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Abstract 

Ionic liquids (ILs) have emerged as promising alternatives to conventional volatile organic solvents in catalytic 

processes, driven by their negligible vapour pressure, tunable physicochemical properties, and potential for 

recyclability. This paper reviews the design, properties and roles of ionic liquids in catalysis, highlighting key 

advantages and challenges. We survey recent applications in homogeneous and heterogeneous catalysis, assess 

sustainability metrics (toxicity, recyclability, energy footprint), and propose guidelines for selecting and designing 

ILs for green catalytic systems. Finally, we discuss future prospects including task-specific ionic liquids, biogenic 

ionic liquids, and integration into circular economy frameworks. 
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Introduction 

The need for sustainable chemical processes has stimulated the search for solvents that offer reduced environmental 

and health hazards while maintaining or improving performance. Traditional organic solvents often contribute 

significantly to process waste, volatile organic compound (VOC) emissions, and safety hazards. In contrast, ionic 

liquids — salts that are liquid at or near room temperature — offer a compelling alternative: negligible 

vapour-pressure (minimising VOC emissions), high thermal stability, and the ability to finely tune polarity, 

coordination environment and solvent microstructure by appropriate choice of cation and anion. These features make 

ILs appealing for use as reaction media in catalysis. 

However, the adoption of ionic liquids as “green” solvents requires careful evaluation beyond the simple tagline of 

low volatility: issues such as toxicity, biodegradability, sourcing, energy cost of synthesis, and practical recyclability 

must be addressed. Moreover, when used in catalytic systems, ILs bring distinct opportunities — e.g., stabilising 

active catalyst species, enabling catalyst separation via biphasic IL/water systems, or modulating selectivity via ionic 

microenvironments — but also present unique challenges, such as viscosity, mass-transfer limitations, and cost. 

This paper aims to: (i) summarise the physicochemical properties of ionic liquids relevant to catalysis, (ii) review 

recent developments of IL-based catalytic systems (both homogeneous and heterogeneous), (iii) evaluate these 

systems in terms of green chemistry and sustainability criteria, and (iv) propose future directions for designing truly 

green IL-catalysis platforms. 

Properties of Ionic Liquids Relevant to Catalysis 

Structure and Tunability 

Ionic liquids are composed of organic (or sometimes inorganic) cations paired with a variety of anions. By varying 

the cation core (imidazolium, pyridinium, ammonium, phosphonium, etc.), alkyl-substituent length, functional 

groups, and the anion (halide, tetrafluoroborate, hexafluorophosphate, acetate, bis(trifluoromethylsulfonyl)imide, 
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etc.), the solvent polarity, hydrogen‐bonding ability, viscosity, thermal stability and miscibility with other solvents 

can be tuned. 

One of the most significant advantages of ionic liquids (ILs) as solvents in catalysis is their structural diversity and 

the ability to tune their properties by altering the combination of their cation and anion components. This flexibility 

allows ionic liquids to be designed and tailored for specific catalytic processes, providing an opportunity to optimize 

reaction conditions, solvent behavior, and interactions with catalysts and substrates. Below is a detailed examination 

of how the structure of ILs influences their properties and their suitability as green solvents in catalysis. 

Cations of Ionic Liquids 

The cation of an IL plays a critical role in determining the overall properties of the liquid, including its polarity, 

viscosity, stability, and ability to coordinate with metal catalysts. There are several common cations used in ionic 

liquids: 

• Imidazolium-based ILs: Imidazolium cations, typically functionalized with alkyl side chains, are the most 

widely used in catalysis. The structure of imidazolium allows for easy tuning of properties such as polarity 

and hydrogen bonding. For example, the length of the alkyl chain attached to the nitrogen atom can affect 

the solubility of the IL in various solvents and its viscosity. Imidazolium ILs can be tailored to interact with 

transition metal catalysts, stabilizing them and improving reaction efficiency. 

• Pyridinium-based ILs: Pyridinium cations, derived from pyridine, often provide better coordination to 

transition metals and can exhibit higher thermal stability compared to imidazolium-based ILs. The nitrogen 

in the pyridine ring can also serve as a coordinating site for metal catalysts, enhancing catalytic activity. 

• Ammonium and Phosphonium-based ILs: Ammonium and phosphonium cations are often used when 

ILs need to exhibit higher ionic conductivity or act as phase transfer agents. These cations also allow for 

fine-tuning of the IL's hydrophobicity or hydrophilicity depending on the substituents attached to the 

nitrogen or phosphorus atom. 

Each of these cations can be modified to produce ILs with varying degrees of solubility, viscosity, and stability under 

specific catalytic conditions. Their structure allows for functionalization to introduce desired properties such as 

acidic or basic behavior, which is essential for certain catalytic processes. 

Anions of Ionic Liquids 

The anion also significantly affects the behavior of the ionic liquid in catalysis, influencing properties such as 

polarity, hydrogen bonding ability, viscosity, and solubility. The choice of anion can greatly alter the solvation 

power of the IL, thus affecting the solubility of substrates, reagents, and catalysts. 

• Tetrafluoroborate ([BF₄]⁻): This anion is commonly used due to its low viscosity and moderate polarity. 

It provides a relatively stable and non-reactive IL, ideal for neutral organic reactions. Its non-basic nature 

makes it useful for systems that need to avoid unwanted nucleophilic attack. 

• Hexafluorophosphate ([PF₆]⁻): Often employed for its high stability and relatively low viscosity, 

hexafluorophosphate anions impart good thermal stability to the ILs. They are widely used in 

electrochemical applications, but can also be employed in metal-catalyzed reactions requiring high 

temperatures. 

• Bis(trifluoromethylsulfonyl)imide ([Tf₂N]⁻): This anion is increasingly popular in catalysis due to its 

large size and low nucleophilicity, which makes it suitable for applications requiring high selectivity. It’s 

also commonly found in ILs used for extraction and separation processes. 
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• Acetate (CH₃COO⁻): Acetate-based ILs are more reactive and often employed in reactions such as 

esterification, hydrolysis, or acylation due to their ability to act as both a solvent and a mild acid catalyst. 

The anion can be selected to match the specific needs of the catalytic reaction. For example, highly basic anions such 

as acetate or hydroxide can be chosen when the reaction mechanism requires basic conditions, while more inert 

anions are chosen for neutral or non-basic conditions. 

Influence on Catalytic Behavior 

The combination of the cation and anion results in the ionic liquid’s final solvent properties, which directly 

influence its catalytic behavior. The most important factors impacted by the cation and anion include: 

• Polarity and Solvating Power: The polarity of an IL determines how well it solvate metal complexes, 

which is crucial for the efficiency of transition metal-catalyzed reactions. Polarity also impacts the solubility 

of reactants and intermediates, potentially improving or hindering reaction rates. 

• Viscosity: ILs tend to have higher viscosities compared to traditional organic solvents, which can limit mass 

transfer and reduce reaction rates in some catalytic processes. This challenge can be mitigated by using low-

viscosity ionic liquids or by incorporating co-solvents. 

• Thermal Stability: Many ILs, especially those with imidazolium and pyridinium cations, exhibit high 

thermal stability, making them suitable for catalysis under high temperature conditions. This thermal 

stability is beneficial for reactions such as hydrogenation, oxidation, and polymerization, where high 

temperatures are typically required. 

• Catalyst Stabilization: ILs can coordinate with transition metal catalysts, stabilizing them and improving 

catalytic turnover. This property makes them valuable in homogeneous catalysis where ILs serve not just 

as solvents, but also as co-catalysts or stabilizing agents for the active catalyst species. 

Task-Specific Ionic Liquids (TSILs) 

One of the most exciting developments in the field of ILs is the design of task-specific ionic liquids (TSILs). TSILs 

are ILs that have been specifically designed to improve catalytic performance by incorporating reactive groups or 

functionalities into the cation or anion. This allows them to act as solvents, catalysts, or even reagents in a single 

medium. For example, ILs with acidic or basic functional groups can catalyze reactions like esterification, 

transesterification, or hydrolysis, while others with metal-complexing anions can be used in metal-catalyzed 

reactions. 

The tunability of TSILs means they can be designed to match the exact requirements of a given catalytic reaction, 

increasing efficiency and selectivity while reducing the need for additional reagents or solvents. 

Solvent and Catalytic Environment Effects 

• Polarity and dielectric constant: These affect solvation of transition metal catalysts, ionic/reactive species 

and influence reaction rates/selectivities. 

• Coordination ability: Some IL anions or functionalised cations can coordinate to metal centres or stabilize 

intermediates. 

• Micro-environment and ionic structuring: Ionic liquids often display nanometre-scale structuring (polar and 

non-polar domains) which can influence mass transport, substrate partitioning and reaction kinetics. 

• Viscosity and mass-transfer: Many ILs are more viscous than molecular solvents, which can slow diffusion 

and require design considerations (e.g., diluents, temperature). 
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• Thermal and chemical stability: High thermal stability allows for high-temperature catalysis; some ILs are 

inert under harsh catalytic conditions. 

• Negligible vapour pressure: Reduces solvent loss/emissions and operator exposure. 

Sustainability Considerations 

For ILs to qualify as green solvents, factors beyond volatility must be considered: 

• Toxicity and biodegradability: Some ILs (especially those with halide anions or long alkyl chains) show 

aquatic toxicity or poor biodegradability. 

• Synthetic cost and feedstock sourcing: Many ILs are synthesised via multiple steps from petrochemical 

precursors; the energy cost and resource-intensity matter. 

• Recyclability: One of the touted advantages is solvent/catalyst reuse; however solvent losses, contamination 

and degradation must be quantified. 

• Life cycle assessment (LCA): A holistic view of energy, resource use, emissions and end-of-life fate is 

required. 

Applications of Ionic Liquids in Catalysis 

Homogeneous Catalysis 

• Transition-metal catalysed hydrogenations, oxidations, coupling reactions: ILs can dissolve both 

organometallic catalysts and substrates, and enable neat or solvent-reduced systems. 

• Example: Imidazolium-based ILs stabilising palladium nanoparticles for C–C cross-coupling; improved 

catalyst lifetime/recovery compared to organic solvent. 

• Example: Acidic ILs (functionalised task-specific ionic liquids, TSILs) which serve both as solvent and 

acidic catalyst for esterification or cellulose hydrolysis. 

Heterogeneous Catalysis / Biphasic Systems 

• IL–water biphasic systems: Catalyst and IL phase separate from aqueous product phase; simple decantation 

enables catalyst reuse. 

• Supported IL phases (SILPs): A thin film of IL immobilised on a solid support (e.g., silica, alumina) serves 

as both solvent microenvironment and catalyst anchor. 

• Example: Gas-phase hydrogenation in SILP systems where reactants diffuse into IL film, catalyst resides 

in IL, products separate easily. 

Examples and Case Studies 

(Here you would insert 2-3 detailed mini-case studies: e.g., IL mediated Heck reaction, IL/SILP for selective 

hydrogenation of citral, IL for CO₂ hydrogenation to formate, etc.) 

Discussion of performance improvements (turnover numbers, selectivity), recyclability data, catalyst leaching, 

comparison with conventional solvents. 

Evaluation Against Green Chemistry Metrics 

• Emissions: ILs reduce VOC emissions due to negligible vapour pressure. 
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• Atom economy and waste: ILs may allow higher substrate concentrations or solvent-free approaches; 

however, solvent production and eventual disposal still count. 

• Catalyst and solvent reuse: Demonstrated reuse of IL–catalyst systems in many studies (e.g., >10 cycles) 

but often with decreasing performance. 

• Toxicity/biodegradability: Need more data; only limited ILs are shown to be benign. 

• Energy input: Higher boiling point of ILs may require more energy for solvent removal or product 

separation; mass transfer issues can raise energy cost of stirring, heating. 

• Life cycle: A full LCA across feedstock sourcing, IL synthesis, use and disposal is rarely reported. 

Challenges and Future Directions 

• Viscosity and mass transport: Strategies include designing low-viscosity ILs, using co-solvents, raising 

temperature, micro-mixing. 

• Cost and feedstock: Development of ILs derived from renewable feedstocks (biomass, bio-based ions) is 

needed. 

• Toxicity/biodegradation: Design of ILs with inherently benign ions (e.g., cholinium, amino acid based) and 

demonstrating degradation pathways. 

• Standardisation and benchmarking: Consistent metrics for recyclability, catalyst leaching, solvent loss, and 

comparative studies with conventional solvents are needed. 

• Integration into circular processes: Using ILs in biorefineries, combining catalysis with separation in one 

IL medium, and designing ILs for recycling and reuse. 

• Task-specific ILs: Designing ILs that act both as solvent and co-catalyst or reagent (multifunctional) to 

reduce materials and steps. 

• Computational design and screening: Use of modelling to predict solvent–catalyst–substrate interactions, 

viscosity, and toxicity to streamline development. 

Conclusion 

Ionic liquids hold significant promise as green solvents in catalytic systems thanks to their tunable properties, 

negligible vapour emissions, and ability to facilitate catalyst recovery. When properly selected and implemented, 

IL-catalysis platforms can contribute to more sustainable chemical processes. However, for this promise to translate 

into widespread industrial application, deeper attention must be paid to the full life-cycle impact of ILs — including 

toxicity, degradability, energy use, cost and scalability — and to overcoming practical issues such as viscosity and 

mass transfer. Future work focusing on bio-derived functional ions, integrated process design, and rigorous 

benchmarking will help realise the potential of ILs for green catalysis. 
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