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Nitrogen containing compounds like amides and arnines strongly inhibit the photocatalysed
reactions of alcohols on zinc oxide. The amides form stable surface complexes with zinc oxide
which may be responsible for the inactivation while the amines trap the free radicals responsible
for the propagation of the reaction. Based on these observations it is proposed that there are two
distinct processes in the photocatalysed reactions; the heterogeneous process, taking place on the
surface of the catalyst, which initiates the reaction and the homogeneous process which propagates
the reaction. A mechanism consistent with the observations is proposed and discussed.

THE mechanism of photocatalysed reactions
of alcohols on oxide catalysts has not been
extensively investigated. It is known that

the dehydrogenation of isopropanol on irradiated
zinc oxide proceeds through free radicals-->,
Detailed studies on this system revealed that
oxygen is essential for the process". The reaction
rate was enhanced by increase in polarity of the
solvent". However, the reaction is found to proceed
very slowly in solvents like Iorrnamide in spit~ of
their higher dielectric constants. ~ence a detailed
investigation of the effect of vanous amides and
other nitrogen containing compounds like amin es
on the photocatalysed reactions is under taken
employing the phot odehydrogenat ion of benzyl
alcohol as t he test reaction. Results are presented
in terms of the hydrogen peroxide formed in
presence of various nitrogen containing com-
pounds. The present work is chiefly concerned
with the production of H202 from hydrogen con-
taining compounds because of its importance as a
possible means of storing solar energy in the form
of chemical energy'.

Materials and Methods
A Hanovia high p.essur e quartz mercury arc was

used as the :ight sou.ce. Rrdiations above 3800
A are not absorbed by Z:10 as is revealed by its
reflectance spectrum. The lamp is mounted hori-
zontally above a mech inical shaker and provided
with an aluminium foil sh ide to reflect the light
downwards. The intensity of the lamp was
measured by b sn zophenon e-benzhydrol actinometry"
and found to be 2·5 X 10-6 einst eins litre-1 sec'".
The reaction vessel consisted of a pyrex tube with
an opening for introducing th? solids and l~'quids
and a small side tube for bubbling gases. ThIS was
provided with an outer jacket tl~rough which water
at the desired temperature was CIrculated. Catalyst
(0·35 g), observed to be the critical amount, and
the liquid (30 ml) under investigation were taken
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in the reaction vessel which was then clamped to
the platform of the mechanical shaker and shaken
throughout the experiments. Samples were re-
moved from the tube at various intervals and
analysed. HZ02 was estimated by iodometry-.
Other products have been identified as benzaldehyde
and toluene by gas chromatography.
All the chemicals were purified by standard

methods. The puriey was confirmed by gas chroma-
tography in the case of liquids and by melting points
in the case of solids.
Infrared spectra were recorded either in thin

films in the case of liquid or in KBr matrix in the
case of solids on a Perkin-Elmer 257 spectrometer.

Results and Discussion

The reactions of benzyl alcohol on a zinc oxide
catalyst irradiated at 3650 A were carried out in
acetonitrile solvent. The reaction does not proceed
when the sample is irradiated in the absence
of oxygen and also when treated with oxygen in
the absence of irradiation, suggesting that both
light and oxygen are essential for the reactions-".
Under idel~tical conditions of irradiation and oxygen
concentration the reaction is very slow in an amide
solvent. A few observations were made with the
ami des present in the system as another solute.
The effect of various concentrations of formarnide
On the reaction is shown in Fig. 1. It is seen that
the rate of formation of H202 is not affected by
formamide. at lower concentrations « 0·2M). At
concentrations of the amide> O'5M the inhibition
reaches a. limiting value. Substitution of hydrogen
~n the nitrogen atom by electron releasing groups
~lke. -:-.CH3' --:-C2H5, etc:, enhances the efficiency of
inhibition while groups hke-C6H5 which are electron
withdrawing lower the efficiency. The effect of
hydrogen attached to the carbon on the inhibition
\~as also studied .. Aceta~ide is slightly more effec-
tive than formamids while benzamide and urea do
not have any significant effect. A comparative
study of the effect of various amides On the reactions
of benzyl alcohol is given in Fig. 2.
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Fig. 1 - Effect of Iormamide on the photoreaction of benzyl
alcohol on ZnO
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Fig. 2 - Effect of different amides on the photoreaction of
benzyl alcohol on ZnO

This inhibition by amide can be due to its effect
either on the process at the surface of zinc oxide
or on that in the homogeneous liquid phase. To
see which of these possibilities is more likely a few
observations were made with samples of zinc oxide
which were soaked in the amides, irradiated, filtered
and then used for the reactions. If the amides are
affecting the surface activity of the catalyst the
rate of reaction would be expected to be less in this
case. The results presented in Fig. 3 suggest that
the pretreated catalyst is less active than the fresh
sample. It is also not just the removal of adsorbed
oxygen since this sample of zinc oxide could not
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Fig. 3 - EfIec.t of preirradiation of ZnO in the presence of
arnides on the photocatalytic activity

TABI.E 1- C=O STRETCHING VIBRATIONS IN VARIOUS AMIDES
IN THE PuRE STATE AND OF A ZINC OXIDE SAMPLE

IRRADIATED IN THE PRESE"CE OF AMIDES

Amide Pure
amide
(crrr ')

Amide
over ZnO

(irradiated)
(crrr")

1610
1585
1620
1660
1670
1670

Formamide
N ,N -Dimeth ylformamide
N ,N-Diethylformamide
Acetamide
Benzamide
N ,N -Diphen y !formam j de

1650
1645
1660
1690
1670
1670

regain its original activity even on treatment with
oxygen at 100e for 1 hr. This shows conclusively
that due to the irradiation of zinc oxide in contact
with the ami des a permanent charge is brought
about in the zinc oxide.

Infrared spectra of zinc oxide samples, which
were irradia ted in the presence of amides showed
that the amides remain strongly adsorbed on the
zinc oxide s.urfac~.. When compared with the spectra
of pure amides, It IS seen that except in the case of
urea, benzamide and N,N-diphenylformamide the
vC=O is lower for the amides adsorbed on the surface
(Table 1). Other frequencies are all identical for
the pure as well as the adsorbed arnides. This shows
that the amides form complexes with zinc oxide
through the oxygen of C=O. On irradiation of
zinc oxide some of the electrons are promoted from
the valence band to the conduction band and are
taken up ~y th~ adsorbed oxygen resulting in 0;;.
Now the ZInC oxide IS left electron deficient and the
amides get strongly adsorbed or bonded by donating
electrons through the oxygen.

The spectrum of zinc oxide sr mple irradiated in
the presence of urea shows that urea does not get
adsorbed at all. But other arnides even without
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irradiation get weakly adsorbed. If the ZnO samples
are not irradiated in contact with the amides the
spectral bands disappear completely on washing
the ZnO with the solvent while this is not the case
with the irradiated samples. The inability of benz-
amide and urea to form complexes and their
inefficiency to inhibit the reaction concerned, suggest
a correlation between the two processes. The
efficiency of each amide as an inhibitor can be seen
from the data in Table 2.

The effect of dielectric constant of the medium
on the inhibition by amides was tested by carrying
out reactions in a nonpolar solvent like cyclohexane.
The results are plotted in Fig. 4. Previous studiess
have shown that the amount of H202 formed in
cyclohexane increases and then decreases and again
increases with time of irradiation. This oscillation
in the concentration of H20! is there even in the
presence of amides, hut to a lesser extent. (The role
of inhibitors on the phenomenon of oscillation will be
dealt with in detail in a separate paper.) However,
the extent of inhibition is less compared to that in
acetonitrile. This supports the suggestion that the in-
hibition involves a polar intermediate or the transfer
of electrons since a polar solvent enhances the process.

Infrared studies of nitrogenous residues by
Markham et at.7,S revealed that formamide in water,
when irradiated over zinc oxide, gives rise to a
cyanate species which remains strongly adsorbed
on the surface and causes the inhibition. In the
studies reported here, with acetonitrile as ~he
solvent, all the bands characteristic of the amide
under consideration were present on the zinc oxide
even after irradiation, except the shift in "C=O.
Hence it is the amide itself by forming a complex
with zinc oxide and not any species formed fro!ll
it that is responsible for the observed inhibition in
acetonitrile. The arnides exclude the alcohol mole-
cules from interacting with most of the zinc oxide
surface. A part of the surface may still be left
behind unoccupied by the amide, 8.5 is evident .fr~m
the low but significant rate of reaction even m Its
prese nce. This is further confirmed by the obser-
vations presented in Fig. 5 which show the effect
of addition of arnides to the system during the cou.rse
of the reaction. It is expected that the reaction
should change to a lower rate of conversion from the
point of addition since the arnides should be capable

TABLE 2 - AMOUNT OF H202 FORMED AT THE END OF
4 HOURS OF IRRADIATION IN THE PRESEKCE OF

VARIOUS AMIDES

(Weight of ZnO=0·35 g; solvent: CH3CN; .temp.: 280
;

vol. of solution: 30 ml; concentration of the amide: 0·5M)

Amide Amount
of H20.
formed
(mmole
litre-')
13·5
13·2
14·0
11·5
g·i
g·O
ss

Nil
N .N-Diphenylformamide
Urea
Benzamide
Formarnide
Acetamide
N ,N-Diethylformamide

of displacing the alcohol from the surface. The
experimental findings also agree with this assumption.

The donation of electrons by the amides and hence
the complex formation will be facilitated by the
presence of electron releasing groups either on the
nitrogen or on the C of the C=O. This will explain
the high inhibiting efficiency of diethylforms.mide. In
this case the complex formed maybe of the type (I).

CH.CHa

+/
H-C=N

6 ""CHlCHs
I

Zn ..... O
I

Catalyst :0.359

12
SoIvpnt:C;;HI2

T"",,:28(:

c

~~
I 4

o No amide

• ()'5M tlCONH2

o 0·1101CH3CONH2
• 0·5'" HCONH2

()'1'" HCONEI2
0L---~2----~4~---76----~S----~D~--~12~---14L-J

TimP(h.1

Fig. 4 - Effect of different amides on the photoreactio n of
benzyl alcohol in the presence of cyclohexane
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i
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8-
i
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Fig. 5 - Effect of the addition of different amides during the
course of the photoreaction of benzyl alcohol (addition after 2 hr)

877



INDIAN J. CHEM., VOL. 15A, OCTOBER 1977

Due to steric factors, one molecule of the amide
itself may make many active sites on zinc oxide in-
accessible to the alcohol. However, in benzamide and
N,N-diphenylformamide, due to structural factors,
the electrons are not that easily available for coordi-
nation with the catalyst and hence its inefficiency.

To see whether the inhibition is characteristic
of all nitrogenous compounds or of only those con-
taining -C=O groups a few observations were
made in the presence of amines, The results ob-
tained in the presence of various amines, in aceto-
nitrile are plotted in Fig. 6. The amount of HaOa
formed in the presence of 3,S-ditertiarybutyl-4-
methylphenol (DMP) is also plotted. The very
much lower rate in the presence of this well known
free radical inhibitor shows that the reaction
proceeds through free radicals. The ~ffect of a~l
the amines remain the same irrespective of their
structure suggesting that the mechanism of inhibition
is similar. Diphenylamine (DPA) which is one of
the inhibitors used here is a well known inhibitor
for heterogeneously initiated liquid phase oxidation
of hydrocarbons" which proceed through free
radicals. Hence the inhibition by all the amines
may be by quenching .the free radicals that ~re res-
ponsible for the reaction and not by affecting the
activity of zinc oxide. This is confirmed by the
observation that zinc oxide samples irradiated with
the amines, filtered and then used for the reaction
are as active as pure zinc oxide. Amines have been
reported to act as poisons on oxide surfacesw.
But from infrared spectral data it is seen
that the amines fail to get adsorbed on zinc oxide,
in the presence of the alcohol (the spectra were iden-
tical for the zinc oxide samples irradiated with and
without the amines) and hence the inhibition is due
neither to the poisoning of the 'surface nor to any
complex formation. T~ble 3 s~mmarizes the results
in the presence of vanous ammes.

COIOlysl:O 35g

• '101 ~H2OH.01M ;NH2
H

\101 ~H2OH.0 1M .N(
~H3

1M .C"20ri+01M ,N(H

1M .c~20H.C 1M OMP

So!vOnl:CH3N

Tf"rrl~.:2e·Cc

•

c

Ti,.,..,(hr)

Fig. 6 - Effect of different amines and 3,5-di-t-butyl-4-
methylphenol (DMP) on the photoreaction of benzyl alcohol

on ZnO
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TABLE 3 - AMOUNT OF H202 FORMED AT THE END OF
4 HOURS OF IRRADL~TION IN THE PRESENCE OF

VARIOUS AMINES

(Weight of ZnO=0·35 g; solvent: CH3CN; temp.: 28°;
vol. of solution: 30 ml; concentration of the amine: O'1M)

Amine Amount
of H20.
(mrnole
Iitre <)

Nil
Aniline
N -Methvlaniline
Diphenylamine

13-5
6·5
6·1
6·1

However, higher concentrations of these amines
could not be used, since they themselves undergo
photoreaction to give different products. For
example, aniline gives azobenzene (detected spectre-
photometrically) while N,N-dimethylaniline (not
used here because of its high reactivity) gives
crystal violet.

In order to investigate the effect of dielectric
constant of the medium on the nature as well as the
extent of inhibition by the amines a few experiments
were carried out in a nonpolar solvent like cyclo-
hexane. The extent of inhibition by all the amines
is more or less the same (Fig. 7). But DMP which
was a more efficient inhibitor than the arnines in
acetonitrile is only as effective as the latter in
cyclohexane. The oscillation in the concentration
of HaOa is also suppressed by the arnines, This
might be due to the fact that the amount of HaOa
formed in the presence of amines is much less than
the optimum concentration required for the oscilla-
tion-". Also the extent of inhibition is not much
different in the two solvents and hence it is unlikely
that it is a process involving transfer of electrons
or charged species.

Catoly 51 0.359

Solvonl Cycloh •• OM

12

0 1M ~CH2OH
-2

• 1M .CH20H+ 2.10 101 OMP

-2
0 1M ¢CH2OH+ 2.10 M OPA

-2• 1M ~H2OH. 2.10 M ;NH2

4 8 10 12 1"

Fig. 7 - Effect of different amines and D;\IP on the photo-
reaction of benzyl alcohol on ZnO in cyclohexane



Surface reaction
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3()5 nm
ZnO----->-( ZnO)+ +e
02(ads) +e------+O;; (ads)
RH(ads)+O; (ads)--+R (ads) +HO; (ads)
J<'(ads)-_ aldehyde or ketone-iH. (ads)
H·(ads)+H02(ads)--... H,02+e
(ZnO)++e------+ ZnO

(RH=alcohol)

... (1)

... (2)

... (3)

... (4)

... (5)

... (6)

If omogeneous reaction.

H· +02 (in solution)------r HO.
HO;+HO;--... H,O,+O,
R +HO;---+ aldehyde or ketone-t-H20.
R+02--...RO;
RO;+RH--...R02H+R·
RO,H--...aldehyde or ketone+H,02

Scheme 1

. .. (7)

... (8)

... (9)
... (10)
... (11)
... (12)

In the light of these observations a mechanism,
shown in Scheme 1 can be proposed for the photo-
catalyseI reactions of alcohols on zinc oxide.

Adsorbed oxygen may be responsible for the
surface processes, which is the initiating step, while
dissolved oxygen is responsible for the propagation
of the reaction. The observation that in deaerated
solutions as well as on zinc oxide deprived of any
adsorbed oxygen, the reaction is very slow" confirms
the necessity of both types of oxygen species.

The ami des inhibit the reaction by interacting
with the catalyst surface and thus the initiation
reaction which is exclusively heterogeneous in nature
is suppressed. The small extent of reaction may
be either due to the incomplete coverage of the zinc
oxide surface by the arnides or due to the low
efficiency of the zinc oxide-amide complex as a
photocatalyst. The amines probably interact with
the radicals in the homogeneous phase either produc-
ing undesired products or changing the course of the
reaction. For example, in the presence of aniline the
reaction may proceed as shown in Scheme 2,

R +C.HsNH.--...RH +COH5NH
C.HsNH +C.H5NH--...C•HfiNHNHC.Hs
C.H5NHNHC.Hs---+C6H.N =NC.Hs +H,

Scheme 2

... (13)

... (14)

... (15)

resulting in azobenzene and not the aldehyde from
the alcohol as expected.

The results for the formation of H202 in the pre-
sence of arnides, amines and a combination of the
two are given in Table 4.

TABLE 4 - AMOUNT OF H202 FORMED AT THE END OF
4 HOURS OF IRRADIATION IN THE PRESENCE OF ANILINE.
N.N-DIETHYLFORMAMIDE AND A COMBINATION OF THE Two

(Weight of ZnO=0·35 g; solvent: CH3CN; temp. 28°C;
vol. of solution: 30 ml)

Nitrogen containing compound Amount
of H,02
(mmole
litre-1)

Nil
N,N-Diethylformamide (DEF) (0·5M)
Aniline (O'IM)
DEF (0'5M)+Aniline (0'1M)

13-5
3·8
6·5
0·5

The suggestion that the ami des and the arnines
act as inhibitors by influencing two different
processes is further supported by the observation
that a mixture of N,N-cliethylformamide and aniline
could inbibit the reaction almost completely, which
either of them could not do independently.
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