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ABSTRACT: Colloidal quantum dots (CQDs) are highly
versatile nanoscale optoelectronic building blocks, but despite
their materials engineering ﬂexibility, there is a considerable
lack of fundamental understanding of their electronic structure
as they couple within thin ﬁlms. By employing a joint
experimental−theoretical study, we reveal the impact of
connectivity in CQD assemblies, going beyond the single
CQD picture. High-resolution transmission electron microscopy (HR-TEM) demonstrates connectivity motifs across
diﬀerent CQD sizes and length scales and provides the
necessary perspective to build robust computational models to
systematically study the achievable degree of connectivity in
these materials. We focused on state-of-the-art surface ligand treatments, taking into account both the degree of
connectivity and nanocrystal orientation, and performed ab initio simulations within the phonon-assisted hopping regime.
Importantly, both the TEM studies and our simulation results revealed morphological and electronic defects that could
dramatically reduce optoelectronic performance, and yet would not have been captured within a single CQD model that
neglects connectivity. We calculate carrier mobility in the presence of such defect states and conclude that the bestachievable CQD assemblies for optoelectronics will require a modest degree of fusing via the {001} facet, followed by
atomic ligand passivation to generate a clean band gap and unprecedentedly high charge transport.
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another remarkable improvement was obtained in conﬁned but
connected CQDs.13−16 The attachment orientation of such
necked CQDs could even be controlled by temperature and
particle concentration to form various types of supperlattices.13−15
While the design strategy for the functionalization of CQDs
has been extensively explored by employing multiscale
simulations,17,18 no systematic study has been carried out to
clarify the optimization strategy for connectivity. Such a
knowledge gap may originate from the diﬃculties in highresolution imaging of small CQDs as well as development of a
theoretical model that captures eﬀects arising from the
irregularly connected nature of CQD ﬁlms containing defects.
To fulﬁll the potential of CQD-based optoelectronic
applications, we must address this gap via combined
experimental and theoretical eﬀorts to provide comprehensive

f the various types of nanomaterials, colloidal
quantum dots (CQDs) are especially promising for
commercial electronic and optoelectronic applications
due to their band gap tunability, high photostability,
inexpensive solution processing, large-scale manufacturing,
and compatibility with ﬂexible substrates.1
Two major classes of approaches have been developed to
optimize the CQD-based devices. One focuses on designing
functionalization to eliminate trap states2−7 and to tune the
doping levels of each dot.8,9 Record-high performance of CQDbased solar cells has been achieved by hybrid functionalization
schemes,2−4 and stoichiometry control via ligand modiﬁcation8
or atomic infusion9 has enabled both n- and p-type CQD thin
ﬁlms.
The other approach focuses on enhancing carrier mobility by
designing connectivity between CQDs with either bridging
(connected by ligands) or necking (fused, without a ligand).
While atomic bridges like TBAI10 and bidentate bridges such as
EDT,11 MPA,2 and molecular metal chalcogenide ligands,12
have been employed to improve carrier mobilities by orders of
magnitude compared to longer ligands, it was only recently that
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Figure 1. Impact of CQD communication. (a) Illustrations of the ligand exchange procedure leading to varying degrees of connectivity
between CQDs. (b) Atomic structure of PbS CQDs that are connected with organic (ethane dithiol, left) and inorganic (iodine, middle)
ligands, as well as necked (fused, right) CQDs expected to result in high mobility. (c) Calculated orbital overlaps on necked CQD structures
exhibiting high overlap in the region between the CQDs. (d) Hybridization and dipole-induced trap states arising directly from connectivity
between CQDs.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Experimental evidence has eﬀectively provided context for
broader theoretical design of these materials, enabling control
over electronic doping,17,18 band alignment,19 and trap state
models.2 We used high-resolution transmission electron
microscopy (HR-TEM) to directly observe the degree of
connectivity between CQDs in order to reveal broader design
principles for making CQD solids with superior optoelectronic
properties.
We fabricated CQD ﬁlms using three classes of ligands that
have been widely reported in the PbS CQD literature and oﬀer
an increasing degree of connectivity evaluated based on
GISAXS measurements20 in order to study the resultant
morphology and ﬁlm formation behavior. To better capture the
impact of ligand connectivity on CQD size, we have employed
two types of CQDs with a signiﬁcant size diﬀerence (3 and 8
nm, absorption spectra in Supplementary Figure S1). We ﬁnd
that ligand exchange behavior as a function of CQD size can
result in dramatic morphological variations that in turn alter the
CQD solid energetic landscape, thus mandating redesign of the
exchange procedure. Additionally, employing diﬀerently sized
CQDs enables extrapolating diﬀerent ligand eﬀects that are
diﬃcult to discern at very low CQD sizes (<3 nm).
PbS CQDs of 3 nm are materials predominantly employed in
photovoltaic (PV) applications. Reports on imaging ﬁlms made
from these particles remain sparse due to low contrast in TEM
and complex morphologies arising from ligand exchange, hence
requiring a combined study alongside larger particles to shed
light on the phenomena occurring at the smaller scale. The
right choice of CQD concentration, solvent drying technique,
and puriﬁcation is critical to achieve informative and repeatable

understanding of morphological and electronic properties on
both device and atomic scales. In particular, given the strong
electron coupling and precise control of connectivity attainable
by emerging ﬁlm-processing techniques,13−15 it is imperative to
understand the way in which connectivity between CQDs
aﬀects the behavior of the entire system and whether the
conﬁguration of connectivity could serve as a new degree of
control to optimize device performance.
In this work, we employ two diﬀerent sizes of CQD and
study the impact of a variety of standard ligands in order to
achieve variable degrees of connectivity, including the cases of
necking (where the CQDs are fused together) without ligand
and bridging (where the CQDs are connected but remain
separate and unfused) by ligands as illustrated in Figure 1a,b.
These results reveal unexpected eﬀects that could manifest as
energy defects in a device, which could impede carrier transport
in large-scale assemblies. Motivated by our experimental
ﬁndings and using them as a basis, accurate quantum
mechanical methods were employed to analyze the energy
levels and carrier mobilities of PbS CQDs. Our results suggest
that accounting for interactions between irregularly connected
dots is necessary to understand the characteristics of CQD
assemblies. First, for comparatively small dots, we show that
bridging by small molecules may introduce trap states due to
orbital hybridization and a dipole-induced potential drop
(Figure 1d). Second, our calculations indicate that carrier
mobility varies by orders of magnitude with diﬀerent bridges,
orientations, carrier energies, and defect levels (Figure 1c). On
the basis of these observations, we provide guidelines for
designing connectivity to improve device performance further.
607

DOI: 10.1021/acsnano.5b05626
ACS Nano 2016, 10, 606−614

Article

ACS Nano

structures. Additionally, the particles may often be seen to be
overlapping, suggesting they migrate to diﬀerent planes relative
to one another, thus limiting potential for ordering important
for electronic transport in superlattices.
The use of a TBAI salt as a source of iodine atomic linker21
(Figure 2f) results in similar morphological changes for the 3
nm particles to the EDT case, but also in rare large
agglomerates not present in our control samples with
consistent lattice spacing, suggestive of fused clusters
(Supplementary Figure S3), which were not observed in any
of our EDT samples, and suggests that PbS CQDs may be
susceptible to fusing due to halogens displacing atoms from the
core of the particle, as has been reported in work on CQD
electronic doping18,21 and is known for the bulk material.
However, absorption spectra of a layer-by-layer TBAI ﬁlm
showed a clear excitonic peak, indicating that macroscale fusing
had not occurred (Supplementary Figure S4). Treating 8 nm
CQDs with these ligands shows, in addition to increased
connectivity compared to the OA case (Figure 2g), a better
preserved macroscopic order (Figure 2h), where a more
detailed comparison is given in the Supporting Information
(Figure S5 and Table S5). Such preservation of macroscopic
order compared to the EDT case may arise due to TBAI’s
propensity to make weaker bonds to the nanocrystal surface
than EDT, thus enabling the nanocrystals to experience a more
controlled ligand exchange and settle into energetically
favorable conﬁgurations.
In order to achieve yet another increase in connectivity, we
have employed recently reported diamine ligands (ethyl
diamine, EDA); these ligands strip away lead oleate in PbSe
CQDs, thus exposing a bare CQD surface that is capable of
interacting with neighboring nanocrystals.13 For 3 nm PbS
particles (Figure 2i), it appears that some degree of fusing may
be occurring, as structures resemble continuous chains of
connected nanoparticles. To investigate this eﬀect further, we
employed a ligand exchange an order of magnitude higher in
concentration (∼1 M), which revealed apparent total fusing of
these small crystals into larger agglomerates (Supplementary
Figure S6). As before, the diﬀerence in this treatment compared
to EDT and TBAI can be clearly seen for large CQDs (Figure
2j), where there is increased clustering and multiple particles
appear to have fused together. Although several works have
reported fused particles where consistent fringe patterns are
seen across the junction,13,23 it remains unclear whether that is
a necessary condition for necking, as this phenomenon can in
principle occur between diﬀerent types of facets and with
varying degrees of fusing. In the macroscopic image (Figure
2k), a consistent eﬀect of edge fusing for neighboring CQDs is
much more prominent than for either the EDT or TBAI
treatment. Treating these CQDs with a higher concentration of
EDA (Supplementary Figure S7) resulted in CQDs with
increasingly indiscernible boundaries and greater overlap with
neighboring nanocrystals, suggesting the degree of fusing is not
a self-limiting process, but rather an eﬀect one could exploit in a
tunable fashion.
Although surface ligands are known to control CQD spacing,
they also have a potentially crucial role in controlling
nanoparticle fusing. This additional degree of freedom presents
new design opportunities for CQD ﬁlms in optimizing
optoelectronic device properties. Recent studies have suggested
that such fusing may lead to nanoparticle self-passivation, thus
reducing the amount of eﬀective surface area,23 or lead to
dramatic improvements in carrier mobility.13 The major

images where individual particles may be resolved (methods).
An important ligand for photovoltaic fabrication is tetrabutylammonium iodide (TBAI), typically used in concentrations of
10−20 mg/mL;21,22 we chose this ligand along with methanol
as solvent and adjusted the concentrations and solvent for all
other ligands accordingly. Figure 2a depicts as-synthesized 3

Figure 2. (a) 3 nm and (b) 8 nm control PbS CQD samples. (c) 3
nm CQDs treated with 0.05 M EDT in MeOH. (d) Microscale and
(e) macroscale 8 nm CQDs treated with EDT. (f) 3 nm CQDs
treated with atomic spacers using a 0.05 M TBAI salt in MeOH. (g)
Microscale and (h) macroscale images of the same treatment on 8
nm particles. (i) 3 nm CQD particles treated with EDA to achieve
partial CQD necking (fusing). (j) Microscale and (k) macroscale
images of 8 nm particles with the same treatments. Scale bars are 5
nm for 3 nm CQDs and 10 nm for 8 nm CQDs.

nm particles separated by long and insulating oleic acid (OA)
ligands. The high-resolution images show clearly crystal
structures in focus for dots at the same Z-height. Because the
ﬁlm is not perfectly ﬂat, further complexity is introduced in
resolving all dots in an image to the same degree. Upon ligand
exchange with an ethane dithiol (EDT) organic linker (Figure
2c), the nanocrystals form clusters, where it is possible that
both bridging and necking (fusing) may be occurring. We
independently verify that methanol itself does not cause
necking of the nanocrystals (Supplementary Figure S2).
Upon using the same ligand with the large 8 nm, IRcommunications-relevant PbS CQDs (Figure 2d), the CQD
spacing is reduced with EDT compared to the OA case (Figure
2b), and macroscale order is not preserved (Figure 2e);
however, it does not appear the nanocrystals form fused
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Figure 3. Connectivity-induced trap states in PbS QD dimers. (a) Comparison between PDOS on elements (Pb: gray; S: yellow) of each dot
along with the bridge (1st and 2nd columns) and those of the entire system (3rd column) for the cases of Pb44S44-EDT-Pb44S44 (1st row),
Pb44S44-EDT-Pb44S43 in conﬁguration 1 (2nd row), and Pb44S44-EDT-Pb44S43 in conﬁguration 2 (3rd row). Stoichiometry of the systems was
tuned by the number of the most energetically favorable S vacancy. Conﬁgurations 1 and 2 are associated with the cases in which the S
vacancy is far away from and close to the bridging site, respectively. (b) DOS of isolated Pb104S104. PDOS on each dot of Pb104S104 dimer
necking via (c) {001} orientation and (d) {111} orientations. The vacuum level is zero, and the Fermi levels are shown in dashed lines. The
horizontal arrows denote the local dipole moments from Pb to S atoms.

tion due to low probability of escape into the higher energy
CQD ensemble, where even a density of 1 in 1000 nanocrystals
would result in an eﬀective trap density of 1016 cm−3,
unacceptable for eﬃcient photovoltaics. These low-band-gap
clusters would not be reliably detected using absorption
extinction coeﬃcient measurements or photoluminescence
alone, due to low concentration and limitations in detection
range, respectively. Imperatively, a combination of optical and
high-resolution imaging techniques must be employed to
controllably engineer the next generation of partially fused
CQD solids.
To complement the ﬁndings related to the diﬀerent
connectivity eﬀects and defects observed in our experimental
results, we develop a theoretical framework to engineering
CQD solids that enables controlled necking while also revealing
the importance of experimentally hard-to-access parameters.
Such a formulation enables predicting the impact of necking
CQDs along diﬀerent crystal facets, explores the impact of
fusing CQDs with a variable number of atoms, and describes
the requirements necessary to preserve surface passivation and
a clean band gap for high-eﬃciency optoelectronic devices.

drawback, however, is retaining the excellent absorption and
emission properties, which may be disrupted given the need to
partially remove the passivating ligand shell and expose the
nanocrystal core. Evidenced by the results presented here, this
is an increasingly signiﬁcant issue for smaller, PV-relevant
particles. Furthermore, controlled fusing will be critical to the
electronic energy landscape, as to prevent larger fused species,
as seen for the TBAI and EDA treatments, which would suﬀer
from a reduced energy gap, detrimental for PV device voltage.24
Given our detailed TEM studies on PV-optimal 3 nm CQDs, it
is perhaps not surprising that while thiolated organic linker
treated CQDs can reach PV open-circuit voltages approaching
0.7 V,25 the best-performing cells, which employ TBAI-treated
CQDs as the photoactive layer, remain in the 0.5−0.55 V
range,22 well below their theoretical potential of 0.9 V. Even a
small amount of fully fused, low-band-gap CQD cluster (1 in
100−1000) could result in substantial voltage drops due to the
clusters having a much lower band gap than the polydispersity
in the CQD ensemble.24 Eﬀectively, large size, small-band-gap
clusters would result in a type-I junction with the smaller, main
ensemble of CQDs, thus allowing eﬃcient carrier shuttling into
these clusters. The clusters would result in charge recombina609
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Figure 4. Impacts of connectivity on carrier mobilities. (a) Eigenvalues of Pb104S104, Pb104S103, and Pb104S103I2 QD dimers with necking or
bridging by I/EDT molecules. The Fermi levels are shown in pink dashed lines. (b) Hole and (c) electron mobilities estimated from hopping
rates between connected QDs, with the corresponding reorganization energies shown in the inset ﬁgure. (The e−/h+ reorganization energies
are 69/64, 640/63, and 92/77 meV for Pb104S104, Pb104S103, and Pb104S103I2 respectively.) (d−f) HOMO and (g−i) LUMO wave functions of
necked (d, g) Pb104S104, (e, h) Pb104S103, and (f, i) Pb104S103I2 QD dimers. The trap state is highlighted by green color. HOMO wave functions
of Pb104S104 QDs bridged by (j) I atom in {001}, (k) EDT in {001}, and (l) EDT in {111} directions.

EDT molecule. As shown in Figure 3a, if both dots are
stoichiometric, the projected density of states (PDOS) of the
combined system is similar to that of its individual components
(1st row). In contrast, when one of the dots contains a S
vacancy defect (2nd and 3rd rows), additional midgap trap
states are introduced by bridging (3rd column) due to the
hybridization between dot/bridge orbitals, and the PDOS of
the combined system depends on the connectivity conﬁguration.
Note that the importance of stoichiometry control has been
demonstrated by both experimental8,9 and theoretical studies.17,18,33 Yet our results indicate that for comparatively small
CQD assemblies global charge balance itself is not suﬃcient to
guarantee the absence of midgap states (see the panels in
Figure 3a marked by “stoi=0”). In fact, accounting for the

Several theoretical studies have attempted to uncover the
impact of connectivity on electronic structure,26−29 but a major
advancement in computational capabilities is still required to
represent complicated realistic systems. Importantly, supperlatice models are limited in accounting for structural and
energetic disorder,26,27 while the hopping models do not
account for the interface relaxation29 or neglect the defect
states.28 Here, we develop a framework to explicitly address
these issues in an attempt to build reliable connectivity models
(Supplementary Section H).
CQDs with diameters d < 5 nm are of interest for many
applications;30−32 however, for this size range the electronic
structures are highly sensitive to perturbations by the
surrounding environment. In order to explore this dependence,
we considered a two-dot system (d = 1.5 nm) connected by an
610
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Table 1. Comparison between Calculated Electron/Hole Mobilities (in Units of cm2 V−1 s−1) of Pb104S104 Dimers and
Experimental Data
necking
hole
calcd {001}
calcd {111}
exptl

bridge I
electron

2.0 × 10−1
1.1
2.2 × 10−3
3.1 × 10−1
μh + μe = 2.6 (13)

bridge EDT

hole

electron

1.1 × 10−3
7.9 × 10−5
8.5 × 10−4 (38)

eﬀects of connectivity increases the challenge of eliminating
midgap states, in the sense that even the simplest bridging by
an I atom fails to provide a trap-free band gap for 1.5 nm
CQDs. One possible approach to address this challenge is to
connect QDs via necking rather than bridging, which eﬀectively
preserves the electronic structures of the isolated dot
components (Supplementary Sections I and J, Figure S11).
For relatively larger QDs with d = 2.1 nm, the propensity to
self-heal plays a more important role, leading to a clean band
gap with either an I or EDT bridge (Figure 4a, Supplementary
Figure S12, Table S2).
In addition to the wave function hybridization, the shift of
energy levels caused by a net dipole moment of connected dots
is an important source of additional carrier traps. The origin of
a dipole moment is the ionic nature of the PbS compound and
asymmetric chemical environment at the interface, which can
be incurred by defects, asymmetric ligands, and certain
connectivity orientations. To illustrate the idea, we considered
a comparatively larger CQD dimer (d = 2.1 nm) with three
connectivity types (necking and bridging with an I atom or a
EDT molecule) via two orientations. The results show that the
dipole moment of the dot dimer is sensitive to both dot
orientation and degree of connectivity (Supplementary Section
J, Table S2). When the net dipole moments are close to zero,
the energy levels of the dimer (Figure 3c) change slightly
compared to the isolated dot (Figure 3b). In contrast, for the
cases of necking via the {111} orientation between Pb-rich and
S-rich facets, the net dipole moments are large, and potential
gradients are induced in space. This causes a noticeable shift of
the energy levels and a reduction of the band gap (Figure 3d,
Supplementary Figure S13), which may serve as a deleterious
barrier to block carrier transport as well as a potential way to
achieve charge separation. A similar but less signiﬁcant
phenomenon is also observed on a dot dimer necking via
{001} with a slightly asymmetric Pb/S chemical environment
(Supplementary Figure S17). Such an eﬀect may be
exaggerated by employing prototype systems, since for any
particular dot in the ensemble the interfacial dipoles caused by
its neighbors tend to compensate each other due to the
spherical symmetry. The other reason is that, in general, the
{111} surface of lead chalcogenide CQD is Pb-rich, and thus it
is more likely that fusion occurs between two Pb-rich {111}
facets.
On the basis of the above observations, necking (fusing)
would be a promising way to eliminate connectivity-induced
trap states. Such a conﬁguration is further justiﬁed by our
absorption spectrum calculation; while necking between small
dots (d = 1.5 nm) leads to a red-shift of the absorption edge,
the change in a relatively large (d = 2.1 nm) QD dimer
compared to its individual dot component is negligible
(Supplementary Section K).

4.9
9.0
1.5
1
2.4

×
×
×
×
×

10−1
10−2
10−4 (38)
10−2 (5)
10−1 (10)

hole
1.7
1.1
1
1

×
×
×
×

10−5
10−3
10−3 (36)
10−4 (39)

electron
3.3
3.1
8
2.4

×
×
×
×

10−2
10−2
10−3 (36)
10−4 (40)

In addition to the energy proﬁle, carrier mobility is another
important factor in device performance. The dominant charge
transfer mechanism at room temperature is phonon-assisted
hopping due to the large amount of disorder in CQD
assemblies.28,34 Therefore, we explore here the inﬂuence of
diﬀerent bridges/neckings, connectivity orientations, carrier
energies, and defect levels by computing the electron/hole
hopping rates between 2.1 nm PbS QDs with Marcus theory.35
For all cases, we employed connectivity on both the {001} and
{111} facets.
We ﬁrst considered the stoichiometric Pb104S104 dimer (1st
column of Figure 4b,c). As summarized in Table 1, our
calculated carrier mobilities are, in general, consistent with
experimental data and correctly reproduce two general trends:
(1) electron mobilities are much higher than hole mobilities,36,37 which can be explained by the more extended LUMO
(Figure 4g) than HOMO (Figure 4d) wavefuction; (2) necking
leads to much more eﬃcient charge transport compared to
bridging with small molecules,13 which is attributed to the
stronger electron coupling induced by the larger overlap
between relevant orbitals. For our purpose of probing the
general impact of dot communication, such qualitative
agreement within the trends is suﬃcient. Beside employing
the correct CQD size, improved agreement could be achieved
by accounting for any small amount of necking that may exist in
the CQD assemblies with short bridges,7 the distributions of
size/conﬁguration, the contributions from hot states (Supplementary Section L), and the inﬂuence of trap states (which
were ignored for our current simulations). Note that the carrier
mobilities of bridged CQDs depend strongly on the connection
facets, due to the sensitivity of electron coupling to the orbital
hybridization and dot-to-dot distance (Supplementary Section
M).
On the basis of our simulations, necking via the {001}
direction seems to be the most promising connectivity for high
carrier mobility, which can be achieved by standard ligand
exchange techniques to fuse CQDs, because the binding energy
of OA ligands on the {001} surface was shown to be weaker
than that on the {111} surface by previous theoretical studies.41
To investigate the inﬂuence of degree of necking on electron
coupling, we considered 2.3 nm PbS dot dimers containing
relatively large {001} facets. While, in general, the electron
coupling increases with increasing degree of necking, which is
consistent with previous tight-binding calculations,26,27 it could
also be substantially aﬀected by the local chemical environment.
Thus, the width of the neck should be suﬃciently large to cover
the sites with large overlap between wave functions
(Supplementary Section N).
As a prototype system, we explored the communications
between two slightly oﬀ-stoichiometric Pb104S103 dots with S
vacancy, which introduces trap states (Figure 4e) near the
HOMO level (Figure 4a). While the electron mobilities are
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between various connectivity motifs mainly arise from the
diﬀerences in electron coupling, and wave function shapes are
insensitive to the QD size (Supplementary Section P).

barely aﬀected, the hole mobilities dramatically drop by 2 to 4
orders of magnitude regardless of the connectivity type,
consistent with the much higher carrier mobilities of bandedge states than those of midgap states as observed in
experiment.42 Such deleterious eﬀects of trap states are
consequences of both weakened electron couplings between
localized wave functions and a much larger reorganization
energy that increases the eﬀective hopping barriers (inset of
Figure 4d).
One practical solution to mitigate trap states caused by the S
vacancy is passivation of defects by atomic halide ligands.2,3,5
When we attached two I ligands to each of the Pb104S103 dots,
the reorganization energy becomes similar to the ideal Pb104S104
dot, and the wave functions are once again delocalized (Figure
4f), leading to a recovery of the hole mobility to 5.5 × 10−2 cm2
V−1 s−1 for necked QDs. Since the exact number of attached I
ligands is diﬃcult to control, one may be concerned that
excessive I ligands could introduce other types of trap states.
We tested this hypothesis and found that neither the
reorganization energy nor wave function delocalization is
sensitive to additional I ligands (Supplementary Section O).
The above analysis implies that one strategy to enhance carrier
mobilities is ﬁrst connecting CQDs by necking and then
passivating defects by atomic ligands.
Again, a key conclusion that can be drawn from these
calculations is that the role of connectivity between dots is
crucial in order to understand thin-ﬁlm performance and
properties. CQD ﬁlms cannot always be computationally
represented as a collection of isolated dots, as both important
deleterious eﬀects and opportunities for improved designs will
be missed.
We note that our computational results should be interpreted
qualitatively, as the prototype systems in our simulations are
somewhat diﬀerent from the realistic case of PbS CQDs for
current solar cells. While both stoichiometric and slightly oﬀstoichiometric CQDs were considered in our simulations,
experimentally CQDs treated with a variety of ligands rarely
result in stoichiometric (intrinsic) nanocrystals, where both the
core and ligand species are required to assess the exact
stoichiometry.18 However, such a deviation will not cause
qualitative diﬀerences in transport properties of intrinsic states
that are relevant to typical mobility measurement in transistors,
as the calculated wave functions of intrinsic states in oﬀstoichiometric QDs are similar to those in stoichiometric QDs
(Supplementary Section P).
Another source of deviation from practical conditions is that
the prototype systems used in our simulations are smaller than
those typically used in experiments. Fortunately, the comparison of our calculated PDOS for 2.1 nm QDs (Figure S12) to
those reported for 4 nm PbS QDs in previous computational
studies43 suggests that our prototype systems are suﬃcient to
represent the electronic structure of realistic QDs. In addition,
the QDs containing defects in this work exhibit localized
HOMO wave functions on the surface, which are similar to the
localized orbitals of in-gap states on 4 nm PbS QDs.43
However, predicting the variation of carrier mobility with
respect to QD size is quite challenging, because two key factors
of carrier transport, the reorganization energy and electronic
coupling, have distinct dependence on QD size.28 In this sense,
no simple extrapolation is feasible to quantitatively predict the
carrier mobility for larger QDs; yet we expect that the
connectivity strategies obtained by our small QDs are still valid
for larger QDs. That is because the diﬀerences in mobility

CONCLUSION
Both the experimental and theoretical results reveal that
controlling the speciﬁc eﬀects arising from connectivity of
CQDs is essential for generating highly eﬃcient CQD solid
ﬁlms. We ﬁnd that ligand treatment morphologies can vary
dramatically depending on ligand choice and concentration and
that previously thought to be benign treatment can lead to
potentially detrimental electronic defects within CQD optoelectric ﬁlms. The basis formed by our experimental results is
further complemented by computational models that go
beyond the single-CQD picture, revealing yet another set of
design criteria for CQD solids. For small dots, both necking
and bridging with small molecules could change the electronic
structure substantially, mandating control over the interface
structure beyond stoichiometry is necessary to eliminate trap
states and to reduce the emission line width. We show that
carrier mobility in these structures depends not only on
separation but also on choice of ligand itself, connectivity
orientation, carrier energy, and defect states. Taken together,
we present a novel approach to generating highly eﬃcient CQD
solids by initial necking of nanocrystals followed by excess
atomic ligand passivation. We have shown that moving beyond
the realm of single-CQD simulation will be important for both
the fundamental understanding and engineering of novel CQD
materials and shed light on the connectivity designs that open
opportunities toward highly eﬃcient optoelectronic devices.
METHODS
CQD Synthesis. PbS CQDs were synthesized according to a
modiﬁed literature recipe.44 PbS CQDs of 3 nm were synthesized by
heating 0.45 g of PbO (Alfa Aesar) with 1.5 mL of oleic acid (Sigma)
in 18 mL of octadecene (Alfa Aesar) in an oil bath at 100 °C under a
vacuum of <1 mbar. After 2 h, the temperature was lowered to 80 °C
and the reaction was exposed to nitrogen gas, and 20 μL of TMS
(Sigma) in 10 mL of ODE was injected into the ﬂask while purging
with nitrogen. The heating was immediately turned oﬀ, and the
reaction was allowed to cool to 30 °C in the oil bath before isolation in
acetone. For 8 nm CQD synthesis, 0.18 g of PbO was utilized with 8
mL of OA and 84 μL of TMS in 4 mL of ODE. The injection
temperature was 150 °C. The CQD cleaning procedure involved
precipitating the nanocrystals in acetone twice, redissolving in toluene,
followed by centrifugation at 12 krpm for 2 min, and taking the
supernatant. CQD batches used for each type of dot size were kept
consistent throughout all experiments.
TEM Sample Preparation and Imaging. CQDs were drop cast
onto amorphous carbon TEM grids (Electron Microscopy Sciences) at
concentrations of 1−5 mg/mL. An underlying ﬁlter paper was used to
whisk away excess solution from the grid. Ligand exchange was carried
out at 0.05−1 M concentrations by dip-coating the samples for <30 s
into a ligand−methanol solution. The ligand concentration for Figure
2 was chosen for TBAI in accordance with processing of CQD ﬁlms
for photovoltaic applications (10 mg/mL).21 All other ligand
concentrations were adjusted to study the ligand eﬀect only. The
grid was then rinsed with methanol over ﬁlter paper before imaging.
Images were acquired on a JEOL JEM 2100.
PbS CQD Film Fabrication. CQDs were deposited at a
concentration of 50 mg/mL (in octane) and spun at 2500 rpm onto
a glass substrate. Ligand treatments were administered according to
the preparation outlined in the TEM studies. Two methanol rinses
were administered between layers. The ﬁnal sample thickness was
approximately 150 nm (ﬁve layers).
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Absorption Measurements. Absorption was carried out using a
Cary 5000 spectrophotometer.
Simulation on CQD Dimers. Three diﬀerent sizes of PbS QDs
(1.5, 2.1, and 2.3 nm in diameter) were prepared by carving a sphere
from bulk crystals. Slightly oﬀ-stoichiometric dots were used as
representatives to introduce trap states near the highest occupied
molecular orbital (HOMO). We carried out standard ab initio
calculations within the DFT framework, using the Vienna Ab Initio
Simulation Package (VASP, v5.3).45 Plane-wave and projectoraugmented-wave (PAW)-type pseudopotentials46 with kinetic-energy
cutoﬀs of up to 400 eV were employed, along with the PBE exchange−
correlation functional.47 To obtain electron couplings between dots,
we applied the anticrossing method,28 with eigenvalues perturbed by
external electric ﬁelds obtained by the SIESTA (v3.2) package.48 A
polarized double-ζ basis set49 was used for the localized numerical
atomic orbitals.50 The relativistic Troullier−Martins pseudopotentials
with nonlinear core corrections51 and the PBE exchange−correlation
functional47 were employed. The phonon-assisted charge-hopping
rates were computed using Marcus theory,35 which has been widely
used to understand charge dynamics in organic systems,52,53 but was
applied to only a few QD systems due to the computational
diﬃculty.28,29,54,55 Although Marcus theory does not account for
quantum tunneling eﬀects, it yields reasonable results provided that
the driving forces are close to zero.28,54 Finally, the absorption spectra
were calculated with the random phase approximation by the
BerkeleyGW (v1.1)56 and the Quantum Espresso (v5.0.3)57 packages.
Further details regarding the computational methods are provided in
Supplementary Section H.
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