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A simple molecular design for tunable
two-dimensional imine covalent organic
frameworks for optoelectronic applications†

Vivek K. Yadav, a Showkat H. Mir, b Vipin Mishra,b

Thiruvancheril G. Gopakumar *b and Jayant K. Singh *a

Two-dimensional covalent organic frameworks (2D-COFs) belong to a new class of molecular materials

that have attracted huge attention in recent years due to their analogous nature to graphene. In this

work, we present a systematic study of the electronic structure, carrier mobility and work function of

imine based 2D-COFs. We identify these 2D-COFs as a new class of semiconducting materials with

tunable electronic/optoelectronic properties and significant mobility. The results show that by rationally

doping 2D-COFs at the molecular level, it is possible to control their structural and optoelectronic

responses. Cohesive energy calculations revealed that all the studied 2D-COFs are thermodynamically

stable. Also, the calculated binding energy of 2D-COFs on HOPG was found to be less than 1 eV, which

indicates that the COFs do not interact strongly with HOPG, and it will not affect their electronic properties.

Additionally, we have synthesized a 2,4,6-pyrimidinetriamine based 2D-COF and experimentally measured its

band gap using scanning tunnelling spectroscopy. The experimentally measured band gap is found to be in

good agreement with theoretical results.

1 Introduction

Recent decades have witnessed a surge of exploration of various
applications of Covalent Organic Frameworks (COFs), which
are composed mainly of lightweight elements such as hydro-
gen, boron, carbon, nitrogen, and oxygen, primarily linked by a
covalent bond network. Since the first 2D-COF was reported by
Yagi and coworkers in 2005,1 research on 2D-COFs has shown
significant progress, with a variety of applications like gas
storage,2,3 chemical separation,4,5 catalysis,6,7 and sensors,8,9

as well as optoelectronic10,11 and energy storage devices.12,13

Two dimensional COFs (2D-COFs) are formed by covalently
linking two organic molecules of interest. 2D-COFs formed by
electron rich molecules with aromatic linkages show an undis-
rupted flow of charge carriers within 2D sheets14–16 and are
thus analogous to other 2D materials, including graphene.
Further, the electronic properties are highly tunable in such

2D-COFs and can be controlled by the selection of electron rich
molecules. The planar 2D layer consists of a thin layer of single
atomic thickness, which can be arranged into a multilayer
structure through p–p stacking. The p–p interactions between
the stacked layers are considerably weak in these 2D-COF
nanosheets. Compared to the bulk COF, single 2D nanosheets
of 2D-COF materials with a uniform distribution of electron
rich organic chromophores show excellent electron/hole trans-
port properties. Further, a desirable selection of precursor
molecules with heteroatoms (O, N) helps to maintain the uni-
form doping of heteroatoms in the 2D COF, which is typically
random in the case of post-doping graphene.17,18 2D-COFs can
be tuned according to structure-oriented and function-oriented
protocols depending on the property of interest. Recently
synthesized 2D-COFs have shown very good stability not only
in air but also in acid and base media,19–21 which has led to the
exploration of these materials for applications such as photo-
catalytic water splitting, where aqueous stability is a key requi-
site. The high crystallinity of a 2D-COF can be retained by a
recently developed synthetic methodology which allows con-
secutive 2D-COF sheets to lock in position during crystal
growth and minimizes stacking faults and dislocations.6,22

Using a series of triphenylarylaldehydes with the central aryl
ring containing 0–3 nitrogen atoms as building blocks, Vyas
and coworkers synthesized two-dimensional (2D) azine-linked
COFs for hydrogen evolution from the photo-catalytic reduction
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of water which reflect the structural variations of the triphenyl-
arene moiety.23 Tuning of the Fermi level of 2D and 3D
conjugated polymers has been reported and applied to COF
materials in order to tune their properties in ways not available
to graphene.24

The semi-conductive and photo-conductive properties of
COFs were firstly reported by Jiang and coworkers. The synthe-
sized triphenylene-COF (TP-COF) shows semi-conducting char-
acter and strong blue light emission, while polypyrene-COF
(PPy-COF) is able to harvest visible light and generates a
prominent photo-current upon light irradiation.25,26 Due to
the ease of tuning better capabilities by tailoring the organic
precursors,14–16,27,28 the optical and electronic properties of the
resulting 2D COFs open an interesting avenue of research with
a wide range of potential photo-functional applications.

Herein, we present a study of imine based COFs and show
that their band gap can be tailored by nitrogen doping. We
performed DFT to show that the band gap of the COFs can be
tuned by varying the number of nitrogen atoms. Such COFs can
be prepared experimentally using different amines, namely (1)
1,3,5-benzenetriamine (0N), (2) 2,4,6-pyridinetriamine (1N), (3)
2,4,6-pyrimidinetriamine (2N), and (4) 2,4,6-triamino-1,3,5-
triazine (3N), in combination with 1,3,5-benzenetricarbaldehyde
(TCA) for formation on highly oriented pyrolytic graphite (HOPG)
(see Fig. 1). A representative example of the formation of a 2D COF
by the reaction between (d) and (e) is shown in Fig. 1(f).
Furthermore, we have synthesized 2N-COF on HOPG using
2,4,6-pyrimidinetriamine and 1,3,5-benzenetricarbaldehyde.
The 2N-COF is prepared and characterized as per the previously
reported established method.29

2 Results and discussion
2.1 Theoretical and experimental findings

The progressive substitution of alternate carbon atoms by
nitrogen atoms in the central ring of the imine moiety (Fig. 1,
blue dots) leads to a change in the electronic and steric properties

of the structure, i.e., N = 0, N = 1, N = 2, N = 3 (hereafter, these
will be called 0N-COF, 1N-COF, 2N-COF, and 3N-COF). In each
unit cell, there are 27, 26, 25 and 24 atoms, and the ratio of
N atoms increases as 0%, 20%, 60% and 80%, respectively. As a
result of the substitution of the C–H moiety with nitrogen
atoms, a change in dihedral angle between different imine
rings is expected, which in turn leads to varied degrees of
planarity in the structure. This was validated by density func-
tional theory calculations. These 2D COFs can be synthesized
using melamine and 1,3,5-benzenetricarbaldehyde as precur-
sors, as shown in Fig. 1 (d + e - f). Fig. S1 (ESI†) shows the
optimized structures of the imine based 2D COFs studied in the
present work on HOPG substrate. The average distance of
various COFs from the top layer of HOPG was found to be
3.475 � 0.002 Å. Also, we observed that the COFs exhibited
slight buckling in these structures, varying from 0N to 3N. The
vertical upward or downward buckling from the plane was about
� 0.173 Å. The optimized lattice constants of COFs obtained using
the PBE(+D2) functional are 10.974 Å, 10.955 Å, 11.092 Å and
11.232 Å for 3N, 2N, 1N and 0N COF, respectively. The max-
imum pore size calculated for the COFs was 11.20 Å. In order to
find out whether these 2D COFs are easily exfoliable from the
HOPG, we calculated their binding strength with HOPG using
the equation Ebind = ECOF+HOPG � ECOF � EHOPG. The binding
energy (Ebind) calculated with BLYP and PBE+D2 functional is
displayed in Table 1. The results demonstrated that COFs
exhibit physical interaction with HOPG. Hence, these 2D COFs
can be peeled off from HOPG without affecting their properties
for device application. Furthermore, the thermodynamic stabi-
lity of the COFs was also assessed by calculating the cohesive
energy, employing the equation

Ecoh ¼ ECOF �
X
i

niEi

" #
=n ði ¼ C;N;HÞ; (1)

where ECOF denotes the total energy of the 2D COF, Ei repre-
sents the gas phase atomic energies of C, N and H, and n is the
total number of atoms in the COF. From this equation, a
negative cohesive energy signifies that the system is energeti-
cally stable, while a positive value implies instability from an
energy point of view. The cohesive energies per atom calculated
for the 2D COFs are given in Table 1. From the calculated
cohesive energies, we found that the stability of COFs increases

Fig. 1 Structures of (a–d) amines, (e) aldehyde and (f) representative 2D
COF synthesized from the combination of amine (d) and aldehyde (e).

Table 1 Cohesive energy per atom (Ecoh) of 2D COFs, their binding
energy (Ebind) on HOPG sheet, and distance (dCOF–HOPG) between the
COF and the top layer of HOPG

System

Ecoh Ebind dCOF–HOPG

BLYP+D2 PBE+D2 BLYP+D2 PBE+D2 BLYP+D2 PBE+D2

3N-COF �6.788 �7.277 �0.833 �0.944 3.481 3.472
2N-COF �6.516 �7.164 �0.833 �0.947 3.483 3.475
1N-COF �6.429 �7.061 �0.836 �0.949 3.483 3.476
0N-COF �6.351 �6.967 �0.837 �0.956 3.484 3.476

Energies are given in units of eV, and distances are in Å.
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as 0N o 1N o 2N o 3N. Thus, 3N-COF is comparatively more
stable than the other COFs.

Now, we discuss the electronic structure of various COFs and
the effect of nitrogen doping on their bandgap. Band structure
calculations revealed that the electronic bandgap of the COFs is
changed by varying the nitrogen percentage. The bandgaps of
COFs were calculated using different levels of theory, such as
generalized gradient approximation (PBE and BLYP) and hybrid
functionals (PBE0 and HSE). The calculated bandgap values
for various COFs are presented in Table 2. From Fig. 2a, it is
observed that the presence of three nitrogen atoms (3N) in the
ring pushes away the valence band maximum (VBM) with
respect to the Fermi energy, whereas for zero nitrogen atoms
(0N) a large bandgap arises due to shifting of the conduction
band minimum (CBM) away from the Fermi level. We conclude
that the bandgap first decreases from 3N-COF to 1N-COF, then
increases again for 0N-COF, as shown in Fig. 2b. Hybrid
calculations also showed a similar trend in the bandgap for
these COFs (see Fig. S2, ESI†). The calculated bandgaps
are 2.473 (2.419), 2.297 (2.264), 2.344 (2.408) and 2.586 eV
(2.817 eV) for 0N-, 1N-, 2N- and 3N-COF obtained by employing
PBE+D2 (BLYP+D2), respectively. The calculations showed that
the bandgaps of 1N- and 2N-COF are lower compared to that of
0N-COF, whereas 3N-COF has a larger bandgap than 0N-COF.
All the 2D COFs were found to show a semiconducting band-
gap, as shown in Table 2. The bandgaps calculated using hybrid
functionals are also given in Table 2. It is clear from Table 2
that both the hybrid functionals predict larger bandgap values
of 2D-COFs than PBE+D2 and BLYP+D2. Thus, it is inferred that
the hybrid functional HSE (PBE0) overestimates the bandgaps
of 2D-COFs. Our PBE+D2 (BLYP+D2) results predict bandgap
values in the range of 2.473 (2.419) eV for 0N-COF and 2.586
(2.817) eV for 3N-COF, which lie in the visible region of the
spectrum (1.65 eV for red and 3.40 eV for violet). Thus, it is
apparent that all the 2D-COFs are potential materials for
optoelectronic applications. Semiconducting 2D COFs formed
by electron-rich precursor molecules have been also reported
previously.29–31

Using an established method,29 we synthesized 2N-COF on
HOPG from 1,3,5-benzenetricarbaldehyde (TCA) and 2,4,6-
pyrimidinetriamine (PTA). Further differential conductivity
(dI/dV) as a function of sample voltage was performed using
scanning tunnelling microscopy. dI/dV is directly related to the
local density of states (LDOS). The experimentally measured
bandgap value for 2N-COF is E2.1 eV, which corresponds to
the above mentioned value obtained using DFT calculations
(PBE+D2 and BLYP+D2 functionals). Fig. 3a shows the normalized
average dI/dV measured on 2N-COF; the black and grey curves
represent two independent sets (averaged over 30 measurements)
of dI/dV measurements of 2N-COF. The green dashed lines
indicate the positions of the valence band maximum (VBM)
and conduction band minimum (CBM) and are �1.2 � 0.1 eV
and 0.9 � 0.1 eV, respectively. The asymmetry in the band gap
also correlates well with the theoretically obtained VBM and
CBM (see Fig. 2). Since the LDOS of graphite makes a major
contribution to the dI/dV measured on 2N-COF on graphite, we
extract the LDOS of 2N-COF using a normalization method as
follows. The dI/dV of graphite (measured independently for
freshly cleaved HOPG) is subtracted from that of 2N-COF on
HOPG using the following equation:

dI

dV2N-COF
¼ dI

dV2N-COFonHOPG
� dI

dVHOPG
� a;

where a is a free parameter used for subtracting the dI/dV
obtained for graphite alone from that of 2N-COF on graphite.29

This parameter should represent the extent of the contribution
of the graphite LDOS to the dI/dV of 2N-COF on graphite. In the
current case we use a = 0.2 after optimizing through trials.
Below this value the dI/dV shows a negative contribution. For
higher values of a we are unable to observe the gap. The raw
dI/dV obtained on 2N-COF on HOPG, along with the normalized
dI/dV, is provided in Fig. S3 (ESI†). Fig. 3b shows a STM
topograph of 2N-COF on HOPG. Similar frames are used for
the dI/dV measurements. The line-like features marked with
red dashed lines represent adjacent molecular rows of the COF.
The inter-line spacing is B6.2 Å, which corresponds to half of
the unit cell parameter of the 2N-COF obtained from calcula-
tions. This indicates that the adjacent lines correspond to
adjacent molecular rows in the 2N-COF. The origin of these
lines contrasts with the optimized geometry of 2N-COF (see the
lower part of Fig. 3b). The unit cell of the optimized 2N-COF is
represented by a black outline and the red dashed lines on the
model depict the adjacent molecular rows. The spacing
between the red lines in the optimized 2N-COF clearly corre-
sponds to the line-like contrast in the experiment. A 2D COF
hexagonal network with a larger pore size was imaged at a
solid–air interface.29 The expected hexagonal pattern could not
be observed by STM, which is most likely since the imaging was
performed at a solid–air interface and due to the small pore
size. The uninterrupted line-like contrast in the STM topograph
indicates that the growth of the 2N-COF in single domains is
uniform. We observed typical domains of size B200 nm. Two
types of 2N-COF domain are typically visible, uniform smooth
domains (as shown in Fig. 3b) and fractal-like growth with

Table 2 Theoretically calculated bandgaps of various 2D COFs using
different functionals (with D2 correction). All results are given in eV units

Functional VBM CBM Egap

3N-COF PBE �6.226 �3.640 2.586
BLYP �6.057 �3.240 2.817
HSE �6.996 �3.244 3.752
PBE0 �7.391 �2.872 4.518

2N-COF PBE �5.874 �3.531 2.344
BLYP �5.561 �3.152 2.408
HSE �6.404 �3.157 3.247
PBE0 �6.798 �2.785 4.013

1N-COF PBE �5.605 �3.308 2.297
BLYP �5.127 �2.952 2.264
HSE �6.016 �2.941 3.075
PBE0 �6.410 �2.569 3.840

0N-COF PBE �5.453 �2.980 2.473
BLYP �5.061 �2.641 2.419
HSE �5.867 �2.599 3.267
PBE0 �7.291 �2.873 4.518
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interconnected small domains. Additional AFM and STM images
of the different types of 2N-COF domain are provided in Fig. S4
and S5 (ESI†), respectively.

To show the formation of 2N-COF we performed X-ray
photon electron spectroscopy (XPS) on 2N-COF formed on
HOPG (similar sample as used above). Fig. 3c shows the N1s
resonance of 2N-COF. Two major resonances are revealed: one
at 398.7 eV, corresponding to imine nitrogen (–CQN– bond),
and the other at 400.15 eV, corresponding to amine (–NH2). The
presence of imine nitrogen in XPS shows the formation of the
aromatic linkage in 2N-COF.29,32 The amine nitrogen is
expected from the unreacted regions of 2N-COF on the surface.
As revealed in AFM and STM, there are fractal-like domains

which possess large edges, and therefore amine nitrogen is
reasonable. The XPS N1s resonance obtained on 2,4,6-
pyrimidinetriamine film (precursor of 2N-COF) shows a major
resonance that corresponds to free amine at 400.07 eV (see data
in S5, ESI†). Upon formation of 2N-COF the free amine concen-
tration decreases rapidly. In addition, the formation of 2N-COF
is also confirmed from the C1s resonance observed in the
XPS data obtained from 2N-COF. Resonances corresponding
to –CQN–, –N–CQN– and –C(N)3 type carbon are expected
compared to pure carbon on bare graphite surface. Different
types of C1s resonances are shown in Fig. 3d: sp2 –CQC–
(284.1 eV), sp2 –CQN– (284.7 eV), sp2 –N–CQN– (285.25 eV),
and sp2 C bonded to three N (–C(N)3, 286.6 eV). XPS spectra of

Fig. 2 (a) Plot of the valence band maximum (VBM) and conduction band minimum (CBM) using the PBE+D2 functional for 3N to 0N COFs with respect
to their Fermi energy (EFermi). (b) Variation in bandgap of 2D COFs from 3N to 0N calculated using PBE+D2 and BLYP+D2.

Fig. 3 (a) Normalized differential conductivity (dI/dV) obtained on 2D 2N-COF at HOPG–air interface. Black and gray curves represent two independent
sets of averaged measurements. (b) Constant current STM topograph of 2D 2N-COF on HOPG. Line-like contrast corresponding to adjacent molecular
rows in 2N-COF is marked by red dashed lines. The corresponding molecular rows in the DFT optimized geometry (red dashed lines) of 2N-COF are
included at the bottom. Outline shows the unit cell of 2N-COF. N1s (c) and C1s (d) resonances observed in the XPS spectra of 2N-COF on HOPG.
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2,4,6-pyrimidinetriamine film and freshly cleaved HOPG are
shown in Fig. S6 (ESI†).

The calculated band structures of 2D COFs in pristine form
and on HOPG are shown in Fig. 4. It can be seen that the band
structure (Fig. 4(a–d)) is essentially a superposition of the two
independent band structures of HOPG and the 2D COF. We
also observe that all 2D COFs exhibit a direct bandgap at the
G-point of the Brillouin zone (Fig. 4(e–h)).

Further, for 0N- and 3N-COFs, it can be seen that the bands
forming conduction band edges exhibit degeneracy along the
G–M direction of the Brillouin zone, while there is no degen-
eracy of the bands in 1N- and 2N-COFs. This behavior in the
conduction band edge can be explained on the basis of sym-
metry of the central imine ring. The central ring is symmetric in
0N- and 3N-COFs but asymmetric in 1N- and 2N-COFs, which is
the reason for obtaining degenerate bands along the G–M
direction in 0N- and 3N-COFs. It is also interesting to see that
as we go from 3N- to 0N-COF, the valence band edge shifts
upwards towards the Fermi level. To clearly visualize this effect,
we also plotted a zoomed-in view of the band structure of
pristine COFs in Fig. S7 (ESI†). From Fig. S7 (ESI†), it can be
clearly seen that the valence band edge of 2N- and 1N-COFs is
shifted upwards by B0.2 and B0.3 eV, respectively, and the

conduction band edge is moved slightly downwards with
respect to 3N-COF. On the other hand, the valence band edge
of 0N-COF is shifted upwards, but at the same time, its
conduction band edge also shifts upwards. This clearly demon-
strates why the bandgap first decreases for 2N- and 1N-COF and
then increases for 0N-COF, as depicted in Fig. 2.

To explore the nature of the conduction and valence band
edges and the charge transfer in aromatic linkages, we calcu-
lated the partial density of states (PDOS) of 2D COFs using
PBE+D2, as shown in Fig. 5 (for PDOS calculated using
BLYP+D2 functional see Fig. S8, ESI†). From the calculated
PDOS, it is clear that most of the conducting states in the COFs
originate mainly from carbon p orbitals. The valence band
edges of 3N- and 2N-COFs are dominated by nitrogen
p orbitals. On the other hand, for 1N- and 0N-COFs the valence
band edges mainly arise from carbon p orbitals. Thus, it is
presumed that charge transfer may take place from carbon to
carbon in 0N- and 1N-COFs, and nitrogen to carbon in 2N- and
3N-COFs. To further explore the distribution of charges, we
plotted the highest occupied molecular orbital (VBM) and low-
est unoccupied molecular orbital (CBM) at the Fermi level in
various COFs for the G-point (Fig. 6). It can be seen that in the
VBM, charge distribution in 3N- and 2N-COFs is distributed

Fig. 4 Calculated band structures of (a–d) 2D COFs on HOPG and (e–h) in free-standing configuration using PBE+D2 functional.

Fig. 5 Partial density of states (PDOS) of 2D COFs from 3N to 0N calculated using PBE+D2 functional.
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over the nitrogen atoms, while in 1N- and 0N-COFs, it is
dispersed over C atoms with a small contribution from
N atoms, as can be seen from PDOS (Fig. 5(c and d)). On the
other hand, one can see from Fig. 6 that the CBM is distributed
throughout the framework, originating mainly from carbon
atoms. Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that in the tria-
zine/nitrogen doped moiety, each nitrogen atom is bonded to
only two carbons, leaving an unpaired electron and a lone pair
in the system. This accounts for the catalytic active sites of g-
C3N4, as reported by Wang et al.33 This leads to different
bandgaps in the COFs presented here. In short, varying the
percentage of N atoms in COFs is crucial for electronic proper-
ties and plays a critical role in tuning their band gap and thus
optoelectronic activity.

The work function (F) of 2D COFs was also calculated using
the PBE+D2 functional. The work function is defined as the
energy required to remove an electron from the Fermi level to
the vacuum and was calculated using eqn (2):

F = Evac � EF, (2)

where Evac represents the vacuum potential and EF is the Fermi
energy. Thus, the work function is determined by calculating
the average electrostatic vacuum potential of a 2D-COF and
then subtracting from it the Fermi energy. We found that the
work function increases as the nitrogen percentage in the COF
is increased. Thus, it is found that the work function is
maximum for 3N-COF and minimum for 0N-COF. The values
of F calculated were 5.209, 5.033, 4.855 and 4.711 eV from 3N
to 0N-COFs, respectively. Plots of the work function are shown
in Fig. S9 (ESI†). These results clearly show that the work
function of COFs can also be tuned via nitrogen doping.

2.2 Carrier transport

The electron/hole mobility in a semiconductor is mainly lim-
ited due to scattering by phonons or defects. The former are

also responsible for the temperature dependence of electrical
conductivity. In this work, we calculated the mobility of
different COFs using deformation potential theory and the effective
mass approximation. In this approximation, the phonon-limited
mobility of charge carriers in a 2D semiconductor along a given
direction is calculated using the following equation:34,35

m ¼ e�h3

lm�2
; (3)

where m* is the carrier effective mass and l is the scattering
probability for the charge carriers along the transport direction.
The scattering probability is calculated as

l ¼ kBTðEiÞ2
C2D

: (4)

Here, C2D is the elastic constant, T is the temperature (300 K)
and Ei is the deformation potential, which is defined as

Ei = DEi/e i = CBM/VBM, (5)

where e(=Da/a) is the applied strain. DEi is the change in energy
of the ith band with respect to vacuum potential. The deforma-
tion potential is obtained by a linear fit of DEi versus strain,
where the strain is varied from�2% to 2%. The elastic modulus
measures the in-plane stiffness and is calculated using the

equation ðE � E0Þ=A0 ¼
1

2
Cxe2, where A0 and E0 represent the

equilibrium area and energy of the system and E is the energy

of the strained system. The effective mass is defined as m��1 ¼

1

�h2
@2E

@k2
and is determined by parabolic fitting of the E versus

k curve for holes and electrons in the vicinity of the VBM and
CBM, respectively. The calculated mobility and the corres-
ponding values of C and l are listed in Table 3. From the table,
it is apparent that the carrier mobility follows the same trend
as the band gap of various COFs. The calculated mobility of

Fig. 6 VBM/CBM plots of 2D COFs from 3N to 0N calculated using PBE+D2 functional. The isosurface value is set to 0.00138 e Å�3. Blue and red lobes
represent the VBM and CBM, respectively.
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different COFs covers a range from 102 to 103, which is signifi-
cantly larger than expected for 2D-COFs. Thus, it is evident that
DP theory highly overestimates the mobilities of 2D-COFs; hence,
it should be applied to such COFs judiciously.36

We also extracted the conductivity of all COFs as a function of
temperature using the Boltztrap code.37 The conductivity (s/t) as a
function of temperature is shown in Fig. 7. We found that both
Boltztrap and deformation potential theory predict the same trend
for the carrier transport properties of various COFs. Nevertheless,
it is apparent from the figure that conductivity exists at high
temperatures, as expected.

3 Methods
3.1 Computational details

Ab initio calculations were performed within the framework of
DFT using a plane wave ultrasoft pseudopotential38 method as
implemented in the Quantum ESPRESSO package.39,40 The
exchange correlation between electrons was described by GGA
approximation using Perdew–Burke–Ernzerhof41 (PBE) and
BLYP42,43 functionals. Apart from the BLYP and PBE func-
tionals, we employed the hybrid functionals PBE044 and
HSE45 that yield accurate bandgap values. The electron wave-
functions were expanded in a plane wave basis set using kinetic
energy cutoffs of 40 Ry and 320 Ry for charge density. A set of
calculations was performed to evaluate the best kinetic energy
cutoff and k-point grid (Fig. S10, ESI†). Brillouin zone integra-
tions were carried out with a uniform k-mesh of 5 � 5 � 1 for

relaxation and 10 � 10 � 1 for scf calculation. The relaxation
calculations were done until the magnitude of the Hellmann–
Feynman force on each ion was less than 0.03 eV A�1. vdW
interactions were also included in the calculations using Grim-
me’s D2 corrections.46

The carrier mobilities were calculated using the semi-classical
Boltzmann equation under a constant relaxation approximation
as implemented in the Boltztrap code.37 A dense k-mesh of
40 � 40 � 1 was used for transport property calculations.
Indeed, the constant relaxation time approximation has been
widely used in theoretical calculations of thermoelectric mate-
rials and has successfully predicted the temperature and carrier
concentration dependence of the transport properties for some
materials with non-parabolic band structures.47 Deformation
potential theory35,48 was also used to calculate the electron and
hole mobility separately and the results were compared with
Boltzmann theory.

3.2 Experimental details

TCA (1,3,5-benzenetricarbaldehyde; purity 99%) and PTA (2,4,6-
pyrimidinetriamine; purity 99%) purchased from Sigma
Aldrich are used for the experiments with no further purifica-
tion. The solutions are prepared in diglyme (HPLC grade,
99.9%; from Avra). TCA and PTA molecules are dissolved in a
mixture of diglyme and methanol and sonicated for 30 minutes.
Equimolar concentrations (10�2 M) of TCA and PTA are mixed
in a 1 : 1 ratio (1 mm glacial acetic acid is added) and heated to a
temperature of 150 1C for B1 h (until the solution turns
yellowish). The stock solution (B10�2 M) is diluted to a
concentration of 10�4 M in methanol (HPLC grade, 99:9; from
Merck) and drop-casted (B2 ml) on a freshly cleaved HOPG
surface. The drop-casted HOPG is transferred to a reaction
chamber which has a continuous supply of N2 gas moistened
with water.49 The reaction chamber is heated to a temperature
of B300 1C for 5 hours. This sample is used for the STM and
AFM measurements under ambient conditions. RHK STM and
Agilent-5500 AFM are used for sample analysis. Mechanically
cut Pt/Ir wires are used as STM tips. We use intermittent
contact mode AFM (also referred to as AC Mode due to the
alternating contact of the tip with the surface). AFM images are
obtained using PPP-NCH silicon cantilevers purchased from
Nanosensors (300 kHz, 35 N m�1), which are designed for
intermittent contact mode of operation. A feedback system is
employed to maintain the oscillation amplitude at a set point
value. The difference between the amplitude and the set point,
called the ‘‘error signal’’, is used as the input of the feedback
system. A constant average force is maintained during the
measurement. All the AFM and STM images are post-processed
and analyzed using WSxM.

4 Conclusions

Using first principles calculations, we have systematically
investigated the electronic structure and work function of a
series of free-standing 2D imine based COFs. We found that the

Table 3 Calculated elastic constants (C), effective mass (m*/m), scattering
probability (l) and mobility (m) of various 2D COFs at 300 K. Here,
e = electron, h = hole, and m = mass of electron

Carrier type C (J m�2) (m*/m) l (eV2 Å2) m (103 cm2 V�1 s�1)

3N e 49.754 0.402 0.276 0.198
h 49.754 0.513 0.236 0.142

2N e 47.967 0.474 0.006 6.562
h 47.967 0.761 0.186 0.082

1N e 50.018 0.153 0.047 8.082
h 50.018 0.135 0.466 1.034

0N e 46.630 0.278 0.315 0.364
h 46.630 0.928 0.233 0.044

Fig. 7 Conductivity (O�1 cm�1 s�1) as a function of temperature. The inset
shows a zoomed-in view of the conductivity between 700 and 800 K.
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bandgap of the COFs can be tailored by doping with nitrogen.
Our findings show that the bandgaps of 0N and 1N COFs lie in
the visible spectrum, which makes them suitable for optoelec-
tronic applications. Also, we found that although the bandgaps
of the other two COFs are slightly larger than those of the
previously mentioned COFs, nevertheless their bandgaps still
lie in the UV-visible range. These findings show that imine based
COFs may be a new family of materials for optoelectronic
applications. Our theoretical results are expected to stimulate
experimentalists to further study novel 2D metal-free organic
materials as UV-visible light optoelectronic materials with unique
advantages. More importantly, our strategies for designing and
modifying 2D organic materials may further encourage scientists
to search for other unknown 2D organic materials in the future,
which will broaden the scope and scientific impact of organic
materials and devices. It is also observed that the carrier mobi-
lities of the COFs are consistent with the calculated band gaps.
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