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Reminders
Isomers are molecules with the same molecular formula but different
structural formulas.

Structural isomers differ in the sequence in which the atoms are
bonded together.

Structural isomers are of three types:

(a) Chain isomers : (also called skeletal isomers) where the carbon
backbone of the molecule is re-ordered to create different
structures. For example, butane and methylpropane.
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(b) Positional isomers : where a functional group changes its
position on the basic carbon structure. For example, 1-
chlorobutane and  2-chlorobutane.
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(c) Functional group isomers : where the atoms are arranged
differently to form different functional groups. For example,
butanal and butanone.
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Stereoisomers are molecules with the same sequence of bonded
atoms but different three-dimensional arrangements of their atoms/
groups in space.

Stereoisomers are of two types:

(a) Optical isomers: (also called enantiomers) where the same
functional groups are arranged differently in space such that
one structure is the non-identical mirror image of the other. For
example, the two optical isomers of 2-aminopropanoic acid
(“alanine”).
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(b) Geometric isomers: (also called cis-trans or EZ isomers) where
the same functional groups are arranged differently in space
around a non-rotatable region (usually a C=C double bond) of a
molecule. For example, the two geometric isomers of but-2-ene.
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Having reviewed the general topic of isomerism, this FactSheet will
now concentrate on the nature and naming of geometric isomers
with particular emphasis on the EZ classification system.

In “simple” cases, such as the isomers of but-2-ene shown above,
it is sufficient to distinguish them from each other using the fact
that in one, both H atoms are on the same side of the molecule
whereas in the other, they are positioned “across” the molecule
from each other as shown below.
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The prefix “cis” is used since it is Latin for “on this side” whereas
“trans” is used for the other isomer because it means “across” in
Latin.

These are different structures because the C=C double bond is
not able to rotate about its axis.
Geometrical isomers CANNOT exist if either C atom of C=C bond
has two identical groups bonded to it.
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But what about cases such as the geometric isomers of 1,2-
dichloropropene?
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The “cis-trans” system of naming is inadequate in cases like this.
Instead, the EZ system is applied using a set of rules to assign an
order of priority to the groups attached to the C=C bond (ie Cl, Cl, H
and CH

3
) and then an allocation of E or Z according to the

arrangements of the groups relative to this order of priority.

The rules for assigning an order of priority to the groups are called
the Cahn-Ingold-Prelog (CIP) rules and are now adopted by
I.U.P.A.C. for naming any geometric isomers – the cis-trans system
is now redundant!

Cl
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RULE 1: The atoms bonded directly to the C=C bond are given
an increasing order of priority in order of increasing
atomic number - the higher atomic number, the higher
priority!

Hence, in the 1,2-dichloropropene  example (above):

Atom bonded to C=C Cl Cl H C

Atomic number 17 17 1 6

Priority (1 most important) 1 1 4 3
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RULE 2: The isomer with the two highest priority groups
(here 1 and 1) on the same side of the C=C bond is
called the Z isomer. Otherwise (ie they are on
opposite sides of the C=C bond) it is called the E
isomer.

Hence the final names are:
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Z - 1,2 dichloropropene E - 1,2 dichloropropene

What about isotopes?
Deuterated (i.e. H atoms substituted by the isotope deuterium, D)
molecules are often used in n.m.r. studies and it is important to
differentiate molecules such as:
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Atom bonded to C=C D H H C

Atomic number 1 1 1 6

Priority (1 most important) 2 2 2 1

Hence we get
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This will not differentiate the structures because both have a 1,2-
priority on the same side of the molecule.

An additional rule is needed!

RULE 3: Where necessary, atoms with the same atomic number
but different mass numbers (i.e. isotopes) are assigned
a secondary priority in order of increasing mass
number – the higher mass number being given the
higher priority.

Hence the prioritisation changes to:

Atom bonded to C=C D H H C

Atomic number 1 1 1 6

Priority 1 (1 most important) 2 2 2 1

Mass number 2 1 1 12

Priority 2 (1 most important) 2 3 3 1
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Now, looking at the new priorities, rule 2 can be applied and the
names assigned unambiguously. The first isomer is Z-(1-2H)-propene
and the second is E-(1-2H)-propene.

Note: -(1-2H)- shows the 2H atom (i.e. D) is bonded to Carbon-1 of
the molecule.

This gives you enough information to name any examples you might
encounter at A-level. However, after trying the following examples
for yourself, you might want to work through the extension work
that follows to see how the EZ system is applied to more complex
cases.

Examples
Consider each of the following molecules and decide whether
geometric isomers exist or not. If they do, draw their structures and
name them.
1.  2-bromobut-2-ene
2.  2-methybut-2-ene
3.  1-bromo-2-chloro-1-fluoropropene
4.  1,1-dichloroethene
5.  1-chloro-2-fluoroethene.

Extension  work
But what about more complex cases such as the following geometric
isomers?
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The atoms bonded directly to the C atoms of the C=C bond are all C
atoms. Hence, these cannot differentiate the two isomers.

The system is extended, first of all, to look at the combined priorities
of the other atoms bonded directly to these four C atoms.

There will be three other bonds in every case. Double bonds count
twice and triple bonds count three times when working out the
priorities.
e.g. –CH

3
 scores 1+1+1 = 3 for the 3 H atoms.

–CH
2
Cl scores 1+1+17 = 19 for the 2 H atoms and one Cl atom.

–CHO scores 1+8+8 = 17 for the 1 H atom and 2 × 8 for the
doubly bonded O atom etc.

N≡C
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Hence, for the example above:

Atom bonded to C=C C C C C

Atomic number 6 6 6 6

Priority 1 (1 most important) 1 1 1 1

Atoms bonded to C’s ≡N –H
 
–H –H –H

 
–H –O =O –O

Combined priority 3×7=21 3×1=3 2+8=10 2(8)+8=24

Priority 2 (1 most important) 2 4 3 1

Hence the isomers can be assigned as follows:
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If the priorities are not resolved after this ananysis, the same ideas
can be extended to the next atoms along any chain.

Answers
1. 2-bromobut-2-ene = CH

3
CH=CBrCH

3

→ EZ isomers possible - see below.
2. 2-methybut-2-ene = CH

3
CH=C(CH

3
)

2

→  EZ isomers not possible because 2CH
3
 groups on same C of

C=C bond.
3. 1-bromo-2-chloro-1-fluoropropene = FBrC=CHCl

→  EZ isomers possible - see below.
4.  1,1-dichloroethene = Cl

2
C=CH

2

→  EZ isomers not possible because 2Cl atoms (or 2H atoms)
on same C of C=C bond.

5.  1-chloro-2-fluoroethene = HClC=CHF
→  EZ isomers possible - see below.

Now try some examples for yourself. Assign E or Z to the following.
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Answers to extension questions
1. Z isomer – CN = 21 ; CH

2
Cl = 19 ; CHCl

2
 = 35 ; COOCH

3
 = 24.

2. E isomer – COOH = 24 ; CH
2
CH

2
CH

3
 = 8 ; CH

3
 = 3 ; CH

2
F = 9.

1.

3.

5.

Acknowledgements: This Factsheet was researched and written by Mike Hughes
Curriculum Press, Bank House, 105 King Street, Wellington, Shropshire, TF1
1NU. ChemistryFactsheets may be copied free of charge by teaching staff or
students, provided that their school is a registered subscriber. No part of these
Factsheets may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in
any other form or by any other means, without the prior permission of the
publisher. ISSN 1351-5136

E-isomerZ-isomer

E-isomer Z-isomer

Z-isomer
E-isomer



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /ChemistrySansSerif
    /Symbol
    /ZapfDingbats
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages false
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages false
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages false
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


