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ABSTRACT: Waiting time dependent rotational anisotropies
of SCN− anions and water molecules in alkali thiocyanate
(XSCN, X = Li, Na, K, Cs) aqueous solutions at various
concentrations were measured with ultrafast infrared spectros-
copy. It was found that cations can significantly affect the
reorientational motions of both water molecules and SCN−

anions. The dynamics are slower in a solution with a smaller
cation. The reorientational time constants follow the order of
Li+ > Na+ > K+ ≃ Cs+. The changes of rotational time
constants of SCN− at various concentrations scale almost
linearly with the changes of solution viscosity, but those of
water molecules do not. In addition, the concentration-dependent amplitudes of dynamical changes are much more significant in
the Li+ and Na+ solutions than those in the K+ and Cs+ solutions. Further investigations on the systems with the ultrafast
vibrational energy exchange method and molecular dynamics simulations provide an explanation for the observations: the
observed rotational dynamics are the balanced results of ion clustering and cation/anion/water direct interactions. In all the
solutions at high concentrations (>5 M), substantial amounts of ions form clusters. The structural inhomogeneity in the solutions
leads to distinct rotational dynamics of water and anions. The strong interactions of Li+ and Na+ because of their relatively large
charge densities with water molecules and SCN− anions, in addition to the likely geometric confinements because of ion
clustering, substantially slow down the rotations of SCN− anions and water molecules inside the ion clusters. The interactions of
K+ and Cs+ with water or SCN− are much weaker. The rotations of water molecules inside ion clusters of K+ and Cs+ solutions
are not significantly different from those of other water species so that the experimentally observed rotational relaxation dynamics
are only slightly affected by the ion concentrations.

1. INTRODUCTION

Electrolyte aqueous solutions have been important subjects in
chemistry, biology, and atmospheric environment sciences and
extensively investigated for many years. One of the central
research issues in this field in recent years is about the
correlations between ion hydrations and the resulting molecular
dynamics and structures.1−7 It is usually believed that anions
have more pronounced effects than cations on the water
structure and rotational dynamics,8,9 and the effects of different
anions usually follow the order of Hofmeister series,10−14 e.g.,
SO4

2− is “structure making” and SCN− is “structure break-
ing”.15−17 The development of such a concept is mainly from
the analyses of macroscopic properties of aqueous solutions,
e.g., viscosity, surface tension, and entropy, and enthalpy of
solvation measurements.17 Recent experimental studies at the
molecular level with ultrafast infrared lasers have revealed many
novel interesting details about ion hydrations. It was found that
the presence of ions does not lead to an enhancement or

breakdown of the hydrogen-bond network in liquid water.18,19

Water molecules that directly interact with ions can have slower
fluctuation dynamics.20−22 Some anions were found to be able
to significantly slow down the reorientation motions of
water,5,23,24 and the effects of some other anions are only
very slight.18,19 It was originally reported that cations were not
able to affect the rotational dynamics of water,18 but recent
experiments began to recognize the role of cations play on the
dynamics of water.25,26

In the majority of the literature about the studies of
molecular dynamics in aqueous solutions with ultrafast lasers,
water dynamics were typically explained in terms of ion/water
direct interactions.20,27 The effects of ion/ion interactions were
almost completely ignored, though in the studies the ion
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concentrations were typically high (>2 M) in the solutions
where substantial amounts of ion pairing and clustering are
anticipated from the predictions of MD simulations.28,29

Recently, by applying the ultrafast vibrational energy exchange
method,30,31 we found that ions form significant amounts of
clusters in MSCN (M = K, NH4, Na, Cs, and Li) aqueous
solutions (≥1 M).32,33 Combining vibrational energy exchange
measurements with ultrafast anisotropy decay measurements,
we also found that in the KSCN aqueous solutions the
structural inhomogeneity because of ion clustering leads to
distinct rotational dynamics of water molecules and SCN−

anions.24 Adding anions of different charge densities into the
KSCN solutions can dramatically change the molecular
dynamics of water and SCN− anions in very different ways.24

The net changes in the dynamics were attributed to the
balanced results of interactions among water, cation, and
anions.24,34

The observed surprising effects of anions have led us to
reexamine the somewhat controversial cation effects on the
dynamics of water mentioned above.18,19,25,26 In aqueous
solutions of many salts at the same concentration, the viscosity
of a solution with a cation of a larger charge density is typically
larger, e.g., at room temperature at the concentration of 5 mol/
kg (salt/water), the viscosity ratio of LiSCN, NaSCN, KSCN,
a n d C s SCN a q u e o u s s o l u t i o n s i s L i S CN : -
NaSCN:KSCN:CsSCN = 1.85:1.48:1.05:1. The solution with
the smallest cation Li+ has a viscosity 85% larger than that of
the solution with the largest cation Cs+. Based on the viscosity
data and the Einstein−Stokes equation,35,36 the microscopic
molecular motions are expected to be slower in the solutions
with cations of larger charge densities if the solutions are
homogeneous. However, in concentrated aqueous solutions,
ions form pairs and clusters.30,33 Here, using KSCN as an
example, ion pairs and clusters are defined as the assemblies of
ions inside which, for any thiocyanate anion within the distance
of ≤4 Å starting from the central point of its CN bond, there is
at least another thiocyanate anion. 4 Å is the shortest anion
distance in KSCN crystal determined with XRD measure-
ments37 and also the average anion distance in the saturated
KSCN aqueous solutions estimated from the vibrational energy
transfer methods described in our previous publications.30,31,33

Ion clusters with different cations have slightly different critical
distances as discussed in the following energy-transfer part. The
definition of ion clusters does not exclude the situations that
some water molecules or cations are buried inside the clusters.
In fact, we believe that cations must be involved in the ion
clusters to reduce the repulsions among anions though we do
not have any experimental evidence to support such a
hypothesis.
The structural inhomogeneity (ion pairing and clustering)

does not guarantee that all species in a solution with a larger
viscosity must have slower dynamics. For example, the viscosity
of a 22 mol/kg KSCN aqueous solution is 2.8 times that of a
0.1 mol/kg KSCN solution. The rotation of the SCN− anions
slows down about 3 times accordingly in the concentrated
solution, but that of water molecules only slightly slow down
36%.24 Therefore, only from the viscosity data, it is not
immediately clear whether the effect of cations on water
dynamics is similar to that of the anions where a larger charge
density leads to a slower rotational motion observed with the
ultrafast infrared anisotropy measurements.24

In this work, we used a similar approach that was previously
applied24 in the studies of anion effects on the rotational

dynamics of water and SCN− anions to investigate the cation
effects in a series of MSCN (M = Li, Na, K, Cs) aqueous
solutions at room temperature: we used the ultrafast infrared
anisotropy measurements to determine the rotational dynamics
of both water and SCN−, the vibrational energy exchange
method to determine the ion clustering in the solutions, and
molecular dynamics (MD) simulations to provide qualitative
molecular pictures about the experimentally observed dynam-
ics. From the studies, we unambiguously show that the cations
can significantly affect the rotational dynamics of both water
molecules and SCN− anions in the MSCN solutions.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Experimental Methods. The experimental setup has been

described elsewhere.30,38,39 Briefly, a picosecond amplifier and a
femtosecond amplifier are synchronized with the same seed
pulse from a Ti−sapphire oscillator. The picosecond amplifier
pumps an OPA to produce 0.7−1 ps mid-IR pulses with a
bandwidth ∼21 cm−1 (10−27 cm−1) in a tunable frequency
range from 500 to 4000 cm−1 with energy 1−40 μJ/pulse at 1
kHz. The femtosecond amplifier pumps another OPA to
produce ∼140 fs mid-IR pulses with a bandwidth ∼200 cm−1 in
a tunable frequency range from 500 to 4000 cm−1 with energy
1−40 μJ/pulse at 1 kHz. In 2D IR and pump/probe
experiments, the picosecond IR pulse is the pump beam
(pump power is adjusted based on need). The femtosecond IR
pulse is the probe beam which is frequency resolved by a
spectrograph yielding the probe axis of a 2D IR spectrum.
Scanning the pump frequency yields the other axis of the
spectrum. Two polarizers are added into the probe beam path
to selectively measure the parallel or perpendicular polarized
signal relative to the pump beam. Vibrational lifetimes are
obtained from the rotation-free 1−2 transition signal Plife = P∥ +
2 × P⊥, where P∥ and P⊥ are parallel and perpendicular data,
respectively. Rotational relaxation dynamics are acquired from
the time dependent anisotropy R = (P∥ − P⊥)/(P∥ + 2 × P⊥).
In water reorientation dynamic measurements, the excitation
and detection OD frequencies were set at the OD central
frequency. To avoid the effect of resonance energy transfer on
the anisotropy decay, HOD solutions (1 wt % D2O in H2O)
were used to obtain the OD reorientation dynamics in the
series of XSCN (X = Li, Na, K, Cs) aqueous solutions. In the
analyses of water reorientation dynamics and vibrational energy
transfer kinetics, the heat effects from the OD and thiocyanate
vibrational relaxations were removed, following the procedure
described in our previous publication:38 the heat signal is
assumed to grow with time constants slightly slower than the
lifetimes of vibrational excitations of which the relaxation
generates heat. The maximum amplitude of the heat signal is
the transient signal at very long waiting times when most
vibrational excitations have relaxed. The time-dependent heat
signal calculated in this way is then subtracted from the
transient signal (for both P∥ and P⊥). Solutions in D2O with
various KS13C15N/XSCN (=2%; X = Li, Na, K, Cs)
concentrations were used to conduct the SCN− anisotropy
measurements. The validity of the approach relies on the fact
that the vibrational energy exchange between S13C15N− and
SCN− is much slower than the anion rotations and the resonant
energy transfer among S13C15N− in the solution is also much
slower than rotations. As previously measured,30,31 the energy-
transfer time from SCN− to S13C15N− in a saturated potassium
thiocyanate (KS13C15N/KSCN = 1/1) aqueous solution is
∼110 ps which is slower in a more dilute solution. This value is
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significantly slower than those (faster than 30 ps) of the
thiocyanate anion rotations in the solutions. The resonant
energy transfer time in a pure KSCN saturated aqueous
solution is 3 ps,30,31 indicating that the resonant energy transfer
time in the 2% sample for S13C15N− will be 150 ps which is
significantly slower than the rotations.
Materials. Unless specified, chemicals were purchased from

Sigma-Aldrich and used without further purifications. KS13C15N
was purchased from Cambridge Isotope Laboratory and used
without further purification. D2O was from C/D/N Isotopes
Inc. CsSCN was synthesized by mixing Cs2CO3 with NH4SCN
(mole ratio 1:2) in water. The solution was then heated to
∼110 °C to decompose (NH4)2CO3 into CO2 and NH3, which
was monitored with a pH meter, and to remove the water
solvent. The resulting powder was further dried in a vacuum
oven at 70 °C before use. LiSCN is highly hygroscopic. It was
dried in the vacuum oven at 70 °C with P2O5. The liquid
samples in the FTIR and 2D IR measurements were contained
in a sample cell composed of two CaF2 windows separated by a
Teflon spacer. The thickness of the spacer was adjusted based
on the optical densities. The experimental optical path and
apparatus were purged with clean air free of CO2 or water. All
the measurements were carried out at room temperature
(297K).
Molecular Dynamics Simulation Method. The SPC/E

model was adopted for the calculations of water. The
parameters of KSCN and NaSCN are listed in Table S1 in
the Supporting Information. In the calculations, each cubic box
was filled with water molecules and ions which were inserted
randomly. The numbers of water molecules and ions in the
simulation boxes are listed in Table S2 in the Supporting

Information. The geometries of water molecules and SCN−

anions were kept rigid. The Lorentz−Berthelot rules were used
for the combined LJ parameters. The temperature was weakly
coupled to a bath with the Nose−Hoover thermostats at 298 K
with the relaxation time of 0.1 ps. The weak coupling
Berendsen scheme was used to control the pressure with the
coupling time constant of 1 ps. The equations of motion were
integrated using the leapfrog algorithm with a time step of 2 fs.
The long-range Coulombic forces were treated with the Ewald
summation method. The nonbonded van der Waals inter-
actions were truncated at 12 Å using the force shifting method.
Minimum image conditions were used. For each run, one 5 ns
NPT ensemble equilibration was followed by a 10 ns NVE
ensemble simulation used to calculate the dynamic properties.
Prior to this step, several quenching simulations were carried
out in order to reach equilibration for each solution. The
simulation trajectories were saved every 100 fs. If the separation
RX−Y of atom pair X and Y is not larger than d (S−Ow (d = 3.6
Å), N−Ow (d = 3.4 Å), K−Ow (d = 3.6 Å), K−S (d = 4.0 Å),
K−N (d = 3.5 Å), Na−Ow (d = 3.2 Å), Na−S (d = 3.45 Å),
and Na−N (d = 3.1 Å) pairs), which corresponds to the first
minimum of the RDF, they are considered as being in the first
solvation shell of each other. An ion cluster is defined as
following: (i) every ion X (X = SCN−, Li+, Na+, K+, Cs+, and
M+) is connected to at least one ion Y of the opposite charge;
two ions are said to be connected if they are separated by a
distance RX−Y smaller than the separation d corresponding to
the first minimum of the pair radial distribution function. (RX−Y
< d Å for Li−S (d = 2.75), Li−N (d = 2.65), Na−S (d = 3.45),
Na−N (d = 3.1), K−S (d = 4.0), K−N (d = 3.5), Cs−S (d =
4.35), Cs−N (d = 4.0), M−S (d = 4.9), and M−N (d = 4.55)

Figure 1. FTIR spectra of (A) KSCN and (B) NaSCN aqueous solutions (D2O) in the CN stretch frequency region. FTIR spectra of (C) KSCN
and (D) NaSCN aqueous solution (HOD, 1 wt % D2O in H2O) in the OD stretch frequency region at different concentrations. The spectra are
background free. The unit of concentration is mol(MSCN)/kg(water).
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pairs); (ii) every ion can be reached from any other ion within
the assembly through a path of consecutive connections. The
total number of all the ions in each ion assembly is defined as
the size of the assembly. All simulations were performed with
the Tinker simulation code.40 The second-order reorientation
correlation function C(t) of water or SCN− ion is described as a
second-order Legendre polynomial along the O−H bond
direction of water and the linear vector of SCN−.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Cation Effects on the Vibrational Frequencies of
OD and CN Stretches. Figure 1A−D shows the FTIR spectra
of KSCN and NaSCN in D2O solutions of different
concentrations. In all solutions, the frequencies of both OD
and CN stretches blue shift at higher ion concentrations, but
the amplitudes of frequency shifts are smaller than the line
widths of the peaks. Therefore, when we used lasers (with a
bandwidth ∼20 cm−1) to excite the molecules at the central
frequencies of the peaks to obtain molecular rotational
dynamics, the information from the experiments is the sum
information of species in different local environments, e.g.,
species inside ion clusters and species fully hydrated.
The OD stretch frequencies also blue shift at higher

concentrations in the Li+ and Cs+ solutions. The central
frequencies of OD and CN stretch peaks in all MSCN (M = Li,
Na, K, Cs) aqueous solutions are plotted in Figure 2. In all
MSCN aqueous solutions, the OD frequency blue shifts at
higher ion concentrations (Figure 2A), and the amplitudes of
frequency shifts are only dependent on the ion concentration,
regardless of the nature of cations. This observation implies that
the charge densities of cations do not have significant effects on
the frequency of OD stretch. The observed results can be

qualitatively explained in terms of water/ion and water/water
direct interactions. Because of the interactions between positive
and negative charges, cations typically bind to the nonbonded
electron pairs on the oxygen atoms of the water molecules.
Such cation/water interactions do not directly interfere with
the OD bonds of the water molecules. On the contrary, anions
directly bind to the positively charged hydrogen atoms of water
molecules. Such anion/water interactions directly contact the
OD bond, shifting the electric field distribution and weakening
the force constant of the OD stretch. Therefore, the anion
effect on the OD frequency is much more significant than the
cation effect. Because SCN− is a very large anion with a low
charge density, its binding to a water molecule is weaker than
the water/water interactions.3,41 Adding more MSCN into the
solutions results in more SCN−-associated water molecules of
which the hydrogen bonds are weaker than those in bulk water,
so that the OD stretch frequency shifts to higher values.
Very different from the OD frequency changes (Figure 2A),

the CN frequency changes are highly dependent on the nature
of cations (Figure 2B). At a very low concentration, e.g., 0.1 M,
the CN stretch frequency of SCN− in all MSCN solutions is
identical (2063 cm−1). This is because most cations are well
separated from anions by water molecules. The cations are too
far away to be sensed by the anions. With the increase of
concentration, cations and anions become closer, and different
cations begin to show different effects on the CN stretch
vibrational frequency of the anion SCN−. At higher
concentrations, the CN stretch frequency in LiSCN and
NaSCN solutions obviously blue shifts, it almost remains
constant in the KSCN solutions, and it red shifts in the CsSCN
solutions. At first glance, it seems hard to understand the
different concentration-dependent cation effects, but the

Figure 2. Central frequencies of (A) OD and (B) CN stretches in all MSCN aqueous solutions (MSCN, M = Li, Na, K, Cs). The frequencies at 25
mol/kg in (B) are for the molten salts.

Figure 3. Waiting-time-dependent rotational anisotropies of (A) water molecules and (B) SCN− in LiSCN, NaSCN, and KSCN aqueous solutions
of 10 mol/kg and in a saturated CsSCN aqueous solution of 7 mol/kg.
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observations are explainable if we follow the idea of ion
clustering. As we have measured, in MSCN (M = Li, Na, K, Cs,
NH4) aqueous solutions of high concentrations, significant
amounts of ion pairs and clusters form.30,33 At higher
concentrations, the sizes and concentrations of ion clusters
become larger.30,33 Therefore, the local environments of SCN−

anions in the aqueous solutions at higher concentrations should
be closer to those of the molten salts. Accordingly, the CN
stretch frequencies of SCN− in solutions of higher concen-
trations should become more similar to those in the molten
salts. To test this hypothesis, we summarized and listed the CN
stretch frequencies of SCN− in the molten MSCN salts from
our own experiments and the literature42−44 in Figure 2B at the
assumed concentration of 25 mol/kg. The CN stretch
frequencies are quite different in the molten salts of different
cations. A higher frequency is observed for a salt with a smaller
cation. It can be seen from Figure 2B that the CN frequencies
of the solutions gradually approach those in the molten salts
respectively with the increase of ion concentration.
3.2. Cation Effects on the Rotational Dynamics of

Water Molecules and SCN− Anions. As shown above, the
vibrational frequency of only SCN− anions but not water
molecules is affected by the nature of cations. Differently, the
rotational dynamics of both SCN− anions and water molecules
are dependent on cations. As shown in Figure 3, the rotational
dynamics of both water molecules (Figure 3A) and SCN−

anions (Figure 3B) in the Li+ and Na+ solutions are obviously
slower than those in the K+ and Cs+ solutions. Detailed data are
listed in Table 1. In the K+ and Cs+ solutions the rotational
dynamics are similar, and those in the Li+ solution are the
slowest. At the concentration of 10 mol/kg, the SCN−

rotational dynamics in the NaSCN solution is a single-
exponential decay with a time constant 10.2 ps, which is
about 2 times that (5.3 ps) of the KSCN solution. At higher
concentrations, the difference of the dynamics in the Na+ and
K+ solutions becomes larger. For example, at 17 mol/kg, the
SCN− rotational time constant (25.2 ps) in the NaSCN
solution is now about 3 times that (8.2 ps) of the KSCN
solution. A similar trend is also observed for the water
rotational motions. At the concentration of 10 mol/kg, the
water rotational dynamics in the NaSCN solution can be
roughly described with a single-exponential decay with a time
constant 5.7 ps, which is about 1.8 times that (3.2 ps) of the
KSCN solution. At higher concentrations, the difference is even
larger. For example, at 17 mol/kg, the OD rotational time
constant (7.6 ps for a single exponential) in the NaSCN
solution is now about 2.5 times that (3.1 ps) of the KSCN
solution. One apparent reason for the observed concentration-
dependent cation effect is that at higher concentrations more
water molecules and anions are close to cations so that the
detected signal which is from all species in different local
environments has more contributions from these species that
are close to cations. However, the structures of these species
cannot be determined or even estimated from the experimental
results presented here. MD simulations which will be described
later provide interesting insights about the identities of these
species.
In the K+ and Cs+ solutions of all concentrations studied, the

water rotational dynamics can be described well with single-
exponential decays, but to describe the water dynamics in the
Na+ and Li+ solutions of concentrations ≥10 mol/kg, single-
exponential decays are not sufficient. Some of the data with fits
of single- and biexponential decays are shown in Figure 4. T
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Figure 4A displays the anisotropy data of water rotation in a
NaSCN solution of 2 mol/kg. The data (dots) can be described
with a single-exponential decay (line) with a time constant 3.0
ps reasonably well. At a higher concentration of 15 mol/kg, the
fit with a single-exponential decay with a time constant 6.1 ps
(red line in Figure 4B) obviously misses the slow component of
the rotational dynamics. A biexponential decay with time
constants 2.6 ps (40%) and 17 ps (60%) does a much better job
in describing the data (black line). At the same concentration of
15 mol/kg, a single-exponential decay with a time constant 3.2
ps (red line in Figure 4C) is sufficient to fit the water dynamics
in the KSCN solution. The observations of different
exponential decays in MSCN solutions are somewhat
unexpected. Here, we give some tentative explanations for the
phenomena. At low ion concentrations, the number of water

molecules close to cations is small. The experimental signal is
mainly from those water molecules far away from cations of
which the rotational time constant is close to that (2.6 ps) of
bulk water, so that the anisotropy dynamics look similar to that
of the bulk watera single-exponential decay. At high ion
concentrations, e.g., 10 mol/kg, where on average there is one
cation for every five water molecules, substantial amounts of
water molecules stay very close to cations in both NaSCN and
KSCN solutions. Therefore, the experimental signal contains
significant contributions from these species. Analyzing the
rotational data shows that the rotations of these species in
NaSCN solutions are significantly slower than that of bulk
water; e.g., in the 15 mol/kg solution the slow component
(60%) of the rotational decay is ∼17 ps, which is much slower
than the 2.6 ps (also the fast component) of bulk water.

Figure 4. Waiting-time-dependent anisotropy decays of OD vibrational excitation signals of (A) 2 mol/kg NaSCN/water solution, (B) 15 mol/kg
NaSCN/water solution, and (C) 15 mol/kg KSCN/water solution and respective single- and biexponential fits. The fitting parameters are (A) a
single-exponential decay with time constant 3 ps (red line); (B) a single-exponential decay with time constant 6.1 ps (red line); a biexponential decay
with time constant 2.6 ps (40%) and 17 ps (60%) (black line); and (C) a single-exponential decay with time constant 3.2 ps (red line).

Figure 5. Normalized viscosities, SCN− and water (OD) rotational time constants of (A) LiSCN, (B) NaSCN, (C) KSCN, and (D) CsSCN
aqueous solutions at various ion concentrations. The viscosity (0.97 cSt) of pure water is taken to be 1 for the normalization of viscosities of other
solutions. The rotational time constant (2.6 ps) of pure water is taken to be 1 for the normalization of water rotations in other solutions. The
rotational time constant (3.7 ps) of SCN− in a 0.1 M MSCN solution is taken to be 1 for the normalization of SCN− rotations in other solutions. All
the rotational time constants are the time constants used in fits with single-exponential decays.
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Mathematically, it is difficult to use a single-exponential decay
curve to well describe the sum of two single exponentials of
similar weighing but with very different time constants.
Therefore, the water rotational dynamics in NaSCN solutions
of high concentrations behave more like a biexponential. In the
KSCN solutions, the situation is different. The rotations of
those water molecules close to cations are not significantly
different from that of bulk water, as implied from Figure 4C
where the overall water decay constant of the KSCN solution of
15 mol/kg is only 3.2 ps which is close to that of bulk water
(2.6 ps). Therefore, even if two or more water subspecies
coexist in the concentrated KSCN solutions, the overall water
rotational dynamics behave like a single exponential because of
the similar dynamics of all subspecies. There can be another
reason for the biexponential rotational decay in the
concentrated NaSCN solutions. In the concentrated solutions,
most of the water molecules are confined in different
environments. The anisotropy decay of each confined species
is not necessarily a single exponential since many coupled
molecular motions besides rotations which can cause the
anisotropy to decay can occur at different time scales.
Regarding the dynamical difference between the water

species that are close to cations in the NaSCN and KSCN
solutions, it is probably due to the different water affinities of
the cations. According to the literature, the absolute hydration
enthalpies of the alkali cations are −520 kJ/mol (Li+), −406 kJ/
mol (Na+), −320 kJ/mol (K+), and −264 kJ/mol (Cs+),
respectively.45 The enthalpy values indicate that the order of
water affinity is Li+ > Na+ > K+ > Cs+. Comparing the order of
enthalpy values with our rotational measurements, we find that
a stronger cation/water interaction leads to a slower water

reorientation motion for the Li+, Na+, and K+ solutions. This
correlation is somewhat anticipated. It can come from two
possible origins. One is that a stronger cation/water interaction
can lead to a larger rotational free energy barrier. The other is
that a stronger cation/water interaction can result in a larger
ratio of cation/water pairs over cation/anion pairs. However,
the correlation does not work for the K+ and Cs+ solutions.
Water dynamics in the K+ solutions are not slower than those
in the Cs+ solutions. In fact, they remain very similar within
experimental uncertainty for all concentrations up to the
CsSCN saturated concentration of 7 mol/kg, despite that the
water/K+ interaction is obviously stronger than the water/Cs+

interaction. This exception can be explained from the water
rotational times listed in Table 1. In the KSCN solutions, the
water rotational dynamics are only slightly dependent on the
ion concentration, implying that K+ has a very weak effect on
the water dynamics. Since the Cs+/water interaction is weaker
than the water/K+ interaction, it is possible that the
perturbation of Cs+ to the water dynamics is even smaller
than that of K+. Therefore, the dynamics of water molecules in
CsSCN solutions remain close to those in bulk water and
KSCN solutions.

3.3. Correlations between Viscosities and Rotational
Dynamics. In our previous work,24 we found that the
rotational dynamics of the SCN− anions and water molecules
behave in very different ways in KSCN aqueous solutions of
various concentrations (Figure 5C): the rotational time
constants of the SCN− anions scale linearly with the change
of solution viscosity (for which we do not know the exact
reason and is subject to future studies), but the water dynamics
are only slightly affected by the solution viscosity. Another way

Figure 6. Vibrational energy exchange 2D IR spectra of MSCN/MS13C15N = 1/1 solutions at the salt concentration of 5 mol/kg at various waiting
times: (A−D) the Na+ solution at waiting times 0, 10, 20, and 50 ps; (E) the Li+ solution at 50 ps; (F) the Na+ solution at 50 ps; (G) the K+ solution
at 50 ps; and (H) the Cs+ solution at 50 ps.

The Journal of Physical Chemistry B Article

dx.doi.org/10.1021/jp4016646 | J. Phys. Chem. B 2013, 117, 7972−79847978



to present the data to clearly show the linear and nonlinear
viscosity dependences of rotations is provided in the
Supporting Information (Figure S11). As shown in Figure 5,
the dynamic segregation of SCN− and water is also observed in
the LiSCN (Figure 5A) and NaSCN (Figure 5B) solutions. In
the CsSCN solutions (Figure 5D), even at the saturated
concentration (∼7 mol/kg), the rotation time constant of
SCN− slows down only about 20%. The dynamic segregation
cannot be observed as clearly as in other solutions. Nonethe-
less, it can still be seen from Figure 5D that the SCN− anions
behave slightly differently from water molecules at the
concentrations of 5 and 7 mol/kg.
On the basis of various control experiments in the previous

work, we concluded that the rotational dynamic segregation
between SCN− anions and water molecules in KSCN solutions
is because of the structural inhomogeneity in the solutions.24 In
other words, the dynamic segregation is the natural result of ion
clustering which was experimentally observed with the
vibrational energy exchange method.24,30,33 By applying the
vibrational energy exchange method, we also found that in
other MSCN aqueous solutions substantial amounts of ions
form ion clusters. It is conceivable that the dynamic segregation
observed in other MSCN solutions can also be explained in
terms of ion clustering in a way similar to that for the KSCN
solutions.
Figure 6 displays the vibrational energy exchange spectra of

MSCN/MS13C15N = 1/1 (M = Li, Na, K, and Cs) at the ion
concentration of 5 mol/kg at various waiting times. As
elaborated in our previous publications,30,31,39 at 0 ps
vibrational energy transfers between SCN− and S13C15N−

have not occurred so that only two pairs of diagonal peaks
(peaks 1−4) show up in the spectrum. Peaks 1 and 2 are the
CN stretch 0−1 and 1−2 transitions, respectively, and peaks 3
and 4 are the 13C15N stretch 0−1 and 1−2 transitions,
respectively. At long waiting times, e.g., 50 ps, substantial
amounts of SCN− and S13C15N− have exchanged vibrational
energy, and two pairs of off-diagonal peaks (peaks 5−8) grow
in. The growth of the cross peaks indicates how fast the energy
transfer has occurred. In experiments, the diagonal peaks are
from both isolated and clustered anions, and the off-diagonal
peaks are mainly from the clustered anions because of their
shorter distances. Simultaneous analyses on the growths and
decays of both diagonal and off-diagonal peaks can provide us
not only the energy-transfer rate constants but also the
concentrations of the ion clusters. On the basis of this physical
picture, we have constructed a vibrational energy exchange
kinetic model.30,31 Using the model, quantitative analyses
(details are provided in the Supporting Information) show that
in the 5 mol/kg MSCN solutions, significant amounts of the
anions form clusters: 50 ± 4% (LiSCN), 60 ± 4% (NaSCN),
67 ± 4% (KSCN), and 70 ± 4% (CsSCN). Here we want to
emphasize that “ion clustering” is experimentally defined by the
energy-transfer rate which is determined by the relative anion
distances. In the analyses, we assumed the relative anion
distance ratio of the solutions to be rLi+:rNa

+:rK+:rCs+ =
1:1.07:1.10:1.17 based on both resonant and nonresonant
energy-transfer rate constants and the vibrational energy-
transfer equation and by assuming the dipole/dipole approx-
imation if the cluster size is identical in all solutions.30,31 If we
assume the same anion distance (4.016 Å, the shortest CN
distance in KSCN crystal)37,46 and the same cluster size for all
solutions, the percentages of clustered ions in all solutions from
the experimental results are 83 ± 5% (LiSCN), 69 ± 4%

(NaSCN), 67 ± 4% (KSCN), and 50 ± 4% (CsSCN). In both
treatments, we assumed that the nature of cations does not
change the refractive indices of the solutions. In crystals, the
shortest distances between two CN bonds in MSCN are
different. The distance is 3.91 Å in NaSCN, 4.016 Å in KSCN,
and 4.8 Å in CsSCN.37,47,48 The distance in LiSCN, which to
our best knowledge has not been characterized, is expected to
be the shortest among the MSCN salts studied here. The first
treatment is to follow the trend that the CN distance is larger
with a larger cation to calculate the concentrations of clusters of
similar structures in different MSCN solutions. The second
treatment is to calculate the concentrations of SCN− with a
fixed CN distance in all solutions. The structures of ion clusters
in the second treatment can be different in different MSCN
solutions because of the different sizes of cations. In the LiSCN
solution, Li+ is so small that the CN distance in a structure like
(Li+)m−(SCN−)n can be smaller than 4.016 Å. It is conceivable
that some of the structures like Li+m(H2O)n−(SCN−)k can have
CN distances close to 4.0 Å. For the same reason, in CsSCN
probably fewer CN distances are smaller than 4.0 Å because of
the relatively large size of Cs+ and it is not very likely that the
CN distances in the clusters can be significantly smaller than
those in the crystal. It is therefore not surprising that, in the
second treatment, more ion clusters form in a solution with a
smaller cation. Nonetheless, both treatments of energy-transfer
data suggest that considerable amounts of anions form clusters
in all the MSCN solutions at the concentration of 5 mol/kg.
The ion clustering results are anticipated from the observed
dynamic segregation in MSCN solutions displayed in Figure 5,
following our previous explanation for the dynamic segregation
in KSCN solutions. However, the ion clustering percentages
obtained from the experiments cannot fully explain the
observed cation effects on the rotational dynamics of water
molecules and anions in the MSCN solutions presented in
Figure 3. Factors other than ion clustering, e.g., the direct
cation/water/anion interactions, can also play important roles
responsible for the cation effects.

3.4. MD Simulations. 3.4.1. Reorientational Dynamics of
Water Molecules. To explore factors besides ion clustering
responsible for the dynamic differences in solutions with
different cations, we performed MD simulations on aqueous
solutions of NaSCN and KSCN. In the simulations, we can
visualize species at different environments and track their
dynamics. The dynamic time constant and population of each
species can provide important information for us to understand
the microscopic origins of the experimentally observed
dynamical behaviors.
From the simulation results, we define the subspecies of

water in MSCN aqueous solutions as follows: (1) pure water of
which the first solvation shell is filled only with water
molecules; (2) cation-bound water of which the first solvation
shell has only cation(s) and water molecules; (3) anion-bound
water of which the first solvation shell has only anion(s) and
water molecules; and (4) bridged water of which the first
solvation shell has at least one cation and one anion. Similarly,
the subspecies of SCN− ions can also be defined as follows: (1)
hydrated SCN− of which the first solvation shell contains only
water molecules; and (2) cation-bound SCN− of which the first
solvation shell contains at least one cation. No other SCN−

species besides these two has been found from the simulations.
We extract the rotational dynamics from the reorientation
correlation function of each subspecies which is defined at t = 0
regardless of its structural evolution during the accumulation of
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the correlation function. One important reason for us to do so
is that the resident time of each species is comparable to or
longer than its reorientation correlation.
Figure 7 displays the reorientation correlation functions of

water subspecies in aqueous solutions of KSCN and NaSCN at
the concentrations of 2, 10, and 15 mol/kg. The correlation
time constant of single-exponential fit starting from 200 fs and
the population of each species are listed in Table 2. In the
KSCN solutions at various concentrations, the rotational
behaviors of all water subspecies are generally similar (Figure
7A−C). At 2 mol/kg, all the water subspecies have essentially
the same rotational time constant of 2.0−2.1 ps. The result
implies that neither single SCN− nor single K+ has noticeable

effects on the water reorientational motions. With the
concentration increase to 15 mol/kg, the rotation of pure
water slightly speeds up from 2.0 to 1.8 ps, and those of the
cation- or anion-bound water molecules remain the same as in
the 2 mol/kg solution. The bridged water molecules slow down
about 25% from 2.1 to 2.6 ps. The slowdown is probably
caused by the geometric confinements rather than the direct
ion/water interactions which have negligible effects on the
water rotations as discussed above. At higher concentrations,
more and bigger ion clusters form, and the bridged water
molecules have larger chances to be “locked” by more than one
pair of ions.
In the NaSCN solutions (Figure 7D−F), situations are

different from in the KSCN solutions. At 2 mol/kg, the rotation
of Na+-bound water molecules is about 20% slower than that of
pure water. This slowdown can be attributed to the direct
stronger Na+/water interaction which probably leads to a larger
rotational energy barrier, since in the KSCN solution of the
same concentration neither SCN− nor K+ of which the direct
interaction with water is weaker than the Na+/water interaction
can affect the water dynamics. The rotation of bridged water
molecules is even slower, about 30% slower than that of the
pure water. Our MD simulations (Figure 8) show that the
concentrations of ion clusters (including pairs) are similar in
KSCN and NaSCN, and in fact the concentrations of clusters
with more than two ions are larger in the KSCN solutions than
in the NaSCN solutions. It is therefore unlikely that the slower
dynamics of the bridged water than the Na+-bound water in the
2 mol/kg NaSCN solution is caused by more geometric
confinements for the bridged species, provided that the
dynamics of both K+-bound and bridged water in the 2 mol/
kg KSCN solution are the same. A very likely reason is that the
stronger Na+/SCN− interaction (than the K+/SCN− inter-
action) can further slow down the rotation of water between
them, in addition to the Na+/water interaction. It is interesting
to note that even the rotation of SCN−-bound water in the

Figure 7. Reorientation correlation functions of water subspecies in aqueous solutions of (A) 2 mol/kg KSCN; (B) 10 mol/kg KSCN; (C) 15 mol/
kg KSCN; (D) 2 mol/kg NaSCN; (E) 10 mol/kg NaSCN; and (F) 15 mol/kg NaSCN.

Table 2. Correlation Time Constant of Single-Exponential
Fit Starting from 200 fs and the Population (in Parentheses)
of Each Species from the MD Simulations

2 M
KSCN

10 M
KSCN

15 M
KSCN

2 M
NaSCN

10 M
NaSCN

15 M
NaSCN

average
water

2.1 2.2 2.3 2.2 2.9 3.6

pure water 2.0
(58%)

1.9
(16%)

1.8
(8%)

2.1
(57%)

2.1
(11%)

2.2
(5%)

cation-
bound
water

2.1
(15%)

2.1
(16%)

2.1
(11%)

2.5
(14%)

2.8
(10%)

3.1
(7%)

anion-bound
water

2.1
(20%)

2.0
(25%)

2.1
(20%)

2.3
(22%)

2.5
(27%)

2.7
(23%)

bridged
water

2.1
(7%)

2.4
(43%)

2.6
(61%)

2.7
(7%)

3.5
(51%)

4.2
(66%)

average
SCN−

2.3 4.1 5.2 2.7 6.6 22

hydrated
SCN−

2.1
(36%)

2.3
(3%)

2.1
(1%)

2.3
(60%)

3.2
(7%)

5.3
(2%)

cation-
bound
SCN−

2.4
(64%)

4.3
(97%)

5.2
(99%)

3.4
(40%)

7.0
(93%)

22
(98%)
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NaSCN solution is also a little slower than that of pure water,
different from that in the 2 M KSCN solution. This is probably
because during the accumulation of the correlation function,
the SCN−-bound water has some chance to evolve into the
Na+-bound or bridged water of which the rotational dynamics
are slower, but another explanation that the existence of Na+

can affect waters more than one solvation layer away cannot be
completely excluded.
With the concentration increase, the rotational dynamics of

the bridged water molecules slow down. At 15 mol/kg, the
rotation of the bridged water is about 56% slower than at 2
mol/kg. This can also be explained in a way similar to that for
the KSCN solution. At higher concentrations, the bridged water
molecules have larger chances to directly interact with more
than two ions (see Figure 9). In addition to more geometric

confinements resulting from the ion clustering, the bridged
water molecules experience more Na+/water and Na+/SCN−

interactions because more Na+ and SCN− are present in their
first solvation shells. According to the literature,49−51 the water
rotational mobility is closely related to the available volume and
potential partners around the central water in the hydrogen
bond exchanging process. More geometric confinements result
in smaller available volume and fewer potential partners and
therefore slow down the rotation. More water/ion interactions
result in more total binding energy (higher rotational barrier),
which will also slow down the water rotation. All these factors
slow down the bridged water dynamics and therefore the
slowdown amplitude in the NaSCN solutions is larger than in
the KSCN solutions where the direct K+/water or K+/SCN−

interaction does not affect the water rotation. The rotation of

cation- or anion-bound water molecules also slows down with
the increase of concentration. This can be explained in a way
similar to that for the slower rotation of SCN−-bound water in
the 2 mol/kg NaSCN solution.
In summary, the calculated cation and concentration-

dependent water reorientational dynamics are qualitatively in
agreement with the experimental observations: water rotations
are slower in a MSCN (M = Li, Na, and K) solution at a higher
concentration with a smaller cation. The calculations also show
that such dynamical changes are the sum results of ion
clustering and direct cation/water interactions.

3.4.2. Reorientational Dynamics of SCN− Anions. The
cation effect on the rotational dynamics of SCN− is more
pronounced than that on the water dynamics in the MD
simulations. Figure 10 displays the reorientation correlation
functions of SCN− subspecies in aqueous solutions of KSCN
and NaSCN at the concentrations of 2, 10, and 15 mol/kg. The
correlation time constant of single-exponential fit starting from
200 fs and the population of each species are listed in Table 2.
At 2 mol/kg, the rotation of K+-bound SCN− is comparable to
that of the hydrated species with a time constant 2.4 ps. The
rotation of the Na+-bound SCN− is obviously slower, with a
time constant 3.4 ps. This is probably because the stronger
SCN−/Na+ interaction results in a larger rotational energy
barrier. The longer Na+/SCN− pairing residence time
(mathematically defined in our previous publication34) because
of the stronger interaction can also be a reason for the observed
slower rotation. At 2 mol/kg, in the NaSCN solution the
residence times of Na−S(SCN) and Na−N(SCN) are
respectively 13.7 and 16.2 ps. The corresponding values are
13.0 and 8.9 ps for the KSCN solution. The M−S residence
times are similar for both cations. However, the M−N
residence time is significantly shorter for K+. Because the
portions of M−N (out of the sum of M−N + M−S) are more
than 40% in both solutions, it is conceivable that the longer
Na−N residence time can lead to a longer SCN− rotational
time. At higher concentrations, the rotations of both K+- and
Na+-bound SCN− anions become slower, but the slowdown
amplitude in the NaSCN solutions is much more salient than in
the KSCN solutions. At 15 mol/kg, the rotational time constant
of K+-bound SCN− is 5.2 ps, but that of the Na+-bound SCN−

is about 4 times longer, 22 ps. At this concentration, the first
solvation shells of most SCN− have more than one cation and
most of these ions interconnect with each other, forming
clusters in both KSCN and NaSCN solutions. The ion
clustering can result in two effects which can slow down the
rotation of SCN−: (1) geometric confinements; and (2) more
cation/anion interactions (coordinate number). Similar to that
discussed above, the first effect can probably also result in a
smaller available volume and fewer potential rotational partners,
and the second effect can result in a higher rotational barrier.
The geometric confinements mainly because of the close
packing of cations and anions of the clusters exist for both
KSCN and NaSCN solutions, but the K+/SCN− interaction is
weaker than the Na+/SCN− solutions. If we assume that the
rotational activation energy of SCN− is approximately propor-
tional to the cation/anion interaction strength, the slowdown of
SCN− rotation will roughly scale exponentially with the number
of cation/anion interactions a SCN− can experience. Therefore,
in bigger clusters, the Na+-bound SCN− should slow down
more than the K+-bound species does.
In summary, similar to those of water molecules, the

calculated rotational dynamic changes of SCN− are also

Figure 8. Concentrations of ion species in 2 mol/kg NaSCN and
KSCN aqueous solutions.

Figure 9. Populations of bridged-water species with different numbers
of ions of 2 and 15 mol/kg NaSCN aqueous solutions.
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qualitatively consistent with the experimental observations. The
experimentally observed concentration and cation dependences
are reproduced very well by the simulations, but obviously the
agreements are not at the quantitative level because many of
the experimental and calculated rotational time constants are
quite different.
We also conducted MD simulations on the LiSCN and

CsSCN solutions. The results of CsSCN are very similar to
those of KSCN (see Figure S12 in the Supporting
Information). The results of LiSCN are similar to those of
NaSCN, but opposite to the experimental results, the water
rotations in the LiSCN solutions are slightly faster than those of
NaSCN solutions (see Figure S12 in the Supporting
Information). One possible reason for the discrepancy between
experiments and theory is that the current force field used
cannot well describe the interaction of Li+−water, because Li+

has a very large charge density (largest in our objective cations).
From the work in our previous publication34 we also found a
similar trend with the nonpolarizable models: both F− and Li+

are difficult to describe with the nonpolarizable models. The
polarizable and charge-transfer effects may be more important
for the ions with high charge densities. The simulations
including the polarizable effect (both water and ion are
polarizable) are undergoing in our group.
3.4.3. Single-Exponential and Biexponential Decays. In

experiments, we observed that, at high concentrations (≥10
mol/kg), the rotational decays of water molecules in the Li+

and Na+ solutions cannot be described well with single-
exponential decays. The non-single-exponential decay is not as
obvious for the water rotations in the KSCN and CsSCN
solutions or the SCN− rotations in all solutions. We attribute
the non-single-exponential decays to the distinct rotational
dynamics of cation-affected water molecules and other water
molecules of similar populations and possible non-single-

exponential decays of the cation-affected water species. The
MD simulations provide some insights into some aspects of this
problem. The calculations show that the rotational dynamics of
all water and SCN− species are not rigorously single-
exponential decays. In addition, in the concentrated NaSCN
solutions, e.g., 15 mol/kg, the water molecules can be roughly
separated into two species: 66% is the bridged water with a
rotational time constant 4.2 ps, and 34% is the rest with an
average rotational time constant ∼2.7 ps. A similar population
ratio of these two types of water molecules is also found in the
KSCN solution, but the rotational time constants of these water
molecules are very close to each other in the KSCN solution.
This is consistent with the experimental observation that the
nonexponential behavior is more pronounced in the NaSCN
solutions. For the SCN− anions, at high concentrations, most of
them form cation-bound species in both KSCN and NaSCN
solutions, and therefore the overall SCN− rotations resemble
those of the cation-bound species. This also explains why the
nonexponential behavior is not as obvious for the SCN−

rotations. However, we want to emphasize here that the
above explanations based only on a few not-well-defined
subspecies are very approximate. In general, we believe that the
overall rotational dynamics experimentally observed are the
sum of all subspecies in the solution. Whether the dynamics can
be phenomenologically described with a single-exponential
decay depends on the population and dynamics of each
subspecies which requires detailed quantitative calculations.

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this work, through measuring the waiting-time-dependent
rotational anisotropies of SCN− anions and water molecules in
alkali thiocyanate (XSCN, X = Li, Na, K, Cs) aqueous solutions
at various concentrations with ultrafast infrared spectroscopy,
we found that the nature of cations can significantly affect the

Figure 10. Reorientation correlation functions of SCN− subspecies in aqueous solutions of (A) 2 mol/kg KSCN; (B) 10 mol/kg KSCN; (C) 15
mol/kg KSCN; (D) 2 mol/kg NaSCN; (E) 10 mol/kg NaSCN; and (F) 15 mol/kg NaSCN.
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reorientational motions of both water molecules and SCN−

anions. The dynamics are slower in a solution with a smaller
cation. The reorientational time constants follow the order of
Li+ > Na+ > K+ ≃ Cs+. The changes of rotational time constants
of SCN− at various concentrations scale well with the changes
of solution viscosity, but those of water molecules do not. In
addition, the concentration-dependent amplitudes of dynamical
changes are much more significant in the Li+ and Na+ solutions
than those in the K+ and Cs+ solutions. Further investigations
on the systems with the ultrafast vibrational energy exchange
method and molecular dynamics simulations provide an
explanation for the observations: the observed rotational
dynamics are the balanced results of ion clustering and
cation/anion/water direct interactions. In all solutions at high
concentrations (>5 M), substantial amounts of ions form
clusters. The structural inhomogeneity in the solutions leads to
distinct rotational dynamics of water and anions. The strong
interactions of Li+ and Na+ because of their relatively large
charge densities with water molecules and SCN− anions, in
addition to the likely geometric confinements because of ion
clustering, substantially slow down the rotations of SCN−

anions and water molecules inside the ion clusters. The
interactions of K+ and Cs+ with water or SCN− are much
weaker. The rotations of water molecules inside ion clusters of
K+ and Cs+ solutions are not significantly different from those
of other water species so that the experimentally observed
rotational relaxation dynamics are only slightly affected by the
ion concentrations.
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Figure S1. FTIR spectra of LiSCN aqueous solutions (D2O) in the C≡N frequency 

region (A) and OD frequency region in HOD solutions (1% wt D2O in H2O) (B) at 

different bulk concentrations. All the backgrounds are subtracted from the spectra. 
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Figure S2. FTIR spectra of CsSCN aqueous solutions (D2O) in the C≡N frequency 

region (A) and OD frequency region in HOD solutions (1% wt D2O in H2O) (B) at 

different bulk concentrations. All the backgrounds are subtracted from the spectra. 
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Figure S3. Concentration dependent rotation anisotropy of SCN
-
 (A) and OD (B) 

measured in the LiSCN solutions as a function of delay. Data is normalized with 

respect to the value at zero delay. Dots are the experimental results; the lines are the 

fitting results.  
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Figure S4. Concentration dependent rotation anisotropy of SCN
-
 (A) and OD (B) 

measured in the NaSCN solutions as a function of delay. Data is normalized with 

respect to the value at zero delay. Dots are the experimental results; the lines are the 

fitting results.  
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Figure S5. Concentration dependent rotation anisotropy of SCN
-
 (A) and OD (B) 

measured in the KSCN solutions as a function of delay. Data is normalized with 

respect to the value at zero delay. Dots are the experimental results; the lines are the 

fitting results.  
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Figure S6. Concentration dependent rotation anisotropy of SCN
-
 (A) and OD (B) 

measured in the CsSCN solutions as a function of delay. Data is normalized with 

respect to the value at zero delay. Dots are the experimental results; the lines are the 

fitting results.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Table S1. The potential parameters 

 Atom q (e) σ (Å) ε(kJ·mol-1) 
1SPC/E 

water 

Ow -0.8476 3.166 0.650 

Hw 0.4238 0.000  

 S -0.56 3.52 1.5225 
2SCN- C 0.16 3.35 0.425 

 N -0.58 3.31 0.310 
3K+  +1.0 3.33 0.42 

3Na+  +1.0 2.58 0.42 
 

 

Table S2. The simulation bulk information 

Concentration  Num of 

KSCN or 
NaSCN 

Num of mixed 

ion 

Num of water 

2mol 46  1154 
10mol 200  1000 
15mol 300  1000 

 
 

To quantitatively analyze the SCN- anion cluster concentration in LiSCN, NaSCN, 

KSCN and CsSCN aqueous solutions at 5mol/kg, we used a 

location-energy-exchange kinetic model which was shown in Scheme S1. In the 

model, vibrational energy can exchange between two closely contacted thiocyanate 

anions (
cluSCN −  and 13 15

cluS C N − ). Thiocyanate anions which are separated by water or 

other anions ( isoSCN −  and 13 15
isoS C N − ) can’t exchange energy. The two types of 

thiocyanate anions can exchange locations. The vibrational energy of each species 

decays with its own lifetime. More details of the kinetic model were described in our 

previous publications.4-7 From the kinetic model analysis, we can obtain the energy 



transfer rate constants, the equilibrium constant and the location exchange rate 

constants. Detailed fitting parameters for the time dependent intensities of the 

diagonal peaks and the cross peaks of the mixed MS13C15N/MSCN (M=Li, Na, K, Cs) 

aqueous solutions at 5mol/kg are shown in Figure S7 to S10.  The energy transfer 

rate and ion cluster concentrations for LiSCN, NaSCN, KSCN and CsSCN solutions 

at 5mol/kg are listed in Table S3. In the fitting of Fig S7 to S10, we found that the 

energy transfer rate and equilibrium constant (ion cluster concentration) can’t be 

solely determined. These two parameters are entangled which means that one given 

energy transfer rate can give one equilibrium constant. It seems that the non-resonant 

energy transfer fitting can give us arbitrary ion cluster concentrations in the MSCN 

solutions. However, from the resonance energy transfer measurement, the number of 

SCN- anions in an energy transfer unit for LiSCN, NaSCN, KSCN and CsSCN can be 

determined which set a restriction on the cluster concentration value. Thus the energy 

transfer rates listed in Table 3 were determined by combing with the resonance energy 

transfer measurements. The details of the resonance energy transfer data can be found 

in our previous paper.6 For comparison, we also compared the ion cluster 

concentrations when a fixed energy transfer time constant of 140 ps was used in the 

non-resonant energy transfer fitting for all solutions. The results are listed in Table S4.  
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Figure S7. Time-dependent intensities of S13C15N-� and SCN- decay (A) and the 

energy transfer peaks between S13C15N- and SCN-� (B) for a 5 mol/kg LiSCN aqueous 

solution. Dots are data, and lines are calculations. Calculations for (A) and (B) are 

with input parameters: 
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Figure S8. Time-dependent intensities of S13C15N-� and SCN- decay (A) and their 

energy transfer peaks between S13C15N- and SCN-� (B) for a 5 mol/kg NaSCN 



aqueous solution. Dots are data, and lines are calculations.  Calculations for (A) and 

(B) are with input parameters: 
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Figure S9. Time-dependent intensities of S13C15N-� and SCN- decay (A) and their 

energy transfer peaks between S13C15N- and SCN-� (B) for a 5 mol/kg KSCN aqueous 

solution. Dots are data, and lines are calculations.  Calculations for (A) and (B) are 

with input parameters: 
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Figure S10. Time-dependent intensities of S13C15N-� and SCN- decay (A) and their 

energy transfer peaks between S13C15N- and SCN-� (B) for a 5 mol/kg CsSCN 

aqueous solution. Dots are data, and lines are calculations.  Calculations for (A) and 

(B) are with input parameters: 

13 15 13 15
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1/ 2.1 ( ); 1/ 26 ( ); 1/1.7 ( ); 1/ 27 ( ); 

1/10 ( ); K=2.3; 1/ 200 ( ); D=0.70
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Figure S11. Rotational time constants of SCN
-
 and D2O in solutions of different 

cations Vs. viscosity. The viscosity (0.97 centistokes) of pure water is taken to be 1 for 

the normalization of viscosities of other solutions. 
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Figure S12. Reorientation correlation functions of SCN
-
 and water in aqueous 

solutions of (A) 5 mol/kg KSCN and 5 mol/kg CsSCN; and (B) 10 mol/kg NaSCN and 

10 mol/kg LiSCN. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table S3 Experimental cluster concentrations for the LiSCN, NaSCN, KSCN and 
CsSCN solutions at 5mol/kg. 
 

 Energy 

transfer rate 
(ps) 

Equilibrium 

constant K 

Percentage of 

clustered ions 

LiSCN (5mol/kg) 
80 1.0 50 4%±  

NaSCN (5mol/kg) 
120 1.5 60 4%±  

KSCN (5mol/kg) 
140 2.0 67 4%±  

CsSCN (5mol/kg) 200 2.3 70 4%±  

Table S4 Experimental cluster concentrations for the LiSCN, NaSCN, KSCN and 
CsSCN solutions at 5mol/kg, the energy transfer rate was fixed at 140 ps. 

 

 Equilibrium 
constant  K 

Percentage of 
clustered ions 

LiSCN (5mol/kg) 
5.0 83 5%±  

NaSCN (5mol/kg) 
2.2 69 4%±  

KSCN (5mol/kg) 
2.0 67 4%±  

CsSCN (5mol/kg) 1.0 50 4%±  
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