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of Chemistry Controllable transformation is a prerequisite to the in-depth understanding of structure evolution
mechanisms and structure—property correlations at the atomic level. Most transformation cases direct
the directional evolution of nanocluster sizes, ie., size-maintained, size-increased, or size-reduced
transformation, while size disproportionation was rarely reported. Here, we report the Au-doping-
induced size disproportionation of nanocluster transformation. Slight Au-doping on the bimetallic
(AgCu)sz nanocluster produced its trimetallic derivative, (AuAgCu)ss, following a size-maintained
the (AgCuss

transformation under heavy Au alloying, leading to the formation of size-reduced (AuAgCu)sz and size-

transformation. By comparison, nanocluster underwent a size-disproportionation
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(AuAgCu)sg nanoclusters simultaneously. Such a size disproportionation among the

nanocluster transformations was verified by the thin-layer chromatography analysis. This work presented
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1 Introduction

Metal nanoclusters, bridging organometallic complexes and
plasmonic nanoparticles, have emerged as a captivating subject
of study owing to their atomically precise structures, discrete
electronic energy levels, and strong quantum size effect."® The
physicochemical properties of metal nanoclusters display
a notable sensitivity to their structures, rendering them ideal
platforms for investigating atomic-defined correlations between
structures and properties.”™® Besides, various potential appli-
cations based on such ultrasmall nanomaterials have been
found in catalysis, optoelectronics, phototherapy, chemical
sensing, and so on."?* The controllable preparation of metal
nanoclusters is a prerequisite to their follow-up research and
downstream applications.”® To date, several efficient
approaches have been proposed to trigger nanocluster trans-
formations and dictate nanocluster structures, mainly
including heteroatom doping, ligand exchanging, counterion
substituting, intercluster assembling, and environmental
regulation.”**
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a novel nanocluster transformation case with a size disproportionation characteristic, expected to
provide guidance for the understanding of cluster size evolutions.

Based on nanocluster transformations from precision to
precision, several mechanisms of structural evolutions have
been mapped out at the atomic level.>**® Because of the ther-
modynamic and kinetic factors, most transformation cases
direct the directional evolution of nanocluster sizes, ie., size-
maintained, size-increased, or size-reduced
transformation,* ¢ while size disproportionation was rarely
reported, probably due to that separation and crystallization of
poly-dispersed cluster products were difficult. Disproportion-
ation usually refers to a reaction in which oxidation and
reduction processes happen simultaneously, leading to one part
of the molecule being oxidized while another part being
reduced.”” To date, the concept of disproportionation has been
extended to the field of nanomaterial study, where one nano-
molecular precursor could convert to two or more different
nanomolecular products with individually increasing and
decreasing sizes.*®* It is important and necessary to construct
an atomically precise platform for exploring size dispropor-
tionation among nanocluster transformations, which hopefully
allows for an in-depth understanding of nanocluster size
evolutions.

Herein, we report the size disproportionation of the nano-
cluster transformation induced by the Au-alloying process
(Scheme 1). The slight Au doping to the Ag,¢Cu;7(SR);0(PPhs);
nanocluster ((AgCu),; for short SR = 4-(trifluoromethylthio)
phenol) with a core@shell configuration gave rise to a structure-
maintained trimetallic Au,Ag,,Cu;,(SR)30(PPhs); nanocluster
((AuAgCu),; for short), which was cocrystallized together with
Cl;AgsCug(SR);,(PPh;)s in the crystal lattice. Furthermore, the
Au,Ag,,Cuy7(SR)30(PPh3);  nanocluster  underwent — size
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Size Disproportionation among Metal Nanocluster Transformation

Scheme 1

[llustration of size disproportionation among the nanocluster transformations. Progressive Au doping induced successive nanocluster

transformation from the (AgCu)43z precursor into the size-maintained (AuAgCu),s nanocluster and then into size-disproportionated (AuAgCu)sg

and (AuAgCu)sz nanoclusters.

disproportionation under heavy Au doping, producing size-
increased Au,Ag,,Cu,,S;5(SR)30(PPh3)oCly;  ((AuAgCu)se  for
short) and size-reduced Au;Ag;5CU14S5(SR)14(PPhs)s
((AuAgCu)s; for short). The atomically precise structures of such
nanoclusters were determined by single-crystal X-ray diffraction
(SC-XRD). Furthermore, the thin-layer chromatography (TCL)
tests suggested that the (AuAgCu)ss and (AuAgCu)s;; nano-
clusters were generated simultaneously from the (AuAgCu),s
precursor induced by the Au alloying, further demonstrating
size disproportionation. This work not only described the
heteroatom doping of the (AgCu),; nanocluster in detail but
also revealed the size disproportionation phenomenon in
nanoclusters.

2 Experimental methods
2.1 Materials

All following reagents were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich and
used without further purification, including cupric acetylacet-
onate (Cu(CsH,0,),, 98% metal basis), silver nitrate (AgNOs3,
99% metal basis), chloro(triphenylphosphine)gold(i) (Au(PPhj;)
Cl, 98%), 4-trifluoromethyl phenylthiophenol (C,HsFS, 98%),
triphenylphosphine (C;gH;5P, 99%), sodium borohydride
(NaBH,, 99%), methanol (HPLC grade), dichloromethane
(HPLC grade), hexane (HPLC grade), and toluene (HPLC grade).

2.2 Preparation of the (AgCu),; nanocluster

30 mg of AgNO; was dissolved in a mixed solution of 5 mL of
MeOH and 20 mL of CH,Cl,, and 70 mg of Cu(CsH,0,), was
added to this solution. After 20 minutes, 50 mg of PPh; and 50
pL of 4-trifluoromethyl phenylthiophenol were added. Then,
5 mL of the aqueous solution of NaBH, (8 mg mL ™) was added.
The reaction was proceeded for 12 hours. The obtained solution
was centrifuged at 10000 rpm for 3 minutes, and the
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supernatant was collected and evaporated to get the crude
product. The crude product was washed three times with
hexane and methanol to get the (AgCu),; nanocluster.

2.3 Preparation of the (AuAgCu),;-(AgCu),, nanocluster

The as-prepared (AgCu),; nanocluster (10 mg) was dissolved in
50 mL of toluene. The solution was vigorously stirred with
a magnetic stir bar for 10 minutes. Then, 150 uL of Au(PPh;)Cl
solution (dissolved in toluene, 5 mg mL™") was added. The
reaction was allowed to proceed for two hours. After that, the
organic phase was rotavaporated under vacuum, and the
precipitate was redissolved in CH,Cl,, producing the
(AuAgCu),;z-(AgCu);4 nanocluster as determined by SC-XRD.

2.4 Preparation of (AuAgCu);; and (AuAgCu)s¢ nanoclusters

The as-prepared (AgCu),; nanocluster (10 mg) was dissolved in
50 mL of toluene. The solution was vigorously stirred with
a magnetic stir bar for 10 min. Then, 800 pL of Au(PPh;)Cl
solution (dissolved in toluene, 5 mg mL™") was added. The
reaction was allowed to proceed for two hours. After that, the
organic phase was rotavaporated under vacuum, and the
precipitate was redissolved in CH,Cl,. Then, thin-layer chro-
matography was used to separate and obtain (AuAgCu);; and
(AuAgCu)se nanoclusters.

2.5 Crystallization of (AgCu),3, (AuAgCu),;-(AgCu)y4,
(AuAgCu);; and (AuAgCu)se nanoclusters

Single crystals of (AgCu),s, (AuAgCu),s-(AgCu)y4, (AuAgCu)ss,
and (AuAgCu)ss nanoclusters were cultivated at room temper-
ature by diffusing n-hexane into the CH,CIl, solution of each
nanocluster. After a week, crystals were collected, and the
structures of these nanoclusters were determined.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4sc04884a

Open Access Article. Published on 20 September 2024. Downloaded on 4/3/2026 2:44:44 PM.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Edge Article

2.6 Characterization

The optical absorption spectra of nanoclusters were recorded
using an Agilent 8453 diode array spectrometer.

Electrospray ionization mass spectrometry (ESI-MS)
measurements were performed using a Waters XEVO G2-XS
QTof mass spectrometer. The sample was directly infused into
the chamber at 5 pL, min~"'. For preparing the ESI samples,
nanoclusters were dissolved in CH,Cl, (1 mg mL ") and diluted
(v/v =1:1) using CH;0H.

X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) was performed on
a Thermo ESCALAB 250 equipped with a monochromated Al Ko
(1486.8 eV) 150 W X-ray source, a 0.5 mm circular spot size,
a flood gun to counter charging effects, and the analysis
chamber base pressure lower than 1 x 10~ mbar. The data
were collected with FAT = 20 eV.

2.7 X-ray crystallography

The data collection for single-crystal X-ray diffraction (SC-XRD)
of all nanocluster crystal samples was carried out on a Stoe
Stadivari diffractometer under nitrogen flow, using graphite-
monochromatized Cu Ko, radiation (A = 1.54186 A). Data
reductions and absorption corrections were performed using
the SAINT and SADABS programs, respectively. The structure
was solved by direct methods and refined with full-matrix least
squares on F using the SHELXTL software package. All non-
hydrogen atoms were refined anisotropically, and all the
hydrogen atoms were set in geometrically calculated positions
and refined isotropically using a riding model. All crystal
structures were treated with PLATON SQUEEZE. The diffuse
electron densities from these residual solvent molecules were
removed.

3 Results and discussion

The (AgCu),3 nanocluster was prepared with a one-pot synthetic
procedure by directly reducing the Ag-Cu-SR-PPh; complexes
with NaBH, (see the ESIf for more details). Au(PPh;)Cl with
a concentration of 5 mg mL ™" was controllably added to the
toluene solution of the (AgCu),s; nanocluster to trigger nano-
cluster transformation. The slight introduction of Au(PPh;)Cl
(150 pL) gave rise to a size-maintained (AuAgCu),; nanocluster.
By comparison, heavy Au doping (800 pL) resulted in the size
disproportionation of the nanocluster framework, and a size-
increased (AuAgCu)s¢ nanocluster and a size-reduced
(AuAgCu)s; nanocluster were obtained. Single crystals of these
nanoclusters were cultivated at room temperature by diffusing
n-hexane into the CH,Cl, solution of each nanocluster, and
their crystal structures were determined by SC-XRD. The X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) results of these nanoclusters
were collected to further verify the successful introduction of Au
heteroatoms into the cluster framework (Fig. S1 and S27).

The chemical formulae of (AgCu)ss, (AuAgCu),;, and
(AuAgCu);; nanoclusters were characterized by electrospray
ionization mass spectrometry (ESI-MS; Figs. S1-S57). However,
the mass signal of the (AuAgCu)s¢ nanocluster was not detected
in the positive or negative ion mode of ESI-MS, probably

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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because of its difficulty in ionizing. Indeed, several PPh; ligands
were detached from the surface of (AgCu),s, (AuAgCu),s, and
(AuAgCu)s; nanoclusters to assist their ionization, and thus
mass signals of “cluster-xPPh;” molecules were detected.’>*>
Besides, the ESI-MS results also demonstrated that several
positions in the frameworks of (AgCu)s, (AuAgCu),;, and
(AuAgCu)s; alloy nanoclusters were co-occupied by different
metals. For example, the mass peaks of the bimetallic (AgCu),3
nanocluster were assigned to chemical formulae of “Ag,-
Cuyz_x(SR)30(PPh3)s” where x ranged from 14 to 38 (Fig. S37),
illustrating that a large number of metal positions were co-
occupied by Ag and Cu.*® Such a phenomenon also existed in
analyzing the ESI-MS results of trimetallic (AuAgCu),; and
(AuAgCu)z; nanoclusters (Fig. S4 and S5t). Of note, in the
single-crystal analysis process, each position was confined as
the metal with the highest proportion for a better under-
standing of the nanocluster structures.

Structurally, the overall structure of the (AgCu),; nanocluster
contained a coplanar Ag,; kernel that was composed of two Ag;;
icosahedral cores sharing a triangular Ag, surface (Fig. 1A).
Such a biicosahedral Ag,; kernel was stabilized by three Cus-
Ag1(SR)g(PPhs), motif structures via Cu-S or Cu-Ag interac-
tions, producing an Ag,sCu;s(SR),4(PPhj)s structure (Fig. 1B
and C). Two Cu-based terminals, Cu,(SR); and Cu;(SR)3(PPh;)4,
were anchored onto both ends of the above-mentioned struc-
ture (Fig. 1D-F), forming the complete Ag,sCu;(SR)z0(PPh;),
framework (Fig. 1G). The overall configuration of (AgCu),; was
similar to those of Au,Ag,,(SAdm),; and Au;Ag,,(dppf)s(-
SAdm);, nanoclusters from the top view (Fig. 1H and I).>*

The size-maintained transformation from the bimetallic
(AgCu),3 nanocluster into its trimetallic derivative, (AuAgCu),s,
was triggered by slight Au-alloying, i.e., introducing 0.75 mg of
Au(PPh;)Cl to the solution containing 10 mg of the cluster. Of
note, a Cl;AgsCug(SR)1,(PPh;)s ((AgCu),,4 for short) nanocluster
was also obtained with this Au-alloying process, contributing
a cocrystallized system together with the (AuAgCu),; nano-
cluster (see below). Actually, we have also tried to add 0.25 or
0.5 mg of Au(PPh;)Cl to the same cluster solution, which also
yielded the (AuAgCu),;-(AgCu)i, cocrystallized system, while
the yield was decreased relative to the 0.75 mg Au(PPh;)Cl
addition. The (AuAgCu),; nanocluster followed the same
configuration as that of the (AgCu),; precursor, while the
innermost two Ag cores of the biicosahedral Ag,; kernel in
(AgCu),; were substituted by the introduced Au heteroatoms
along with the Au doping (Fig. 2A-C). The corresponding bond
lengths between (AgCu),; and (AuAgCu),; nanoclusters were
compared (Fig. S6t). Although the average bond length of
M(icosahedral kernel)-Ag(icosahedral surface) was the same
between two 43-metal-atom nanoclusters, the bond lengths in
(AuAgCu),; nanoclusters were more uniform (Fig. S6Aft).
Besides, most bond lengths of Ag(icosahedral surface)-Ag(ico-
sahedral surface) in (AgCu)s; were much larger than those in
(AuAgCu),3. By comparison, several corresponding peripheral
M-S bonds (M = Ag/Cu) were extended along with the Au
doping (Fig. S6B-D¥). In this context, the (AuAgCu),3 nano-
cluster possessed a tighter internal connection than (AgCu),s,
yet exhibited a looser surface connection, potentially attributed

Chem. Sci., 2024, 15, 16637-16644 | 16639


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d4sc04884a

Open Access Article. Published on 20 September 2024. Downloaded on 4/3/2026 2:44:44 PM.

Thisarticleislicensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported Licence.

(cc)

Chemical Science

7
o) N ||
o487

coplanar biicosahedral
Ag,, kernel

3xCu,Ag,(SR),(PPh,),
motif structure

Cu,(SR),
terminal

View Article Online

Edge Article

=
Cu,(SR),P,
terminal

Front view

Fig. 1 Structure analysis of a Ag,¢Cu17(SR)30(PPhs); nanocluster. (A) The coplanar biicosahedral Ag,s kernel. (B) Three CusAg;(SR)g(PPhs), motif
structures. (C) The AgoeCuis(SR)24(PPhs)g structure. (D and E) Cus(SR)s and Cuy(SR)3(PPhsz); terminal units. (F and G) Overall structure of the
Ad26Cu17(SR)30(PPhs); nanocluster. (H and 1) Top view and front view of the Ag>sCui7(SR)30(PPh3); nanocluster. Color labels: light blue, Ag; blue,
Cu; yellow, S; magenta, P; grey, C; green, Cl. For clarity, all H atoms are omitted.
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Au,Ag,,Cu,.(SR),,(PPh,),Cl,Ag,Cu,(SR),,(PPh,),

Fig. 2 Structure analysis of the AuzAg24Cu17(SR)30-
(PPhs);-CliAggCue(SR)12(PPh3)g cocrystallized nanocluster. (A and B)
Au doping-induced alloying from the Ag,z kernel to the Au,Agx;
kernel. (C) Overall structure of the Au,Agz4Cus7(SR)30(PPhs); nano-
cluster. (D) Hexahedral Cl;Agg kernel. (E) Six Cuy(SR)>(PPhs); surface
motif structures. (F) Overall structure of the Cl1AggCus(SR)12(PPhs)g
nanocluster. (G) Cocrystallized Au,Ag,4Cu7(SR)30(PPh3); and CL1Ags-
Cue(SR)12(PPh3s)g nanoclusters. Color labels: light blue, Ag; blue, Cu;
yellow, S; magenta, P; grey, C; green, Cl. For clarity, all H atoms are
omitted.
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to the incorporation of gold heteroatoms with the biicosahedral
kernel.

The (AgCu)y, cluster molecules were observed in the crystal
lattice of (AuAgCu),; with a mole ratio of 1/2 of (AgCu),/
(AuAgCu),;. The (AgCu),, nanocluster should be generated
along with the Au alloying and could be attributed to the
decomposition of some (AgCu),; nanoclusters. The structure of
the (AgCu),, nanocluster could be divided into two compo-
nents: the cubic Cl;Agg kernel and six Cuy(SR),(PPh3); surface
structures (Fig. 2D and E). Each face of the Ags cube was capped
with a Cu4(SR),(PPh;); unit (Fig. 2F). From the perspective of
the crystalline assembly, the cocrystallization system of
(AuAgCu),; and (AgCu)y, nanoclusters displayed an “AA'B-
AA'B” packing pattern along the c-axis (Fig. 2G and S77).
Abundant intramolecular and intermolecular interactions were
observed among nanoclusters in the crystal lattice. Specifically,
for 18 nanocluster molecules (six (AgCu);, and twelve
(AuAgCu)yz) in a unit cell, each (AgCu);4 nanocluster was
enveloped by five (AuAgCu),; nanocluster molecules, while each
(AuAgCu),; nanocluster was surrounded by four (AgCu),, and
four (AuAgCu),; nanocluster molecules (Fig. S8f). Abundant
intramolecular -+ -7, C-H---7t, and C-H:--F interactions were
also observed in (AuAgCu),; and (AgCu);, nanoclusters at the
molecular level (Fig. S87). Furthermore, several intermolecular
C-H---7 and C-H--F interactions were detected between adja-
cent (AgCu);, and (AuAgCu),; nanoclusters, with an average
distance of 2.889 A for C-H:-m and 2.765 A for C-H:-F
(Fig. S101). These weak forces collectively contributed to the
formation of the cocrystallized system.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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The (AgCu),; nanocluster underwent size disproportionation
induced by a heavy Au-doping process, leading to the formation
of size-reduced (AuAgCu);; and size-increased (AuAgCu)se
nanoclusters. The (AuAgCu)se cluster molecules were crystal-
lized in a P2,/c space group, whereas the (AuAgCu);; molecules
were crystallized in the P1 space group. The structure anatomies
of (AuAgCu)z; and (AuAgCu)se are illustrated in Fig. 3. The
overall structure of (AuAgCu)s;; comprised an icosahedral
Au,Ag,, kernel that was enwrapped by two Ag;Cu,(SR)s(PPh;),
surface structures and six bridging SR ligands, making up an
Au,Ag;5Cuy4(SR),4(PPh;)s structure (Fig. 3A-D). Then, Au;,Ag;g-
Cuy4(SR)14(PPh3)s was stabilized by two bare sulfur ligands,
likely derived from the thiol, forming the framework of the
Au;Ag:5CU14S,(SR)14(PPh3)s  nanocluster  (Fig. 3E-G).>*
Besides, the structure of (AuAgCu)se contained a biicosahedral
Au,Ag,; kernel that was the same as that in (AuAgCu)gy;
(Fig. 3H). Such a planar Au,Ag,; kernel was capped by three
Ag,Cug(SR)g(PPh;),Cl, side motif structures, three Cuy(SR),(-
PPh;),Cl; surface motif structures, and two bridging ClI ligands
to constitute an Au,Ag,,Cu,;(SR)39(PPh3)oCly4 structure (Fig. 31—
L). Furthermore, three bare S ligands were arranged inside the
Au,Ag,,Cuy;(SR)30(PPh3)oClyy structure, making up the final
AuyAg,,Cuy;S3(SR)30(PPh3)oCly; framework (Fig. 3M-O). The
complete structure of (AuAgCu)s;; or (AuAgCu)ss was triple
axisymmetric with a C; symmetry axis passing through the
center of the Au;Ag;, kernel or the Au,Ag,; kernel, respectively
(Fig. S11f). The bond lengths between (AuAgCu);; and
(AuAgCu)se nanoclusters were compared, and we found that
most corresponding bonds in (AuAgCu)se were slightly longer
than those in (AuAgCu);; (Fig. S127).

The nanocluster transformation was also detectable by
analyzing the optical absorption. The ultraviolet-visible (UV-vis)
spectrum of (AgCu),; showed continuous optical absorptions
with four peaks centered at 445, 537, 662, and 765 nm (Fig. 4A,

i
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6xSR

AuAg,,
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) H} (K)/L
\

2xCl
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Au,Ag,,Cu,,(SR),,(PPh,),CI
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blue line). After slight Au alloying, tetrametallic (AuAgCu),s
exhibited inapparent blue-shifts relative to (AgCu),s, and four
peaks at 444, 535, 659, and 763 nm were observed (Fig. 4A,
purple line). For the size disproportionation process, three
absorption peaks at 421, 515, and 621 nm were observed for
(AuAgCu)se (Fig. 4A, green line) and two UV-vis signals at 417
and 541 nm for (AuAgCu)s; (Fig. 4A, brown line).

To further explore the size disproportionation reaction, Au
doping-dependent UV-vis absorption was monitored (Fig. 4B).
The absorption peaks at 445, 662, and 765 nm decreased with
increasing Au doping. Additionally, the peaks at 582 nm
underwent a blue shift to 537 nm, and a new absorption peak
emerged at 383 nm. Besides, four isoabsorption points,
centering at 375, 402, 480, and 630 nm, were observed. Such
isoabsorption points demonstrated that the nanocluster trans-
formation followed an in situ distortion-transformation pattern
at the beginning of the Au-alloying process. In addition, since
the nanocluster transformation products of the size dispro-
portionation reaction should be a mixture, thin-layer chroma-
tography (TLC) was exploited to separate the nanocluster
mixture (Fig. S131).”® Two separated TLC bands were observed,
and the corresponding products were determined as
(AuAgCu)s; and (AuAgCu)se nanoclusters by referring to the
optical absorption of pure products. For the thermal stability of
the obtained (AuAgCu)s¢ or (AuAgCu);; nanoclusters, both
nanoclusters were stable at 60 °C. However, the nanoclusters
underwent decomposition with a further increase in tempera-
ture (Fig. S147).

Considering that the size disproportionated (AuAgCu)ss and
(AuAgCu)z; nanoclusters might not generate simultaneously
but could convert into each other, we added AuPPh;Cl to the
solution of (AuAgCu)se or (AuAgCu)z; nanoclusters. (AuAgCu)se
maintained its optical absorption with the addition of
AuPPh;Cl, while (AuAgCu)s;; gradually decomposed in the

Au,Ag, Cu

S.(SR),,(PPh,),Cl.,

2773

Fig. 3 Structure analyses of (AuAgCu)ss and (AuAgCu)sg nanoclusters. (A) Icosahedral AujAgs, kernel. (B) Two AgsCu,(SR)g(PPhs), surface
structures. (C) Six bridging SR ligands. (D) The Au;Ag1gCu14(SR)14(PPhs)g structure. (E) Two bare sulfur ligands. (F and G) Overall structures of the
Au1Ag18CU14S,(SR)14(PPh3)g nanocluster. (H) Biicosahedral Au,Agy; kernel. (I) Three Ag,Cug(SR)g(PPhs),Cl, motif structures. (J) Three Cu(-
SR),(PPh3),Cl; surface structures. (K) Two bridging Cl ligands. (L) The Au,Ag,7Cu»7(SR)s0(PPhz)oCly; structure. (M) Three bare sulfur ligands. (N and
O) Overall structures of the Au,Ag,7Cu»7S3(SR)30(PPh3)9Cli; nanocluster. Color labels: light blue, Ag; blue, Cu; yellow, S in thiol ligands; red, bare S
ligands; magenta, P; grey, C; green, CL. For clarity, all H atoms are omitted.

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Fig. 4 Comparison of the optical absorption properties. (A) UV-vis absorption spectra of (AgCu)43 (blue line), (AuUAgCu)43-(AgCu)y4 (purple line),
(AuAgCu)se (green line), and (AuAgCu)ss (brown line) nanoclusters. (B) Au doping-dependent UV-vis absorption of the size disproportionation

process.

presence of AuPPh;Cl (Fig. S15t), and no (AuAgCu)ss was
separated by TLC from these decomposition products. In this
context, the (AuAgCu)ses and (AuAgCu);; nanoclusters were not
generated in the chronological order but were transformed
from the same cluster precursor (AuAgCu),; at the same time,
further indicating size disproportionation among the nano-
cluster transformations. Collectively, the transformation from
(AuAgCu),; into (AuAgCu);; and (AuAgCu)se could be summa-
rized as a size disproportionation reaction-(AuAgCu),; was
transformed into a size-reduced (AuAgCu)s;; nanocluster and
a size-increased (AuAgCu)s¢ nanocluster in the presence of
heavy Au dopants.

4 Conclusions

In summary, a bimetallic (AgCu)s; nanocluster underwent
selective size transformations under the controllable Au doping
process. The slight Au alloying gave rise to a size-maintained
transformation from (AgCu),s into (AuAgCu),s, which was coc-
rystallized with (AgCu),, in the same crystalline unit cell. By
comparison, the heavy Au alloying resulted in a size-
disproportionation transformation from (AgCu),; into size-
increased (AuAgCu)se and size-reduced (AuAgCu)s;. The thin
layer chromatography results demonstrated the generation of
(AuAgCu)se and (AuAgCu)s; nanoclusters from (AgCu),; simul-
taneously, further suggesting size disproportionation among
the nanocluster transformations. This work presented an
important cluster platform for studying the size-maintained
and size-altered transformations of metal nanoclusters, allow-
ing for some new insights into cluster structure evolutions.
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