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Lanthanide-based inorganic–organic hybrid
materials for photon-upconversion

Muhammad Safdar, a Amr Ghazy, a Mika Lastusaari b and Maarit Karppinen *a

Photon-upconversion materials are capable of converting low energy infrared light into higher energy

visible or ultraviolet light. Such materials are demanded for applications such as deep-tissue imaging,

cancer therapy, nano-thermometry, biosensing, display and solar-cell technologies, and beyond.

Trivalent lanthanide ions are promising materials for upconversion due to their suitable f-orbital energy

levels allowing absorption in the near-infrared and emission in the visible wavelength range. The major

obstacle in realizing the full potential of the Ln-based upconverters is their characteristically small

absorption cross-sections. As many organic molecules possess much larger absorption cross-sections,

their combination with Ln3+ ions could bring about remarkable mutual benefits. Additionally, the organic

ligands can also function as spacers to yield metal–organic framework type upconverting materials.

Indeed, superior upconverting properties have already been reported for a diverse family of Ln-based

inorganic–organic hybrids. Here we present an account of the recent developments in the field of Ln-

based inorganic–organic upconverting materials and their emerging applications.

1 Introduction
1.1 Photon upconversion

Photon-upconversion luminescence is a property of certain
materials capable of converting low energy light, typically in
the infrared (IR) range, into higher energy visible (Vis) or
ultraviolet (UV) light. This lower energy-to-higher energy or
so-called anti-Stokes luminescence process has great potential
for applications such as deep-tissue imaging, cancer therapy,
nano-thermometry, biosensing, display technologies, and
solar cells requiring or utilizing IR radiation (Fig. 1).1–6 For
example, lanthanide-based upconverting materials are excel-
lent as biological labels because the detection wavelength is far
from the excitation wavelength, and accordingly there is no
autofluorescence from the medium to disturb the signal from
the label.7

The upconversion (UC) process is based on sequential stacking
of two or more successively absorbed low energy photons. The
thus excited material then emits a higher energy photon through
radiative relaxation. There are two other anti-Stokes processes
known, which should not be mixed with the UC process, i.e.
so-called two-photon and hot-band absorption processes.8,9 In the
former process the stacking of photons is not successive but
simultaneous (i.e. it does not involve intermediate energy levels
and occurs within a much shorter time domain),10 while in the

latter case a single absorbed photon is combined with higher
vibrational states.11

Considering the upconverting material systems, the UC
processes can be divided into three major groups: lanthanide (Ln)
based processes, d-block transition metal based processes,
and triplet–triplet annihilation (TTA) processes seen e.g. in
anthracene.10,12–14 Here we focus on the Ln-based processes,
and in particular on the currently strongly emerging materials
where Ln ions are combined with organic components for either
better harvesting of photons, or to construct metal–organic hybrid
type UC materials. These inorganic–organic materials are gaining
increasing interest in IR-to-Vis UC applications, as they combine in
synergistic manner the unique spectroscopic properties of Ln ions
and the diverse functionalities of organic molecules.

There are several excellent review papers on the topic of
photon-upconversion, but mostly focusing either on purely
inorganic materials, or organic TTA-based material systems.
In 2017, Wang et al.15 reviewed dye-sensitized UC nanoparticles
and their underlying energy-transfer mechanisms, while Wen
et al.16 very recently highlighted the potential of different types
of hybrid UC materials and the challenges these materials
currently face. Here in this review, we exclusively focus on
lanthanide-based inorganic–organic hybrid materials where
the organic ligands/linkers intimately bound to the Ln ions
play an intrinsically important role.

1.2 Lanthanide-based upconverters

Trivalent lanthanide (Ln3+) ions possess exciting luminescence
properties due to f–f transitions in their partially filled 4f-orbitals.
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The filled 5s2 and 5p6 orbitals shield the inner 4f orbitals from a
drastic influence of ligands and subsequently only a minimal
perturbation of electronic configuration is experienced by the
Ln3+ ion. Because of the shielding, Ln3+ ions exhibit characteristic
narrow-band emission and since the f–f transitions are forbidden,
the excited states have long lifetimes.

A conventional Ln-based inorganic upconverter consists of a
host lattice in which the upconverting Ln3+ dopant ions are
embedded. Both components have a profound impact on the
UC properties of the material. For instance, specific energy
transfer properties of the host lattice may strongly alter the
emission properties of the dopant Ln3+ ion.13 The most com-
mon host lattice materials used to produce Ln-based UC
systems are NaYF4, NaGdF4 and NaLuF4.17 The basic criteria
for the selection of a host lattice material are that, (i) its crystal
structure should allow the easy incorporation of the Ln dopant,
(ii) it should be chemically and thermally stable, (iii) possess
low phonon energies, and (iv) be sufficiently transparent to the
impinging IR photons. The other task in the design of an
efficient UC system is the optimization of the Ln3+ dopant
ion composition for the maximal IR photon harvesting and
UC luminescence. To make the IR photon harvesting more
efficient, additional Ln3+ co-dopants or organic molecules can
be used for the purpose of sensitization.

Lanthanide activator composition. Different Ln3+ dopant
ions can exhibit distinct emission properties in the material,

e.g. the dominant wavelength of the emitted light. Thus, a
careful optimization of the material composition is central
to achieving the desired UC luminescence characteristics.
Furthermore, the relative concentration of the activator ions
in the material is also of vital importance. A too small concen-
tration of the activator may not yield efficient UC emission.
On the other hand, a too high concentration of activator in the
doped material may result in concentration quenching.

Sensitization by Ln3+ ions. In general, UC materials are
composed of at least two different Ln3+ ions, one acting as a
sensitizer, while the other serves as an activator. The role of
sensitizer ions (typically Nd3+ or Yb3+) is to absorb the irra-
diated IR photons and non-radiatively transfer the energy to the
activator ions (Er3+, Ho3+, etc.) in the proximity, to produce UC
luminescence emission. The reason why Nd3+ and Yb3+ are
used as sensitizers is their relatively larger absorption cross-
sections compared to the other Ln3+ ions.18 Furthermore, Yb3+

possesses only one excited 4f level, 2F5/2. The absorption band
of Yb3+ is located around 980 nm (2F7/2 - 2F5/2 transition) and
it has an absorption cross-section of B10�20 cm2, which is
greater than that of Er3+ (B10�21 cm2);19 a common activator.
Also, the transition of Yb3+ is well resonant with the f–f
transitions of the most common activator ions, Er3+, Tm3+,
and Ho3+, thus facilitating the efficient energy transfer from
Yb3+ to the emitting Ln3+ ions.20,21 The absorption cross-section
of Nd3+ is about an order of magnitude higher (10�19 cm2)
than that of Yb3+, but the biggest challenge of utilizing Nd3+

as sensitizer is the strong quenching effect caused by energy
back-transfer from activators to Nd3+ ions.22,23 Fig. 2 shows an
energy level diagram of Ln3+ ions, which are commonly used to
prepare UC materials.

Sensitization by organic molecules. The critically small
absorption cross-sections of Ln3+ ions in general severely
restrict the extent to which the purely inorganic UC materials
can absorb IR photons. A powerful approach to address this
issue is to functionalize Ln-based materials with IR absorbing
organic molecules.24 These molecules can operate as antennas
for the absorption and energy transfer to the sensitizer ions
that subsequently transfer the energy to the activator ions for
the emission of the UC photons. Most of the organic molecules
used in Ln-based UC materials are IR absorbing organic dyes
that possess significantly larger absorption cross-sections
(B10�16 cm2) than the Ln3+ ions (B10�20 cm2).24–26 The main
idea of this development took inspiration from the natural
systems that utilize certain functional molecules for energy
absorption and transfer it to a central reaction centre. In an
analogous manner, for example organic dye molecules decorated
onto the surface of b-NaYF4:Yb,Er nanoparticles (NPs) can act as
the absorbers of excitation radiation and transfer the energy to the
Ln ions embedded into the host-lattice matrix of the NPs.

Other functions of organics. In addition to acting as antennas,
incorporation of organic molecules in the UC materials can offer
additional benefits. For instance, in inorganic upconverting
nanoparticles (UCNPs), only a fraction of the emitting ions is
located on the outer surface of the particle, the greater fraction of
them being embedded inside the nanocrystal core. This results in

Fig. 1 (A) Examples of the prominent application areas of photon upconver-
sion. (B) AM1.5 Global solar spectrum with highlighted parts that are unusable
but could be made usable with the help of down- or upconverting materials.
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a limited sensitivity of UC emission for certain applications, such
as bioanalytical diagnostics where the biomolecules should
ideally be positioned in the proximity of the activator ions to
allow an efficient interaction between them. Such proximity is
better achieved with molecular upconverters,27 in which the
organic ligands could function as short bridges between the
activator Ln ions and the biomolecules. However, the problem
of molecular upconverters is the strong non-radiative relaxation
of excitation due to the high-energy phonons of the ligands.28

Moreover, organic ligands can function as spacers to build new
types of upconverting metal–organic framework (MOF) type
structures, with e.g. tunable Ln–Ln distances.

2 Energy transfer and UC mechanisms

The existence of an efficient energy transfer process between
the organic antenna molecule, the sensitizer and the activator
ions is crucial for the UC luminescence. The antenna–sensitizer–
activator system can be imagined as a donor/acceptor pair.
There should be an optimal distance between the sensitizer and
activator ions to allow for an efficient energy exchange, which
typically takes place following electrostatic interaction or non-
radiative exchange mechanisms.29,30 For a detailed explanation of
these processes, the reader is referred to some excellent recent
reviews from theoretical perspective.31,32

The Ln3+ UC is a very complex process and is generally not
considered to be very efficient, as the typical normalized
efficiencies of different two-photon mechanisms range from
10�13 to 10�3 cm2 W�1.10 In practice, the lower limit of
excitation power density that results in detectable UC depends
not only on the system studied but also on the sensitivity of the
detection setup or the practical lower limit of the excitation
source. For example, Joseph et al.33 report 4 mW cm�2 as the
lower limit for microcrystalline NaYF4, YF3, La2O3 and YCl3,
all doped with 18% Yb3+ and 2% Er3+. However, such low
excitation powers are very rarely used in published studies,

whereas lower limits in the range of ca. 0.1 to 0.5 mW cm�2 are
more commonly reported34,35 Moreover, because UC is a non-
linear process, the dependence between excitation power (P)
and UC intensity (I) is typically not linear: for the overall UC
process involving the stacking of n photons I p Pn at low power
densities and drops to I p P1 or below at higher densities.36

There are many possible UC mechanisms depending upon the
UC system, such as excited-state absorption (ESA), energy
transfer upconversion (ETU) and photon avalanche (PA). Some
of the key processes are illustrated in Fig. 3 and briefly
discussed below.

2.1 Excited-state absorption (ESA)

In ESA mechanism (Fig. 3A), a ground state Ln3+ ion sequen-
tially absorbs two photons to emit a single higher energy
photon. The absorption of first photon promotes the ion from
the ground state to the metastable excited state, which absorbs
the second impinging photon to reach the second excited state.
A relaxation of the second excited state back to the ground state
emits an upconverted, higher energy photon. ESA takes places
on singly doped UC materials with low enough concentration of
the active ions to prevent interaction between them. This
process has a typical relative efficiency of 10�5.10

2.2 Photon avalanche (PA)

This process has a strong dependence on cross-relaxation
between luminescent centres and the excitation power density.
The PA upconversion emission is produced only above a certain
threshold of the excitation power. Below that threshold, negligible
luminescence is observed. This mechanism is not common in
nanostructured Ln-based UC materials (Fig. 3B).

2.3 Energy transfer upconversion (ETU)

The ETU mechanism resembles ESA, except that it requires at
least two Ln3+ ions in a proximity, one being the sensitizer and
other acting as the activator. The ETU mechanism may involve

Fig. 2 Partial energy level diagram of Ln3+ ions and the radiative transitions corresponding to typical UC emissions (reproduced from ref. 6, with
permission from Royal Society of Chemistry).6
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(i) non-cooperative sensitization and (ii) cooperative processes.
The non-cooperative sensitization involves only one sensitizer
ion (Fig. 3C1), and can be further categorized as follows:

Energy transfer followed by ESA. The sensitizer absorbs first
photon and undergoes a transition to the metastable excited
state. The energy is then transferred to the activator to promote
it to its metastable intermediate state that absorbs a second
photon to generate a final excited state. A radiative relaxation of
the final excited state of an activator emits an upconverted
photon. This is the most efficient UC mechanism having the
relative efficiency of 10�3.10

Successive energy transfer. This process differs from the
previous in way that the absorption of both photons succes-
sively takes place by the sensitizer ion only. The energy is
transferred to the activator ion via two successive energy
transfer steps, as suggested by the name of the process itself.
The activator in its metastable excited state then emits an
upconverted photon and relaxes back to its ground state.

Cross-relaxation. In cross-relaxation, both the sensitizer and
activator ions absorb excitation photons in their ground states
to transition to the excited intermediate state. Then, the energy
transfer takes place from the sensitizer to the activator to

Fig. 3 Schematic illustration of different absorption and energy transfer processes. The red, purple and dotted green arrows illustrate direct excitation,
radiative emission and energy transfer processes, respectively.
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promote it to the metastable excited state, while the sensitizer
relaxes back to the ground state. The activator emits an
upconverted photon and de-excites to the ground state. Cross-
relaxation can also take place as a self-quenching mechanism
when two identical ions; one in its excited state and the other in
its ground state, exchange energy to transition to an intermedi-
ate excited state. The intermediate excited state in such
instances must be located in the middle of the excited and
ground states. The cooperative process involves more than one
sensitizer ion in the UC process (Fig. 3C2), and can be categor-
ized as follows:

Cooperative sensitization. In this process two ions individu-
ally absorb two excitation photons to reach to their excited
states and then transfer the energy to the third ion, which first
undergoes an excitation and then radiatively de-excites to emit
an upconverted photon. This process has a typical relative
efficiency of 10�6.10

Cooperative luminescence. In this process, two ions indivi-
dually absorb two incoming photons and then interact to emit a
higher energy photon, without involvement of another ion. The
typical relative efficiency for this process is 10�8.10

Energy migration upconversion. This process takes place in
core–shell type NPs containing four types of Ln3+ ions, named
sensitizer, accumulator, migrator and activator. The sensitizer
transfers it energy to an accumulator, which from its high-lying
excited state, delivers the energy to a migrator ion. Finally, the
energy is released to the activator ion that emits an upconverted
photon.

3 Selection of organic ligand/linker
molecules

There are a few common requirements for the organic ligand/
linker to fulfil the basic criteria to be considered for its use in a
hybrid inorganic–organic UC material:
� efficient absorption in the NIR range
� emission in a range that overlaps with the absorption

spectrum of the Ln3+ sensitizer/activator ions to enable the
energy transfer
� no absorption of the upconversion emission
� functional/reactive groups such as carboxylic or sulphate

groups to enable coordination to the sensitizer/activator
Ln3+ ions
� photostability
The organic ligands/linkers typically used with Ln3+ ions

have their absorption and emission peaks positioned around
780–820 nm and 750–1100 nm, respectively.24,26 Other small
organic molecules have also been used, for example as spacer
ligands to create MOF-type upconverting materials.37,38 Mole-
cular structures of the most common organic components
employed are displayed in Fig. 4 and summarized in Table 1.

Most of the organic components employed are strongly
delocalized conjugated systems built up with methine groups.
In general, for the p-conjugated polymers and their oligomers,
the absorption wavelength of the lowest excited state increases

with increasing polymethine chain length.39 This has been
shown for example for the polymethine cyanine dyes composed
of two aromatic or heterocyclic rings linked by a double bond
conjugated polymethine chain.40,41 Heptamethinecyanine dyes
contain N-alkyl substituents, and absorb in the range of 730–
820 nm in solution. Their solubility in organic solvents is
strongly affected by the nature of the N-alkyl substituent, the
heteroaromatic ring, and the counter anion.42 Examples of this
group include the so-called IR-783, IR-806, IR-808 and IR-820
dyes, simply named based on their maximum absorption
wavelengths (lmax).24,43,44

The photostability of these organic dyes is an important
requirement to achieve efficient UC luminescence. The photo-
bleaching of organic dye molecules upon exposure to light can
cause degradation of their optical properties, which may pose
deleterious effects to UC emission. This can particularly be the
case when dye molecules are decorated onto the outer surface
of UCNPs.45 A solution for such issue could be to isolate the dye
molecules from the environment by encapsulation inside inert
layers. For instance, Zhou et al.46 studied photostability of
NPTAT and Rhodamine B isothiocyanate dyes doped into a
SiO2 layer of UCNPs, and found out that the dyes were photo-
stable under 980 nm NIR laser or visible light irradiation.

4 Design of UC material geometries

Current UC research is concentrated on materials prepared in
the form of colloidal nanoparticles (NPs), which can be cate-
gorized as core-only NPs and core–shell NPs (Fig. 5A and B).
Besides the different NP configurations, upconverting inor-
ganic–organic thin films have recently started to emerge as a
new promising geometry; these thin-film upconverters may
require entirely different design considerations to achieve
optimal UC luminescence (Fig. 5C).

The design of core-only NPs for photon-upconversion
involves the incorporation of sensitizer and activator ions into
the inorganic host lattice core. The surface of the core is
functionalized with desired organic antenna that absorbs and
transfers the energy to the sensitizer ions (typically Yb3+). Then,
the energy transfer from sensitizer to activator ions (e.g. Ho3+,
Er3+, Tm3+) takes place through the afore-described energy
transfer UC mechanism(s). The core-only NPs take benefit of
a simple energy transfer process from the organic antenna to
the activator via the sensitizer ions. However, the presence of
surface defects on the core-only NPs may act as quenchers of
the UC luminescence.47 Additional factors that may deleter-
iously influence the UC luminescence, are solvent effects and
the loosely bound ligands, which may cause multiphonon
relaxation/deactivation of the excited Ln3+ ions.48,49

In core–shell NPs, the host lattice core with embedded
sensitizer and activator ions is coated with a suitable material
to minimize the energy losses on the particle surface. To enable
this, the core/shell interface must possess significantly less
defects/quenching sites compared to the core-only NP case.
The chemistry of shell structure can be engineered by adopting
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suitable materials.50 For example, (i) the shell may be passivating
in nature to minimize energy transfer to the particle surface.
For this, the bare host material without doping can be a simple

and convenient choice;51 the shell can be made of (ii) the
host material doped with suitable Ln3+ ions to enhance the
energy transfer or emission processes,52 or (iii) a material that

Fig. 4 Chemical structures of the most commonly used organic molecules; it should be noted that the naming scheme for many of the molecules is
based on their absorption maxima, and it is possible that several similar but not identical molecules have the same absorption maxima and have been thus
given the same name in literature.

Review Journal of Materials Chemistry C

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

8 
M

ay
 2

02
0.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

2/
4/

20
25

 1
2:

40
:2

9 
PM

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d0tc01216e


6952 | J. Mater. Chem. C, 2020, 8, 6946--6965 This journal is©The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020

Table 1 Classification of the Ln-based inorganic–organic hybrid UC materials based on the common material geometries, i.e. core-only NPs, core–shell NPs
and metal–organic network-type structures

Organic ligand Inorganic composition
Excitation
(nm)

Emission
range (nm) Ref.

Core-only IR-806 b-NaYF4:20%Yb3+/2%Er3+ 800 510–530 24
530–570
630–680

DyL800 NaYF4:Yb3+/Tm3+ 801, 975 520–570 58
NaYF4:Yb3+/Ho3+

DY-831 NaYF4:Yb3+/Er3+

NaYF4:Er3+

IR-783 b-NaYF4:20%Yb,2%Er 790–850 500–685 59
IR-808
IR-820
IR-845
BODIPY-FL b-NaYF4:20%Yb3+, 0.5%Tm3+ 450–975 330–480 60
Cy3.5
IR-806
Cyto 840 NaYF4:Tb3+,Tm3+ 810 430–675 61
ATTO 488
ATTO 542 Na(Y/Gd/Lu)0.8 F4:Yb0.18,Er0.02 980 580 62
Indocyanine green (ICG) NaYF4:Nd3+ 800 400–700 63
Phenanthroline (Phen),
thenoyltrifluoroacetone (TTA)

NaYbF4:15%Tb3+,15%Eu3+ 980 450–500 64
510–575
580–700

IR-806 b-NaY0.78�x,Gd0.x,Yb0.2,Er0.02,F4 808 510–565 65
640–680

Core/shell IR-808 (NaYbF4:Tm3+ 0.5%)/NaYF4:Nd3+ 800 320–680 44
IR-820
Cy7 NaYF4:Yb3+,Nd3+,Er3+/NaYF4:Nd3+ 800 500–675 66
ICG NaYF4:Yb3+,X3+/NaYbF4/NaYF4:Nd3+

(X = null, Er, Ho, Tm, or Pr)
800 1000–1700 67

IR-808 NaGdF4:Yb3+,Er3+/NaGdF4:Yb3+/NaNdF4:Yb3+ 808 510–530 68
530–570
630–680

IR-820 NaLuF4:Gd3+,Yb3+,Tm3+/NaLuF4:Gd3+,Yb3+/
NaNdF4:Yb3+

808 450–500 69
630–670

IR-808 NaGdF4:Yb3+,Er3+/NaGdF4:Nd3+,Yb3+ 808 500–575 70
625–680

IR-806 b-NaYF4:20%Yb3+,2%Er3+/b-NaYF4:10%Yb3+ 800 450–700 71
IR-820 NaLuF4:Gd3+,Yb3+,Er3+/NaLuF4:Yb3+,Pr3+ 820 475–565 72

635–675
IR-806 b-NaYF4:20%Yb3+,2%Er3+/NaYF4:10%Yb3+ 800 500–550 73

630–680
ICG NaYF4:Yb3+,X3+/NaYF4:Nd3+,Yb3+

(X = Er, Tm, and Ho),
800 325–700 74

IR-783 NaYF4:10%Yb3+,2%Er3+/NaYF4:30%Nd3+ 800 500–575 43
625–675

IR-806 NaYF4:Yb3+,Er3+/NaYF4:Yb3+,Nd3+ 808 510–570 75
630–680

Heptamethine cyanine NaYF4:20%Yb3+,2%Er3+/NaYF4:20% Nd3+ 808 510–570 76
IR-806 NaYF4:25%Yb,2%Er/NaYF4:Nd 980 500–560 77

630–675
NPTAT* b-NaGdF4:20%Yb,2% Er/NaGdF4 980 450–675 46
Rhodamine
B isothiocyanate

b-NaGdF4:20%Yb,0.2% Tm/NaGdF4

a-NaYbF4:10% Er@NaYF4
IR-808 NaGdF4:Yb,Er/NaGdF4:Yb 808 500–600 45

980
E-CC NaYF4:Yb,Er,Tm/NaYF4 980 500–850 78
H-CC 575–850
HCy5 NaGdF4:Yb,Er,Tm (20,2,1%)/NaGdF4 980 500–800 79
Cy7
800CW NaYF4:Yb,Er/NaYF4:Nd,Yb 808 515–560 80
Cy3
N719

Metal–organic
network-type
structures

2-Aminotere-phthalic acid NaYF4:Er3+,Tm3+/NaYF4 980 520–570 81
1,4-Benzodi-carboxylic acid,
biphenyl-4,40-dicarboxylate

NaGdF4:Yb3+,Tm3+/NaGdF4 635–675
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facilitates functionalization of the outer surface for various
practical applications.53

The thickness of the shell is an important factor to be
considered while designing core/shell NPs. A thicker shell can
be helpful to overcome surface-induced quenching effect of the
core and hence boost the UC emission. However, as the energy
transfer process from the dye - sensitizer - activator is
strongly dependent on distance, an increase in shell thickness
may reduce the energy transfer efficiency of the system.

Compared to the colloidal UCNPs, preparation of the upcon-
verting inorganic–organic materials in thin-film form is a
relatively new approach. Thin films are particularly interesting
and important due to their compatibility towards solid-state
optical devices and applications. The UCNPs can be certainly
applied as thin films using methods such as spray drying, dip
coating, dispersion casting, etc. Nevertheless, the films may
contain traces of solvent impurities that can cause poor film
adhesion or more seriously, degrade device performance and
its lifetime. A gas-phase deposition method can provide an
attractive way to produce thickness-controlled inorganic–
organic hybrid UC thin films on a variety of substrates. The
organic molecules may serve as bridging ligands between two
inorganic layers, as in the case of UC molecular complexes.54

Such UC thin films can offer some unique features over the
NPs, such as conformality and improved adhesion to the
substrate in practical devices.

An elegant way to fabricate state-of-the-art inorganic–organic
thin films from gaseous precursors is to employ the currently
strongly emerging atomic/molecular layer deposition (ALD/MLD)
technique.55–57 This technique is derived from the well-known
industry-feasible ALD (atomic layer deposition) technique for
ultrathin conformal inorganic thin films, and its less exploited
counterpart for purely organic thin films, i.e. molecular layer
deposition (MLD). Most importantly, the combined ALD/MLD
technique allows the production of unique inorganic–organic
hybrid materials with atomic/molecular level accuracy.

5 Examples of Ln-organic UC
materials
5.1 Core-only nanoparticles

Zou et al. pioneered in the use of dye-sensitization to improve
the NIR absorption and photon upconversion property of
b-NaYF4:Yb,Er NPs (average diameter 16 nm); they utilized
cyanine dye, IR-780, as the starting material and replaced its
central chlorine atom with a carboxylic acid group by nucleo-
philic substitution reaction.24 After the carboxylation step, the
absorption spectrum of the dye peaked at 806 nm (in CHCl3),
and thus the derivatized product was named as IR-806 dye. The
derivatization of the IR-780 dye was crucial to facilitate the
binding of dye molecules to the surface of oleyl-amine capped

Table 1 (continued )

Organic ligand Inorganic composition
Excitation
(nm)

Emission
range (nm) Ref.

2,3-Pyrazine-dicarboxylic acid Y0.92,Yb0.04,Er0.04(thd)3* 974 400–425 37
500–600
640–680

IR-806 Yb3+,Er3+ 973 510–560 82
640–680

1,4-Dicarboxy-benzene,
biphenyl-2,5,20,50-
tetracarboxylate

Yb3+,Er3+ 980 500–550 38
625–685

Fig. 5 Different geometry designs of inorganic–organic UC materials: (A) core-only NP with organic antenna on the surface, (B) core–shell NP with
organic antenna on the shell surface, and (C) thin film with inorganic and organic interlayers. The organic ligands (blue) form metal–organic molecular
network-type structures and may also contribute to energy absorption and transfer to sensitizer ions (red). The sensitizer further transfers the energy to
the activator ions (green) for a subsequent UC emission.
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b-NaYF4:Yb,Er NPs. The extinction coefficient of IR-806 at
806 nm was ca. 5 � 106 times higher than that of the
b-NaYF4:Yb,Er NPs at 980 nm. The emission spectrum of
IR-806 and the absorption spectrum of b-NaYF4:Yb,Er NPs
shared an overlapping region at 900–1000 nm, which allowed
Förster-type energy transfer, at 800 nm laser excitation, from
the IR-806 dye to the Yb3+ ions on the surface of NPs.
A subsequent energy transfer from Yb3+ to the Er3+ ions led
to an efficient UC emission at the characteristic Er3+ emission

bands of 510–530, 530–570 and 630–680 nm due to the 2H11/2 -
4I15/2, 4S3/2 - 4I15/2 and 4F9/2 - 4I15/2 transitions, respectively.
When compared to the bare NPs, the dye-coated NPs exhibited
ca. 3300 times brighter UC response within the broad spectral
range of 720–1000 nm (Fig. 6A). As an extension of the afore-
mentioned work, Dupuy et al. combined different organic dyes
with varying infrared absorption and emission bands to NPs
of different compositions (e.g. NaYF4:Er3+ and NaYF4:Yb3+,Ln3+

(Ln = Tm3+, Ho3+, Er3+)) that had differing activation wavelengths

Fig. 6 (A) Steady-state emission spectra of NaYF4:Yb,Er NPs (cyan line), IR-806 (green line), NaYF4:Yb,Er NPs/IR-780 (red line) and NaYF4:Yb,Er NPs/
IR-806 (blue line) in CHCl3 excited by a 2 mW, 800 nm c.w. laser. (Reproduced from ref. 24, with permission from Springer Nature.)24 (B) Energy diagram
of three sensitizers (sensitizer I: BODIPY-FL, sensitizer II: Cy3.5, sensitizer III: IR-806) and Ln3+ ions, showing concurrent sensitization of NaYF4:Yb,Tm
NPs. (Reproduced from ref. 60, with permission from Wiley.)60 (C) Schematic illustrating the composition and operation of the RET relay. Cyto 840 is
excited at 810 nm and transfers its energy to the Ln3+ dopants near the surface of the UCNPs. After multiple transfer events, Tm3+ reaches a highly
excited state and transfers this energy to ATTO 488, which can then fluoresce. (Reproduced from ref. 61, with permission from Wiley.)61 (D) UCNPs are
decorated with the fluorescent dye ATTO 542. The LUMO of the dye is aligned with the 2H11/2 and 4S3/2 states in Er3+, enabling efficient energy transfer to
the dye molecules. (Reproduced from ref. 62, with permission from American Chemical Society.)62 (E) Experimental results (black circle and red square)
and theoretical modelling (black and red curves) of integrated UC intensities of a set of NaYF4:Nd UCNPs with and without ICG sensitization. The energy
transfer mechanism from ICG to NaYF4:Nd NPs, considering both low and high Nd3+ doping levels with ICG sensitization, is also shown. (Reproduced
from ref. 63, with permission from American Chemical Society.)63
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and UC emission bands.58 In this way, it was possible to observe
unique visible emission associated with different bands of IR
excitation. Also, a set of different NIR dyes with distinct absorp-
tion wavelengths can be combined with a specific type of UCNPs
(e.g. b-NaYF4:Yb,Er NPs) to enable programming of the excitation
bands.59 The NPs decorated with mixed dyes of distinct absorbing
bands (783, 845 nm) allow an expanded excitation wavelength
range (790–850 nm) that otherwise cannot be realized using a
single dye.

An appropriate combination of organic dyes can enable
ultra-wideband excitation of photon-upconverting NPs for a
Vis/NIR-to-UV UC emission. For example, combining dyes that
absorb in the blue, green and red regions of visible light with
the NIR-absorbing b-NaYF4:20%Yb3+,0.5%Tm3+ NPs containing
UV-emitting Tm3+ ions, the absorption band can be extended to
the entire visible and NIR range (450–975 nm).60 This expan-
sion of the excitation window allows the utilization of diverse
excitation sources for different applications (Fig. 6B). LaBoda
et al. used a combination of two organic chromophores (Cyto
840, ATTO 488) and NaYF4:Tb3+,Tm3+ NPs to design fluorescent
resonance energy transfer (FRET) networks.61 Cyto 840 absorbs
in the NIR region and its emission spectrum sufficiently over-
laps with the excitation spectrum of the UCNPs employed.
ATTO 448 possesses a significant excitation overlap with the
emission spectrum of NaYF4:Tb3+,Tm3+ NPs and a high quan-
tum yield of 80% that increases the possibility of energy
transfer process. Upon excitation at 810 nm, Cyto 840 transfers
its energy to the lanthanide dopants near the surface of the
NPs. After multiple transfer events, Tm3+ ions reach the highly
excited states 1G4 and 1D2 and transfer the energy to ATTO 488,
which then undergoes emission in the visible range (Fig. 6C).
Such a dye-assisted UC process provides a promising way to
achieve intensity enhanced UC emission.

Lanthanide UC relies on parity forbidden radiative transi-
tions that exhibit very long radiative lifetimes (microseconds).
The occurrence of faster non-radiative decay pathways, such as
phonon coupling and surface quenching effects, cause a loss of
the input energy that translates into poor UC emission. Wisser
et al. solved this issue by anchoring ATTO 542 dye molecules to
the surface of Na(Y/Gd/Lu)0.8F4:Yb0.18Er0.02 NPs.62 The absorp-
tion spectrum of ATTO 542 overlaps with the green emission
peaks of Er3+. The gap between the lowest unoccupied mole-
cular orbital (LUMO) and the highest occupied molecular
orbital (HOMO) of ATTO 542 is very similar in energy to that
separating the 2H11/2 and 4S3/2 excited states from the 4I15/2

ground state in Er3+, which can facilitate efficient energy
transfer from Er3+ to the dye (Fig. 6D). The Er3+ to ATTO 542
energy transfer significantly enhanced the UC emission from
dye molecules that was peaked at 580 nm.

The decoration of inorganic UCNPs with organic dyes also
offers a powerful solution to alleviate the concentration
quenching effect in highly doped materials. For example, for
uncoated NaYF4:Nd NPs, the optimal concentration of Nd3+

ions is around 2%, which is similar to other activators as well,
such as Er3+, Tm3+ and Ho3+. Higher levels of Nd3+ dopant ions
give rise to cross-relaxation process between two Nd3+ ions,

resulting in the quenching of the UC emission. In contrast,
when highly doped (ca. 20%) NaYF4:Nd NPs were sensitized
with indocyanine green dye, the UC emission was strongly
enhanced.63 The indocyanine dye has ca. 30 000 times larger
absorption cross-section than Nd3+ ions, and it facilitates
efficient Förster-type energy transfer to the surface Nd3+ ions.
As the Nd3+ dopant concentration increases, the number of
surface Nd3+ ions also increases, introducing more channels
for dye sensitization for every single NaYF4:Nd NP. This
enhancement effect competes with the concentration induced
quenching rate and yields an overall improvement in the UC
luminescence (Fig. 6E). Jiao et al. demonstrated reduced
surface-induced luminescence quenching for Phen, TTA modi-
fied NaYbF4:Tb,Eu NPs, exhibiting both photon-upconversion
and down-shifting under IR and UV irradiation, respectively.64

The antenna effect of organic ligands was operational only
under UV light for the down-shifting process. The enhance-
ment of the UC luminescence was attributed to the passivation
of the NPs by the organic ligands that reduced the quenching
effect originating from surface defects.

A critical analysis of the afore-mentioned UC systems
indicates a limited understanding of the dye-NP interactions
and a possibility of the involvement of processes that may limit
efficiency of UCL even after dye-sensitization. To elaborate on
this, consider that the absorption cross-section of NIR absorb-
ing dyes is significantly greater than the Ln ions, and each
UCNP contains several hundreds of dye molecules on its surface.
This should boost UC by several hundreds of times, but that is not
the case. Recently, Garfield et al. proposed new design rules for
constructing highly efficient UC nanosystems by understanding
the dye-NP interactions during the energy transfer process.65 The
spin-triplet states in the dye molecules are predominantly respon-
sible for the sensitization of UCNPs and the Ln ions situated on
the NP surface can enhance singlet to triplet intersystem crossing
(ISC) within the dye by spin–orbit coupling (Fig. 7). By designing
dyes whose excited-state wavefunctions are located closer to the
NP surface, it is possible to boost the energy transfer efficiency
due to an improved spin–orbit coupling and Dexter electron
transfer processes. In addition, the doping of the UCNPs with
heavier Ln ions can further improve the UC emission due to the
heavy atom effect that increases ISC within the dye. It is also
important to consider that the UCNP-to-dye energy back transfer
and the Ln–Ln energy migration losses are among the probable
factors that may potentially restrict the theoretically anticipated
UC luminescence intensity.77

5.2 Core/shell nanoparticles

In the core-only NP configuration, the large size of organic
ligands may limit the full surface passivation. The core/shell
NPs efficiently address this issue as they take benefit of an
epitaxially grown inorganic shell to passivate the core structure.
The UC quenching may be suppressed by a factor of two to
three orders of magnitude for the core/shell NPs.83 Absorption
sensitization of these core/shell NPs with organic ligands can
result in bright UC luminescence due to combination of the
antenna effect and the suppressed surface-induced quenching.
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Judicious choice of dopants in the core/shell structure can
improve spectral overlap between the emission spectrum of
the dye and absorption spectrum of the sensitizer ions in the
core/shell structure.

Chen et al. sensitized NaYbF4:Tm3+/NaYF4:Nd3+ based core/
shell NPs using the IR-808 dye to demonstrate a multistep
energy transfer from the antenna to the activator ions within
the core of the NPs.44 A strong overlap of the IR-808 emission
spectrum with the absorption bands of Nd3+ in the shell
resulted in an efficient energy transfer from the dye molecules
to the Nd3+ ions, which subsequently sensitized Yb3+ in the
core. An intracore energy transfer from Yb3+ to Tm3+ ions
produced efficient multiphoton UC emission (Fig. 8A). The
emission peaks were located at 340 nm (1I6 - 3F4, five photon
luminescence); 350, 450 and 510 nm (1D2 - 3H6, 3F4 and 3H5,
four photon luminescence) and 480, 650 nm (1G4 - 3H6 and
3F4, three photon luminescence). An increase in the dye:NP
ratio first increased the luminescence intensity due to the
overall enhancement of the energy absorption. However, at a
further increased dye : NP ratio; an increased interaction
among the dye molecules resulted in quenching of the lumi-
nescence intensity. The optimal dye:NP ratio was determined
to be B830, which refers to ca. 830 dye molecules bound to
the surface of each NaYbF4:Tm3+/NaYF4:Nd3+ core/shell NP.
The nonradiative energy transfer efficiency from the dye to the
Nd3+ ion across the organic/inorganic interface and sequen-
tially the Yb3+ ions in the core was determined to be 82%
and 80%, respectively, and enabled an UC efficiency as high
as 19%.

The dye-sensitized UCNPs are mostly produced as disper-
sions in organic solvents. The fluorescence efficiency of NIR
dyes in aqueous environment is typically much less than in the
organic phase. However, water-based UC systems are strongly
desired for several practical applications. Zou et al. made Cy7
dye-sensitized NaYF4:Yb,Nd,Er@NaYF4:Nd core/shell NPs that
were subsequently coated with phosphatidylcholine through
hydrophobic–hydrophobic self-assembly to achieve the water-
dispersibility.66 The optimal Cy7 dye : NP ratio was ca. 84 and it
yielded 17 times greater UC luminescence at 808 nm irradiation
than the control samples without a dye-sensitization (Fig. 8B).

A tailoring of the structure and composition of the core/shell
NPs can offer additional benefits. For instance, the core/shell/
shell structure can suppress surface-related quenching of the
core nanocrystal by spatially isolating it from the environment.
Additionally, it offers a directional energy flow from the surface-
bound organic to the core of NPs for an enhanced emission.
Shao et al. introduced an efficient downshifting system
composed of ICG-sensitized NaYF4:Yb3+,X3+/NaYbF4/NaYF4:Nd3+

(X = none, Er, Ho, Tm or Pr) core/shell/shell design.67 Under
800 nm excitation, this system was able to produce a set of
narrow band emissions with a large Stokes shift (4200 nm) in
the 1000–1700 nm range. Yang’s group adopted a similar design
concept to produce upconverting IR-808-sensitized NaGdF4:
Yb,Er/NaGdF4:Yb/NaNdF4:Yb NPs.68 Later, NaLuF4:Gd,Yb,Tm/
NaLuF4:Gd,Yb/NaNdF4:Yb NPs sensitized with IR-820 were
reported.69 In these studies, Nd3+ was incorporated into the
outermost inorganic shell and the activator ions were doped in
the inner core. The intermediate layer between the core and the

Fig. 7 (A1) Schematic of the dye-sensitized UCNP system, showing IR806 bound to the UCNP surface, and an upconversion event inside the UCNP
where two excited Yb3+ non-radiatively and sequentially excite an Er3+ into a higher energetic state. Bottom left is the magnified illustration of the
interactions between IR-806 and a surface lanthanide—the heavy nucleus of the lanthanide aids in ISC from IR806 S1 - T1 states, allowing much more
efficient T1 sensitization of the Ln3+ atoms within the UCNP. Right, Depiction of the antenna-like nature of IR806 in sensitizing the NP upconversion,
conveying the much larger absorption cross-section of IR-806 relative to the UCNP, as well as S1 - T1 ISC enhancement by Ln3+. (A2) Diagram of
proposed energy transfer landscape, showing dye ISC to the triplet state T1 before transfer to UCNP lanthanides. (Reproduced from ref. 65, with
permission from Nature Publishing Group.)65
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Fig. 8 (A) Energy transfer pathways in IR-808-NaYbF4:Tm3+/NaYF4:Nd3+ core/shell NPs. The dye molecules on the core/shell NP surface absorb
photons and transfer excitation energy to the Nd3+ ions in the shell, which in turn sensitize Yb3+ ions in the core. Subsequently, intracore energy transfer
from Yb3+ to Tm3+ excites the Tm3+ ions from the ground state to the 1G4, 1D2, and the 1I6 states. (Reproduced from ref. 44, with permission from
American Chemical Society.)44 (B) Synthesis of a water-dispersible dye-sensitized UC nanocomposite. UC of UCNPs loaded with different concentrations
of Cy7 in water and emission intensity integrated in the range of 500–675 nm as a function of the Cy7 content (inset) excited using an 808 nm c.w. laser.
Photographic images of the UCNPs without and with Cy7 antenna dye, excited at 808 nm. (Reproduced from ref. 66, with permission from Royal Society
of Chemistry.)66 (C) Simplified energy-level diagram depicting the energy transfer from Nd3+ to Yb3+, Yb3+ to Er3+, and energy back transfer from Er3+ to
Nd3+ upon NIR excitation. (Reproduced from ref. 68, with permission from Royal Society of Chemistry.)68 (D) Multi-dimensional energy transfer pathways
from the NIR dye molecules on the surface of NaYF4:Yb3+,X3+/NaYF4:Nd3+/Yb3+ NPs to the lanthanide ions in the core. (Reproduced from ref. 74, with
permission from Wiley.)74 (E) Structure of the UCNPs with an energy-concentrating zone to boost energy transfer efficiency and a simplified energy level
diagram. (Reproduced from ref. 80, with permission from Wiley.)80
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outermost shell served as a shield that spatially isolated the
Nd3+ ions from the activator ions embedded in the core, and
consequently prevented the cross-relaxation induced quenching
effects. An efficient energy transfer from dye to the Nd3+ ions and
subsequently to the core could still be achieved through the Yb3+

mediated core/shell/shell interface (Fig. 8C). The second shell can
also be made of an inert material for certain applications, such as
drug loading.70

It is also possible to dope the shell with Yb3+ ions instead of
typically used Nd3+ ions, as was done for IR-806 sensitized
NaYF4:Yb3+,Er3+/NaYF4:Yb3+ and IR-820 bound NaLuF4:
Gd,Yb,Er/NaLuF4:Yb,Pr core/shell NPs.71–73 These single sensitizer-
doped NPs utilize a single exclusive energy transfer pathway for
the transfer of absorbed energy from the dye molecules, across
the inorganic shell and subsequently to the ions in the core.
An availability of multiple energy transfer pathways across the
shell holds a possibility to boost the UC efficiency. This can be
achieved by doping the shell with more than one type of
sensitizer ions. Chen et al. combined Nd3+ and Yb3+ ions in
the shell of UCNPs to take benefit of three exclusive energy
transfer pathways from the surface-bound ICG dye to the Yb3+

ions in the core.74 The overlap between the emission spectrum of
ICG and the absorption spectrum of Nd3+ and Yb3+ ions enabled
a Förster-type energy transfer from the excited ICG molecules to
both ions embedded in the shell.

The three underlying energy transfer pathways can be sum-
marized as: (1) ICG - Nd3+ (shell) - core; (2) ICG - Yb3+

(shell) - core; and (3) ICG - Nd3+ (shell) - Yb3+ (shell) -

core. The resulting UCL intensities were about 2–3 times higher
than observed from the single energy transfer pathway in NPs
with only Nd3+ or Yb3+ ions in the shell (Fig. 8D). A similar
improvement in UC emission was recorded by Shao et al. using
IR-806 functionalized NaYF4:Yb3+,Er3+/NaYF4:Yb3+,Nd3+ core/
shell NPs.75

Another approach to improve energy transfer efficiency in
multi-layered UCNPs is to use an inert core and an energy-
concentrating zone to confine the energy transfer process in a
narrow region near the particle surface.80 The inert core blocks
the energy transfer to deep interior of the UCNPs and spatially
concentrates it more in the proximity of the UCNP surface to
enhance the local excitation energy density. The synergistic
effect of outer surface of maximal energy absorption, combined
with effect of the energy-concentrating zone, holds a remark-
able promise to achieve high UC emission intensity in various
applications (Fig. 8E).

5.3 Metal–organic network-type structures

Coordination polymers (CPs) are single-phase metal–organic
networks of repeating units of metal ions and organic ligands
that possess a unique structural and functional diversity; these
materials are commonly called metal–organic frameworks
(MOFs) when they possess high degree of porosity. A majority
of the CP and MOF materials highlighted are highly crystalline,
but the concept of amorphous MOFs (aMOFs) has also gained
increasing interest in recent years.84 Upconverting lanthanide-
based MOF structures (Ln-MOFs) can offer exciting features for

several practical applications, such as for imaging-monitored
drug delivery, etc. Various functional Ln-MOFs have already
been developed for several applications.85–87 Most of these
Ln-MOFs require excitation by UV light that may pose limita-
tions for their use in certain applications. Thus, development of
NIR excitable Ln-MOFs is of significant interest.

Li et al. synthesized a series of doped Er-MOF and Y-MOF
materials with biphenyl-2,5,2 0,50-tetracarboxylate and 1,4-
dicarboxybenzene ligands,38 and observed the strongest UC
emission from Er-MOFs when 980 nm excitation was used; by
doping Yb3+ ions into Er-MOF, the emission intensity increased
with increasing Yb3+ substitution level. The larger Ln� � �Ln
distance (6.63 Å) in Ln-MOFs as compared to typical NaYF4:
Yb,Er UCNPs (3.5 Å) was suspected to be the cause of inefficient
energy transfer between Yb3+ and Er3+ ions. This is an impor-
tant finding and must be considered while designing NIR-to-Vis
UC Ln-MOFs. Later, Yuan et al. produced several Zr-based
MOFs that were in situ decorated with ligand-free NaYF4:Yb,Er
UCNPs using electrostatically driven self-assembly.81 The nano-
composites exhibited characteristic Er3+ UC emission under
980 nm laser excitation (Fig. 9A).

In recent years, advances in the ALD/MLD thin-film
technique48–50 has made it possible to deposit directly from
gaseous/evaporated precursors hybrid metal–organic materials
with atomic/molecular level accuracy, both in situ crystalline
MOF-like and amorphous aMOF-like thin-film materials.88–90

It is worth noting that the ALD/MLD approach also enables
the growth of novel hybrid materials with unique molecular
networks that cannot be readily realized using any other
synthesis route.91–93 Recently, our group reported the NIR-to-
Vis UC emission for amorphous ALD/MLD-fabricated (Y,Yb,Er)–
pyrazine thin films.37 The films were deposited using mixed
(Y,Yb,Er)(thd)3 and 2,3-pyrazinedicarboxylic acid as the metal
and organic precursors, respectively. The precursors were sepa-
rately vaporized and sequentially pulsed inside the reactor to
form hybrid thin films. Upon exposure to 974 nm NIR laser
light, the films exhibited all the three red-green-blue colours
that were a result of two- and three-photon NIR-to-Vis excitation
processes. Interestingly, the films produced UC emission only
when the incident angles were between 20 and 501. Such a
narrow angular range is otherwise seen in the case of surface
plasmon-coupled emissions (Fig. 9B).94

More recently, ALD/MLD was used to combine Yb3+ and Er3+

ions with the IR-806 dye molecules via Yb–O and/or Yb–N
bonds, with the aim of improving the NIR absorption of the
films.82 Upon excitation with 974 nm NIR laser, characteristic
green and red UC emission was observed from Er3+ ions. The
underlying two-photon stacking process followed the following
possible schemes: (i) Energy transfer up conversion (ETU): Yb3+

absorbed the first excitation photon through the 2F7/2 - 2F5/2

transition and the energy was transferred to Er3+ which excited
to the 4I11/2 state. Next, this excited state absorbed a second
photon promoting Er3+ to the 4F7/2 state. (ii) Ground state
absorption followed by excited state absorption (GSA + ESA):
The first photon was absorbed directly by Er3+ through the
4I15/2 - 4I11/2 transition. Then, this excited state absorbed a
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second photon promoting Er3+ to the 4F7/2 state. In both cases,
the 4F7/2 state nonradiatively relaxed to the 2H11/2, 4S3/2 and/or
4F9/2 states, which finally relaxed to 4I15/2 yielding the green
and/or red-light emission. Interestingly, no UC emission was
observed upon excitation of the (Yb,Er)-IR-806 films under
800 nm, which is the absorption wavelength for IR-806. This
generally means that either no dye-to-Ln3+ energy transfer took
place, or that the lifetime of the excited IR-806 was not long
enough to allow the stacking of the photons. It was speculated
that one reason for this could be self-quenching caused by a too
high concentration of the IR-806 molecules. This assumption
was based on the earlier report that the ideal IR-806 distance
for high upconversion intensity when acting as antennas for
NaYF4:Yb,Er was only 3.4 nm.95 In the films, the distance was
expected to be much shorter. A partial fragmentation of the dye
molecules at evaporation/deposition temperature was also
thought to be possible. Thus, a careful selection of the organic
molecules is critical for growth of UC thin films to realize their
role in the energy absorption and transfer steps. The use of
larger organic molecules, such as IR absorbing dyes can greatly

improve absorption of low-energy photons, but these are prone
to fragmentation at higher temperature. Moreover, the use of
large molecules in metal–organic network type structures can
result in larger Ln� � �Ln interionic distances that can reduce
the efficiency of non-radiative energy transfer between the
sensitizer and activator ions. Despite the foreseeable challenges,
such MOF/aMOF type structures prepared by vapour-phase
growth methods hold several benefits compared to UCNPs, for
instance, solvent-free synthesis for solid-state devices, compati-
bility with scalable large-area growth on various substrates, etc.

6 Examples of applications
6.1 Bioimaging

The commonly used clinical fluorophores for bioimaging are
organic molecules that emit Vis-light upon excitation by UV
or blue photons. However, photobleaching of organic probes,
autofluorescence of the biological specimen, phototoxicity
under UV irradiation and limited penetration depth into/out

Fig. 9 (A1) Fabrication of UCNP and MOF nanocomposites. Precursors of MOF and ligand-free UCNP are mixed directly for the in situ formation of the
nanocomposite. Yellow shaded steps show the proposed formation mechanisms: (i) MOF nucleation, (ii) attachment of nanoparticles onto MOFs through
electrostatic interaction, and (iii) nanocomposite formation. (A2) Top, SEM and TEM images of the UiO-66-NH2@NaYF4:Yb,Er nanocomposites; Bottom,
UC emission spectrum of UiO-66-NH2@NaYF4:Yb,Er nanocomposites dispersed in DMF under 980 nm excitation. The inset shows photographs of
UiO-66-NH2@NaYF4:Yb/Er nanocomposites dispersed in DMF under daylight (left) and the excitation of a 980 nm laser (right). (Reproduced from ref. 81,
with permission from American Chemical Society.)81 (B1) UC emission spectrum for (Y,Yb,Er)–pyrazine thin film grown on the Si substrate. Inset is a
composite image of the film excited at 974 nm. (B2) Dependence of the UC emission intensity on the incident angle of excitation.37
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of the sample are some of the major problems. Hence, the use
of NIR-light for cellular and deep-tissue imaging is highly
advantageous because the so-called NIR biological windows
provide a transparency towards the biological materials
(Fig. 10).96 Inorganic UCNPs have already been used for several
biomedical applications in recent years. Their superior features
compared to quantum dots and organic fluorophores, such as
sharp emission peaks, low toxicity, photochemical stability,
long emission lifetimes and a resistance to photobleaching,
make them potential candidates for use as contrast agents in
biomedical imaging and sensing applications. However, the
inorganic UCNPs, which predominantly utilize Yb3+ ions as the
absorbers, require 980 nm laser excitation. In this spectral
region, water molecules tend to strongly absorb the IR photons.
Because water molecules are an essential constituent of bio-
logical samples, the absorption causes both an attenuation of
the excitation signal and possible overheating of biological
specimens that can cause cell death and tissue damage.97

The inorganic–organic hybrid UCNPs provide a plausible
solution against this issue, because the organic antenna mole-
cules can be carefully designed to exhibit absorption at wave-
lengths of interest. Most of the organic dyes used as sensitizers
absorb at B800 nm, which is a spectral region minimally
attenuated by the biological samples. Thus, a choice of excitation
wavelength from this region not only improves the penetration
depth, but also reduces tissue-overheating problem.

Chen et al. encapsulated ICG-sensitized core/shell UCNPs
into amphiphilic micelles to render them dispersible in an
aqueous phase for in vitro imaging of cancer cells.74 However,
the UC luminescence decreased by a factor of 5 after the phase
transfer from DMF to water, which can be possibly associated
with the quenching due to water molecules. As NIR light at
800 nm can penetrate transcranially to a depth of several cm
through the human skull, meninges, scalp, and brain; the
UCNPs can be used for deep-tissue imaging and optogenetics.
Certain light-sensitive proteins (opsins), control neuronal activity
upon exposure to certain wavelengths of light.

Wu et al. demonstrated neuron activation by IR-806-sensitized
core/shell NPs embedded in poly(methyl methacrylate) film,
under 800 nm excitation.71 The film was placed directly beneath

a glass coverslip containing cultured hippocampal neurons. Red
light sensitive channel rhodopsin revealed consistent depolariza-
tion and firing in response to 800 nm light, in an intensity and
pulse-pattern dependent manner. A subcutaneous administration
of water solubilized UCNPs into the mouse was used for in vivo
imaging. However, this system also suffered from significant loss
in UC emission in aqueous environment due to the quenching by
water molecules. A relatively more stable upconverting system was
obtained when phosphatidylcholine (PC) coating was applied
to Cy7-sensitized core/shell UCNPs for cellular and lymphatic
imaging.66 The UC intensity of this upconverting nanocomposite
system remained above 70% of the initial intensity even after
seven days as compared to the initial value, which reflects
improved protection of the Cy7-sensitized UCNPs by the PC
molecules against aqueous environment (Fig. 11A).

6.2 Photodynamic therapy

Another potential biomedical application of inorganic–organic
UCNPs is for the photodynamic therapy and simultaneous
multimodal bioimaging of cancer cells and infectious patho-
gens. Photodynamic therapy (PDT) involves the use of photo-
sensitizers, visible light and ambient oxygen to generate
reactive oxygen species (ROS) that trigger cancer cell death.2

Because visible light suffers from limited penetration depth, its
use in PDT is restricted to diseased tissues closely underneath
the skin or near organ lining. Xu et al. developed IR-808-
sensitized NaGdF4:Yb,Er/NaGdF4:Nd,Yb UCNPs coated with
mesoporous SiO2 shell that housed green- and red-light sensi-
tive dual-photosensitizers.70 Upon excitation by 808 nm NIR
photons, the energy was absorbed by IR-808 and transferred to
Nd,Yb ions in the shell and further to the Yb,Er ions in the core
to radiate green and red photons. These visible-light photons
activated dual-photosensitizers to generate a burst of ROS for
an impressive in vivo tumour inhibition efficacy. Moreover, in
addition to UC imaging, the presence of Gd and Yb ions in the
UCNPs allowed for in vitro magnetic resonance imaging and
computerized tomography. Such multimodal imaging capability
holds a promise for imaging-guided PDT.

6.3 Detection of (bio)chemicals

Multiplexed, sensitive (bio)molecular detection of target mole-
cules in clinical diagnostics requires sophisticated analytical
approaches due to the heterogeneous and complex nature of
specimens. Conventional bioanalytical methods based on PCR
gene chips, electrophoresis and mass spectrometry are not
directly suited for the analysis of such heterogeneous samples.
Moreover, these methods require destructive sample preparation
and cannot be applied to live cells/tissues. The use of quantum
dots or fluorescent dyes for the analysis of protein biomarkers
has emerged as a powerful approach, but it also has several
limitations, such as background autofluorescence, photo-
bleaching, etc. Hence, more suitable multiplexed biomarker
detection technologies are required. One of the possibilities
towards this end is to use narrow line width, single-band (sb)
UC emission that can increase the number of distinct emission
bands and enable multiplexed analysis of analytes. For instance,

Fig. 10 Absorption spectrum of human skin showing the first (NIR-I),
second (NIR-II) and third (NIR-III) biological windows. (Reproduced from
ref. 96, with permission from Royal Society of Chemistry.)96
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Zhou et al. have used sb-UCNPs for the quantitative and simulta-
neous in situ profiling of multiple biomarkers in intact breast
cancer cells and tissues.46 The sb emission in the blue (480 nm),
green (550 nm) and red (650 nm) regions was achieved by coating
UCNPs with selected organic dyes to function as optical filters
that possessed an absorption band overlapping with one of the
UC emission bands. The antibody-conjugated sb-UCNPs were
successfully applied to simultaneously detect and quantify multi-
ple tumour biomarkers (Fig. 12A).

The use of inorganic–organic hybrid UCNPs is becoming
more popular also for ratiometric intracellular detection. In a
ratiometric analysis, the signal output from two or more
excitation or emission sources is compared to deduce changes
in an intracellular environment. For instance, Ke et al. reported
recently nanomolar hypochlorite (ClO�) quantification in live
cancer cells using IR-808-sensitized NaGdF4:Yb,Er/NaGdF4:Yb
UCNPs and a purpose-built confocal microscope equipped with
808 nm and 980 nm dual-laser excitation source (Fig. 12B).45

The CQC bond at the secondary amine substitution of IR-808
can be reduced by the ClO� molecules to interrupt energy
transfer pathway and thus markedly suppress 540 nm UC
emission under 808 nm excitation. However, as different intra-
cellular environments can give rise to variations in the emis-
sion intensity even in the case of cells from the same group; the
authors normalized 540 nm emission under 808 nm excitation
to the corresponding 540 nm emission under 980 nm excita-
tion. As a result, accurate quantification of intracellular intrin-
sic and exogenous ClO� was made possible due to the minimal
interference from other biomolecular constituents, pH pertur-
bation and inhomogeneous probe distribution within the
cellular environment. Liu et al. also developed a ratiometric
strategy for the selective detection of peroxynitrite (ONOO�) as
the hepatitis indicator for in vivo and in vitro application.78

Moreover, specific radical-sensitive NIR cyanine fluorophores

were combined with UCNPs for simultaneous visualization of
endogenous redox biomarkers with excellent spatiotemporal
resolution in living conditions (Fig. 12C).79

Liang et al. developed NaYF4:20%Yb,2%Er/NaYF4:20%Nd
UCNPs using chemically modified heptamethine cyanine dye
as a target-modulated sensitizing switch for the detection of
glutathione (GSH); a cancer biomarker.76 The modified dye
contained a nitroazo group to serve a dual purpose, i.e. the
recognition of GSH molecules, and to annihilate the emission
from the dye itself by photoinduced electron transfer process.
In the presence of GSH, the nitroazo group from the dye was
replaced, thereby resuming a strongly emissive nature of it.
Since the sensitization effect for UCL was triggered exclusively
by the interaction of target molecules with the dye-decorated
NPs, it allowed a promising way for quantitative detection of
GSH in live cells.

6.4 Solar cells

The standard spectrum of sunlight (280–2500 nm) is composed
of about 3% UV, 44% Vis and 53% IR light (Fig. 1B). The UV
photons are only a fraction of the solar spectrum and there is a
high variation in its irradiance due to atmospheric factors
(ozone, clouds, etc.). On the other hand, IR light is very
abundant, but the photon energies are too low to be absorbed
by semiconducting materials commonly used in solar cells due
to their wide bandgap. Hence, most of the solar cell technol-
ogies rely on Vis-portion of the solar spectrum because the
energy of Vis-photons matches the bandgap of the semi-
conductor used. The loss of sub-bandgap photons is one of
the major limitations that confront further improvement of
solar cell efficiencies, particularly in single-junction solar cells.

The absorption of only those photons with energies higher
than the semiconductor bandgap contribute to an electric
current. The widely applicable solar cell technologies utilize

Fig. 11 (A1) Schematic design and simplified energy level diagram of a water-dispersible PC-Cy7-UCNPs. (A2) UCL lymphatic imaging at 30 min post
injection of PC-Cy7-UCNPs under irradiation at 808 nm (lUCL = 540 � 12 nm, scale bar = 10 mm). (Reproduced from ref. 66, with permission from Royal
Society of Chemistry.)66
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Fig. 12 (A) Design of the multi-layer structure of green, blue and red sb-UCNPs and their antibody – for multiplexed breast cancer biomarker
mapping.46 (B1) Optical layout of the purpose-built NIR dual laser confocal microscope system (DM: dichroic mirror, FM: flip mirror, CCD: charge
coupled device). (B2) UC spectra collected at 500–600 nm under 808 nm excitation (UCLex808) in probe-loaded cells. Panels (1–4) show different cell
groups upon addition of NaClO. Also shown is the UCL ratio (UCLex808/UCLex980) derived by normalizing the UCLex808 intensities to their corresponding
540 nm emission under 980 nm excitation. A significant reduction in the relative standard deviation (RSD) is evident from the plots after the ratiometric
normalization (n = 6 cells).45 (C) Design of NIR light-mediated UCNPs by comprising reactive oxygen species-responsive HCy5 and reactive nitrogen
species-responsive Cy7 dyes. Upon radical stimulation, HCy5 and Cy7 underwent a structural regeneration and degradation, respectively, leading to
ratiometric UCL and optoacoustic signal variations that enabled screening of diverse endogenous redox biomarkers.79
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only Vis-light; whereas the UV and IR light is lost to thermaliza-
tion and transmission losses, respectively.98 As a result, the
solar cell efficiencies are severely limited close to the Schockley–
Queisser limit (e.g. 30% for c-Si solar cells). Earlier computational
studies have shown that the performance of c-Si PV cells can
be enhanced up to 63% and 47.6% for concentrated and non-
concentrated sunlight, respectively, by IR-to-Vis UC.99 Other solar
cell technologies (e.g. a-Si, perovskites, dye-sensitized solar cells
(DSSC), organic solar cells, etc.) can benefit even better from the
IR-to-Vis UC process as these materials severely fail to absorb
photons at longer wavelengths. UC can improve solar light
harvesting ability of these materials without altering the design
and merits of the existing solar cells. For example, NaYF4:
10%Yb3+,2%Er3+/NaYF4:30%Nd3+ NPs functionalized with IR-783
dye were incorporated onto the TiO2 photoanode of a dye-
sensitized solar cell to harvest energy from NIR photons that is
otherwise lost due to transmission losses.43 The solar cell effi-
ciency improved from 7.57 to 8.57% under direct AM1.5 G
simulated sunlight irradiation (100 mW cm�2), which corre-
sponds to more than 13% improvement compared to the control.
The UC contribution from harvesting NIR sunlight was quantified
to be 7.1%, along with the scattering contribution of B6%.
By selecting a range of suitable organic dyes, a significant portion
of the IR spectrum can be harvested and converted into visible
light for considerable increase in the overall efficiency of a solar
cell. Jiao and co-workers achieved both UC and DS for polymer
solar cells by using NaYbF4:Tb,Eu NPs decorated with Phen and
TTA ligands.64 Here, the antenna ligands were sensitive to UV
photons (372 nm excitation) only and the energy transfer took
place from Phen/TTA - Tb - Eu. Under 980 nm excitation, Yb
was populated to 2F5/2 level to non-radiatively transfer the energy
to Tb by cooperative sensitization, which was then followed by
energy transfer to Eu for visible-light emission. The authors
reported a 10.2% increase in power conversion efficiency when
these UC and DS NPs were incorporated into the polymer solar
cells. These recent reports indicate a considerable promise that
inorganic–organic UC materials offer to solar cell technologies.
More research focus is required to design efficient UC materials
and combine them with different solar cell devices to study
improvement in power conversion efficiency under solar
irradiation.

7 Summary and outlook

In this review, we introduced the lanthanide-based upconver-
sion phenomenon, the underlying energy transfer processes,
sensitization strategies taking advantage of organic linker/
ligand molecules, the emerging hybrid Ln-organic UC materials
and their design concepts, and finally the prominent applica-
tions of such materials in a broader context. The hybrid UC
materials have emerged as promising candidates for a diverse
range of applications that can benefit from IR photons’
good biological penetrability or high availability in sunlight.
Whether it be the larger absorption cross-section of the organic
sensitizers, emission sensitization, emission band tuning or

their use in metal–organic framework type structures, the organic
molecules offer a breadth of unique features that otherwise
cannot be realized using purely inorganic UC materials.

However, despite the recent remarkable developments, there
is a lot of room for further improvement. For instance, the
existing UC materials require laser excitation for UC process to
take place and the quantum efficiencies are still very low. The
conversion of IR solar spectrum into Vis light would greatly
benefit solar cell technologies and solar-driven photocatalysis,
but the efficiency of most Ln-based UC materials is still poor
under normal solar irradiance (ca. 1000 W m�2). The organic
sensitizers attached to UC materials can provide a potential
route to improve the absorption of sub-bandgap photons.
This feature can be combined with novel design principles to
construct UC materials with strong emission characteristics.

The MOF-type UC materials may find applications for
sensing or detection of chemicals. A modulation of the lumi-
nescence property upon the absorption of guest molecules in
porous UC metal–organic structures can open new ways of
chemical sensing. However, the use of UCNPs and MOF-type
materials can face some serious challenges. They can be
difficult to apply onto solid-state devices in an appropriate
form, such as thin films. Furthermore, the incorporation of
additional solvent impurities may degrade the performance
or lifetime of the devices. The currently strongly emerging
ALD/MLD technique can provide an attractive approach for
the integration of hybrid UC materials in e.g. solar cells or
photocatalysts.
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