
� � ¼ 1

N

XN

1

r t0 þ Δtð Þ − r t0ð Þj j2 (2)

where 〈r2〉 represents the mean-squared displacement, N
represents the number of frames in a given trajectory and r
represents the 2D geometric displacement of the particle
between times t0 and t0 + Δt. For short lag time Δt relative to the
rotational diffusion timescale (i.e., the ballistic regime20), the
mean-squared displacement was modeled using the expression

〈r2〉 = 4DTΔt + V2Δt2 (3)

where DT represents the particle translational diffusion
coefficient and V represents the drift velocity.20 Only the first
ten points of the experimental MSDs (corresponding to a
maximum lag time of 0.1 s) were fitted in order to extract the
drift velocity using data associated with timescales well below
the characteristic rotational diffusion time.

The translational diffusion coefficients of the active
particles were determined by calculating the MSDs of
particles undergoing diffusive motion (i.e., no fuel present)
in water and in 20 mol% IPA and fitting the MSDs by eqn (3)
with V equal to zero (Fig. S2†). Particle drift velocity was
extracted by fitting the MSDs of particles undergoing active
motion with eqn (3) using the obtained diffusion coefficients
for each solvent condition.

The attenuation of particle drift velocity in the presence of
formate was attributed to the blockage of catalytic active sites
for the hydrogen peroxide fuel decomposition.21 In this
manner, the apparent coverage of the adsorbed formate θ

could be extracted by transforming the attenuation of particle
drift velocity at a given formate concentration (V) relative to
the drift velocity in the absence of formate (V0) as follows:

θ ¼ 1 − V
V0

(4)

The presence of the IPA cosolvent increased the solution
viscosity, changing active particle transport. We therefore
determined the drift velocity of active particles in both water
and 20 mol% IPA. These measurements provided V0 for each
isotherm fit which corrected for changes in viscosity due to
the presence of the cosolvent. Potassium formate can further
perturb the viscosity, however the low salt concentrations
used (≤10 mM) preempted this concern.22
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The apparent coverage in water as a function of
formate concentration was then fitted by a Langmuir
isotherm to extract the affinity K and maximum coverage
θmax terms. We modeled the effect of the solvent on
formate activity using an apparent activity coefficient γ,
defined as unity in the water solvent:

θ ¼ θmax
KγC

1þ KγC
(5)

To quantify the effect of the cosolvent on formate activity,
we first fit the data collected in the water solvent while
holding γ = 1. Next, the obtained affinity was used to
determine the activity coefficient and maximum coverage
for the apparent coverage in 20 mol% IPA.

Results
Transfer hydrogenation reaction study

Batch-wise vinylphenol transfer hydrogenation reactions
utilizing 10, 100, 250, 500, 1000, and 4000 ppm potassium
formate as the hydrogen source were performed in triplicate
in pure water, 10 mol%, and 20 mol% IPA cosolvent mixture
at 75 °C over a 5 wt% Pd/silica catalyst. The reaction mixture
was sampled throughout the reaction to determine the rate
of generation of the transfer hydrogenation product,
ethylphenol (Fig. S3 and S4†). No ring or hydroxyl group
hydrogenation was detected. The potassium formate
concentration was varied to span formate coverages from low
coverage, where increasing the coverage was expected to
increase the reaction rate, to high surface coverage, where
increasing the formate coverage was expected to decrease the
reaction rate. While the substrate coverage also likely played
a role in the reaction, we chose to hold substrate
concentration constant and focus on formate, as the plethora
of organic species relevant to biomass upgrading makes
evaluation of the organic species of limited utility compared
to that of formate. Fig. 1 shows the initial transfer
hydrogenation rate in water and in the alcohol-water
cosolvents, varying the bulk concentration of potassium
formate. The reaction rate exhibited a peak in activity with
respect to formate concentration, indicative of a Langmuir–
Hinshelwood type mechanism. The key observation in this
work is the shift of the peak to lower formate concentration
with increasing amounts of the alcohol cosolvent. Indeed, at
low formate concentration (<1 M), the reaction rate in the
presence of the IPA–water cosolvent was many times greater
than that in water. At higher formate concentrations (>2 M),
however, the reaction in the presence of the alcohol
cosolvents was attenuated relative to that in water.
Interestingly, a downward offset in the observed maximum
reaction rate was apparent for the water case. This may be
due to solvation effects on the transition state unrelated to
reagent coverage, in which the local solvent structure at the
catalyst surface directly affected the transition state.7

We hypothesized that the reaction rate dependence on
the solvent may be explained by an increase in dissolved

formate activity in the presence of the alcohol cosolvent,
indicative of less-favorable solute–solvent interactions. Here,
the addition of an alcohol cosolvent hypothetically results
in a net destabilization of formate in solution, increasing
formate adsorption to the catalyst surface. At low formate
concentration, where the catalyst surface may be sparsely
covered with adsorbed formate, the increase in formate
surface coverage induced by the alcohol cosolvent would
increase the reaction rate. At higher bulk concentrations,
however, an increased formate coverage due to the cosolvent
may have led to excessive blocking of sites, decreasing the
reaction rate. To estimate the formate activity coefficient,
the data were fitted by a Langmuir–Hinshelwood model
previously described in the literature.15 The formate activity
coefficient was defined as 1 in the water solvent, with
addition of 10 and 20 mol% IPA resulting in values of 2.1 ±
0.05 and 3.9 ± 0.1, respectively. Within the model, changes
in the activity coefficient acted to shift the model peak to
the right or left, with increased activity coefficient shifting
the model peak to lower formate concentration. The Hill
coefficient n, indicative of cooperative formate adsorption
for values greater than one and descriptive of model
“steepness”, was estimated at values of 1.9 ± 0.04, 1.8 ±
0.06, and 1.7 ± 0.06 for increasing alcohol concentration,
consistent with previous observation of cooperative
adsorption between surface-bound formates.23,24 The slight
decrease in n with increasing alcohol concentration may
have been due to a decrease in cooperative hydrogen-

Fig. 1 Initial transfer hydrogenation rate over a Pd catalyst with
potassium formate as the hydrogen source. Error bars represent
standard error of triplicate reactions. At low potassium formate
concentration, the reaction in the presence of the alcohol–water
cosolvent exhibited enhanced activity relative to that in pure water,
however at high formate concentration the reaction rate in the
alcohol–water cosolvent was lower than in water. A notable shift in the
optimum formate concentration for a given solvent was observed.
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bonding interactions in response to decreased solvent
polarity.

Though previous studies have demonstrated substantial
solvent effects on the transfer hydrogenation rate,25–27 direct
connections between solvent environment and formate
adsorption had not been experimentally probed. However,
Born–Haber cycles isolating the enthalpic contributions of
solvent to adsorption have substantiated solvent effects on
adsorption due to both solvation and wetting/dewetting
interactions.9,28 To test the hypothesis that the effect of the
cosolvent was to increase the formate coverage, we next
sought to measure adsorption isotherms for formate under
different solvent compositions using self-diffusiophoretic
Janus particles.

Extraction of adsorption isotherms via analysis of active
particle dynamics

Solvents are known to affect the behavior of catalytic
reactions in several ways.29 Therefore, to probe how the
cosolvent specifically affected formate adsorption onto the
catalyst surface, we leveraged a technique recently developed
by our lab to quantify molecular adsorption onto catalytic
surfaces in liquid media via analysis of self-diffusiophoretic
Janus particle dynamics in the presence of an adsorbate.21

The technique relied on inhibition of the reaction driving
particle self-diffusiophoresis by adsorbate occlusion of active
sites. We utilized asymmetric (Janus) particles comprising a
Pt hemisphere and an inert hemisphere that, in the presence
of hydrogen peroxide fuel, generated a local oxygen gradient,
leading to self-diffusiophoretic motion with a characteristic
drift velocity V (Scheme 1a). In the presence of an adsorbate,
e.g., formate, the self-diffusiophoretic motion is inhibited
due to adsorbed formate reducing the number of Pt sites
available for the fuel decomposition reaction16 (Scheme 1b).
As the bulk formate concentration is increased, the Pt surface
eventually becomes saturated with adsorbed formate,
completely inhibiting the self-diffusiophoresis (Scheme 1c).
By measuring the drift velocity at varying formate
concentrations, the apparent formate surface coverage can be
quantified, as described above.

We initially attempted to utilize this technique to
measure adsorption isotherms for formate on Pd based
active particles, however the poor ability of Pd to catalyze
the hydrogen peroxide decomposition reaction ultimately
led to data with substantial experimental uncertainty (Fig.
S5 and S6†). Therefore, we chose Pt as the catalytic metal
for the active particle study. Formate is known to adsorb
similarly onto Pd and Pt surfaces,30 and the effect of the
solvent on molecular adsorption is expected to be similar
across both metals,9 therefore we present the results for
formate adsorption onto a Pt surface in both water and a
20% IPA cosolvent to demonstrate the solvent effect on
adsorption, with the caveat that the two surfaces are not
identical. While extraction of coverage data on the
platinum surface proxy revealed promising quantitative

results, direct comparison of the isotherms to the reaction
conditions was challenging due to the usage of both
different metals (Pt vs. Pd) and temperatures (20 °C vs. 75
°C) between studies. While unlikely to affect the general
trend of increased formate adsorption in the alcohol
cosolvent, these changes are expected to influence the
absolute coverage values. Additionally, the presence of the
formate counterion31–34 and/or the presence of a co-
adsorbed organic species35,36 may contribute to higher
order effects on adsorption/reaction of adsorbed
intermediates via adsorbate–adsorbate interactions or
competitive adsorption.

Scheme 1 (a) Self-diffusiophoretic active particles in the presence
of hydrogen peroxide exhibited a drift velocity V by generation of
an oxygen concentration gradient across the particle surface. (b) At
low bulk formate concentration, occlusion of the Pt surface by
adsorbed formate inhibited generation of the oxygen driving the
self-diffusiophoresis, causing a decrease in particle velocity. (c) At
high bulk formate concentration, the surface was substantially
covered by formate, substantially inhibiting the self-diffusiophoretic
contribution to motion.
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Tuning formate adsorption with cosolvent mixtures

In the absence of hydrogen peroxide, the particles exhibited
diffusive motion characterized by a translational diffusion
coefficient DT. The translational diffusion coefficients of the
particles in both water and 20 mol% IPA were determined
by performing object tracking on videos of particle motion
in the absence of hydrogen peroxide and calculating the
mean-squared displacement (MSD). The MSDs for the
diffusive particles were linear, characteristic of diffusive
motion, with slopes equal to 4DT (Fig. S2†). The
translational diffusion coefficients for particles in water and
in 20 mol% IPA were 0.360 ± 0.002 μm2 s−1 (s.e.m) and
0.170 ± 0.004 μm2 s−1 (s.e.m) (Fig. S2†), respectively, with
lower diffusion coefficient in the presence of the IPA
cosolvent due to the increased viscosity of the solvent.

In the presence of the hydrogen peroxide fuel, the
particles exhibited enhanced transport by self-
diffusiophoresis due to fuel decomposition on the Pt
hemisphere. The additional mobility contributed to the
mean-squared displacement via the drift velocity term and
was visibly observed by an upward curvature to the MSDs in
some cases (Fig. 2a and b). Particle MSDs in the presence of
increasing potassium formate concentration exhibited
suppressed displacement, which was attributed to occlusion
of the active sites for the fuel decomposition reaction by
adsorbed formate. The extracted diffusion coefficients were
used to fit eqn (3) to the MSDs of particles in the presence of
hydrogen peroxide to extract the drift velocity at varying
potassium formate concentration. This procedure enabled
isolation of particle motion due to self-diffusiophoresis from
background thermal motion. The attenuation of the drift

velocity in increasing formate concentration was converted to
an apparent coverage, and the apparent coverages were fitted
to linearized forms of the Langmuir isotherm to extract the
affinity K, maximum coverage θmax, and formate activity
coefficient γ (Fig. S7†).

Extraction of the adsorption parameters from the
linearized isotherms revealed a substantial solvent effect on
formate adsorption to the Pt surface (Fig. 2c and S7†). In the
presence of water as the solvent, formate exhibited an affinity
of 22.7 ± 2.1 mM−1 and maximum coverage of 0.87 ± 0.005,
with activity coefficient defined as 1. Within the 20 mol% IPA
cosolvent mixture, formate exhibited a marked increase in
adsorption relative to that in pure water, with increases in
both activity coefficient and maximum coverage to 2.31 ±
0.17 and 0.99 ± 0.02. This increased activity was realized
within the transfer hydrogenation reaction as an increase in
formate coverage on the catalyst surface. For example, at 0.1
mM formate in water the formate surface coverage on the Pt
surface was ∼55%, while in 20% IPA the coverage at 0.1 mM
was increased to ∼80%, showing that changing the solvent
from pure water to 20% IPA had the same effect on surface
coverage as increasing the formate concentration by 10×. The
implications are clear for design of bimolecular catalytic
systems, in which both reagents should occupy the surface in
similar proportion. The fitted values for maximum apparent
coverage trended with formate activity. While maximum
coverage was expected to go to 100% at sufficiently high
formate concentrations, the presence of multiple site
populations with differing binding affinity for formate could
explain an apparent saturation at lower concentrations for
the pure water solvent. This result is consistent with our
previous active particle measurements of adsorption

Fig. 2 Representative short time mean-squared displacements of Pt active particles in 6% hydrogen peroxide and varying concentration of
potassium formate in (a) water and (b) a 20 mol% isopropyl alcohol/water solvent mixture. Experimental uncertainty (s.e.m) is on the order of the
symbol size. (c) Extracted apparent coverages for formate onto platinum in water (blue circles) and 20 mol% isopropyl alcohol (green squares) with
fitted Langmuir isotherms. Error bars represent propagated standard error.
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isotherms: that is, we have observed that the fitted values for
maximum coverage saturate at coverages below unity for all
but the strongest binding adsorbates.21

Discussion

When considering the thermodynamics of liquid phase
adsorption, the interactions between each species must be
considered, including solvent–solute, (co)solvent–surface,
and solute–surface interactions, as well as other non-
idealities.37 Efforts to isolate the effect of solvent–solute
interaction strength on solute adsorption enthalpy indicate
that the solvent–solute interaction often contributes
substantially to the adsorption enthalpy.28 The solvent–solute
interaction is therefore expected to play a dominant role in
the measured differences in formate activity between the
water and the alcohol–water cosolvent, as the hydrogen bond
acceptor nature of the formate molecule enables strong
interactions with polar solvents. Here, stronger solvent
interactions between formate and water molecules serve to
decrease activity relative to an organic solvent. A simplistic
interpretation of the results suggests that the adsorption may
be tuned based on solubility rules, given the cosolvent does
not bind to the catalyst surface so strongly that it inhibits
adsorption. Screening experiments with IPA suggested this
was the case, as indicated by a weak response in drift velocity
to IPA mole fraction (Fig. S8†). As the alcohol content was
increased, the solubility of formate decreased, likely due to
decreased strength of interactions between formate and the
solvent (water being a stronger hydrogen bond donor than an
alcohol). This caused the activity of the solvated formate to
increase, as indicated by increased formate adsorption from
alcohol–water mixtures. Presumably, further addition of IPA
would monotonically increase dissolved formate activity and
therefore formate adsorption. It must be noted that addition
of IPA would also be expected to decrease the activity of the
organic reactant in solution, decreasing its coverage. That
effect was not explored here, in large part due to the difficulty
of experimentally measuring changes in organic coverage,
but future efforts could aim to fine-tune reactivity by
considering such effects.

While tuning solvent composition to control the transfer
hydrogenation reaction rate is certainly desirable, real
biomass degradation processes generate many compounds
that are sparingly soluble in aqueous media. This
necessitates usage of a solvent that solubilizes both the
biomass derivates and the hydrogen source for transfer
hydrogenation reactions, placing a constraint on the solvent
design space. As water and alcohols are typically used as (co)
solvents in biomass degradation,38,39 addition of high
concentrations of a formate hydrogen source could result in
transfer hydrogenation reactions unexpectedly limited by the
competitive adsorption of formate and other species due to
increased adsorption due to the nature of the solvent.
Therefore, approaches considering the solvent effect on
formate surface coverage could be implemented to recover

high activity, for example, by semi-batch addition of the
hydrogen donor to the reaction.

The transfer hydrogenation reaction study and self-
diffusiophoretic Janus particle measurement of liquid phase
adsorption isotherms provide evidence that the adsorption of
formate, and by extension, the transfer hydrogenation
reaction, may be tuned by the addition of an alcohol
cosolvent. At low formate concentration, the cosolvent can
serve to increase the reaction rate by increasing formate
adsorption, yet at higher concentrations the presence of
alcohol cosolvents can inhibit the reaction by saturating the
surface with formate, thereby preventing adsorption of any
substrate to be hydrogenated. As water–alcohol mixtures are
commonly used in the hydrothermal liquefaction of
lignocellulose, the results directly inform efforts to upgrade
raw bio-oil via transfer hydrogenation with formates.

Conclusions

We report a combined study demonstrating the ability of
alcohol–water cosolvent mixtures to “tune” a Pd-catalyzed
transfer hydrogenation reaction utilizing formate as the
hydrogen source. Addition of alcohol cosolvent resulted in a
shift of the maximum reaction rate to lower formate
concentration. The changes in reaction rate were attributed
to cosolvent tuning of formate adsorption onto the surface by
increasing the dissolved formate activity. Quantitative
measurement of formate adsorption onto Pt in pure water
and a 20 mol% isopropyl alcohol cosolvent mixture showed a
substantial increase in formate adsorption upon addition of
the alcohol cosolvent. The findings provide a framework for
solvent selection in transfer hydrogenation reactions and
more broadly point to a strategy for tuning the solute
adsorption in liquid phase catalytic reactions by the rational
design of cosolvent mixtures.
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