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Abstract: The anionic polymerization of styrene and 1,3-butadiene in the presence of phosphazene
bases (t-BuP4, t-BuP2 and t-BuP1), in benzene at room temperature, was studied. When t-BuP1 was
used, the polymerization proceeded in a controlled manner, whereas the obtained homopolymers
exhibited the desired molecular weights and narrow polydispersity (Ð < 1.05). In the case of
t-BuP2, homopolymers with higher than the theoretical molecular weights and relatively low
polydispersity were obtained. On the other hand, in the presence of t-BuP4, the polymerization of
styrene was uncontrolled due to the high reactivity of the formed carbanion. The kinetic studies
from the polymerization of both monomers showed that the reaction rate follows the order of
[t-BuP4]/[sec-BuLi] >>> [t-BuP2]/[sec-BuLi] >> [t-BuP1]/[sec-BuLi] > sec-BuLi. Furthermore, the
addition of t-BuP2 and t-BuP1 prior the polymerization of 1,3-butadiene allowed the synthesis of
polybutadiene with a high 1,2-microstructure (~45 wt %), due to the delocalization of the negative
charge. Finally, the one pot synthesis of well-defined polyester-based copolymers [PS-b-PCL and
PS-b-PLLA, PS: Polystyrene, PCL: Poly(ε-caprolactone) and PLLA: Poly(L-lactide)], with predictable
molecular weights and a narrow molecular weight distribution (Ð < 1.2), was achieved by sequential
copolymerization in the presence of t-BuP2 and t-BuP1.

Keywords: anionic polymerization; phosphazene superbases; high vacuum technique; kinetic study;
block copolymers

1. Introduction

Anionic polymerization has been known for more than sixty years. An early report on anionic
polymerization is traced back in the late 1920s by Ziegler and Bähr [1], but the first clear evidence
for “living” anionic polymerization was reported by Michael Szwarc in the 1950s [2]. Since its
discovery, it has emerged as the most powerful synthetic tool for the preparation of well-defined
polymers with a narrow molecular weight distribution and controlled molecular characteristics
(molecular weight, composition, microstructure and architecture) [3–5]. The polymerization proceeds
via organometallic sites, carbanions (or oxanions) with metallic counterions. The most widely used
initiators are organolithiums, soluble in organic solvents [6]. The ability of anionic polymerization
to form well-defined macromolecules is mainly due, under appropriate conditions, to the absence of
termination and chain transfer reactions [7,8].

Anionic ring opening polymerization (AROP) proceeds in the same manner but necessitates the
use of catalysts in order to form nucleophilic species [9,10]. The most common initiators used for
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AROP are alkali metal derivatives such as hydrides, alkyls, aryls and mainly alkoxides of sodium,
potassium and lithium [11]. Furthermore, the use of cryptands or crown ethers as catalysts has been
reported [12], mainly for the AROP of heterocyclic monomers such as ethylene oxide, cyclosiloxanes,
lactones etc. [13–16], but also for the anionic polymerization of styrene, butadiene, isoprene and methyl
methacrylate [17–20]. These compounds form exceptionally stable cation inclusion complexes, in which
the cation is completely surrounded by the ligand and hidden inside the molecular cavity. This leads
to a high increase of the interionic distance in the ion pairs, resulting in higher polymerization rates,
due to the suppression of the association between ion pairs in non-polar media [21]. Additionally,
when the polymerization of dienes in non-polar solvent was performed in the presence of cryptands,
high reaction rates were observed alongside with high vinyl content (up to 75%) [17,18].

In addition to cryptates or crown–ether complexes, phosphazene superbases (PBs), a category of
neutral Brönsted bases [22–24], have been extensively used as effective organic catalysts for the
polymerization of several type of monomers, including epoxides [25–28], cyclosiloxanes [29,30],
cyclic esters [31–34], cyclic carbonates [35]. The main feature of these non-nucleophilic bases is
their high basicity (26 < pKa < 43 in acetonitrile) (Scheme 1). There is an increase in basicity with
an increased number of P atoms (P1 to P4), due to a rise of the delocalization of the charge on the
conjugated phosphazenium cation [21]. Generally, phosphazene bases improve the nucleophilicity
of the initiator/chain-end significantly by complexation with the counterion (e.g., proton or lithium
cation), resulting in a rapid and controlled anionic polymerization [36]. Moreover, phosphazene
bases are commercially available, chemically and thermally stable and soluble in non-polar and polar
solvents [hexane, toluene and tetrahydrofuran (THF)] [22]. Phosphazene bases should be wisely chosen
for each class of cyclic monomers in order to achieve the best compromise between polymerization
rate and control. For instance, t-BuP4 is suitable for the polymerization of epoxides but leads to chain
transfer reactions in the case of cyclic esters [37–39]. On the other hand the relatively mild ones (t-BuP1

and t-BuP2) provide better control in the polymerization of latter monomers [40].
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Scheme 1. Chemical structures of the phosphazene bases t-BuP1, t-BuP2 and t-BuP4. The values in the
parentheses indicate the pKa in acetonitrile.

To the best of our knowledge there are only two works reporting the use of organolithium
compounds in combination with t-BuP4. Specifically, Möller et al. described the synthesis of
poly(ethylene oxide) (PEO) utilizing sec-BuLi and t-BuP4 [41], while Förster et al. reported the in
situ formation of sec-Bu−[(t-BuP4)Li+] complex in polar solvent, which served as the initiator for the
synthesis of PB-b-PEO and PI-b-PEO [PB: polybutadiene and PI: polyisoprene] block copolymers [42].
Thus, in this work, we aim at expanding the scope of using phosphazene bases as organic catalysts
through the investigation of the anionic polymerization of styrene and 1,3-butadiene in non-polar
solvent via high vacuum techniques. Kinetic studies were conducted in the presence of t-BuP1,
t-BuP2 and t-BuP4, using sec-BuLi as the initiator and benzene as the solvent. Furthermore,
polyester-based copolymers [PS-b-PCL and PS-b-PLLA, PS: Polystyrene, PCL: Poly(ε-caprolactone)
and PLLA: Poly(L-lactide)] were successfully synthesized through a one-pot methodology, combining
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anionic polymerization, phosphazene bases and ring-opening polymerization (ROP), leading to
well-defined block copolymers with controlled molecular characteristics.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Chemicals

1-tert-butyl-4,4,4-tris(dimethylamino)-2,2-bis[tris(dimethylamino)phosphoranyli-denamino]-2λ5,
4λ5-catenadi-(phosphazene) (t-BuP4, 0.8 M in hexane, Sigma-Aldrich, Al-Khobar, Saudi Arabia),
1-tert-butyl-2,2,4,4,4-pentakis(dimethylamino)-2λ5,4λ5-catenadi-(phosphazene) (t-BuP2, 2.0 M in THF,
Sigma-Aldrich) and tert-butylimino-tris(dimethylamino)phosphorane (t-BuP1, Sigma-Aldrich, 97%)
were used as received. sec-Butyllithium (1.4 M in cyclohexane, Sigma-Aldrich) was diluted to the
appropriate concentration in purified benzene, in a specific glass apparatus under high vacuum.
Styrene (Sigma-Aldrich, 99%) was purified via consecutive distillations over CaH2 (Sigma-Aldrich,
95%) and dibutyl-magnesium (1 M in heptane, Sigma-Aldrich) and stored in pre-calibrated ampoules.
1,3-Butadiene (Sigma-Aldrich, 99%) was purified via consecutive distillations over n-BuLi, at −10 ◦C
using ice/salt bath, prior addition to the polymerization reactor. Benzene and toluene (Sigma-Aldrich,
99.8%) were purified via distillation from CaH2 and stored in glass cylinders, under high vacuum.
Ethylene oxide (Sigma-Aldrich, 99.5%) was used as the terminating agent and was purified by
consecutive distillations over CaH2 and n-BuLi at 0 ◦C, with prior dilution to the appropriate
concentration in purified benzene. ε-Caprolactone (Sigma-Aldrich, 97%) was dried over CaH2

twice and distilled under high vacuum. L-Lactide (Sigma-Aldrich, 98%) was recrystallized from
ethyl acetate, dried under high vacuum overnight and finally dissolved in purified THF, prior the
polymerization. Acetic acid (Sigma-Aldrich, 99.8%) (terminating agent) was stored under high
vacuum and used as received.

2.2. Instrumentation

The number average molecular weight (Mn) and the polydispersity index (Ð) were determined
via size exclusion chromatography (SEC) equipped with an isocratic pump, Styragel HR2 and HR4
columns in series (300 mm × 8 mm), a refractive index detector and THF as the eluent, at a flow
rate of 1 mL/min, at 30 ◦C. The calibration was performed using polystyrene standards (Mp: 370 to
4,220,000 g/mol). Proton nuclear magnetic resonance (1H-NMR) spectroscopy measurements were
carried out using CDCl3 (Sigma-Aldrich, 99.6%) on a Brücker AV-500 spectrometer. The obtained
spectra were used to calculate the monomer conversion as well as the microstructure of the synthesized
polybutadiene after integration of the corresponding chemical shifts.

2.3. Homopolymerization of Styrene and 1,3-Butadiene in the Presence of Phosphazene Bases (t-BuP4,
t-BuP2, t-BuP1)

All polymerizations were anionic and carried out via high vacuum techniques, using custom-made
glass reactors, equipped with break-seals for the addition of reagents and constrictions for the removal
of aliquots [6]. A typical procedure is as follows (Table 1, Entry 2). 0.0215 mL (0.0302 mmol) of sec-BuLi
was added to 50 mL of benzene. Then, 0.0151 mL (0.0302 mmol) of t-BuP2 was added and the solution
was left under vigorous stirring for 1 h, at 25 ◦C. Afterwards, 0.82 mL of styrene was added and the
reaction left to proceed at room temperature. At time intervals of 30 min, 1 h, 2 h, 4 h, 6 h and 8 h small
aliquots were withdrawn from the solution in order to determine the conversion (1H-NMR) as well
as the molecular weight and the polydispersity (SEC). Finally, the reaction was quenched by adding
acetic acid and the solution precipitated in an excess of methanol. Conversion(PS) = 100% after 2 h,
theoretical number-average molecular weight of PS (Mn, theoretical in Table 1, calculated from the
feed ratio of monomer to initiator equal to 25,000 g/mol, number-average molecular weight of PS
calculated by SEC Mn,SEC = 72,000 g/mol, Ð = 1.19. The same synthetic protocol was followed using
t-BuP4 and t-BuP1 for the polymerization of styrene, as well as for the polymerization of 1,3-butadiene
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Sequential copolymerization of ε-caprolactone and L-lactide from the “living” PS using
phosphazene bases (t-BuP2, t-BuP1).

A typical procedure is as follows. The “living” PS with a number-average molecular weight
equal to 16,500 g/mol (Table 1, Entry 4) was synthesized in a similar way as described above, using
0.0302 mmol sec-BuLi, 0.0302 mmol of t-BuP1 and 0.5 mL of styrene. After 12 h of polymerization at
25 ◦C, the living carbanion was end-capped with 2–3 monomeric units of ethylene oxide, the benzene
was removed under high vacuum and freshly distilled toluene was added. Then, 0.45 g of L-lactide
was added and the polymerization left to proceed at room temperature. After 50 h the polymerization
quenched by adding acetic acid and the mixture precipitated in an excess of methanol (Table 2, Entry 7).
The white powder was collected and dried in a vacuum oven for two days. Conversion(LLA) = 75%
after 50 h, Mn,PS = 16,500 g/mol, Mn,PLLA = 11,500 g/mol. The same synthetic protocol was followed
for the polymerization of ε-caprolactone.

3. Results and Discussion

The polymerization of styrene and 1,3-butadiene was performed in benzene, at a constant
temperature of 25 ◦C, using one or 0.5 equivalent of the corresponding phosphazene superbases
(t-BuP4, t-BuP2 and t-BuP1) with respect to the alkyllithium initiator (sec-BuLi). Two additional
experiments were designed in the absence of phosphazene base, for comparison reasons. The molecular
characteristics of the synthesized homopolymers, as well as the experimental conditions followed
during the polymerization, are listed in Table 1.

Table 1. Anionic polymerization of styrene and 1,3-butadiene in the presence of phosphazene bases.

Entry Monomer Phosphazene
Base (PB) PB/sec-BuLi a Time

(h)
Conv. b

(%)
Mn Targeted c

(g/mol)
Mn SEC d

(g/mol) Ð d

1 Styrene t-BuP4 1:1 0.3 71.4 25,000 297,000 1.9
2 Styrene t-BuP2 1:1 2 100 25,000 72,000 1.19
3 Styrene t-BuP2 0.5:1 4 100 25,000 55,000 1.16
4 Styrene t-BuP1 1:1 4 100 15,000 16,500 1.04
5 Styrene t-BuP1 0.5:1 6 100 15,000 17,500 1.03
6 Styrene – – 6 100 15,000 15,800 1.02
7 Butadiene t-BuP2 1:1 8 100 15,000 51,000 1.17
8 Butadiene t-BuP1 1:1 12 100 8000 9300 1.03
9 Butadiene – – 16 100 10,000 11,300 1.02
a Molar ratio of sec-BuLi and phosphazene base; b Conversion determined by 1H-NMR analysis; c Targeted
number-average molecular weight calculated based on the feed ratio of monomer and initiator; d Number-average
molecular weight calculated by SEC, using THF as solvent, calibrated with polystyrene standards.

One experiment (Table 1, Entry 1) was performed using [t-BuP4]/[sec-BuLi] in a molar ratio 1:1.
In this case, high molecular weight (297,000 g/mol) with high polydispersity (Ð > 1.9) (Figure S1)
was obtained in 20 min, suggesting that the basicity of t-BuP4 (pKa, ACN = 42.6) leads to fast but
uncontrollable polymerization of styrene (Figure 1, Black line). The big radius of the phosphazeniun
lithium cation (~5 Å) [43,44] increases the interionic distance from the propagating anionic sites,
generating extremely reactive carbanions, due to the delocalization of the positive charge over
17 positions in t-BuP4. We assume that during the polymerization either two active populations
(aggregated non-active and active initiating species) coexist or the active species partially deactivated
by the t-BuP4 and thus the produced polymers exhibit extremely high molecular weight and broad
polydispersity. As a consequence, the viscosity of the solution was raised rapidly within 20 min,
rendering the monitoring of the polymerization difficult. Further experiments are in progress to
explain this complex phenomenon.

In order to gain better control over the polymerization rate of styrene in the presence of PBs, the
weaker base t-BuP2, (pKa, ACN = 33.5) was used. The kinetic study revealed that when t-BuP2 was
added in a molar ratio 1:1, with respect to sec-BuLi (Table 1, Entry 2), the polymerization rate was
significantly slower compared to t-BuP4 (same ratio between the base and the initiator) (Figure 1, Red
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line). Nevertheless, the conversion reached almost 100% after 2 h, as revealed by 1H-NMR analysis
(Figure 2A). As it can be seen from Figure 2B, anionic polymerization of styrene in the presence of t-BuP2

was more controlled compared to t-BuP4, but still the homopolymer was characterized by relatively
broad polydispersity (Ð > 1.2) and elevated molecular weights. In comparison with t-BuP4, the smaller
radius of the phosphazeniun cation {[t-BuP2]Li+} (~3.3 Å) [43,44] and the delocalization of the positive
charge over nine positions in t-BuP2, decreased the interionic distances between the cation and the
propagating sites, resulting in a significant decrease of the propagating site reactivity. It is also probable
that, as in the case of t-BuP4, part of the active centers, but to a lesser degree, are neutralized by the t-BuP2.
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Decreasing the feed of t-BuP2 from one to 0.5 equivalent with regard to sec-BuLi (Table 1,
comparison between entries two and three) a slightly slower polymerization rate was achieved
(Figure 1, blue line). 1H-NMR analysis showed that 100% conversion was obtained after 4 h (Figure S2),
while using [t-BuP2]/[sec-BuLi] in a molar ratio of 1:1 complete conversion was reached in only
2 h. This discrepancy is attributed to the differentiation in the equilibrium between sec-Bu−Li+ and
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sec-Bu−[(t-BuP2)Li+]. Even using a lower concentration of phosphazene base with respect to the
alkyllithium initiator, the SEC traces (Figure S3) still exhibit high polydispersity (Ð > 1.19), but more
controlled molecular weights.

For both experiments, the plot of the number of average molecular weight Mn (measured by
SEC) vs. conversion (measured by 1H-NMR) revealed a linear correlation, characteristic of the
living character of the polymerization of styrene in the presence of PBs (Figure 3A,B). Moreover
the polydispersity decreased considerably as the conversion reaches 100%.
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[t-BuP1]/[sec-BuLi]: 1:1 polymerization of styrene; (D,E) Relationship between number-average
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To achieve the best compromise between the polymerization rate and the control over the
molecular characteristics, two additional experiments were performed using the mild base t-BuP1

(pKa, ACN = 26.9). For entries four and five (Table 1) the feed ratio of t-BuP1 was adjusted to one and
0.5, respectively, with regard to sec-BuLi. For both experiments the reaction rate appeared slower
than the experiments where t-BuP2 was used (Figure 1, pink and green lines). Surprisingly, the
SEC measurements from both homopolymers revealed excellent agreement between the calculated
molecular weights and the targeted ones. In addition, as it can be seen in Figures 3C and S4,
the polymers exhibit very narrow molecular weight distribution (Ð < 1.04). These results are
considered significant improvements over those obtained when t-BuP4 or t-BuP2 were used. When
[t-BuP1]:[sec-BuLi] was adjusted to 1:1 and 0.5:1, 1H-NMR analysis revealed that in less than 4 h
(Figure S5) and less than 6 h (Figure S6), 100% conversion was achieved, respectively. Based on the
above findings, we can postulate that t-BuP1 suppresses the propagation rate, compared to t-BuP2 and
t-BuP4, leading to homopolymers with controlled molecular characteristics.

From the kinetic study that was carried out (Figure 3D,E), it is evident that the number of average
molecular weight increases linearly with conversion, confirming the complete absence of termination
reactions. Additionally, the polydispersity remains below 1.05 over the entire conversion range.
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In order to compare the results when t-BuP4, t-BuP2 and t-BuP1 were used; we investigated
the kinetic study on the anionic polymerization of styrene using sec-BuLi without the addition of
a superbase (Table 1, Entry 6). As expected, the reaction rate was significantly slower when no catalyst
was present (Figure 1, dark blue line). The anionic polymerization of styrene produced a homopolymer
with extremely narrow polydispersity (Ð < 1.02) exhibiting the desired molecular weight (Figure S7).
Complete monomer conversion was observed after 6 h (Figure S8), while the linear dependence of the
Mn with regard to the monomer conversion (Figure 3F) indicated the livingness of the method.

It is well known that the typical microstructure of polybutadiene prepared via anionic
polymerization in hydrocarbon solvents is 92 wt % 1,4- and 8 wt % 1,2-microstructure [45–47]. On the
other hand, the addition of polar additives such as ethers or amines, prior to the polymerization of
butadiene, results in polybutadiene with a high 1,2-microstructure [39]. To the best of our knowledge,
only Förster et al. reported the addition of a superbase (t-BuP4) prior to the polymerization of
a diene [42]. Since authors used tetrahydrofuran as a solvent to synthesize PB-b-PEO and PI-b-PEO
block copolymers, the effect of t-BuP4 on the vinyl content could not be investigated. The determined
microstructure (89 wt % 1,2- and 11 wt % 1,4-microstructure) was identical to the values reported in the
literature regarding the polymerization of butadiene in polar solvents without phosphazene bases [8].

Based on that context, we were inspired to investigate the influence of the PBs on the
microstructure of polybutadiene when the polymerization is performed in a hydrocarbon solvent.
As revealed by 1H-NMR analysis, when t-BuP2 or t-BuP1 were added prior the polymerization, the
1,2-microstructure was increased as high as 45% and 43% (Figures 4 and S9), due to the delocalization
of the negative charge caused by the formation of PB−[(t-BuP2)Li+] or PB−[(t-BuP1)Li+] complex,
respectively. On the contrary, when the polymerization occurred in the absence of a superbase, the
synthesized polybutadiene was characterized by 90 wt % 1,4- and 10 wt % 1,2-content (Figure S10). The
above-mentioned deviation in the content of the 1,2-microstructure of the synthesized polybutadiene
indicates that superbases can also affect the microstructure as common polar additives [48–50].
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Figure 4. (A) 1H-NMR spectrum after 2 h, 6 h and 8 h (100% conversion) {[t-BuP2]/[sec-BuLi]:1/1,
1,3-butadiene}, indicating the different polybutadiene microstructures; (B) SEC traces obtained from
withdrawn aliquots at different time intervals during the [t-BuP2]/[sec-BuLi]:1/1 polymerization
of butadiene.

The reaction rate of the polymerization of butadiene, as confirmed by kinetic studies, also follows
the order of [t-BuP2]/[sec-BuLi]:1/1 >> [t-BuP1]/[sec-BuLi]:1/1 > sec-BuLi (Figure 5). As discussed
above, the higher basicity of t-BuP2 results in faster but uncontrolled polymerization (Table 1, Entry 7),
whereas the homopolymer is characterized by high polydispersity (Ð > 1.17) and elevated molecular
weights (Figure 4B). When the mild t-BuP1 was used, (Table 1, Entry 8), the homopolymer was
characterized by excellent control over the molecular weight and very narrow polydispersity (Ð < 1.03)
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(Figure 6A). Finally, when the polymerization was performed without the addition of a superbase,
the SEC traces of the synthesized polybutadiene (Figure S11) showed a narrow molecular weight
distribution (Ð < 1.02) and excellent control over the molecular weight.
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Adjusting the feed ratio of [t-BuP2]/[sec-BuLi] to 1/1 (Table 1, Entry 7), 1H-NMR analysis revealed
complete monomer conversion after 8 h (Figure 4A). On the contrary, when t-BuP1 was added prior to
the polymerization (Table 1, Entry 8) or sec-BuLi was used without the addition of a superbase (Table 1,
Entry 9), complete conversion was reached after 12 and 16 h, respectively, as a result of the slower
polymerization rate (Figures S9 and S10).

Finally, as can be seen in Figure 6B–D, a linear dependence of the apparent molecular weight vs the
monomer conversion was obtained for all experiments, while a narrow molecular weight distribution
is observed throughout the conversion spectrum.

To conclude, the addition of the superbases prior the polymerization of styrene and/or
1,3-butadiene speeds up the reaction rate due to the generation of highly reactive anionic species
through complexation with the lithium cation. On the other hand, our kinetic study showed that using
the low basicity t-BuP1, the polymerization rate seems still enhanced as compared to the conventional
metal-based initiating systems, whereas well-defined homopolymers were prepared.

The one-pot synthesis of PS-b-PLLA and PS-b-PCL using the “living” PS, synthesized in the
presence of t-BuP1 and t-BuP2, was also examined. The molecular characteristics of the obtained
copolymers, as well as the experimental conditions followed during the polymerizations, are listed
in Table 2.

It is well-known that phosphazene bases (BEMP, t-BuP1 and t-BuP2) catalyze the ring-opening
polymerization of ε-CL and LLA using either various alcoholic initiators or hydroxyl end-functionalized
polymers in different solvents (toluene, THF) [31–33].
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Table 2. Sequential copolymerization of ε-caprolactone and L-lactide using the “living” PS.

Entry Macro-Initiator a Monomer Phosphazene
Base (PB) PB/Sec-BuLi b Time

(h)
Conv. c

(%)
Mn SEC d

(g/mol) Ð d

1 (PS−Li+)72k LLA t-BuP2 1:1 16 – 72,000 1.20
2 (PS−Li+)72k ε-CL t-BuP2 1:1 16 – 72,000 1.20
3 (PS−Li+)16.5k LLA t-BuP1 1:1 16 – 16,500 1.04
4 (PS−Li+)16.5k ε-CL t-BuP1 1:1 16 – 16,500 1.04
5 (PSO−Li+)72k LLA t-BuP2 1:1 0.3 100 87,000 1.22
6 (PSO−Li+)72k ε-CL t-BuP2 1:1 17 70 82,000 1.23
7 (PSO−Li+)16.5k LLA t-BuP1 1:1 50 75 28,000 1.07
8 (PSO−Li+)16.5k ε-CL t-BuP1 1:1 70 25 20,000 1.15
a The subscripts indicate the number-average molecular weight of the polystyrene (PS) macroinitiator in g mol−1,
as given in Table 1; b Molar ratio of sec-Buli and phosphazene base used for the synthesis of the PS macroinitiator;
c Conversion determined by 1H-NMR analysis; d Number-average molecular weight calculated by SEC, using THF
as solvent, calibrated with polystyrene standards.

Initially, the ROP of ε-CL and LLA was examined using the macroinitiator PS−[(t-BuP1)Li+]
or PS−[(t-BuP2)Li+] (Table 2, Entries 1–4), but as it was expected in all cases no polymerization
obtained. This is attributed, probably, to the deactivation of the highly basic and nucleophile
carbanion from the acidic hydrogen of CL or LLA. Thus, the transformation of the carbanion to
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the less nucleophilic alkoxide is necessary [51]. For this reason, after the formation of PS−[(t-BuP1)Li+]
or PS−[(t-BuP2)Li+], the living carbanion was end-capped with 2-3 monomeric units of ethylene
oxide, to generate PSO−[(t-BuP1)Li+] or PSO−[(t-BuP2)Li+] respectively (Scheme 2). Afterwards,
the benzene was removed and freshly distilled toluene was added prior to the second monomer
addition [33]. Following this strategy, it was feasible to obtain well-defined block copolymers of
PS-b-PLLA and PS-b-PCL.

In the case of the ROP of L-lactide in toluene at room temperature, using PSO−[(t-BuP2)Li+] as
a macroinitiator (Table 2, Entry 5), SEC analysis confirmed clean chain-extended block copolymer
(PS-b-PLLA) free from unreacted macroinitiator contamination and showed excellent control of
molecular weight (Figure S12A). The polymerization of L-lactide was very fast, thus complete
conversion (100%) was reached after 20 min. The 1H-NMR spectrum (Figure S12B) reveals the
characteristic signals of both blocks, while through end-group analysis, the degree of polymerization
of L-lactide was calculated equal to DPPLLA = 110. Additionally, the same macroinitiator
{PSO−[(t-BuP2)Li+]} was also used for the ROP of ε-CL (Table 2, Entry 6) in the same conditions.
As indicated from the 1H-NMR analysis, the polymerization rate of ε-CL was slower compared to
the polymerization of L-lactide, since conversion of ~70% was achieved at 17 h. Figure 7B shows the
1H-NMR spectrum of the final PS-b-PCL, with DPPCL = 92.
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Furthermore, the polymerization of L-lactide and ε-CL using PSO−[(t-BuP1)Li+] as a macroinitiator
was examined in toluene, at room temperature. It has been reported [32] that using the weaker
phosphazene base, t-BuP1, as the catalyst and 1-pyrenebutanol as the initiator, PLLA can be obtained
with controllable molecular weight and low polydispersity index (Ð ≈ 1.06). Similar results were
observed in the case of ROP of L-lactide utilizing PSO−[(t-BuP1)Li+] as the macroinitiator (Table 2,
Entry 7). The SEC and 1H-NMR analysis (Figure 8A,B) verified the successful synthesis of PS-b-PLLA
with low polydispersity (Ð ≈ 1.07) and DPPLLA = 84, through end-group analysis. The conversion
was calculated to be ~75% after 50 h and the polymerization rate was much slower than in the case of
PSO−[(t-BuP2)Li+].
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Finally, the ROP of ε-CL utilizing PSO−[(t-BuP1)Li+] as the macroinitiator was also performed
in toluene at room temperature. This polymerization led to very slow rate and low conversion as
indicated from the SEC and 1H-NMR analysis (Figure S13). It was found that after almost three days
(70 h), the conversion of ε-CL was only 25%, and the polydispersity increased to 1.15, while through
1H-NMR the degree of polymerization was found DPPCL = 32. Similar results have been reported for
the ROP of ε-CL using 1-pyrenebutanol or benzyl alcohol associated with t-BuP1, even at elevated
temperatures [32].

4. Conclusions

In summary, an investigation of the anionic polymerization of styrene and 1,3-butadiene via
high vacuum techniques was performed in the presence of phosphazene bases (t-BuP1, t-BuP2 and
t-BuP4). Kinetic studies showed that the addition of the superbases prior the polymerization of
styrene or butadiene increase the reaction rate due to the generation of highly reactive anionic species
through the complexation with the lithium cation. The polymerization rate follows the order of
[t-BuP4]/[sec-BuLi] >>> [t-BuP2]/[sec-BuLi] >> [t-BuP1]/[sec-BuLi] > sec-BuLi. The high basicity of
t-BuP4 generates extremely reactive carbanions, which lead to high molecular weight and broad
polydispersity due to the enhanced propagation rate or to the partial deactivation of the active centers
by the t-BuP4. NMR studies currently in progress will enlighten the nature of the t-BuP4/sec-BuLi
complex. On the other hand, when t-BuP2 was used, a decrease in the propagating site reactivity
occurred, resulting in more controlled molecular characteristics. Using the weaker base (t-BuP1),
the kinetic study showed that the polymerization rate was slightly increased compared with the
conventional use of a metal-based initiating system (sec-BuLi) and that there is absolute control in the
molecular weight and in the polydispersity. When polybutadiene was synthesized in the presence of
PBs (t-BuP2, t-BuP1) in non-polar solvent, high vinyl content was obtained (45 wt % 1,2-microstructure)
due to the delocalized negative charge. Finally, the one pot synthesis of polyester-based copolymers
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(PS-b-PCL and PS-b-PLLA) from the previously synthesized “living” homopolymers was feasible, by
sequential copolymerization in the presence of t-BuP2 and t-BuP1, leading to a well-defined block of
copolymers with desirable molecular characteristics. This study provides useful information towards
the designing/synthesis of complex polyester-based polymeric materials.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at www.mdpi.com/2073-4360/9/10/538/s1,
Figure S1: SEC traces obtained from withdrawn aliquots at 10 min and 20 min {[t-BuP4]/[sec-BuLi]:1/1,
styrene}; Figure S2: 1H-NMR spectra after 30 min, 2 h and 4 h (100% conversion) {[t-BuP2]/[sec-BuLi]:0.5/1,
styrene}; Figure S3: SEC traces obtained from withdrawn aliquots during the polymerization of styrene with
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Acknowledgments: Research reported in this publication supported by King Abdullah University of Science
and Technology.

Author Contributions: All authors contributed equally to the project.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Ziegler, K.; Bähr, K. Über den vermutlichen mechanismus der polymerisationen durch alkalimetalle
(Vorläufige Mitteilung). Ber. Dtsch. Chem. Ges. 1928, 61, 253–263. [CrossRef]

2. Szwarc, M. ‘Living’ Polymers. Nature 1956, 178, 1168–1169. [CrossRef]
3. Hadjichristidis, N.; Hirao, A. Anionic Polymerization: Principles, Practice, Strength, Consequences and Applications;

Springer: Tokyo, Japan, 2015.
4. Hadjichristidis, N.; Pispas, S.; Floudas, G. Block Copolymers: Synthetic Strategies, Physical Properties,

and Applications; Wiley-Interscience: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2003; pp. 3–4.
5. Polymeropoulos, G.; Zapsas, G.; Ntetsikas, K.; Bilalis, P.; Gnanou, Y.; Hadjichristidis, N. 50th Anniversary

Perspective: Polymers with Complex Architectures. Macromolecules 2017, 50, 1253–1290. [CrossRef]
6. Hadjichristidis, N.; Iatrou, H.; Pispas, S.; Pitsikalis, M. Anionic polymerization: High vacuum techniques.

J. Polym. Sci. Part A Polym. Chem. 2000, 38, 3211–3234. [CrossRef]
7. Hsieh, H.L.; Quirk, R.P. Anionic Polymerization: Principles and Practical Applications; Marcel Dekker Inc.:

New York, NY, USA, 1996.
8. Young, R.N.; Quirk, R.P.; Fetters, L.J. Anionic polymerizations of non-polar monomers involving lithium.

Adv. Polym. Sci. 1984, 56, 1–90.
9. Nuyken, O.; Pask, S.D. Ring-Opening Polymerization-An Introductory Review. Polymers 2013, 5, 361–403.

[CrossRef]
10. Zhu, W.; Zhong, M.; Li, W.; Dong, H.; Matyjaszewski, K. Clickable Stars by Combination of AROP and

Aqueous AGET ATRP. Macromolecules 2011, 44, 1920–1926. [CrossRef]
11. Penczek, S.; Cypryk, M.; Duda, A.; Kubisa, P.; Slomkowski, S. Living ring-opening polymerizations of

heterocyclic monomers. Prog. Polym. Sci. 2007, 32, 247–282. [CrossRef]
12. Pedersen, C.J. Cyclic polyethers and their complexes with metal salts. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1967, 89, 7017–7036.

[CrossRef]
13. Boileau, S. Anionic ring-opening polymerization: Epoxides and episulfides. In Comprehensive Polymer Science;

Eastmond, G.C., Ledwith, A., Russo, S., Sigwalt, P., Eds.; Pergamont Press: Oxford, UK, 1989; Volume 3,
pp. 467–487.

www.mdpi.com/2073-4360/9/10/538/s1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cber.19280610203
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/1781168a0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.macromol.6b02569
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/1099-0518(20000915)38:18&lt;3211::AID-POLA10&gt;3.0.CO;2-L
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/polym5020361
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma102704g
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.progpolymsci.2007.01.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja01002a035


Polymers 2017, 9, 538 13 of 14

14. Penczek, S.; Cypryk, M.; Duda, A.; Kubisa, P.; Slomkowski, S. Living ring-opening polymerization of
heterocyclic monomers. In Controlled and Living Polymerizations; Müller, A.H.E., Matyjaszewski, K., Eds.;
Wiley: Weinheim, Germany, 2009; pp. 241–296.

15. Ganachaud, F.; Boileau, S. Siloxane-containing polymers. In Handbook of Ring-Opening Polymerization;
Dubois, P., Coulembier, O., Raquez, J.M., Eds.; Wiley: Weinheim, Germany, 2009; pp. 65–95.

16. Boileau, S. Use of cryptates in anionic polymerization of heterocyclic compounds. In Ring-Opening
Polymerization Kinetics, Mechanisms and Synthesis; Mc Grath, J.E., Ed.; ACS Symposium Series; American
Chemical Society: Washington, DC, USA, 1981; pp. 283–305.

17. Cheng, T.C.; Halasa, A.F. Anionic polymerization. IV. Effect of crown ethers on alkylsodium initiator. J. Polym.
Sci. Part A Polym. Chem. 1976, 14, 583–589. [CrossRef]

18. Boileau, S.; Kaempf, B.; Lehn, J.M.; Schué, F. Use of cryptates in anionic polymerization. I. Anionic activation.
J. Polym. Sci. Part C Polym. Lett. 1974, 12, 203–209. [CrossRef]

19. Alev, S.; Schué, F.; Kaempf, B. Use of dicyclohexyl-18-crown-6 in anionic polymerization. I. Solutions of alkali
metals in benzene and in tetrahydrofuran. J. Polym. Sci. Part C Polym. Lett. 1975, 13, 397–400. [CrossRef]

20. Varshney, S.K.; Jerome, R.; Bayard, P.; Jacobs, C.; Fayt, R.; Teyssie, P. Anionic polymerization of (meth)acrylic
monomers. 7. Macrocyclic crown ethers as promoters of the living polymerization of methyl methacrylate
using monofunctional initiators. Macromolecules 1992, 25, 4457–4463. [CrossRef]

21. Boileau, S.; Illy, N. Activation in anionic polymerization: Why phosphazene bases are very exciting promoters.
Prog. Polym. Sci. 2011, 36, 1132–1151. [CrossRef]

22. Schwesinger, R.; Schlemper, H. Peralkylated Polyaminophosphazenes—Extremely Strong, Neutral Nitrogen
Bases. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 1987, 26, 1167–1169. [CrossRef]

23. Schwesinger, R.; Hasenfratz, C.; Schlemper, H.; Walz, L.; Peters, E.-M.; Peters, K.; von Schnering, H.G.
How Strong and How Hindered Can Uncharged Phosphazene Bases Be? Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. 1993, 32,
1361–1363. [CrossRef]

24. Weideman, I.; Pfukwa, R.; Klumperman, B. Phosphazene base promoted anionic polymerization of
n-butyraldehyde. Eur. Polym. J. 2017, 93, 97–102. [CrossRef]

25. Esswein, B.; Steidl, N.M.; Möller, M. Anionic polymerization of oxirane in the presence of the
polyiminophosphazene base t-Bu-P4. Macromol. Rapid Commun. 1996, 17, 143–148. [CrossRef]

26. Schlaad, H.; Kukula, H.; Rudloff, J.; Below, I. Synthesis of α,ω-heterobifunctional poly(ethylene glycol)s by
metal-Free anionic ring-opening polymerization. Macromolecules 2001, 34, 4302–4304. [CrossRef]

27. Misaka, H.; Sakai, R.; Satoh, T.; Kakuchi, T. Synthesis of high molecular weight and end-functionalized
poly(styrene oxide) by living ring-opening polymerization of styrene oxide using the alcohol/phosphazene
base initiating system. Macromolecules 2011, 44, 9099–9107. [CrossRef]

28. Herzberger, J.; Niederer, K.; Pohlit, H.; Seiwert, J.; Worm, M.; Wurm, F.R.; Frey, H. Polymerization of
ethylene oxide, propylene oxide, and other alkylene oxides: Synthesis, novel polymer architectures and
bioconjugation. Chem. Rev. 2016, 116, 2170–2243. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

29. Molenberg, A.; Möller, M. A fast catalyst system for the ring-opening polymerization of cyclosiloxanes.
Macromol. Rapid Commun. 1995, 16, 449–453. [CrossRef]

30. Pibre, G.; Chaumont, P.; Fleury, E.; Cassagnau, P. Ring-opening polymerization of decamethylcyclopentasiloxane
initiated by a superbase: Kinetics and rheology. Polymer 2008, 49, 234–240. [CrossRef]

31. Zhang, L.; Nederberg, F.; Messman, J.M.; Pratt, R.C.; Hedrick, J.L.; Wade, C.G. Organocatalytic stereoselective
ring-opening polymerization of lactide with dimeric phosphazene bases. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2007, 129,
12610–12611. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

32. Zhang, L.; Nederberg, F.; Pratt, R.C.; Waymouth, R.M.; Hedrick, J.L.; Wade, C.G. Phosphazene bases: A new
category of organocatalysts for the living ring-opening polymerization of cyclic esters. Macromolecules 2007,
40, 4154–4158. [CrossRef]

33. Alamri, H.; Zhao, J.; Pahovnik, D.; Hadjichristidis, N. Phosphazene-catalyzed ring-opening polymerization
of ε-caprolactone: Influence of solvents and initiators. Polym. Chem. 2014, 5, 5471–5478. [CrossRef]

34. Ladelta, V.; Bilalis, P.; Gnanou, Y.; Hadjichristidis, N. Ring-opening polymerization ofω-pentadecalactone
catalyzed by phosphazene superbases. Polym. Chem. 2017, 8, 511–515. [CrossRef]

35. Yang, H.; Yan, M.; Pispas, S.; Zhang, G. Synthesis of poly[(ethylene carbonate)-co-(ethylene oxide)] copolymer
by phosphazene-catalyzed ROP. Macromol. Chem. Phys. 2011, 212, 2589–2593. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pol.1976.170140307
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pol.1974.130120405
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pol.1975.130130704
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma00044a001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.progpolymsci.2011.05.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.198711671
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.199313611
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.eurpolymj.2017.05.034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/marc.1996.030170211
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma010311+
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma202115w
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.chemrev.5b00441
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26713458
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/marc.1995.030160606
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.polymer.2007.11.017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ja074131c
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17900113
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma070316s
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C4PY00493K
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C6PY01983H
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/macp.201100391


Polymers 2017, 9, 538 14 of 14

36. Zhao, J.; Pahovnik, D.; Gnanou, Y.; Hadjichristidis, N. Phosphazene-promoted metal-free ring-opening
polymerization of ethylene oxide initiated by carboxylic acid. Macromolecules 2014, 47, 1693–1698. [CrossRef]

37. Zhao, J.; Pahovnik, D.; Gnanou, Y.; Hadjichristidis, N. A “Catalyst Switch” strategy for the sequential
metal-free polymerization of epoxides and cyclic esters/carbonate. Macromolecules 2014, 47, 3814–3822.
[CrossRef]

38. Zhang, H.; Hu, S.; Zhao, J.; Zhang, G. Phosphazene-catalyzed alternating copolymerization of
dihydrocoumarin and ethylene oxide: Weaker is better. Macromolecules 2017, 50, 4198–4205. [CrossRef]

39. Yang, H.; Xu, J.; Pispas, S.; Zhang, G. Hybrid copolymerization of ε-caprolactone and methyl methacrylate.
Macromolecules 2012, 45, 3312–3317. [CrossRef]

40. Alamri, H.; Hadjichristidis, N. One-pot synthesis of well-defined polyether/polyester block copolymers and
terpolymers by a highly efficient catalyst switch approach. Polym. Chem. 2016, 7, 3225–3228. [CrossRef]

41. Esswein, B.; Möller, M. Polymerization of ethylene oxide with alkyllithium compounds and the phosphazene
base “t-BuP4”. Angew. Chem. Int. Ed. Engl. 1996, 35, 623–625. [CrossRef]

42. Förster, S.; Krämer, E. Synthesis of PB-PEO and PI-PEO block copolymers with alkyllithium initiators and
the phosphazene base t-BuP4. Macromolecules 1999, 32, 2783–2785. [CrossRef]

43. Hassouna, L.; Illy, N.; Guegan, P. Phosphazene/triisobutylaluminum-promoted anionic ring-opening
polymerization of 1,2-epoxybutane initiated by secondary carbamates. Polym. Chem. 2017, 8, 4005–4013.
[CrossRef]

44. Hinman, J.G.; Lough, A.J.; Morris, R.H. Properties of the polyhydride anions [WH5(PMe2Ph)3]− and
[ReH4(PMePh2)3]− and periodic trends in the acidity of polyhydride complexes. Inorg. Chem. 2007, 46,
4392–4401. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

45. Worsfold, D.J.; Bywater, S. Anionic polymerization of isoprene. Can. J. Chem. 1964, 42, 2884–2892. [CrossRef]
46. Hadjichristidis, N.; Xu, Z.; Fetters, L.J.; Roovers, J. The characteristic ratios of stereoirregular polybutadiene

and polyisoprene. J. Polym. Sci. Part B Polym. Phys. 1982, 20, 743–750. [CrossRef]
47. Hofmann, A.; Alegrıa, A.; Colmenero, J.; Willner, L.; Buscaglia, E.; Hadjichristidis, N. Secondary

and segmental relaxation in polybutadienes of varying microstructure: Dielectric relaxation results.
Macromolecules 1996, 29, 129–134. [CrossRef]

48. Huckstadt, H.; Gopfert, A.; Abetz, V. Influence of the block sequence on the morphological behavior of ABC
triblock copolymers. Polymer 2000, 41, 9089–9094. [CrossRef]

49. Neumann, C.; Abetz, V.; Stadler, R. Indication of an order-order-transition by a partial disordering in
ABC-triblock copolymers. Polym. Bull. 1996, 36, 43–50. [CrossRef]

50. Halasa, A.F.; Lohr, D.F.; Hall, J.E. Anionic polymerization of high vinyl polybutadiene. J. Polym. Sci. Part A
Polym. Chem. 1981, 19, 1357–1360. [CrossRef]

51. Lecomte, P.; Jérôme, C. Recent Developments in Ring-Opening Polymerization of Lactones. Adv. Polym. Sci.
2012, 245, 173–218.

© 2017 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma500067j
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma500830v
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/acs.macromol.7b00599
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma300291q
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C6PY00314A
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/anie.199606231
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma981597u
http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/C7PY00675F
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ic062037b
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17256849
http://dx.doi.org/10.1139/v64-426
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pol.1982.180200415
http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/ma946419p
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0032-3861(00)00290-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF00296006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pol.1981.170190608
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Materials and Methods 
	Chemicals 
	Instrumentation 
	Homopolymerization of Styrene and 1,3-Butadiene in the Presence of Phosphazene Bases (t-BuP4, t-BuP2, t-BuP1) 

	Results and Discussion 
	Conclusions 

