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Designing potentially singlet fission materials with
an anti-Kasha behaviour†

Ricardo Pino-Rios, *ab Rodrigo Báez-Grez, c Dariusz W. Szczepanik d and
Miquel Solá *e

Singlet fission (SF) compounds offer a promising avenue for improving the performance of solar cells.

Using TD-DFT methods, anti-Kasha azulene derivatives that could carry out SF have been designed. For

this purpose, substituted azulenes with a donor (–OH) and/or an acceptor group (–CN) have been sys-

tematically studied using the S2 Z 2T1 formula. We have found that –CN (–OH) substituents on electro-

philic (nucleophilic) carbons result in improved SF properties when compared to azulene.

Introduction

Singlet fission (SF) is a process in which, from light absorption,
a chromophore passes from its fundamental state to a singlet
excited state, and later, it can collide by diffusion and share its
excitation energy with a neighbouring ground state chromo-
phore generating two triplet excited states in a spin-allowed
process.1–4 As a result, from a single photon one can generate
two excitons. This phenomenon is exploited in designing new
organic compounds with technological, medical, and other
applications, the most important being the development of
the new generation of solar cells. One of the characteristics that
a compound must have in order to be able to perform SF is that
it should fulfil the following relation:5

S1 Z 2T1 (1)

Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) constitute a popular
family of compounds with photoelectronic properties. For
example, derivatives of acenes, such as tetracene and penta-
cene, widely known for their fluorescent properties,6–8 can carry
out SF processes.9,10 These photoelectronic properties have

allowed the development of several derivatives with technolo-
gical and medical applications.11

Additionally, the aromatic character of these PAHs confers
stability in the ground state (S0) and, depending on their deloca-
lization pattern,12,13 also in the final lowest-lying triplet (T1) or
singlet (S1) excited state.14 In this latter group of compounds,
stabilization of T1 explains the low S0–T1 gap values of some of
these compounds. The S1 state is involved in photochemical
processes only in compounds where Kasha’s rule is fulfilled. This
rule indicates that the photoelectronic properties, such as
fluorescence/phosphorescence, occur in the lowest energy excited
state.15

A compound well known for its photoelectronic properties is
azulene,16 a naphthalene isomer with a low S0–T1 gap and a dipole
moment of 1.08 Debye in the ground state.17 This compound also
possesses ten p electrons and, therefore, the compound is globally
aromatic according to Platt’s perimeter model.18 Additionally, a
local aromatic behaviour is explained in terms of the coexistence of
two fused charged rings and the Glidewell–Lloyd rule:19–21 the
tropylium cation and the cyclopentadienyl anion (Scheme 1).
Because of this, the negative charge is concentrated on the five-
membered ring, allowing it to explain this compound’s direction
and high dipole moment value.

Another interesting feature of this compound is that it emits
through the S2 excited state in complete violation of Kasha’s

Scheme 1 Proposed covalent (global aromaticity) and ionic (local aro-
maticity) resonance forms for the ground state of Azulene.
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rule. It is worth mentioning that this was reported by Michael
Kasha himself in his original 1950 paper.15 Recently, this
anomaly has been explained by considering two properties of
azulene: first, the excited S2 state is globally aromatic, giving it
stability and a long lifetime allowing the emission from S2, and,
second, there is an easily accessible antiaromaticity relief path-
way of the S1 state.22

Research on azulene-containing compounds has once again
received considerable attention,23 with recent work by Casanova
et al. who integrated two antiparallel azulene units bridged with
one heptalene all inserted into a polycyclic conjugated hydro-
carbon to design anti-Kasha organic emitters from high excited
states.24

Moreover, a very detailed study reported by Nickel and
Klemp indicates that fluorescence is not the only form of
azulene emission since triplet states may also be involved in
photochemical processes. The authors indicate that processes
such as thermally activated delayed fluorescence (TADF) and SF
can take place, with smaller lifetimes and quantum yields, but
significant enough to be detected.25,26

Computational methods

The construction of the studied compounds was carried out
through the systematic substitution of the azulene hydrogens with
–OH (p-electron donor) and –CN (p-electron acceptor) groups
avoiding the substitution of two rings at the same time in order
to understand the influence of the substituents on each of the
aromatic rings. A total of 60 systems were designed and optimized
to B3LYP27,28/6-311G(d,p)29 in the gas phase, checking that they are
local minima on their respective potential energy surfaces. All
calculations were performed using the Gaussian 16 program.30

Additionally, excited state energies have been studied at the
time-dependent density functional theory approach (TD-DFT)31

level using the same basis set. Since studying the excited states
of azulene is not a simple task,32–34 to obtain reliable energies, a
total of 16 functionals were tested, including pure, hybrid, long-
range corrected functionals and the Tamm–Dancoff approxi-
mation, which is known to correct the triplet instability problems
of standard TD-DFT.35,36 The data obtained were compared with
gas-phase experimental data and with DFT/MRCI37 and CASSCF-
NEVPT222 calculations reported in the literature. The selection
criterion is based not only on the accuracy of the calculations
performed with respect to the available data, but also the fact that
eqn (2) (S2–2T1) presents values greater than zero. Another impor-
tant reason in the selection of the best functional is that the
electronic transitions are correctly assigned. For example, experi-
mental reports in conjunction with computational calculations at
the DFT/MRCI level indicate that the excited states of interest in
this study: T1, S1, and S2 correspond to H - L, H - L, and H�1
- L & H - L+1 transitions, respectively.38

The chosen functional (see Table 1) for the calculation of the
designed systems is LC-oHPBE using regular TD-DFT. This
functional not only presents reasonable values compared to
the experimental data, but also presents a positive value for

eqn (2) (1245 cm�1) in full agreement with the experimental
results (1000 cm�1). In this case, the values using the Tamm–
Dancoff approximation35 present less accurate values as can be
seen in Table S1 in the ESI.†

Results and discussion

The purpose of this article is to take advantage of the char-
acteristics of azulene to design compounds that can carry out
SF. For this purpose, we have modified the electronic structure
of azulene by systematically replacing hydrogen atoms by p-
electron donor groups (–OH) and p-electron acceptor groups
(–CN) in positions 1 to 8 (see Fig. 1) obtaining a total of 60
systems that are labelled OH and CN depending on the sub-
stituted group followed by the numbers of C atoms to which
these substituents are attached (e.g. CN4678 means that C
atoms number 4, 6, 7, and 8 have a CN substituent and the
rest have no substituents). The design of the systems has been
carried out systematically, avoiding the substitution of the two
rings at the same time in order to evaluate the effect of the
substituent per ring.

Since the initial formula given for the design of compounds
that can carry out the SF process applies only to those that

Table 1 Excited state energy values (in cm�1) computed using regular
TD-DFT and the 6-311G(d,p) basis set

Regular TD-DFT

T1 S1 S2 S2–2T1

H - L H - L H�1 - L; H - L+1 (Eqn (2))

Experimental37 13 900 14 300 28 800 1000
DFT/MRCI38 14 180 15 400 27 900 �460
CASSCF-NEVPT239 15 383 15 450 31 446 680
B3LYP27,28 16 090 19 452 29 418 �2762
BH and HLYP28,40 16 696 20 512 30 690 �2701
CAM-B3LYP41 15 885 19 516 30 456 �1314
M0642 16 146 19 156 28 611 �3682
M06-2X42 16 405 19 448 31 313 �1496
M06-HF43,44 16 129 18 991 32 544 286
M11L45 16 997 19 747 27 640 �6353
BP8640,46 15 730 18 885 28 195 �3266
TPSS47 16 032 19 355 28 667 �3396
WB97XD48 16 048 19 517 30 407 �1689
B97D49 15 736 18 938 28 067 �3404
PBE50 15 712 18 885 28 263 �3160
PBE051 16 029 19 691 29 976 �2083
HSEH1PBE52–54 16 033 19 689 29 872 �2195
LC-BLYP55 15 220 19 223 31 191 750
LC-oHPBE56 14 982 19 164 31 208 1245

Fig. 1 Dual descriptor (a) and experimental reactivity (b) reported for
azulene, including atomic numbering. Orange/blue areas indicate areas
susceptible to electrophilic/nucleophilic attack.
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comply with Kasha’s rule, we have used the following formula
to characterize SF chromophores in azulene derivatives:25

S2 Z 2T1 (2)

This equation is used since the emitting excited state in this
case is S2. Because S2 is higher in energy than S1, anti-Kasha
compounds are more likely to show SF behaviour. First of all, it
is necessary to understand the reactivity of azulene in S0. For
this, we have calculated the dual descriptor57,58 (Fig. 1a), which
graphically shows the regions where a compound is more

susceptible to nucleophilic/electrophilic attack. The areas in
orange are electron-rich areas, which allow the attack of an
electrophile, i.e. an electron acceptor group, while blue shows
the areas prone to nucleophilic attack (electron donor group).
These results coincide with the experimentally described reac-
tivity of this compound (Fig. 1b), where the same colour scale is
maintained.

The excitation energies of all studied compounds are shown
in Table S2 (ESI†). The analysis will be carried out with respect
to the unsubstituted compound since it allows understanding
the effect of the substituent with respect to the type of carbon

Fig. 2 Computed S2 Z 2T1 values for azulene derivatives (a) for substituted –CN compounds and (b) for substituted –OH compounds. The red line
corresponds to the value of azulene taken as a reference.
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and the corresponding ring in which it has been substituted.
We have checked that the nature of the excited states and the
frontier molecular orbitals remain the same after substitution
(Fig. S1, ESI†). We observe that for the case of the compounds
substituted with the –CN group, the effect on the excited states
T1, S1, and S2 is mostly stabilizing except for the cases of
substitutions in C1 and C2 and those where these two atoms
are involved (CN12 and CN123), for which the excited states
tend to destabilize when compared to azulene. These excep-
tions correspond to the five-membered ring atoms.

For the case of those compounds substituted with –OH, the
effect of the substituent in the T1 state is stabilizing on the C1
(C3) and C5 (C7) carbons, which are nucleophilic carbons,
while for the case of the electrophilic carbons the effect is
clearly destabilizing. With respect to the S2 state the effect of
the substituent is stabilizing only in C1 while, for the other
cases, the energies remain practically the same (this is deter-
mined by setting a range of �1300 cm�1 or 0.16 eV).

When we apply eqn (2), it is possible to identify trends that
allow us to design SF compounds. In the case of the experimental
values reported for azulene, the difference S2–2T1 has a value of
1000 cm�1, while our results at the TD-LC-oHPBE/6-311G(d,p)//
B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) level give 1245 cm�1 in clear agreement with
the experimental value, following the same trend, indicating that
azulene can act as an SF system. If we apply the formula to
literature results obtained at the DFT/MRCI level,38 we obtain a
value of �1700 cm�1, which is clearly underestimated. On the
other hand, the values at the CASSCF-NEVPT2 level deviate a little
more from the experimental values, however they are in agree-
ment with respect to eqn (2). The value obtained at our level for
azulene will serve as a basis for comparison with the results of the
substituted systems (see Fig. S2, ESI†).

Fig. 2 shows the results of the application of eqn (2) to the
compounds studied. As can be seen, the compounds substi-
tuted with –CN are more likely to have positive S2–2T1 energy
gaps, fulfilling the requirements for a SF process to occur. We
can note that positive values occur when substitutions have
been made on electrophilic carbons (even numbered carbons)
and that this influence is maintained in mixed compounds
(where both electrophilic and nucleophilic carbons have been
replaced). Additionally, it is necessary to mention that the
highest values occur when substitutions are made on the 7-
membered ring.

Although for both the T1 and S2 states the effect of the
substituent is similarly stabilizing in almost all cases, the effect
in T1 is more decisive than that of S2 for the fulfilment of
eqn (2). Indeed, compounds that have T1, S1, and S2 stabilized
states are more prone to show SF behaviour.

A qualitative explanation of the observed changes can be
derived from the dipole moments of the S0, T1, S1, and S2 states
that are 1.04,�0.50,�0.43, and�0.60 Debye, respectively at the
B3LYP/6-311G(d,p) level (values for LC-oHPBE vertical and
adiabatic states can be seen in Table S3, ESI†). The direction
of the dipole moment in S0 is justified from Hückel’s rule59,60

and that of T1 and S1 by Baird’s rule.61 Therefore, the S0, and T1,
S1, and S2 states have different polarity (Scheme 2). Then,

electron acceptor substituents attached to the 7-MR stabilize
the T1, S1, and S2 states and destabilize S0.

Regarding the –OH substituted compounds, although it
does not have the same number of systems with positive S2–
2T1, it is the one with the highest value, for example the case of
the OH13 (12 216 cm�1) and OH57 (10 996 cm�1) systems. It is
also worth mentioning that the effect of the substitution is the
inverse of that of –CN. In this case, the positive values occur
when the nucleophilic carbons have been substituted.

On the other hand, it is possible to predict the behaviour of
the polysubstituted compounds from the values of eqn (2) relative
to the azulene of the monosubstituted compounds (see Table 2).
The reason for using the relative values concerning azulene is that
this compound, although it can perform a SF process, is of very low
intensity, so we consider that those that could have a practical
effect are those that have values much higher than those of
azulene, so that high and positive values relative to this compound
will have a greater probability of performing SF.

For example, the S2–2T1 values relative to the azulene of CN1
and CN2 are �2524 and 1283 cm�1, respectively, while for the
case of CN12 it is �831. The sum of the two monosubstituted
compounds gives �1240 cm�1, quite close to the calculated value.
Additionally, for CN6, CN7, and CN8 the values obtained are 3438,
�1691, and 2226 cm�1, respectively. For the case of CN67, CN78,
and CN68 the values are 2332, 148, and 4882 cm�1, respectively,
very similar to the sum of the values obtained for the monosub-
stituted compounds. The correlation factor (r2) between the results
obtained from the TD-DFT scheme and those calculated from the
sum of the monosubstituted compounds with –CN is 0.97, thus

Scheme 2 The different polarity of states S0, T1, S1, and S2 of azulene. The
arrows represent the direction of the dipole moment.

Table 2 Values obtained for –CN compounds from eqn (2) (relative to
azulene) and those obtained from the sum of the monosubstituted
compounds (additive approach)

Compound Eqn (2)a Additive app. Compound Eqn (2)a Additive app.

CN12 �831 �1240 CN458 2686 2761
CN13 �4348 �5047 CN467 4217 3972
CN47 1146 535 CN468 6470 7890
CN48 4337 4452 CN567 1179 55
CN57 �3077 �3383 CN678 3250 3972
CN67 2332 1746 CN4578 1378 2281
CN68 4882 5664 CN4678 5243 6198
CN78 148 535 CN5678 2670 2281
CN123 �2237 �3764 CN45678 4155 4507
CN457 �607 �1157

a Values relative to azulene following: S2,X–2T1,X–S2,azulene–2T1,azulene,
where Sx and Tx represent the respective excited state values for the X
designed compound.
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allowing to predict results of polysubstituted compounds from
those monosubstituted ones (see Fig. S3 and S4 in ESI†).

For those substituted with –OH, the correlation is lower but
still significant (r2 = 0.92, see Table S4 and Fig. S5 and S6 in
ESI†). This lower correlation may be due to the formation of
intramolecular hydrogen bonds at S0 thus affecting the values
that could be obtained in the vertical excited states.

For the experimental realization of these compounds, it is
possible to take advantage of the nucleophilic/electrophilic
nature of the azulene carbons and to react them with electro-
philes/nucleophiles through aromatic substitution processes.
Ideally, the electrophiles/nucleophiles used should be in excess
to obtain the polysubstituted compounds.62,63

Conclusions

In summary, we have taken advantage of the electronic char-
acteristics of azulene to design anti-Kasha compounds that can
carry out singlet fission (SF) processes. For this, we have
performed systematic substitutions including p-electron accep-
tor (–CN) and p-electron donor (–OH) groups and calculations of
vertical excited states have been carried out. The formula S2–2T1

has been used to determine whether a compound can (or
cannot) carry out SF processes allowing its application in light
harvesting and/or photovoltaics technology. The results
obtained indicate that the electron acceptor group (–CN) offers
the largest S2–2T1 values when substitutions were performed on
the electrophilic carbons. In the case of monosubstituted com-
pounds, values 44 times higher than azulene were obtained,
while in the case of polysubstituted compounds up to 47 times
higher. Additionally, it was found that the compounds substi-
tuted with the CN group on the electrophilic atoms in the seven-
membered ring are the ones that present the best values. On the
other hand, the substitutions with the electron donor group
(–OH) offer higher values than those of azulene when the
substitutions are performed on the nucleophilic carbon atoms
regardless of the type of ring.

Finally, it was shown that there is an additive character
which would allow predicting the values of S2–2T1 relative to
the azulene of polysubstituted compounds from those of mono-
substituted ones. The formula used could obey a more general
rule Sm Z 2Tn, where Sm is the relevant singlet state in the
process, while Tn is the closest triplet state to it, thus allowing us
to predict in a general way compounds that can carry out SF
independently of whether or not they fulfil Kasha’s rule.
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