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ABSTRACT
Several molecular structure-property relationships are presented
and compared to illustrate our current understanding of macro-
molecular encapsulation using dendrimers. Specifically, the effect
that dendrimer architectures have on encapsulating photoactive
and redox-active units fixed at the molecular core is considered.

I. Introduction
Dendrimers are novel macromolecules in which regularly
branching repeat units emanate out from a central mo-
lecular core. Such a configuration results in an exponential
increase in molecular weight for a geometric increase in
volume. This relationship has led to the hypothesis that,
at some critical molecular weight, the molecular core is
effectively encapsulated by a sterically crowded, close-
packed dendritic architecture.1-3 By sterically shielding the
molecular core from the surrounding environment, several
potential useful behaviors might be realized. These include
attenuation of luminescence quenching of a photoactive
core moiety with applicability in energy collection and
transduction schemes,4-12 and attenuation of electron
transfer to and from a redox-active core moiety with
applicability in single-molecule binary information storage
schemes.13,14

Although this Account will focus on encapsulation of
the core of the dendrimer, the word “encapsulation” refers
generically to several different schemes in dendrimer
chemistry. For example, Meijer et al. have reported a so-
called “dendritic box” in which small molecules were
trapped inside individual dendrimer molecules and sub-
sequently released only when sterically bulky, hydrogen-
bonded peripheral groups were cleaved.15-17 This type of
noncovalent encapsulation of small molecules within a

dendrimer architecture has potential applicability in
catalysis18-24 and drug delivery25-28 schemes. In another
example, Zimmerman et al. reported a dendrimer with
well-defined hydrogen bond donor-acceptor host units
at the molecular core and studied binding properties of
guest molecules.29 These examples are hardly encompass-
ing and are given merely to represent the range of
encapsulation schemes reported.

Since dendrimers are almost always difficult or impos-
sible to characterize structurally in an unambiguous way
(e.g., by X-ray crystallography), more or less all discussion
of encapsulation is derived from the effect the architecture
has on some type of probe. In the particular case of
interest here, where the core of the dendrimer is encap-
sulated, a core that is electroactive or photoactive is almost
always employed. The effect of the repeat unit structure
and degree of hyperbranching in the dendrimer on the
redox or photophysical properties of the core unit can
then be studied. These effects comprise macromolecular
structure-property relationships for dendritic encapsula-
tion.

Photoactive and redox-active core dendrimers are, in
many instances, reminiscent of metalloproteins.30-40 In
both cases, encapsulation of a metal center or metal
cluster results in dramatic changes in its physical proper-
ties. In redox proteins, for example, dramatic shifts in
thermodynamic redox potential can be observed as a
function of relative solvent accessibility and relative charge
destabilization at the metal center.41 The extent to which
similar effects are observed in metallodendrimers, and
thus the degree of applicability of these molecules in
mimicking the behavior of a metalloprotein, is probed
here.

In this Account, the efforts to study the effects of
bonding a dendritic architecture around electroactive and
photoactive cores are critically discussed. In the case of
core redox potential, it will be illustrated that issues that
are considered in proteins (relative solvent accessibility
and relative charge destabilization of redox centers) are
generally applicable to rationalizing redox potential changes
in dendrimers. Not all redox-active moieties display a
change in redox potential as the amount of dendritic
coating around them is increased, and a model explaining
these apparently conflicting results is advanced. When
considering kinetic phenomena such as attenuation of
electron-transfer rate with increasing molecular size, the
conformation and, more importantly, conformational
flexibility of the dendrimer must be taken into account.
These effects and their results are illustrated herein.

II. Encapsulation of the Dendritic Core
A. Influencing Redox Potentials in Electroactive Core
Dendrimers. Nature has the unique ability to control
redox potentials in metalloproteins by tuning the mi-
croenvironment surrounding a metal center or metal
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cluster.41 This enables a single type of metal complex to
exhibit a wide range of redox potentials in vivo. Structural
features within the macromolecular architecture sur-
rounding redox centers affect these properties. To date,
these features and their relative influence have not been
elucidated with great specificity. Redox-active core den-
drimers may be appropriate systems for mimicking a
protein microenvironment.30-40

In this section, we highlight how dendritic encapsula-
tion influences thermodynamic redox potential in various
metallodendrimer architectures from the standpoint of
relative solvent accessibility and charge destabilization.
These parameters have been cited as critical factors in
determining redox potential in metalloproteins. Here, we
propose a simple model that rationalizes how redox
potential can be influenced in three series of metalloden-
drimers.

In cytochrome c, the redox potential for the one-
electron Fe(III) f Fe(II) redox couple is shifted by 300-
400 mV compared to the small, solvent-exposed heme
models.41 The shift in redox potential is caused by the
hydrophobic protein interior, which destabilizes the
charged Fe(III)-porphyrin redox state relative to the
neutral Fe(II)-porphyrin redox state. Figure 1A depicts
this behavior. Destabilization of the oxidized state by a
hydrophobic protein environment lowers the overall
energy difference between the oxidized and reduced
states, thus facilitating reductive electron transfer from a
thermodynamic standpoint. In other words, reduction of
the cationic Fe(III)-porphyrin center to the neutral Fe-

(II)-porphyrin center becomes thermodynamically easier
when the porphyrin is buried inside the hydrophobic
protein interior.

The effect of dendrimer hyperbranching on redox
potential has been quantified for Zn-porphyrin core
dendrimers42 and for Fe-porphyrin core dendrimers33,35

with well-defined axial ligation patterns (Table 1). Shifts
in reduction potentials of 150 mV (in CH2Cl2) for Zn-
porphyrin core dendrimers were observed upon increased
hyperbranching. More dramatic shifts in redox potential
were observed in Fe-porphyrin core dendrimers. In
various polar solvents, the redox potential of the Fe-
porphyrin core shifted dramatically with increasing amount
of hyperbranching, but at different molecular weights
depending on the solvent (Table 1). In H2O, the most
significant shift in reduction potential (340 mV) was
observed between molecules 4 and 5 (Chart 1). In two
organic solvents, the most significant shift in redox
potential was between molecules 3 and 4 (290 mV in CH2-
Cl2 and 230 mV in MeCN). Thus, in organic solvent, the
degree of hyperbranching in molecule 4 apparently es-
tablishes the dendritic microenvironment around the
porphyrin. Alternatively, in water, the redox behavior of
the porphyrin suggests that it is solvent-exposed in
molecule 4. Perhaps the hydrophilic poly(ethylene glycol)
units at the dendrimer periphery facilitate the extensive
solvation in water compared to the organic solvents.

On the basis of the above data and the trends observed
in redox proteins, solvent accessibility is purported to be
the most important factor in controlling redox potential
in metallodendrimers. Axially ligated Fe-porphyrin den-
drimers (3-5) experience changes in redox potential
similar to those found in heme proteins, indicating that
these structures are viable heme-protein mimics.30-36,38-40

FIGURE 1. Model for relative thermodynamic destabilization of
charged redox states (“charge destabilization”) buried inside the
hydrophobic dendrimer interior. (A) Model for the one-electron
reduction in Fe(III)-porphyrin core dendrimers; (B) model for the
one-electron reduction in Zn(II)-porphyrin core dendrimers; and (C)
model for the one-electron reduction in [Fe4S4] core dendrimers.

Table 1. Reduction Potential (E1/2) and Redox
Potential Shifts (∆E1/2) for Metalloporphyrin Core

Dendrimers

structure solvent E1/2 (mV) ∆E1/2 (mV) ref

Zn-TPP CH2Cl2 -1210a 42
-10

1 CH2Cl2 -1220a 42
-150

2b CH2Cl2 -1370a 42
3 CH2Cl2 -210c 35

290
4 CH2Cl2 80c 35

20
5 CH2Cl2 100c 35
3 MeCN -240c 35

230
4 MeCN -10c 35

100
5 MeCN 90c 35
3 H2O -290d 35

40
4 H2O -250d 35

340
5 H2O 90e 35

a Potential vs Ag/Ag+. b Higher generation dendrimers showed
reductions only as shoulders in the CV and are thus not tabulated
here. c Potential vs SCE. d Values obtained via equilibrium mea-
surements with [Fe(ox)3]4-/Fe(ox)3]3- (ox ) oxalate) as reference.
e Value obtained via equilibrium measurements with [Fe(CN)6]4-/
Fe(CN)6]3- as reference.
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These capped Fe(III)-porphyrin dendrimers exist as the
cationic chloride salt. Reduction to the neutral Fe(II)-
porphyrin occurred at more positive potentials with
increasing molecular weight (Table 1). This result indicates
that the one-electron reduction becomes easier with
increasing molecular weight. Although this behavior may
not be intuitive (since the electron transfer rate decreases
with increasing molecular weight), such behavior is
consistent with the model in Figure 1A. Thus, the den-
drimer architecture apparently mimics the hydrophobic
microenvironment inside of heme-proteins.

Solvent accessibility appears to play a role in determin-
ing redox potential in Zn-porphyrin core dendrimers as
well. A shift to more negative potentials was observed for
the one-electron reduction in the Zn-porphyrin core
dendrimers (Zn-TPP, 1, and 2) with increasing molecular
weight (Table 1).42 This behavior is opposite of the trend
observed for Fe-porphyrin core dendrimers (3-5). This
disparity is resolved by considering the interactions
between the hydrophobic dendrimer interior and the
respective redox states. The model depicted in Figure 1B
offers a rationale for the shift to negative potentials
observed. As the Zn-porphyrin core becomes encapsu-

lated, the charged reduced state is destabilized relative
to the neutral oxidized state, thus making the difference
in potential between the oxidized and reduced states

Chart 1
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larger with increasing encapsulation. The one-electron
reduction becomes harder as the Zn-porphyrin becomes
encapsulated inside a hydrophobic microenvironment
(Table 1), as depicted in Figure 1B.

The model illustrated in Figure 1B considers only the
change in formal charge of the redox state. Thus, although

it is useful, it is admittedly simplistic. For example, the
model predicts significant shifts in oxidation potential as
well as reduction potential in the Zn-porphyrin system.
On the contrary, the first oxidation potential of molecules
Zn-TPP, 1, and 2 shows little dependence on dendrimer
molecular weight.42 A more detailed understanding of how

Chart 2
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the electroactive center is solvated in each redox state is
probably necessary here and does not exist at present.

In contrast to the metalloporphyrin core dendrimers,
the redox potential of [Fe4S4] core dendrimers (6-9, Chart
2) is virtually independent of dendrimer molecular weight
(Table 2).13 Why do metalloporphyrin core dendrimers
show redox potential shifts and [Fe4S4] core dendrimers
do not? There are three ways to consider this question.

The first possibility is to consider the factors that
influence redox potential in [Fe4S4] protein models. The
[Fe4S4] cluster that is found at the core of molecules 6-10
(Chart 2) is found within the 4-Fe ferrodoxin proteins. As
in heme-type proteins, the redox-active [Fe4S4] cluster
exhibits dramatically different potentials in different
protein environments. In one study, [Fe4S4] peptide
models showed redox potential shifts of 360 mV in
response to changes in peptide sequence (Table 2).43 Since
solvent accessibility of the iron-sulfur cluster was as-
sumed to remain constant as the peptide sequence around
it was varied, the large changes in redox potential in this
series indicated that alternative structural parameters
(besides solvent accessibility) were significantly affecting
redox potentials in [Fe4S4] peptide models. Thus, solvent
accessibility may not be the only critical parameter for
controlling redox behavior in [Fe4S4] cluster compounds,
including [Fe4S4] core dendrimers.

A second way to rationalize the trends in redox
potential in [Fe4S4] core dendrimers is to apply the simple
model depicted in Figure 1C. In the case of [Fe4S4] core
dendrimers (6-10), the quasi-reversible (2-/3-) redox
couple was considered. Both the oxidized state ([Fe4S4(S-
Dend)4]2-) and the reduced state ([Fe4S4(S-Dend)4]3-) are
charged, unlike in the cases shown in Figure 1A,B.
Therefore, burying the [Fe4S4] cluster inside a hydrophobic
pocket may destabilize both states to approximately the
same relative degree. The energy difference between the
oxidized and reduced states would be largely maintained,
and no large change in redox potential is predicted using
this model (Figure 1C).

A third possible rationale is that, in the [Fe4S4] core
dendrimers, the dendritic ligands do not intimately en-
capsulate the redox-active unit in the same way as in the
metalloporphyrin dendrimers. The core environment may

be solvated even at high dendrimer generations; thus, no
hydrophobic pocket forms around the redox-active unit.
There are, after all, potentially very important architectural
differences between porphyrin core and [Fe4S4] core
dendrimers. As will be shown in the following section,
architectural differences can lead to very different con-
formations in model systems. A more complete set of
techniques for probing dendrimer conformation and,
accordingly, core microenvironment systematically within
different dendrimers is necessary to address this possibility
and will be a focus of future research.

B. Effect of Dendritic Architecture on Electron-
Transfer Rate. Encapsulation of redox-active units influ-
ences not only thermodynamic redox potential but also
electron-transfer rate in metallo-macromolecules. Con-
trolling electron transfer over large distances has long been
a central theme in biological chemistry44 and has recently
emerged in nanoscale electronics schemes.13,45 Incorpora-
tion of dendritic architectures into areas of biomimetic
materials and nanoscale electronics requires an under-
standing of how encapsulation influences the electron-
transfer rate. Here we highlight the importance of den-
drimer architecture and conformation in electron-transfer
rate attenuation.

Every investigation of redox-active core dendrimers by
electrochemistry has shown that increasing the degree of
hyperbranching in the dendrimer has an effect on the
voltammetry consistent with slower electron-transfer ki-
netics. Using different types of [Fe4S4] core dendrimers
shown below, we have quantified this effect. Further-
more, we have attempted to relate electron-transfer rate
attenuation to the conformation of the dendrimer archi-
tecture. As will be indicated below, it is the conformation
of the dendrimer, not merely consideration of its primary
structure, that governs electron-transfer rate attenua-
tion.

Although little change in the thermodynamics of elec-
tron transfer was observed in the series of [Fe4S4] core
dendrimers, these molecules did exhibit large differences
in their rate of electron transfer as measured electro-
chemically. Specifically, the electron-transfer kinetics for
the (2-/3-) redox couple (in DMF) of [Fe4S4] core
dendrimers were studied. To probe how the electron-
transfer rate of the redox-active core was affected by
various dendritic architectures, heterogeneous electron-
transfer rate constants (k°) were determined for molecules
6-10 and molecules 11-13 (Chart 3). The results of these
experiments are shown in Table 3. From measured dif-
fusion coefficients, the size of these molecules could be
approximated using the Stokes-Einstein equation. Using
these techniques and molecular modeling, electron-
transfer rate constants were compared from the stand-
point of both dendrimer molecular weight and molecular
radius (Table 3).13

Trends in electron-transfer rate as functions of both
molecular weight and dendrimer architecture were ob-
served. Significant electron-transfer rate attenuation was
apparent as molecular weight increased for both flexible
and rigid [Fe4S4] core dendrimers. On a molecular weight

Table 2. Redox Potentials (2-/3-) for [Fe4S4] Cluster
Compoundsa

[Fe4S4] compound
E1/2

(mV)b
E1/2

(mV)c

[Fe4S4(CBz-Cys-Ile-Ala-Cys-Gly-Ala-
Cys-OMe)(CBz-Cys-Pro-Leu-OMe)]2-

-830

[Fe4S4(CBz-Cys-Gly-Ala-Cys-OMe)2]2- -910
[Fe4S4(CBz-Cys-Ile-Ala-Cys-OMe)2]2- -910
[Fe4S4(CBz-Cys-Ile-Ala-Cys-Gly-OMe)2]2- -910
[Fe4S4(CBz-Cys-Gly-Ala-OMe)4]2- -1000
[Fe4S4(CBz-Cys-Pro-Ala-OMe)4]2 -1070
[Fe4S4(CBz-Cys-Pro-Leu-OMe)4]2- -1190

6 -1352
7 -1360
8 -1366
9 -1371

a References 13 and 43. b Potential vs Ag/Ag+ in DMF. c Poten-
tial vs SCE in CH2Cl2.
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scale, the rigid architectures (11-15, Chart 3) exhibited
significantly lower electron-transfer rates than did the
flexible architectures (6-10). Clearly, there is a confor-

mational difference between these two groups of [Fe4S4]
core dendrimers that is important in rationalizing this
behavior.13

In two-dimensional depictions of dendrimers, the
space-filling hyperbranching architecture surrounds a
centrally located molecular core. This general physical
picture is adequate in a static sense. However, in solution,
dendrimers are dynamically fluctuating molecules. A static
physical picture does little to describe the range of
conformations available for a given architecture in solu-
tion. It is this range of conformations that defines how
effectively the dendrimer architecture surrounds and thus
encapsulates the core. Understanding how the primary
chemical structure relates to dendrimer conformation is
thus vital in establishing rational design strategies for
encapsulation.

To this end, a quenched molecular dynamics technique
has been used to assess the range of conformations
available in the flexible (6-10) versus the rigid (11-15)
[Fe4S4] core dendrimer models. The most significant
structural difference between flexible and rigid [Fe4S4] core

Chart 3

Table 3. Electron Transfer Rate Constants (2-/3-),
Hydrodynamic Radii (RH), and Radius of Gyration

(Rg) for [Fe4S4] Core Dendrimers13

structure MW k° (×103 cm/s)a RH (Å)b,c Rg (Å)

6 1558 7.43 (1.31)
7 3240 6.15 (0.64) 7.85 (0.37) 7.75
8 5995 3.29 (0.44) 10.86 (1.94) 10.84
9 11507 0.76 (0.03) 13.49 (4.02) 13.07

10 22529 0.13d(0.06) 16.92

11 2121 6.24 (0.59)
12 3370 4.12 (0.78) 12.56 (3.36) 15.02
13 5867 2.35 (0.09) 14.43 (3.50) 18.70
14 10862 20.89
15 20852 24.84

a Values obtained by Osteryoung square wave voltammetry in
DMF; values in parentheses represent the magnitude of the 90%
confidence intervals of these values. b Diffusion coefficients (ob-
tained experimentally from chronoamperometry (DMF)) were used
to obtain RH using the Stokes-Einstein equation. c Values in
parentheses represent the magnitude of the 90% confidence
intervals. d Value obtained using an irreversible model.
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dendrimer models is the relative positioning of the core.
A substantially more offset core was observed in low-
energy conformers for the flexible models compared with
the rigid models. For example, in ball-and-stick represen-
tations of the lowest energy conformations of models of
15 and 10, the core is observed to be centrally located in
the rigid model but virtually at the molecular edge in the
flexible model (Figure 2).13 These data are discussed more
in the following section.

Correlation of the results of these simulations with the
electron-transfer rate data suggested the possibility that
a component of electron transfer in the flexible dendrim-
ers occurs on asymmetric conformers such as those
illustrated by the snapshot of a model of 10 in Figure 2.
In contrast, in the stiff dendrimers, the redox core is held
much more rigidly in the center of the molecule. This
observation rationalizes the difference in relative electron-
transfer rates between rigid (11-13) and flexible den-
drimers (6-10). The rigid dendrimers effectively encap-
sulate the molecular core better than the flexible den-
drimers because of this conformational difference between
the two types of molecules.13

Up to this point, encapsulation has been considered
from the standpoint of steric shielding of the core from
the electrode surface. Attenuation of electron-transfer rate
constants in the rigid [Fe4S4] core dendrimers was ratio-
nalized by a physical picture in which the rigid dendron
ligands serve as a molecular cage around the redox-active
unit, effectively separating it from the electrode. Alterna-
tively, one can consider the relative abilities of the
dendrimer units to mediate electron transfer per unit
distance. In the case of dynamically fluctuating molecules
in solution, a truly accurate experimental measure of
electron-transfer distance is challenging to obtain. How-
ever, one might approximate this distance roughly as the
dendrimer radius. Using the radius of gyration as ef-
fectively an upper limit for the electron transfer distance,
it appears that rigid dendrimers pass electrons more
efficiently than flexible dendrimers per unit distance. For
example, electron transfer in 10 is an order of magnitude
slower compared with that in 13, even though these
structures have similar radii of gyration (Table 3). There-
fore, from the standpoint of electron mediation per unit
distance, the flexible architecture attenuates electron
transfer more effectively. This conclusion contrasts earlier
conclusions based solely on molecular weight.13

C. Encapsulation of Photoactive Dendritic Cores.
Other phenomena besides electron-transfer behavior are
influenced by encapsulation. This is illustrated in dendritic
architectures with photoactive units at the dendritic core.
Such molecules show luminescence behaviors that are
enhanced upon encapsulation.8,10,40,42,46-48 These behaviors
are potentially useful in schemes for dendritic light har-
vesting and nanoscale photonic materials and devices.4-12

Understanding how encapsulation by a dendritic archi-
tecture influences quench rate, excited-state lifetimes, and
quantum yields is necessary for rational design strategies.

Vögtle et al. incorporated luminescent [Ru(bpy)3]2+

units as dendritic cores coordinated to different types of
bipyridine ligands (L1-L7, Chart 4).46,47 A variety of
dendritic structures were synthesized, and the rate at
which dioxygen quenched the [Ru(bpy)3]2+-centered ex-
cited state was monitored as a function of dendrimer
molecular weight and architecture. For a given molecule
to quench an excited state centered at the [Ru(bpy)3]2+

unit, it must penetrate the dendrimer and get within a
few angstroms of the dendritic core. Luminescence from
the [Ru(bpy)3]2+ core was observed to become more

FIGURE 2. Lowest energy conformer (out of 250 conformers) for
models of 10 and 15 generated using a quench molecular dynamics
technique.13
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efficient as the core became more encapsulated, i.e.,
shielded from quencher molecules. For example, the rate
of excited-state quenching, k°q, was attenuated by a factor
of 4 in [Ru(L7)3]2+ and by an order of magnitude in [Ru-
(L5)3]2+ compared to [Ru(bpy)3]2+ (Table 4). For most of
the molecules studied, attenuation of the k°q rate constant
and increase in lifetime scaled roughly with molecular
weight. However, structures [Ru(L4)3]2+ and [Ru(bpy)2-
(L7)]2+ exhibited k°q values that differ by a factor of 4,
despite similar molecular weights. In this case, the type

of dendrimer structure employed and the symmetry of its
distribution around the core lead to differences in encap-
sulation behavior.

III. Elucidation of Dendrimer Conformation
Rational design strategies for dendritic encapsulation must
rely on some understanding of how chemical structure
influences dendrimer conformation. It is the aim of this
section to illustrate how conformational flexibility in
dendrimers is important in rationalizing electron-transfer
and luminescence behaviors. Both experiment and com-
putation have been employed to study dendrimer con-
formation and conformational flexibility.

Early on, several approaches emerged for investigating
dendrimer conformation. Molecular dynamics simulations
on atomistic models of PAMAM dendrimers showed steric
congestion at a critical molecular weight.3 This particular
simulation represented an extremely short experimental
time scale but was augmented by NMR data that also
showed a transition from an open, extended to a compact
structure with increasing molecular weight. Other com-
putations were performed on more simplistic coarse-grain
“ball-and-stick” models.49-56 These computations indi-
cated branch ends distributed throughout the molecule
and, in some cases, a density maximum at the center of

Chart 4

Table 4. Excited-State Quenching Properties for
[Ru(bpy)3]2+ Core Dendrimers

structure MWa k°q (M-1 s-1)b τ (µs)c φ (× 102)d ref

[Ru(bpy)3]2+ 858 0.172 1.6 46
[Ru(L1)3]2+ 2757 0.191 1.9 46
[Ru(L2)3]2+ 5304 0.316 2.9 46
[Ru(L3)3]2+ 10390 0.562 4.8 46
[Ru(bpy)3]2+ 858 1.00 0.172 1.6 47
[Ru(L4)3]2+ 3544 0.17 0.760 7.0 47
[Ru(L5)3]2+ 9544 0.09 1.010 6.2 47
[Ru(bpy)3]2+ 858 1.00 0.172 1.6 46
[Ru(bpy)2(L6)]2+ 1674 1.00 0.170 1.8 46
[Ru(bpy)2(L7)]2+ 3143 0.67 0.193 1.9 46
[Ru(L7)3]2+ 7708 0.23 0.415 3.5 46

a All molecular weights include two PF6
- counterions. b Dioxy-

gen quench rate constant (normalized to [Ru(bpy)3]2+) calculated
from the Stern-Volmer equation47 in aerated MeCN. c Lifetime
of the luminescent excited state at 298 K. d Quantum yield.
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the molecule.57 Several experiments have been performed
to elucidate features of dendrimer conformation using
NMR,3,40,58-61 solvatochromism1,62,63 and intrinsic viscosity.2

Although a full elucidation of the techniques, molecules,
observations, and conclusions is beyond the scope of this
Account, in general these investigations of dendrimer
conformation were consistent with the trends found in
computational investigations. Most of these experiments
revealed qualitative features of conformation, with the
exception of solid-state rotational-echo double-resonance
(REDOR) NMR on nuclear-labeled dendrons performed
by Wooley et al.60 In this work, an average intramolecular
distance of 12 Å between focal and peripheral units was
determined for generations 3, 4, and 5. These results in
particular indicate quantitatively inward folding of chain
ends (also termed “back-folding” in other literature).64,65

Using these data to establish distance constraints, sub-
sequent molecular dynamics simulations on a generation
5 dendrimer model rendered structures with densely
packed interior regions.

The obvious next step was to ask which chemical repeat
units were most efficient specifically for dendritic encap-
sulation strategies. Until recently, few modeling studies
of dendrimers incorporated atomistic detail, a critical
element for mapping out molecular structure-property
relationships. A first effort on our part66 employed a high-
temperature dynamics/simulated annealing protocol on
alternatively flexible and stiff dendrimers based on repeat
units reported by Moore et al.67,68 and Fréchet et al.69,70

This procedure was performed to ensure geometric equili-
bration of the models. Flexible-unit dendrimers were
found to be globular and much closer to spherical in shape
compared to stiff-unit dendrimers, which were more
disklike in shape.

Interestingly, in all of the types of dendrimers studied,
the different generations within each molecule were found
to be radially distributed throughout the interior. In the
case of flexible dendrimers, this behavior was attributed
to back-folding of some of the repeat units that have low-
energy torsional potentials (they can kink easily). However,
it was less intuitive as to why this same type of distribution
was observed in stiff-chain dendrimers as these cannot
back-fold in the same way (they cannot kink). The
distribution comes from the very nature of hyperbranch-
ing: at every hyperbranch, the dendrimer “turns” as it
grows outward, leading to pathways which “turn in” as
well as “turn out” (Figure 3). Thus, this geometry affords
radially scattered repeat units even for conformationally
stiff architectures.

Along with computational efforts, we also addressed
the question of dendrimer conformation experimentally.71

In section II.B, encapsulation in [Fe4S4] core dendrimers
was discussed. These dendrimers have a paramagnetic
inorganic cluster at their topological center, and this
paramagnetic core can influence the relaxation time of
the nuclei in the surrounding architecture. This feature
was used to probe dendrimer conformation. The relax-
ation time constants for 9 were compared to a diamag-
netic analogue in which the [Fe4S4] core was replaced with

a tetraphenyl methane core. Lowering of relaxation time
constants for nuclei throughout all parts of the dendrimer
architecture indicated that, on the time scale of the NMR
experiment, some of each group of chemical-shift-
equivalent nuclei penetrate the local vicinity of the
inorganic cluster (Figure 4). Such a picture contrasts one
in which the dendron arms remain radially extended on
the time scale of the NMR experiment.

This picture was supported by simulated annealing
molecular dynamics simulations performed on a model
of 9. Radial distribution functions (Figure 5A)71 showed
that some of the nuclei in each generation of the den-
drimer come into close proximity with the core. In
addition, analysis of mean-square displacement correla-
tion functions on each set of nuclei showed a substantially
more mobile set of terminal groups compared to all the
internal repeat units (Figure 5B).71 This behavior is
consistent with the larger T1 values obtained for these
nuclei compared to their internal counterparts and likely
reflects the difference in coordination number between
the internal units of the dendrimer and its “fingertips”.

Computational modeling was also employed to ratio-
nalize trends in electron-transfer rate attenuation in
flexible and rigid [Fe4S4] core dendrimers. A conforma-
tional searching technique based on high-temperature
molecular dynamics was employed to sample a range of
dendrimer conformations. The conformational searching
protocol was adapted from a protocol used on polypep-
tides: high-temperature molecular dynamics produced a
trajectory from which structures are extracted at regular
intervals and rigorously minimized or “cooled”.72-74 Data
sets of 250 minimized structures were obtained routinely
in 2-3 days (using supercomputing resources). Histogram
plots were useful in illustrating the distribution of con-
formers within a data set, showing likely dendrimer
conformations as well as a dynamic range of conforma-
tions. Figure 6 shows such a data set obtained for models

FIGURE 3. Generic representation of a “rigid” dendritic architecture
(i.e., no mechanism for back-folding by bending or kinking). Two
pathways are indicated: one that “turns in”, labeled IN, at the
terminus and one that “turns out”, labeled OUT, at the terminus.
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of 8 and 13; qualitatively similar data sets were obtained
for the other generations of dendrimers.

From these data, it was concluded that the most
important conformational feature from the standpoint of
core encapsulation was the relative position of the core

within the dendrimer interior. Figure 6 shows that the
relative core offset from the center of mass of the molecule
(Rcore/Rg) varied dramatically between rigid and flexible
dendrimer architectures. This offset indicates quantita-
tively how far the core is displaced from the molecular
center of mass. The obvious conclusion from this analysis
is that offset cores are less encapsulated by the surround-
ing architecture than are more centrally located cores. For
a model of 13, structures have 0-20% relative core offset,
but for a model of 8, they have a 20-80% offset. In
addition, for the model of 8, a wider range of geometrically
different conformations is found compared to the model

FIGURE 4. Comparison of the T1 time constants (ms) for relaxation of chemical shift equivalent protons in a paramagnetic and analogous
diamagnetic dendrimer. Reprinted with permission from ref 14. Copyright 1998 Wiley-VCH.

FIGURE 5. (A) Radial density distribution functions for atoms in each
generation (Gn ) generation n, Term ) terminal groups) within an
equilibrated model of 9, showing that repeat units within all the
generations contribute to the atom density within 10 Å around the
core (located at 0 Å in this plot). (B) Mean square displacement
autocorrelation functions for sets of atoms within each generation
of model of 9 during the last 80 ps of a molecular dynamics
simulation, indicating the relative segmental motion within each of
the groups. Reprinted with permission from ref 71. Copyright 1998
American Chemical Society.

FIGURE 6. Relative core offsets (Rcore/Rg) from conformational
search data sets for models of (A) 8 and (B) 13. White bars indi-
cate the number of conformers within 10 kcal/mol of the lowest
energy conformer. Bins containing any of this set of conformers
are marked with an asterisk. Reprinted with permission from the
Supporting Information of ref 13. Copyright 1999 American Chemical
Society.
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of 13, suggesting a greater mobility in the former com-
pared to the latter. These calculations suggest that flexible
architectures have a more mobile and less sterically
shielded redox-active core compared to the rigid archi-
tectures.

IV. Conclusions
Many different types of dendrimers exhibit common
structural features such as back-folding due to hyper-
branching, distribution of repeat units throughout the
architecture, a dense interior, etc. These generic features
are extremely helpful when assessing the viability of a
hyperbranched structure in a particular application. How-
ever, as shown in this Account, there are important
differences between different dendrimer structures: a
richer structure-property relationship exists than is un-
covered by these simple ideas of dendrimer conformation.
Particularly illustrated here is how encapsulation varies
with conformational flexibility

Moreover, it was a goal of this Account to show the
importance of considering the dynamic behavior of den-
drimers when evaluating their properties. Conformational
mobility (or, alternatively, shape persistency)75-77 is not
particularly easy to probe experimentally or computa-
tionally. However, as illustrated above, computational
conformational searching can be brought to bear on this
question, and it has been helpful in rationalizing experi-
mental observations. Ultimately, the ideal rational design
strategy would always incorporate a dynamic picture of a
dendrimer.

Although encapsulation, the way we and others have
explored it, is only a behavior and not an application, the
ability to tune dendrimer properties with chemical struc-
ture suggests that these molecules are amenable to
eventual application. With regard to encapsulation, par-
ticularly as defined here, we envision dendrimers playing
an important role in molecular electronics, luminescent
devices, and energy transduction. Surely, rational design
and pursuit of application will continue to find a strong
synergy in dendrimer science.
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