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Assembling and prototyping circuits on a common breadboard scaffold is critical for developing functional
single molecule electronic devices. To this end, we recently demonstrated a bis-terpyridine-based
molecular breadboard (TPm) junction with conductance readouts which were linear superpositions of five
single terminal embedded circuits. Here, we present a full computational framework to create molecular
breadboards with the ability to replace/alter individual circuit components. By applying the framework to
the bis-terpyridine-based breadboard, we show that the relative conductance of the five constituent single
terminal circuits can be varied by more than an order of magnitude by repositioning electrode anchoring
nitrogen atoms. Specifically, by placing nitrogen atoms at meta (TPm), ortho (TPo), and para (TPp)
positions on the pyridyl rings, individual circuits are tuned by altering destructive multi-orbital quantum
interference effects (QIE) and the relative electrode accessibility (REA) of anchoring nitrogen atoms. We
introduce a phase-plot analysis to highlight the interdependence of QIE- and REA-induced changes in the
conductance of each single terminal circuit in the breadboard. Our studies predict a QIE-induced boost in
circuit conductance for TPp relative to TPm which is insensitive to REA. In contrast, REA suppresses the
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QIE boost for circuit conductance in TPo relative to that in TPm. Our computational framework for
designing breadboard junctions includes new quantitative tools to estimate thermal weights of molecular
conformations, the relative electrode accessibility of anchoring atoms, and the extent of constructive/
destructive quantum interference in charge transport mediated by multiple orbitals. These advances
should be also useful for the analysis of other molecular junctions.
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charge transport would destroy the functionalities of the indivi-
dual circuit elements connected by covalent chemistry or

1. Introduction

The field of molecular electronics aims to develop functional
devices with capabilities distinct from semiconductor-based
electronics.’™ Thus far, break junction techniques*™® and com-
putational methods’” have demonstrated that molecules can
function as wires,®° switches,'®*? rectifiers,’*'* transistors,"
and potentiometers."® To create functional devices, it is essential
to assemble molecular electronic components on a single scaf-
fold akin to a printed circuit board in conventional electronics.
This need was recognized very early in the field'”'® and it was
proposed that complex functional circuits could be created by
linking individual molecular electronic components. However, a
direct naive implementation of the proposal is problematic'®
because strong electronic couplings and the quantum nature of
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self-assembly. Furthermore, in some cases, functionality of an
electronic component originates from the electrode-molecule
interface'®"'® which might be destroyed by linking components
together. A key step towards developing complex molecular
circuits was the proposal of quantum superposition rules by
Joachim and co-workers to provide the total conductance of two
molecular units in series or in parallel,>**" which were verified
in single molecule junction experiments.”>** More recently, in a
joint theoretical and experimental study,** we demonstrated that
up to five single terminal circuits could be combined within a
bis-terpyridine-based molecular junction (TPm) with six
electrode-anchoring pyridyl linkers. The study on TPm showed
that the break-junction setup facilitates the prototyping of dis-
tinct superpositions of circuits within molecules with multiple
(more than two) anchoring groups akin to a breadboard used
in the conventional macroscopic electronics. The concept of
breadboard, as introduced by us, is applicable to molecules
which possess more than two anchoring groups thereby
enabling access to multiple pre-enclosed/embedded current flow
pathways within a single scaffold.>*>® Here, we present a

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023
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Fig. 1 (A) A bis-terpyridine-based molecular breadboard with multiple anchoring atoms accessible to nano-electrodes in a break-junction setup. Here,

we propose that changing the position of anchoring nitrogen atoms (red, green blue) serves to change the conductance of circuit elements in the
molecular breadboard. Conceptually, the modulation of conductance can be accomplished by altering QIE between the limits of fully destructive/
constructive quantum interference (DQI/CQI) and/or REA between the limits of low to high electrode accessibility. (B) Skeletal structure of TPm, TPo, and
TPp with peripheral pyridyl N-atoms placed at meta, ortho, and para positions, respectively. (C) 2-5 ring single terminal basis circuits of the TPm/o/p
molecular breadboard obtained by placing electrodes in five different configurations attached to nitrogen atoms either on the same terpyridine arm
(2r and 3rm) or across both arms (3rp, 4r, and 5r) for the molecules in panel B. In ref. 24, we showed that each of the four experimentally resolved TPm
conductance states originated from a linear combination of these basis circuits. Red, blue, and green dots in C represent nitrogen substitution positions

for each basis circuit in the TPo, TPm, and TPp breadboards respectively.

computational framework which enables us to tune/modify elec-
tronic properties of individual circuit elements embedded within
the molecular breadboard by using simple chemical design
principles.

In the manuscript, we will demonstrate that by changing the
positions of the anchoring groups (Fig. 1A and B), it is possible
to change the relative conductance of the five single-terminal
“basis” circuits (Fig. 1C) within a bis-terpyridine-based molecular
scaffold. Note that the basis circuits in Fig. 1C are not different
molecules, rather they are embedded circuits within the bis-
terpyridine breadboards (Fig. 1B). By placing the electrodes in
five different positions across the molecules in Fig. 1B so that
they contact the terminal N-atoms separated by two, three, four,
and five rings, we obtain the 2r, 3rm, 3rp, 4r, and 5r basis
circuits of Fig. 1C respectively. Our previous study showed that
each of four conductance states of TPm resolved in break-
junction experiments can be expressed as a linear superposi-
tion of the conductance of these five single terminal circuits.>*
In terms of the rules presented by Joachim and co-workers,*

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023

for each of these five basis circuits, nodes are not present inside
the tunneling junction, but rather are placed at the ends.
Therefore, in the weak bias limit, these circuits show Ohmic
currents and can be considered to be resistors. Furthermore, as
shown analytically in our previous study,”® within the weak
coupling limit such that molecule-electrode coupling is much
smaller than the tunnelling barrier, the conductance of multi-
terminal contact configurations is given by a superposition of
the conductance of basis circuits. Moving forward, in the
present manuscript we propose that simple modifications to
the breadboard design which are accessible to synthetic chem-
istry can alter the transport properties of constituent basis
circuits. Such design elements include site-selective chemical
substitutions/functionalization, modifications in the ring con-
nectivity, choice of anchoring groups and anchoring group
placement, all of which have been successfully used to modulate
charge transport in single molecule junctions.'>*® Here, we
showcase how the last possibility enables us to the change the
conductance of each of the five basis circuits shown in Fig. 1C.

J. Mater. Chem. C, 2023, 11,14680-14694 | 14681
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Furthermore, molecular breadboards differ from conventional
breadboards in terms of their conformational flexibility, the
microscopic nature of the electrode-molecule contact, and the
presence of quantum mechanical effects. Our computational
approach addresses each of these challenging aspects by provid-
ing quantitative tools (vide Infra) which are also demonstrated to
be transferrable to the analysis of electronic transport in any
single molecule junction.

The single-molecule electronic conductance depends on mole-
cular structure,’®*' electrode-interfacing linker groups,®?%**7*
and molecular binding geometries.”>*”*> Additionally, external
factors such as solvation®® and electrochemical gate bias®” are
also important. An exciting prospect is to utilize these factors to
harness quantum interference phenomena within the molecular
junctions.*®*? Such quantum interference effects (QIE) have been
utilized previously to manipulate the room temperature coherent
electronic conductance in a variety of molecular junctions.***?
Here, we propose to manipulate QIE in the five basis circuits by
changing the placement of the peripheral ring N-atoms from meta
to ortho/para positions (Fig. 1). To this end, we developed an
analysis to quantify the multi-orbital QIE in the breadboard
molecules. Re-positioning of the peripheral N-atoms in the bread-
board scaffold also impacts both, their electrode accessibility and
molecular conformation. We therefore developed a microscopic
model of electrode-molecule interactions to estimate the relative
electrode accessibility (REA) of anchoring groups independent of
their placement on a conformationally flexible molecular scaffold.
The new model also rigorously validates the REA for core N-atoms
in TPm estimated in our previous study.** Furthermore, we present
an algorithm that uses molecular symmetry to systematically
enumerate the breadboard conformations and estimate their
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thermal contributions to the conductance. Finally, since REA
and QIE are simultaneously affected by repositioning of the N-
atoms in the scaffold, we introduce a phase plot analysis to study
their interdependence. We apply each quantitative tool developed
here (multi-orbital QIE analysis, conformational sampling algo-
rithm, and REA estimator) to simple examples to highlight their
utility for studying any molecular junction in general.

2. Results

2.1. Conductance distributions for the TPx (x = m/o/p)
breadboards

We used the computational framework described in Methods
Subsections 5.1-5.5 to generate thermally weighted conductance
distributions of TPx breadboards assuming full electrode acces-
sibility for peripheral and core N-atoms (i.e., no REA effects).

Thermal populations of the DFT-optimized geometrically dis-
tinct TPx breadboard conformations (see Methods subsection 5.2
and ESL7 Sections S1-S3) are binned in in Fig. 2A-C based on
their energy values. The conformational energy range for the three
molecules varies significantly (~4.7kgT, ~45.5kgT, and ~0.7kgT
for TPm/o/p, respectively, where temperature T = 300 K and kg is
the Boltzmann constant) creating a diversity in thermally acces-
sible conformations across the breadboards. The thermal Boltz-
mann weight for conformation i of breadboard B is

/Z AGF ))

kgT
where, AG{i) is the free energy of the conformation. The thermal
weights for the conformations are plotted (brown dots) in

W ex p AGF
kT

€y

A 8 B 6o 0.80 c 3 0.08
TPm 10.04 TPo [ ) TPp
6 i 3
- 0.03 % 4 0.60 " 0.06
2 T & - 5
g 4 0.02 ~ g 0.40 - ] g 0.04 ~%
o © 2 o1
2 0.01 ’ 0.20 0.02
0 0 0 0 0
5 0 10 20 30 40 50 0 0.5 1
AGp [kgT AGp [kgT
D E 0 F 0
2 T ‘ 0 [
3 § B3rm § B3rm
g 3rp I 3rp
% % 10 4r ‘ % . W 4r
3 3 10° 5r 3 10° s
E: g g |
& °- TPo o TPp
1020 102
-0 8 6 -4 -2 0 10 -8 6 -4 -2 0 10 -8 6 -4 -2 0
log(G/Gmax) 10g(G/Gmax) log(G/Gmax)

Fig. 2 Free energy histograms for the conformations of (A) TPm (bin width = 0.1), (B) TPo (bin width = 1), and (C) TPp (bin width = 0.02). In each panel,
Boltzmann weights (right y-axis) of the conformations (egn (1)) are plotted as a function of energy (brown dots). Probability weights (egn (2)) of the basis
circuit conductance for (D) TPm, (E) TPo, and (F) TPp breadboards (bin width = 0.01). The conductance values are normalized relative to the highest

conductance value G,y (that of a 2r TPo circuit).
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Fig. 2A-C as a function of energy. For TPp, all 20 conformations
are thermally accessible with weights ranging from 4-7%. In
contrast, for TPo, only two conformations appear thermally
accessible with the weights ~80% and ~20%. The TPm bread-
board presents an intermediate case with weights in the range
~0.04-5%. Adopting a uniform protocol, we computed the con-
ductance distributions for all five basis circuits (Fig. 1C) in TPx
breadboards, utilizing all molecular conformations with their
thermal weights (eqn (1) and (14)).

In Fig. 2D-2F, we plot the distributions of log-normalized
conductance 10g(G/Gnax) for the five basis circuits from geome-
trically distinct TPx breadboard conformations. The conduc-
tance is normalized with respect to the highest conductance
Gmax (that of a 2r TPo circuit) in the dataset. The overall
probability weight (Y-axis in Fig. 2D-F) for an n-ring (nr) basis
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circuit of breadboard B in a bin centered at 10g(Gi/Gmax) is
given by:

(Gk/Gmax))

x(i,10
P (log(Gr/Gmax)) = ZW? ( gN ®)

with Y Py (log(Gr/Gmax)) = 1. Here, index 7 runs over all the
k

distinct geometries of B; x is the number of n-ring circuits in
the breadboard conformation i with conductance values lying
in the bin centered at 10g(Gx/Gmax); Nnr is the multiplicity of an
n-ring circuit (4 x 2r, 2 x 3rm, 1 x 3rp, 4 X 4r, and 4 x 5r) in
the TPx scaffold. The multiple conductance peaks for each
circuit in the three breadboards (Fig. 2D-F) arise from hetero-
geneities in the thermally accessible molecular conformations
(see ESLt Section S4 for details). Further, within each
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Fig. 3 (A) Basis circuit conductance in TPm, TPp, and TPm-p in the absence of REA (all N/C atoms have equal electrode accessibilities). In the TPm-p

breadboard (top), to form 2r, 3rm, 3rp, 4r, and 5r basis circuits, the two
peripheral ring para carbons and two core ring nitrogens of TPm molecule)

electrodes contact any two atoms from the set marked with arrows (four
. The plot shows thermal average values and standard deviations (egn (13) and

(14)) over conformations. The subscript “norm” in the y-label implies that all the log(G/Go) values are uniformly shifted with respect to the average
<log(G§f§“/Go)> for reference 3rp circuit in TPm. The data for TPm-p is offset along X-axis for better visualization. (B) and (C) Cumulative (sum over

orbitals) Q-matrix elements: Pure contributions from MOs Y (n) = ZQ,,- (cyan), QI contributions X (n) = Z‘(Q,-,-Jr Q,,-) (magenta), and the overall

cumulative transmission Z(n) = X(n) + Y(n) (blue/green for TPm/p resp’ectively) for 2r circuit in the most ther%;l‘ly accessible conformation of TPm and
TPp. Data for other circuits is shown in ESI, T Fig. S11. (D) and (E) Heatmap showing Q-matrix elements for dominant MOs (80-100) representing pure
orbital contributions and interference contributions between pair of MOs for TPm and TPp. Heatmap for all orbitals are provided in ESI, ¥ Fig. S12 and S13
(F)-(G) Orbitals that show highest DQI for the 2r circuit in the most thermally accessible conformation of TPm and TPp. The arrows show orbital phases
(+/—) on terminal N-atoms (H)—-(J) Basis circuit conductance (thermal averages and standard deviations) with REA (egn (13)-(15)) for TPm and TPp based
on three different models for estimating the effective screening length de for the anchoring N-atoms as indicated in the panels (see also Methods

Subsection 5.4).
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breadboard, the conductance distributions for the basis cir-
cuits are roughly ordered by the end-to-end circuit length (2r >
3rm > 3rp > 4r > 5r) with a single exception (G3rp > G3rm).
Further, comparing the breadboards, the basis circuit conductance
(excluding the invariant 3rp circuit) in TPm is lower than that for
circuits in TPo (Fig. 2D and E) and in TPp (Fig. 2D and F). The lower
conductance of the 3rm circuit relative to 3rp and the relative
conductance trends for corresponding basis circuits across the
three breadboards is in accordance with the quantum circuit rules
demonstrated by Manrique et al for OPE-based molecules.*
Essentially, a meta-placement of the peripheral pyridyl N-atoms
and meta ring connectivity both lower conductance relative to the
corresponding molecules with para/ortho N-atom placement and
pararing connectivity. While the differences in the breadboard
conformations could also potentially contribute, we show in the
following subsections that these conductance trends are primarily
due to QIE.

2.2. Tuning the relative conductance of basis circuits with
pure QIE in the presence of REA

In this subsection, we demonstrate a QIE induced boost in
basis circuit conductance upon changing the peripheral pyridyl
ring N-atoms from meta (TPm) to para (TPp) position in the
presence of REA. To separate out conformational contributions,
we consider a fictitious breadboard** wherein the electrodes
exclusively contact the para-atoms of TPm (depicted as TPm-p in
Fig. 3A). Since the conformations of TPm-p are the same as
TPm, relative changes in basis circuit conductance across the
two breadboards can be assigned purely to QIE. In Fig. 3A, we
first present the conductance of all five basis circuits for TPm,
TPp, and TPm-p calculated excluding REA effects. The decay in
conductance is non-monotonic with respect to the circuit/
tunneling lengths which are comparable in the breadboards
(Fig. 3A and ESI,f Fig. S9A). For instance, the tunneling con-
ductance of the 3rp circuit is comparable to the shorter 2r and
~56-fold higher than that of shorter 3rm circuit (blue data in
Fig. 3A). The suboptimal conductance values for the shorter 2r
and 3rm circuits are presumably due to the meta placement of
the anchoring N-atoms (2r and 3rm) and meta-connectivity of
the pyridyl rings (3rm). We expect the QIE in TPp to be altered
relative to that in TPm due to the altered positions (para versus
meta) of the peripheral N-atoms. Indeed, the conductance of
2r is more than an order of magnitude higher than that of 3rp
in TPp (green vs. blue data Fig. 3A). Further, the difference in
conductance between 3rm and 3rp reduces in TPp relative to
that in TPm (green vs. blue data in Fig. 3A). Note that 3rp serves
as a reference circuit as it remains unchanged (Fig. S4D and F,
ESIT) and has nearly identical conductance in TPm and TPp.
By comparing the conductance of the 3rp circuit and the 3rm
circuits in the two breadboards (data in Fig. 3A), it is possible
to estimate the conductance drop purely due to the meta
connectivity of rings ((log(G3%/Go)) — (log(G3ra/Go)) ~ 0.85)
and that owing purely to the meta-placement of the pyridyl
N-atoms ((log(Gih/Go)) — (log(GamlGo)) ~ 0.86). We find
that the conductance of all basis circuits (except 3rp) in TPp
are higher than that of their counterparts in TPm. This boost in

14684 | J Mater. Chem. C, 2023, 11, 14680-14694
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conductance for each basis circuit in TPp is almost the same as
that obtained for the TPm-p breadboard (green solid circles
versus brown solid triangles in Fig. 3A) relative to TPm. This
clearly shows that the differences in the conformations of TPm
and TPp are not large enough to influence the conductance,
and the changes in the basis circuit conductance between the
breadboards is purely due to QIE (vide infra). Comparing TPm
and TPp, the 4r circuit shows the lowest QIE boost (~ 4-fold),
while 5r circuit shows the highest QIE boost (~ 11-fold).

Here, using O-factor analysis (Methods Subsection 5.3 and
ESIL,T Section 6) we show that all the basis circuits in the TPm
and TPp breadboards exhibit destructive multi-orbital quantum
interference (DQI) and attribute the variations in conductance
within and across the breadboards to the differing extents of
DQI. In Fig. 3B and C, we present data for the most thermally
accessible (highest wf) conformations of 2r in TPm and TPp
breadboards (ESL,t Fig. S11 shows data for other basis circuits).
Fig. 3B shows cumulative diagonal (pure contributions Y) and
off-diagonal (quantum interference contributions X) elements
of the Q-matrix along with their sum (the transmission Z) for
TPm as a function of orbital index (n). The corresponding data
for TPp is presented in Fig. 3C. While the total transmission
from all MOs (Z(n = 192)) for the 2r circuit in TPp is higher than
that in TPm, it is apparent that 2r circuits in both breadboards
show DQI (X(n =192) < 0 in Fig. 3B and C). In fact, all five basis
circuits in TPm and TPp exhibit DQI (ESI,t Fig. S11). However,
the DQI is lower for all circuits in TPp relative to those in TPm
leading to the observed differences in conductance values
(Fig. 3A). Further, the quantum interference is clearly multi-
orbital in nature. For instance, strong conductance contribu-
tions arise from MOs 80-100 and MOs 80-130 for 2r in TPm and
TPp respectively (data between the two black vertical lines in
Fig. 3B and C). A decomposition of the pure (Q;;) and quantum
interference contributions (Re(Qj); i#/) for dominant MOs
80-100 of the 2r circuit shows (Fig. 3D and E) that while
contributions from MO pairs interfere both destructively and
constructively, the total interference from dominant MOs is
DQI. In Fig. 3F and G, we visualize MO pairs with the highest
DQI for the 2r circuit in TPm and TPp respectively. The DQI
originates from the differences in signs of orbital amplitudes at
the terminal N-atoms (arrows in Fig. 3F and G).

Next, we examine conductance trends with REA (Fig. 3H) using
the thermally averaged effective screening length (eqn (10) and
(15)). In this case, a, = 1 for both TPm and TPp and the electronic
coupling for the core N-atoms in both breadboards is two orders
of magnitude smaller than that for the peripheral N-atoms (see
Table 2). Note that the attenuation ratio value (op/o. = 115.8) for
TPm agrees well with the value—116—that described MCB]
experiment data.>* Thus, the relative conductance trends for the
basis circuits (which contain different combinations of peripheral
and core N-atom termini) within each of the two breadboards
are altered significantly upon including REA (compare trends in
Fig. 3H and A). However, the REA for the core and peripheral
N-atoms (x, and o) in TPm and TPp are both comparable.
Therefore, the boost in conductance for the basis circuits in TPp
relative to that in TPm due to QIE is not altered upon including

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023
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Fig. 4 (A) Basis circuit conductance in TPm, TPp, and TPm-o in the absence of REA (all N/C atoms have equal electrode accessibilities). In the reference

TPm-o breadboard (inset), to form 2r, 3rm, 3rp, 4r, and 5r basis circuits, the two electrodes contact any two atoms from the set marked with arrows (four
peripheral ring ortho carbons and two core ring nitrogens of a TPm molecule). The plot shows thermal average values and standard deviations (egn (13)
and (14)) over conformations. The subscript “norm” in the y-label implies that all the log(G/Gy) values are uniformly shifted with respect to the average

(log(Ggfp’”/Go)) for reference 3rp circuit in TPm. The data for TPm-o is offset along X-axis for better visualization. (B) Cumulative (sum over orbitals)
192 192

Q-matrix elements: Sum of pure contributions from all MOs Y (192) = Y~ Qj; (cyan), QI contributions X(192) = >~ (Q; + Q) (magenta), and the total
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transmission from all MOs Z(192) = X(192) + Y(192) (red) for 2r circuit in the most thermally accessible conformation of TPm/p/o. Cumulative Q;; plots

and heatmaps for all TPo circuits are shown in ESI,i Fig. S11. (C) Orbitals that show highest DQI for the 2r circuit in the most thermally accessible

conformation of TPo. The arrows show orbital phases (+/—) on terminal N-atoms (D)—(F) Basis circuit conductance (thermal averages and standard

deviations) with REA (egn (13)-(15)) for TPm and TPp based on three different models for estimating the effective screening length de¢ for the anchoring

N-atoms as indicated in the panels (see also Methods Subsection 5.4).

REA (compare differences in blue and green data values in Fig. 3H

and A). We find that more restricted estimates of REA based on

T

detr = (d(¢ = 0))r, and <d(¢ = 5) >Th, produce lower and upper

bounds for o, leaving o, unchanged (Table 2). The conductance of
basis circuits for REA with deg = (d(¢ = 0))1y, are close to pure QIE
trends (compare Fig. 3I and A). On the other hand, REA with

ta= (o),

across the five basis circuits within each breadboard (compare
Fig. 3H and J). Nevertheless, the relative boosts in the basis circuit
conductance between TPp and TPm produced by QIE are still
preserved with the new REA estimates since both «;, and o, for the
two breadboards remain comparable.

alters the relative conductance trends

2.3. Changes in REA can suppress QIE induced relative circuit
conductance trends across breadboards

In this subsection, we demonstrate the combined action of QIE
and REA in altering the relative basis circuit conductance in
TPx breadboards by moving the peripheral ring N-atoms from
meta (TPm) to ortho (TPo) position. To separate out conduc-
tance changes due to conformations and those purely due to
QIE, we consider a fictitious TPm-o breadboard (inset in Fig. 4A)

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023

wherein the electrodes exclusively contact the ortho atoms of
TPm. We first discuss the basis circuit conductance trends in
the absence of REA. The conductance is observed to drop non-
monotonically with circuit/tunneling length for both TPm and
TPo (Fig. 4A). The 3rp circuits in the two breadboards, which
have identical end-to-end lengths, (ESL+ Fig. S9B) and very
similar conformations (ESL,T Fig. S4D and E) serve as a refer-
ence circuit to compare conductance trends. Whereas, the
conductance values of the 3rp reference circuit were virtually
indistinguishable in TPm and TPp (Fig. 3A), they are slightly
different for TPm and TPo (Fig. 4A) due to variations in the
conformations of these breadboards (ESLt Fig. S4D-F). Inter-
estingly, the conductance of 3rp, 4r, and 5r circuits in TPo are
significantly different despite these circuits having similar
lengths. This trend can be attributed to QIE arising from
differences in ring connectivities of the circuits. All basis
circuits (except the 3rp reference circuit) in TPo show higher
conductance relative to their counterparts in TPm. A compar-
ison of the basis circuit conductance values in TPo and TPm-o
(red solid circles versus brown solid triangles in Fig. 4A) relative
to TPm reveals that the boost in the conductance is primarily
due to the changes in QIE (vide infra) arising from moving the
peripheral N-atoms from meta to ortho positions. The boost in
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the basis circuit conductance for TPo relative to TPm is slightly
larger than that for TPp because of the shorter lengths of the
TPo basis circuits relative to their TPp counterparts.

The O-factor analysis (Fig. 4B and ESI,¥ Fig. S11) on the
most thermally accessible conformation of TPo shows that all
basis circuits in the breadboard exhibit DQI (X(n = 192) < 0).
Differing extents of DQI lead to variations in conductance
within and across the breadboards (Fig. 4B and ESLf
Fig. S11). Cumulative pure MO contributions and orbital inter-
ference contributions add up such that the total current is
higher for TPo relative to that of TPm (data for 2r circuits in
Fig. 4B). Further, dominant conductance contributions arise
from MOs 80-100 for TPo (region between the two black vertical
lines in ESI,f Fig. S11). Visualizing the pure terms (Q;) and
QIE-induced contributions (Qy; i+#/) between orbital pairs for
MOs 80-100, we find that there are only two dominant MOs
(Fig. 4C) that interfere destructively leading to an overall DQI
for the 2r circuit in TPo. Clearly, the DQI originates from the
change in sign for the orbital amplitude on linking N-atoms
(arrows in Fig. 4C).

Next, we examine the trends in conductance upon including
REA (Fig. 4D) with d.g estimated by eqn (10). The peripheral
ortho placed N-atoms are less electrode accessible and the
conformations of the terpyridine arm are more planar in the
TPo breadboard (ESL, Fig. S4E) relative to TPm (ESI,T Fig. S4D).
These factors make both o, and «. in TPo significantly lower
(Table 2) than in TPm. Interestingly, we find that REA suppresses
the change in the relative basis circuit conductance induced by
QIE (Fig. 4D). Overall, all basis circuits in TPo still have higher
conductance than that of their counterparts in TPm even with
REA. However, the boost in the basis circuit conductance for the
former relative to the latter is lower than that in the absence of

REA (compare Fig. 4D and A). As before, more restricted estimates

of REA based on degs = (d(¢p = 0))r, and <d (qﬁ = g>> . produce
T

lower and upper bounds for the attenuation factors for TPo
(Table 2). While only «. is reduced/increased for TPm, both o,
and o, are reduced/increased for TPo. With deg = (d(¢) = 0))tn, REA
increases and each circuit (including 3rp) in TPo shows more than
an order of magnitude higher conductance relative to their TPm

counterparts (Fig. 4E). On the other hand, the overall effect of the

reduced REA when dey = <d ((j) = E)> is that the QIE-induced
2/ /T

boost in conductance for TPo relative to TPm is completely
nullified so that both breadboards show the same conductance
trends (Fig. 4F).

3. Discussion

Over the past decade significant efforts are being made to
develop functional molecular electronics. For instance, Joachim
and co-workers have developed molecular logic gates using low
temperature scanning tunneling microscopy and spectroscopy of
starphene molecules on gold surfaces by manipulating the
electrode-molecule interface.*>*> A molecular breadboard such
as TPm presents an alternative framework to advance molecular
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electronics by assembling multiple electronic circuits (termed
basis circuits) on a single scaffold. Combinations of these basis
circuits (2r, 3rm, 3rp, 4r, and 5r) can be accessed in an experi-
mental break-junction setup and mapped to distinct conduc-
tance readouts.>® Further, it is possible to change the electronic
properties of individual constituent circuits of the breadboard
using simple chemical changes accessible to synthetic chemists
(this study). Finalized circuit designs can then be incorporated
into stable covalently bonded single molecule junctions.*®
Here, we present strategies to modify the relative conductance
of the constituent basis circuits in TPx breadboards using
the properties associated with the molecular structure (QIE)
and the electrode-molecule interface (REA). Importantly, the
computational framework presented here includes descriptions
of both coherent and incoherent charge transport processes
(ESL 7 Section S10) and also rigorously accounts for the confor-
mational flexibility of the molecular breadboard. In previous
studies,***#*° QIE has been shown to modulate the conductance
of conventional single molecule junctions by 1-2 orders of
magnitude. Here, we demonstrate the presence of multi-orbital
QIE in TPx breadboards associated with both ring connectivity
and the placement of electrode-anchoring N-atoms. Differing
extents of destructive QIE was found (Fig. 3A and 4A) to
modulate the conductance of four basis circuits (2r, 3rm, 4r,
and 5r) in TPx breadboards by ~4-32-fold while holding the
conductance of the reference 3rp circuit fixed (<2-fold varia-
tion). The second factor examined here—REA of the anchoring
groups—is a molecule-electrode interface property. The spatial
position of the electrode anchoring groups within a molecule can
determine its accessibility (and hence the electronic coupling)
to the electrode and can modulate basis circuit conductance.
The relative conductance of basis circuits within a breadboard is
thus decided by a combination of QIE and anchoring group REA.
It is exciting to note that through chemical/molecular design, one
can manipulate REA in a given breadboard scaffold to enhance,
suppress, or leave unchanged any QIE induced changes in the
relative basis circuit conductance. For instance, we demonstrated
that by altering the N-atom position in the peripheral pyridyl rings
from meta to para (TPm — TPp), we can hold REA of the
anchoring N-atoms across two breadboards fixed and retain the
pure QIE- induced boost in the relative circuit conductance
(Fig. 3H-]). In contrast, by altering the peripheral pyridyl ring
N-atom position from meta to ortho (TPm — TPo), the QIE-induced
boosts may be partially or even completely suppressed because of
the REA differences in the two breadboards (Fig. 4D-F). In essence,
our studies indicate that QIE and REA are both useful to design
and control the current flow through complex molecular elec-
tronic circuitry. In the future other electronic features sensitive
to QIE such as current rectification*” and thermopower*®*° can
be potentially targeted in breadboard junctions. However, one
must be cognizant about the interdependence of tuning con-
trols as discussed below.

In Fig. 5, we introduce phase plots to depict the changes in the
conductance states of the basis circuits between two TPx bread-
boards in terms of the differences in (log(G/G,)) values (of the basis
circuits) and the terminal N-atom REA (¢ from eqn (12)) ratios.
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Fig. 5 Phase plot showing the difference in the mean logarithmic conductance of basis circuits in (A) TPp and TPm, and (B) TPo and TPm as a function of
the ratio of REA (&py/Erpm) for the basis circuits. Here, A(log(G/Go)) = (log(GTex/Go)) — (log(GTem/Go)), wherein x = p and o for panel (A) and (B), respectively.
The four regions |, 11, 11l, and IV demarcate the areas where QIE-induced boosts in the basis circuit conductance are either suppressed (I and ) or enhanced
(Iland IV) by REA and where QIE + REA either increases (I and Il) or decreases (Il and IV) the basis circuit conductance. A data point on &rpy, = Erp, represents
the change in circuit conductance across two breadboards purely due to QIE. A data point on the line A{log(G/Go)) = 0 represents equal conductance of the

basis circuits across the two breadboards.

We examine the changes in the basis circuit conductance relative to
TPm as we switch either to TPp (Fig. 5A) or TPo (Fig. 5B). The range
of ¢ presented in the plot covers all the values observed in our
calculations for the TPx systems. The phase plots in Fig. 5 are
split into four quadrants (I, II, III, and IV) by a vertical black line at
Erporrep = Erem (equal REA for the basis circuits in the two bread-
boards) and a horizontal black line at A(log(G/G,)) = 0 (equal
conductance for the basis circuits in the two breadboards). A point
lying on the line &rporpy = Ererm indicates that any changes in the
basis circuit conductance have no REA contributions and are purely
due to QIE. A point on the left (right) of the &ppy = Eppy, line
indicates suppression (enhancement) of the circuit conductance
due to unequal REA of the anchoring N-atoms for a basis circuit in
the two breadboards. A point lying on the A(log(G/G,)) = 0 line
indicates that the basis circuit conductance is unchanged in the
two breadboards. This can happen either because the circuit is
identical in the two breadboards or when QIE and REA oppose and
balance each other. A point lying above (below) the A(log(G/G,)) =0
line indicates an increase (decrease) in the conductance for a basis
circuit as we switch between the two breadboards. For data points
lying in each of the four quadrants I, II, I1I, and IV, the conductance
changes arise from a combination of QIE and REA. In general, such
phase plots can help visualize the scope of tuning basis circuit
conductance for any breadboard scaffold. For instance, we show
changes in the conductance states of the five basis circuits for TPp
and TPo breadboards relative to TPm in Fig. 5. All four scenarios
presented in Results Subsection 2.2 (Fig. 3A and H-]) and Subsec-
tion 2.3 (Fig. 4A and D-F) are covered in the plots: (1) QIE in the
absence of REA, (2) QIE + REA with d¢ estimated using eqn (10), (3)

QIE + REA with deg = (d(¢ = 0))mp, and (4) QIE + REA with

T . .
defr = <d <¢ = E) >Th. We stress that Fig. 5A and B do not simply

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023

summarize the data in Fig. 3A, H-J and 4A, E-G but provide a
broader perspective of the changes in the individual basis circuit
conductance and the associated QIE/REA across the breadboard
pairs. Specifically, in Fig. 3A, H-J and 4A, E-G, each conductance
dataset is normalized with respect to the 3rp circuit conductance of
TPm, whereas in Fig. 5, the conductance of each basis circuit is
compared to its counterpart across two breadboards.

Fig. 5A shows that pure QIE enhances (tunes) the conduc-
tance for four basis circuits (2r, 3rm, 4r, and 5r) to varying
degrees in TPp relative to those in TPm. Here, 5r and 4r circuits
exhibit the highest and lowest boosts in conductance, respec-
tively (colored solid circles in Fig. 5A). 3rp circuit serves as a
true reference, with no change in the conductance value, and
lies at the intersection of the &yp, = Erpyy and A(log(G/Gy)) = 0
lines (orange solid circle in Fig. 5A). This picture is preserved as
REA is introduced (colored solid squares, triangles, and dia-
monds in Fig. 5A). For all four accessibility scenarios presented
above, the changes in the conductance states for all basis
circuits lie approximately on the {rp, = &rpyy line and either
above or approximately on the A(log(G/G,)) = 0 line. This
indicates that the conductance for all basis circuits (other than
3rp) in TPp is tuned purely due to QIE relative to that in TPm
and that both breadboards have the same REA. On the other
hand, the phase plot for TPo and TPm breadboards is far more
complex. Fig. 5B shows that the changes in the conductance
states for the basis circuits span three regions (I, II, and III) of
the phase plot. Pure QIE enhances (tunes) the basis circuit
conductance in TPo relative to that in TPm to varying degrees
(solid circles on the &rp, = Erpyy, line in Fig. 5B) with the 3rm and
4r circuits showing the highest and lowest boosts, respectively.
3rp circuit, which has terminal core N-atoms, is unchanged in
TPo and TPm and is used as a reference circuit in Fig. 4A, D-F
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as QIE effects are absent. However, we find that the conduc-
tance of the reference 3rp circuit in TPo is slightly higher
(<2-fold) than that in TPm even in the absence of REA (orange
solid circle in Fig. 5B). We attribute this difference to the higher
conjugation in TPo molecule which adopts a more planar
conformation relative to TPm (ESI,T Fig. S4D and E). While,
the conformational effect is small in the present study, it is
clear that significant differences in breadboard geometries may
make it difficult to resolve conductance changes purely in
terms of QIE and REA. In such cases a conformational coordi-
nate axis may be added to the phase plots to better represent
the data. When REA is included using degr = ((d(¢))tn) ¢, the core
N-atoms of TPo are more accessible to the electrodes than in
TPm (Table 2) owing to the more planer geometries of the
terpyridine arms (ESI,} Fig. S4E). Therefore, the change in
conductance state of the 3rp circuit for this case lies deep in
region II (orange solid diamond in Fig. 5B) arising purely due
to REA differences. However, the accessibility of the peripheral
N-atoms in TPo are lower than that in TPm, which places the
conductance changes for the remaining 4 basis circuits in
region I (colored solid diamonds in Fig. 5B). Overall, the QIE
induced conductance boost of 2r, 3rm, 4r, and 5r circuits are all
suppressed in TPo due to lower o, (and hence &) values for the
basis circuits relative to those in TPm. On the other hand, the
conductance change of the 3rp circuit in absence of REA
(orange solid circle in Fig. 5B) is enhanced upon including
REA due to a higher «. (and hence &) values in TPo relative to that
in TPm arising from different conformations adopted by the two

breadboards. For REA estimated with d.; = <d <¢ = g>> . the
Tl

restricted electrode-molecule interface makes both core and
peripheral N-atoms in TPo less accessible to the electrode than
in TPm (Table 2). In this case, the REA suppression of the circuit
conductance in TPo relative to that in TPm is so large that it
exceeds in magnitude the enhancements due to QIE. As a result,
the changes in the conductance for 2r-5r circuits (colored solid
squares in Fig. 5B) lie below the horizontal line A{log(G/G,)) = 0.
In contrast, REA with de¢ = (d(¢ = 0))1, does not impact the QIE-
induced enhancements for 3rm and 5r circuits, while further
enhancing the QIE-induced boosts for 2r, 3rp, and 4r circuits
owing to higher «. (and hence &) values in TPo relative to that in
TPm. Thus, REA can both bolster (2r, 3rp, and 4r) or reverse
(2r, 3rm, 4r, and 5r) the QIE-induced conductance changes of the
basis circuits in TPo relative to those in TPm. The phase plots
thus present a convenient framework to analyze the interdepen-
dence of QIE and REA in terms of controlling the basis circuit
conductance within molecular breadboards.

4. Conclusions

We have presented a computational framework to design
electronic molecular breadboards. The framework which
accounts for both coherent and incoherent charge transport
includes new advances in terms of an algorithm to efficiently
sample molecular conformations, a molecule-electrode inter-
face model to estimate REA of anchoring groups, and analysis
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of multi-orbital QIE, which should also be useful for the study of
molecular junctions in general. Using this framework, we have
computationally demonstrated the feasibility of altering the
relative conductance of basis circuits (2r, 3rm, 3rp, 4r, and 5r)
embedded within a bis-terpyridine molecular breadboard by
repositioning the electrode anchoring N-atoms on each terpyr-
idine arm. We show that the changes in the anchoring group
placements translate into the changes in QIE and REA, which
jointly modulate the basis circuit conductance in the bis-
terpyridine breadboard. We demonstrate that QIE acting alone
can potentially boost the conductance of four basis circuits in
TPo and TPp relative to that in TPm by ~ 4-32-fold, while
preserving the conductance of the reference 3rp circuit across
the three molecules. However, we predict that, in practice, REA
differences for the anchoring N-atoms should suppress and
maybe even reverse the expected QIE-induced enhancement in
basis circuit conductance for TPo relative to TPm. In contrast, the
QIE-induced boost in the basis circuit conductance of TPp
relative to that of TPm is insensitive to REA. Q-factor analysis
reveals that the QIE is destructive for all basis circuits across
the three breadboards. Finally, we introduced phase plots to
visualize and analyze the interdependence of QIE and REA in
modulating the changes in the basis circuit conductance.
Beyond the application to TPx breadboards presented here,
these plots provide a general framework to assess the scope of
changes in other electronic properties of basis circuits such as
rectification ratios and thermopower induced by chemical and
physical changes to the molecular scaffold. We foresee that the
introduction of an electrochemical gate®” can provide an exciting
external control to enhance the scope of altering the basis circuit
conductance in molecular breadboards. We envision that the
computational framework presented here, in conjunction with
break-junction experiments and the powerful toolkit of synthetic
organic chemistry, will help in the design and development of
more complex breadboards incorporating resistors, switches,
diodes, transistors, and potentiometers as the constituent
basis circuits.

5. Methods

5.1. Computational framework

We follow a methodology developed in group over the last
decade which has been successful in describing charge transport
in co