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Introduction

Polyoxometalates (POMs) are discrete metal-oxide clusters
formed from early transition-metal ions and oxo ligands.
POMs constitute a distinct fundamental category of com-
pounds, offering value and potential for both theoretical and
practical applications.[1] The first known POM, the phospho-
molybdate [PMo12O40]

3�, was reported in 1826 by Berze-
lius,[2] and in 1864 Marignac observed two isomers, now des-
ignated by a and b, of the silicotungstic acid [SiW12O40]

4�.[3]

Historically, the polyoxoanions of MoVI and WVI have been
the predominant species. Hundreds, if not thousands, of
such complexes have been synthesized to date, and this ex-
traordinarily rich field is far from exhausted. POMs have
been used as valuable industrial catalysts,[4] they also have
a very rich electrochemistry offering a wide range of con-
trollable reduction potentials.[5] Furthermore, POMs are
useful as specialized oxidizing agents[6] and they have a nota-
ble potential in areas such as photochemistry,[7] photocataly-
sis,[8] medicine,[4] and magnetism[9a] including exciting possi-
bilities for the development of POM-based QBITs.[9b] Con-
sequently, POM chemistry is a key emerging area that
promises to allow the development of sophisticated designer
molecule-based materials and devices that exploit develop-

ments in instrumentation and nanoscale science with emerg-
ing material fabrication methods.[10]

The conventional Wells–Dawson 18 metal ion of general
formula [M18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(XO4)2]

m� (M =Mo, W; X= P, As, S)[11,12] is
one of the most studied clusters, since the structure of
[W18O54 ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(PO4)2]

6� was resolved more than 50 years ago.[10]

Their elliptical shape encapsulates two �load-bearing� tetra-
hedral anions such as sulfate [SVIO4]

2� or phosphate
[PVO4]

3�, which are vital for retaining the structural integrity
of the cluster, but are normally chemically inert.[13] In fact,
there are a few examples of Wells–Dawson clusters hosting
non-tetrahedral anions: [BiO3]

3�, [AsO3]
3�, [P2O7]

4�.[14] Our
group�s interest in developing new non-conventional Wells–
Dawson clusters has resulted in a synthetic strategy to en-
capsulate two pyramidal sulfite ions [SO3]

2�,[12, 15] or one cen-
tral [TeO6]

6�,[16] [IO6]
5�,[17] or [WO6]

6� anion.[18] Apart from
the synthetic challenge, the incorporation of electronically
active templates in the Wells–Dawson cluster opens the way
to the design of molecular devices exhibiting properties not
observed in their bulk analogues: for example, allowing the
engineering of single-molecule electronic devices.[19] The
idea of molecular electronics was first postulated in 1973
when Aviram and Ratner speculated about organic mole-
cules as components in electronic circuits.[20] Since then, the
emerging field of molecular electronics typically utilizes
switchable organic molecules anchored between nano-elec-
trodes, such as molecular memory arrays based on rotax-
anes, which demonstrate the first molecular-based RAM.[21]

From an engineering perspective, however, organic molecu-
lar electronics raises questions of high resistance and power,
low performance and problematic fabrication, reproducibili-
ty and reliability: our strategy is to resolve these issues by
using molecules that are better-matched to their substrate.[17]

POMs offer a fundamentally better electronic complemen-
tarity with SiO2 than organic molecules due to their oxidic
nature.

In this Concept article we propose the use of polyoxo-
metalates as nanoscale molecular memory elements. As
such this Concept article builds on and extends our previous
concept article, published in this journal in 2006,[23] which
postulated that polyoxometalate clusters, due to their nano-
scale size and novel electronic properties, could play an im-
portant role in the development of polyoxometalate inte-
grated nanosystems.

Furthermore, they are highly redox active and can be
doped with electronically active heteroatoms. The electronic
and structural properties of the Wells–Dawson class, see
Figure 1, offer an inviting avenue for their application in
non-volatile molecular memories (NVMM). We first elabo-
rate on the rationale behind this vision and present the first
flash cell modeling evaluation of POMs in the context of op-
eration and statistical variability in NVMM.

The ideas and results presented herein focus on non-vola-
tile molecular memories, in which the logical state of the
memory cell is determined by the amount of net charge, or
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the charge polarisation, in a layer of molecules in a particu-
lar reduction/oxidation state. This charge embedded in the
gate dielectric controls the threshold voltage, the conductivi-
ty of a transistor channel. The readout signal is the change
in channel-current that corresponds to a change in the redox
state of the molecules, as schematically illustrated in
Figure 2. Indeed, this is the concept of the SONOS (silicon-
oxide-nitride-oxide-silicon) floating-gate memories,[24] except
for the nitride charge-trapping layer being replaced by the
molecular layer.

The use of redox-active molecules to form the floating
gate offers several very important advantages over the con-
ventional polysilicon floating gate,[24] or alternatives like
trap-rich dielectrics (e.g. Si3N4)

[25] or metallic nano-clus-
ters.[26] In particular, the charge storage is very localised,
thus minimising cross-cell capacitive coupling (arising from
charge redistribution on the sides of a poly-Si floating gate,
and being one of the most critical issues with flash memo-
ries). Although this benefit is present in floating gates real-
ised by charge-trapping dielectric or by a metallic nano-clus-
ter array, both technologies exhibit very large variability—
charge-trap memories suffer variation in trap-density and
trap-energy,[27] and the size and density of nano-clusters is
difficult to control—which precludes their ultimate miniatur-
isation.[28]

Chemical synthesis in combination with molecular self-as-
sembly of redox-active molecules can yield a very regular
distribution (spatially, and energetically) of charge-storage
centres,[29] and thus allow scaling of the floating gate down
to a few nanometres. In fact, this concept has already been
demonstrated for organic redox-active molecules.[30] Howev-
er, a major issue in this case is the low retention time, due
to the small redox potentials associated with the organic
redox-active molecules (e.g. ferrocene, and porphyrin). In
this respect, the Wells–Dawson POM class may be perfect,
possessing much better stability and substantially higher
redox potentials. Additionally, POMs exhibit multiple redox
states (e.g. can be multiply reduced)—an essential feature
that can be used as a safeguard against variability, or to real-
ise a multi-bit storage cell. Finally, the chemistry of the
POMs, being oxygen-rich clusters (molecular metal oxides),
would translate in better integration with the standard gate-
stack materials and processing used in contemporary flash-
memory technology. In fact we have shown a new strategy
for the formation of POM architectures on surfaces, using
a symmetric amphiphilic Mn-Anderson POM. This system
exhibits a fascinating 2-D self-assembly in micrometric hex-
agonal structures and acts as effective smart nanodielectric
material.[31]

In the present Concept article we have selected a nano-
scale molecular cluster with a {M18

VIO54} (M=W, Mo) shell
to encapsulate charge-bearing anions, which has an interior

Figure 1. Top left: Ball-and-stick view of the classic Wells–Dawson struc-
ture [M18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO4)2]

4� M =W and Mo. Top right. Ball-and-stick view of
the non-classical Wells–Dawson anion [M18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO3)2]

4� for M =W and
Mo. Bottom: idealised vision of a POM layer on SiO2. Colour code for
spheres and wires: M =black, O= red, S= yellow, Si =grey, blue colour
for M�O�M bonds is used to highlight the shape of both structures: cyl-
inder- and hourglass-shaped, respectively.

Figure 2. Top: Schematic representation of a single-transistor non-volatile
memory cell, indicating the aimed substitution of the poly-Si floating
gate with an array of polyoxometalate clusters (POM layer), pursuing
further miniaturisation of the memory cell into the few-nm linear dimen-
sion. Bottom: Transfer characteristics (source-drain current versus the
control gate bias) of the device, illustrating the effect of reducing (pro-
gramming) the POM layer, leading to a reduction of the current in the
semi-conductive channel between the source and drain. The magnitude
of the source-drain current at a given bias of the control gate represents
the readout signal, hence the logic state—it is modulated by the presence
or absence of charge stored in the floating gate.
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cavity large enough to include two active sulfite [SIVO3]
2�

ions or two inert sulfate [SVIO4]
2� ions (see Figure 1). Both

anions are electronically interesting, especially [SIVO3]
2� be-

cause the sulfur atoms are in an intermediate oxidation state
and possess a vacant coordination site, a lone pair of elec-
trons, and can change oxidation state and coordination
number; in contrast to [SO4]

2� which is not redox active. We
start by presenting the electronic structure description of
the clusters by means of DFT calculations and, as a final
point, we present a new methodology that allows the simula-
tion of POMs integrated into a flash-cell memory.

Electronic Structure of [M18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO4)2]
4� and

[M18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO3)2]
4� for M=W and Mo

One of the fundamental challenges faced by researchers is
the interpretation of the electrochemical data: cyclic voltam-
metry provides an unambiguous indicator of a redox event,
but not its localisation within the molecule. By incorporating
an appropriate solvent model, we will compute ab initio the
redox potentials of known and unknown species, the aim
being to identify species such that might be influenced by an
appropriate gate potential. Our preliminary work on the bi-
sulfite clusters shows that the reorganisation of charge can
be triggered by supporting the cluster on a gold surface, the
mirror charges below the surface provide an electric field
gradient that draws the electron density into the conduction
band.[13] This naturally poses the question: how would the
molecules behave under an applied voltage. The calculations
described in this section aim to address one simple question:
are appropriately substituted POMs competent to perform
the electronic tasks (i.e. conduction and rectification) that
would make them viable components of a flash memory
cell? This is important since POMs are easily reducible
chemical species and are often referred to as a reservoir of
electrons.

POMs in their fully oxidised state are structurally stable
in the solid state as well as in solution, in the presence of
countercations to balance their negative charge. In general,
the highest occupied molecular orbitals are oxygen p-like
(oxo band), and the set of lowest unoccupied orbitals are
metal d-like (metal band),[32] thus we frequently use the
terms oxo band and metal band of unoccupied orbitals, re-
spectively. It is worth noting though that these sets of orbi-
tals do not form a band in the strict sense, since the orbital
energy is separated by discrete energies in these medium-
sized clusters.[33] In the classic Wells–Dawson clusters (cylin-
der-shaped) the HOMO is mainly delocalised over oxygen
atoms (see Figure 3), whereas for the non-classic clusters
(hourglass-shaped) it is delocalised over the [SO3]

2� moiety;
the subsequent molecular orbitals (LUMO) belong to the
equatorial metals in both cases. So, in both cases the LUMO
is delocalised over metal centres that are connected to each
other by large M-O-M angles,[34] with values ranging from
approximately 1458 to 1658, see Table 1 for details. Table 1
presents the values for the HOMO and LUMO orbitals of

the optimized classical [M18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO4)2]
4� and the non-classi-

cal [M18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO3)2]
4� Wells–Dawson anions, for M=W, Mo.

In Wells–Dawson-like clusters, the first reduction occurs in
the equatorial (belt) region. The reduction of the cluster
does not change the net charge on the internal heteroatom
since the additional electrons go to addenda symmetry-
adapted orbitals.[41] The energy of the lowest unoccupied or-
bitals must be low enough to accept the incoming electron.
The crystal field in the solid state and the solvent molecules
in dilute solutions stabilise the anion, placing the molecular
orbitals at the appropriate level.[35] In fact, the redox proper-
ties of a POM are closely related to the relative energy and
composition of the LUMO. As depicted in Figure 3, the
metallic orbitals in [W18O54 ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO4)2]

4� and [W18O54 ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO3)2]
4�

have both antibonding character between the metal and
oxygen orbitals but also between two adjacent metals. We
have calculated tungsten clusters under D3h and molybde-
num clusters under D3h and D3 symmetry constraints. Previ-

Figure 3. Top-Left: polyhedral representation of the a-[X2W18O62]
n� clas-

sic Wells–Dawson anion. Top-Right: polyhedral representation of the a-
[X2W18O60]

n� non-classic Wells–Dawson anion. Two identical fragments
or hemispheres are easily identifiable, each composed of one [M3O6]
triad (red and blue, named CAP) and one [M6O18] equatorial belt with
six WO6 octahedra (green and purple, named BELT). In both cases X=

heteroatom units are represented in yellow. Relevant positions are la-
belled for further discussion. Bottom: Graphical representation compar-
ing the HOMO–LUMO gap in eV for the classical [W18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO4)2]

4�

(left) and the non-classical (right) Wells–Dawson anion [W18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO3)2]
4�.
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ous studies have demonstrated that alternating short and
long bond length distortions are particularly pronounced in
the molybdates relative to the tungstates and exert influence
on POM reduction potentials.[43] In fact, reduction potentials
may be estimated theoretically by calculating the fully oxi-
dised molecule and its one-electron reduced partner.[32] We
can theoretically estimate the redox potential of a given
POM by determining the free energy associated with the
process [Eq. (1)].

½X2W18O54�q� þ 1e� DG
�!½X2W18O541e�ðqþ1Þ� ð1Þ

The reduction process of a POM involves the addition of
one electron to an almost nonbonding orbital, thus the en-
tropic and vibrational contributions to DG in Equation (1)
can be replaced by its electronic contribution in solution,
the reduction energy.[31] In the present study, the reduction
energy is defined as the energy difference between the one-
electron reduced and the oxidized forms of the Wells–
Dawson anion. Because the anion charges of the reduced
and oxidized forms differ, the reduction energy must be
computed in the presence of a solvent model (conductor-
like screening model (COSMO)).[45] Otherwise, energies
would not be reliable for comparison with experimental
values.[35] As in electrochemical data in which the normal
hydrogen electrode (NHE) is taken as the zero on the rela-
tive scale, the theoretical values need to be referred to an
absolute theoretical zero. Cramer et al. have recently recal-
culated this absolute zero to be 4.28 eV for the free energy
change in the NHE reaction: 1=2 H2! H+ + e�.[46]

Table 1 summarises the first one-electron reduction ener-
gies for the four clusters studied here and their relationship
with the experimental first reduction peaks. Half-wave po-
tentials versus NHE and theoretical estimates of the reduc-
tion energy are shown in the last columns. We have deter-
mined the cathodic peaks (Ec) for Dawson clusters using the
equation E8=�DG8/nF and the Cramer value 4.28 eV. As
shown in the last column in Table 1, we have found small
discrepancies between the theoretical and the experimental
slopes. Reduction energies are more negative (more favour-
able) for molybdenum clusters and their theoretical values
are in good agreement with experimental ones. The experi-

mental structure of Mo clusters is better reproduced with
calculations carried out with D3 symmetry, their reduction
energy values are also slightly improved. Lowering the sym-
metry from D3h to D3 also has a great impact in the value of
the H–L gap, see for instance [Mo18O54 ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO3)2]

4� its H–L gap
is enlarged from 0.88 to 1.12 eV.

The Flash Cell Modelling

Flash cell design : To evaluate the suitability of Wells–
Dawson clusters for the realization of the floating gate in
a non-volatile molecular memory material, we developed
a simulation flow that links density functional theory (DFT)
results to three-dimensional (3D) numerical flash cell simu-
lations. The simplified block diagram is illustrated in
Figure 4. Central to this flow is the custom-built simulation
domain bridge, connecting the two distinct modelling do-
mains—DFT, for the molecular part, and mesoscopic device
modelling. An n-channel flash memory cell with an 18 nm
by 18 nm square gate has been designed for this study. It is
based on a previously studied template 18 nm transistor,[47]

and is similar to the contemporary flash-cell studied by
other authors.[48]

It is important to mention that the average acceptor
doping in the channel of the transistor is approximately 5 �
1018 cm�3. The high level of doping is necessary to maintain
good electrostatic integrity at this ultra-short channel length.
Alternatively, the impact of the charge stored in the floating
gate on the channel potential (hence drain current) will be
reduced by the drain bias, even if the bias is low. The gate
dielectric (assumed to be hafnium with a dielectric constant
of 20.8) is 4 nm thick (distance from substrate to the control
gate), and the POM layer is 1.5 nm above the Si substrate.
Note that a larger distance between the control gate and the
floating gate increases the impact of the charge stored in the
latter, but degrades the electrostatic integrity. In fact, opti-
misation of the gate stack must be done also with regards to
the program/erase and retention characteristics of the
memory cell, but this is beyond the scope of this study. Here
we consider a tunnel oxide scaled to the limit, as projected
for charge-trapping memories,[49] based on the fact that the

Table 1. Orbital energies (in eV), experimental (E1/2), theoretical (Ec) absolute values for the first cathodic peaks (in V) and relevant theoretical intera-
tomic distances (in �) and angles (in 8) for the COSMO-optimised classical [M18O54ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO4)2]

4� M =W, Mo and the non-classical Wells–Dawson anion
[M18O54 ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO3)2]

4� M =W, Mo. Molybdenum compounds are optimized for D3h and D3 symmetry. RE= reduction energy.ACHTUNGTRENNUNG[X2M18O54]
4� Sym Relevant distances and angles[a]

M X2 MC-Ob1 MC-Ob2 MB-Ob3 MB-Ob3-MB EHOMO ELUMO DEH�L
[b] E1/2 vs.ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(Fc+/Fc)

RE
(eV)

Ec vs.ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(NHE)[c]
DACHTUNGTRENNUNG(E1/2-Ec)

[d]

W SO4
2� D3h 1.94 (1.91)[e] 1.92 (1.89) 1.92 (1.89) 164.61 (161.19) �6.89 �4.62 2.27 �0.27[i] �4.44 �4.64 0.20

W SO3
2� D3h 1.92 (1.89)[f] 1.93 (1.93) 1.92 (1.92) 147.55 (145.58) �6.48 �4.61 1.87 �0.35[j] �4.37 �4.55 0.18

Mo SO4
2� D3h 1.94 (1.93)[g] 1.92 (1.87) 1.92 (1.87) 164.44 (164.58) �6.77 �5.15 1.62 �0.10[k] �5.08 �4.81 0.27

D3 1.87 1.93 1.94 164.78 �6.80 �5.07 1.73 �5.04 �4.81 0.23

Mo SO3
2� D3h 1.93 (1.96)[h] 1.94 (1.81) 1.94 (1.92) 146.94 (145.79) �6.06 �5.18 0.88 �0.01[l] �5.10 �4.90 0.19

D3 1.94 1.95 1.95 147.97 �6.18 �5.06 1.12 �5.00 �4.90 0.09

[a] See Figure 3 for notation of metal and oxygen sites, averaged experimental values in parentheses. [b] DEH�L =ELUMO � EHOMO (eV). [c] Predicted ab-
solute potential versus NHE using Cramer corrected absolute zero potential. [d] Difference between computed and experimental potentials. [e] Ref. [35].
[f] Ref. [15c]. [g] Ref. [36]. [h] Ref. [37]. [i] Ref. [38]. [j] Ref. [12]. [k] Ref. [40]. [l] Ref. [41].
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reduction energies of all POMs shown in Table 1 lie below
the conduction band of the Si substrate (�4.05 eV), hence
suggesting sufficient retention. All simulations are per-
formed on a device with a square gate (W/L= 1) and at low
drain bias (VDS =50 mV).

Simulation Results

Taking the [W18O54 ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(SO3)2]
4� POM as an example, in

Figure 5 we show the impact of consecutively reducing the
clusters in the POM layer by one and by two electrons on

the drain current of the flash
memory cell. The POM layer
consists of nine clusters, central-
ly arranged in a regular three-
by-three array. The centre of
each POM is located 1.5 nm
above the Si-substrate. The as-
sumption is that all POMs
within the layer are simultane-
ously reduced by one or two
electrons. Reducing the POMs
adds negative charge to the
floating gate, which thus repels
electrons from the channel of
the transistor. This in turn re-
duces the drain current, clearly
evident in the sub-threshold
region (linear part of the semi-
log plot in Figure 5), which is
directly influenced by the elec-
tron density distribution in the
channel of the transistor. The
simulations performed with dif-
ferent POMs from Table 1 do
not yield appreciable difference
in the transfer characteristics of
the cell, which is explained by

the relatively high-symmetry of the Wells–Dawson POMs
leading to a similar charge distribution over all atoms,[50]

and fast decaying electrostatic potential outside the anions
in the device modelling result. This means that from the per-
spective of chemical synthesis, a relevant constraint is the
reduction energies of the first few oxidation states to lie
below the Si conduction band of �4.05 eV.

To obtain a quantitative measure of the impact of the
oxide charge on the flash-cell characteristics, we consider
the shift in threshold voltage DVTH (i.e. the increase in VTH),
when POMs are reduced. The threshold voltage is defined
in the sub-threshold region of the IDVG characteristics, as
the gate voltage VG, needed to obtain drain current ID of
2 mA mm�1. The threshold voltage shift is illustrated in
Figure 5.

Figure 6 shows the increase in threshold voltage, DVTH, as
a function of the sheet-charge density (normalised by the
electron charge �q=�1.6 �10�19 C). The line represents the
analytical dependence relating a uniform sheet-charge densi-
ty �qNS placed at a distance z away from the Si/oxide inter-
face in an oxide of thickness tOX: DVTH =qNS ACHTUNGTRENNUNG(tOX�z)/eOX,

where eOX is the permittivity of the oxide. As mentioned in
the previous section, tOX = 4 nm, z=1.5 nm, and eOX =

20.8e0.
[51]

The symbols in Figure 6 correspond to the 3D flash-cell
simulations for the different lateral configuration of POMs,
as indicated schematically in the legend. POMs represented
by filled circles reside 1.5 nm above the Si-substrate (e.g.,
z=1.5 nm), whereas the POMs represented by empty circles
are placed 3 nm above the Si. The increase of sheet charge

Figure 4. Simplified block diagram of the simulation methodology, linking DFT and flash-cell modelling. The
simulation domain bridge is developed in-house. The commercial program simulators ADF and Garand are
used for DFT and three-dimensional device simulations, respectively.

Figure 5. Clear lowering of the source-drain current (sub-threshold
region, indicating also threshold voltage shift DVTH) corresponding to the
reduction of each POM simultaneously by one (blue) and two (red) elec-
trons. Nine POMs in a 3� 3 matrix comprise the floating gate, as illustrat-
ed; the centres of all POMs are 1.5 nm above the substrate.
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density NS for a given configuration is achieved by simulta-
neously reducing the POMs twice. Two important observa-
tions can be made in Figure 6. First, for a mono-layer ar-
rangement and regular lateral distribution of POMs, DVTH

agrees well with the idealised analytical model. Moreover,
reducing each POM by two electrons produces the same
impact on VTH as doubling the sheet density in the analytical
dependence. Therefore, multi-bit storage could be realised
with the help of a POM floating gate. The second observa-
tion is that a deviation of the POM distribution from
a mono-layer has a significant impact on DVTH and therefore
on the readout signal.

The results of Figure 6 are easily understood by compar-
ing the potential barrier profiles along the channel of the

transistor, for the three configurations studied. These are
presented in Figure 7, which shows the surface potential bar-
rier as an elevated 2D plot. Since the simulation conditions
are the same in each case (Vds = 50 mV and Vgs =0.6 V; Vds

and Vgs are the standard notations for the drain-source volt-
age and gate-source voltage, respectively), the relative
height of the barrier is indicative of the relative change in
the drain current ID (hence VTH).

Overall, the barrier is highest for the flat configuration of
nine POMs in a 3 �3 matrix (configuration B), and lowest
for the five-POM configuration (A). This is expected since
configuration A corresponds to a lower surface charge den-
sity, hence a relatively larger number of electrons are in-
duced in the channel. However, configuration C corresponds
to the same surface number density as configuration B and
still has lower VTH. This is because four of the POMs, being
more distant from the Si-substrate, have substantially re-
duced impact on the potential and electron density in the
channel, as can be easily understood from the relation be-
tween DVTH and z, mentioned earlier. The reduced impact is
clearly seen both in the 2D surface plot and in the equi-po-
tential contour lines.

While this aspect of the simulation results indicates
a clear sensitivity to statistical variability in the redox state
and spatial distribution of the POMs, Figure 6 also suggests
the advantage of POMs being multiply reducible. In particu-
lar, the DVTH value for the five POMs in configuration A,
reduced twice, almost equals the DVTH value due to the nine
POMs in configuration C, reduced once. Therefore the mul-
tiple-reducibility of the POMs enables the use of an incre-
mental-step-pulse programming (ISPP) algorithm,[52] to
overcome statistical variability. Nevertheless, the variability
arising from the POM layer should also be addressed at the
level of POM-layer synthesis. For example, the realisation of
inter-POM distances below 1.5 nm, to allow for efficient
hopping of electrons between POMs during programming,
will provide not only for a higher density of storage centres,

Figure 6. Comparison of the threshold voltage shift DVTH due to idealised
sheet charge in the oxide (line), and due to a POM floating gate (sym-
bols), versus sheet charge density (normalised by the electron charge).
The different lateral configurations of the POMs are schematically illus-
trated. POMs represented by filled circles reside 1.5 nm above the Si-
body; POMs represented by empty circles are 3 nm above the Si Body.
Therefore in configuration C four of the POMs have reduced impact on
the potential and electron density in the channel of the transistor, hence
on DVTH.

Figure 7. Potential barrier profile along the channel of the flash-cell (2D elevated plot) and distribution of the electrostatic potential of the simulated
device (3D); a part from the tunnel oxide is cut away, exposing the local modulation of the potential, due to the charge stored in the nine POMs that
form the floating gate. The three different cases correspond to the three configurations from Figure 6, as schematically illustrated.
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but also for a more even distribution of the oxidation state
between POMs. It may further help in constraining the dis-
persion in the distance z between the POMs and the Si sub-
strate.

Finally, we point out that for known bounds of the vertical
position of the POMs, z, one may deploy appropriately
thicker tunnel and control oxides to minimize the variability
arising from the POM-layer, with the additional benefit of
increasing the retention time of the memory cell. However,
such increase will lead to undesirable increase in the cell
variability arising from random-dopant-fluctuations (RDF)
and being proportional to tOX.

[53] The presented modelling
framework enables the search for the optimal oxide thick-
nesses in an engineering context. Our preliminary results in
this direction indicate that for a well-optimised 18 nm flash
cell, the POM-induced variability could be as low as 20 % of
the total variability of the cell.

Summary and Outlook

As is well established, Wells–Dawson POMs can undergo
multiple reduction steps under the influence of an applied
electric field, accepting more than one electron, without dra-
matic changes to their geometry. Moreover, it has been
shown that the process is reversible—POMs can be brought
back to their initial redox-state by applying a field in the op-
posite direction. This property presents an opportunity for
their use as charge-storage centres of a multi-bit memory
cell. Here we have established a simulation methodology
that goes beyond the modelling of individual POM clusters,
and allows us to evaluate their potential as a floating gate in
non-volatile memories.

We considered four Wells–Dawson clusters—
[X2M18O54]

4�, where M is W or Mo, and X is [SO4]
2� or

[SO3]
2�—the electronic structure of which is well known and

their reduction potentials can be understood from both ex-
perimental and theoretical points of view. These Wells–
Dawson anions appear promising candidates to be incorpo-
rated as a floating gate in a non-volatile memory cell. In
particular, their small size (ca. 1 nm), and multiple reducibil-
ity in a reversible manner, allow for highly localised charge
storage. From a device perspective, this means the provision
of a mono-disperse energy level (the LUMO) within the
band-gap of the gate dielectric, even at relatively high
number-density of integrated POMs (ca. 1013 cm�3). Indeed,
our hierarchical device simulations, incorporating the output
of DFT simulations in a model memory cell, confirm the vi-
ability of a POM-floating gate in a multi-bit memory. Specif-
ically, we show that the first and second reductions of the
clusters in the gate dielectric impart distinct reductions in
the drain current, and thus manifest changes in the logic
state of the memory cell.

The hierarchical modelling framework permits the explo-
ration of one of the major issues with non-volatile memory
miniaturisation—statistical variability. We demonstrate that
a variation in the number and spatial configuration of the

POM-floating gate can compromise the readout signal and
hence the determination of the logic state, if multi-bit stor-
age per cell is aimed for. Therefore the usage of POMs as
a floating gate offers two alternatives. First, if chemical syn-
thesis in combination with self-assembly or controlled depo-
sition can yield a nearly perfect monolayer of POMs,
a multi-bit memory cell is possible. Alternatively, the multi-
ple reducibility of the POMs offers a safeguard against vari-
ability in the configuration of the floating gate, allowing the
desired net stored charge density to be achieved even if per-
fect regularity of the POM layer is not achievable.

Atomic-level DFT simulation approaches provide a deep
insight into the structure and electronic properties of poly-
oxometalates. At the same time, device modelling at a meso-
scopic level has proven to be an indispensible tool in the
design and optimisation of novel devices, especially when
account for the statistical variability at the nanoscale is vital.
The synergy of the two approaches exploited in our work al-
lowed us to theoretically evaluate a novel memory cell
device incorporating POMs. Presently, substantial efforts are
devoted to the extension of the hierarchical modelling
framework to allow transport calculation through the tun-
nelling oxide, with the aim of evaluating the programming
and retention capabilities of a device with a POM-floating
gate. Our final aim is to provide informed guidance for both
chemical synthesis and device design and fabrication, with
the knowledge derived from device modelling and DFT cal-
culations to yield real candidate flash-RAMs using comple-
mentary metal oxide semiconductor (CMOS) technology
but incorporating polyoxometalate "molecular technology".
This raises the very real prospect that polyoxometalate clus-
ters with carefully designed redox properties may not only
become candidates for incorporation into commercial flash-
RAM, but also may set a new agenda for the design of non-
volatile molecular memory systems that approach the mo-
lecular or atomic limit in years to come.

Modelling Details

Computational methodology : Calculations were carried out
using DFT methodology with the ADF 2008 program.[54]

The exchange-correlation functionals of Becke and Perdew
were used.[55] Relativistic corrections were included by
means of the ZORA formalism. Triple-z polarisation basis
sets were employed to describe the valence electrons of W,
Mo, O, and S. All the structures were optimised in the pres-
ence of a continuous model solvent by means of the conduc-
tor-like screening model (COSMO). See the Supporting In-
formation for more details on the computational settings.

Device simulation methodology : The 3D numerical simula-
tions of the flash-cell performed with the commercial simu-
lator GARAND, which deploys the drift-diffusion transport
formalism and includes quantum corrections by means of
the density-gradient approach.[22] Quantum corrections are
essential for the accurate modelling of decananometre devi-
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ces.[39] The capabilities of the simulator are extended to
allow the incorporation of arbitrary fixed charge distribution
in the gate oxide, to model the storage media of the flash-
memory cell. See the Supporting Information for more de-
tails on the methodology.
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