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Unravelling the formation pathway and energetic
landscape of lanthanide cages based on
bis-p-diketonato ligands+
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This study focuses on the self-assembly mechanisms of triple- and quadruple-stranded lanthanide cages
and their solution behaviour, particularly concerning equilibrium and cage interconversion. A systematic
investigation was conducted to unravel the formation process of lanthanide cages based on bis-
p-diketonato ligands. By employing diamagnetic La®* ions, NMR spectroscopy coupled with ESI-MS ana-
lyses revealed the consecutive and competitive formation of four different species: [La,L]*", [LasLo]?Y,
[LasLsl, and [LapLa]?~. Moreover, stepwise and overall stability constants were derived. Further studies on
the energetics of the equilibrium between the two most stable species, the triple-stranded [La,Lz] and
quadruple-stranded [La,L4]?~ cages, were conducted through variable temperature analyses, indicating
that the interconversion is exergonic, endothermic and mainly entropy driven. DFT thermochemical cal-
culations involving an explicitly coordinated solvent allowed for a better evaluation of the role of enthalpic
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Introduction

Supramolecular self-assembly entails the spontaneous arrange-
ment of molecular constituents into higher-order structures.
Understanding the precise mechanisms driving this assembly
process is essential for effectively controlling and maximizing
system functionalities. Metallo-supramolecular coordination
assemblies, particularly those leading to cage architectures,
have emerged as significant systems for both foundational
research and practical applications." Despite extensive explora-
tion of coordination-driven supramolecular cages over the past
two decades, in-depth molecular-level comprehension of the
self-assembly process of these cages is still scarce and has pri-
marily focused on systems involving Pd(u)/Pt(u) ions and
multi-topic pyridine ligands. This understanding has been
facilitated by a combination of computational approaches®™*

“Department of Chemical Sciences, University of Padova, via F. Marzolo 1, 32131
Padova, Italy

bInstitute of Condensed Matter Chemistry and Technologies for Energy (ICMATE),
National Research Council (CNR), c/o Department of Chemistry, University of
Padova, via F. Marzolo 1, 35131 Padova, Italy. E-mail: marzio.rancan@cnr.it
“Institute of Condensed Matter Chemistry and Technologies for Energy (ICMATE),
National Research Council (CNR), Corso Stati Uniti, 4, Padova PD, Italy
dDeparzment of Chemical Sciences and Materials Technologies (DSCTM), National
Research Council (CNR), Piazzale A. Moro 7, 00185 Roma, Italy

1 Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: https://doi.org/
10.1039/d4qi02530j

1890 | /Inorg. Chem. Front., 2025, 12,1890-1899

and entropic factors in step-by-step ligand association.

and experimental techniques, including the QASAP method
(quantitative analysis of self-assembly process) proposed by
Hiraoka.” However, the complexity in understanding this
process is further increased by the fact that coordination-
driven systems are dynamic owing to the nature of metal-
ligand bonds. Arguably, the first and most commonly reported
example involves the self-assembly of linear ligands and 90°
metal corners with Pd(u) and Pt(u) ions to form triangular and
square molecular polygons.®® Even supramolecular cages con-
structed from other metal ions can undergo interconversion,
which may be controlled by external stimuli, including
physical'®™® and chemical*™® triggers. However, if we con-
sider ions different from Pd(u)/Pt(u), the study of the intercon-
version mechanism'®" is very rare. Lanthanide-based assem-
blies have recently gained attention owing to their unique elec-
tronic and coordination properties, which offer new opportu-
nities to construct intricate supramolecular architectures.>*?*
These features make lanthanide systems suitable for appli-
cations in areas such as sensing, imaging, and information
storage. However, lanthanide architectures are challenging
considering the variable coordination numbers and coordi-
nation geometries of these ions. In the context of Ln-based
cages, we have recently reported on [Ln,L,]>~ systems based on
bis-p-diketonate ligands, which exhibit intriguing supramole-
cular characteristics. Oligo-f-diketone ligands allow access to a
wide range of metallo-supramolecular systems. In view of the
seminal work of Saalfrank®® and the extensive study by
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Lindoy,”® these ligands can be used to prepare metallocycles,
cages, MOFs,>**° and even interlocked structures.’*™?
Although less common, oligo-p-diketones allow access to Ln
based architectures. For instance, we demonstrated that
[Ln,L,]* quadruple-stranded helicates and their host-guest
properties allow dynamic and adaptive helicity reorganization
due to guest-to-host chirality transfer.>* Helicate-mesocate isomer-
ism in [Ln,L,*~ cages is strongly affected by the guest size and
ligand flexibility.®> Moreover, these cages show Ln*" ion
exchange,’® leading to the formation of heterometallic systems.
These systems can also serve as luminophore with high bright-
ness to realize transparent luminescent solar concentrators.”” The
reaction between a Ln** ion and a bis-p-diketonate can easily lead
to [Ln,Ls] triple- or [Ln,L,J*~ quadruple-stranded helicates.***%°
[Ln,Ls] and [Ln,L,]>~ architectures feature different behaviours in
terms of host-guest, luminescence and magnetic properties.
Hence it is paramount to fully understand the formation pathway
and energetic landscapes governing the self-assembly and the
possible interconversion of these two systems. In the case of Ln
cages, previous studies”’ ! have taken advantage of Eu and Tb
systems through spectrophotometric titrations usually coupled
with factor analyses to rationalize spectroscopic data in terms of
possible species and infer their formation constants. Mass spec-
trometry can also provide valuable insights into the formation of
lanthanide-based systems, as demonstrated in studies investi-
gating the self-assembly of high-nuclearity Ln clusters.”*>°
Herein, a systematic study was conducted through NMR,
ESI-MS and DFT calculations to unravel the self-assembly of
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[La,L;] and [La,L,]>” systems considering three different bis-
p-diketonate ligands in terms of the central scaffold. Four
different species were found to be involved in the self-assembly
between La®* ions and bis-p-diketonate ligands, namely,
[La,L]*, [La,L,]*", [La,L;], and [La,Ls]*". The stepwise and
overall formation constants were determined, and particular
attention was devoted to the equilibrium between the triple-
stranded [La,L;] and quadruple-stranded [La,L,]*~ cages and
its energetics.

Results and discussion
Formation studies

We previously reported that pure [Ln,L,]*~ cages, based on
three different bis-p-diketonate ligands (L*, L®, and L™: Fig. 1),
are straightforwardly prepared by employing stoichiometric
ligand excess (Ln:L ratio of 1:2.5).***%%” Using a Ln: L ratio
of 2:3, [Ln,L;] triple-stranded helicate is formed. The possi-
bility to control the formation of the two different systems
[Ln,L;] and [Ln,L,*~ by simply tuning the Ln:L ratio
prompted us to undertake a systematic study of cage for-
mation, with the aim of investigating, not only qualitatively
but also quantitatively, the different species and steps leading
to their self-assembly.

The formation of [Ln,L;] and [Ln,L,]*~ can be readily moni-
tored through 'H-NMR using La*" ions***®?” since the
f-diketonate a proton is very diagnostic and easily allows to

[La,L*,(CH,CN),1**

experimental
=== simulated

i) [La,LA, P>

experimental
simulated

1224 1225 1226 1227 1228 1229

65 64 63 62 65 64 63 62 6.5
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Fig. 1 (a—g) *H-NMR spectra (25 °C, 300 MHz, DMF-d5) in the a-proton region of [La,L*]", [La,L%,]” and [La,L™,]" (wherey =1, 2, 3, and 4 and n =
4+, 2+, 0, and 2—, respectively) following ligand addition. The different species are marked as follow: [La,L]** = magenta, [La,L,]** = purple, [LasLs]
= blue, and [La,L,)?" = orange. (h) and (i) ESI-MS isotopic patterns for [LaLA,1%* and [LapL?41%~ species.
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differentiate the species present in solution. For instance, in
the case of L, the a proton is at 7.12 ppm for the free ligand,
6.00 ppm for the deprotonated ligand, 6.38 ppm for [La,L*;]
and 6.22 ppm for [La,L*,]*".

To an La®" solution of known concentration, prepared by
dissolving La(NO;);-6H,0 in DMF-d,, different aliquots of a
deprotonated ligand solution of known concentration were
added stepwise. '"H-NMR spectra were recorded immediately
after each ligand addition and again after three days to ensure
equilibration, revealing no significant differences. It is impor-
tant to note that all NMR investigations were conducted in
DMF-d; to have a good coordinating solvent capable of effec-
tively competing with the strong chelating ligands. In this way,
La**-ligand association constants are reduced to fall within an
appropriate NMR range (i.e., K up to or slightly above 10°).
Formation studies were carried out on the three ligands L*, L®
and LM. The obtained full "H-NMR spectra are reported in
Fig. S8-5S10, while Fig. 1 shows the region relative to the diag-
nostic a-proton. After the addition of 0.25 ligand equivalents
(La:L = 2:0.5), two singlets (6.43-6.48 ppm and
6.36-6.42 ppm, given as a magenta and purple circle, respect-
ively, in Fig. 1a) are visible at lower fields as compared to the
signals relative to [La,L;] and [La,L,]*~ cages. By further
adding 0.25 equivalents (La: L = 2: 1), the relative intensity of
the two singlets changes toward the peak at a lower ppm value
(Fig. 1b). Considering 1.00 ligand equivalent (La:L = 2:2),

a)
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there are still two singlets, but the one at 6.43-6.48 ppm dis-
appears, while the [La,L;] cage signal (6.30-6.38 ppm, blue
circle in Fig. 1c) appears. [La,L;] species is the only one
present at a 2:3 La:L ratio (Fig. 1d). Next, with 1.75 equiva-
lents of ligand (La:L = 2:3.5), the signal at 6.15-6.24 ppm
relative to [La,L4]*~ species (orange circle in Fig. 1e), appears,
confirming the presence of an equilibrium between the 2:3
and 2: 4 cages. Both cages were still present after the addition
of 2.0 equivalents of the ligand (Fig. 1f). Finally, the [La,L,]*"
cage is the sole species present when an excess of ligand was
added (2.50 equivalents, Fig. 1g). These experiments high-
lighted two new species at La: L ratios lower than 2:2. These
species are systems with a lower number of coordinated
ligands. In particular, the predominant species, as shown in
Fig. 1c (purple), when the La:L ratio is 2:2, may be the
[La,L,]** system, whereas the secondary species (magenta)
observed in the first two spectra (Fig. 1a and b) appears only at
an La:L ratio below 2:1, i.e. when the La®" ion is in strong
excess compared to the ligand, suggesting that this species
may be the [La,L]*" complex. This [La,L]** species, because of
its higher positive charge, appears at lower fields. As the posi-
tive charge decreases, the o proton shifts to higher fields.
DOSY-NMR spectra of the solutions with La:L* ratios of
2:0.5,2:2,2:3 and 2:4 are reported in Fig. 2. The observed
diffusion coefficients are all very similar (ca. 2.5 x 107'° m*
s~', Table S1f), ie., the [La,L*]*, [La,L*,]*", [La,L*;] and

log(m?/s)
l L-9.6

X T
|

| [ | nr [ 9.0
DCHA DCHA
10 8 6 4 2 ppm 10 8 6 4 2 ppm

Fig. 2 DOSY-NMR spectra (25 °C, 400 MHz, DMF-d;) at an La:L* ratio of (a) 2:0.5, (b) 2:2, (c) 2:3 and (d) 2:4. DCHA is the dicyclohexyl-

ammonium cation.
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[La,L*;]*~ species possess similar hydrodynamic radii. This
similarity can be explained by the fact that the Ln.--Ln dis-
tance is mainly governed by the size of the ligand.

In a similar manner, we conducted analyses using electro-
spray mass spectrometry (ESI-MS) in both positive and nega-
tive modes after adding 0.25, 0.5, 1.0, 1.5, 2.0, and 2.5 equiva-
lents of the ligand L, (Fig. S111). Across all scenarios, a single
prominent peak at 828 m/z was observed in positive mode. In
negative mode, a peak at 1226 m/z was discernible only when
1.5, 2.0 and 2.5 equivalents were added. The agreement
between experimental and simulated isotopic patterns con-
firms that the 828 m/z peak corresponds to the solvated
species [La,L",]*" (Fig. 1h), whereas the negative mode peak is
attributed to the quadruple-stranded cage [La,L*,J*~ (Fig. 1i).
Under conditions induced by the electrospray process, only
these two species were detected, indicating that the other
species identified through NMR likely undergo conversion into
these two assemblies during the ionization process.

"H-NMR experiments allowed for the addition of one ligand
at a time to the forming cage, starting from [La,L]*" species
and concluding with the [La,L,]*~ cage. Fig. 3 summarizes the
species present in solution at different La: L* ratios and their
relative percentages. Fig. S121 reports the same quantities for
L® and L™. A La:L ratio of 2:3 leads to the pure triple-
stranded [La,L;], while a La: L ratio of 2:4 gives a mixture of
[La,L;] and [La,L,]*". The pure quadruple-stranded cage can
be obtained only in the presence of ligand excess. The stepwise
formation constant (K) and overall stability constant (f) of
each [La,L¥)]" species were hence derived. In the presence of a
slow equilibrium®” between the species, as in this case, for-
mation constants can be obtained from 'H-NMR spectra via
integration of peaks relative to the single species. Once the
relative concentration of the species was obtained, these
values were converted into concentrations by exploiting an
internal standard (4-(4-formylphenoxy) benzaldehyde) accord-
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Fig. 3 Relative percentage of [LazLAy " species (wherey =1, 2, 3, and 4

and n = 4+, 2+, 0, and 2—, respectively) as derived from *H-NMR ana-
lyses following L* ligand additions.
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ing to eqn (1) and (2). The dialdehyde was chosen as internal
standard in order to have a stable compound that does not
react with the investigated systems and whose NMR signals do
not overlap with those of the cages. This assures the presence
of easily integrable signals, which reduce possible errors in
area integration and, hence, in the formation constants deter-
mination. Concentrations at the equilibrium of the free ligand
([L>7]eq) and La*" ions ([La*'].,) were derived by considering
the mass balance described in eqn (3) and (4), respectively:

Ngt X 2 areaLazLy
n = X ———— 1
Laly ™ areag x (1)
Nya,1,
La,L"| = —2 2
Laptg) =" @)
[LZ_}tot = [LZ_]ad = [LZ_}eq + Zy X [LaZLyn]eq (3)
y

[Lasﬂmt = [L33+]o = [Lasﬂeq + Z 2 x [LaZLyn]eq7 (4)
y

where Nia,r, is the number of moles of [La,L,]" species; ng is
the number of moles of the standard; arear,,r, is the area of
the a-proton peak for the [La,L,|" system; area is the area of
the dialdehyde singlet due to proton H1 (Fig. S7t); y is the
number of coordinated ligands and the values in square brack-
ets are initial (°), added (ad) and equilibrium (eq) concen-
trations. Cage formation can be described stepwise, i.e. consid-
ering the addition of a ligand at a time according to eqn (5)-
(8), as described in Fig. 4.

[La, L]

3+ 2— 4+ _
2La’" + L — La,L Ky = [La3+]2[L2*]

(5)
[L32L22+]

La,L*" + L™ = La,L,2" === -
oL 2l [Lay L[]

KZZ

K21
20 +

R B L P

Q '
Fig. 4 Schematic of the stepwise formation process.
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[La2L3]

LapL,2" + 1% =Lagl; Kyz=—— 7
2L + el Kas = T (7)
_ _ La,L,*"]

La,L; + L2~ = La,L>~ K :[7 8
ALz + ALy 24 [Lang][sz] (8)

The stepwise (Ky) and overall (5,,) formation constants are
reported in Table 1. The order of magnitude of the constants
for the three different systems [La,L*)]", [La,L")]" and
[La,L™,]" is nearly the same. Nevertheless, both constants are
generally higher for [La,L*%]". As is usually observed,*®*° K,
decreases from the first to the final step. Indeed, the coordi-
nation of the first ligand to the metal ion is strongly favoured,
while the coordination of successive ligands becomes more
difficult with every step because of steric hindrance and charge
effect considerations. Nevertheless, the overall formation con-
stants f,; and f,, for the [La,L;] and [La,L4]*” cages are rela-
tively high (logf,; = 15.0-16.7 and log f$,, = 17.8-19.8). For
example, for mononuclear complexes such as Ln*" tetrakis-
and tris-(acetylacetonate), general overall values (in water) are
log frnr, ® 13 and log finL, ® 15.59°%% Moreover, it has to be
noted that the constants have been obtained in DMF, a highly

View Article Online
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coordinating solvent that can compete with the ligand in coor-
dinating the La®" ion.

Thermochemical analyses of the triple- versus quadruple-
stranded cage equilibrium

Since the triple- and quadruple-stranded cages [La,L*;] and
[La,L*,]*~ are the species that have potential applications and
the two systems that can be easily isolated by tuning the La: L
ratio, we focused on the thermochemical analysis of the equili-
brium between these two cages. Using variable temperature
'"H-NMR studies (VI-NMR), we determined the Gibbs free
energy (AG), enthalpy (AH) and entropy (AS) differences of the
equilibrium between [La,L;] and [La,L,]*~ (eqn (8)) for the
three ligands L*, L® and L™. A series of "H-NMR spectra were
recorded between 313 and 233 K (Fig. S14-S161) with a La:L
ratio of 2 : 4. The equilibrium constant K,, at different tempera-
tures was determined using eqn (1)-(4). K,, values were plotted
as a function of the inverse of temperature (1/7) (Fig. 5a) and
fitted with an expanded van’t Hoff model®* (see ESIt for more
details) to derive AH and AS. The AG, AH and TAS of the reac-
tion are reported in Fig. 5b. In all the three cases (L*, L%, and
L™), over the range of studied temperatures, the addition of a
fourth ligand to [La,L;] affording [La,L,]*” is endothermic,

Table 1 Stepwise (K3,) and overall (4,,) formation constants for [La,L,]” cages with ligands LA LB and LM (wherey = 1, 2, 3, and 4 and n = 4+, 2+, 0,

and 2—, respectively)

Constant® Equilibrium A L® M
K 2La’*" + 1>~ = La,L*" 2.99 x 107 1.55 x 10° 8.97 x 10°
K La,L*" + L>” = La,L,*" 3.62 x 10° 6.36 x 10* 1.35 x 10°
Ky La,L,>" + L*™ = La,L;, 4.60 x 10° 1.33 x 10* 9.26 x 10>
Ky La,L; + L~ = La,L,*” 1.33 x 10° 1.29 x 10° 5.73 x 10?
Por 2La’*" + 1>~ = La,L*" 2.99 x 107 1.55 x 10° 8.97 x 10°
Do 2La*" + 217" = La,L,*" 1.08 x 10" 9.86 x 10*° 1.21 x 10*?
Pos 2La’*! + 3L%” = La,L; 4.97 x 10'° 1.31 x 10%° 1.12 x 10*°
Poa 2La*" +4L%” = La,L,*” 6.58 x 10" 1.27 x 108 6.40 x 10"
“Values determined in DMF-d- at 25 °C.
6
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Fig. 5
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(a) van't Hoff plot of K4 (egn (8)) for the three cages fitted with the expanded van't Hoff model. (b) AG, AH and TAS.
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c) d)

Fig. 6 DFT optimized structures for DMF solvated [LazLAy(DMF)16,4y]" species (wherey =1, 2, 3, and 4 and n = 4+, 2+, 0, and 2—, respectively). (a)
[La;LADMF)1,1*, (b) cis—[LazLAz(DMF)B]2+ and trans-[La,L*,(DMF)g]?*, (c) [LaoL"3(DMF),], (d) [La,L4]%". Red, blue, grey and green sticks represent O, N,
C, and F atoms, respectively. The yellow spheres are La atoms. H atoms are omitted for clarity.

entropy driven and exergonic. Hence, the formation of a quadru-
ple-stranded helicate from a triple-stranded one is a spon-
taneous process stabilized by the favourable entropy factor,
which predominates over the unfavourable enthalpy effect.
Indeed, in this case, the high entropy value could be mainly
associated with the displacement of solvent molecules.

First, the coordination of the chelating bis-p-diketonate
ligand releases two solvent molecules for each ligand, increas-
ing the entropy of the system (chelate effect). Secondly, it has
been reported that solvent molecules bound to the metal ion
experience reduced conformational, rotational, and transla-
tional degrees of freedom, resulting in lower entropy.®>®® Thus
any process which releases solvent molecules from this type of
strain results in an entropy increase. On the contrary, enthal-
pic contribution is positive within the investigated temperature
range. These results are in line with the idea of the displace-
ment of tightly bound solvent molecules around Ln ions.
Indeed, DMF is a well-known coordinating solvent that
requires energy input for displacement from the coordination
sphere of the metal ion by a ligand. Hence, although the reac-
tion requires an input of energy in the form of heat (positive
AH), the increase in disorder (positive AS) makes the overall
process energetically favourable.

DFT thermochemical analyses of step-by-step ligand
association

In coordination-driven self-assembly, the formation of
metallo-supramolecular ensembles is typically explained by
the enthalpic stabilization resulting from the formation of
metal-ligand bonds." However, in the [La,L;] to [La,L,]*~ equi-
librium (eqn (8)), the enthalpic factor is unfavourable, making
the reaction primarily entropy-driven. As a matter of fact, gas-
phase studies on Pd(u) coupled with pyridine-based ligands
have shown that enthalpic stabilization decreases as the

This journal is © the Partner Organisations 2025

number of ligands coordinated to the metal increases, favour-
ing the formation of unsaturated structures.®” To better evalu-
ate the roles of the enthalpic and entropic factors in step-by-
step ligand coordination, we performed DFT thermochemical
calculations involving the explicitly coordinated DMF solvent.
Fig. 6 reports the DFT optimized structures of four DMF sol-
vated [La,L",(DMF),s_4,]" species (where y = 1, 2, 3, and 4 and
n =4+, 2+, 0, and 2—, respectively), see ESIT for computational
details. The DFT optimized structures of [La,L”,(DMF);6_4,]"
and [La,L™,(DMF),¢_4,]" are reported in Fig. S18.f We con-
sidered only 8-coordinated species. This is supported by the
fact that in Ln*" DMF solutions, the dominant species is the
Ln(DMF)g** complex, although it must be outlined that for
lighter Ln®*' ions, a solvation equilibrium involving Ln
(DMF),** takes place.®® In fact, we previously isolated and
characterized single crystal XRD [Eu,L,]*~ cages with different
coordination environments: a first structure with both Eu ions
8-coordinated by four ligands,** a second structure with both
Eu ions 9-coordinated by four ligands and one solvent mole-
cule,*® and a third structure with one Eu ion 8-coordinated by
four ligands while the other 9-coordinated by four ligands and
one solvent molecule.>” Moreover, previous DFT calculations®
showed that this extra solvent molecule has a binding energy
close to 8 kcal mol™", suggesting that it can be easily lost in
solution. Fig. 6b illustrates that for the solvated
[La,L,(DMF)g]*" species, two different isomers are possible:
cis-[La,L,(DMF)g]”* with a saddle shape and trans-
[La,L,(DMF)g]*" with the two ligands almost lying on the same
plane. Calculations showed that for the L* ligand, cis-
[La,L,(DMF)g]*" is more stable (4.5 kcal mol™"), while for the
L™ and L ligands, the stabilization of the cis isomer is below
Consequently, it can be inferred that both
isomers coexist in solution at least for the systems based on
L™ and L°. Unfortunately, [La,L,(DMF)s_4,]" structures

2 keal mol™™.
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contain too many atoms to perform DFT thermochemical ana-
lyses in terms of Hessian computational cost. Therefore, we
used a smaller model system of a mononuclear complex with
acetylacetonate (acac). [La(acac),(DMF)g_,y]" complexes were
optimized using PBE functional with the inclusion of implicit
solvent effects (COSMO model) and dispersion corrections
(Grimme model). Thermodynamic parameters (H, S and G)
were calculated for each optimized species involved in eqn (9)-
(12). AH, AS and AG associated with a specific reaction were
obtained in accordance with Hess’s law. Additional compu-
tational details are reported in the ESL7

La(DMF)** +acac” = La(acac)(DMF),*" + 2DMF

9)

La(acac)(DMF)>" + acac™ = La(acac),(DMF)," + 2DMF
(10)

La(acac),(DMF), " + acac™ = La(acac),(DMF), + 2DMF (11)

La(acac),(DMF), +acac™ = La(acac),” + 2DMF (12)

First, we applied the model to the equilibrium between the
tris- and the tetrakis-chelate (eqn (12)), the analogue of eqn (8)
that describes the equilibrium between the triple- and quadru-
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ple-stranded cages. Fig. 7a shows the calculated values of TAS,
AH and AG of the reaction in eqn (12) within the analysed
temperature range. The reaction is energetically favoured. As
the studied model is different from the experimental one, the
numerical values differ, but the trend of the three quantities
(Fig. 7a) follow the experimental models, as shown in Fig. 5:
by increasing the temperature, their values smoothly decrease.
Moreover, as experimentally found, the main driving force for
negative AG is the entropic factor. These findings confirm that
the smaller model system satisfactorily reproduces the experi-
mental trends. Hence, the same calculations have been
extended to other equilibria (eqn (9)—-(11)). Fig. 7b-d depict the
values of TAS, AH and AG for the four reactions (eqn (9)-(12)),
detailing the step-by-step association of the acac ligand with
solvated La(DMF)g**. The trends observed in AG indicate a
decrease in stepwise formation constants from the first to the
final ligand association, as experimentally observed (Table 1).
Additionally, as previously discussed, enthalpic gain decreases
as the number of ligands coordinated to the metal increases.
The trends in AH and TAS further illustrate that for the first
ligand association, enthalpic stabilization plays a more signifi-
cant role than the entropic factor. However, starting from the
second ligand association, entropic contribution becomes

10
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Fig. 7 Thermochemical parameters derived from the DFT calculations. (a) TAS, AH and AG for the equilibrium of eqn (12). (b) AG for the four equili-
bria of eqn (9)-(12). (c) AH for the four equilibria of eqn (9)—-(12). (d) TAS for the four equilibria of eqn (9)-(12).
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comparable to AH, and finally, it becomes the dominant stabi-
lizing factor for both the third and fourth ligand associations.

Experimental

See ESL.

Conclusions

The systematic study of three different triple- and quadruple-
stranded cages with the general formula [La,L;] and [La,L,]*~
provided valuable insights into the formation process of these
metallo-supramolecular systems and interconversion between
the triple- and quadruple-stranded cages. The study involved
tracking the different species formed during the self-assembly
pathway through 'H-NMR analyses, which led to the identifi-
cation of four species: [La,L]*", [La,L,]*, [La,Ls], and
[La,Ly]*". The subsequent determination of association con-
stants for each chemical system revealed that [La,L;] and
[La,L,]>~ are the most stable. Variable temperature "H-NMR
studies provided valuable thermodynamic data, showing that
the transition from the triple-stranded to the quadruple-
stranded cage is endothermic, entropy-driven, and energeti-
cally favourable. The obtained high entropy values were attrib-
uted to the displacement of solvent molecules, emphasizing
the importance of the coordination environment. To delve
deeper into this aspect, DFT thermochemical calculations
were performed on smaller model systems, which successfully
reproduced experimental trends and provided insights into the
contributions of enthalpic and entropic stabilization in step-
wise ligand association.
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