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The relative sensitivities of structurally related Eu(III) complexes to quenching by electron

and energy transfer processes have been compared. In two sets of 9-coordinate

complexes based on 1,4,7-triazacyclononane, the Eu emission lifetime decreased as the

number of conjugated sensitising groups and the number of unbound ligand N atoms

increased, consistent with photoinduced electron transfer to the excited Eu(III) ion that

is suppressed by N-protonation. Quenching of the Eu 5D0 excited state may also occur

by electronic energy transfer, and the quenching of a variety of 9-coordinate

complexes by a cyanine dye with optimal spectral overlap occurs by an efficient FRET

process, defined by a Förster radius (R0) value of 68 Å and characterised by second rate

constants in the order of 109 M�1 s�1; these values were insensitive to changes in the

ligand structure and to the overall complex hydrophilicity. Quenching of the Eu and Tb

excited states by energy transfer to Mn(II) and Cu(II) aqua ions occurred over much

shorter distances, with rate constants of around 106 M�1 s�1, owing to the much lower

spectral overlap integral. The calculated R0 values were estimated to be between 2.5 to

4 Å in the former case, suggesting the presence of a Dexter energy transfer mechanism

that requires much closer contact, consistent with the enhanced sensitivity of the rate

of quenching to the degree of steric shielding of the lanthanide ion provided by the ligand.
Introduction

The sensitised emission of lanthanide luminescence has been studied in detail
because of the wide range of applications that have arisen in developing lumi-
nescence bioassays, in devising targeted optical imaging agents and in the crea-
tion of selective analytical probes and sensors for a wide range of analytes.1–4 The
aDepartment of Chemistry, Durham University, South Road, Durham, DH1 3LE, UK. E-mail: david.parker@

dur.ac.uk
bDepartment of Chemistry, Hong Kong Baptist University, Kowloon Tong, Hong Kong
cCisbio Bioassays, 30200 Codolet, BP 84175, France

† Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available: Photophysical data and selected spectra. See
DOI: 10.1039/d1fd00059d

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 | 159

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5281-5146
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1238-8607
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4580-9597
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8708-8145
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8482-6285
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9017-5856
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1fd00059d
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/FD
https://pubs.rsc.org/en/journals/journal/FD?issueid=FD022234


Faraday Discussions Paper
O

pe
n 

A
cc

es
s 

A
rt

ic
le

. P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

 0
5 

no
ve

m
br

o 
20

21
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 0
1/

11
/2

02
5 

23
:2

4:
39

. 
 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 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
salient properties of the sensitising chromophore have been considered in depth,
and key design criteria have emerged.5–7 In particular, careful consideration has
been given to the photophysical properties of the sensitiser, notably its molar
absorptivity (high 3) at the excitation wavelength, the energies of its internal
charge transfer (ICT), singlet and triplet states and the size of the energy gap that
determines the facility of inter-system crossing. A small S1–T1 energy gap favours
a fast rate of intersystem crossing, kISC, which typically needs to be >109 s�1 to
compete with kf, which is of the order of 3� 108 s�1. These features determine the
choice of the excitation wavelength (lexc), the efficiency of triplet excited state
formation and the energetic feasibility of the overall process that allows intra-
molecular energy transfer to proceed, thereby populating the lanthanide excited
state.

A mechanistic scheme (Scheme 1) can be put forward that characterises the
competing pathways in sensitised lanthanide emission.7 The salient excited
states have a transient existence and are subject to different radiative or non-
radiative decay processes, each dened by a rate constant. A downhill energy
cascade requires that the sensitising excited state donor lies close in energy, but
more than about 10 kBT (2050 cm�1 at ambient temperature) higher than the
accepting lanthanide excited state. In this way, any back energy transfer process
is not prone to thermal activation. The excited states possess notably different
lifetimes: the relaxed S1 and ICT states live for a few nanoseconds, the triplet
state may oen exist for a few microseconds, but the lanthanide excited state is
the longest lived, with lifetimes ranging from the microsecond (e.g. Dy, Yb, Nd,
Er) to the millisecond (Eu, Tb) domain. The long lifetime and large pseudo-
Stokes’ shis that epitomise sensitised lanthanide luminescence have allowed
the use of time-gated methods of data acquisition for spectroscopy or
Scheme 1 Mechanistic pathways in sensitised lanthanide luminescence, where keT and
kET/kBET refer to electron and forward/back energy transfer processes, kISC refers to the
rate constant of inter-system crossing, kvib relates to the vibrational energy transfer to
neighbouring energy matched oscillators and kq is the second order rate constant char-
acterising the quenching of a ligand triplet state by molecular oxygen, forming singlet
oxygen.
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microscopy, averting problems associated with Rayleigh light scattering, self-
absorption or auto-uorescence.

The non-radiative deactivation of the lanthanide excited state may occur by
three main pathways involving the transfer of charge, electronic energy or
vibrational energy. The key aspects of each of these quenching processes have
been reported and considered in detail previously.7–10 In this article, examples of
charge and electronic energy transfer are compared and considered in the context
of enhancing our understanding of the mechanism of the underlying photo-
physical processes, thereby informing the design of bright lanthanide complexes
that are inherently resistant to excited state deactivation. The examples described
here relating to charge transfer are of particular interest to the creation of pH-
responsive probes that may permit the tracking of receptor internalisation into
cells.11 And, with regard to energy transfer, the efficiency of Förster resonance
energy transfer (FRET)12 from an excited lanthanide ion to a strongly absorbing
cyanine dye forms the basis of many commercial time-resolved luminescence
bioassays13 and is contrasted here with the inefficiency of energy transfer to
weakly absorbing transition metal aqua ions.

Results and discussion
Charge transfer quenching of the Eu excited state

Intramolecular electron transfer processes from the HOMO of a proximate elec-
tron rich aryl group or a nitrogen lone pair orbital to the Eu 5D0 excited state
provide examples where the Eu emission lifetime can be reduced. Consider the
following series of complexes, [EuL1–6] (Fig. 1).14–16 The rst three Eu complexes,
[EuL1–3], contain increasing numbers of electron rich chromophores with
a simple methyl group in the upper aryl ring and are compared with the behaviour
of [EuL4–6], where a diethylamino substituent is present in the upper phenyl ring
that is not in direct conjugation with the alkyne bond.16

A typical Eu emission spectrum (Fig. 2) highlights the large pseudo-Stokes’
shi and the characteristic spectral ngerprint of europium(III) luminescence for
this series of complexes. The emission from the europium(III) 5D0 excited state
decays mono-exponentially. The lifetime for each complex was measured in water
and values are compared in Table 1. With [EuL1–3], there is a small decrease in the
lifetime of the emission as the number of chromophores increases, suggesting
that charge transfer from the electron rich sensitising moiety quenches the Eu
excited state to some degree.8,17 Of course, the overall quenching process will also
involve vibrational energy transfer to some degree, e.g. to higher overtones of the
alkyne stretch, aryl ring vibrations or C–H stretches. In the former case, the triple
bonds are located about 7 Å from the metal centre, and given the r�6 dependence
of vibrational energy transfer, such a process is likely to be very inefficient. In the
former case, this has been established through many examples involving
deuterated ligands.17 For each europium(III) complex, the metal-based emission
lifetime was found to be independent of complex concentration over the range 1
to 50 mM, and did not change on degassing the solution to remove oxygen, in both
acidic and basic media.

The Weller equation18 (eqn (1)) considers the free energy of activation for an
electron transfer process and can be applied to assess the feasibility of the
quenching of the europium excited state by intramolecular electron transfer from
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 | 161

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1fd00059d


Fig. 1 Europium(III) complexes with different numbers of aryl–alkynyl sensitising groups
that are pH independent [EuL1–3] and pH sensitive [EuL4–6] in their emission behaviour.14–16

Faraday Discussions Paper
O

pe
n 

A
cc

es
s 

A
rt

ic
le

. P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

 0
5 

no
ve

m
br

o 
20

21
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
on

 0
1/

11
/2

02
5 

23
:2

4:
39

. 
 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 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online
the highest lled orbital, e.g., the lone pair orbital on N present in the conjugate
base form of [EuL4–6]. The likelihood of the electron transfer event is predicted for
photo-induced electron transfer processes.
Fig. 2 Absorption (blue), excitation (black) and emission (lexc 355 nm; red) spectra of
[EuL2], showing the five major transitions to the 7Fn ground state from the europium 5D0

excited state, (295 K, 0.1 M NaCl).

162 | Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1fd00059d


Table 1 Europium excited state lifetimes for [EuL1–6]14–16

Complex sEu
a/ms Comment

[EuL1] 1.39 Small lifetime reduction with increasing number of electron rich
chromophores[EuL2] 1.27

[EuL3] 1.21
[EuL4] 0.53b Electron transfer quenching increases with the number of N-substituted

chromophores[EuL5] 0.34b

[EuL6] 0.25b

[EuHL4]+ 1.16c N-protonation suppresses electron transfer quenching
[EuH2L

5]2+ 1.00c

[EuH3L
6]3+ 0.84c

a 295 K, 0.1 M NaCl, H2O.
b pH 8, 0.1 M NaCl, H2O.

c pH 4, 0.1 M NaCl, H2O; pKa values are
6.75, 6.30 and 6.21, respectively for [EuHnL

4–6]+.
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DGeT ¼ nF([Eox � Ered] � ES � e2/3r) J mol�1 (1)

In the original description, Eox is the oxidation potential of a donor (e.g.
a nitrogen lone pair or the HOMO of an electron rich aromatic group), Ered is the
reduction potential of the acceptor (e.g. an aryl group or a Ln3+ ion), ES is the
singlet excited state energy in eV and e2/3r is an attractive energy term related to
the formation of a radical ion pair; this term is oen less than +0.2 eV. This
equation estimates the free energy of activation for the electron transfer step
involving a particular excited state highlighting the facility of photo-induced
electron transfer to those lanthanide ions with smaller Ered potential terms,
where the Ln3+ oxidation state is relatively stabilised, e.g. Eu3+, Yb3+ and to a lesser
extent, Sm3+.

The irreversible one electron oxidation potential of a typical N,N-dialkylani-
line, such as N,N-dimethylaniline, is +0.76 V in acetonitrile (vs. standard calomel
electrode),19 which rises to about 1.0 V for a trialkylamine such as N,N-dime-
thylbenzylamine, where the nitrogen lone pair is not in conjugation with the
aromatic ring.20 The reduction potential of the Eu3+ ion when coordinated by an
anionic polydentate ligand that stabilises the +3 oxidation state lies in the range
�0.8 to �1.1 V, based on literature values8,21 in MeCN, and can be estimated to be
�1.0 V here. The energy of the Eu3+ 5D1 and

5D0 excited states lie at 19 100 and
17 220 cm�1; the latter energy value is equivalent to +2.13 eV or 206 kJ mol�1.

DGeT ¼ F[(0.76 + 1.0) � 2.13–0.2] ¼ �0.57, F ¼ �55 kJ mol�1 (2)

Given these values, the free energy for the electron transfer process from the p-
conjugated N lone pair orbital to the Eu3+ ion is energetically favourable by
55 kJ mol�1 (eqn (2)). Such an analysis assumes that the excited state reduction
potential of the europium ion is the same as it is in the ground state.

TheWeller analysis shows that the Eu excited state is prone to quenching by an
intramolecular electron transfer process associated with the nitrogen lone pair of
the conjugated diethylamino group. Next, the behaviour of the Eu(III) complexes
of ligands L4–L6 is considered; each of these complexes exhibits a pronounced pH
dependence of emission intensity and lifetime, following excitation of the ligand
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 | 163
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chromophore and intramolecular energy transfer to the Eu ion; their behaviour
has been described in detail previously.16 The large lifetime and emission
intensity variations in these complexes has led to the creation of targeted lumi-
nescent pH probes for cells being developed to monitor receptor internalisation
and endosomal acidication in real time.11

The rate of proton transfer to and from nitrogen in aqueous solution (typically
1010 s�1) occurs much more quickly than both the rate of decay of the excited
europium ion (Table 1, 103 s�1) and the intermediate ligand ICT or triplet excited
states. Furthermore, the rate of electron transfer from the lone pair orbital to the
excited Eu ion is faster than the rate of energy transfer populating the Eu* 5D0 state,
and much faster than the rate of decay of the Eu excited state itself. Thus, during
the long lifetime of the Eu* 5D0 excited state in solution, over the pH range of 4 to 8,
deprotonation of the amine group occurs readily, allowing fast electron transfer to
occur from the unprotonated chromophore to the Eu ion, quenching the Eu excited
state and shortening the ‘time-averaged’ observed lifetime. Such an effect is more
likely to occur with increasing numbers of chromophores bearing the amine group,
consistent with the observation that the tris-amine complex, [EuL6], has the
shortest measured emission lifetime at pH 8 (0.25 ms, Table 1), and the complex
with only one amine-containing chromophore, [EuL4] has the longest, both when
protonated at pH 4 (1.16 ms) and as its conjugate base at pH 8 (0.53 ms).

In a key control experiment, comparing behaviour with sensitised emission
aer excitation of the chromophore at the isosbestic wavelength of 332 nm, the
same pH dependence of the Eu emission lifetime was observed for [EuL4–6],
following direct excitation of the Eu ion at 397 nm. Thus, it is the Eu 5D0 excited
state that is being quenched by charge transfer in each of these cases, and not an
intermediate ligand excited state.
Efficient energy transfer involving a cyanine dye acceptor

The rate of Förster resonance energy transfer (FRET), kT, from a donor (D) to an
acceptor (A) is commonly described by eqn (3),12,22

kT ¼ 1

s0

�
R0

r

�6

(3)

where s0 is the lifetime of the donor in absence of the acceptor and R0 is the
Förster distance, i.e. the distance at which FRET is 50% efficient. The distance R0

has a particular value for each D–A pair, given by eqn (4),

R0 ¼ (Jk2F0h
�4)1/6 � (9.79 � 102) (4)

in which J is the spectral overlap integral (in cm3 M�1), k2 is an orientation factor
(2/3), f0 is the quantum yield of the donor in the absence of transfer, and h is the
refractive index of the medium. The spectral overlap integral, J, can be calculated
from the donor emission spectrum and the acceptor absorption spectrum:

JðlÞ ¼
Ð
FðlÞ3ðlÞl4dlÐ

FðlÞdl (5)

where F(l) is the fraction of donor emission at wavelength l and 3(l) is the
extinction coefficient of the acceptor at wavelength l, in units of M�1 cm�1.
164 | Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
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Three neutral highly luminescent Eu(III) complexes, [EuL7–9] (Fig. 3) were
chosen as donors, as they form well dened charge neutral complexes and their
photophysical properties have been investigated in detail; they are amongst the
brightest Eu(III) coordination complexes reported that absorb strongly beyond
340 nm in protic media.2,14,15,24 The acceptor chosen for the energy transfer studies
was the commercially available cyanine dye, 1 (Fig. 3), which also possesses no
overall charge at neutral pH. It was selected because it and its analogues have
been used in many commercial Eu-based FRET assays, and it has a large extinc-
tion coefficient at 647 nm (270 000 M�1 cm�1). The emission spectral form of the
three Eu(III) complexes presents a near-optimal prole for efficient energy transfer
to this cyanine dye. Indeed, the intense hypersensitive emission band associated
with the DJ¼ 2 transition (5D0 to

7F2 at 610–620 nm) provides a very good spectral
overlap with the dye acceptor absorption band (Fig. 4). Furthermore, the low
intensity of Eu emission at 670 nm permits separate monitoring of the two
emissive species without signicant spectral overlap.
Studies of energy transfer in methanol

In the rapid diffusion limit, energy transfer from a donor to an acceptor is
assumed to obey pseudo-rst order kinetics (eqn (6)–(9)).25,26 Hence, a plot of s0/s
vs. [Q] gives a straight line with a slope equal to k2/k0, allowing the second order
Fig. 3 Structures of [EuL7–9] with different coordinated anionic groups and of the cyanine
dye, 1.

Fig. 4 Absorbance (blue) and emission (purple) spectra of the cyanine dye, 1, compared to
the [EuL7] emission spectrum (red), (MeOH, 295 K).

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 | 165
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rate constant for energy transfer, k2, and the Stern–Volmer quenching constant,
typically expressed as KSV

�1, to be estimated.

1/s0 ¼ k0 (6)

1/s ¼ kobs (7)

kobs ¼ k0 + k2[Q] (8)

s0/s ¼ kobs/k0 ¼ 1 + k2/k0[Q] ¼ 1 + KSV[Q] (9)

The quenching of the three Eu(III) complexes by the cyanine dye, 1, was exam-
ined by observing changes in the Eu(III) 5D0 excited state lifetime as a function of
the added acceptor concentration, over the range of 0.3 to 5 mM using 5 mM
solutions of the Eu(III) complex. The values of k2 were found to be 0.64, 0.57 and
1.40� 109 M�1 s�1 for [EuL7–9] respectively (Fig. S1, Tables S1† and 2). The order of
the rate constants revealed a slightly enhanced rate of energy transfer with the
carboxylate derivative, compared to those of the two phosphinate complexes,
which gave very similar results within experimental error. The spectral overlap
integrals (J) and, hence, the Förster radii (R0) for each Eu(III) complex with this
acceptor were also estimated in MeOH using eqn (4) and (5), respectively. The
shorter lifetime of the less sterically shielded tris-carboxylate complex, [EuL9], was
accompanied by a slightly larger second order rate constant, k2. The similar
emission quantum yields and spectral overlap integrals, J, meant that the Förster
radius, R0, for each complex was the same, within experimental error, i.e. 68 (�1) Å.
Study of energy transfer in water

Due to the extremely low water solubility of [EuL7] and the carboxylate analogue
[EuL9] it was only possible to carry out the quenching studies in water (50 mM
HEPES, 50 mM NaCl, pH ¼ 7.4) for the P–Me derivative, [EuL8]. It was decided to
examine different MeOH/water compositions to check if there was any signicant
solvent effect.

The results (Fig. S2† and Table 3) revealed a 2.8 fold increase in the value of k2
in water compared to that in MeOH, tentatively related to the higher dielectric
constant of water. No differences in k2 were observed between 100% MeOH and
50 : 50 MeOH/H2O. The absence of variation in the mixed solvent can be ascribed
Table 2 Förster radii calculated for the three Eu(III) complexes, (MeOH, 295 K)a,b

[EuL7] [EuL8] [EuL9]

J/M�1 cm3 1.016 � 10�12 1.184 � 10�12 1.109 � 10�12

f 0.52 0.43 0.48
s0/ms 1.26 1.18 0.95
R0/nm 6.81 6.77 6.86
k2/M

�1 s�1 � 109 0.64 0.57 1.40

a The spectral overlap integral was calculated for the region 550 < l < 720 nm. The refractive
index for MeOH is 1.328, compared to 1.333 for H2O. Errors on s0, and fem are �10%. b The
values of the Stern–Volmer quenching constants under these conditions, KSV

�1 are: 1.24 mM,
1.49 mM and 0.75 mM for [EuL7–9], respectively.
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Table 3 Quenching studies for [EuL8] in mixed protic solvents. Values (�5%) were
recorded at 295 K in: 100% 50 mM HEPES buffer, 50 mM NaCl, pH ¼ 7.4; 50% 50 mM
HEPES buffer, 50 mM NaCl and 50% MeOH; 100% MeOH; lex ¼ 332 nm

Solvent Gradient s0/ms k2/M
�1 s�1 � 109 (�0.05)

MeOH 0.62 1.18 0.57
MeOH : H2O (50 : 50) 0.67 1.11 0.56
H2O 1.64 1.03 1.59
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to the specic solvation of the complex by methanol. Soper has shown that in
binary mixtures of water and alcohols, local clusters of alcohol molecules occur
(or vice versa), so that the more hydrophobic Eu complex is likely to undergo
specic solvation by a methanol cluster.27

A variety of structurally similar hydrophilic Eu(III) complexes was studied (ESI,
Fig. S3†) in water, examining energy transfer to the cyanine dye. No signicant
dependence of the rate of energy transfer on the nature and number of the
coordinating anionic donor groups was evident. Neither was any correlation
found between complex hydrophilicity (comparing log P values) and the second
order rate constant, k2, characterising the rate of energy transfer quenching.
Inefficient energy transfer involving Mn2+ and Cu2+ aqua ions

The quenching of lanthanide emission by metal ions is an important aspect in
bioassays because ions like Mn2+ are used in millimolar concentrations as
cofactors in certain kinases, and therefore understanding their quenching
behaviour can help in the development of optimal probes.28 Sporadic reports have
described the quenching of the emission of various Eu and Tb complexes in water
by transition metal ion salts.29–34 In these studies, the lanthanide complexes that
were examined were oen of ill-dened speciation and the inuence of compet-
itive lanthanide ion dissociation complicated some of the systems studied, such
that both static and dynamic quenching processes were sometimes observed.
Typically, quenching by copper(II) ions was found to be faster than that by Cr3+,
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 | 167
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Mn2+, Co2+ and Ni2+ aqua ions, with dynamic quenching postulated to occur by an
energy transfer process, with second order rate constants of about 106 to 107 M�1

s�1 for copper(II) quenching. Much less work has been reported on quenching by
Mn2+ salts, apart from comments about the enhanced sensitivity to the nature of
the ligand in lanthanide coordination complexes.34

In empirical screening assays, the emission intensity and lifetime of Eu and Tb
complexes has oen been measured in the presence of a million fold excess of
MnCl2, serving as a simple means of assessing the ability of the complex to resist
intermolecular quenching of the lanthanide excited state. Such preliminary
screens had shown that the charge neutral lanthanide complexes of L10, pos-
sessing an azaxanthone sensitiser, were quenched rather efficiently by Mn2+,34

whereas the charge neutral complexes of L11 and L12 with phosphinate groups
were much more resistant to quenching. The latter two complexes are 9-coordi-
nate and adopt a tricapped trigonal prismatic geometry35 in which the lanthanide
ion is much more shielded (Ph > Me) from the environment compared to [LnL10],
where a more open square anti-prismatic coordination geometry occurs, with
a water molecule capping the open axial position.36

A solution of MnCl2 was added to a solution of [Eu$L10] (H2O, 100 mM complex,
0.1 M HEPES, 0.1 M NaCl, pH 7.4, 295 K) to give nal Mn2+ concentrations of 0.1
and 10 mM. Upon the addition of Mn2+, both the emission and excited state
lifetime of [EuL10] decreased, and there was no change in the Eu emission spectral
form. The ratios I0/I and s0/s, where I and s refer to the intensity and lifetime of Eu
emission, respectively, were very similar, consistent with predominant dynamic
quenching of the Eu excited state. To understand better which excited state is
quenched, the emission spectrum of [EuL10] was recorded at each Mn2+

concentration, following excitation of the sensitising group (lex¼ 328 nm) or aer
direct excitation of the Eu3+ ion (lex ¼ 397 nm). Despite the low signal to noise
ratio following direct excitation, it was apparent that the spectral form was not
changing and the extent of quenching was the same within experimental error,
i.e. independent of the mode of excitation. Such behaviour is consistent with
dynamic quenching of the lanthanide excited state, rather than any sensitiser
excited state.

Luminescence titrations were also carried out with [EuL10] and [TbL10],
measuring their emission spectra and lifetimes in the presence of increasing
concentrations of Mn2+. The intensity of emission decreases with increasing
[Mn2+]. To quantify the rate of quenching, Stern–Volmer plots were examined
(Fig. 4). The variation of either I0/I or s0/s with [Mn2+] gave very similar slopes,
consistent with predominant dynamic quenching. From the gradients of the
slopes, Stern–Volmer quenching constants, KSV

�1, of 1.22 and 0.16 mM were
calculated for [EuL10] and [TbL10], respectively. The plots showed no deviation
from linearity, consistent with a single bimolecular quenching process (Fig. 5).

Stern–Volmer quenching constants were calculated for the three pairs of Tb
and Eu(III) complexes to allow a comparative analysis (Table 4). The tri(phenyl-
phosphinate) C3 symmetric complexes, [EuL11] and [TbL11],36 and their methyl-
phosphinate analogues, [LnL12], form the core structures in the EuroTracker™
series of emissive lanthanide probes.2,14,15,23,24 In each case, the Tb3+ species was
found to be more susceptible to quenching by Mn2+. Such behaviour is not
consistent with a quenching mechanism involving electron transfer to the Ln*
state, as the reduction of Tb3+ is highly energetically unfavourable. According to
168 | Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
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Fig. 5 Stern–Volmer plots for the quenching of [EuL10] and [TbL10] by MnCl2 (H2O, 20 mM
complex, 0.1 M HEPES, 0.1 M NaCl, pH 7.4, 295 K).

Table 4 Stern–Volmer constants and second order rate constants for the Mn2+ and Cu2+

quenching of selected Eu3+ and Tb3+ complexes (H2O, 20 mM complex, 0.1 M HEPES,
0.1 M NaCl, pH 7.4, 295 K)

Complex

KSV
�1/mM

Mn2+ (aq.) Cu2+ (aq.)

[EuL10] 1.22 0.08
[TbL10] 0.16 0.18
[EuL11] 12.3 3.78
[TbL11] 4.00 8.50
[EuL12] 7.69 2.30
[TbL12] 1.81 3.75

Complex

k2/M
�1 s�1 � 106

Mn2+ (aq.) Cu2+ (aq.)

[EuL10] 1.44 21.9
[TbL10] 3.43 3.05
[EuL11] 0.06 0.19
[TbL11] 0.08 0.04
[EuL12] 0.08 0.28
[TbL12] 0.21 0.10
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the Weller equation, even the photo-induced electron transfer from Mn2+ to Eu3+

is energetically unfavourable, with a DGET ¼ +22 kJ mol�1 (assuming that E-
ox(Mn2+)¼ +1.51 V, Ered(Eu

3+)¼�1.0 V, ELn* ¼ +2.13 eV and e2/3r¼ 0.15). The only
plausible alternative mechanism involves energy transfer, which is highly
dependent upon the distance between the donor lanthanide complex and the
d block aqua complex acceptor.

Parallel quenching studies were carried out with aqueous CuCl2 solutions to
investigate any differences in the ability of the two rst row transition metals to
deactivate the Ln* excited state. An electron transfer quenching process was also
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 | 169
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not thermodynamically feasible in this case. Under the same conditions as for the
Mn2+ quenching experiments, Cu2+ was found to reduce both the emission
intensity and the excited state lifetime of each complex to similar extents. The
Stern–Volmer quenching constants and second order rate constants were deter-
mined and compared with the values measured for Mn2+ quenching (Table 4). In
the presence of Cu2+, the Eu complexes were quenched more efficiently than by
Mn2+. There was around a threefold increase in the rate constant for [EuL11] and
a 15 fold increase for the more sterically accessible complex, [EuL10]. The
observed behaviour contrasts with quenching by Mn2+, where slightly higher rate
second order constants were found for the Tb3+ analogues. The smallest rate
constant values were found for the Eu/Tb complexes of the most shielded ligand,
L11. The highest rate constant (2.2 � 107 M�1 s�1) was found in the quenching of
[EuL10] by the aqua Cu2+ ion; this value is of the same magnitude as the highest
rate constants reported earlier, e.g. with the rather kinetically labile anionic tris-
chelate Eu(III) complex of oxy-diacetate.33

For energy transfer to occur between Ln* and Mn2+, some spectral overlap is
required between the donor emission and acceptor absorption spectra. The
absorption spectrum of MnCl2 has an absorption maximum at 520 nm that arises
from the spin-forbidden d–d transition of the high-spin d5 Mn2+ aqua ion,
resulting in a very low molar extinction coefficient (3 ¼ 0.018 M�1 cm�1). The
emission spectra of [EuL11] and [TbL11] are also shown (Fig. 6), and reveal that
spectral overlap exists between both Ln3+ emission spectra and the Mn2+

absorption spectrum. It is also apparent that the spectral overlap is greater for the
Tb3+ complex, explaining the observed higher values of k2 and lower values of
KSV

�1 for Tb3+ complexes of a common ligand. The very low molar extinction
coefficient of Mn2+ and the very small spectral overlap integral seem to disfavour
the hypothesis that Förster energy transfer quenching is operative. However, the
excited state lifetimes of these Ln3+ complexes are relatively long (in the milli-
second range), and over this period many diffusive encounters can take place
between Mn2+ ions and the lanthanide excited state, increasing the probability of
the energy transfer process.37

The absorption spectrum of CuCl2 was also measured in water and revealed
the characteristic broad d–d transition of the aqua ion, centred at 810 nm. In
contrast to the absorption of the Mn2+ aqua ion, the corresponding Cu2+ transi-
tion is spin allowed, resulting in a higher molar extinction coefficient
(11 M�1 cm�1), compared to that of the Mn2+ aqua ion.38 The Cu2+ absorption
band tails into the spectral region of Eu3+ emission and to a lesser extent Tb3+

emission (Fig. 6), consistent with the higher rate of quenching of the Eu
complexes by copper aqua ions and supporting the hypothesis of an energy
transfer quenching mechanism. In summary, and compared to Mn2+, the greater
molar extinction coefficient of the Cu2+ aqua ion and the better spectral overlap
with Eu3+ emission explain the higher rate of quenching by Cu2+ for each Eu(III)
complex studied here.

The spectral overlap integrals (J) and, hence, the Förster radii (R0) for each
donor lanthanide complex with Mn2+ and Cu2+ acceptors were estimated in water,
using eqn (4) and (5), respectively (Table 5). The estimated values of R0 are much
smaller for the Mn2+ aqua ion acceptor, consistent with the feeble spectral overlap
integral associated with its low molar extinction coefficient, which is 600 times
smaller than that for Cu2+ and 15 million times smaller than that for the near IR
170 | Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022
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Table 5 Calculated values of the Förster radii (R0) using eqn (2) and (3) for energy transfer
from the lanthanide complex donor to the transition metal aqua ion acceptor

Complex

R0/Å (calc.)

Mn2+ (aq.) Cu2+ (aq.)

[EuL10] 2.4 9.9
[TbL10] 4.0 7.6
[EuL11] 3.5 11.6
[TbL11] 4.0 8.3
[EuL12] 3.4 12.1
[TbL12] 4.4 9.2

Fig. 6 (upper) Molar extinction coefficient for MnCl2 (blue) as a function of wavelength
(H2O, pH 7.4, 295 K); (lower) absorption spectrum of CuCl2 (blue) as a function of
wavelength (H2O, pH 7.4, 295 K). In each case, emission spectra for [TbL11] (green) and
[EuL11] (red) are shown, permitting the analysis of the spectral overlap integrals.
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dye, 1, discussed above, for which the R0 values were around 68 Å. Indeed, the
short distances found in this case (R0 between 2.8 to 4.4 Å for Mn2+ quenching)
fall within the range where the mechanism of energy transfer is collisional,
This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2022 Faraday Discuss., 2022, 234, 159–174 | 171
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operates over a short encounter distance and may involve the Dexter energy
exchange mechanism39 and not only Förster resonance energy transfer into the
copper 2T2g orbital, which is more likely to operate with the aqua copper(II) ion.40

Summary and conclusions

The lanthanide excited state may be subject to quenching by electron (charge)
transfer and by vibrational and electronic energy transfer processes, leading to
a reduction in its lifetime. For Eu(III) complexes, a ligand to metal charge transfer
state may lie close in energy to the Eu 5D0 excited state, leading to potential energy
surface crossing. Such a situation is more prevalent in cationic complexes with
ligands that are charge neutral and do not stabilise the Eu(III) oxidation state as
efficiently as those containing hard anionic ligands, such as O or N donors.8 More
commonly, fast electron transfer occurs from a ligand HOMO, such as a p or lone
pair orbital, exemplied here with a set of six Eu(III) complexes where the lifetime
was shortest for the complexes with the most high lying p orbitals or the most N
atoms. In the latter case, N-protonation suppressed photoinduced electron
transfer and the pH dependence of the Eu emission lifetime was identical when
populating the 5D0 state by direct excitation or via the more efficient sensitised
emission pathway that involves ligand excited states. Such observations conrm
that it is the Eu excited state that is being quenched directly in these cases.
Consideration was given to the utility of semi-empirical calculations of the energy
of the key ligand, charge transfer and europium excited states involved in such
a quenching process. However, the limited accuracy of such calculations, as
exemplied in recent examples using DFT and modied Judd–Ofelt theory,41,42

meant that such work was not undertaken for these complexes.
Electronic energy transfer was examined from a Eu donor to a cyanine dye

acceptor with which very good spectral overlap occurs. The calculated Förster
radii (R0) values did not change signicantly with the structure of the Eu(III)
complexes, each of which gave rise to very similar Eu emission spectral nger-
print. Thus, with R0 values averaging around 68 Å, the nature of the ligand anionic
groups and the aryl sensitiser substituents did not affect this long range FRET
process. Nor was any correlation found between complex hydrophilicity and the
value of the second order rate constant, k2, that characterises the rate of energy
transfer quenching. In contrast, energy transfer to the Cu(II) and especially the
Mn(II) aqua ion was much more inefficient, with rate constants 1000 times
smaller, owing to the much smaller spectral overlap integral. In these and earlier
reported cases, the steric shielding created by the ligand plays a key role in
dening the sensitivity to quenching, especially with Mn(II) aqua ions for which
more open coordination complex structures show the greatest sensitivity to Mn(II)
quenching.34 Such behaviour is consistent with a predominant short range
collisional quenching mechanism, and suggests that a Dexter energy transfer
mechanism operates, at least in part. It requires wave-function overlap, which
occurs most efficiently when the distance between the excited Eu ion and the
quenching acceptor species is minimised.
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