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Abstract

The adsorption of a molecule at a surface is a fundamental step in a wide vari-
ety of industrially relevant phenomena, including adhesion, corrosion, and catal-
ysis. The work presented in this thesis is motivated by the desire to contribute
to a better understanding of the factors affecting the adhesion between an or-
ganic coating/adhesive and an aluminium alloy surface. A key factor is the nature
and strength of the interfacial bonds between the binder polymers of the organic
coating/adhesive and the substrate. The size of the polymers and complexity of
the polymer-substrate interactions preclude a detailed, atomic-level description.
The strategy followed in this thesis is to study the adsorption of small organic
molecules, representing fragments of the industrially relevant amine-cured epox-
ides, with various surfaces, of metal oxides (α-Al2O3(0001) andα-Cr2O3(0001)),
bimetallic alloys (NiAl(110)), and graphite(0001).

This thesis consists of two parts, an introductory text and acollection of five
papers. In the included papers we present results from density functional the-
ory (DFT) calculations on the adsorption of methanol and methylamine onα-
Al2O3(0001) andα-Cr2O3(0001), phenol onα-Al2O3(0001) and graphite(0001),
and methoxy onα-Cr2O3(0001) and NiAl(110). We describe in detail the ad-
sorption sites and geometry, and the nature and strength of the bonding at these
surfaces.

The majority of adsorption systems considered in this thesis are well described
by traditional implementations of DFT. However, the adsorption of phenol on
graphite is predominantly governed by van der Waals interactions. These inter-
actions requires approximations beyond traditional DFT. In this thesis a recently
presented functional (vdW-DF) is employed, and is found to be of decisive im-
portance for describing the phenol-graphite interactions. We calculate the contri-
bution from vdW interactions to the adsorption of phenol onα-Al2O3(0001), and
compare their contribution to the adsorption bond to other forces.
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visors and co-authors Elsebeth Schröder and Bengt I. Lundqvist, co-authors Per
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Motivation

Aluminium alloy products are found everywhere: They are used for food packag-
ing, kitchen utensils, building decorations, bicycle frames, laptop casings, and car
components, to give just a few examples. In many applications components of alu-
minium alloys are adhesively bonded, painted, or lacquered. To achieve a durable
result aluminium alloys are usually given some form of surface pre-treatment to
enhance adhesion [1, 2].

One commonly used pre-treatment is to make a chromate conversion coating
[1]. This is a chemical process where an amorphous passive layer of chromium
oxide is formed on the aluminium alloy surface by means of a treatment with an
aqueous acidic solution containing chromium salts. The composition of chromate
conversion coatings has been reported to be mainly amorphous chromium oxide,
but the detailed structure and composition depend on factors such as the chem-
ical composition of the coating solution, preceding chemical treatment, and the
composition of the aluminium alloy, see [3, 4] and references therein. The chro-
mate conversion coatings are very effective adhesion promoters and give excellent
protection against corrosion. However, the coating solution contain hexavalent
chromium (Cr6+), which is known to have adverse health and environmental ef-
fects, and this has resulted in increasingly strict regulation regarding its usage, see

3
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Figure 1.1: Schematic view of the interface region of a polymer-aluminium sys-
tem with a chromate conversion coating (top) and anodised aluminium (bottom).

e.g. Ref. [5]. For this reason, a lot of effort has been devoted to nding alternative,
chromate-free surface pre-treatments [6].

Another commonly used pre-treatment is anodising. Anodising refers to an
electrochemical process in which the aluminium is an anode in an electrochemi-
cal cell containing an aqueous solution [1]. This process converts aluminium at
the surface to aluminium oxide, resulting in a thick, porous oxide lm more con-
ducive to adhesive bonding than the naturally occurring aluminium oxide lm.
The structure (thickness and porosity) of the anodic oxide depends on factors such
as the applied voltage, solution temperature, and alloy composition [6].

Figure 1.1 shows a schematic illustrations of the interface region between an
organic coating, a polymeric material such as epoxy, and an aluminium alloy sub-
strate with a chromate conversion coating (top panel) or anodised aluminium (bot-
tom panel). To understand and explain the factors that enhance adhesion, it is im-
portant to know which interactions occur between the polymer and the pre-treated
surface. Such knowledge is difcult to obtain for several reasons: As alluded to
above, the pre-treated surfaces are rather complex with varying compositions and
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structures depending on factors ranging from the composition of the chemical so-
lutions to the prehistory of the surface (prior chemical treatments). Furthermore,
the size of the polymers of the organic coating is such that widely disparate time
and length scales come into play. For example, chemical bonding between the
polymer and the surface occur at the femto-second time scaleand on a length
scale of 1Å, while bulk properties such as hardening of the coating happen at a
time-scale of seconds or longer.

Molecular scale interactions between polymers and a substrate are governed
by quantum mechanics, and are best described byab initio calculations [7–12].
These are calculations without any experimental input, theonly input being the
atomic numbers. Suchab initio calculations are computationally demanding, typ-
ically limited to∼ 100 atoms, so in order to make them feasible one must ignore
some of the complications associated with the ‘industrial’systems. Simplifica-
tions can be achieved by using ‘model’ surfaces and small molecules to mimic the
polymer [7–10].

In our work we model the chromate conversion coating by anα-Cr2O3(0001)
surface (papers II and III), and the anodised aluminium surface byα-Al2O3(0001)
(papers I and IV). Although these surfaces are very simplified compared to the
amorphous chromate conversion coating and anodised aluminium surface, we be-
lieve they provide a good starting point for understanding the physics and chem-
istry of the industrial surfaces. One further advantage is thatcleanα-Cr2O3(0001)
andα-Cr2O3(0001) surfaces have been extensively studied and characterised both
experimentally and theoretically, making it possible to control the quality of our
calculations (see paper I-IV).

Amine-cured epoxy polymers are widely used in coatings and adhesives for
applications involving aluminium. Amine-groups (NH2), hydroxyl-groups (OH)
and benzene (aromatic ring) are representative functionalgroups found in this
polymer. Rather than studying the interaction of a completepolymer with the
chromium and aluminium oxide surfaces, we follow the strategy of ‘cutting’ the
polymer into smaller molecules, each containing one (or more) of the chemically
important functional groups of the polymer, see Figure 1.2 for an illustration, and
study the interaction of these molecules with the surfaces.The detailed informa-
tion gained from suchab initio calculations can at a later stage be incorporated
into models suitable for describing the large-scale interaction between the poly-
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Figure 1.2: Illustrating our strategy. We focus on the interaction of a small organic
molecule, in this case phenol, with an model oxide surface.

mer and the substrate [7]. However this is outside the scope of this work. In this
thesis we solely focus on the molecule-oxide interactions.

Aluminium alloys generally contain various alloying elements which may in-
fluence both the adsorption behaviour of molecular groups aswell as the oxide
composition. Common alloying elements for the aluminium industry includes
among other Mg and Si. In the present work we have chosen a different route,
namely investigating the adsorption behaviour at surfacesof an ordered, bimetal-
lic aluminium containing alloy, NiAl (paper V). This alloy has weight and strength
characteristics which makes it a candidate for structural applications [13]. In ad-
dition the NiAl alloy offers electronic and structural properties which are of fun-
damental interest.

1.2 Thesis outline

The introductory part of this thesis, part I, contains four chapters. Chapter 1 is this
introduction. Chapter 2 present the theoretical methods wehave used to obtain
the results presented in the papers. Chapter 3 contains a short summary of the
included papers. Chapter 4 provides an overall conclusionsfor the work presented
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in this thesis, and an outlook.

The main scientific body of this thesis are the papers included in part II:

Paper I First-principles study of the adsorption of methanol at theα-Al2O3(0001)
surface
Ø. Borck and E. Schröder
J. Phys.: Condens. Matter18 (2006) 1.

Paper II Adsorption of methanol and methoxy on theα-Cr2O3(0001) surface
Ø. Borck and E. Schröder
Preprint 2006

Paper III Adsorption of methylamine onα-Al2O3(0001) andα-Cr2O3(0001)
Ø. Borck, P. Hyldgaard, and E. Schröder
Preprint 2006

Paper IV Phenol adsorption on graphite and aluminum oxide
S. D. Chakarova-Käck, Ø. Borck, E. Schröder, and B. I. Lundqvist
Preprint 2006

Paper V Density functional theory investigation of methoxy on NiAl(110)
Ø. Borck, H. Dalaker, and K. Mo
Preprint 2006
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Chapter 2

Theoretical methods

In this chapter we present the theoretical methods used to obtain the results pre-
sented in the accompanying papers. This chapter is divided into three sections.
Section 2.1 contains a presentation of the foundations of density functional the-
ory (DFT) leading up to the Kohn-Sham equations. A brief overview of how
these equations are solved is given in section 2.2, with the main emphasis on the
methods and approximations we have used in our work. In the final section 2.3
we discuss how information can be extracted from the densityfunctional theory
calculations.

For a more detailed description of the topics of this chapter, we refer the reader
to the books [14–16] and reviews [17, 18].

2.1 The foundations of density functional theory

Shortly after Schrödinger introduced his quantum mechanical wave equation, L. F.
Thomas [19] and E. Fermi [20] independently introduced an equation with the
purpose of giving an approximative description of the electron density and ground
state energy of an atom with a large number of electrons. In the Thomas-Fermi
approach, the electron density,n(r), is the basic variable, rather than the wave
function Ψ(r1σ1, . . . , rNσN ). For a many-electron problem this represents an
enormous simplification: rather than facing the problem of solving an equation for

9
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a functionΨ which depend on the coordinates ofall the electrons in the system
and their spin variables, in the Thomas-Fermi approach the desired functionn(r)
only depends on three variables. Furthermore, unlike the wave functions, the
electron density is an observable quantity, which makes it possible to directly
compare the basic quantity of the theory with experiments [21].

The Thomas-Fermi approximation has found use in a broad spectrum of phys-
ical problems, including in solid-state theory, see Ref. [22] for a review. However,
the main failure of the Thomas-Fermi model makes it rather inappropriate for our
purposes: There can be no molecular binding within this theory [23, 24].

2.1.1 The Hohenberg-Kohn theorems

The modern era of density functional theory started with a paper by Hohenberg
and Kohn [25] where they presented what now is known as the Hohenberg-Kohn
theorems. The theorems are easy to prove [14, 15, 25], but in this thesis we will
only state them.

Consider a system ofN interacting electrons moving under the influence of
some given external (time-independent) potentialvext(r), for example the poten-
tial of the nuclei in a crystal. The Hamiltonian for this system is

H = −
ℏ

2

2m
∇2 +

1

2

∑

i6=j

e2

|ri − rj |2
+ Vext(r) , (2.1)

We can, in principle, solve the Schödinger equation for thewave functions cor-
responding to this Hamiltonian, and compute the electron density n(r). Hence,
the external potentialvext(r) determines the electron density. The first theorem
of Hohenberg and Kohn states that the opposite is also true: The electron density
determines the external potential (to within an additive constant). From this fol-
lows thatall properties of the theory can be determined once the electrondensity
is known, in particular the total ground state energy. This theorem legitimises the
use of the electron density as the basic variable in quantum theory.

The second theorem provides a general method for calculating ground state
properties. Introducing the energy functional:

E[n] =

∫

drn(r)vext(r) + F [n] , (2.2)
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Hohenberg and Kohn showed thatF [n] is auniversalfunctional, in the sense that
it does not depend on the external potential, and that the ground state energy,EG,
can be found by minimisingE[n]:

EG = min
n∈N

E[n] . (2.3)

where the density that minimisesE[n] is the exact ground state densitynG(r).

2.1.2 The Kohn-Sham equations

Although the second Hohenberg-Kohn theorem provides a variational method for
calculating ground state properties, no information is provided on how to construct
the universal functionalF [n]. There are schemes for approximatingF [n], see for
example [26], however most applications of density functional theory today use
the approach proposed by Kohn and Sham [27], where the directvariation of the
functional (2.2) is replaced by an intermediate wave function picture.

The central assumption of the Kohn-Sham approach is that theground state
density of the interacting system is equivalent to the ground state density of an
auxiliary system ofnon-interactingparticles moving in an effective local potential
veff(r).

In other words, there exists a potentialveff(r) such that solving the simple
one-electron Schödinger equation for the (Kohn-Sham) wave functionsφi(r):

(

−
ℏ

2

2m
∇2 + veff(r)

)

φi(r) = εiφi(r) . (2.4)

and then using these wave functions to calculate the ground state density for this
non-interacting system,n0(r):

n0(r) =
N

∑

i

|φi(r)|
2 , (2.5)

one has at the same time obtained the electron density of the ‘true’, interacting
systemnG(r) ≡ n0(r).
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The effective potential can be deduced from the Hohenberg-Kohn theory [27,
15], and it is given by

veff(r) = vext(r) +

∫

dr′
n(r′)

|r′ − r|
+ vxc(n(r)) (2.6)

where the second term can be recognised as the Hartree-potential. The last term
is the exchange-correlation potential,vxc(n(r)), and it contains all the many-
electron effects. It can be expressed as the functional derivative of an exchange-
correlation energy:

veff(r) =
δE[ñ]

δñ(r)

∣

∣

∣

∣

ñ(r)=n(r)

(2.7)

The main problem of density functional theory is finding approximations for the
exchange-correlation potential, or equivalently the exchange-correlation energy,
and we will have more to say about this in the next section.

2.2 Solving the Kohn-Sham equations

In the previous section the foundation of density functional theory was presented
and until now the formalism has been exact. We now turn our attention to the
problem of solving the Kohn-Sham equations. We will only comment on the
salient points, and refer the reader to references [14, 18] for a more complete
discussion of these topics.

The effective potential of the Kohn-Sham equations, Eq. 2.6is a function of
the electron density, which implies that the equations 2.4-2.6 must be solved self-
consistently. Figure 2.1 shows a simplified flow chart for this procedure.

The Kohn-Sham equations are a mapping of the many-electron problem onto
a set of one-electron equations, and solving such equationsis essentially a trivial
task. However, for large systems it is important to find effective ways of solving
them. For example, the use of pseudopotentials and clever algorithms for ensuring
(speedy) convergence of the self-consistent loop [28] havebeen important factors
for the practical implementation of Kohn-Sham equations.
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Solve the KS equations

Figure 2.1: Simplified flow chart illustrating the self-consistency loop.

2.2.1 Approximations for the exchange-correlation energy

In the Kohn-Sham formulation of density functional theory,all the many-body
effects are hidden in the exchange-correlation potentialvxc(r). Unfortunately, we
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do not have an explicit expression for this term. Before any solution of the Kohn-
Sham equations can be attempted, it is therefore necessary to introduce some ap-
proximation for the exchange-correlation potential.

The simplest approximation is the local density approximation (LDA), already
introduced in the paper of Hohenberg of Kohn [25]. In the LDA the exchange-
correlation is written as

ELDA
XC [n] =

∫

drn(r)εhom
xc (n(r)) , (2.8)

whereεhom
xc (n(r)) is the exchange-correlation energy per electron for ahomoge-

neouselectron gas. Although one would expect the LDA to yield goodresults
only for slowly varying densities, it has been remarkably successful [18] also for
systems where the density is far from homogeneous, for example alumina oxide
surfaces [29].

A natural extension of the LDA is to include gradients of the electron density.
In the generalized gradient approximation (GGA) the exchange-correlation energy
is generally expressed as

EGGA
XC [n] =

∫

dr f(n(r), |∇n(r)|) . (2.9)

There are many different forms for GGAs available today, andwe refer the reader
to Refs. [30, 31] for a review and comparison of the performance of some of the
more popular GGAs.

We have mainly employed the commonly used Perdew-Wang parametrisation
(PW91) [32] in our work. In paper V, which deals with the adsorption of methoxy
on NiAl(110), we have in addition used the RPBE functional toobtain adsorption
energies as this functional has been shown to improve the chemisorption ener-
gies of molecules at transition-metal surfaces [31]. Rather recently a functional
has been proposed which incorporates the long-range van derWaals interactions
[33] into an implementation of density functional theory. In paper IV this func-
tional is used to estimate the contribution from the van der Waals interaction to
the adsorption energy for phenol onα-Al2O3(0001) and graphite.



2.2. Solving the Kohn-Sham equations 15

Figure 2.2: Schematic illustration of the supercell approach.

2.2.2 Plane wave expansion of the wave function

An important consideration in numerical schemes for solving the Kohn-Sham
equations is which basis set the Kohn-Sham wave functions should be expanded
in. In solid-state physics, where one deals with periodic structures, a natural
choice is to expand the wave functions in a plane wave basis, as they are of the
form required by Bloch’s theorem [34]

φnk(r) =
∑

G

cnG exp i(k + G) , (2.10)

wherecnG are the expansion coefficients, and whereG are the reciprocal lattice
vectors defined byG · T = 2πm for an integerm and all lattice vector of the
crystalT. Even if the system isnot periodic in all directions, such as for example



16 Chapter 2. Theoretical methods

300 350 400 450
E

cutoff
 [eV]

-682.06

-682.05

-682.04

-682.03

T
ot

al
 e

ne
rg

y 
[e

V
/a

to
m

]

Figure 2.3: Convergence of the total energy for bulk NiAl with respect to the plane
wave energy cutoff.

a surface or a defect, it is often possible to construct a unitcell, commonly re-
ferred to as a supercell [18], whichis periodic, as illustrated in Fig. 2.2. We have
exclusively used the supercell approach and a plane wave basis in this thesis.

In principle, an infinite plane wave basis is needed to expandthe wave func-
tions, however in practical implementations the basis-setmust be truncated. Typ-
ically, the plane waves with small kinetic energiesℏ

2(k + G)2/(2m) are more
important than those with large kinetic energies. A good approximation to the
total energy can therefore be achieved by only including plane waves that have
kinetic energies less than some cutoff energy. This impliesone of the great ad-
vantages of using a plane wave basis: the accuracy of the calculations can be
systematically increased by adjusting the cutoff energy, as illustrated in Fig. 2.3.
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Figure 2.4: Convergence of the total energy for bulk NiAl with respect to the
k-point sampling.

2.2.3 k-point sampling

Many calculations in periodic systems require integrationover the Brillouin zone.
For example, an essential step in the self-consistency loop, Fig. 2.1, is the eval-
uation of a new electron density once the Kohn-Sham wave functions have been
obtained:

n(r) =
∑

nk

|φnk|
2 (2.11)

Evaluation of this sum is computationally very demanding, as it requires the
knowledge of the value of the wave function at eachk-point of the Brillouin zone.
To circumvent this problem, several schemes have been proposed [34–36] where
a set of ‘special’ points in the Brillouin zone is generated,with the property that
a good approximation can be achieved by only summing over this reduced set of
k-points. In our work we have used the method proposed by Monkhorst and Pack
[37].
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The error of using a finite number ofk-point can be reduced systematically by
increasing the number ofk-points. Fig. 2.4 illustrates the convergence of the total
energy for bulk NiAl as the grid size is increased from2× 2× 2 to 14 × 14 × 14
using a Monkhorst-Pack grid.

2.2.4 Pseudopotentials

Figure 2.5 illustrates schematically the behaviour of a 3s wave function near a
nucleus. The rapid oscillations in the core region arise from the requirement that
the wave function must be orthogonal to the strongly localised core electrons.
Such behaviour disqualifies the use of a plane wave basis in calculations because
it would require a prohibitive large basis set and computational time for our appli-
cations.

ψ
AE

ψ
PS

VAE
Vps

r
rc

Figure 2.5: Schematic illustration of an all-electron (pseudo) 3s wave function
and corresponding pseudo (full) potential drawn as solid (dashed) lines. The core
radiusrc is indicated.



2.3. Extracting information from DFT-calculations 19

One solution to this problem is provided by the pseudopotential approxima-
tion. The basic assumption behind this approximation is that the physical and
chemical properties of solids mostly depend on the valence electrons and not so
much the core electrons. A good approximation should therefore be to replace the
core electrons and the strong Coulomb potential by a weaker,effective pseudopo-
tential. This has the added advantages that fewer electronsare treated explicitly
in the calculations, and that relativistic effects, which are mainly due to the core
electrons, can be incorporated into the pseudopotential. Ideally, the pseudopoten-
tial should be constructed so that outside some core radiusrc, the pseudo wave
functions and the all-electron wave should coincide, whileinside this radius the
pseudo wave function is smooth and nodeless, thus reducing the required basis-set
size, see Fig. 2.5.

Although the all-electron and pseudo wave function differ in shape inside the
core radius, the integrated charge within this radius should agree. This is referred
to asnorm-conservation[38]. The O 2p wave function represents a problem-
atic case for norm-conserving pseudo-potentials. It is nodeless and strongly lo-
calised, and it has been difficult to construct a pseudo wave function which is
much smoother than the all-electron wave functions. Vanderbilt’s ultrasoft pseu-
dopotentials [39] overcome these difficulties by relaxing the norm-conservation
and introducing so-called augmentation charges to ensure that the final charge is
still equivalent to the all-electron charge. The ultrasoftpseudopotentials make it
possible to describe the first row elements and 3d-transition metals with a reason-
ably small energy cutoff, and therefore computational cost. We have exclusively
used Vanderbilt’s ultrasoft pseudopotentials [39] in thisthesis.

2.3 Extracting information from DFT-calculations

In the included papers we have performed DFT-calculations to characterise the
adsorption of selected organic molecules at theα-Al2O3(0001),α-Cr2O3(0001),
and NiAl(110) surfaces. In particular we have determined the equilibrium atomic
structure of the clean surfaces and free molecules as well asthe geometry of the
adsorbate systems, and we have analysed (difference) electron densities in order
to discuss the nature of the bonds. This section we describe how this information
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were obtained from DFT-calculations.

2.3.1 Atomic structure optimisation

We can use density functional theory to calculate the groundstate energy for a
given atomic structure, however we have usually no knowledge beforehand which
particular configuration of the atoms corresponds to the most optimal structure.
In the included papers we have used two different approachesto determine the
equilibrium structures, one approach for the bulk structures and another for the
surfaces, molecules and adsorbate systems.

Determination of the bulk atomic structures is relatively simple because of the
high level of symmetry. The simplest example in this thesis is bulk NiAl (paper
V). NiAl crystallises in a CsCl structure, a crystal structure which can be described
by a single lattice parametera, see Fig. 2.6. In this case the equilibrium lattice
parametera0 is determined by calculating the total energy at various possible
lattice constants. The resulting data points can be fitted tosome equation of state,
for example the Murnaghan equation [40]. We have rather followed the approach
suggested in Ref. [41] and fitted the data to a fourth order polynomial (Fig. 2.6).
The results can be found in paper V.

The method of Ref. [41] is independent of the number of parameters needed
to describe the atomic structure, so the same approach was used to determine the
bulk atomic structures ofα-Al2O3 andα-Cr2O3 (paper I and II). These oxides
are isostructural and have a rhombohedral primitive unit cell, each cell containing
two formula units, see Fig. 2.7. The bulk structure can now bedescribed by four
parameters: two lattice parametersa andα, and two parameters describing the
positions of the oxygen and metal atoms within the unit cell.To determine the
bulk structures, the four parameters were varied independently, and resulting data
points were fitted to a fourth order (hyper)surface. This procedure also allows a
direct evaluation of elastic properties, such as the bulk modulus. The results of
these structure determinations are presented in papers I and II.

For less symmetric structures, such as a surface, a direct approach as the one
described above is rather cumbersome, and a minimisation scheme is preferable.
The surface, molecular and adsorbate structures reported in papers I-V, have been
obtained with the aid of the Hellmann-Feynman theorem [42, 43]. The basic pro-
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Figure 2.6: The total energy per unit cell as a function of thelattice parametera
for bulk NiAl. The data points obtained from a DFT calculation are indicated by
circles. The solid line is a fourth-order polynomial fit to the data points. The NiAl
unit cell is shown with Ni (Al) represented by blue (grey) spheres.

cedure is as follows: Starting from some initial guess for the position of the atoms,
a total energy calculation is performed using density functional theory. Once the
self-consistent electron density is available, the forcesacting on the atoms are cal-
culated utilising the Hellmann-Feynman theorem. An algorithm is used to min-
imise the forces. We have mainly used the Broyden-Fletcher-Goldfarb-Shanno
(BFGS) algorithm [44] for this purpose.

2.3.2 Electron distribution and the chemical bond

From the DFT calculations the electron distribution can be determined as well as
changes in the electron distribution upon, e.g., adsorption.

The electron density difference1 is defined as the difference between the (total)

1This quantity is frequently referred to as the deformation density, especially in the crystallog-
raphy community, see for example [21].
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a
α

Figure 2.7: The rhombohedral unit cell ofα-Al2O3 and α-Cr2O3. The lattice
parametersa andα are indicated. The cation (anion) atoms are represented by
grey (red) spheres.

electron density and the electron density of some referencestate:

∆n(r) = ntot(r) − nref(r) (2.12)

The electron density difference can give some insight into chemical bonding. Fig-
ure 2.8 shows contour plots of selected cross sections of theelectron density dif-
ference for bulkα-Al2O3, α-Cr2O3, and NiAl respectively. In each case we have
subtracted the electron density of the free atoms from the total densities. In these
contour plots, red contours indicate a gain in electron density, while blue contours
indicate a loss of density. The plots forα-Al2O3 andα-Cr2O3 are as expected
for a ionic materials: a loss of electron density at the metalion and a gain at the
oxygen ion. Bulk NiAl exhibits both ionic and covalent contributions to the bond-
ing [45]. There is a loss of electron density at the Al positions and gain at the Ni
positions, expected for ionic bonding. But there are also lobes of electron density
at Ni pointing towards Al, in support of a covalent contribution.
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Figure 2.8: Contour plots of the electron density difference for (a) α-Al2O3 (b)
α-Al2O3, and (c) NiAl. Red (blue) lines indicate gain (loss) of electron density,
and the contour spacing is 0.01 e/A3, with the rst contour at ± 0.01.

Frequently one is interested in the nature of the bonding between fragments
of a molecular complex or between an adsorbate and a surface (see papers I-IV
for examples). One can then dene a fragment electron density difference. For
example: to investigate the bonding between the CH3 fragments of ethane C2H6

one subtracts the electron density of the isolated CH3 fragments from the electron
density of C2H6. The result of such a calculation is shown in Fig. 2.9. As expected
of a covalent interaction, there is a gain in electron density in the bonding region
between the carbon atoms.
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Figure 2.9: Contour plot of the electron density differencefor C2H6. The cut
plane contains the two C atoms and two H atoms. Contours at 0.01 e/Å3. Gain
(loss) of electron density is indicated by a solid (dashed) line.



Chapter 3

Summary of the included papers

The purpose of this chapter is to give a brief overview of the included papers.

Paper I:
First-principles study of the adsorption of methanol at the α-Al2O3(0001)
surface
In this paper a study of the molecular adsorption of methanol(CH3OH) at the
α-Al2O3(0001) surface were performed. We find that methanol adsorbsvia its
oxygen atom to a surface layer aluminium atom, but also find indications that the
hydrogen atom of the methanol hydroxyl group is involved in the stabilisation of
methanol via an interaction with a surface layer O atom. Electron density differ-
ence plots indicate that the nature of the bond between Al andthe methanol O
atom is of a donor-acceptor type, where the methanol lone pair ‘donates’ electron
density to form a bond with the ‘acceptor’ Al. Adsorption of methanol results
in a significant relaxation of the surface structure. We estimate that 30% of the
adsorption energy can be attributed to relaxation effects.Furthermore, the sur-
face relaxations result in a repulsive adsorbate interaction, so that the adsorption
energy decreases from 1.23 eV atΘ = 1/4 ML to 1.03 atΘ = 1 ML.

Paper II:
Adsorption of methanol and methoxy on the α-Cr2O3(0001) surface

25
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On α-Cr2O3(0001) we find that methanol adsorbs with its oxygen atom situ-
ated in a three-fold O hollow site, in contrast to our result for methanol onα-
Al2O3(0001), where the methanol O atom adsorbs nearly on top of a surface
Al. The adsorption energy is somewhat smaller (0.82 eV atΘ = 1 ML) than
what we found for methanol onα-Al2O3(0001). Also in contrast to adsorp-
tion on α-Al2O3(0001), we find no indication of adsorbate interactions at the
α-Cr2O3(0001).

Methoxy adsorbs with its O atom situated on top of a surface Cratom, and
with the CO-axis tilted away from the surface normal by∼55◦. Methoxy is
strongly bound to theα-Cr2O3(0001) with an adsorption energy of 3.3 eV.

Paper III:
Adsorption of methylamine on α-Al2O3(0001) and α-Cr2O3(0001)
In this paper we studied the adsorption of methylamine (CH3NH2) at the α-
Al2O3(0001) andα-Cr2O3(0001) surfaces. At theα-Al2O3(0001) surface methy-
lamine adsorbs with its nitrogen atom slightly displaced (∼0.36Å) laterally from
the precise aluminium ontop site, while at theα-Cr2O3(0001) it adsorbs with the
nitrogen atom in a oxygen three-fold hollow site. These adsorption site pref-
erences are similar to what we found for methanol onα-Al2O3(0001) andα-
Cr2O3(0001).

At the α-Al2O3(0001) we find significant adsorbate-induced surface relax-
ations, similar to what we reported in paper I, and a decreasein adsorption energy
from 1.65 eV atΘ = 1/4 to 1.16 atΘ = 1, i.e. an adsorbate-adsorbate repulsion.
Extra calculations at two ‘frozen’ surfaces showed that theadsorbate interaction
was caused by the surface relaxations.

Electron density difference plots and an analysis of the projected density of
states suggest that methylamine binds to the surface via a lone-pair (donor-acceptor)
interaction.

Paper IV:
Phenol adsorption on graphite and aluminum oxide In this paper we inves-
tigate the interaction of phenol with a graphite and anα-Al2O3(0001) surface
using traditional DFT and a recently presented density functional (vdW-DF) that
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in addition to the traditional version of DFT incorporates the dispersive van der
Waals interactions [33]. The vdW-DF is of decisive importance for describing the
interactions of phenol with graphite.

Phenol contains two functional groups (benzene and alcohol) that could con-
ceivably interact with theα-Al2O3(0001) surface. We find a preferred orientation
with the aromatic ring tilted away from the surface, while the phenol oxygen atom
bind to a surface aluminium atom. The adsorption energy calculated using tradi-
tional DFT,Eads = 1.00 eV, is comparable to what we found for methanol adsorp-
tion, and the electron density difference plots are very similar indicating a similar
nature of the binding mechanism. When the contribution fromvan der Waals
interactions is accounted for, the adsorption energy increases to around 1.1-1.2
eV for the considered structures, and it is less clear which is the most favourable
structure.

Paper V:
Density functional theory investigation of methoxy on NiAl(110) In this pa-
per we report on density functional theory calculations to determine the preferred
adsorption site and geometry of methoxy at the NiAl(110) surface. We find that
methoxy adsorbs with its O situated in an Al bridge site (‘Al-Al short-bridge’),
and with the CO-axis oriented perpendicular to the surface plane. A charge trans-
fer from the substrate to the adsorbate fills the 2e orbitals which are only partly in
the free methoxy molecule, leading to a predominantly ionicbond.
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Chapter 4

Conclusions and outlook

Density functional theory (DFT) is today, in combination with efficient algo-
rithms and high-performance computers, a significant and frequent player on the
field of materials science. The original aim of this thesis was to apply theoreti-
cal methods to the industrially interesting problem of polymer adhesion to oxide
covered aluminium substrates. Facing the complexity of such systems, the inves-
tigation has focused on the interaction of small organic molecules with various
surfaces, of metal oxides (α-Al2O3(0001) andα-Cr2O3(0001)), a bimetallic alloy
(NiAl(110)), and graphite.

In the papers included in part II of the thesis there are several conclusions
drawn on the systems under study. Although the substrates and adsorbates are
chosen because of their relevance to industrial applications, the study is general
enough to allow some general conclusions to be drawn.

Methanol, methylamine, and phenol are all closed-shell molecules with a
lone-pair character. Onα-Al2O3(0001) andα-Cr2O3(0001) we find that these
molecules interact with the exposed surface cations. Thereis a build-up of elec-
tron density between the methanol/phenol O atom, methylamine N atom, and a
surface cation, characteristic of a covalent bond formation. However, as only
the adsorbates contribute electron density to the bond, we classify the adsorption
mechanism as a donor-acceptor interaction [47]. Thus, our results confirms the
expected adsorption mechanism for molecules with lone-pair character to oxide

29
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surfaces [47]. The adsorption energies for these systems are in the range 0.80 eV
to 1.65 eV (see Tab. 4.1), that is, not a very strong chemisorption.

The open-shell methoxy molecule forms a strong chemisorption bond to the
α-Cr2O3(0001) and NiAl(110) surfaces, see Tab. 4.1. The valence orbital struc-
ture of gas-phase methoxy is characterised by a partially filled non-bondingπ-
orbital on oxygen, referred to as the 2e-orbital [48]. Adsorption involves a net
electron transferfrom the surfaceto methoxy of 0.41|e| and 0.90|e| for methoxy
on α-Cr2O3(0001) and NiAl(110) respectively. The electron transfer is into the
2e orbital of methoxy. The relatively large charge transfers suggests that ionic
bonding is an important component of the chemisorption bondfor these systems.
A similar adsorption behaviour has been reported for methoxy on other surfaces
[49, 50].

In addition to the electron density rearrangements and bondformation, adsorp-
tion-induced surface relaxation effects play a significantrole in determining the
strength of the chemisorption. We find that adsorption induces a significant re-
structuring of theα-Al2O3(0001) surface, where the Al atoms are displaced in the
direction normal to the surface. The surface deformations are coverage dependent,
and result in an effective repulsive interaction between the adsorbates and thereby
coverage dependent adsorption energy. We estimate that as much as 30% (at cov-
erage1/4 ML) of the adsorption energy can be attributed to relaxationeffects,
demonstrating the importance of taking these effects into account. In contrast,
onα-Cr2O3(0001) the surface deforms less upon adsorption, and we find no cov-
erage dependence of adsorption energies, nor the surface relaxation. There have
been published several papers pointing out the importance of surface relaxations
for adsorption onα-Al2O3(0001), see e.g. Refs. [51, 52, 53], but, to my knowl-
edge, non onα-Cr2O3(0001). It has been suggested that the large relaxations of
the α-Al2O3(0001) surface is a result of the small size and large ionicity of the
Al atoms [52]. Our results onα-Cr2O3 (paper II) suggests that it is has a higher
degree of covalency thanα-Al2O3. A stronger directionality of the bonding could
be the reason whyα-Cr2O3(0001) is ‘stiffer’ thanα-Al2O3(0001).

The methods used in this thesis are mostly those of ‘traditional’ DFT, with
electron exchange and correlation treated in various flavours of the generalized
gradient approximation (GGA), and in standard pseudopotential-planewave im-
plementations (DACAPO [46]). However, some applications are treated in a re-
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cently presented extension of GGA that gives an account of the electron cor-
relations that give van der Waals (vdW) forces, vdW-DF [33].A self-evident
such application is the adsorption of benzen-derived molecules (here exemplified
by phenol) on graphite, which are predominantly governed byvdW interactions.
However, the ubiquitous vdW forces are also studied for phenol on alumina, to
compare their contribution to the adsorption bond to other forces.

It is noteworthy that although phenol in Paper IV is bound by what is con-
sidered a ‘strong’ bond to alumina, the nonlocal vdW-interactions increase the
adsorption energy by approximately 20% compared to the value found from GGA
alone.

A natural question that arises from that study — which chronologically was
the last of the five studies presented in this thesis — is the following: Did we miss
any vdW-interaction also in other covalently/ionic-bonded adsorption systems?
Can we rely on our GGA values found for the adsorption energies of methanol,
methoxy, methylamine on alumina, chromia and NiAl surfaces, or do we need to
also correct these for the vdW-interaction?

As we did not do any explicit calculations of the vdW-interaction in the other
systems yet the answer must be based on a qualified guess. Treatments within
DFT of the vdW-interactions in strongly bonded systems is still in its infancy,
and the study of phenol on alumina is one of a few first very recent studies (all
initiated within the past 6 months) of dispersive interactions in systems that are

Table 4.1: Summary of calculated adsorption energies. Adsorption energies cal-
culated at coveragesΘ = 1 ML and Θ = 1/4 ML are given as a range of values.
Unless specified, all adsorption energies are calculated using the PW91-GGA.

Adsorption energy [eV]
α-Al2O3(0001) α-Cr2O3(0001) graphite(0001) NiAl(110)

Methanol 1.03-1.23 0.82-0.80
Methoxy 3.32-3.25 2.73
Methylamine 1.16-1.65 0.80
Phenol 1.00,1.2a 0.56a

aCalculated using the vdW-DF.
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not clear-cut vdW-bonded systems.
Although we believe that within some error margin less than 20% (probably

considerably smaller than 20%) our adsorption energy values can be trusted. What
is special for the phenol system is the flat, benzene-like structure of the molecule,
positioning itself on alumina so as to expose a large part of the molecule to the
surface. This must be the optimal situation for the vdW-forces to act between
the molecule and the surface. For the other small molecules considered in this
thesis this is not so. Thus, we believe our GGA adsorption energies for the other
molecules than phenol are reasonably well determined.

We end this chapter with some suggestions for future theoretical work. In spite
of their industrial relevance relatively little research has been done on adsorption
at oxide surfaces compared to metal surfaces. The possibilities for further work
are therefore manifold. Of the many possible directions forfuture work we focus
on two:

We have exclusively considered adsorption at clean and defect-free surfaces
in this thesis. However, it is well known that even under UHV conditions most
oxide surfaces contain defects [47], and the industrially interesting oxide surfaces
are almost always covered by water. The presence of water and/or defects may
influence the nature of binding at these surfaces. A natural extension of the work
presented in this thesis would be to include such features. There have been pub-
lished several theoretical studies of the hydroxylatedα-Al2O3(0001) [51, 54], but
to my knowledge no theoretical studies of adsorption of molecules at these sur-
faces has been carried out.

In this thesis we have considered relatively small molecules having at most
two functional groups. A proper treatment of the interaction of a large molecule,
such as a polymer, with a surface calls for a multiscale modelling approach due
to the wildly disparate length and time scales that comes into play. One promis-
ing approach suggested by Delle Siteet al. [7] is to use use information such as
adsorption energies yielded by first-principles calculations of adsorption of frag-
ments of a polymer as input in a ‘coarse-grained’ polymer model. Such studies
have been conducted on metal surfaces [7] and should also be feasible on oxide
surfaces.



References

[1] G. E. Totten and D. S. MacKenzie (Eds.),Handbook of Aluminum. Volume
2: Alloy Production and Materials Manufacturing(Marcel Dekker, New
York, 2003).

[2] G. W. Critchlow and D. M. Brewis, Review of surface pretreatments for
aluminium alloys, Int. J. Adhesion and Adhesives16 (1996) 255.

[3] O. Lunder, J. C. Walmsley, P. Mack, and K. Nisancioglu, Formation and
characterisation of a chromate conversion coating on AA6060 aluminium,
Corrosion Science47 (2005) 604.

[4] W. Zhang, B. Hurley, and R. G. Buchheit, Characterization of Chromate
Conversion Coating Formation and Breakdown Using Electrode Arrays, J.
Electrochem. Soc.149 (2002) B357.

[5] Directive 2000/53/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of
18 September 2000 on end-of-life vehicles, Off. J. Eur. Communities L269
(2000) 3443.

[6] G. W. Critchlow, K. A. Yendall, D. Bahrani, A. Quinn, and F. Andrews, Int.
J. Adhesion and Adhesives26 (2006) 219.

[7] L. Delle Site, C. F. Adams, A. Alavi, and K. Kremer, Polymers near Metal
Surfaces: Selective Adsorption and Global Conformations,Phys. Rev. Lett.
89 (2002) 156103.

33



34 References

[8] S. R. Cain, Quantum-mechanical approach to understanding acid-base in-
teractions at metal-polymer interfaces, J. Adhesion Sci. Technol.4 (1990)
333.

[9] J. W. Holubka, R. A. Dickie, and J. C. Cassatta, Molecularmodeling of ad-
hesion: the interaction of acrylate and methacrylate esters with aluminum
oxide, J. Adhesion Sci. Technol.6 (1992) 243.

[10] D. A. Drabold, J. B. Adams, D. C. Anderson, and J. Kieffer, First Principles
Study of Polymer-Metal-Metal-Oxide Adhesion, J. Adhesion42 (1993) 55.

[11] C. Noguera, Theoretical Investigation of Acid-Base Properties of Oxide
Surfaces, J. Adhesion57 (1996) 91.

[12] C. Noguera,Physics and chemistry at oxide surfaces(Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, Cambridge, 1996).

[13] A. I. Taube and R. L. Fleischer, Science243 (1989) 616.

[14] R. M. Martin, Electronic Structure. Basic Theory and Practical Methods
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2004).

[15] R. M. Dreizler and E. K. U. Gross,Density Functional Theory: An Ap-
proach to the Quantum Many-Body Problem(Springer-Verlag, Berlin,
1990).

[16] W. Holthausen and M. C. Holthausen,A Chemist’s Guide to Density Func-
tional Theory, 2nd Ed. (Wiley-VCH, Weinheim, 2001).

[17] R. O. Jones and O. Gunnarsson, The density functional formalism, its ap-
plications and prospects, Rev. Mod. Phys.61 (1989) 689.

[18] M. C. Payne, M. P. Teter, D. C. Allan, T. A. Arias, and J. D.Joannopoulos,
Iterative minimization techniques forab initio total-energy calculations:
molecular dynamics and conjugate gradients, Rev. Mod. Phys. 64 (1992)
1045.



References 35

[19] L. H. Thomas, The calculation of atomic fields, Proc. Cambridge Philos.
Soc.23 (1927) 542.

[20] E. Fermi, Un metodo statistice per la determinazione dialcune proprieta
dell’atomo, Rend. Accad. Lincei6 (1927) 602.

[21] P. Coppens,X-Ray Charge Densities and Chemical Bonding(Oxford Uni-
versity Press, Oxford, 1997).

[22] L. Spruch, Thomas-Fermi theory (atoms, stars,. . .), Rev. Mod. Phys.63
(1991) 151.

[23] E. Teller, On the Stability of Molecules in the Thomas-Fermi Theory, Rev.
Mod. Phys.34 (1962) 627.

[24] E. H. Lieb and B. Simon, Thomas-Fermi Theory Revisited,Phys. Rev. Lett.
31 (1973) 681.

[25] P. Hohenberg and W. Kohn, Inhomogeneous Electron Gas, Phys. Rev.136
(1964) B864.

[26] Y. A. Wang, N. Govind, and E. A. Carter, Orbital-free kinetic-energy func-
tionals for the nearly free electron gas, Phys. Rev. B58 (1998) 13465.

[27] W. Kohn and L. J. Sham, Self-Consistent Equations Including Exchange
and Correlation Effects, Phys. Rev.140 (1965) A1133.

[28] G. Kresse and J. Furthmüller, Efficiency of ab-initio total energy calcula-
tions for metals and semiconductors using a plane-wave basis set, Comp.
Mat. Sci.6 (1996) 15.

[29] C. Ruberto, Y. Yourdshahyan, and B. I. Lundqvist, Surface properties of
metastable alumina: A comparative study ofκ- andα-Al2O3 Phys. Rev. B
67 (2003) 195412.

[30] S. Kurth, J. P. Perdew, and P. Blaha, Molecular and Solid-State Tests of
Density Functional Approximations: LSD, GGAs, and Meta-GGAs, Int. J.
Quant. Chem.75 (1999) 889.



36 References

[31] B. Hammer, L. B. Hansen, and J. K. Nørskov, Improved adsorption
energetics within density-functional theory using revised Perdew-Burke-
Ernzerhof functionals, Phys. Rev. B59 (1999) 7413.

[32] J. P. Perdew, J. A. Chevary, S. H. Vosko, K. A. Jackson, M.R. Peder-
son, D. J. Singh, and C. Fiolhais, Atoms, molecules, solids,and surfaces:
Applications of the generalized gradient approximation for exchange and
correlation, Phys. Rev. B46 (1992) 6671;48 (1993) 4978(E).
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Abstract
We present density functional theory calculations of methanol molecular
adsorption at the (0001) surface of α-Al2O3, for methanol coverages of 1/4
to 1 monolayer (ML). Adsorption energies, adsorption-induced restructuring
of the surface, and induced changes to the electronic structure are calculated.
We find that methanol bonds with its O atom to Al atoms at the α-Al2O3(0001)

surface with an adsorption energy of 1.23 eV at coverage 1/4 ML, decreasing
with coverage to 1.03 eV at 1 ML coverage. From calculations of the relaxed
adsorption geometry and the angular dependence of the total energy, we predict
an orientation of the adsorbed methanol molecule that has the molecular
COH plane tilted away from the surface normal. The adsorption of methanol
significantly restructures α-Al2O3(0001), especially for the outermost Al layer.
Upon adsorption a small charge transfer from the molecule to the substrate takes
place.

1. Introduction

Understanding the surface properties of alumina (Al2O3) is of considerable importance for a
wide variety of technological and industrial processes, ranging from catalysis to corrosion and
adhesion [1, 2]. For this reason there have been a large number of experimental and theoretical
studies on alumina addressing the properties of the clean α-Al2O3(0001) surface [3, 4], and
the adsorption of various metal atoms [5] and molecules [6, 7], including water [8–10] and
methanol [11–15].

Interest in the adsorption of methanol at alumina surfaces stems mainly from its relevance
in heterogeneous catalysis [11–14]. Alumina in the γ -phase is catalytically active for the
dehydration of alcohols [12, 16], and is used as a support for Cu- or Pd-based catalysts
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employed in the decomposition of methanol [17, 18]. Methanol is also used as a probe
molecule for investigating the surface chemistry of alumina and other metal oxides [19, 20].

In this paper we present density functional theory (DFT) calculations of the adsorption
of methanol (CH3OH) at the α-Al2O3(0001) surface. Our work is motivated by the wider
perspective of understanding how organic polymers interact with metal oxide surfaces. This
is essential for a fundamental understanding of the adhesion of organic materials, such as
adhesives and paints, to these surfaces. In this perspective, methanol is representative for the
hydroxyl functionality of the polymer.

On the basis of experiments it has been suggested that the molecular (non-dissociative)
adsorption dominates the adsorption mechanism [11, 13, 14] when methanol is adsorbed at the
Al2O3 surface under ultra-high vacuum (UHV) conditions. It has been proposed that methanol
chemisorbs through the interaction of the methanol oxygen lone pair with substrate aluminium
atoms (cations) [11, 13]. Our investigation focuses on the energetics of and the changes
to the atomic geometry and electronic structure that result from the adsorption of methanol
at the α-Al2O3(0001) surface. To determine the orientation of the methanol molecule on
the α-Al2O3(0001) surface we have, in addition to a geometry optimization, calculated the
dependence of the total energy on the methanol angle with the surface.

2. Computational details

Experiments [11, 13, 14] indicate that the adsorption of methanol on α-Al2O3(0001) is
dominated by chemisorption. The distance from the most active part of the molecule to
the surface (in our preliminary study found to be approximately 2 Å) is such that long-range
interactions, e.g., the dispersion interaction [21], are expected to not give any significant
contribution to the binding. Thus we can rely on a traditional semi-local implementation
of DFT, using the generalized gradient approximation (GGA) for the exchange–correlation
functional.

The calculations presented here are performed using the DACAPO DFT code [22],
employing the Vanderbilt ultrasoft pseudopotentials [23], and the GGA Perdew–Wang 91
(PW91) parametrization [24] of the exchange–correlation energy. For comparison a number
of energies have also been calculated in the two revised Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof GGA
parametrizations revPBE by Zhang and Yang [26] and RPBE by Hammer, Hansen, and
Nørskov [25]. The Kohn–Sham wavefunctions are expanded in a plane wave basis, with a
400 eV energy cut-off.

The clean α-Al2O3(0001) surface is modelled by a slab periodically repeated in all
directions, with four layers of oxygen, keeping the bottom layer of oxygen and aluminium
frozen in the bulk geometry. To reduce interactions between the periodically repeated images
of the slab in the [0001] direction the slabs are separated by 15 Å of vacuum. In the (1 × 1)

surface unit cell we use a 4 × 4 × 1 mesh of Monkhorst–Pack [27] special k-points to describe
the Brillouin zone. Tests with larger vacuum and slab thickness, higher cut-off energy and
denser k-point sampling showed negligible changes to the energies and structural parameters.
To investigate how the adsorption of methanol changes with coverage, (1 × 1), (2 × 1) and
(2 × 2) unit cells of α-Al2O3(0001) are employed, with k-point sampling and convergence
criteria appropriately modified for the two larger surface unit cells.

In our calculations we place the molecules on one side of the slab only, and allow the
atoms of both the adsorbate and of the corresponding slab surface to relax. We do not include
symmetry constraints in the structural optimization. The artificial electric field created by the
asymmetry of the system (also for the clean but structurally relaxed surface slab) is compensated
by a self-consistently determined dipole correction applied in the vacuum region [28, 29].
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This dipole correction, in combination with the 15 Å vacuum region, we find is sufficient to
cancel the surface dipole. The atomic positions of the surface structure and of the CH3OH
molecules are found by locally minimizing the Hellmann–Feynman forces until the remaining
total force on the unconstrained atoms is less than 0.05 eV Å−1. For the relaxation of the atomic
positions a preconditioned quasi-Newton method based on the Broyden–Fletcher–Goldfarb–
Shanno algorithm [30] is used.

The adsorption energy per methanol molecule is calculated from

Eads = −(ESM − ES − EM), (1)

where ESM is the total energy of the α-Al2O3 slab with adsorbed methanol, ES the energy
of a clean slab of α-Al2O3, and EM the energy of an isolated methanol molecule. With this
definition, a positive adsorption energy indicates stabilization. All calculations are carried out
at zero temperature, and the zero-point vibration is not taken into account. Thus the adsorption
energy calculated from (1) does not include contributions from entropy.

3. Results and discussion

In this section we present our results for the adsorption of CH3OH at the α-Al2O3(0001)

surface, as well as the structure of the clean α-Al2O3(0001) surface and the gas-phase
CH3OH. We assume that the adsorption of methanol does not change the surface termination of
α-Al2O3 (0001). We calculate and discuss how both the relaxation of the surface atom positions
and the adsorbate relaxation contribute to the adsorption energy.

3.1. The clean α-Al2O3(0001) surface and gas phase CH3OH

As a first step in our study,we investigate the properties of the clean α-Al2O3(0001) surface and
the free (gas phase) methanol molecule. The bulk structure of α-Al2O3 is rhombohedral with a
D6

3d(R3̄c) symmetry and two Al2O3 formula units per primitive unit cell [31]. Following
the approach described in [32] and section 2 we determine the calculated (compared to
experimentally determined [33]) lattice parameters a0 = 5.173 Å (5.128 Å) and α = 55.28◦
(55.28◦) with internal Wyckoff positions [31] of Al, respectively O, within the unit cell
w = 0.3523 (0.3520) and u = 0.5561 (0.555). These values are in good agreement with the
experiments by Lee and Lagerlof [33] and previous DFT calculations [4, 34]. The calculated
bulk modulus B0 = 228.4 GPa is smaller than the experimental value 254 GPa by 10%.

The stacking sequence of α-Al2O3 along the [0001] direction is R–Al–Al–O3–R, where
R represents the continuing sequence. The (0001) surfaces can be obtained by cleaving the
crystal between any of these layers, i.e., three chemically distinct (0001)-plane terminations
may be produced. Previous theoretical and experimental studies have shown that under UHV
conditions the Al-terminated surface obtained by cleaving between two Al sub-layers is the
most stable one [10, 34–37].

Figure 1 shows a schematic side and top view of the Al-terminated α-Al2O3(0001) surface
with the (1 ×1) surface unit cell indicated. The calculated surface relaxations for the first four
layers are listed in table 1, and are in good agreement with previous calculations [4, 10, 37]. The
surface Al atoms undergo large relaxations, leaving them almost coplanar with the surface O
layer. The relaxations below the top layer are also significant, and show the necessity of using
a relatively thick slab for a good description of the α-Al2O3(0001) surface. The discrepancies
between the theoretical and the experimental values have been attributed to the presence of
hydrogen on the experimentally observed surfaces [37].
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Figure 1. Schematic side and top view of the α-Al2O3(0001) surface terminated by half a layer
of aluminium. The large circles represent oxygen atoms. The (1 × 1) hexagonal surface unit cell
is shown.

Table 1. Relaxations of the outermost atomic layers of the α-Al2O3(0001) surface given
in percentage deviation from the bulk structure. The PW91 parametrization of the exchange–
correlation energy is used. Distances �di j are defined in figure 1.

Theory
Expt

This work [4] [34] [38]

�d12(%) −84.5 −85.5 −87.4 −51
�d23(%) +3.5 +3.2 +3.1 +16
�d34(%) −45.8 −45.4 −41.7 −29
�d45(%) +19.4 +19.8 +18.9 +20

In table 2 we list the geometry of the gas-phase methanol molecule as found in our
calculations. We find the bond lengths and bond angles to be in excellent agreement with the
experimental values of [39].

3.2. Adsorption geometries and energetics

A number of quantities may be used for describing methanol adsorption on α-Al2O3(0001).
The most immediate ones are the adsorption energy and the positional changes to the adsorbate
and surface geometry upon adsorption. The adsorption energy is usually affected not only by
electronic interactions in and between the adsorbate and the surface, as described for methanol
on α-Al2O3(0001) in section 3.3,but also by the energetic cost of changing the atomic geometry
(deformation) of the surface and the adsorbate upon adsorption. These energy contributions
to the adsorption energy are discussed below.

The adsorption of methanol was studied by initially placing the molecule with its O atom
above a surface Al atom and performing a complete optimization of the adsorbate–surface
geometry. We used several different initial orientations of the methanol molecule, to avoid any
risk of the geometry getting stuck in a local energy minimum. The coverage dependence of
methanol adsorption was studied by considering adsorption at coverages � = 1/4 monolayers
(ML), 1/2 ML, and 1 ML. Here the coverage � is defined with reference to the surface
aluminium layer, so that � = 1 ML corresponds to one adsorbed molecule per surface
aluminium atom. At � = 1/4 ML the closest distance between any two atoms of neighbouring
methanol molecules is 7.4 Å, sufficiently far apart for the molecules to be considered ‘isolated’
if any indirect interaction through the surface is neglected.

We tested whether our 15 Å vacuum region and the dipole correction applied are sufficient
to overcome the effect of the surface dipole at the bottom of the slab (the bulk-truncated frozen
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Table 2. Adsorption energies and selected structural data for methanol adsorbed at the
α-Al2O3(0001) surface at three different coverages. Some of the structural parameters are depicted
in figure 2. The parameter rAl−Oads is the bond length between the methanol O and the nearest
surface Al, h is the height of Al bounded to a methanol molecule above the average position of the
layer of top O atoms, and rH−Os is the shortest distance between the H of the molecule OH group
and an O atom at the surface. φCO is the tilt angle of the C–O axis away from the surface normal,
and φCOH is the tilt angle of the COH plane with respect to the surface plane. All calculations were
carried out in the PW91 parametrization of the exchange–correlation functional unless explicitly
noted.

Theory
Expt [39]

� (ML) Free Free 1/4 1/2 1

Internal geometry of the methanol molecule

rC−O (Å) 1.429 1.43 1.45 1.45 1.44
rO−H (Å) 0.975 0.98 1.00 1.00 1.02
rC−H (Å) 1.098 1.10 1.10 1.09 1.10
� COH (deg) 107.6 109 110 110 111
� OCH (deg) — 112 110 109 110

— 112 109 109 109
— 107 107 107 108

Geometry of the adsorption bonds

h (Å) — 0.13 0.43 0.42 0.32
rAl−Oads (Å) — — 1.93 1.95 2.00
rH−Os (Å) — — 2.03 1.91 1.77
φCO (deg) — — 57 57 57
φCOH (deg) — — 34 36 39

Adsorption energy contributions

Eads (eV) — — 1.23 1.16 1.03
Methanol deform. (eV) — — 0.04 0.03 0.03
Surface deform. (eV) — — 0.29 0.29 0.15
Eads surf. undeform. (eV) — — 0.85 0.86 0.87
Eads (RPBE) (eV) — — 0.97 0.88 0.71
Eads (revPBE) (eV) — — 0.97 0.88 0.70

surface). We found that with methanol adsorbed on the top of the slab, the adsorption energy
only changes by 0.009 eV when instead using a slab with the bottom of the slab in the relaxed
geometry. Having both sides of the slab in the relaxed structure requires a thicker slab for
convergence in number of atomic layers. We thus for all further calculations keep the bottom
of the slab in the bulk-truncated structure.

Figure 2 shows a schematic top and side view of the optimum adsorption geometry found
in our calculations, and in table 2 the calculated adsorption energies and selected bond lengths
and angles are listed.

We find that methanol adsorbs with its O atom (denoted Oads) approximately on top of
a surface Al atom, with the methyl group pointing away from the surface and the OH group
pointing toward one of the three equivalent surface O atoms (denoted Os) around the Al
adsorption site. The methanol C–O axis is tilted away from the surface normal by φCO = 57◦
at the coverages considered here. Experiments indicate that the C–O axis is indeed tilted away
from the surface normal on Al2O3 [11, 14]; however, to the best of our knowledge, no detailed
experimental structural data are yet available for this system.

The methanol molecule is laterally displaced from the precise Al atop site by ∼0.6 Å
towards the surface Os atom; see figure 2. The OH group is oriented towards Os, and the
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Figure 2. Schematic top (left panel) and side view (right panel) of the stable configuration of
the CH3OH molecule on the α-Al2O3(0001) surface. In the left panel, the full and dashed lines
indicate the positions of the planes used for the cross sections of the electron density difference
displayed in figure 4. In the right panel some of the structural parameters of table 2 are defined.

Oads–H bond length is elongated by 0.02–0.04 Å compared to the gas phase value (table 2).
This suggests that the H–Os interaction is significant. Further evidence of this interaction is
that the H–Os distances, 1.77–2.03 Å, are significantly shorter than the sum of the respective
van der Waals radii (2.72 Å, [40]).

Apart from the above-mentioned elongation of the molecular Oads–H bond, the geometry
of the molecule is only moderately affected by the adsorption. The COH angle opens up
compared to the gas phase value by 1◦–2◦, and the C–Oads bond lengths are increased, but by
no more than 0.02 Å. There are no changes to the C–H bond lengths, but the HCH angles open
up by ∼2◦.

As the coverage is increased from � = 1/4 ML to 1 ML we find a slight change in the
geometry of the adsorbed methanol atom. The tilt angle φCOH between the molecular dipole
plane (the COH plane) and the surface plane changes from 34◦ to 39◦, and the Al–Oads distance
is elongated from 1.93 to 2.00 Å. These bond lengths are comparable to the two Al–O bonds in
the α-Al2O3 bulk crystal, in our calculations 1.87 and 1.99 Å, and to Al–Oads distances reported
in DFT studies of adsorption of water molecules onto the α-Al2O3(0001) surface [8, 10].

Whereas the geometrical changes to the methanol molecule are small, adsorption of
methanol results in significant surface relaxations in α-Al2O3(0001). The most prominent
change is the displacement of the Al atoms along the surface normal. The Al atoms directly
beneath CH3OH relax outwards by 0.19–0.30 Å. At � < 1 ML, the surface Al atoms without
methanol bounded to them descend into the outermost O layer, so that at � = 1/4 ML they
are coplanar with the O layer (less than 0.05 Å above the O layer) and at � = 1/2 ML they are
positioned slightly below the O layer (−0.14 Å). Similar relaxation effects have been reported
in theoretical studies of the adsorption of water [10, 8] and HCl [7] at the α-Al2O3(0001)

surface.
To study the sensitivity of the adsorption geometry to positional perturbations (e.g., at

finite temperatures) additional static calculations were carried out, changing the orientation
of the molecule with the Oads position kept fixed. In the left panel of figure 3 we plot the
variation of the adsorption energy as a function of the C–O axis tilt angle, φCO. A tilt angle of
0◦ corresponds to the C–O axis being parallel to the surface normal. The plot has a minimum
at φCO ≈ 60◦, confirming the result of our geometry optimization.
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Figure 3. The variation of the total energy for CH3OH on α-Al2O3(0001) as a function of the tilt
angle of the C–O axis (left panel) and the COH plane (right panel). In the left panel a tilt angle
of 0◦ corresponds to the C–O axis parallel to the surface normal. In the right panel a tilt angle of
90◦ corresponds to upright CH3OH with the O end down. The calculations were carried out at
� = 1 ML.

We found that changing the direction of the C–O axis even slightly causes a huge energetic
cost. Exploring the variation of the adsorption energy as the COH-plane tilt angle (φCOH) is
changed, we therefore kept φCO = 60◦ fixed. In this case φCOH = 0◦ corresponds to the COH
plane parallel to the surface, while at φCOH = 90◦ the COH plane is in the plane of the surface
normal. The results, displayed in the right panel of figure 3, show an energy minimum at
about φCOH ≈ 40◦, consistent with our optimized adsorption geometry. However, the energy
variation with φCOH is much smaller than the dependence on φCO. This agrees with our finding
(in table 2) that φCOH does change, although only by a few degrees, as the methanol coverage
is increased. We note that at φCOH = 90◦ the energy is at its maximum, reflecting the fact that
upright methanol molecules are not only energetically unfavourable, compared to the 40◦ tilt,
but also unstable.

The energetic gain of adsorbing one methanol molecule, relative to the clean α-
Al2O3(0001) and the gas-phase methanol molecule, is approximately 1 eV per molecule
(table 2). Methanol is thus rather strongly bound to the surface. As noted above, methanol
adsorption induces significant surface deformations (whereas the deformation of the methanol
molecule is small). The net adsorption energy is thus composed of both an energetic cost of
deforming the surface (and a small cost of deforming the molecule), as well as a gain from the
interaction in the electronic charge density, resulting in a net energy gain.

We calculated the energetic cost of the surface and molecule deformation (table 2) and
found the cost of surface deformations to be 0.29 eV per molecule at � < 1. This is about
one-quarter of the net adsorption energy, thus the surface deformation is a very important part
of the adsorption energetics. For denser coverage (� = 1) the surface deformation is less,
and the energetic cost at 0.15 eV per molecule is not quite as important, although still not
negligible. The deformation of methanol has a smaller energy cost of only 0.03–0.04 eV per
molecule and is at � < 1 negligible compared to the surface deformation cost.

A different way of estimating the importance of surface relaxations is to calculate the
adsorption energy of methanol adsorbed at a frozen surface, i.e., with all surface atoms frozen
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in the clean-slab positions. At � = 1/4 ML we calculated a (frozen surface) adsorption energy
of 0.85 eV/molecule, which is a reduction of 0.38 eV/moleculecompared to the situation when
surface relaxations are included. On the frozen surface the adsorption energies at � = 1 ML
and 1/4 ML are almost equivalent, differing by only 0.02 eV/molecule.

The adsorption energy (on the deformed surface) decreases with coverage from
1.23 eV/molecule at � = 1/4 ML to 1.03 eV/molecule at � = 1 ML, indicating repulsive
adsorbate–adsorbate interactions on the surface. Since methanol adsorption induces significant
surface deformations the repulsion may be caused by indirect adsorbate interactions mediated
by the local deformation of the surface [41]. This is strongly supported by the fact that the
frozen-surface adsorption energies do not change with coverage.

The molecules adsorbed on the surface may interact with neighbouring adsorbed molecules
indirectly, through the deformation of the surface as discussed above, but also more directly,
e.g., by mutually imposed static changes to the electron structure or by dispersive interactions.
Below we discuss contributions from these short- and long-range direct interactions.

In the 2 × 2 structure the adsorbates are too far apart (>7 Å) for the direct interactions to
have any significant influence on the adsorbate repulsion, compared to the size of the indirect
interactions (0.29 eV cost per adsorbed molecule, table 2). This includes the long-range,
dispersive interactions. In the 2 × 2 structure direct interactions can thus be ignored.

In the denser 1 × 1 and 1 × 2 structures the shortest distance between atoms in two
neighbouring molecules is 2.7 Å. Thus direct interaction could possibly influence the adsorbate
repulsion. The short-ranged part of the direct interaction between these molecules (as
calculated within the GGA approximation) shows an attraction of 0.03 eV per pair interaction.
In the 1×1 structure with six nearest neighbours per adsorbate the short-range part of the direct
interaction thus provides a gain in adsorption energy of approximately 0.09 eV per adsorbate,
compared to that of the 2×2 structure or even less dense structures. In the 1×2 structure, with
only two nearest neighbours per adsorbate, this gain is merely 0.03 eV per adsorbate. Although
in general the long-range interactions may also become important at the 2.7 Å distance, already
the surface relaxations contribute an energy repulsion much larger than any realistic value of
the (direct) long-range interaction between the methanol molecules. We therefore neglect any
dispersive direct interaction between the molecules also in the 1 × 1 and 1 × 2 structures.

The deformation of the surface at adsorption carries a significant energy cost, at any
coverage. For adsorption to still be favourable over no adsorption the energy gain due to
changes in the electron structure must more than overcome this deformation cost. From the
net adsorption energy Eads and the costs of deforming the surface and the methanol molecule
(table 2) the gross interface electron-density-related energy gain Egross is calculated to be 1.56,
1.48, and 1.21 eV per molecule for coverages 1/4, 1/2, and 1 ML. Although the dense 1 × 1
structure is the structure most favoured both by the direct adsorbate–adsorbate interaction
(largest gain in adsorption energy), and by the indirect interaction through the deformation of
the surface (smallest cost of deformation), this is not sufficient to overcome the Egross advantage
of the 2 × 2 structure.

All adsorption energy and geometry calculations mentioned above were found by using the
PW91 approximation for the exchange–correlation energy. To test our results we also carried
out some of the calculations in the revPBE and RPBE approximation (table 2). Although all
values of Eads are found to be smaller using revPBE and RPBE the changes in magnitude with
coverage are very close to those of the PW91 calculations. Thus the calculations using the
revPBE or RPBE approximation support our finding that on α-Al2O3(0001) methanol adsorbs
in a 2 × 2 structure rather than in the denser 1 × 2 or 1 × 1 structures. A similar decrease in
adsorption energy going from the PW91 to the revPBE and RPBE approximations is also seen
for O, CO, and NO adsorption on late transition metal surfaces [25].
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Figure 4. Contour plots of the electron density difference �n(r). Panels (a) and (b) show a
cut through a plane containing one surface Al and O atom, and the methanol O and C atoms.
Panels (c) and (d) show a cut through the plane containing one surface Al and the Os atom, and
the methanol O and H atoms, where the H atom is the one belonging to the methanol OH-group.
Solid (dashed) lines indicate gain (loss) of electron density. The contours are drawn at densities

�n = ±0.005 × 2k e Å
−3

for k = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.

3.3. Adsorbate-induced changes to the electronic structure

Insight into the nature of the bonding of methanol at the α-Al2O3 is gained from the change
in the electron density distribution as a result of the adsorbate bonding. To this end, we have
calculated the electron density difference, �n(r), defined by

�n(r) = nSM(r) − nS(r) − nM(r). (2)

Here, nSM is the electron density of the adsorption system, and nS and nM the electron density
of the clean slab and a free methanol layer, respectively. The atomic geometry of the relaxed
adsorption system is kept in the calculation of nS and nM. The quantity �n gives a measure
of the charge rearrangements induced by the adsorption, with a positive (negative) value in
regions with a gain (loss) in electron density.

In figure 4 we display contour plots of cross sections of �n. We chose two different
planes for these cross sections. Left panels show �n at � = 1 ML, right panels � = 1/4 ML.
Figures 4(a) and (b) show a cut through the plane containing the Oads and C atoms of the
molecule, the Al bound to Oads, and one of the surface O atoms. In figures 4(c) and (d) the
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Figure 5. Profiles of the total electron density, n1D, (at � = 1 ML, thin solid line) and electron
density difference, �n1D, across the slab. The thick dotted, dashed and solid lines represent �n1D
at coverage � = 1/4, 1/2, and 1 ML, respectively. The zero-point of the z-axis is arbitrarily set
to the bottom of the slab used. The positions of the Al and O layers of the slab and the Oads and C
atoms of the methanol molecule are indicated.

cut is through the plane defined by the methanol Oads and H atoms, the Al bound to Oads, and
one of the surface O atoms. We first of all note the similarity in the shape of the difference
densities for coverages � = 1 ML and 1/4 ML. This suggests that the nature of the bonding
is similar.

Adsorption of methanol mainly perturbs the part of the electron density related to the
topmost layer of the slab. This can most easily be seen from the electron density difference
profile, �n1D(z), displayed in figure 5 for � = 1 ML. The figure shows that there is a net
gain in electron density in the surface and interface region, and a loss of electron density in
the region associated with the molecule. Thus, a small charge transfer from the molecule to
the surface takes place at the adsorption (for � = 1 ML the transfer is ∼0.04|e| as estimated
by integrating �n1D(z) in figure 5 up to its minimum above the top Al atom). The plots of
�n1D(z) for � = 1/4, 1/2, and 1 ML are similar in shape. Each curve represents the electron
density change on one methanol molecule. We see that at low coverage (� = 1/4 ML) the
redistribution of charge over the molecule is more pronounced than at higher coverages. This
is consistent with the findings in figure 4.

Returning to the cross section plots of �n in figures 4(a)–(d) we see that the electron
density gain in the interface region, seen in figure 5, is the result of a pronounced accumulation
of electron density in the region between the Oads and Al atoms. The accumulated electron
density mainly comes from the region close to the Oads atom of the methanol molecule. This
redistribution of electrons is suggestive of the formation of a donor–acceptor bond, where the
methanol O lone pair donates electron density to the acceptor Al [1].

In the surface region, the most prominent change in the electron density is a redistribution
of electron density around the surface O atoms. This is clearly a repolarization in response to
the adsorption. There is a depletion of electron density in the region between the surface O
atoms and the Oads atom, indicating an O–Oads repulsive interaction. The decreased electron
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density at the H atom, as seen in figures 4(c) and (d), is consistent with the elongation of the
Oads–H bond, and gives further evidence that the H–Os bond contributes to the bonding of
methanol at the α-Al2O3(0001) surface.

The redistribution of the electron density may be quantified by assigning charge to the
individual atoms according to the Bader space-partitioning scheme [42]. The analysis shows
that upon adsorption the surface O atom closest to the hydroxyl H atom loses 0.04–0.06
electrons compared to the same atom in the clean α-Al2O3(0001), with the largest loss at
occurring at � = 1 ML. The analysis also shows that there is no such loss when simply
deforming the surface to its adsorption geometry without adding the molecule; the actual
adsorption of methanol is essential for the change in assigned charge to this surface O atom.
In contrast, the change in charge is insignificant at the Al atom directly beneath the molecule,
both after obtaining the adsorption geometry and after adsorbing the methanol molecule.

As mentioned in the previous section, the gross interface electron-density-related energy
gain Egross is higher for � = 1/4 ML than for � = 1 ML. This is consistent with the somewhat
larger magnitude of the induced density for � = 1/4 ML compared to � = 1 ML, seen in
figure 4.

4. Summary and conclusions

We have applied first-principles density-functional theory calculations to study the adsorption
of methanol on α-Al2O3(0001) at coverages � = 1/4 ML, � = 1/2 ML and 1 ML.

We find that methanol bonds to the surface Al atoms via the methanol O atom. Plots of
the electron density difference, figure 4, indicate that the adsorption mechanism is a donor–
acceptor interaction, where the methanol lone pair orbital donates electron density to the surface
Al cations. This is the expected adsorption mechanism for alcohols at wide bandgap insulator
surfaces, such as α-Al2O3(0001) [1].

In addition to this mechanism, we find evidence that the interaction of the hydroxyl
hydrogen with a surface oxygen atom also contributes to the bonding. The methanol molecule
is preferentially oriented with the C–O axis tilted away from the surface normal, and the OH
group oriented toward one of the surface O atoms. The elongated Oads–H bonds, the short H–Os

nearest-nearest-neighbour distance, table 2, and the depletion of electron density around the H
atom, figure 4, is evidence of a significant H–Os interaction. A similar adsorption mechanism
has been proposed for adsorption of methanol on NiOx /Ni{110} [43].

The adsorption of methanol results in a significant relaxation of the surface structure. In
particular, the surface Al atoms are displaced along the surface normal so that the Al bounded
to methanol molecules increase their distance to the oxygen layer, and the Al not bounded to
methanol descend into the topmost O layer. Our calculations show the importance of taking
surface relaxation into account: At � = 1/4 ML about 30% of the adsorption energy can
be attributed to the relaxation effects. The surface deformation results in repulsive adsorbate
interactions at the coverages considered here, so that the adsorption energy decreases from
Eads = 1.23 eV/molecule at � = 1/4 ML to Eads = 1.03 eV/molecule at � = 1 ML.
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We present density functional theory calculations of the molecular adsorption of methanol and
methoxy at the Cr-terminated α-Cr2O3(0001) surface. We report on the equilibrium geometries of
methanol and methoxy upon adsorption, and discuss the bonding of these molecules to the surface.
We find that methanol adsorbs with its O atom situated above a three-fold coordinated hollow site
in the surface O layer at a distance of 2.12 Å from the nearest-neighbour Cr atom, and with a
calculated adsorption energy of 0.82 eV. For the methoxy molecule we find the optimum adsorption
geometry to be with the methoxy O on top of a Cr atom and with the C-O axis tilted away from the
surface normal by ∼ 55◦. Methoxy is strongly bound at the surface with an estimated adsorption
energy of 3.3 eV.

PACS numbers:

I. INTRODUCTION

The chromium oxides find a wide variety of uses
in technological applications, as catalysts (polymeriza-
tion of ethylene,1,2 hydrogenation, NOx reduction, etc.),
gas sensors, protective layer (corrosion/resistance pro-
motion, wear resistance, coating/anti-wear protection,
stainless/steel passivation layer), adhesion promoter, and
magnetic recording media. Aluminium in construction
materials are aluminum alloys, whose surfaces are of-
ten treated by a chromate conversion coating (CCC)
process.3 The CCC improves the corrosive resistance and
adhesive properties of the metal surface.3,4 The coat-
ing can be applied by spraying, or by dipping the alu-
minium product in an aqueous acidic solution containing
chromium salts.3 The precise composition of the coat-
ing that results from this treatment depends on several
factors, including the preceding surface preparation, the
composition of the bath, and the presence of intermetal-
lic particles in the substrate, though it is known that
Cr2O3 is a major constituent of the outermost part of the
coating. Unfortunately, the hexavalent chromium found
in the solution presents severe health and environmen-
tal concerns. In either case, the interaction with organic
molecules is of interest.

Searching for alternatives to CCC a detailed knowl-
edge of how CCC improves adhesion would be helpful.
At a basic fundamental level, adhesion results from the
interaction of organic polymers, e.g. epoxy resins, of the
paint or adhesive with the substrate surface. The com-
plexity of polymer-surface interactions is such that the
full polymer interaction cannot be fully described on an
atomic length scale. One strategy is thus to focus on how
fragments of the polymer — single functional groups —
interact with the surface, focusing on those fragments
known or expected to have the largest influence on the
adhesion of the full polymer. In this study methanol and
methoxy are chosen as representative molecules.

Theoretical studies of such molecules on ionic crys-
tals are largely lacking in the literature. We have

previously5,6 studied adsorption of methanol on α-
Al2O3(0001), a surface which is isostructural to α-
Cr2O3(0001), and found that the adsorption bond there
is relatively strong with a pronounced ionic character
in the sense that one of the atoms (methanol O) con-
tributes electron charge to create the binding of metha-
nol O in the stable site on top of a surface Al ion. In
the present work we report on density functional theory
(DFT) calculations of molecular adsorption of methanol
(CH3OH) at the α-Cr2O3(0001) surface. Methanol is the
smallest member of the alcohols and adsorption of meth-
anol on α-Cr2O3(0001) represents a prototype for un-
derstanding the interaction of hydroxyl (OH) groups in
alcohols and some biological molecules with flexible oxide
surfaces. Targets for our study are adsorption site and
strength, nature of adsorption bond, and other charac-
teristica of the adsorbate. It is not uncommon for the
hydroxyl group to loose its hydrogen atom in a reac-
tion with the surface, we therefore also report on the
adsorption of methoxy (CH3O) on this surface. Further-
more, it is of interest to contrast the interaction of the
closed-shell methanol molecule and open-shell methoxy
molecule with the α-Cr2O3(0001) surface.

The paper is organized as follows: A brief account
of our computational method is given in Section II. In
Section III we present results for bulk α-Cr2O3 and the
clean (0001) surface. Section IV contains our results for
the adsorption geometries and energies for methanol and
methoxy at 1 ML and 1/4 ML and we discuss the nature
of bonding between the adsorbates and the substrate.
The paper is concluded with a short discussion and con-
cluding remarks in Section V.

II. COMPUTATIONAL METHOD

The density functional theory calculations presented
here are conducted using the plane-wave pseudopotential
code Dacapo.7 We employed ultrasoft pseudopotentials8

and the generalized gradient approximation in the PW91-



2

parametrization.9 In all calculations, spin-polarization is
allowed for. The energy cut-off for the plane-wave ex-
pansion is 400 eV, and the irreducible Brillouin zone is
sampled using the Monkhorst-Pack scheme.10

The α-Cr2O3(0001) surface is represented by a slab pe-
riodically repeated in all directions, consisting of a finite
number of layers of Cr-O3-Cr that are separated by a
vacuum gap. For most of the calculations on the meth-
anol and methoxy adsorption, a slab of four layers sep-
arated by a vacuum gap of width 15 Å is used, with a
(1 × 1) superstructure containing one molecule per sur-
face unit cell. Defining coverage with respect to the sur-
face Cr layer we will refer to this coverage as Θ = 1 ML.
Molecules are placed on one side of the slab only, and the
artificial electric field created by the asymmetry of the
system is compensated by a self-consistently determined
dipole correction applied in the vacuum region.11,12

The equilibrium structures are found by locally mini-
mizing the Hellmann-Feynman forces until the remaining
total force on the unconstrained atoms is less than 0.05
eV/Å. A preconditioned quasi-Newton method based
on the Broyden-Fletcher-Goldfarb-Shanno algorithm13 is
used for the structure optimization. During structure
optimizations, the atoms of the bottom Cr-O3-Cr layer
of the slab are kept fixed in the bulk geometry. All
other atoms are allowed to relax freely, no symmetry con-
straints are applied. For the (1 × 1) surface unit cell we
employ a 4× 4 × 1 k-point mesh. The geometries of iso-
lated (gas-phase) methanol and methoxy are optimized
in fcc-cells of side length 14 Å where only the Γ-point of
the Brillouin zone is sampled.

To investigate the coverage dependence of the metha-
nol and methoxy adsorption additional calculations are
carried out using a (2 × 2) surface unit cell correspond-
ing to Θ = 1/4 ML. Tests with larger vacuum and slab
thickness, higher cutoff energy and denser k-point sam-
pling show negligible changes in the energies and struc-
tural parameters, as described and discussed in Section
IV.

The heat of formation per formula unit for the α-Cr2O3

bulk, ∆H0
f , is calculated using

∆H0
f = −

(

Ebulk
Cr2O3

− 2Ebulk
Cr − 3/2EO2

)

(1)

where Ebulk
Cr2O3

, Ebulk
Cr , and EO2

are the total energies of
bulk α-Cr2O3, of bulk Cr, and of the gas phase oxygen
molecule. The adsorption energy per molecule is calcu-
lated from

Eads = −(ESM − ES − EM) , (2)

where ESM is the total energy of the α-Cr2O3 slab with
adsorbed methanol (or methoxy), ES is the energy of a
clean slab of α-Cr2O3, and EM is the energy of an isolated
methanol (or methoxy) molecule. With this definition, a
positive energy indicates that the adsorption is exother-
mic (stable).

To calculate local properties like atomic charge (ion-
icity) and the magnetic moment of the individual atoms
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FIG. 1: Projected density of states (PDOS) for bulk Cr2O3.
The density of states has been projected onto the 3d state
of Cr and 2p state of O. The Fermi energy as calculated by
Dacapo is used as the reference energy.

and to quantify charge transfer we use Bader’s ‘Atoms-
in-Molecules’ (AIM) method.14 Here the electron density
is divided into atomic regions Ω, or basins, enclosed by
surfaces defined by:

∇n(r) · l = 0 , (3)

where l is the unit vector normal to the surface. Atomic
properties are obtained by integrating over the individual
basins, e.g. the charge of an atom A enclosed within basin
ΩA is obtained by integrating the electron density over
ΩA and subtracting the obtained value from the charge
of the isolated atom:

QA = ZA −

∫

ΩA

drn(r) (4)

Similarily, the magnetic moment is calculated by inte-
grating the difference between the spin-up and spin-down
electron density over the atomic basin,

mA =

∫

ΩA

dr [n↑(r) − n↓(r)] (5)

We use the algorithm described in Ref. 15 to decompose
the electron density into Bader’s atomic basins. In this
scheme the accuracy of the results can be systematically
improved by decreasing the grid-point separation of the
FFT-grid used to represent the electron density. We used
a gridpoint-separation of 0.08 Å. Test calculations indi-
cate that this choice will result in errors in the order of
0.01 |e|.

III. BULK α-CR2O3 AND CLEAN α-CR2O3(0001)

Bulk α-Cr2O3, like α-Al2O3, crystallizes in a rhombo-
hedral structure with the space group D6

3d(R3̄c), and the
primitive unit cell contains two formula units.16 The crys-
tal structure can alternatively be described as a hexago-
nal close-packed array of oxygens, where the Cr atoms oc-
cupy 2/3 of the interstitial octahedral sites. The Cr layer
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O−hollow Cr−ontop
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FIG. 2: Schematic side and top view of the α-Cr2O3(0001) surface terminated by chromium. O (Cr) atoms are shown as dark
(light) circles. The sites indicated are discussed in the text.

is slightly rumpled, resulting in two distinct interatomic
Cr-O distances. Below the Néel temperature TN ∼ 310
K,17 α-Cr2O3 is an antiferromagnetic insulator with the
spin sequence + − +− along the threefold axis.

Table I lists calculated and experimental bulk struc-
tural properties for α-Cr2O3. The optimized geometry
and bulk modulus have been obtained following the pro-
cedure proposed in Ref. 21. The calculated bulk proper-
ties listed in table I compare well with the experimental
values, and with other GGA calculations.22,23 The slight
overestimation of the structural parameters and underes-
timation of the bulk modulus is a well known feature of
GGA. We find that the antiferromagnetic spin-ordering
yields a ground-state energy that is lower than the ferro-
magnetic and paramagnetic phase equilibrium energies
by 0.2 eV and 1.6 eV per formula unit, respectively.
In the antiferromagnetic spin-ordering we calculate the
magnetic moment per Cr atom mCr = 2.66 µB, a result
that should be compared to the experimental values 2.76
µB (Ref. 17) and 2.48 µB (Ref. 24). We find no net mag-
netic moment on the O atoms.

The atomic charge can be calculated by integrating the
charge density over the Bader atomic basins. Doing this
we find charges QCr = +1.73 |e| and QO = −1.15 |e| re-
spectively. The deviation from the formal ionicity (+3
and −2) may be interpreted as due to a covalent con-
tribution to the bonding in α-Cr2O3. In comparison, in
α-Al2O3 the charges QAl = +2.50 |e| and QO = −1.67 |e|
are closer to the formal ionicity, the bonds in α-Al2O3

having more of an ionic character than in α-Cr2O3.

Figure 1 shows the density of states projected (PDOS)
onto the Cr-3d and O-2p states. The O and Cr s-states
and Cr 3p states have no significant weight in the energy
range shown. The valence band structure compares well
to spectroscopic data.25 The upper part of the valence
band consist mainly of Cr-3d derived states separated
from a broad band of mainly O-2p character. Note how-
ever that there is a significant hybridization of Cr-3d and
O-2p states over the whole valence band region. The cal-
culated band gap is Eg = 1.7 eV which is 47% smaller
than the experimental value Eg = 3.2 eV determined
from combined PE/BIS spectra.25

Along the trigonal [0001]-axis of α-Cr2O3, layers of

oxygen alternate with two metal layers in the stacking
sequence · · ·Cr-Cr-O3-Cr-Cr-O3 · · ·. The (0001) surface
can be obtained by cleaving the crystal in between any
of these layers, hence there are three different chemical
terminations. LEED26 and STM27 experiments indicate
that under UHV conditions the α-Cr2O3(0001) surface
is terminated by a single layer of Cr. Theoretical work
has shown that depending on temperature and oxygen
partial pressure, the surface may be oxygen or chromyl
(Cr=O) terminated.23,28 In the present work we consider
the chromium terminated surface, which corresponds to
the surface observed under UHV conditions (Figure 2).

Similar to other corundum type oxides (α-Al2O3 and
α-Fe2O3), α-Cr2O3(0001) shows a significant relaxation
of the surface layers compared to the ideal bulk termina-
tion. Table II gives an overview of our relaxation data
compared to previous theoretical works and a LEED ex-
periment by Rohr et al., Ref. 26. The theoretical results
are in qualitative agreement with each other and are —
with the exception of the the second atomic layer where
we predict an expansion rather than a contraction — in
good agreement the experimental data, showing a strong
relaxation of the surface compared to the bulk-truncated
surface.

TABLE I: Bulk properties of α-Cr2O3: The lattice constants
a and c of the hexagonal unit cell, the short and long Cr-O
distances dCrO1 and dCrO2, the bulk modulus B0, and the heat
of formation ∆H0

f .

a c dCrO1 dCrO2 B0 ∆H0

f

[Å] [Å] [Å] [Å] [GPa] [eV/Cr2O3]
Calc. 4.96 13.81 1.98 2.02 209 10.41
Expt. 4.951a 13.566a 1.962a 2.009a 238a, 231b 11.76c

aReference 18
bReference 19
cReference 20
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TABLE II: Relaxations of the outermost atomic layers of the α-Cr2O3(0001) surface given in percentage of bulk interlayer
separations.

This work Previous theoretical works Experiment
GGA HFa MD simul.b FP-LAPWc GGAd GGA+Ud LEEDb

Cr1-O1 −60.9 −49.8 −58 −59 −62 −60 −60
O1-Cr2 +4.4 +3.3 0 +1 +10 +12 −3
Cr2-Cr3 −36.5 - −36 −38 −41 −44 −21
Cr3-O2 +5.6 - +17 +10 +6.5 +9.2 +6

aReference 29; only the two topmost -CrO3Cr- layers were allowed

to relax.
bReference 26
cReference 30
dReference 23

IV. ADSORPTION OF METHANOL AND
METHOXY

The key properties of the adsorption are the preferred
adsorption site, the orientation of the adsorbed molecule
with respect to the surface, the adsorption energy, and
the change in electronic structure upon adsorption.

(b)(a)

O

Cr

CrO

O

O Cr

C

H

(c) (d)

FIG. 3: Schematic side view, (a), and top view, (b), of the
optimum adsorption geometry for methanol on Cr2O3(0001)
found in our calculation. Panels (c) and (d) show contour
plots of the valence electron density difference, ∆n(r). Panel
(c) displays a cross section containing one surface Cr and O
atom, and the methanol O and H atoms, where the H atom
is the one belonging to the methanol OH-group. In panel (d),
the cross section passes through the C and O atoms of meth-
anol and the surface layer Cr atom. Solid (dashed) lines indi-
cate gain (loss) of electron density. The contours are drawn
at densities ∆n = ±0.005 × 2k e/Å3 for k = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.

A. Adsorption geometry and energetics

To determine the optimum adsorption structure for
methanol and methoxy on α-Cr2O3(0001) we perform a
series of structure optimizations with the adsorbate ini-
tially placed with its O-atom on top of one of the five
different high-symmetry sites on exposed atoms of the
surface. We also consider various starting orientations
of the molecules with respect to the surface. During
the optimizations, no motional constraints are placed on
the atoms of the adsorbates or the slab, with the excep-
tion of the bottom Cr–O3–Cr layer which is kept fixed in
the bulk-truncated geometry. The molecules are there-
fore allowed to move freely on the surface and to change
their orientation to locate the minimum energy struc-
ture. From this set of calculations, we find that all can-
didate structures optimize to only one adsorption struc-
ture for methanol (site “O-hollow” in Figure 2) and one
for methoxy (site “Cr-ontop” in Figure 2), independent of
the starting site and initial orientation. These adsorption
optimum structures are shown schematically in figures 3
and 4, and table III summarizes the adsorption energies
and geometric data.

Convergence tests. We explore the influence of the
number of slab layers on the results by using slabs of
three, four and five Cr-O3-Cr layers, where in each case
the bottom layer is kept fixed in the bulk-truncated ge-
ometry. The results for the three- and four-layer slab,
summarized in table III, show only small differences in
the adsorption geometry from a three to a four-layer slab,
and the difference in adsorption energy is 0.02–0.04 eV.
The adsorption energy using a five-layer slab differs by
less than 0.01 eV compared to the four-layer slab, and the
changes in adsorption geometry are negligible. The four-
layer slab is therefore sufficient to describe the adsorption
of methanol and methoxy, and even the three-layer slab
gives adequate results.

To investigate the influence of coverage we do addi-
tional calculations with one adsorbate per (2 × 2) sur-
face unit cell, i.e., at coverage Θ = 1/4 ML. For these
calculations we used a three-layer slab and a 2 × 2 × 1
Monkhorst-Pack mesh. As can be seen from table III,
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there are only small or no changes in the adsorption en-
ergies and geometries at coverage Θ = 1/4 ML compared
to coverage Θ = 1 ML.

To test whether the use of a fixed bottom layer in-
fluences the adsorption energies and geometries we also
carry out a test where all atoms of the slab and adsor-
bate are allowed to relax. We find no significant changes
to the adsorption geometry, and a change in adsorption
energy of less than 0.01 eV, thus validating our use of a
slab with fixed bottom layer.

We investigate the influence of k-point sampling and
plane-wave cut-off energy, and find the 4 × 4 × 1
Monkhorst-Pack mesh and plane-wave cut-off of 400 eV
sufficient: Using a 6×6×1 Monkhorst-Pack mesh or 450
eV cut-off yields essentially the same adsorption energies
(differing by less than 0.01 eV) and geometries.

Finally, a test of the vacuum gap size gives converged
adsorption energies for a gap equivalent to three slab lay-
ers, or 6.9 Å; however, for the structure optimizations a
more cautious size of ∼15 Å is used.

Here below we give a more detailed description of the
calculated optimum adsorption structures for methanol
and methoxy.

Methanol. We find that methanol adsorbs with the O
atom situated in the site termed “O-hollow” in figure 2,
independently of our initial positioning of the molecule
before structural relaxations. This adsorption site is in
contrast to our previous results5,6 for methanol adsorp-
tion on α-Al2O3(0001), where the methanol O atom ad-
sorbed nearly on top of an Al-atom. In fact, we find that
a methanol molecule placed on top of a Cr atom in chro-
mia is strongly repelled by the surface. Comparing also
the adsorption energies Eads (Table III) we find that the
0.80–0.82 eV adsorption energy on α-Cr2O3(0001), al-
most unchanged with coverage, is smaller by 0.2–0.4 eV
than what we find for adsorption on alumina, on which
there is a stronger coverage-dependence.

The methanol molecule on chromia is oriented with the
methyl (CH3) group pointing out from the surface, while
the hydroxyl group (OH) points towards a surface layer O
(Fig. 3). The C-O axis is tilted away (by the angle φCO)
from the surface normal, slightly less than on alumina,
and the molecular dipole plane (the COH plane) is tilted
by φCOH = 54◦ with respect to the surface plane. In con-
trast to adsorption on alumina with larger changes to the
surface upon adsorption, the only significant change to
the substrate geometry for chromia is that the surface Cr
atom is pulled outward by 0.2 Å. In alumina this change
in position is coverage-dependent, from 0.2 Å at 1 ML to
0.3 Å at 1/4 ML. As argued in Ref. 6 the coverage depen-
dence in alumina originates mostly from deformations in
the surface and less on the direct methanol-methanol in-
teraction, and since the surface deforms less in chromia
it is to be expected that having relatively close methanol
molecules, as in coverage 1 ML, does not change the ad-
sorption energetics or structure in chromia relative to a
more sparse coverage (1/4 ML).

¿From an atomic structure point of view the meth-

Cr

C-O

O

r rCr-Oads

(b)(a) φCO

C

FIG. 4: (a) Schematic side view of the optimum adsorption
structure for methoxy on Cr2O3(0001). (b) Contour plot of
the electron density difference in a cross section containing one
Cr and the methoxy O and C atoms. Solid (dashed) lines in-
dicate gain (loss) of electron density. The contours are drawn
at densities ∆n = ±0.005 × 2k e/Å3 for k = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.

anol adsorbs passively on α-Cr2O3: Like on alumina,
the geometry of the molecule is almost unchanged from
the gas phase molecule, with the exception of an elon-
gation of the O-H bond length rO−H by 0.05–0.07 Å.
The nearest-neighbor distance of Cr to methanol-O is
rCr−Oads

= 2.12 Å, significantly larger than the longest
Cr-to-O distance in bulk α-Cr2O3 of dCrO2 = 2.02 Å
(Table I). Methoxy. While methanol is repelled from the
position with methanol-O on top of Cr, the same site is
energetically preferred for methoxy (Fig. 2). Methoxy
has its CO-axis tilted away from the surface normal by
φCO = 55◦. ¿From a separate calculation where the CO-
axis is constrained to be parallel with the surface normal,
we estimate the gain in adsorption energy for the tilted
compared to the non-tilted geometry to be 0.31 eV. The
azimuthal direction of the tilt, on the other hand, is less
important energetically: The energy difference in tilting
the CO-axis towards the surface O atom compared to a
tilt towards an O-bridge site is only 0.02 eV, an indica-
tion that there is no clear azimuthal preference.

The adsorption energies are considerably larger than
what we find for methanol adsorption and gives evidence
of a rather strong substrate-adsorbate interaction. The
calculated Cr-Oads bond length is rCr−Oads

= 1.77 Å,
considerably shorter than the bulk Cr-O bond lengths,
and also slightly less than the nearest-neighbour distance
of 1.79 Å between surface layer Cr and O at the clean
surface. The C-O bond of methoxy is elongated from the
calculated gas-phase value rC−O = 1.36 Å to 1.42–1.43
Å, indicating a weakening of the internal C-O bond due
to an electron redistribution to strengthen the surface-
molecule bond.

B. Electronic structure and bonding

To gain insight into the electronic nature of the bond-
ing of methanol and methoxy to the α-Cr2O3(0001) sur-
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TABLE III: Calculated adsorption energy and selected geometrical data for adsorption of methanol and methoxy on α-
Cr2O3(0001). The distance rCr−Oads

is the distance between the O of the adsorbate and the nearest Cr atom (nearest Al
atom), rH−Os

is the shortest distance between H of the molecule hydroxyl group and an O atom at the surface, and h is the
vertical spacing between the Cr top layer and the underlying O plane.

Θ [ML] Layers Eads [eV] h [Å] rCr−Oads
[Å] rH−Os

[Å] rO−H[Å] rC−O [Å] 6 COH [deg] φCO [deg]
CH3OH Free 0.40 0.98 1.43 109

1/4 3 0.80 0.60 2.12 1.59 1.03 1.44 108 53
1 3 0.80 0.59 2.12 1.52 1.05 1.43 109 52
1 4 0.82 0.61 2.12 1.54 1.05 1.44 109 52

CH3O Free 0.40 1.36
1/4 3 3.25 0.62 1.77 1.42 55
1 3 3.28 0.64 1.77 1.43 55
1 4 3.32 0.66 1.77 1.43 55

CH3OH on Free 0.13 0.98 1.43 109
α-Al2O3, 1/4 4 1.23 0.43 1.93 2.03 1.00 1.45 110 57
Ref. 6 1 4 1.03 0.32 2.00 1.77 1.02 1.44 111 57
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FIG. 5: Profile of the total electron density, n1D(z), (thin
curve) and electron density difference, ∆n1D(z), (thick curve)
at Θ = 1 ML for (a) adsorbed methanol and (b) adsorbed
methoxy. The zero-point of the z-axis is set to the position of
the topmost Cr layer. The positions of the molecule O atoms
are indicated by thin vertical lines.

face, we perform separate calculations of the clean surface
and isolated molecule in their adsorption geometries, and
from these results calculate the valence electron density
difference ∆n(r) defined as

∆n(r) = nSM(r) − nS(r) − nM(r) (6)

with the densities of the total system (SM), and the
clean surface (S) and isolated molecule (M), the latter
two constrained to stay in the atomic geometry of the
adsorbed system. The density difference shows how the
electrons rearrange upon the adsorption. The results are
presented in figures 3 and 4. The full lines indicate an in-
crease in electron density, and the dashed line a decrease
in electron density. The plots show a small build-up of
electrons in the region between the Cr and molecule O

atoms, and for methanol also between the hydroxyl group
H atom and the nearest surface O atom. To estimate the
charge transfer between the adsorbates and the surface
we summed over the Bader-charges corresponding to the
atoms of the molecule. For methanol this calculation
yields a loss of electron density, corresponding to an in-
crease of positive charge of 0.02 |e| compared to the gas
phase molecule, for methoxy a similar calculation shows
gain of electron density corresponding to a reduction of
positive charge of 0.41 |e|.

In Figure 5 we have plotted the difference charge den-
sity ∆n(r) integrated in the plane parallel to the [0001]
direction, which we denote the z-direction,

∆n1D(z) =

∫

dσ ∆n(r) . (7)

This plot reveals that in both cases only the top layer of
the oxide is affected by the adsorption, whereas the lower
lying layers are unaffected. For methanol the top panel
of Figure 5 shows that there is gain of electrons in the
slab region, whereas for methoxy the bottom panel shows
a loss of electrons.

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

We finally note that our DFT results for the structure
of the methanol adsorption, Fig. 3, is consistent with
expectations of a a simple, electrostatic model analysis.
There one expects the electron-rich O atom to sit close
to an exposed surface cation while the hydrogen atom of
the OH-group points towards a surface anion. This is also
expected from simple chemical (lone pair) bonding argu-
ments. Whereas methanol adsorption on the clean, free-
of-H-atom α-Al2O3(0001) is not dissociative our results
for methanol adsorption on α-Cr2O3(0001) indicates that
dissociation may take place in order to instead obtain the
energetically preferred methoxy adsorption.

The adsorption energy and structure on α-
Cr2O3(0001) does not change with coverage, in contrast
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to our previous results for adsorption on α-Al2O3(0001).
Further, the adsorption sites for methanol on the two
surfaces differ. Thus, although both materials are sim-
ilar in atomic structure, the electronic (and magnetic)
structure of the materials differs sufficiently to lead to
different adsorption situations.

In conclusion, we have by first-principles calculations
characterized the α-Cr2O3(0001) surface and its adsorp-
tion of methanol and methoxy molecules at different cov-
erages. We find strong (3.3 eV) binding of methoxy to the
surface, while the methanol binding is weaker (0.8 eV).
We describe the geometrical structure of the molecules
and surface upon adsorption, and analyse the changes on
the electron density due to adsorption.
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Molecular adsorption of methylamine (CH3NH2) at the α-Al2O3 and α-Cr2O3 (0001) surface is
investigated and compared by means of first-principles density functional theory calculations. We
report ab initio results for both the adsorption structure and bonding as documented by analysis of
the adsorption induced changes in the electron density and in the projected density of states. We
find that methylamine bond to exposed surface cations via the N lone-pair.

PACS numbers:

I. INTRODUCTION

Organic compounds containing amino groups have im-
portant applications in adhesives, surface coatings, cor-
rosion inhibitors, and catalysis.1 Understanding the ad-
sorption of these organic compounds on oxide surfaces
represents an important problem for such technological
applications.

Aluminium alloy surfaces are often subject to a sur-
face pre-treatment prior to structural bonding or paint-
ing, with the aim of improving the adhesive properties
and corrosion resistance of the substrate.2 Common pre-
treatments are anodizing and chromium chromate con-
version coating (CCC). Essentially, anodizing is an elec-
trochemical process which produces a thick aluminium
oxide film with greatly improved adhesive properties and
corrosion protection compared to the naturally occurring
thin aluminium oxide film. Anodizing is extensively used
by the aerospace industry to prepare the aluminium sur-
face for painting and structural bonding.2 The result of
the CCC is the capping of the aluminium oxide by a
chromium oxide surface layer (film). These coatings pro-
vide excellent corrosion protection and adhesive proper-
ties, however the presence of hexavalent chromium in the
coating solution is a major health and environmental con-
cern, and has led to an active search for chromium-free
alternatives.

A key property that a surface pre-treatment should
provide is good adhesion to organic coatings and adhe-
sives. However, the nature of the interfacial bonds in-
volved in such systems are not well known. Amine cured
epoxy polymers are widely used as adhesives and coat-
ings. The complexity of these systems are such that a de-
tailed, molecular level understanding of the interactions
taking place between the polymer and the substrate is
difficult to obtain. One strategy is to focus directly on
the functional groups of the polymer, and use small ana-
logue molecules containing one of these chemically inter-
esting groups to directly investigate the interaction of the
functional group with the surface.

Methylamine (CH3NH2) represents a prototype of or-
ganics containing an amino group, and is a natural test
case for the study of amino adsorption on metal oxide

surfaces.
Here we compare the adsorption of methylamine on α-

Al2O3 (0001) and α-Cr2O3 (0001) as investigated using
density functional theory (DFT) calculations. We deter-
mine the structural relaxation and resulting geometries
and report the adsorption energies as well as adsorption-
induced differences in the electron density for the alumina
and chromium surfaces. By further calculating and com-
paring the projected density of states we characterize the
differences in the nature of the methylamine bonding on
the two surfaces.

II. COMPUTATIONAL DETAILS

The calculations presented here are performed within
the DFT approach using ultrasoft pseudopotentials7 and
a plane-wave basis set.6 The exchange and correla-
tion contributions to the total energy are approximated
within the generalised gradient approximation (GGA),
using the PW91 parametrisation.8

For the isolated methylamine we use a fcc unit cell with
lattice constant of 12 Å, sampling the Brillouin zone only
at the Γ-point.

To investigate the methylamine adsorption we use slab
models with periodic boundary conditions to describe
the (0001) surfaces of α-Al2O3 and α-Cr2O3 corundum
structures. Each slab consists of four M-O2-M layers
(M=Al,Cr), the periodic repetition of slabs are separated
by ∼ 15 Å of vacuum. We investigate the adsorption by
placing molecules on one side of the slab only and we
apply a dipole layer the unit cell to exclude electrostatic
effects. In both corundum studies we use the Hellmann-
Feynman forces to follow the atomic relaxation from a
large number of initial molecular arrangement and thus
determine the optimal adsorption configuration.

Our investigations of the adsorption on the α-Cr2O3

(α-Al2O3) surface are performed using spin-polarized
(spin-balanced) calculations. In both cases, the Brillouin
zone is sampled using a 4× 4× 1 Monkhorst-Pack mesh,
and we use a 400 eV energy cut-off for the plane-wave ex-
pansion. We have in a pair of previous investigations4,5

documented that these choice produce an accurate de-
scription of the both the bulk structure and pronounced
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FIG. 1: Schematic side and top view of methylamine adsorbed
at the (a) α-Al2O3(0001) surface and (b) α-Cr2O3(0001) sur-
face. The surface metal (O) atoms are represented by medium
(dark) grey balls.

atomic relaxations on the clean α-Al2O3(0001) and α-
Cr2O3(0001) surfaces.4,5 We also stress that the descrip-
tion accurately reproduces the antiferromagnetic distri-
bution of atomic moments in bulk α-Cr2O3.

5 We argue
that the description therefore allows a detailed investiga-
tion and comparison of the nature of molecular bonding
on the two corundum surfaces.

Adsorption of methylamine on α-Al2O3 is considered
both at coverage Θ = 1/4 monolayer (ML) and at cover-
age Θ = 1 ML in geometrical arrangements indicated in
Fig. 1(a). In this definition of coverage, Θ = 1 ML corre-
sponds to one adsorbed molecule per surface layer metal
atom (that is, ∼ 5 Å separation between the adsorbed
methylamine molecules). Adsorption of methylamine on
α-Cr2O3 is considered at coverage Θ = 1 ML. The spin-
polarized nature make investigations of the Θ = 1/4 ML
α-Cr2O3 adsorption intractable.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. The methylamine molecule

Table I summarizes our DFT result for the isolated
methylamine molecule. This equilibrium structure agrees
well with the experimental data. The DFT results accu-
rately reproduces the internal bond lengths and charac-
teristic angles.

Figure 2 reports our corresponding DFT result for
the highest-occupied molecular orbital (HOMO) of the
methylamine molecule. The plot illustrates the molecu-
lar structure, identifying the relaxed positions of the H
atoms by the set of small balls, and those of N/C atoms
by the topmost/lowest of the large balls. The plot also
reports an isosurface plot of the HOMO wavefunction
that identifies the likely adsorption mechanism and pos-
sible adsorption geometries. We find that the HOMO

TABLE I: Comparison of the calculated and experimental ge-
ometry for the isolated methylamine molecule. Methylamine
has a Cs point group symmetry, possessing a mirror plane
along the C-N bond that bisects the H-N-H plane. In the
equilibrium, staggered, conformation one methyl group hy-
drogen atom lie in the mirror plane at a distance dCHip from
the C atom, while the other two hydrogen atoms are out-of-
plane at a distance of dCHp from the C. All distances are in
Å and angles in degrees.

This work Expt.a

dNH 1.02 1.031
dCN 1.46 1.472
dCHip 1.11 1.112
dCHop 1.10 1.112
6 (CNH) 112 111.5
6 (HNH) 107 106.0
6 (HCH) 107 108.4

aReference 13

FIG. 2: The highest occupied molecular orbital of methy-
lamine. The orbital is nonbonding with a predominant 2p
character located at the N atom.

of the methylamine molecule is a nonbonding lone-pair
orbital dominated by the 2p character of the nitrogen
atom. The common view in chemical bonding theory is
that the bonding at oxide surfaces results from a dona-
tion of methylamine lone-pair electron density to a par-
tially empty cation orbital. This observation is used to
limit our search for possible adsorption geometries below:
we focus our search to cases where the initial molecular
arrangement has the nitrogen atom and its potentially
reactive lone-pair orbital closest to the pair of corundum
surfaces.

B. Adsorption geometries and energetics

Table II and Fig. 1 summarize the main structural and
energetic results of the present study. We comment on
each of the adsorbate systems separately.
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TABLE II: Calculated adsorption energy and selected geometrical data for adsorption of methylamine on the (0001) surfaces of
α-Al2O3 and α-Cr2O3 surface. The distance dMN is the nearest-neighbour separation between the N of CH3NH2 and a surface
metal atom, dHO is the shortest distance between a H atom of the amine group and a surface layer O atom. hMO is the layer
spacing between the metal atom to which the methylamine is bonded and the underlying O plane, with numbers in parenthesis
giving the differences compared to the clean surface. Φ is the tilt angle of the C-O bond with respect to the surface normal.

Θ [ML] Eads [eV] hMO [Å] dMN [Å] dCN[Å] dHO[Å] dNH1[Å] dNH2[Å] 6 CNH1 [◦] 6 CNH2 [◦] Φ [◦]
α-Al2O3(0001)

1/4 1.65 0.43(+0.32) 1.98 1.48 2.99 1.03 1.03 111 111 60
1 1.16 0.32(+0.21) 2.05 1.46 2.11 1.02 1.05 113 112 49

α-Cr2O3(0001)
1 0.80 0.56(+0.17) 2.17 1.46 1.79 1.03 1.05 112 112 52

1. Methylamine adsorption on α-Al2O3(0001)

Fig. 1(a) shows the geometrical structure in the cal-
culated optimal configuration for methylamine adsorp-
tion on α-Al2O3(0001) at 1 ML coverage. The medium
(dark) grey balls identify final, relaxed positions of Al
(O) atoms. This optimal adsorption structure is deter-
mined by following the atomic relaxation from a num-
ber of possible initial configurations of the molecule ap-
proaching the surface. In addition to using a variety of
initial molecular configurations, we consider adsorption
at different high-symmetry sites at the α-Al2O3(0001)
surface. During the structure optimization we place no
constraints on the motion of the molecule, so it is free to
move laterally on (as well as perpendicularly to) the sur-
face, and to reorient itself to locate the minimum energy
adsorption structure.

Table II summarizes the optimal adsorption geometries
that we calculate for both 1ML and 1/4 ML coverage. We
find that methylamine adsorbs with its N atom slightly
displaced laterally from the Al on-top site by 0.36 Å in
the case of 1 ML coverage and 0.15 Å in the case of 1/4
ML. The Al atom coordinated to methylamine experi-
ences a very strong outwards relaxation, as it is originally
located below the outermost oxide layer.

We also determine the barrier for azimuthal rotation
as less than 0.05 eV in the case of 1 ML coverage of
methylamine adsorption on α-Al2O3. The smallness of
this barrier is in contrast to the large adsorption energies
that we find for the adsorption produced by the formation
of a direct N-Al bond.

We note the adsorption of methylamine (Table II)
shows no qualitative dependence on the coverage. Elas-
tic deformations14,15 and deformation energies play a sig-
nificant but indirect role in determining the adsorption
energy. However, it is clear that the coverage has almost
no impact on the intra-molecular arrangement. Instead
the differences in the adsorption energies result from the
elastic coupling mediated through the oxide surface, low-
ering of the adsorption energy with coverage (from 1.65
to 1.16 eV). The mechanism is similar to what we have
previously discussed in a study of methanol adsorption.4

To test the observation directly, we also calculate the
dependence of the adsorption energies with coverage on

a pair of frozen surfaces. This study allows us, in part, to
separate out the effects of electronic coupling which we
find has a much smaller coverage dependence. Specif-
ically, we find for the frozen-surface calculations that
the adsorption energies only reduce from 1.11 eV at 1/4
ML to 0.94 eV at 1 ML coverage. The observation that
the nature of bonding exhibits no dependence on cover-
age is confirmed by the analysis, below, in terms of the
adsorption-induced changes to the electron density.

2. Methylamine adsorption on α-Cr2O3(0001)

Fig. 1(b) shows the final relaxed adsorption structure
for the chromia surface. Again, the medium (dark) grey
balls represent the metal (oxygen) atoms. We find that
the methylamine on α-Cr2O3(0001) binds to a chromium
atom but now with a different preferred lateral positions
for the N atom. Rather than adsorbing on top of Cr,
the molecule adsorbs with the N atom in a three-fold
hollow oxygen site (Fig.(b)). A corresponding adsorption
geometry on chromia has been documented for CO,16

H2O,17 and methanol.4

Table II summarizes this optimal adsorption structure
for methylamine on α-Cr2O3 and allows a comparison
with the above-presented results for α-Al2O3. Similar to
what we found for the α-Al2O3(0001) surface, the ad-
sorption induces an outward relaxation of the Cr atom
bound to the methylamine N. However, the relaxation is
smaller as the Cr atom here originates from a position
outside the oxygen atoms. We find that the adsorption
energy is weaker than in the aluminium oxide case, and
is of the same size as the adsorption energy found in an
earlier investigation5 for methanol adsorbed at this sur-
face.

C. General discussion and nature of the
methylamine bonding

To gain insight into the nature of the surface-molecular
bond we compare the adsorption mechanisms at the α-
Al2O3(0001) and α-Cr2O3(0001) surfaces. In this study
we exploit the power of DFT to not only characterize
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the spatial variation of the bonding orbitals (Fig. 2) but
also calculate the adsorption-induced differences in the
electron density and in the orbital-projected density of
states.

1. Methylamine adsorption on α-Al2O3(0001)

Fig. 3 reports our DFT results for the adsorption-
induced differences in the electron density in the case
of methylamine bonding on the α-Al2O3(0001) surface.
We simply subtract the electron densities for the isolated
molecule and surface from the electron density that we
calculate for the adsorbed system. The left panel reports
the isosurface variation in the electron-density difference
with areas of light (dark) shading indicating an electron
gain (loss). The prominent feature of this figure is the
increased density in the bonding region between N and
Al. The loss of electron density appears to be largely
from the N atom.

The middle and right panels of Fig. 3 show contour
plots of the electron density difference in a plane con-
taining the methylamine C and N atoms and a surface
Al at coverages 1 ML and 1/4 ML respectively. The
shape of the electron density difference is very similar for
these two coverages, suggesting that the bonding nature
is similar. By comparing the contour plots in the mid-
dle and leftmost panels we conclude that the adsorption
mechanism is only weakly dependent on the methylamine
coverage. Some minor quantitative differences appears in
the C-O bond region, however, it is evident in our com-
parison that the nature of bonding remains unchanged.

Important insight into the chemical bond formation
can be extracted from such maps of the adsorption-
induced differences in the electron density.18 An electron
build-up between two atoms, as seen between the N and
Al atom (Fig. 3), is a strong indication of a bond forma-
tion with a covalent character.

As mentioned above, the HOMO of methylamine is
a nonbonding (lone-pair) orbital of predominantly N 2p
character (Fig. 2). The expectations from simple chem-
ical bonding arguments is that bonding of the methy-
lamine to an oxide surface is of a donor-acceptor charac-
ter where the methylamine N lone-pair electron density
‘donates’ electron density to a (partially) empty cation
orbital.19,20 This leads to a stabilization where, within a
simplified one-electron picture, the (filled) lone-pair or-
bital moves down in energy, while the empty cation or-
bital acquires some anti-bonding character and is raised
in energy.20 A donor-acceptor interaction does not nec-
essarily involve a charge transfer.

A comparison of Fig. 2 and Fig. 3 suggests that
the lone-pair orbital of methylamine is involved in the
methylamine-surface bonding. The density of states
shown in Fig. 4, confirms this expectation. The upper
panel displays the density of states projected onto the
N 2p state. A comparison of the peaks corresponding
to the free (dashed line) and adsorbed molecule shows

a general downshift in energy of the N 2p states due to
the adsorption. There is an additional downshift (stabi-
lization) of the N 2p state corresponding to the HOMO
relative to the lower energy orbitals by ∼ 2 eV, and also
some broadening, indicating that mainly the the lone-
pair orbital is involved in the bonding of methylamine to
the α-Al2O3(0001) surface.

The middle and bottom panels of Fig. 4 display the
DOS projected onto the 3pz and 3pxy of the Al atom
bound to the methylamine N. The z-axis is chosen to
be parallel with the surface normal. As is evident from
these plots, the Al 3pxy state is affected very little by the
adsorption, however the Al 3pz state shows some small
but important changes: The empty Al 3pz band move up
in energy, and a peak appears in the valence band at the
same energy as the HOMO N 2p state. As mentioned
above, the up-shift in energy of the empty cation states
is expected from a donor-acceptor interaction. Further-
more, the changes to the valence band indicates some
mixing of N 2p and Al 3pz states.

Summarizing, our DFT calculations confirm the ex-
pectations from chemical bonding theory of a a donor-
acceptor interaction between the methylamine N lone-
pair and an exposed surface (Al) cation.

2. Methylamine adsorption on α-Cr2O3(0001)

Fig. 5 shows our DFT results for the adsorption-
induced changes in the electron density for the chromia
surface. The most striking difference compared to ad-
sorption on alumina is the more pronounced involvement
of the cation (d-)states in the methylamine-chromia in-
teractions.

The middle panel of Fig. 5 displays a contour plot of
a cut in the electron density difference passing through
the methylamine N and C atoms, and a surface Cr atom.
The contour reveals an accumulation of electron density
between the N and Cr atom as would also be expected
for a covalent bonding of methylamine to the nearest-
neighbour Cr atom via the N lone-pair. In the rightmost
panel, the methylamine N and one of the amine-group H
atoms, and surface Cr and O atoms are intersected by the
cut. A prominent feature in this contour plot is the loss
of electron density around the H atom, and an increased
electron density between the H atom and a surface O
atom, indicating some H-O interaction in addition to the
N-Cr interaction.

Fig. 6 displays the DOS projected onto the N 2p (upper
panel), and Cr 3d states (middle and lower panel), where
we in the middle panel show DOS projected onto the ‘eg ’
orbitals (we have summed over the dxy,dxz, and dyz) and
in the lower panel the ‘t2g’ orbitals (sum over dz2 and
dx2−y2) where the z-axis is chosen to be parallel with the
surface normal. The adsorption-induced changes to the
N 2p state is somewhat similar to that of the alumina
case. Specifically, a similar stabilization of the HOMO
level arises with the adsorption but here, in the chromia
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FIG. 3: Isosurface and contour variation in the adsorption-induced electron-density change for methylamine bonding on α-
Al2O3(0001). Leftmost panel shows the isosurface variation with light (dark) regions identifying a gain (loss) of electron
density. The middle and rightmost panels shows contour plots of the electron density difference at 1 ML and 1/4 ML coverage,
respectively. The contour plots are obtained in a plane through the C and N atom of methylamine and a surface layer Al atom.
Solid (dashed) lines indicate gain (loss) of electron density. The contours are drawn at densities ∆n = ±0.005 × 2k e/Å3 for
k = 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5.

0

3

0

0.2

PD
O

S 
[a

rb
. u

ni
ts]

-10 -5 0 5
Energy [eV]

0

0.2

N 2p

Al 3pz

Al 3pxy

Separated
Adsorbed

FIG. 4: Density of states projected onto the p orbitals of
N and surface layer Al for separated (noninteracting, ∼ 4 Å
above the surface) methylamine and α-Al2O3(0001) compared
to the adsorbate

case, the effect is somewhat more pronounced (∼2.4 eV
as opposed to 2 eV on alumina). The broadening is also
larger here, reflecting the larger ability (Fig. 5) to hy-
bridize with the states in the chromia surface layer. The
‘t2g’-like states (Fig. 6, bottom panel) only show a small
perturbation as result of the adsorption. The ‘eg’-like or-
bitals, however, show some shift towards higher energy,
that can be interpreted as due to a donor-acceptor inter-
action with the methylamine N ‘lone-pair.’

Comparing the adsorption-induced changes in electron
density for the chromia and alumina adsorption systems

we identify some differences which directly reflect the
more pronounced covalent character of the bonding on
chromia. Unlike in the alumina case, the charge build
up at the N-metal bond is compensated with finite intra-
surface charge transfers also in the chromia surface layer.
This difference emphasize that the methylamine adsorp-
tion on chromia cannot be viewed strictly within a simple
electrostatic bonding model involving a coupling of the
N atom to an exposed cation.

IV. CONCLUSIONS

We find that the methylamine adsorbs strongly to both
the α-Al2O3(0001) and the α-Cr2O3(0001) by the amino
group and onto an exposed surface layer cation atom.
We also find that adsorption induce strong relaxation of
the surface structure and is associated by large elastic
deformations and deformations energies. We have anal-
ysed and compared the nature of bonding by studying
the adsorption-induced changes in both the electron den-
sity and in the projected density of states. Our analysis
confirms expectations from chemical bonding theory of
a donor-acceptor interaction involving a lone-pair on the
methylamine N atom and an exposed surface cation.
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First-principles calculations of phenol adsorbed on two different surfaces, alumina, α-Al2O3(0001),
and graphite(0001), modeled by a single graphene sheet, are performed with traditional density
functional theory (DFT) and with a recently presented density functional (vdW-DF) that in addition
to the traditional version of DFT incorporates the dispersive van der Waals (vdW) interactions [Phys.
Rev. Lett. 92, 246401 (2004)]. The vdW-DF is of decisive importance for describing the vdW bond
of the phenol–graphite system and gives a secondary but not negligible vdW contribution on the
alumina surface. We find a predominantly covalent bond at the alumina surface where adsorption
within traditional DFT results in a binding separation (distance between surface Al and the O of
the inclining phenol molecule) of 1.95 Å and a binding energy of 1.00 eV, evaluated within the
generalized gradient approximation (GGA) of DFT, i.e. from covalency, with the energy increasing
to around 1.2 eV when the contribution from vdW interactions is also accounted for. On graphite,
with its pure vdW bond, the adsorption distance (separation between parallel surface and phenol
molecule) is found to be 3.47 Å and the adsorption strength 0.56 eV. Comparison of the results for
alumina and graphite mutually and with published results for nickel reveals significant differences
in the adsorption of this model biomolecule.

I. INTRODUCTION

Phenol (C6H5OH), a small but important organic
molecule, consists of a benzene ring, where one hydro-
gen atom is substituted by an OH group. In the amino
acid tyrosine phenol is a side group, which makes it rel-
evant for protein folding and protein adsorption [1]. It
also appears as end or side groups in a number of poly-
mers and therefore likewise plays an active role in the
polymer adhesion processes, for instance, for paint adhe-
sion on surfaces. Further, phenol is a frequent and toxic
by-product in industrial processes and thus interesting
from an environmental perspective.

Atomic-scale studies of phenol adsorption are rare, in
particular modern first-principles theory studies on dif-
ferent kinds of substrates. Earlier studies include mainly
phenol adsorption on nickel in connection with polymer
adhesion studies [2]. We here present first-principles den-
sity functional theory (DFT) calculations of phenol ad-
sorption on alumina (α-Al2O3(0001)) and graphite, rep-
resentatives of both important classes of materials, ionic
and dielectric, and surfaces, hydrophilic and hydropho-
bic, respectively. They are anticipated to have differ-
ent adsorption mechanisms with significantly different
strengths, as confirmed by our calculated results, adsorp-
tion energies found being roughly 1.2 and 0.56 eV on
alumina and graphite, respectively, as compared to the
value 0.9 eV found in the recent study of phenol on the
metallic Ni(111) surface [2]. Behind these three numbers,
there are three quite different adsorption mechanisms,
whose natures are revealed below by in-depth studies of
the adsorbate-induced electronic structures.

For calculations of electronic structure, bonding, struc-
ture, and elasticity, DFT has proved to be a powerful
tool. However, the traditional implementations lack the
ability to describe dispersive interactions, which are im-

portant for, e.g., vdW complexes and phenol-graphite
binding. Hence, the standard DFT in the generalized
gradient approximation (GGA) is here supplemented by
a new density functional (vdW-DF) that incorporates the
dispersive vdW interactions into DFT [3].

Phenol adsorption on graphite has earlier been studied
by Monte Carlo computer simulations [4]. Interactions
between adsorbate and adsorbent and mutually between
adsorbates are there described by parameter-dependent
effective potentials, aimed at accounting for dispersive
and electrostatic forces [4]. Thus a configuration with
the molecule lying flat a distance 3.44 Å from the surface
and with a binding energy of around 0.5 eV is found.
The three phenol orientations considered in Ref. 4 differ
in adsorption-energy values by less than the error caused
by the use of empirical atomic effective parameters, as
estimated by us. In our study we find values for the ad-
sorption energy and the binding distance similar to those
in Ref. 4, however, by using a first-principles method,
with only the atomic numbers as input.

The application of the vdW-DF method to the phenol
system is very much encouraged by the recently found
excellent agreement between theory and experiment for
benzene on graphite (calculated adsorption energy be-
ing 0.5 eV) [5]. The mere substitution of an H atom
in the benzene molecule by an OH group gives phenol
an electronic structure similar to that of benzene. Suc-
cessful applications of vdW-DF to interaction energies of
monosubstituted dimers, including phenol [6], are also
encouraging in this respect.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: First
we describe the details of the density functional calcu-
lations for the alumina and graphite adsorption studies.
The description of how we include the vdW interaction is
deferred to a later section. Then comes a short descrip-
tion of the phenol molecule in the gas phase, a section on
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adsorption on alumina, and then on graphite, the later
including a short description of the the actual implemen-
tation of the vdW-DF. Finally, a discussion of our results
is provided.

II. METHOD

All calculations presented here are based on the plane-
wave-based implementation Dacapo [7] of DFT. To ac-
count for exchange and correlation, three different func-
tionals are used: (i) the standard GGA in the PW91 fla-
vor [7, 8], (ii) the GGA in the revPBE flavor [7, 9], and
(iii) the vdW-DF [3]. GGA has well proved its abilities
to describe short-range interactions in strongly bonded
systems, where vdW forces usually can be ignored (such
as the isolated gas-phase phenol molecule, the alumina
surface, and the graphene sheet) it is used for the deter-
mination of the atomic structure and energy of each of
these objects isolated, the differences between PW91 and
revPBE here being negligible. For adsorption on graphite
the GGA’s have, indeed, to be extended by explicit calcu-
lation of the vdW interactions, here done in vdW-DF [3].
The ubiquitous vdW forces should contribute also to the
adsorption of phenol on alumina, and we perform also a
vdW-DF calculations on this system to assess its magni-
tude, in particular in relation to other contributions.

The structure, lattice parameters, and energetics for
the clean alumina and graphite surfaces have previously
been determined with the same code and choice of pseu-
dopotentials, with results consistent with other modern
theoretical and experimental results [10–12].

Alumina is here represented by the Al-terminated α-
Al2O3(0001) surface. α-alumina is the stable phase, and
α-Al2O3(0001) the most stable surface, so most other
alumina surfaces are more reactive. The bulk unit cell is
rhombohedral with lattice parameters a0 = 5.173 Å and
α = 55.28◦ and with internal Wyckoff positions [13] of
Al respectively O within the unit cell w = 0.3523 and
u = 0.5561. For the surface we use a periodic unit cell
consisting of (2 × 2) hexagonal surface unit cells, with
one phenol molecule adsorbed per (2 × 2) surface unit
cell, thus corresponding to a coverage of a quarter of a
monolayer.

This leads to a nearest-neighbor separation of 9.60 Å
for the adsorbed molecule with its periodic images. The
slab modeling the surface consists of 4 layers of Al-O3-
Al, with the atomic positions of the bottom O3 and Al
layer kept fixed in the bulk structure and the remaining
layers relaxed using the PW91 [8] GGA and the Broyden-
Fletcher-Goldfarb-Shanno (BFGS) algorithm [14]. We
use 15 Å of vacuum perpendicular to the slab surface
between the periodically repeated images of the slab. To
describe the Brillouin zone in the (2 × 2) surface cell
used in the adsorption studies we use a 2× 2× 1 mesh of
Monkhorst-Pack [15] special k-points and the planewave
cutoff energy 450 eV. Other computational details are
similar to our previous methanol-on-alumina study and

are described in Ref. 11.
The graphite surface is modeled by one sheet of

graphene. When calculating the interaction of phenol
with graphite, we should add also the interaction energy
of the second and lower graphene sheets, below the top
layer. However, already the change in the interaction
when including the second layer is found small (≈ 4%),
so these extra contributions will be ignored here. In or-
der to accommodate the long-range vdW interactions in
a post-processing of the nonlocal-correlation energy [3],
we use a rather long (in the direction perpendicular to
the sheet) unit cell of size 26 Å. The unit cell used for
the calculations for phenol on graphene is hexagonal with
a 5 × 5 surface cell, corresponding to a cell side length
of 12.32 Å, which equals the nearest-neighbor separation
for the adsorbed molecule with its periodic images. For
the graphite calculation we also use a 2 × 2 × 1 mesh of
Monkhorst-Pack [15] special k-points, and the planewave
cutoff energy 450 eV.

III. GAS PHASE PHENOL

According to our calculations, the isolated phenol
molecule (in the “gas phase”) is flat, with values for the
intramolecular bond lengths given in Table I. This is con-
sistent with earlier experimental and theoretical reports,
although some experiments [17] report a small deviation
(2–3◦) of the OH-bond direction from the plane of the
carbon ring.

The two GGA versions revPBE and PW91 give rather
similar geometrical structures, as shown in Table I.
All C–C bond lengths in phenol are slightly smaller
than those of graphene (1.4226 Å, when calculated in
revPBE), and similar to those of benzene.

IV. PHENOL ON ALUMINA

In this section we report on the adsorption of phenol
on alumina within the GGA formalism. In Section VI we
discuss how this adsorption is affected by the presence
also of vdW interactions between the phenol molecule
and the surface.

The Al-terminated α-Al2O3(0001) surface has the lay-
ered structure Al–O3–Al–Al–O3–Al–. . . and the unit cell
exposes one layer of O-atoms and three layers of Al-
atoms, of which one is the Al-termination, as shown in
the top panel of Fig. 1.

Adsorption of phenol raises several geometric issues.
For a molecule oriented with its plane flat on the surface,
symmetry considerations lead to approximately 30 dif-
ferent possible positions and directions of phenol on the
surface, counting structures with the phenol ring on top
of a surface ring (like structure (iv) in Fig. 1) and struc-
tures with the phenol ring on top of one of the exposed
surface atoms (like structures (i) and (iii)). However,
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TABLE I: Geometric structure of phenol (C6H5OH), expressed in bond lengths and C-O-H angle. The bond length dnearest

CC

(dfar

CC) is the average values of the two (four) C-C bonds nearest to (away from) the OH-group, and dCC averages all six C-
C-bonds. For comparison, we also include the gas phase benzene bond lengths, calculated using the same settings as in the
present (revPBE) phenol gas phase study. The bond lengths for phenol adsorbed on alumina are listed below, while for phenol
on graphite we assume the gas-phase bond lengths are retained upon adsorption.

dnearest

CC [Å] dfar

CC [Å] dCC [Å] dCH [Å] dCO [Å] dOH [Å] 6 COH [◦]

Gas phase phenol

This study, revPBE 1.399 1.395 1.396 1.091 1.374 0.980 109.3

This study, PW91 1.397 1.393 1.394 1.091 1.372 0.980 109.3

Gaussian, AM1 Ref. 4 1.404 1.394 1.397 1.099 1.377 0.968 107.9

B3LYP/6-311+G(3df,2p) Ref. 16 1.3926 1.3898 1.3907 1.0822 1.3664 0.9618 109.895

CCD/6-31G* Ref. 16 1.3959 1.3949 1.3952 1.0886 1.3746 0.9705 108.760

Exp. Ref. 17 1.3912 1.3944 1.3933 1.0828 1.3745 0.9574 108.7

Phenol on Al2O3

This study, “tilted” (ii) PW91 1.387 1.393 1.392 1.091 1.405 0.988 112.9

This study, (i) PW91 1.386 1.398 1.392 1.090 1.424 0.986 109.4

This study, (iii) PW91 1.387 1.390 1.391 1.090 1.409 0.987 110.0

This study, (iv) PW91 1.386 1.390 1.392 1.090 1.416 0.989 110.9

Gas phase benzene

This study, revPBE - - 1.396 1.091 - - -

TABLE II: Adsorption energies and separations for phenol on
graphite (a single graphene sheet) and α-Al2O3(0001). Re-
sults of different methods are shown. The naming of the
structures is given in the caption of Fig. 1.

dads [Å] ads. angle [◦] Eads [eV]

Phenol on graphite

AB2 (vi) (vdW-DF) 3.47 0 0.56

AB1 (v) (vdW-DF) 3.47 0 0.55

AB1 (v) (revPBE) 4.77 - 0.01

AB1 (v) (PW91) 4.19 - 0.06

Phenol on α-Al2O3(0001)

(i) (PW91) 2.00 10.3 0.88

(ii) (PW91) 1.95 44.7 1.00

(iii) (PW91) 1.97 21.3 0.91

(iv) (PW91) 1.98 21.5 0.91

our previous study of methanol adsorption on the Al-
terminated α-Al2O3(0001) surface [10, 11] tells us that
it is reasonable to assume that the O atom of phenol is
not positioned on top of the lower-lying Al-atoms or the
alumina O-atom, but rather adsorbs close to the top Al-
atom. Further, if the direction of the OH-group H-atom
is ignored, three relevant possible adsorption structures
parallel to the surface, shown as (i), (iii), and (iv) in
Fig. 1. For non-parallel (tilted) orientations, only one
adsorption structure, (ii) in Fig. 1, is relevant, given that
the barriers for rotation around the phenol-O-surface-Al
bond are low and possible to overcome in the structural
BFGS-relaxations.

For each of these four initial structures ((i) – (iv) in

Fig. 1) the local energy minimum regarding the atomic
positions is found by optimizing the atomic positions ac-
cording to the Hellmann-Feynman forces from the elec-
tronic charge density. Upon adsorption each of the ini-
tially parallel structures [(i), (iii), and (iv)] are found to
to tilt its aromatic ring slightly, when all atoms are al-
lowed to relax. The final adsorption energies for these
are found to be very similar and around 0.9 eV. Also the
phenol-O to alumina-Al adsorption distances dads found
(1.97–2.00 Å), and the geometrical structures upon ad-
sorption, listed in Table I, are very similar for the three
“parallel” structures. As expected, the largest change
from the gas phase molecule is associated with the OH
group (which binds to the surface), although the changes
are small.

A larger PW91 binding energy is found for the initially
tilted structure (ii). Upon relaxation, the optimum tilt
angle found is 44.5◦. In this case the angle 6 COH of the
adsorbed phenol opens up slightly compared to the gas
phase molecule, but otherwise the (small) changes are
similar to those in the parallel structures. The PW91
adsorption energies and separations of the structures (i)–
(iv) are given in Table II. The optimal adsorption struc-
ture is the “tilted” structure (ii) with adsorption energy
1.00 eV, occurring for dads = 1.95 Å, followed in energy
by the “parallel” structures. This may be compared with
the adsorption energy 1.23 eV for methanol on the same
surface [11]. An analysis of the bonding reveals that,
similarly to methanol on alumina [11], the electron den-
sity increases in the region of space between the phenol
O atom and the alumina Al atom compared to the situ-
ation without a bond. However, only the phenol O atom
contributes electrons to the bond, see Fig. 3. Methanol
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(i)

(iii)
(iv)

(ii)

(v) (vi)

FIG. 1: Top and middle panels: Phenol on the Al-terminated
α-Al2O3(0001) surface, showing only exposed surface atoms.
Bottom panels: Phenol on a graphene sheet, in AB stacking.
The carbon atoms of graphite are colored black to distinguish
them from the phenol carbon atoms (light gray). The two
structures in the bottom panels differ in the orientation of
the OH group relative to the carbon atoms of the underlying
graphene sheet. The molecule is assumed to remain flat after
adsorption.

and phenol have lone pair electrons with highest weight
on the O atom (cf. H2O) that interact with the Al atom
in the top layer, thus forming a bond of covalent char-
acter. The result can be seen in the density plots as an
increased electron density between the phenol O atom
and the nearest Al atom (Fig. 3).

Although phenol is thus bound to the alumina surface
by covalent forces, we have also estimated the contribu-
tion to the binding from the vdW interaction. Our vdW-
DF calculation of phenol on alumina, similar to the one
described below for phenol on graphite, indicates a small
but not negligible increase in the adsorption energies of
the structures studied This is discussed in more detail in
section VI.
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FIG. 2: Adsorption energies of phenol on various surfaces:
Alumina (this study), graphite (this study), and Ni(111) (Ref.
18). For alumina and graphite the numbers reflect the dif-
ferent adsorption sites and orientations, as named in Fig. 1.
For Ni only the energy for the most favorable adsorption site
(BridgeA2, with the naming used in Ref. 18) is shown. Solid
circles are PW91 calculations (except for Ni where the func-
tional used is the Perdew-Burke-Ernzerhof GGA functional
[19]) and open circles are calculations using vdW-DF.

V. PHENOL ON GRAPHITE

Phenol adsorption on graphite is calculated as that of
an inert phenol molecule on a single graphene layer. The
molecule is placed parallel to the surface, so that the
center of its aromatic ring lies above a carbon atom in
the graphite sheet (resembling the AB stacking found in
graphite). This choice is analogous to what applies to
benzene dimers and the related polycyclic aromatic hy-
drocarbon (PAH) dimers, where the slipped-parallel, i.e.

AB, stacking is energetically favored [20]. The assump-
tion that the molecules experience negligible changes in
the intramolecular structure upon adsorption, relative
to the gas phase structure, is based on the weakness of
the dispersive adsorbate-substrate interaction compared
to the intramolecular bonds, and was shown to be true
for benzene in Ref. 21. The potential-energy or binding
curve is found by varying the separation dads between
the graphene sheet and the phenol molecule with phenol
kept as a rigid molecule. The phenol bond to a graphene
layer positioned as the second layer of graphite is also
calculated and found small (adding 4% to the binding
energy), and that to further graphite layers is estimated
to be negligible. In this way the adsorption energy for
phenol on graphite can be obtained.

As shown in Fig. 1, there are two different AB posi-
tions for phenol: AB1 (Fig.1 (v)), when the OH group
is oriented toward a carbon atom in the graphene sheet;
and AB2 (Fig. 1 (vi)), when it is oriented toward the
center of a ring in the sheet. We find almost identical
results for the two structures (Table II).

As shown in Table II, the GGA’s produce very little
binding for phenol on graphite. From earlier studies [5]
we know that this is the case also for benzene on graphite,
where the small binding predicted by PW91 is in large
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Isosurfaces at +−0.05 e/Å^3

Loss Gain

FIG. 3: Change in electron charge density after adsorption of
phenol on α-Al2O3(0001). The left (right) panel shows the
isosurface for loss (gain) of 0.05 e/Å3. Atom color coding as
in Fig. 1.

contrast to the experimental data. Similar problems with
standard GGA implementations arise whenever the vdW
dispersive forces dominate the actual bond, as inherent
to graphitic systems. These problems have long been
known [22, 23]. Any apparent attraction in GGA at
these separations is a result of inadequate representation
of exchange [21] and correlation in the tails of the electron
distribution. In order to provide a proper description
of the system, we here benefit from the virtues of the
vdW-DF density functional [3] with vdW interactions in
addition to the traditional GGA-DFT. In the vdW-DF,
the nonlocal correlation part of the energy is included by
calculating the total energy in the following manner:

EvdW-DF = EGGA − EGGA,c + ELDA,c + Enl
c , (1)

where the correlation EGGA,c is substituted by a local
one, ELDA,c, and a nonlocal correlation part Enl

c . The
latter contains the correlation effects with a nonlocal de-
pendence on the density and is approximated in the fash-
ion described in Ref. 3, i.e., via the general-geometry
density functional. For reasons described in more detail
elsewhere [3, 24], we use the exchange of the revPBE
flavor, and not that of PW91, as revPBE is the GGA
exchange closest to exact exchange calculations at these
separations.

The nonlocal correlation Enl
c used in Eq. (1) takes the

form of a six-dimensional integral over the density and
is calculated for the phenol molecule interacting with a
large piece of the graphene sheet extending over a range
of radius 14 Å (see Ref. 5 for details). Thus, the binding
energy calculated here for phenol on graphite is calcu-
lated in the same fashion as done for benzene and naph-
thalene on graphite in Ref. 5. There a direct comparison
to experimental data is made — thermal desorption mea-
surements give an adsorption-energy value for benzene on
graphite of 500 meV [25], which is very well reproduced
by the vdW-DF result (495 meV). The general geometry
vdW-DF [3] has also been used to treat phenol dimers
successfully [6].

With vdW-DF we find the binding-energy, Eads, and
equilibrium-separation, dads, values shown in Table II.

These are the energies for adsorption on a graphene sheet;
by evaluating also the binding from the second layer of
graphene in a graphite surface, namely the interaction
at dads plus the layer separation in graphite, we find the
energy of adsorption on a graphite surface to be approx-
imately 4% larger than the Eads given in Table II.

The earlier study of phenol on graphene by means of
Monte Carlo simulations and empirical potentials using
atomic effective interaction parameters [4] gave an op-
timum configuration with a molecule lying flat a dis-
tance 3.44 Å from the surface and with binding energy of
around 6000K (0.5 eV). The configurations treated there
are of three types: (a) when the center of phenol lies
above a center of a graphene aromatic ring, (b) when
the center of phenol lies above a saddle point between
two graphene carbon atoms, and (c) when the center of
phenol lies above a graphene carbon atom. While the
third case corresponds to our two structures, Ref. 4 finds
the second one to be energetically most favorable. How-
ever, the difference between the adsorption energies of
the worst and the best configuration in Ref. 4 is negligi-
ble (less than 4 meV).

VI. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

While the adsorption of phenol on graphite is clearly
of vdW nature, this is not the case for the adsorption on
alumina. However, it is of interest to establish the size of
the energetic contribution when including the vdW inter-
actions also in the latter case. Here the vdW evaluation is
more difficult for a number of reasons, besides increased
system size. Firstly, we have large electron-density over-
lap between adsorbate and surface. Secondly, the relax-
ation of the surface makes it more difficult to increase the
unit cell size for the vdW calculation by supplementing
with the charge density of a clean surface, as is done here
for phenol on graphite, and for benzene and naphthalene
on graphite in Ref. [5]. Our calculation of the adsorp-
tion energy on alumina including the vdW interactions is
therefore not quite as rigorous as for phenol on graphite
although we used almost the same method. The vdW
contribution on alumina is evaluated for the original unit
cell (contrary to the case for graphite where the cell is
enlarged), and is performed in two steps. In the first
step we use vdW-DF to evaluate the energy difference
between the adsorption structure and the corresponding
“far-apart” system where the atoms have been fixed in
their adsorption positions, but where the phenol molecule
is translated a large distance (5.8 Å) away from the sur-
face. In the next step we evaluate within standard PW91
the energy gained by relaxing the atom positions in the
“far-apart” system to phenol in its gas phase geometry
plus a clean surface.

The sum of the total energy changes after the two steps
result in adsorption energies of around 1.1–1.2 eV for all
the structures (i) to (iv), making it less clear which is the
most favorable structure. While the tendency of struc-
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ture (i) being the least favorable and (iv) being the next-
to-least favorable is preserved, we find that including the
vdW contribution makes structure (iii) slightly more fa-
vorable than (ii). For the latter structure we find as ex-
pected the smallest vdW contribution, as this structure
has the largest adsorption angle of the four, see Table
II. Comparing structures (iii) and (iv), which have very
similar adsorption angles and distances, we find a larger
vdW contribution for (iii). This may be explained by the
placement of the aromatic ring in phenol, which for (iii)
resembles the more favorable AB stacking. The use of
the “far-apart” system described above was argued for
in Ref. 26 to avoid small spurious energy contributions.
In the present system substituting the “far-apart” system
directly with systems of isolated phenol and alumina in
their respective adsorption geometries yields similar re-
sults.

Together with the Ni(111) results of Refs. 2 and 18
three types of substrates have been studied, with differ-
ent bonds to the phenol molecule. On graphite, phe-
nol adsorbs in a clean vdW bond. On α-Al2O3(0001),
the bond is primarily covalent in nature, that is, simi-
lar to the one between methanol and alumina [10, 11].
On Ni(111), the bond seems to be metallic, maybe of
a donation-backdonation type [27]. No estimate of the
vdW interaction between phenol and Ni(111) has been
made yet. The adsorption-energy values for the three
surfaces end up in a narrow range, 0.6–1.2 eV (Fig.
2), yet the bonds are characteristically different. As a
matter of fact, the covalent bond on alumina and the
covalent-metallic bond on Ni are each weak for their
classes, whereas on graphite the physisorption bond is
a strong one. The differences between these hydropho-
bic and hydrophilic surfaces are thus illustrated by their
different phenol adsorption-energy values and adsorption
distances. Phenol molecules interacting with surfaces
constitute interesting prototype systems for such varied
phenomena as proteins, polymers (e.g., relation of chain-
termination to multiscale behavior near surfaces), paint,
catalysis, toxicity, and widespread occurrence as a by-
product. This calls for an understanding of the interac-
tion and the possibility of bridging the atomic and macro-
scopic scales starts to open up. However, understanding
of the adsorption step has to be established first by care-
ful comparisons between experiment and theory.

Part of the information from the calculations is ge-
ometric. Even if energy differences between different
sites and orientations sometimes are small, the calcu-

lations give results for atomic positions that should
challenge the experimentalists. The scanning-tunneling
microscope (STM) here offers outstanding possibilities.
STM provides results for adsorbates on several types of
substrates, see e.g. Ref. 28. In fact, STM work is
presently performed even on several systems that are
probably physisorbed or for which at least vdW inter-
actions must be important (e.g., organic molecules with
benzene rings). On the latter systems, traditional DFT
fails to describe the experimental structure that is seen
in the STM. Hopefully the phenol-on-graphene results
above (and similar ones coming successively) will stimu-
late measurements on such systems.

Another part of the information obtained is the ener-
getics. The adsorption energy of phenol (Fig. 2) is about
0.9–1.2 eV on alumina and the dense Ni-metal surface
and about 0.6 eV on graphite. These rather similar val-
ues should be looked upon as weak covalent and metal-
lic chemisorption bonds on alumina and Ni(111), respec-
tively, and strong physisorption bond on graphite. The
numbers must be compared to other relevant energy val-
ues in order to describe the more complex phenomena.
To confirm the theoretical adsorption picture, the energy
values could be compared with thermal-desorption data,
as has been done for, e.g., the PAH’s on graphite [25].

Further, there is information on the nature of the ad-
sorption. While phenol is physisorbed on graphite, its
adsorption is covalent on alumina and metallic (largely
covalent) on Ni(111). Also here STM offers great pos-
sibilities, as the tunneling-current characteristics should
be quite different for the three types of adsorption.

In summary, the results for phenol adsorption on the
three types of surfaces, with three types of bonds, are
thus very instructive for the understanding of the inter-
action of organic molecules with surfaces and interfaces
relevant in biology.
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Abstract

The adsorption of methoxy (CH3O) on NiAl(110) has been studied using density functional

theory within the generalized gradient approximation, and applying a slab geometry. We have

performed structure optimizations for a large number of initial orientations of methoxy at the

high-symmetry sites of NiAl(110) in an effort to determine the energetically preferred adsorption

site and local adsorption geometry. We found that methoxy adsorbs with the oxygen atom situated

in the Al bridge site, with a nearest-neighbour Al–O distance is of 1.94 Å, and is oriented with the

CO-axis perpendicular to the surface plane. We discuss the binding mechanism.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The surface methoxy species (CH3O) is formed as a stable species on a wide range of

metal surfaces by a scission of the methanol O–H bond, making it an ideal model system

for surface science studies of polyatomic adsorbates. Furthermore, methoxy is postulated to

be a key intermediate in catalytic processes involving methanol as a product or a reactant.

Much effort has therefore been devoted to studying the surface chemistry of methoxy, see

e.g. Refs. [1–3] and references therein.

The NiAl(110) surface has been studied extensively, its physical properties are well known,

and it represents a prototypical bimetallic alloy surface [4]. The clean (110) surface exhibits

no major reconstructions, but maintains the bulk stoichiometry with 50% Al and 50% Ni.

The two components show very different chemical properties [5]. NiAl(110) therefore pro-

vides an ideal substrate to test whether the interaction of adsorbates with the surface are

determined by the properties of the individual components, or the global properties of the

system.

Svenum et al. have investigated the adsorption and decomposition of methanol on

NiAl(110) [6] using photoelectron spectroscopy (PES). They found that both methanol and

methoxy are formed on NiAl(110) upon methanol adsorption at 120 K. Upon heating to 200

K, methanol decomposed into methoxy and other decompositional products. The PES re-

sults showed a contribution due to methoxy bonded to Al in the Al 2p spectra. No chemical

shift was found in the Ni 2p spectra, indicating that methoxy only binds to Al. Low energy

electron diffraction (LEED) showed no ordered methanol induced structures [6], thus an ex-

perimental determination of the adsorption site through, e.g., qualitative LEED is difficult

to obtain.

To determine the adsorption site of methoxy for this system we have performed density

functional theory (DFT) calculations where adsorption at the seven high-symmetry sites of

NiAl(110) was considered. The results for different adsorption sites suggests that methoxy

binds most strongly in the Al bridge site (indicated in Fig. 1), with the CO-axis perpendicular

to the surface. Upon adsorption there is a charge transfer from the substrate into the

incomplete 2e orbital of methoxy of 0.90 |e|, revealing a significant ionic contribution to the

surface-adsorbate bond.

No such prior calculations on NiAl(110) have been reported, however the literature on
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theoretical calculations on methoxy adsorption at metal surfaces is quite extensive, see Refs.

[1, 3] and references therein.

II. COMPUTATIONAL DETAILS

The calculations presented here were performed within density functional theory (DFT),

using the Dacapo [7] plane-wave psudopotential code. Vanderbilt’s ultrasoft pseudopo-

tentials [8] were used to describe the ionic cores, and the Kohn-Sham wavefunctions were

expanded in a plane-wave basis with an energy cutoff of 350 eV. The exchange-correlation

contribution to the total energy was approximated within the generalized gradient approx-

imation (GGA). We employed the Perdew-Wang parametrization [9] (PW91) of the GGA

exchange-correlation functional for the structural optimizations, but also report on adsorp-

tion energies calculated using the RPBE parametrization [10], as this parametrization has

been reported to give improved chemisorption energies for molecular adsorption on tran-

sition metal surfaces. Although we found a small difference in the optimized lattice con-

stant for bulk NiAl using RPBE (a0 = 2.90 Å) compared to PW91 (a0 = 2.89 Å), all the

reported RPBE energies have been calculated using geometries optimized employing the

PW91-functional.

The NiAl(110) surface was modeled by a slab consisting of five layers separated by a

vacuum region equivalent to seven bulk layers (≈ 14 Å). We used a c(2×2) surface unit cell

(Fig. 1) for all the calculations, each containing one molecule (corresponding to a coverage

of Θ = 0.5 ML). This choice was a compromise between low computational effort and

minimizing the interaction between the methoxy radical and its periodic images. With this

surface unit cell the distance between the adsorbed molecules is ∼ 5 Å.

We placed the molecules at one side of the slab only, and allowed the atoms of the

adsorbate and the two topmost layers of the slab surface to relax unconstrained until the

residual forces were less than 0.05 eV/Å. We did not include symmetry constraints in the

structural optimisation. The artificial electric field created by the asymmetry of the system

was compensated by a self-consistently determined dipole correction applied in the vacuum

region [11, 12].

The irreducible Brillouin zone was sampled by 18 k-points using the Monkhorst-Pack

scheme [13]. To reduce the needed number of k-points we employed a Fermi-Dirac smearing
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FIG. 1: Top view of the NiAl(110) surface with the c(2 × 2) surface unit cells indicated. The sites

considered for methoxy adsorption are indicated by numbers and is referred to in the text and

table I as (1) Al ontop, (2) Al bridge, (3) Ni bridge, (4) Ni ontop, (5) Ni2Al hollow, (6) Al2Ni

hollow, and (7) AlNi bridge.

of 0.2 eV. The influence of different k-point sampling and plane-wave energy cutoff was

explored in a series of test calculations, and we found that our choices (18 k-points and 350

eV) resulted in converged results with errors in the order of 0.01 eV.

The geometry of the isolated methoxy radical was optimized in a large fcc supercell

with a lattice constant of 12 Å, and only the Γ-point of the Brillouin zone was sampled.

Because of the open-shell nature of methoxy this calculation was spin-polarized. All other

parameters were equivalent to those used in the slab calculation. We did additional spin-

polarized calculations for the adsorbed methoxy, but found no influence of including spin on

the adsorption geometry, nor the adsorption energy.
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III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. The clean NiAl(110) surface

As a first step in our investigation we determined the atomic structure of bulk NiAl and

the clean (110) surface. We will briefly comment on the results of these calculations.

NiAl crystallizes in a cubic B2 (CsCl) structure. The calculated bulk lattice constant

a0 = 2.89 Å, bulk modulus B = 161 GPa, and heat of formation [14] H
0
f = −0.67 eV/atom

are in excellent agreement with the reported experimental values a0 = 2.8870 Å [15], B = 166

GPa [16], and H
0
f = −61.8 kJ/mol (-0.64 eV/atom) [17], and other theoretical calculations

[18].

The ideal NiAl(110) surface is composed of an equal number of Al and Ni atoms. No

reconstruction occurs, however the surface is well known for its surface ripple, where the

surface layer Al atoms are shifted outwards while the Ni atoms are contracted inwards

creating a height difference perpendicular to the surface between the Al and Ni atoms of

∼0.22 Å [19]. The surface ripple was well reproduced in our calculation. We found an

outward displacement of the Al atoms by 0.09 Å compared to the unrelaxed surface, while

the Ni atoms contract inwards by 0.10 Å, creating a surface ripple of 0.20 Å. Other reported

theoretical values for the magnitude of the rippling vary between 0.10-0.23 Å [20, 21].

B. Adsorption of methoxy

The adsorption site and the orientation of methoxy with respect to the surface are funda-

mental aspects of the molecular adsorption. In order to determine the energetically favoured

adsorption site and molecular orientation of methoxy on NiAl(110), we performed geometry

optimizations from a set of initial structures where methoxy was placed with its O atom in

the high-symmetry sites of the surface (Fig. 1). Although initially placed in a high-symmetry

site, no symmetry constraints were placed on the molecule during the optimization, thus the

methoxy molecule was free to change its orientation and move away from the starting site in

the search for the lowest energy structure. These initial configurations included structures

where the CO-axis were parallel as well as tilted with respect to the surface normal.

Table I summarizes the main results of the present study. We have included adsorption

energies calculated using both the PW91-functional, as well as the RPBE-functional (both
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calculated self-consistently). The adsorption energies have been calculated from

Eads = −(ESM − ES − EM) , (1)

where ESM is the total energy of the NiAl(110) slab with adsorbed methoxy, ES is the energy

of a clean slab of NiAl(110), and EM is the energy of an isolated methoxy species. With this

definition, a positive adsorption energy indicates stability with respect to the free methoxy

species. As can be seen from table I, the most stable adsorption site is found to be the Al

bridge site.

Although, as expected [10], PW91 yields a somewhat higher adsorption energies than

RPBE, they both predict the Al bridge site to be the energetically preferred adsorption site,

and methoxy to bind least strongly to the Ni ontop site. However, the ranking of the Ni2Al

and Al ontop site is reversed, with RPBE placing the Al ontop site second after the Al

bridge site. The general observation is a preference for the O atom to have Al rather than

Ni as its nearest neighbour, demonstrating that NiAl(110) acts chemically very locally [5]. A

similar observation has been made in a study of oxygen adsorption on NiAl(110) [22]. They

found, however, the Al2Ni hollow site to be the preferred adsorption site for O, followed

by the Al bridge site. The Al2Ni hollow site is not a stable site for methoxy adsorption,

however. During structure optimization, methoxy initially placed in the Al2Ni hollow site

moves laterally into the Al bridge site.

Fig. 2 illustrates the optimum adsorption geometry found in the present study. Methoxy

adsorbs with the O atom in the Al bridge site with the CO-axis essentially perpendicular

to the surface plane. The main geometrical changes to methoxy is an elongation of the

C–O bond by 0.07 Å, indicating a weakening of the intramolecular C-O bond. The nearest-

neighbour O–Al distance of dAlO = 1.94 Å is larger than the value reported for methoxy on

the Al(111) surface [23] (1.79 Å), and for O on the NiAl(110) surface [22] (1.81 Å).

The adsorption-induced changes to the surface with methoxy in the Al bridge site is

mainly a horizontal, outward relaxation of the surface layer Al atoms, while the outermost

Ni atoms are pushed further into the surface, increasing the surface ripple to 0.33 Å. Thus,

methoxy adsorption has the opposite effect of hydrogen adsorption, which has been predicted

theoretically [21] and shown experimentally [24] to remove the rippling on clean NiAl(110).

The in-plane changes to the geometry we found to be negligible.

Having determined the adsorption site and geometry, we turned our attention to the
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d(C−O)=1.36 Å

d(C−O)=1.43 Å

d(C−H)=1.11 Å

d(C−H)=1.10 Å

Gas phase

Adsorbed

d(O−Al)=1.95 Å

FIG. 2: Schematic illustration of optimized geometries for isolated methoxy and methoxy adsorbed

at the NiAl(110) surface.

TABLE I: Adsorption energies for metoxy adsorption on NiAl(110) calculated using the PW91

(EPW91
ads ) and RPBE (ERPBE

ads ) exchange-correlation functional, and selected structural parameters.

d are nearest-neighbour distances, z center-of mass interlayer spacings, and θCO the tilt angle of

the CO-axis away from the surface normal.

Site EPW91
ads [eV] ERPBE

ads [eV] dAlO [Å] dNiO [Å] zAlO [Å] zNiO [Å] dCO [Å] θCO [◦]

Al bridge 2.73 2.31 1.94 2.68 1.31 1.64 1.43 0.8

Ni2Al 2.49 2.09 1.80 2.25 1.34 1.48 1.42 1.4

Al ontop 2.42 2.15 1.70 - 1.89 2.27 1.39 0.1

Ni ontop 1.05 0.73 - 1.87 1.92 1.99 1.38 0.1

AlNi bridge → Al bridge

Ni bridge → AlNi2 hollow

Al2Ni hollow → Al bridge
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FIG. 3: Projected density of states (PDOS) of the oxygen atom of methoxy when adsorbed in the

Al bridge site at the NiAl(110) surface. The dotted vertical line indicate the Fermi level.

nature of bonding to the surface. The isolated methoxy radical belongs to the C3v point

group, and the outer valence electron configuration can be expressed as [25]

(1e)4(5a1)
2(2e)3

, (2)

The 2e orbital is a partly filled, anti-bonding C 2px,py, O 2px,py orbital of π-symmetry. The

5a1 is a σ-bonding orbital, and 1e a doubly degenerate (C 2px,py, O 2px,py) π-orbital.

Fig. 3 shows the projected density of states (PDOS) for methoxy adsorbed in the Al

bridge site. Upon adsorption, the 2e orbital is filled and shifts down in energy below the

Fermi level. The order of the 5a1 and the 1e orbitals are reversed compared to gas-phase,

indicating a strong interaction of the 5a1 orbital with the substrate states. Furthermore,

the 1e orbitals are no longer degenerate. A closer inspection of the PDOS reveals that

the 1e peak of lowest energy (furthest form the Fermi level) correspond to an O 2p orbital

interacting with the Al 3sp substrate states.

To gain further insight into the bonding, we calculated the electron density difference.

The electron density difference was obtained by subtracting from the total electron density

of the adsorbate system, the sum of the electron densities of the isolated adsorbate and

substrate, where the geometry of the isolated methoxy and NiAl(110) were those of the

adsorbate system.
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(a) (b)

Al Al Ni Ni

Ni NiNi Ni

C

O

C

O

FIG. 4: Contour plots of the electron density difference for methoxy adsorbed on NiAl(110). Panel

(a) and (b) displays cuts with horizontal axes along the [001] and [11̄0] directions respectively and

vertical axes along the surface normal. Solid (dashed) lines indicate gain (loss) of electron density.

The contours are drawn at densities ±0.005 × 2k e/Å3 for k = 0, 1 . . . , 6.

Fig. 4 shows contour plots of the electron density difference for cuts perpendicular to the

surface and with horizontal axes along the [001] and [11̄0] directions. There is a gain in elec-

tron density into the 2e orbital, in accordance with the PDOS-analysis. Furthermore, there

is a loss in electron density from the σ-bonding 5a1-orbital, consistent with the elongation

of the CO-bond noted above. To quantify the charge transfer between the substrate and the

adsorbate we used the space-partitioning scheme of Bader [26]. Based on this analysis, we

estimate that a net charge of 0.90 |e| is transfered from the substrate to the adsorbate, thus

making the adsorbate more negatively charged. This relatively large charge transfer indi-

cates that the bonding has a significant ionic component. There is also some hybridization

of the methoxy orbitals with the Al 3sp states (Fig. 3), and a build-up of electron density

between the methoxy O atom and substrate Al atoms (panel (a) of Fig. 4), suggesting some

covalent contribution to the bonding. A similar bonding mechanism has been found for

methoxy on other metal surfaces [1, 3].

IV. CONCLUSIONS

The adsorption of methoxy on NiAl(110) have been studied using density functional

theory within the generalized gradient approximation, and using a slab geometry. We find a

9



clear preference for the methoxy O atom to have Al as its nearest neighbour rather than Ni.

The energetically preferred adsorption site is the Al bridge site, with an O–Al distance of 1.95

Å, and with the methoxy CO-axis perpendicular to the surface. The adsorbate-substrate

chemical bond is largely ionic with a covalent contribution.
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