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Concept QuickStart – Physical Properties of Aldehydes and Ketones 

 

Unit 8: Aldehydes, Ketones and Carboxylic Acids 

Subject: For CBSE Class 12 Chemistry 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 1: UNDERSTANDING THE CONCEPT 

1.1 What are the Physical Properties of Aldehydes and Ketones? 

In the landscape of the CBSE Class 12 curriculum, understanding physical properties is a 
strategic necessity. While chemical reactions demonstrate how molecules transform, 
physical properties explain how they behave and exist in their natural state. Mastering this 
logic allows you to predict boiling points and solubility trends without rote memorization—a 
skill highly valued in the marking schemes for 2-mark reasoning questions. 

At the simplest level, imagine these molecules as having a "sticky" center. While many 
hydrocarbons are indiƯerent to one another, aldehydes and ketones possess a specific 
structural feature—the carbonyl group—that makes them much more attracted to their 
neighbors. 

At the particle level, this behavior is driven by the carbonyl group (>C=O). Because oxygen is 
significantly more electronegative than carbon, the double bond is highly polarized. This 
creates an electron-deficient electrophilic carbon (a Lewis acid site) and an electron-rich 
nucleophilic oxygen (a Lewis base site). While the nucleophilic oxygen is important, the 
electrophilic carbon is the primary site for reagent attack in the reactions you will study later. 
This polarity results in a high magnitude of dipole moment, causing the positive end of one 
molecule to pull on the negative end of another through dipole-dipole interactions. 

Aldehydes and Ketones are polar compounds characterized by higher boiling points than 
non-polar hydrocarbons of similar mass due to dipole-dipole associations, but they 
cannot form intermolecular hydrogen bonds with themselves. 

A common student misunderstanding is the belief that because these molecules contain 
oxygen, they must form hydrogen bonds with each other. This is incorrect. While the >C=O 
bond is polar, there is no hydrogen atom directly bonded to the oxygen (no O-H bond). 
Without this "bridge," they cannot achieve the "super-glue" strength of intermolecular 
hydrogen bonding found in alcohols. Understanding this molecular logic is essential for 
navigating the physical behavior of these compounds in competitive lab settings. 

1.2 Why Physical Properties Matter 
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In industrial chemistry and biological systems, these properties dictate handling and utility. 
For example, the physical state of a compound—whether it is a gas like methanal or a volatile 
liquid like ethanal—determines storage requirements. Examiner’s Tip: Board exams 
frequently test your ability to distinguish between these states; remember that lower 
members are almost always gases or volatile liquids, which impacts their "competitive 
handling" in a laboratory. 

From a biological perspective, these properties allow naturally occurring aldehydes and 
ketones to add fragrance and flavor to nature. Their volatility enables these molecules to 
reach our olfactory senses eƯectively. Ultimately, the macroscopic behavior we observe is a 
direct consequence of the underlying molecular polarity and the hydrophobic/hydrophilic 
balance of the molecule. 

1.3 Why This Concept Exists 

Without the concept of carbonyl polarity, we cannot explain why propanal (an aldehyde) boils 
much higher than n-butane (a hydrocarbon) of similar mass. This concept exists to bridge 
abstract structure with observable reality. 

In practice, these properties are utilized daily. Acetone is a standard industrial solvent 
because its polarity allows it to dissolve a wide range of substances. Formaldehyde is 
handled as "formalin" (a 40% aqueous solution) because its high solubility makes it a 
practical biological preservative. Furthermore, the physical size—or steric hindrance—of the 
groups attached to the carbonyl carbon directly aƯects chemical reactivity, such as why 
aldehydes are generally more reactive than ketones in nucleophilic additions. 

1.4 Analogies and Mental Image 

Imagine a room filled with plastic blocks. If the blocks are plain plastic (hydrocarbons), they 
don't stick and move independently. However, aldehydes and ketones are like blocks with a 
single magnetic "strip" (the carbonyl group). 

 The Magnetic Strip: Represents the polar >C=O group. 

 The Attraction: Represents dipole-dipole interactions where the positive carbon of 
one molecule pulls on the negative oxygen of another. 

 The "Weak Glue": Represents the absence of intermolecular hydrogen bonding. They 
stick better than plain plastic, but they lack the "super-glue" bond that holds alcohol 
molecules together. 

Picture this: In a beaker of liquid propanone (acetone), the molecules are colourless and in 
constant, rapid motion. Unlike the chaotic, independent movement of a gas, these molecules 
"glide" past one another, held in a shifting web of electrical attraction. Because they are highly 
volatile, molecules are constantly "leaping" out of the liquid phase into the air. When these 
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colourless vapours reach your nose, the specific shape of the molecule interacts with your 
senses to create a distinct odor. 

This is what physical behavior looks like in your mind's eye. This invisible molecular dance 
manifests as the boiling points, solubilities, and pungent or fragrant scents we measure in the 
lab. 

1.5 Everyday Context and Applications 

You encounter these properties every time you smell fruit or spices. Vanillin (vanilla beans), 
salicylaldehyde (meadowsweet), and cinnamaldehyde (cinnamon) are all carbonyl 
compounds. As these molecules grow larger, their odors transition from the sharp, pungent 
smell of lower members to the complex, fragrant scents used in perfumes. 

In technology, acetone’s volatility and solvent power make it indispensable for cleaning and 
synthesis. Similarly, the high solubility of methanal allows for the creation of formalin, a vital 
tool for preserving biological specimens. 

Counterintuitive Example: You might think that since propanone (acetone) has an oxygen 
atom, it should boil at the same temperature as propan-1-ol. But actually, while both dissolve 
in water, propanone boils at a much lower 329 K compared to propan-1-ol’s 370 K because it 
cannot "hand-hold" with its own molecules via hydrogen bonds. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 2: WHAT THE TEXTBOOK SAYS (NCERT) 

2.1 NCERT Key Statements 

Precision in using NCERT-defined terms is the most eƯective way to secure high marks in 
CBSE exams. Examiners look for specific keywords regarding molecular association and 
state. 

 Physical States: Methanal (HCHO) is a gas at room temperature. Ethanal (CH3CHO) 
is a volatile liquid. Most other common aldehydes and ketones are liquids or solids. 

 Boiling Point Ranking: For compounds of comparable molecular mass: 
Hydrocarbons < Ethers < Aldehydes < Ketones < Alcohols. 

 Molecular Association: Higher boiling points (relative to hydrocarbons) are due to 
weak molecular association arising from dipole-dipole interactions. 

 Solubility Rules: Lower members (methanal, ethanal, propanone) are miscible with 
water in all proportions because they can form hydrogen bonds with H2O. 

 Solubility Trends: Solubility decreases rapidly as the length of the alkyl chain (the 
hydrophobic part) increases. 

These facts provide the baseline for all comparative questions in the Board exam. 
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2.2 NCERT Examples and Distinctions 

The following comparison illustrates how functional groups aƯect boiling point data for 
compounds of similar molecular mass (58–60). 

Compound Molecular Mass Boiling Point (K) Interaction Type 

n-Butane 58 273 Van der Waals (Non-polar) 

Methoxyethane 60 281 Very weak dipole 

Propanal 58 322 Dipole-Dipole 

Acetone 58 329 Stronger Dipole-Dipole 

Propan-1-ol 60 370 Intermolecular H-Bonding 

The "So What?" factor is the distinction between dipole-dipole attraction and 
intermolecular hydrogen bonding. The latter is far stronger, explaining why alcohols have 
the highest boiling points in this group. Note that the ketone (Acetone) is slightly higher than 
its isomeric aldehyde (Propanal) because the carbonyl group is more centrally located, 
leading to a stronger dipole. 

Key Distinctions in Odor: 

 Lower Aldehydes: Characterized by sharp, pungent odors. 

 Higher Members: Become more fragrant and less pungent as the carbon chain 
increases, making them ideal for perfumes. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 3: CLARITY AND MEMORY 

3.1 Key Clarity Lines 

To avoid "exam traps," you must strictly distinguish between polarity and hydrogen bonding: 

 Rule 1: Aldehydes and ketones do NOT form intermolecular hydrogen bonds with 
themselves. 

 Rule 2: They CAN form hydrogen bonds with water molecules (explaining the solubility 
of lower members). 

 Rule 3: Ketones have slightly higher boiling points than isomeric aldehydes (e.g., 
Acetone 329 K vs. Propanal 322 K) due to stronger dipoles. 

 Rule 4: Steric Hindrance Warning: The "physical size" of the alkyl groups in ketones 
makes them less reactive than aldehydes. For example, the addition of sodium 
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hydrogensulphite lies to the right for aldehydes but to the left for most ketones due to 
steric reasons. 

 Rule 5: Solubility always decreases as the "carbon tail" (hydrophobic part) gets longer. 

3.2 How to Remember Physical Properties 

The Mnemonic: H-E-A-K-A (He-Aka) Use this to remember the order of Boiling Points for 
comparable masses: 

 H – Hydrocarbons (Lowest; only weak van der Waals forces). 

 E – Ethers (Very weak dipoles). 

 A – Aldehydes (Significant dipole-dipole interactions). 

 K – Ketones (Slightly stronger dipoles than aldehydes). 

 A – Alcohols (Highest; extensive intermolecular H-bonding). 

The Memorable Phrase: "Sticky with water, but not with each other." This fixes the confusion: 
they H-bond with water (solubility), but only have dipole-dipole pulls with themselves (lower 
boiling point than alcohols). 

The Physical Gesture: Hold your palms about two inches apart. Feel an "imaginary pull" 
drawing them together without letting them touch. This represents the dipole-dipole 
interaction—a strong pull/association without the "click" or "lock" of a true hydrogen bond. 

The Extreme Association: If you get this wrong, you're forgetting the "Sticky Carbonyl" rule. 
Remember: A ketone is like a strong magnet inside a plastic case. It can pull on other 
magnets through the plastic, but it can never "touch" them directly to form the super-strong 
hydrogen bond. 

By mastering these trends and mental hooks, you will find that predicting the behavior of any 
carbonyl compound becomes second nature, ensuring both laboratory success and peak 
performance in your Board exams. 

 


