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Molecular electronics demands complex functional molecules with multiple pathways connecting

electrode leads. We report the synthesis and study of a set of molecules based on a fluorene-like design

in which atomic connectors are used to introduce two pathways for conductance. This manuscript

details the structural demands and underlying rationale for developing high conductance in these

complex molecular circuit components.

Introduction
This report evaluates the difference in well-dened atomic
connections within a molecular circuit as they are varied
from silicon to oxygen to nitrogen. The test series is a set of
substituted 3,6-dithiomethyluorenes in which we replace the
methylene at the 9-position with SiPh2, O, and NPh (Fig. 1).
We show that neither the dibenzosilole (1) nor the dibenzo-
furan (2) conduct, yet the carbazole (3) does. The lone pair on
N is a viable electrical conduit while neither the lone pair on
O nor the Si–C bonds are. The key to uncovering this unique
trend is the rigid locking of the atomic elements into the
organic framework. In these constrained geometries, we nd
that the stereoelectronics of the atomic connection denes
the conductance.

The 9-substituted, 3,6-dithiomethyluorene family is a plat-
form for determining the relative electrical conductivities of X.
It has been shown, both by ourselves and others, that a phenyl
ring can either be a very conductive element or a very resistive
element depending on the substitution pattern around the ring:
para disubstitution of two conductive linking groups generally
yielding the former, and meta disubstitution yielding the
latter.1–6 The uorene backbone is planar and the meta pathway
(shown in red) is electrically non-conductive.7 Therefore, any
conductance through a 9-substituted uorene occurs through
the para pathway (shown in blue) and consequently depends on
the ability of X to electrically couple to the biphenyl framework.

Results and discussion
We prepare dibenzosilole 1 by the sequence shown in Fig. 2.
Full details and characterization can be found in the ESI.† First,
we utilize a Suzuki–Miyaura coupling8,9 followed by a dibromi-
nation reaction to furnish 4. Next, we subject 4 to a double
lithium halogen exchange10,11 followed by reaction with
dichlorodiphenylsilane to yield 1. Compounds 2 and 3 were
synthesized from the commercially available dibromides via
double lithiation and reaction with dimethyl disulde.

Throughout this study, we measure single molecule
conductance using a scanning tunneling microscope break
junction (STM-BJ) technique in which we repeatedly form and
break gold point contacts in a solution of the target molecule at
room temperature and low voltage bias.12,13 Aer the Au–Au

Fig. 1 Molecular structure of compounds 1–3.

Fig. 2 aKey: (a) (i) Pd(PPh3)4, Na2CO3, 3-bromothioanisole, 80 !C, 98%
yield. (ii) Br2, AcOH, 76%yield. (b)nBuLi,"78 !CthenPh2SiCl2, 66%yield.
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point contact is broken, aurophilic methyl sulde groups on the
molecule bind to undercoordinated gold atoms to form Au–
molecule–Au junctions.14 Conductance (current/voltage) is
measured across the gap as a function of tip–substrate separa-
tion, and the resulting traces reveal molecule-dependent
plateaus denoting junction formation with conductance values
below G0(2e2/h), the quantum of conductance describing a
single Au–Au contact. Junctions are formed and broken thou-
sands of times and the corresponding traces are used to
generate statistical histograms without data selection.15 One-
dimensional histograms show the frequency of conductance
values measured averaged over all traces. Two-dimensional
histograms reveal the junction conductance evolution as a
function of elongation.16 These are created by aligning the
displacement axis of all traces at zero displacement prior to
generating the histogram.

Fig. 3a compares the 1D conductance histograms of 1–3. We
found that the conductance histograms of 1 (red) and 2 (blue)
are largely featureless and similar to clean gold (yellow).17 A
small feature at 10"3G0 in the blue trace corresponding to
compound 2 does not correspond to a molecular junction
(junction length <0.1 nm, see Fig. S1†). In contrast, the
conductance histogram of the carbazole 3 (black) shows a well-
dened peak with a value of 9 # 10"4G0, and the two-dimen-
sional histogram created from the same set of traces shows a
clear feature starting at zero displacement and extending to 0.4
nm. This feature is similar to those observed for measurements
of other compounds of similar length.18

The lack of conductance in silane 1 is particularly surprising
in light of our earlier study showing that organosilanes conduct
as well as conjugated oligoenes.18 To study the origin of the
insulating behavior in 1 and 2, we synthesized and tested 3,30-
(methylthio)biphenyl 5, the “unlocked”meta pathway contained
in 1. Biphenyl 5 does not show a clear conductance peak either
(green). We also note that uorene-like molecules in which the
anchor groups (both H2N– and AcS–) are disposed para to the
biphenyl bridge have been synthesized and single molecule
conductance measurements show that such molecules conduct

comparably to biphenyl itself.19,20We have synthesized themeta-
linked structural isomer and show that it does not conduct
within the measurable range (see ESI† for details). Such control
experiments further highlight the unique conductance behav-
iour of the meta-linked carbazole.

We studied the electronic structure of 1–3 and 5 using
density functional theory based calculations to ascertain why 3
alone conducts.21 In Table 1, we show the two highest-energy
occupied molecular orbitals (HOMO and HOMO"1) for 1–3. It
has been shown previously that for junctions formed using the
same type of linkers, molecular conductance increases as the
difference in energy between the Au Fermi level and the closest
molecular orbital decreases.22–26 We nd that the HOMO levels
of 1 and 2 are very similar ("5.64 eV and"5.66 eV, respectively),
but the HOMO of 3 is much higher ("5.08 eV).21 In each pair of
orbitals for 1–3 in Table 1, the amplitude on each sulfur atom is
pronounced and equal in magnitude; thus, each pair of occu-
pied orbitals describes the S p–p lone pairs on opposite sides of
the molecule.27 The splitting in energy between the HOMO and
HOMO"1 indicates the extent to which the two distal sulfurs
are electrically connected: a small splitting indicates two inde-
pendent lone pairs and weak delocalization.28 Likewise, a large
splitting indicates the two lone pairs are strongly interacting. In
addition to the higher HOMO energy as noted above, the
splitting is signicantly larger in 3, indicating a more strongly
coupled set of S lone pairs in 3 than in 1 and 2.29 All of these data
are consistent with our experimental discovery that 3 is much
more conductive than 1 and 2.

Fig. 3 (a) Logarithmically-binned conductance histograms for
compounds 1–3, 5, and clean gold (shown as control). These histo-
grams are each constructed with 100 bins per decade from >10 000
traces (5000 for Au) and without any data selection. (b) Two-dimen-
sional histogram of carbazole 3 constructed from the same data used
to create the 1D histogram shown in (a). The 1G0 peak is visible at
negative displacements and the clear molecular signature is visible at
positive displacement. The inset shows sample conductance traces
which are offset laterally for clarity.

Table 1 Representations and energies of the calculated highest
occupied molecular orbital (HOMO) and HOMO"1 energies of 1–3
and 5 at the B3LYP/cc-pVTZ level of DFT

Molecule HOMO (eV) HOMO"1 (eV) Splitting (eV)

1 0.28

2 0.19

3 0.50

5 0.22

1562 | Chem. Sci., 2014, 5, 1561–1564 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2014

Chemical Science Edge Article

Pu
bl

ish
ed

 o
n 

12
 F

eb
ru

ar
y 

20
14

. D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 Jo

hn
s H

op
ki

ns
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
n 

04
/1

2/
20

14
 1

4:
34

:1
5.

 
View Article Online

http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/c4sc00064a


The stereoelectronic properties of the combination of the N-
centered lone pair and the 3,30-(methylthio)biphenyl cause both
of these effects. While the HOMO and HOMO"1 of 3,30-
(methylthio)biphenyl 5 are primarily sulfur-centered, there is
signicant electron density on the carbons para to the sulfur
substituents (carbons 6 and 60). When an atom X bridges the 6
and 60 carbons to form the uorene framework, the extent to
which the orbitals in X interact with the orbitals of the aromatic
group determines the strength of the coupling between the
sulfur lone pairs in the resulting molecule.30 The p–p lone pair
on the nitrogen in the carbazole interacts more strongly with
the two sulfur lone pair orbitals via the intervening aromatic
rings than either the oxygen or silane. This is a function of both
geometry and energetics. The SiPh2 has an sp3 geometry that is
not optimal for overlap with the p orbitals of the rigid, planar
biphenyl rings. Both O and N can attain an sp2-geometry which
places a lled p-orbital in the correct geometry; however the
orbital containing the O lone pair is too small and its energy too
low for effective overlap. The N lone pair combines both the
correct geometry and ideal energetics. These conclusions are
supported both by the orbital surfaces and observed orbital
energy splittings. The fact that the energies of the sulfur lone
pair orbitals increase on going from biphenyl 5 to carbazole 3
indicates that the interaction between these doubly-occupied
orbitals is repulsive. The presence of the lone p–p pair on N in 3
creates strong coupling between the two sulfur centers. Since
one sulfur binds to each of the electrodes in the STM-BJ
measurement, the nitrogen lone pair also insures strong
coupling between the two electrodes and a conductive pathway
is established.

Conclusions
Herein, we rationalize an exception to the low-conductance
observed in meta-linked molecules. Our results highlight the
importance of through-bond coupling in molecular conduc-
tance. Moreover, this study suggests that variable coupling may
serve as a design principle in switchable single molecule
circuits and sensors.31
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