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Ternary strategies have critical roles in pursuing high efficiencies for organic solar cells (OSCs). However,
the optimization of ternary systems relies heavily on understanding the compatibility and performance of
different guest/host combinations. To establish design principles of quinoxaline (Qx)-based small-
molecule acceptors (SMAs) as guest components for ternary OSCs, a new Qx-SMA named Qx-Ac and
two reported Qx-SMAs named Qx-B and Qx-Pn were synthesized by extending the central Qx core with
benzene (B), acenaphthene (Ac) and phenanthrene (Pn), respectively. After blending with PM6:BTP-eC9
(17.55%), Qx-Ac (18.51%) and Qx-Pn (18.11%) devices exhibited superior phase segregation and lower
energy disorder. The improvement in Qx-Pn devices was dampened by inferior absorption, while the use
of Qx-B (17.56%) did not improve the device at all. This work delineates the significant influence of Qx
core extension on ternary guest compatibility, providing valuable insights and guidance for the design of
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ternary systems towards higher efficiencies for OSCs.

Introduction

In recent years, organic solar cells (OSCs) have emerged as a very
promising photovoltaic technology on account of their flexi-
bility, short energy payback time and facile fabrication."*
Widespread attention and extensive effort from the research
community have pushed the power conversion efficiencies
(PCE) of OSCs over 19% and even breaching 20% with latest
development,>™® thanks to sophisticated molecular design of
the electron acceptor.”"” Most of the high-achieving OSCs are
constructed using the ternary strategy, which boosts device
performance by broadening the active layer absorption and
reducing energy loss with the inclusion of a second acceptor or
donor.”? The expansive array of available donors and accep-
tors presents a vast landscape of uncharted territory, teeming
with profound insights into the design nuances of ternary guest
materials which could lead to record-breaking efficiencies. To
unlock this potential, it is imperative to navigate the intricate
interplay between guest acceptors and host materials with
precision.

The electron acceptor Y6 formed the basis of almost all high-
performance acceptors today. As such, the benzothiadiazole
(BT) core it uses has remained the primary research focus for
the last few years, and is adopted by most state-of-the-art
acceptors. Recently, attention has been diverted to acceptors
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based on the quinoxaline (Qx) core.>*** These acceptors feature
hypsochromic absorption due to upshifted energy levels and
wider bandgaps, which often results in increased open-circuit
voltage (Voc) while potentially lowering short-circuit current
(Jsc) as binary devices. In fact, Qx-based acceptors serve as
excellent ternary guests for BT-based acceptors. They possess
energy levels intermediary to BT-based acceptors and common
wide bandgap donors like PM6, establishing an energy cascade
that enhances charge transfer by reducing recombination loss
and ultimately raising the device fill factor (FF).>* Unlike the BT
core, the Qx core allows further extension of the central conju-
gated ring system, which offers additional capacity for further
halogenation and other molecular design strategies, including
alkylation for miscibility fine-tuning,***” leading to impressive
performances in recently reported Qx-based acceptors.’® In
particular, the Qx-based acceptor core extension significantly
affects the device performance, as proven in a number of
studies on binary devices.”**** However, there is a lack of
comprehensive studies on the compatibility of Qx-based
acceptors as ternary guests to BT-based acceptors. Given their
potential, it is important to determine which Qx-based exten-
sion platform is more suitable for a ternary guest acceptor with
BT-based acceptors, thus guiding further molecular design
efforts of developing more effective ternary strategies incorpo-
rating Qx- and BT-based acceptors together.

In this work, on top of reported Qx-based acceptors Qx-B and
Qx-Pn, we have synthesized an additional Qx-based acceptor Qx-
Ac. They feature Qx cores extended by a benzene ring (Qx-B),
acenaphthene (Qx-Ac) and phenanthrene (Qx-Pn), respec-
tively.*"*> We then systematically investigated the effect of Qx
core conjugated extension on ternary guest acceptors for ternary
OSCs.” We chose the conventional PM6:BTP-eC9 as a host with
a standard PCE of 17.55%. Among the ternary devices,
PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac delivered the best performance of 18.51%
with the highest V¢ (0.874 eV) and FF (79.35%). Morphology
characterization revealed that Qx-Ac-based ternary devices offer
purer domains, which led to mitigated recombination that was
reflected in reduced non-radiative recombination loss, as
shown in charge dynamics study and energy loss analysis. While
the Qx-Pn-based ternary devices also benefitted from the same
factors, they suffered from inferior absorption capability of Qx-
Pn, leading to a less improved PCE of 18.11%. Meanwhile, the
Qx-B incorporation proved to be ineffective as it did not suffi-
ciently alter active layer properties with a PCE of 17.56%,
identical to PM6:BTP-eC9. Therefore, the acenaphthene exten-
sion in Qx-Ac struck a balance, facilitating efficient charge
transfer while maintaining sufficient exciton dissociation effi-
ciency. Our study elucidated the benefits and shortcomings of
varying core extensions in Qx-SMAs for ternary OSCs, providing
valuable insights into the molecular design principles for Qx-
SMAs and high-performance ternary OSCs.

Results & discussion

Fig. 1 shows the molecular structures of the ternary guest
acceptors Qx-B, Qx-Pn, and Qx-Ac as well as the host acceptor
BTP-eC9. Qx-B and Qx-Pn were synthesized according to the
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Fig. 1 Molecular structures of Qx-based guest acceptors Qx-B, Qx-
Ac and Qx-Pn, as well as the BT-based host acceptor BTP-eC9.

literature.*"** Qx-Ac was synthesized according to Scheme S1,}
and its NMR and mass spectra are provided in the ESI.{ The
various central m-extensions cause noticeable differences in
energy levels, which are determined by cyclic voltammetry (CV,
Fig. 2a and S1t). As the Qx core is less electron-deficient than
the benzothiadiazole core of BTP-eC9, all three acceptors
exhibit elevated LUMO levels as well as slightly increased
HOMO levels, resulting in enlarged bandgaps compared with
BTP-eC9 (1.67 eV). This effect is more pronounced in Qx-Pn
(1.78 eV) and Qx-Ac (1.76 eV) than in Qx-B (1.72 eV). Further,
their energy levels are well aligned between the PM6 donor and
BTP-eC9 host for them to act as energy cascade sensitizers,
making them suitable ternary guest acceptors. Furthermore,
energy levels and dipole moments of the SMAs are also calcu-
lated through density-functional theory (DFT) methods. The
trend of theoretical energy levels agrees well with the experi-
mental results (Fig. S21). Meanwhile, increased dipole
moments were observed in Qx-B (3.45 D), Qx-Ac (5.77 D) and Qx-
Pn (4.08 D), compared with BTP-eC9 (0.01 D). This is a favorable
guest attribute, as higher dipole moments lead to stronger
intermolecular interactions, enabling them to facilitate molec-
ular packing of the acceptor blend.*»** Accordingly, the
enhancement should be the strongest in Qx-Ac blends.

The absorption characteristics of the materials are investi-
gated through UV-Vis spectroscopy (Fig. 2b, ¢, S3 and Table
S1t). The absorption maxima of Qx-B (818 nm), Qx-Ac (803 nm)
and Qx-Pn (800 nm) as thin films are lower than that of BTP-eC9
(837 nm). In addition, the absorption redshift from solution to
film state is also much lower in Qx-B (66 nm), Qx-Ac (54 nm) and
Qx-Pn (51 nm) than in BTP-eC9 (91 nm) (Fig. S3at). This trend is
attributed to both wider bandgaps and reduced tendency of J-
aggregation (slip-stacking) because of stronger intermolecular
m- interactions offered by the central aromatic rings, most
noticeable in Qx-Pn which has the largest conjugation area and
the widest bandgap.*® With the photoluminescence spectra
overlaid, conformational rigidity of the guest acceptors is also

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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Fig. 2 (a) Energy level alignment of the device components. (b) UV-Vis absorption spectra of the PM6 donor, host and guest acceptors as thin

films. (c) Absorption coefficient spectra of the acceptors in CHClz solution. (d) Current density—voltage (J-V) curves, (e) external quantum
efficiency (EQE) curves and (f) photocurrent density—effective voltage curves of the fabricated devices.

gauged via Stokes shift (Fig. S3b1). Qx-Ac and Qx-Pn exhibit
a Stokes shift of 54 nm and 51 nm respectively, lower than
66 nm for Qx-B. This may indicate that a larger central core
makes the molecule less prone to photoinduced vibrational
relaxation, which mitigates nonradiative loss as revealed later.
All three guest acceptors are able to provide complementary
absorption with BTP-eC9, as shown by the absorption maxima
at 813-819 nm for the ternary blends with PM6 and BTP-eC9
(Fig. S3cft).

To assess the performance of devices based on the Qx-based
SMAs as ternary guests, ternary OSCs (and PM6:BTP-eC9 as
reference) were fabricated using the conventional device struc-
ture of ITO/PEDOT:PSS/active layer/PNDIT-F3N/Ag. The detailed
fabrication method could be found in the ESI.{ Photovoltaic
parameters of the optimized devices are listed in Table 1 (with
the optimization data provided in Table S27), and the device
current density-voltage (/-V) curves are shown in Fig. 2d.
PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-B demonstrated a slightly lower Vo (0.842 V)
and Jsc (26.76 mA cm ™), yet it achieves a comparable PCE of
17.56% to the host (PM6:BTP-eC9, PCE = 17.55%), thanks to
a higher FF (77.93%). Both PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac and PM6:BTP-
€C9:Qx-Pn record markedly improved Vi (0.874, 0.872 V) and
FF (79.35, 78.87%), while the Qx-Pn-based device performed
worse at a relatively lower PCE of 18.11% due to the lowest Jsc

(26.33 mA cm ™) among the devices. PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac posts
a less diminished Js¢ (26.69 mA cm™?) and thus outperformed
other devices at a champion PCE of 18.51%. For reference, the
binary Qx-based device was also fabricated with its performance
listed in Table S3.1 The Vo and Jsc of the devices are consistent
with the energy levels and absorption characteristics of the
three Qx materials. Although these devices exhibited a signifi-
cantly lower Jsc and FF compared with PM6:BTP-eC9, the higher
Voc in Qx-Ac and Qx-Pn devices explains the Vo improvement
when they are used as ternary guests with BTP-eC9. We also
observe a lower gap in Jsc between Qx-Ac/Qx-Pn and Qx-B
ternary devices compared with binary devices, which means
that the absorption and charge dynamics must have been
improved in the ternary blend.

The Jscs of the devices are consistent with the calculated
values from the external quantum efficiency (EQE, Fig. 2e)
curves. Interestingly, the incorporation of Qx-B barely affected
the photon response pattern, with PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-B display-
ing similar efficiencies to PM6:BTP-eC9 across all wavelengths.
In contrast, the EQE curves of the Qx-Ac and Qx-Pn ternary
devices are of a different shape, where PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Pn
excels in the 400-600 nm range whereas PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac
delivers a higher response within 800-900 nm. This difference
is intuitive considering the structural and energetic

Table 1 Photovoltaic parameters of the fabricated devices based on the BTP-eC9 host acceptor and Qx-B, Qx-Ac and Qx-Pn guest acceptors

under the AM 1.5 G illumination of 100 mW cm—?

Materials Voc (V) Jsc (mA em™?) Jeal (MA cm™?) FF (%) PCE? (%)

PM6:BTP-eC9 0.843 (0.842 = 0.001) 26.78 (26.62 % 0.16) 26.63 77.74 (77.43 £ 0.31) 17.55 (17.38 £ 0.17)
PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-B 0.842 (0.840 + 0.002) 26.76 (26.61 + 0.15) 26.60 77.93 (77.66 + 0.27) 17.56 (17.41 £ 0.15)
PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac 0.874 (0.872 + 0.002) 26.69 (26.57 + 0.12) 26.56 79.35 (79.05 + 0.30) 18.51 (18.39 £ 0.12)
PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Pn 0.872 (0.871 £ 0.001) 26.33 (26.19 £ 0.14) 26.21 78.87 (78.65 £ 0.22) 18.11 (17.97 £ 0.14)

“ Average values from 16 devices shown in parentheses.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2025
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dissimilarity between Qx-Ac/Qx-Pn and BTP-eC9/Qx-B. Regard-
less, the Qx-Pn-based ternary device stands out performing the
worst in terms of Jsc. Given that the absorption coefficients of
Qx-based acceptors are similar (and all lower than that of BTP-
eC9, Fig. 2c and S4t), the poor Jsc should be attributed to the
absorption blueshift and charge dynamics, as evidenced later.
Furthermore, saturated currents (Js,) of the devices are ob-
tained by constructing photocurrent-effective voltage curves
(Fig. 2f). Given Jiax as the current at maximum power point, the
exciton dissociation probability (Py;ss) and the charge collection
probability (P.;) of a device are defined as Jsc//sac and Jmax/Jsat
respectively. The ternary devices display similar Pgjss (96.8-
97.2%) and P.qy (90.0-91.1%) to PM6:BTP-eC9 (97.4%. 92.6%).

The surface morphology of the blend films is observed
through atomic force microscopy (AFM, Fig. 3a). The surface
roughness (Rq) of the ternary blend films is only a bit different
than the BTP-eC9 binary blend, but it does increase with the size
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of central core extension, which may point to subtle variation in
acceptor miscibility or solubility. Then, the molecular packing
of the active layer blends is analyzed by grazing-incidence wide-
angle X-ray scattering (GIWAXS, Fig. 3b, c and Table S4t).*"*
The d-spacings for the low-g in-plane (100) lamellar stacking
and high-q out-of-plane (010) m-7 stacking are the same for
ternary blends and PM6:BTP-eC9. On the other hand, the (100)
and (010) coherence lengths (CCL) of the two stacking features
are slightly higher in PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac (55.4, 37.7 nm) and
PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Pn (53.3, 35.3 nm), compared to PM6:BTP-eC9
(51.4, 34.5 nm), but are lower in PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-B (49.1, 32.3
nm). It can be drawn from the data that the Qx-Ac ternary guest
enhances the molecular packing order by a small degree, while
Qx-Pn and Qx-B guests exert a minimal impact on the BTP-eC9-
predominated molecular packing. This trend also echoes that of
the dipole moments of the acceptors, possibly indicating that
the larger dipole moment in Qx-Ac contributed to the stronger
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(a) AFM heightimages and (b) 2D GIWAXS patterns of the BTP-eC9 binary and ternary blend films. (c) 1D GIWAXS line cuts of the BTP-eC9

binary and ternary blend films in the in-plane and out-of-plane directions. (d) Lorentz-corrected 1D R-SoXS profiles of the BTP-eC9 binary and

ternary blend films.
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molecular packing observed in its ternary blend. Subsequently,
the domain features of the active layer blends are investigated
through resonant soft X-ray scattering (R-SoXs, Fig. 3d).* While
domain spacings are almost identical across the blends, the Qx-
Ac and Qx-Pn ternary blends exhibit a 20% and 18% higher
domain purity respectively, compared with PM6:BTP-eC9 and
the Qx-B ternary blend. As revealed later, this large enhance-
ment in domain purity contributes significantly to the higher FF
observed in Qx-Ac- and Qx-Pn-based ternary devices.

Charge dynamics of the devices was investigated to rationalize
the difference in device performances. Carrier sweep-out and
recombination processes are evaluated by transient photocurrent
(TPC, Fig. 4a) and photovoltage (TPV, Fig. 4b) separately.*® Shorter
photocurrent decay times and longer photovoltage decay times
are observed in all ternary devices, with by far the most impres-
sive improvement observed in PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac (0.169, 0.181
pus) compared to PM6:BTP-eC9 (0.221, 0.101 ps). Smaller differ-
ences are seen in PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Pn (0.207, 0.125 ps) and
PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-B (0.203, 0.107 ps). This implies a faster carrier
sweep-out process that is less harmed by bimolecular or trap-
assisted recombination loss in the ternary devices. In particular,
the substantial reduction in the recombination of Qx-Ac- and Qx-
Pn-based ternary devices can be attributed to their higher domain
purity. These trends are well consistent with the difference in FF
among the devices. However, in terms of Jsc, the relatively smaller
enhancement in charge sweep-out and recombination loss miti-
gation may be insufficient in compensating for absorption blue-
shift in the Qx-Pn device.

Photoluminescence (PL) quenching experiments (Fig. 4c)
were conducted to gauge the charge transfer efficiencies with

View Article Online

Journal of Materials Chemistry A

514 nm (electron transfer, Fig. S5at) and 785 nm (hole transfer,
Fig. S5bt) efficiencies. The 514 nm quenching efficiency of BTP-
eC9 (86.7%) is considerably worse than its 785 nm quenching
efficiency (95.7%). Incorporation of ternary guest acceptors led
to a great enhancement of electron transfer in Qx-Pn (89.7%),
Qx-B (91.0%) and Qx-Ac (97.3%) ternary blends. On the other
hand, the ternary strategy saw mixed results in hole transfer,
resulting in slightly higher quenching efficiency in the Qx-Ac
ternary blend (96.10%) but not in Qx-Pn (91.34%) or Qx-B
(92.54%) ternary blends. Overall, PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac demon-
strates a more efficient charge transfer, while PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-
B and PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Pn saw little overall improvement.
Taking a deeper look, we further probed into the charge transfer
dynamics through transient absorption spectroscopy (TAS,
Fig. $61).>* The acceptor molecules were selectively excited by
800 nm pump excitation at a low fluence of 2 pJj em ™2, triggering
hole transfer to the donor as represented by the rise of the 560-
640 nm signal band, corresponding to photobleaching (PB) by
hole polaron formation (Fig. 4d). The PB rising kinetics
accounts for both the exciton dissociation at the interface as
well as the exciton diffusion to the interface, which are pre-
sented by the biexponential decay time constants 7, and 1,
respectively.> The 7,/t, of PM6:BTP-eC9 is 0.86/6.24 ps. Incor-
poration of Qx-Pn (0.99/7.69 ps) slowed down both processes
(consistent with the lowest Jsc), while incorporating Qx-B leads
to virtually the same results (0.84/6.55 ps). In contrast,
PM6:BTP-eC9:Qx-Ac demonstrates a faster 74/7, of 0.66/5.63 ps.
The difference in PB kinetics is generally consistent with the
findings of the PL quenching experiment. Considering the
similar Pg;ss and domain size among the devices, the PB kinetics
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Fig. 4 (a) Transient photocurrent and (b) photovoltage decay curves of the blend films. (c) Summary of the photoluminescence quenching

efficiencies of the blend films. (d) Biexponential fitting of the hole polaron photobleaching kinetics of the blend films from femto-second
transient absorption spectroscopy (fs-TAS) with 800 nm pump wavelength at a fluence of 2 pJ cm~2. (e) Normalized electroluminescence and
EQE spectra of the devices for bandgap determination. (f) Summary of the device energy losses, including charge generation loss (AE>), radiative
loss (AE;) and non-radiative loss (AE3), with the total energy loss annotated.
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can decently represent the exciton dissociation efficiencies. In
particular, the higher exciton dissociation efficiency allows the
Qx-Ac ternary device to overcome its inferior absorption
response and generate a respectable Jsc, whereas the Qx-Pn
ternary device fails to do so without such improvement.

Finally, energy loss (Ej.ssS) of the devices was studied by
a series of photophysical experiments (Fig. 4e, f, S7 and Table
S51).>* The intrinsic radiative recombination loss (AE;) was
virtually the same for all devices. Due to the reduced acceptor-
donor energy offset in the guest acceptors leading to an energy
cascade,’ the loss due to charge generation (AE, = E; — Ecr) is
reduced to 0.070, 0.065 and 0.062 eV for Qx-B-, Qx-Ac- and Qx-
Pn-based ternary devices relative to the host (0.072 eV). The
nonradiative recombination loss (AE;) also shrank to 0.226,
0.206 and 0.220 eV for Qx-B-, Qx-Ac- and Qx-Pn-based ternary
devices relative to the host (0.231 eV). This is consistent with the
lessened recombination owing to purer domains in the ternary
blends, as proven by TPV and R-SoXs experiments. The reduced
tendency of photoinduced vibrational relaxation as evidenced
by the Stokes shift may also contribute to the improvement,*” as
well as the slightly more ordered molecular packing as seen in
GIWAXS. The stronger enhancement in the AE; of Qx-Ac
compared with Qx-Pn is likely attributed to the slightly
stronger molecular packing as evidenced by the GIWAXS
results. Therefore, compared to PM6:BTP-eC9 (0.564 eV), the
Qx-B-, Qx-Ac- and Qx-Pn-based ternary devices exhibit mitigated
total energy loss of 0.558, 0.533 and 0.544 eV respectively,
notably leading to higher Vs in the latter two devices with
larger central conjugation in guest SMAs.

Conclusions

In summary, the main benefit of incorporating Qx-Ac and Qx-Pn
ternary guests is establishing a more favorable domain purity,
which suppresses recombination and thus realizing a smaller
non-radiative loss, as reflected in higher Vo and FF. The effect is
more pronounced for the Qx-Ac-based device, which also
demonstrates more efficient charge transfer, delivering the
highest Voc and FF among the devices. Meanwhile, the mixed
performance of the Qx-Pn device in terms of exciton dissociation,
diffusion and the overall charge dynamics means that it could not
offset the higher absorption blueshift, leading to the lowest Jsc.
Lastly, Qx-B inclusion barely affected the performance of the BTP-
eC9 binary blend due to similarity to BTP-eC9 in both energetic
and molecular aspects. This work has demonstrated that the
acenaphthene core extension may be most desirable for a Qx-
based ternary guest acceptor with a BT-based acceptor host. We
recommend further investigation of possible molecular design
strategies with Qx-Ac as a template, which should be focused on
improving the absorption response and exciton dissociation
efficiency to elevate Js¢ of the resulting ternary device.
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