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Thermally activated delayed fluorescence (TADF) emitters with aggregation-induced emission (AIE) features

are hot candidates for non-doped organic light-emitting diodes (OLEDs), as they are highly emissive in solid

states upon photoexcitation. Nevertheless, not every AIE-TADF emitter in the past had guaranteed decent

efficiencies in non-doped devices, indicating that the AIE character alone does not necessarily afford ideal

non-doped TADF emitters. As intermolecular electron-exchange interaction that involves long-lived triplet

excitons plays a dominant role in the whole quenching process of TADF, we anticipate that it is the main

reason for the different electroluminescence performances of AIE-TADF emitters. Therefore, in this

work, we designed two TADF emitters SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC by modifying a reported less

successful emitter BP-DPAC with extra fluorenes to increase intermolecular distances and attenuate this

electron-exchange interaction. With the fluorene lock as steric hindrance, SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC

exhibit significantly higher exciton utilization in non-doped films due to the suppressed concentration

quenching. The non-doped OLEDs based on SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC show an excellent maximum

external quantum efficiency (EQE) of 22.8% and 21.3% respectively, and what's even more promising is

that ignorable roll-offs at practical brightness (e.g., 1000 and 5000 cd m�2) were realized. These results

reveal that locking the phenyl rings as steric hindrance can not only enhance the molecular rigidity, but

also cause immediate relief of concentration quenching, and result in significant performance

improvement under non-doped conditions. Our approach proposes a feasible molecular modification

strategy for AIE-TADF emitters, potentially increasing their applicability in OLEDs.
Introduction

Organic light-emitting diodes (OLEDs) are regarded as prom-
ising candidates for at panel displays as well as lighting owing
to their great advantages, such as high-quality colour repro-
duction, low energy cost, light weight, and exibility. To take the
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initiative in a highly competitive market, it is generally required
to improve device performances and stabilities meanwhile
reducing production costs.1–3 Thermally activated delayed uo-
rescence (TADF) emitters4–23 are thus the current hotspots in
OLED technology as they are pure organic compounds as cheap
as conventional host matrixes and can harvest not only singlet
excitons, but also triplet excitons via a reverse intersystem
crossing (RISC) process. To acquire high device performances,
the doping strategy, namely dispersing emitters in host
matrixes, has been widely accepted for TADF emitters.24–29 It
indeed has proven effective over time in unleashing the full
potential of exciton harvesting, while on the other hand, the
doping process apparently brings about some cost- and
stability-associated disadvantages as well. In order to achieve
stable device performance in mass production, precise doping
concentration control with complicated device structures is
necessary. It brings about high device fabrication costs. By
contrast, non-doped OLEDs30–40 are more promising
Chem. Sci., 2021, 12, 1495–1502 | 1495
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Fig. 1 Molecular structures of BP-DPAC, SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-
SPAC, in which their electronically active cores are marked in red for D
and blue for A segments respectively; and their frontier molecular
orbital distributions at optimized ground states and spin-density
distributions of T1 states.
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architectures for commercial applications due to the merits of
structural or process simplicity which leads to reduced fabri-
cation cost and stable device performance in mass production.
Moreover, non-doped systems can well avoid fatal phase sepa-
ration which may happen in host–guest systems. Unfortunately,
most TADF emitters by far are actually excluded as suitable
candidates for non-doped devices because of severe concen-
tration quenching. The progress of high-performance non-
doped TADF OLED devices is still very limited despite the fast
and fruitful development of TADFmaterials themselves. Among
them, emitters exhibiting aggregation-induced emission (AIE)
are considered as hot candidates since they are highly emissive
in solid states upon photoexcitation. Nevertheless, not every
AIE-TADF emitter37,39,41 in the past showed decent efficiency in
non-doped devices, indicating that merely possessing the AIE
feature is still insufficient to afford ideal non-doped TADF
emitters.

Previous studies have indicated that long-lived triplet
exciton-involving intermolecular electron-exchange interaction,
as described by the Dexter energy-transfer model,42,43 plays
a dominant role in the whole quenching process of TADF in
lms. Besides, triplet-related quenching also accounts for the
efficiency roll-off at practical brightness with high current
densities, which is a widespread issue for electroluminescence
(EL). Owing to the short-range nature of intermolecular Dexter
interaction and exciton quenching, we anticipate that those
AIE-TADF emitters that failed in achieving decent non-doped EL
performance still have a great chance to ameliorate behaviours,
once they undergo further modication to enlarge the molec-
ular distance, that is, to restrict these adverse intermolecular
interactions.

Herein, by remodelling a reported less successful donor (D)–
acceptor (A) type compound (4-(9,9-diphenylacridin-10(9H)-yl)
phenyl)(phenyl)methanone (BP-DPAC),44 we obtained two novel
TADF emitters 2-(9,9-diphenylacridin-10(9H)-yl)-10H-spiro
[anthracene-9,90-uoren]-10-one (SPBP-DPAC) and 2-(10H-spiro
[acridine-9,90-uoren]-10-yl)-10H-spiro[anthracene-9,90-uo-
ren]-10-one (SPBP-SPAC) (shown in Fig. 1). The two new emitters
both retain the electron-donating and electron-withdrawing
cores (respectively marked in red and blue in Fig. 1) as in the
reference compound. However, in marked contrast to those of
BP-DPAC, the phenyl rings of benzophenone (BP) groups are
locked via a rigid uorene group, forming a new designed A
moiety named 10H-spiro[anthracene-9,90-uoren]-10-one
(SPBP), in order to enhance molecular rigidity and reduce the
intermolecular interaction. Likewise, in SPBP-SPAC, the
diphenyl-9,10-dihydroacridine (DPAC) group is also reinforced
into the 10H-spiro[acridine-9,90-uoren] (SPAC) moiety by
fusing the two peripheral phenyl groups to form one uorene
unit. Detailed physical measurements prove that these three
compounds have similar energy levels as well as characteristics
of AIE and TADF, while in neat lms, SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-
SPAC exhibit signicantly higher exciton utilization in photo-
luminescence (PL) and EL processes. This is because the triplet
spin densities of SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC were barely
distributed over the uorene groups, and these rigid uorenes
can act as rigid steric hindrances to hinder intermolecular
1496 | Chem. Sci., 2021, 12, 1495–1502
triplet–triplet interactions. Notably, the non-doped OLEDs
based on SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC respectively displayed an
excellent maximum external quantum efficiency (EQE) of 22.8%
and 21.3%, which are evidently higher than that of the BP-
DPAC-based one (12.9%). Moreover, they both exhibited a well-
suppressed efficiency roll-off. In particular, the SPBP-DPAC
based non-doped OLEDmaintained a record-high EQE of 22.4%
at a practical brightness of 1000 cd m�2. The behaviour of the
SPBP-SPAC based device is more noteworthy, with its EQE
climbing up to the maxima at a very high brightness of 2186 cd
m�2, suggesting that the exciton quenching is largely sup-
pressed at relatively high exciton densities. These outstanding
performances highlight the evident role of using uorene locks
to enhance molecular rigidity and reduce the intermolecular
interaction, which not only works on electron-donating cores,
but also on electron-withdrawing ones. Our results demonstrate
a feasible strategy of molecular modication to improve the
non-doped EL performance of practical AIE-TADF molecule
candidates.
Results and discussion
Synthetic procedures

The reference compound BP-DPAC was prepared according to
the literature.44 The detailed synthesis of SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-
SPAC is demonstrated in Scheme 1 and the ESI.† The bromi-
nated A segment SPBP-Br was prepared via the following two
steps: (i) a carbonyl addition reaction involving n-butyl lithium
with 2-biphenyl bromide and 2-bromoanthraquinone; (ii)
a dehydration ring-closure reaction with hydrochloric acid and
acetic acid. Then the target compounds SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-
SPAC were obtained via a Buchwald–Hartwig coupling reaction
with the corresponding D segments. We then used nuclear
magnetic resonance (NMR) and mass spectrometry to further
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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Scheme 1 Synthetic route to SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC.
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conrm their chemical structures. The compounds were further
puried by sublimation before investigations.
Theoretical calculation

Theoretical calculations were rst performed to investigate the
electronic delocalization of the compounds (Fig. 1). Ground
state (S0) geometries were optimized using density functional
theory (DFT) on the basis of the B3LYP/6-31G(d) level. Due to
similar evident steric hindrances, similar large dihedrals
between D and A segments are estimated to be 82.8� for BP-
DPAC, 84.7� for SPBP-DPAC and 88.3� for SPBP-SPAC, respec-
tively. Meanwhile for both new SPBP derivatives, locking the two
phenyl rings of the BP group endows them with coplanar
rigidity instead of free rotation in BP-DPAC. Similarly, the extra
lock in the SPAC moiety also restricts the rotation of the phenyl
rings in the DPAC moiety and results in an enhanced rigidity.
Based on the optimized geometries, their highest occupied
molecular orbital (HOMO) and lowest unoccupied molecular
orbital (LUMO) distributions were calculated. As shown in
Fig. 1, the delocalization of the HOMO and LUMO of both SPBP
derivatives is very similar to that of BP-DPAC with evident
separations, which is essential for facilitating TADF features.
Notably the delocalization can barely cross over the sp3 carbon
and extend to the uorene groups, suggesting that the elec-
tronically active cores are similar to those present in BP-DPAC.
Therefore, the HOMO and LUMO energy levels are predicted to
be very similar for all three compounds (Table S1†). We further
simulated their natural transition orbitals (NTOs) by a time-
dependent DFT (TD-DFT) method. As shown in Fig. S1,† like
those of ground states, the “hole” and “particle” of their lowest
singlet (S1) and triplet (T1) excited states only distribute in the
electronically active cores, respectively, suggesting their intra-
molecular charge-transfer (ICT) characteristics. Accordingly, the
calculated S1–T1 energy offsets (DEST) are all estimated to be
extremely small values of �0.01 eV, further indicating that they
are TADF emitters. To further clarify the roles of the moieties
beyond the sp3 carbon that barely show orbital distributions, we
also calculated the triplet spin-density distributions (TSSDs)
(Fig. 1). It is apparently shown that the triplet excitons of the
three compounds almost exclusively localize on the electroni-
cally active cores (coloured in molecular structures in Fig. 1),
while the uorenes and phenyl rings only act as shielding
protectors for these active cores, contributing no TSSDs. As
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
a result, it is expected that the intermolecular interaction-
associated concentration quenching in the solid state should be
effectively suppressed, when involving the protectors on both D
and A moieties in SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC, especially these
rigid bulky uorene protectors. In comparison, the reference
compound BP-DPAC, which only has two rotation-free phenyl
rings at the acridine side, could most likely expose its elec-
tronically active cores to each other in pure thin lms, fatally
confronting strong intermolecular interactions.

Crystal structures

Single crystal analysis was then carried out for SPBP-DPAC and
SPBP-SPAC to determine their geometries and packing patterns.
As shown in Fig. S2,† both emitters adopt highly twisted
molecular geometries, which are well consistent with our
previous estimation. Moreover, with the rigid uorene groups
as steric hindrance, direct face-to-face close packing of both the
D and A cores is unavailable in both emitters, which would
effectively suppress the intermolecular electron-exchange
interactions. Close intermolecular distances are observed
between D and A moieties and estimated to be 3.279 Å for SPBP-
DPAC and 3.597 Å for SPBP-SPAC respectively (shown in Fig. S2d
and h†). Concentration-caused emission quenching and exciton
annihilation can thus be expected to be largely suppressed.

Electrochemical and thermal properties

We then carried out cyclic voltammetry (CV) measurement to
characterize the energy levels of the studied compounds. As
shown in Fig. S3,† all compounds exhibited similar curve
shapes due to their similar D and Amoieties. From the onsets of
oxidation and reduction curves, we estimated the HOMO and
LUMO levels as summarized in Table 1. In particular, the
HOMO energy level of SPAC is only slightly shallower than those
of DPAC derivatives, conrming the similar electron-donating
abilities of DPAC and SPAC, while the LUMO energy levels of
SPBP derivatives are evidently lower than that of BP-DPAC. This
could be ascribed to the enhanced conjugation of BP cores in
SPBP moieties because of the lock.

To conrm that their thermal stabilities are suitable for
thermal evaporation, thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) and
differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) measurements were
carried out for the new compounds. As shown in Fig. S4,† the
decomposition temperatures (corresponding to 5% weight loss)
were estimated to be 387 �C for SPBP-DPAC and 412 �C for SPBP-
SPAC respectively. Such high decomposition temperatures
suggest they are suitable for the evaporation process. Moreover,
both compounds did not show obvious glass transition or
melting during the whole range from room temperature to 200
�C, guaranteeing their application in OLED devices.

Photophysical properties

The photophysical properties of these compounds were then
investigated under different conditions. Fig. 2a shows the
absorption and PL spectra in dilute toluene. Due to their similar
electron-donating and electron-withdrawing cores, all these
emitters exhibit similar locally excited absorption bands below
Chem. Sci., 2021, 12, 1495–1502 | 1497
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Table 1 Summary of the key physical parameters of the emitters in this work

Compound labs
a [nm] lem

b [nm] S1
c [eV] T1

c [eV] DEST
d [eV] HOMOe [eV] LUMOe [eV] FPL

f [%]

BP-DPAC 305, 360 491/520/486 2.77/2.97 2.71/2.93 0.06/0.04 5.70 3.06 88
SPBP-DPAC 307, 380 500/535/495 2.67/2.95 2.64/2.88 0.03/0.07 5.70 3.24 98
SPBP-SPAC 308, 410 497/542/504 2.52/2.92 2.50/2.84 0.02/0.08 5.65 3.23 99

a Measured in toluene at room temperature. b Measured in toluene, THF and neat lms at room temperature (298 K). c Measured in non-doped
lms and 2-MeTHF at 77 K. d DEST ¼ S1 � T1.

e Determined using cyclic voltammetry curves in DMF at 298 K. f Absolute PLQY of 30 wt%
emitters doped in mCP lms measured using an integrating sphere under a nitrogen atmosphere and coefficient of error within �1.0%.

Fig. 2 (a) Normalized UV/Vis absorption (black) and photo-
luminescence (red) spectra of the studied compounds in toluene
solution at room temperature and (b) their fluorescence (black) and
phosphorescence (red) spectra in amorphous neat films at 77 K.

Fig. 3 PL spectra of (a) BP-DPAC, (b) SPBP-DPAC and (c) SPBP-SPAC
in THF/water mixtures with different water fractions (fw) (left) and the
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�340 nm. Meanwhile due to their similar D–A interactions,
weak bands assigned to ICT transitions can be noticed to be
centred at 360 nm for BP-DPAC, 380 nm for SPBP-DPAC and 410
nm for SPBP-SPAC respectively. In the PL spectra, clearly broad
and structureless emission can be observed similarly at 500 nm
for SPBP-DPAC and 497 nm for SPBP-SPAC, respectively, which
has a slight bathochromic shi compared with that of BP-DPAC
(491 nm), well consistent with their different HOMO–LUMO
gaps. In particular, the Stokes shi of SPBP-SPAC is evidently
smaller than that of SPBP-DPAC and BP-DPAC, indicating that
locking these rotation-free phenyl rings can instantly suppress
the molecular excited-state relaxation. We then changed the
solution to polar tetrahydrofuran (THF) (Fig. S5b†), in which all
these ICT-type emissions showed redshied PL spectra
compared with the results in toluene. As shown in Fig. 3, the
three emitters all display weak yellow emissions in dilute THF
solutions, while the PL intensities were greatly enhanced along
with the aggregates formed by adding a large quantity of water
into THF solutions. Correspondingly, noticeably increased
delayed uorescence lifetimes are observed which clearly reveal
the AIE features of these three compounds (Fig. S6†).37,45
1498 | Chem. Sci., 2021, 12, 1495–1502
Apparently, although using spiro uorene gives rise to evidently
increased rigidity of D and A moieties in SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-
SPAC, there are still important single bonds remaining, which
are the bridges between D and A segments and would suffer
evident geometrical changes during CT excitation, radiation
and relaxations. Therefore, there are still serious molecular
rotations which will induce serious energy loss and weak
emission in highly polar THF, while upon formation of the
aggregates, such molecular structural relaxation processes can
thus be well restrained, inducing enhanced emission (i.e. AIE).
Moreover, the spiro uorene moieties also help prevent the
formation of close p–p stacking in the aggregate state and the
unfavourable ACQ can thus be effectively relieved. Therefore,
both emitters could depict an AIE phenomenon. It should be
noted that with different aggregation degrees (i.e. water frac-
tion), the emission peaks are observed to red or blue shi. This
could be attributed to the combined results of several factors
corresponding PL intensity versus fw (right).

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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such as increased environmental polarity intensity and molec-
ular packing (redshi the emission), restricted molecular free
rotations upon aggregation (blueshi the emission), etc.

We then characterized the PL properties of these emitters in
amorphous neat lms, in which the molecular geometry relax-
ation is effectively suppressed while molecular energy levels and
packing modes are the determining factors to their emission. As
shown in Fig. S5c,† the PL spectral peak wavelength of SPBP-
SPAC became slightly longer than that of SPBP-DPAC, consis-
tent with the narrower HOMO–LUMO bandgap of SPBP-SPAC.
To further characterize the energy levels of these emitters, we
measured their uorescence and phosphorescence spectra in
neat lms and 2-methyltetrahydrofuran (2-MeTHF) at 77 K. As
shown in Fig. 2b and S7,† similar uorescence and phospho-
rescence spectra with structureless shapes were observed,
indicative of their notable ICT transition characteristics. Table 1
summarizes the results by calculations from their correspond-
ing spectral onsets. The S1/T1 energy levels of BP-DPAC, SPBP-
SPAC and SPBP-DPAC showed regular declines, and coincide
well with their HOMO and LUMO energy levels. Based on these
energy differences, their DESTs are experimentally calculated to
be less than 0.1 eV in both the amorphous neat lm and 2-
MeTHF solution, and are small enough to promote the transi-
tion of triplet excitons to singlet excitons via the thermally
activated RISC process.

The TADF nature of BP-SPAC has been proved by previous
literature.44 In order to verify our modied compounds retain-
ing TADF properties, transient PL decay measurements were
proposed, as shown in Fig. S8.† In dilute toluene and THF
solution, both emitters showed obvious delayed uorescence
lifetime, indicating that they have TADF characteristics in the
dilute solution (Fig. S8a and b†). Likewise, we measured their
transient PL proles in neat lms. As shown in Fig. S8c,† both
SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC exhibited prompt components with
lifetimes estimated to be 24.4 and 24.9 ns, and delayed
components with very short delayed lifetimes of 2.5 and 1.3 ms,
respectively. Such short delayed lifetimes are benecial to
suppress the device efficiency roll-off by accelerating triplet
conversion to delayed uorescence. With obvious TADF
contribution, the photoluminescence quantum yields (PLQYs)
of SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC neat lms are estimated to be as
high as 93% and 98%, respectively, almost double that of BP-
DPAC (47%). When diluting these emitters in 1,3-bis(N-
Table 2 Kinetic parameters of BP-DPAC, SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC i

Compound FPL
a [%] Fp/Fd

b [%] sp
b [ns] sd

b [ms] kp
c [107 s�1] kd

BP-DPAC 47 14/33 17.9 5.3 5.6 1.9
SPBP-DPAC 93 31/62 24.4 2.5 4.1 4.0
SPBP-SPAC 98 53/45 24.9 1.3 4.0 7.7

a Absolute PLQY measured using an integrating sphere under a nitrogen a

components of PLQY obtained by tting the transient curve at 298 K. c k

constant of the intersystem crossing (ISC) process (S1 / T1), kISC ¼ kp �
h Rate constant of nonradiative transitions of triplet excitons, kTnr ¼ kd �

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
carbazolyl)benzene (mCP) lms, their PLQY difference is not so
obvious (BP-DPAC: 88%; SPBP-DPAC: 98%; SPBP-SPAC: 99%).
The enhanced molecular rigidities due to the uorene locks
apparently contribute to the PLQY enhancement of the modi-
ed molecules; more importantly, concentration quenching is
considerably suppressed in non-doped thin lms of the modi-
ed compounds resulting in great progress in exciton utiliza-
tion relative to the reference molecule under non-doped
conditions.

To further analyse the mechanism behind, we calculated the
photophysical kinetic parameters. As summarized in Table 2,
the rate constants of the RISC process (kRISC) of SPBP-DPAC and
SPBP-SPAC are estimated to be 1.2 � 106 and 1.4 � 106 s�1,
receptively. These values are evidently higher than those for
most TADF competitors, suggesting that the triplet energy loss
routes could be effectively blocked for SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-
SPAC. These improvements then clearly highlight the effect of
introducing steric hindrance on relieving concentration
quenching. Notably, with the extra lock of SPAC, the SPBP-SPAC
molecule exhibited a further suppressed non-radiative process
of triplets (kTnr) compared with SPBP-DPAC, revealing the effect
of locking via uorene on increasing segmental rigidity and
thus suppressing non-radiative decays.
EL performance

Inspired by all these above properties, we investigated the
potential of the two emitters in non-doped OLEDs. The detailed
device structures and their corresponding energy level diagram
are illustrated in Fig. 4. In the fabrication of devices with
structures of ITO/TAPC (40 nm)/TCTA (10 nm)/mCP (10 nm,
except for SPBP-DPAC)/emitter (20 nm)/TmPyPb (40 nm)/LiF (1
nm)/Al (120 nm), indium tin oxide (ITO) and LiF/Al were used as
the anode and the cathode, respectively; 1,1-bis[4-[N,N-di(p-
tolyl)amino]phenyl]cyclohexane (TAPC) and 1,3,5-tri(m-pyrid-3-
yl-phenyl)benzene (TmPyPb) respectively acted as the hole-
transporting and electron-transporting layer; 4,40,400-tris(carba-
zol-9-yl)triphenylamine (TCTA) was used as electron-blocking
layers; and in particular, mCP was inserted as the exciton-
blocking layer except for SPBP-DPAC to optimize the device
performance.

Table 3 summarizes the performance of the non-doped
OLEDs with optimized device structures. As shown in Fig. 4, the
n a non-doped film

d [105 s�1] kr
e [107 s�1] kISC

f [107 s�1] kRISC
g [106 s�1] kTnr

h [105 s�1]

0.8 4.8 0.5 1.2
1.3 2.8 1.2 0.4
2.1 1.9 1.4 0.3

tmosphere and coefficient of error within �1.0%. b Prompt and delayed

p ¼ 1

sp
. d kd ¼ 1

sd
. e Rate constant of radiative decay, kr ¼ Fpkp.

f Rate

kr.
g Rate constant of the RISC process (T1 / S1), kRISC ¼ kpkd

kISC

Fd

Fp
.

FpkRISC.
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Fig. 4 (a) Device structures and energy level diagrams of non-dopedOLEDs and the corresponding (b) electroluminescence (EL) spectra at 1000
cd m�2, (c) current density and luminance versus voltage curves, and (d) power efficiency and EQE versus luminance curves.

Table 3 Summary of the EL characteristics for BP-DPAC, SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC based non-doped OLEDs

Compound Von
a [V]

lEL
[nm] CIEb (x,y)

EQEc/PEd/CEe [%/lm W�1/cd A�1]

Maximum
at 1000 cd
m�2

at 5000 cd
m�2

BP-DPAC 3.0 496 (0.21, 0.42) 12.9/34.3/32.7 4.3/10.0/13.8 n/a
SPBP-DPAC 3.1 504 (0.23, 0.50) 22.8/54.1/63.7 22.4/49.9/61.4 17.1/31.1/46.5
SPBP-SPAC 3.1 516 (0.27, 0.56) 21.3/51.6/65.7 20.8/53.4/64 20.9/46.1/63.8

a Turn-on voltage. b Commission Internationale de l'Eclairage (CIE) coordinates. c External quantum efficiency. d Power efficiency. e Current
efficiency.
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AIE feature of BP-DPAC does not lead to a high exciton utiliza-
tion in EL. Its non-doped OLED can only achieve a maximum
EQE of 12.9%. Compared with BP-DPAC, the remodelled emit-
ters SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC only slightly redshied the EL
spectra of their non-doped devices, which are well consistent
with their non-doped PL spectra. The optimized OLEDs
respectively displayed stable green EL with a peak at 504 nm
and a CIE coordinate of (0.23, 0.50) for SPBP-DPAC, and at 516
nm and (0.28, 0.56) for SPBP-SPAC. This tendency is well
consistent with their photophysical properties. On the other
hand, these devices showed much improved performance. The
SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC based devices exhibited maximum
EQEs of 22.8% and 21.3% respectively, markedly improved
compared with those of the reference compound BP-DPAC. This
should be primarily attributed to the introduction of the
1500 | Chem. Sci., 2021, 12, 1495–1502
uorene locks onto the electronically active moieties, which not
only enhance the molecular rigidity, but also successfully
distance the excitons and reduce the possibility of exciton
annihilation during electro-excitations. Meanwhile, it should be
noted that although SPBP-SPAC shows a higher PLQY and
superior dynamic parameters, its non-doped device displays
a slightly inferior EQE maximum to that of SPBP-DPAC. To
gure out the reason, we further prepared hole- and electron-
only devices based on these compounds. As shown in Fig. S9,†
the hole and electron mobilities are evidently more balanced in
the non-doped SPBP-DPAC lm than in SPBP-SPAC and BP-
DPAC, giving the SPBP-DPAC device a higher level of carrier
balance. This should be attributed to the reasonably closer
packing mode of SPBP-DPAC under non-doped conditions. On
the other hand, the looser molecular packing of SPBP-SPAC
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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helps to reduce the concentration quenching especially at high
current density. Therefore the SPBP-SPAC based device reversely
showed better performance at a practical brightness of over
�1500 cd m�2.

In fact, the performances of the optimized doped devices of
SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC are only slightly higher than those
under non-doped conditions (seen Fig. S10 and Table S2†).
Such weak concentration sensitivity thus indicates that for
SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC the role of the host matrix is not as
important as it is for most common TADF emitters. Moreover,
as the delayed lifetimes of both emitters are as short as �2 ms,
the suppression of their device efficiency roll-offs has also been
signicantly ameliorated. The SPBP-DPAC based non-doped
device maintained an excellent EQE of 22.4% at 1000 cd m�2,
corresponding to an extremely small roll-off of 1.8%. To the best
of our knowledge, this is the highest value among reported non-
doped TADF OLEDs (Table S3†). Moreover the device still
maintained an impressive EQE of 17.1% at 5000 cd m�2 with
a relative efficiency roll-off of only 25.0%. Meanwhile the device
based on SPBP-SPAC with two rigid uorene locks showed more
inspiring results. With increasing current densities, the device
EQE climbed up to its maximum at a very high brightness of
2186 cd m�2, and maintained as high as 20.9% at 5000 cd m�2,
corresponding to a negligible roll-off of �2%. All these results
thus prove that with appropriate intermolecular steric
hindrance to isolate excitons and an extremely short exciton
lifetime to accelerate exciton-to-light conversion, the exciton
quenching problem could be perfectly solved in non-doped
emitting layers.

Conclusion

In summary, we designed two TADF emitters SPBP-DPAC and
SPBP-SPAC by modifying a reported less successful emitter BP-
DPAC with extra uorene moieties to enhance the molecular
rigidity and increase the intermolecular distance. Though all
three compounds have similar energy levels and prominent
characteristics of AIE and TADF, SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC
exhibit signicantly higher exciton utilization in non-doped
lms because of the suppressed concentration quenching.
Notably, the non-doped OLEDs based on SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-
SPAC respectively displayed an excellent maximum external
quantum efficiency (EQE) of 22.8% and 21.3%, which are
evidently higher than that of the BP-DPAC based one (12.9%).
Moreover, the performances of SPBP-DPAC and SPBP-SPAC are
even more promising with ignorable roll-offs at practical
brightness (i.e. 1000 and 5000 cd m�2). In particular the EQE of
the SPBP-DPAC based non-doped device at 1000 cd m�2 is
record-high compared to those of reported TADF-based non-
doped OLEDs. Our work not only provided two highly efficient
non-doped TADF emitters by simply using uorene to lock the
electron-donating and electron-withdrawing moieties, but more
importantly, by comparing three AIE-active materials with
different behaviours in nondoped devices, we gured out the
key for AIE-active materials to obtain decent performance in
non-doped OLEDs, which was not fully claried in previous
literature. Accordingly we proposed a feasible molecular
© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
modication strategy for AIE-TADF molecules with low perfor-
mance in nondoped OLEDs to increase their applicability in
OLEDs.
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