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Abstract The photophysical behaviors of newly synthesized
photochromic dyes have been investigated in different sol-
vents of various polarities using steady-state absorption and
emission techniques. It was found that, the absorption and
emission spectra of these dyes depend on the ring size and
the solvent polarity. The higher values of the dipole moments
of the investigated dyes in the excited state than those in the
ground state suggest that these dyes can serve as good candi-
date components of nonlinear optical materials. Additionally,
the photoisomerization parameters (percentage of composi-
tion of cis isomers and quantum yields of photoisomerization)
depend on the polarity and the viscosity of the used solvents as
well as the ring size. The molecular motion that occurs in the
isomerization process has facilitated the development of mo-
lecular devices. Finally, the halochromic behaviors of the in-
vestigated dyes promise them to act as acid–base indicators.
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Introduction

Push-pull dyes with donor-acceptor moieties are not only hav-
ing importance in photophysical, photochemical and photobi-
ological processes [1, 2], but also having potential applica-
tions in the technological developments. Among various types
of push-pull ones, diarylethylenes, DAEs which are widely
used as sensitizers and other additives in the photographic
industry [3]. In diarylethylenes, the donor and acceptor groups
are joined by suitable conjugation, involving either single or
multiple enyl groups. They show strong intramolecular charge
transfer (ICT) character in their electronic states, especially in
their excited electronic states [4, 5]. Accordingly, these dyes
show very strong solvent polarity dependent changes in their
photophysical characteristics, namely, a large red shift in the
emission spectra with increasing solvent polarity, exceedingly
high solvent polarity dependent changes in the Stokes’ shifts
between absorption and fluorescence spectra, significant re-
duction in the fluorescence quantum yields (ϕf) and lifetimes
(τf) on increasing the solvent polarity, etc. [6]. Though litera-
ture on the photophysical behavior of DAEs is quite large
[7–9], there are many aspects of their excited states that re-
main to be understood clearly. The donor-acceptor kind of
DAEs can undergo the two important photoinduced processes
in their excited states and they are, (i) the cis-trans isomeriza-
tion which takes place via the rotation of the molecule around
the double bonds, and (ii) the formation of the TICT state
which takes place via the rotation of the molecule around a
suitable single bond in combination with the complete transfer
of an electron from donor moiety to the acceptor moiety [10].
Either of these processes introduces an additional nonradiative
deexcitation channel for the excited dyes, in addition to their
usual internal conversion (IC) and intersystem crossing (ISC)
processes [11–13]. Moreover, depending on the polarity of the
solvent medium, the propensity of these nonradiative process-
es introduced by the participation in the isomerization/TICT
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process can sometimes be so strong that they lead to unusually
large reduction in theϕf and τf values of the dyes [14–16]. As
the literature reports indicate, the isomerization mediated
nonradiative process for DAEs is mainly dominated at the
lower solvent polarity region while the nonradiative process
related to the TICT formation is mainly dominated at the
higher polarity regions of the solvents [17]. These character-
istic structural features make them to display very high first-
order hyperpolarizability which in effect makes these dyes as
the efficient materials for molecular electronics applications
[18, 19], for nonlinear process like second harmonic genera-
tion [20–23] and also as optical materials [24–26]. DAEs are
also known to have many applications in biological sciences
as fluorescence probes [27–29], in polymer sciences as free-
radical photoinitiators [30] and in dye sensitized solar cells as
efficient photoelectric conversion dyes [31, 32].

Benzoxazole moeities find extensive use in the industrial
purposes and the interest in their chemistry has increased due
to the application of such moieties in photosensitization or in
valuable optical brighteners [33] and in analytics [34]. Dye
organization is also considered to be the key to advanced
functional organic materials for electronics and photonics
[35, 36]. Some of these dyes are growth inhibitors to bacteria
[37] and to the mitosis of fertilized sea urchin eggs [38]. They
possess hormonal effects on plant growth [39] and can be used
for the determination of the sensitivity of micro-organism to
antibiotics [40]. They can also be used as laser dyes [41, 42]
and producing offset printing plates [43].

Photochromism is the reversible light-induced transforma-
tion of a compound between two forms having different ab-
sorption spectra [44]. During photisomerization not only op-
tical properties such as the absorption spectra but also molec-
ular properties such as refractive indices, ionization potentials
and dielectic constants, dipole moments and electronic char-
acteristics are changed reversibly. Photochromic materials
have been garnering interest for over a decade because so far
they are the most favorable candidate for ultrahigh density
optical memory media or optical switching device materials
DAEs with heterocyclic aryl groups are remarkable photo-
chromic systems where the chemical transformation is single
bond breaking. Because the distribution of π-bonds is differ-
ent in both isomers, they have distinct absorption spectra.
They are well known to have different characteristics such
as good thermal stability for both isomers, high fatigue resis-
tance in isomerization, and rapid response [45]. These photo-
chromic systems might have potential use in applications such
as optical data storage units, trigger elements, or as switching
devices in optical data processing.

In the present work, the photophysical and photochemical
behaviors of newly synthesized diarylethylenes namely:-
1-(phenyl)-2-(2-benzoxazolyl)ethylene, StBOX, 1-(1-
naphthyl)-2-(2-benzoxazolyl)ethylene, NBOX, 1-(9-
phenanthryl)-2-(2-benzoxazolyl)ethylene, PBOX and 1-(9-

pyrenyl)-2-(2-benzoxazolyl)ethylene, PyBOX has been stud-
ied.We thus gained a better understanding on the effects of the
molecular structure and the solvent which may help to design
suitable diarylethylene molecules possessing appropriate pho-
tochemical reactivity and laser properties. The correlation be-
tween the experimental results and the theoretical ones using
semiemperical quantum calculations has been discussed. Fi-
nally, the acid–base equilibrium reactions of diarylethylenes
in aqueous medium have been studied.

Experimental

The investigated photochromic diarylethylenes namely:-
1-(phenyl)-2-(2-benzoxazolyl)ethylene, StBOX, 1-(1-
naphthyl)-2-(2-benzoxazolyl)ethylene, NBOX, 1-(9-
phenanthryl)-2-(2-benzoxazolyl)ethylene, PBOX and 1-(9-
pyrenyl)-2-(2-benzoxazolyl)ethylene, PyBOX were synthe-
sized by condensation of 2-methylbenzoxazole with the cor-
responding arylaldehyde (benzaldehyde, α-naphthaldehyde,
9-phenanthraldehyde and 9-pyrene carbaldehyde) as reported
previously [46]. The synthetic route of these compounds with
their abbreviations was shown in Scheme S1 in the supple-
mentary materials. The investigated diarylethylenes were syn-
thes ized as fo l low: Equimola r quan t i t i e s o f 2-
methylbenzoxazole and the corresponding aldehyde (benzal-
dehyde,α-Napthaldehyde, 9-phenathraldehyde and 9-pyrene
c a r b a l d e hyd e ) we r e d i s s o l v e d i n an a l k a l i n e
dimethylformamide solution (containing 5 gm KOH /
100 ml) then the solution was stirred for about 3 h, after that
drops of 0.2 N HCl were added to the pre-cold reaction mix-
ture till complete precipitation. The products were separated
out by filtration and purified by recrystalization twice from
dry ethanol. The reactions yielded crystals having yellow col-
or. Finally, the purity of the prepared compounds was con-
firmed by FT-IR and mass spectral measurements. The mass
spectra of the investigated compounds, StBOX, NBOX,
PBOX and PyBOXgive themolecular ion peaks at the desired
positions: m/z=220, 270, 319 and 348, respectively. The ob-
tained molecular ion peaks showed that m/z is equivalent to
molecular weight of the proposed compounds. Hence m/z
value confirms the molecular weight of compounds,
(Fig. S1, in the Supplementary materials). The IR spectra
showed sharp bands at vibrational frequencies within the
range (1454–1633 cm−1) and (1574 cm−1) characteristic for
the ethylenic C=C double bond. In addition, the spectra
showed bands within the range 956 to 1069 cm−1 due to out
of plane bending vibration of CH=CH. Also, weak bands are
observed in the range 2815–2919 cm−1 and can be ascribed to
the stretching vibrations of the aliphatic C-H bond, (Fig. S2, in
the Supplementary materials).

Spectroscopic grade solvents (from Aldrich or BDH)
were used as received. All solvents were non-
fluorescent in the region of fluorescence measurements.
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Double distilled water was used for the preparation of
buffer solutions. Analytical grade orthophosphoric acid
and NaOH were used as received.

Aqueous buffer solutions were prepared by mixing appro-
priate volumes of NaOH and H3PO4, 0.1 M each. Solutions
having pH<2 were prepared following Hammett’s acidity
(Ho) scale [47, 48].

Steady state electronic absorption was recorded on a
Shimadzu UV-3101 PC spectrophotometer, while the steady-
state fluorescence spectra were recorded using a Perkin-Elmer
LS 50B scanning spectrofluorometer, using matched quartz
cuvettes.

Continuous irradiation of solutions during trans-cis
photoisomerization measurements were carried out in the
same cell of the fluorometer which is equipped with a
10 kW Xe-Lamp and a monochromator where both the inten-
sity and wavelength of the excitation light could be controlled
easily. The solution was shacked periodically and its absorp-
tion spectrum was recorded after known time intervals.

The fluorescence quantum yields (ϕf) were measured rela-
tive to 9,10-Diphenylanthracene in EtOH as a standard (ϕf=
0.95) [47, 48]. The samples were excited around their absorp-
tion maximum. For determination of the trans→ cis
photoisomerization quantum yields (φt), the method de-
scribed by Gauglitz [49] was used. All measurements were
carried out under red light at 25 °C±1 using fresh solutions
(2×10−5 M).

Geometry optimization along with electronic struc-
tures and dipole moment calculations of both the ground
and excited state of the investigated ketocyanines have
been performed using Portable HyperChem 8.0.7 with
the help of ArgusLab 4.0 software (Mark A. Thompson,
Planaria Software LLC, Seattle, WA) [50]. Precise ge-
ometry optimization was obtained by PM3 Hamiltonian,
while electronic structure and dipole moments were cal-
culated by PM3 and ZINDO/S methods. All calculations
were performed using the default parameters.

Results and Discussion

Theoretical Calculation

In order to give clear picture on the ground and excited state
properties of the investigated diarylethylenes, depending on
the effect of ring size, the theoretical calculations have been
done using PM3 semiempirical calculations. Figure 1, shows
the geometrical and electronic structures of all concerned
dyes, StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX in the ground state.
The full optimized geometry of StBOX shows stable planar
structure with a minimum energy when all the dihedral angle
equals to 0° or 180°. However, the semiemperical calculations
showed some deviation from planarity for NBOX and PBOX

Fig. 1 Optimized geometry of
ground state a StBOX, b NBOX,
c PBOX and d PyBOX using
PM3 calculations
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due to the small twisting of the naphthyl and phenanthryl
rings, respectively along with the ethylenic bridge. In case of
NBOX, the torsion angle for C11, C12, C13 and C18 is
43.43°. While, in case of PBOX, the torsion angle for (C10,
C11, C23 and C22) is 16.59°. Also, PyBOX has stable twisted
structure with torsion angle for C10, C11, C12 and C13 equals
to 153.2°. Additionally, in order to explore the direction of the
intramolecular charge transfer, the charge distribution on the
different units over the whole molecular skeleton in the
ground and excited states as well as the orbital topologies of
HOMOs and LUMOs levels of the investigated compound
have been elucidated and shown in Fig. 2. As can be seen,
the charge density on the benzoxazole moiety increases upon
excitation, and is accomplished by decreasing of the charge
density at the aryl moiety. The HOMO–LUMO representation
indicates that there is a charge transfer from aryl and
benzoxazole moeities, which could be considered as a donor
center, to benzoxazole moiety as an acceptor one.Within these
dyes, there is a gradual increase of charge separation upon
excitation, on going from phenyl to pyrenyl derivatives. This
reflects the increasing of the efficiency of ICTwith increasing
the ring size.

Solvatochromic Behavior of the Investigated Diarylethylenes

In order to have a better understanding about the effects of
molecular structure and ring size on the spectral behavior of
the investigated diarylethylenes, the absorption and emission
spectra have been studied in different solvents of various po-
larities and hydrogen bonding abilities including Gly, EtOH,
CHCl3, ACN and Hex and the data were collected in Table 1.
Figure 3 shows the normalized absorption spectra of the in-
vestigated dyes in CHCl3. As can be seen, the absorption band
of NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX undergoes red shifts with in-
creasing the ring size (ca. 28, 26 and 45 nm, respectively
relative to that one for StBOX). This absorption band could
be attributed to the intramolecular charge transfer (ICT) be-
tween the benzoxazolyl and aryl fragments via the ethylenic
bridge. On the other hand, the absorption spectra of PyBOX
distinct vibrational structure in both polar and non polar sol-
vents, however those of NBOX and PBOX are broad
structurless band. This may be attributed to localization of
the transition due to the weak interaction between both the
molecular parts of PBOX which confirmed by its stable twist-
ing structure compared to the small twisting of the naphthyl

Fig. 2 HOMO—LUMO
representation of a StBOX, b
NBOX, c PBOX and d PyBOX
using PM3 calculations
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and phenanthryl rings, respectively. Similarly, the fluores-
cence spectra of the investigated dyes are found to be mirror
images to the corresponding long wavelength absorption
band. There is a significant bathochromic shift in the emission
maxima on going from StBOX to PyBOX. The ring size-
based red shift in both absorption and emission maxima can
be attributed to lengthening of the conjugated system. Re-
placement of phenyl ring with a larger polycyclic group,
naphthyl, phenanthryl and pyrenyl moieties enhances the res-
onance delocalization of the π-electrons and leads to progres-
sive shifts in the spectral maxima.

Additionally, from the data reported in Table 1, it is evident
that the fluorescence spectra of NBOX and PBOX and
PyBOX appear as structurless bands in polar solvents, while,
in non-polar solvents the emission bands are structured. It was
found that the emission spectrum of NBOX, PBOX and
PyBOX in Hex fluoresces with vibronic structure at (393,
414 nm, (400,423 nm) and (434, 460 nm), respectively, in
addition to a shoulder at 438, 446 and 488 nm, respectively.
This is attributed to the vibrational coupling of the vinyl hy-
drogens. Also, the obtained data indicate that the excited sin-
glet state of these dyes is more polar than their ground state,
which led to this high sensitivity to the solvent polarity. The
high solvatochromaticity and broad featureless of the

emission spectra indicate intramolecular charge transfer nature
of the excited state. The obtained results confirmed that as the
size of the aryl ring increases, its electron-donating ability
increases and the aryl ring transfers some of its charge to the
benzoxazole moiety, leading to increase the extent of ICT
between the benzothiazolyl and aryl fragments which con-
firmed by the red shift of their various spectra.

The solvatochromic shifts of the emission of the dyes under
investigation cannot be explained only by the basis of mode of
the solute-solvent interaction. Therefore, the fluoresence spec-
tra are correlated with a combination of several solvent param-
eters (nonspecific solvation, electrophilic solvation, and
others). There are many correlation equations based on the
use of several independent parameters, in order to describe
the solvatochromic shifts [51]. Among these methods one
called solvatochromic comparison method (SCM) has been
proposed by Kamlet et al. [52]. This approach separates the
dielectric effects of solvents (π*), hydrogen-bond donor (α)
and acceptor (β) abilities of the solvents on the spectral

Table 1 Spectroscopic data of the investigated diarylethylenes in
different solvents of various polarities at 298 K

Dye Solvent λa
max

(nm)
εmax

(M−1 cm−1)
λf (nm) ϕf

StBOX Hex 320 33,850 378max 0.067

CHCl3 324 44,000 390max 0.04

ACN 321 34,900 384max 0.046

EtOH 323 33,760 404max 0.034

Gly 328 33,490 392max,410 0.083

NBOX Hex 345 36,390 393,414max,438sh 0.071

CHCl3 351 31,000 430 0.022

ACN 348 34,960 427 0.019

EtOH 350 34,320 429 0.014

Gly 359 31,420 430 0.098

PBOX Hex 343 34,580 400,423max,446sh 0.12

CHCl3 350 38,100 437 0.043

ACN 345 33,790 430 0.02

EtOH 351 34,030 435 0.013

Gly 357 34,730 446 0.178

PyBOX Hex 387 49,770 434,460max, 488sh 0.704

CHCl3 395 51,700 464 0.085

ACN 384 55,710 470 0.09

EtOH 386 46,050 473 0.102

Gly 400 33,140 487 0.49

max refers to the intensity of the highest peak
sh refers to the shoulder peak
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Fig. 3 Normalized absorption and emission spectra of the investigated
diarylethylenes in CHCl3

J Fluoresc (2015) 25:283–295 287



properties. So, the obtained fluorescence energy has been an-
alyzed using the SCM according to the following correlations:

for StBOX E(A)=88.42–0.93 α +2.18 β – 0.67 π*

E (F)=73.5–4.92 α +7.6 β – 1.72 π*

for NBOX E(A)=81.5–0.01 α+1.1 β - 1.02 π*

E(F)=70.6–0.92 α +5.69 β – 1.51 π*

for PBOX E(A) =81.8–0.28 α +0.29 β – 0.57 π*

E(F)=70.6–0.9 α+5.67 β – 1.5 π*

for pyBOX E(A)=63.49–2.01 α +0.97 β – 1.93 π*

E(F)=68.06–4.38α+4.09β - 2.67 π*

The negative value of coefficient of π* is a sign of stabili-
zation due to dipolar interactions which attributes to the ob-
served bathochromic shift in absorption band with increasing
polarity of the solvents. In addition, the higher magnitudes of
the coefficients of α and β in the excited state indicate that
dipole-dipole interactions, hydrogen-bond donor (α) and ac-
ceptor (β) abilities of the investigated dyes contribute more to
the stabilization of excited state than that of ground state. The
higher coefficients of them at the excited state than that in
ground state is attributed to the greater extent of dipole-
dipole interaction at the former state and confirms that the
excited state dipole moment of the investigated dyes is much
higher than the ground state dipole moment. Moreover, higher
magnitude of the coefficient of α in the excited state than that
in the ground state supports the fact that there is a greater
extent of the extent of ICT between the benzothiazolyl and
aryl fragments.

Also, in order to assess the sensitivity of the investigated
dyes to the polarity of the solvents and the ring size, the dif-
ference between dipole moment in the ground (μg) and excit-
ed (μe) states has been determined via implementation of
Bakhshiev’s [53] and Kawski-Chamma-Viallet’s equations
[54].

Δνst ¼ νabs−νem ¼
2 μe−μg

� �2

hca3
f ε; nð Þ

þ constant Bakhshiev0s equationð Þ

νabs þ νem ¼ −
2 μ2

e−μ2
g

� �

hca3
f ε; nð Þ þ 2g nð Þ½ �

þ constant Kawski−Chamma−viallet’sð Þ

Where, f ε; nð Þ ¼ 2n2þ1
n2þ2

ε−1
εþ2−

n2−1
n2þ2

h i
g(n) = 3

2
n4−1
n2þ2ð Þ2

h i
Where

νabsand νem are the absorption and fluorescence band shift in
solvents of varying permittivity (ε), refractive index (n), f(ε,n)
is the solvent polarity parameter, Ba^ is the Onsager cavity
radius, h is the Plank’s constant and c is the speed of light.
The cavity radius was taken as 40 % from the distance be-
tween the two farthest atoms in the direction of charge

separation within the molecule [55], which was estimated fol-
lowing geometry optimization of StBOX, NBOX, PBOX
and PyBOX using PM3 semiempirical calculations with
the help of ArgusLab 4.0 software (Mark A. Thompson,
Planaria Software LLC, Seattle, WA) [50]. The cavity ra-
dius comes out to be 5.4, 5.44, 5.9 and 6.26 Ao, respec-
tively. The dipole moments of the investigated
diarylethylenes in the ground and excited states have been
determined from the slopes m1 and m2 and were summa-
rized in Table 2. As reported, the excited-state dipole mo-
ment is larger than that of the ground state. The increase
in dipole moment explains the red shift in the absorption
spectra with increasing the solvent polarity. This is attrib-
uted to ICT and confirms the competition between the two
main subunits of molecules (benzoxazolyl and aryl
moeities). The large difference between the dipole mo-
ments of StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX at ground
and excited states is consistent with the higher extent of
contribution of dipole-dipole interaction towards the stabil-
ity of excited state than that of ground state which con-
firms the above explanation. The excited-state dipole mo-
ment is larger than that of the ground state. The increase
in dipole moment explains the significant bathochromic
shift in the absorption spectra with increasing the solvent
polarity. This is attributed to competition between the two
main subunits of molecules, the benzoxazole moiety and
the aryl ring via the ethylenic bridge. The effect of the
ring size on the dipole moment of the concerned dyes in
the ground and excited states is very significant. The di-
pole moment increases with the ring size in the order
StBOX<NBOX<PBOX<PyBOX which reflects the role
of the electron-donating nature in increasing the ICT inter-
action, and thus greater solvent relaxation. This result sug-
gests that these dyes can serve as good candidate compo-
nents of nonlinear optical materials. The obtained values
are in a good agreement with those calculated theoretically
using semiempirical quantum calculations, Table 2.

Also, the fluorescence quantum yields (Φf) of the inves-
tigated diarylethylenes have been measured in the selected
solvents, and summarized in Table 1. The data show that

Table 2 Ground and excited states dipole moments (μg, μe), and slopes
(m1, m2) of the investigated diarylethylenes

Dye Experimental Theoretical

μg

(D)
μe

(D)
m1

(cm−1)
m2

(cm−1)
μg

(D)
μe

(D)

StBOX 0.28 4.36 1155 2130 0.321 2.34

NBOX 0.83 4.95 1006.3 2036 0.54 4.53

PBOX 1.33 5.53 850 4071 2.85 5.9

PyBOX 2.8 7.2 4164 5506 3.9 7.9
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the Φf is highly sensitive to the size of polycyclic group,
the nature and the refractive index of the solvent. The Фf

values decrease steadily as the hydrogen bond donating
ability of the solvents increases indicating that hydrogen
bonding interactions are controlling strongly the decay of
excited dye molecules. For example, the ϕf values of
StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX decrease by 1.9,
5.0, 7.1 and 7.0 folds on going from Hex to EtOH, re-
spectively. This is due to the coupling between the close
lying n–π* and π–π* states which increases the possibility
of non-radiative transitions to deactivate the excited state
[56]. As can be seen, PyBOX has high ϕf values in all
the mentioned solvents compared to those for the other
dyes. This means that PyBOX is highly fluorescent dye,
indicating the non-radiative transitions from the excited
state and confirms the ring size dependence of the quan-
tum yield.

Photochromic Behavior of the Investigated Diarylethylenes

The photochemical trans-cis isomerization of the investigated
dyes was studied at room temperature in different solvents
having various polarities like EtOH, ACN, c-hexane and
Gly as an example for viscous solvent, Fig. 4. The quantities
of the cis isomers at the photostationary states (%cis), the
quantum yields of the photoisomerization processes (ϕt→c

and ϕc→t), the photoequlibrium constant (Kph
pss) and the par-

tial rate constants for the forward kt→c and the backward kc→t

reactions, at two different irradiation wavelengths, have been
determined and summarized in Table 3. The obtained results
have been related to the ring size, the solvent characteristics
(polarity and viscosity) and the excitation wavelength.

The determination of trans-cis photoisomerization quan-
tum yields and the corresponding photoreaction parameters
of the investigated dyes, in Hex at λirr=365 nm, would be

Fig. 4 Absorption spectra of a StBOX b NBOX c PBOX, and d PyBOX in Hex at 365 nm. The irradiation times are indicated in the Figure
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described, as a representative example, Fig. 4. A 3 ml
ethanolic solution (ca. 2×10−5 M) of an isomerically pure
trans dyes was irradiated in a quartz cuvette at 25 oC. Upon
irradiation of the trans solution, the absorption spectra were
recorded as a function of irradiation time until the PSS was
reached. As the irradiation time proceeds, the absorbance of
the long-wavelength band (λmax=320, 344, 346 and 386 nm
for StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX, respectively) de-
creases with the appearance of isosbestic points at (269 nm),
(260,305 nm), (292 nm), (288, 353 nm), respectively. At the
same time the absorbance of the short-wavelength bands
(λmax=248, 281, 286 and 302 nm, respectively) show con-
comitant increase. These changes were attributed to the pho-
tochemical trans-cis isomerization. The isomerization can also
occur through a rotation mechanism [57], which involves a
π→π* transition (S0→S2). As shown, replacement of phenyl
ring in StBOX by large polycyclic moieties, naphthyl,
phenanthryl or pyrenyl affects the time needed for reaching
the PPS. For example, the cis form of StBOX, NBOX, PBOX
and PyBOX in Hex takes 270, 180, 160 and 95 min, respec-
tively, to reach the PPS. At the same time the intensities of the
fluorescence spectra decrease reaching photostationary states
without appearance of new bands (Fig. 5) this indicates that
the photoproducts are non-fluorescent. The trans-cis

interconversion during irradiation was also evidenced by the
appearance of clear isosbestic points in the UV Vis-spectra.

In order to confirm the achievement of the PSS, the plots of
the absorbance changes at absorption maxima vs. the irradia-
tion time (t) at λirr=365 nm, in Gly have been examined (In-
sets of Fig. 5). As can be seen, the absorbance of the investi-
gated dyes and their absorption maximum decreases gradually
until reaching to a steady value, which characterized the
photostationary state.

A cursory glance on data reported in Table 3, it was found
that the ϕt→c increases slightly as the solvent polarity in-
creases following the order ACN>EtOH>Hex, excluding
Gly. This behavior has been ascribed to a decrease in activa-
tion energy of the 1t*→1p* twisting process, where the polar
solvent stabilizes the 1p* configuration more than 1t*. Further-
more, in Gly, the value ofϕc→t is larger thanϕt→c in all cases.
This behavior could be explained by solvent viscosity effects,
where in this case, the trans-isomer encounters the substantial
restrictions through increasing the viscosity of the medium
which decreases the free volume necessary for rotational mo-
tions, thus reducing its tendency to isomerize into the cis form.

The percentage of the cis isomers (%cis) at the
photostationary state have been calculated in different sol-
vents by using Fischer’s Method [58] and the obtained data

Table 3 Photochemical data for the trans-cis photoisomerization of the investigated diarylethylenes in different solvents at different irradiation
wavelengths at room temperature

% cis Φt→c Φc→t Kt→ c (10
−4 s−1) Kc→ t (10

−4 s−1) % cis Φt→c Φc→t Kt→ c (10
−4 s−1) Kc→ t (10

−4 s−1)

StBOX λirr=313 nm λirr=365 nm

EtOH 76 0.053 0.038 5.9 1.4 70 0.06 0.044 6.5 1.23

ACN 82 0.059 0.034 6.1 1.3 85 0.07 0.043 7.4 1.22

Hex 82 0.041 0.032 4.1 1.5 78 0.05 0.04 5.6 1.4

Gly 54 0.03 0.033 2.9 1.2 58 0.044 0.046 3.1 1.2

NBOX λirr=365 nm λirr=405 nm

EtOH 71 0.236 0.051 4.3 1.151 76 0.055 0.144 5.7 4.3

ACN 80 0.75 0.048 5.4 2.32 84 0.06 0.135 6.12 5.14

Hex 78 0.091 0.041 3.1 2.26 80 0.06 0.133 5.25 5.05

Gly 52 0.038 0.055 1.44 1.13 60 0.015 0.159 3.06 2.01

PBOX λirr=365 nm λirr=405 nm

EtOH 69 1.03 0.155 4.1 3.1 74 0.71 0.41 4.3 4.1

ACN 77 1.13 0.101 5.1 4.2 81 0.79 0.39 5.2 5

Hex 72 0.243 0.091 3.0 2.8 79 0.62 0. 31 3.1 2.8

Gly 53 0.154 0.165 1.4 1.3 54 0.44 0.48 1.6 1.5

PyBOX λirr=365 nm λirr=405 nm

EtOH 69 0.09 0.045 4 3.1 70 0.046 0.025 4.3 3.9

ACN 73 0.099 0.043 4.9 3.9 71 0.059 0.024 4.7 3.5

Hex 71 0.0835 0.048 2.8 2.4 72 0.018 0.021 3.1 2.9

Gly 51 0.03 0.032 1.1 0.989 52 0.025 0.028 1.2 0.9
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were summarized in Table 3. It was found that the composi-
tion of the photostationary state is displaced to the cis-isomer
rich-side (contains from 51 to 85 % cis, depending on the ring
size and the nature of the used solvent). In all cases, %cis
enhances, to some extent, with decreasing the solvent polarity
and decreases clearly with increasing solvent viscosity. For
example, changing the solvent from EtOH to Hex causes an
increase of the %cis at the PSS of StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and
PyBOX from 70, 76, 74 and 70 to 79, 80, 78 and 72 %,
respectively upon irradiation at 405 nm. However, its %cis
drops to 58, 60, 54 and 52 % in Gly which is highly viscous
solvent, for StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX, respectively.
It is concluded from this result that there are two operating
parameters of the solvent (polarity and viscosity) that control
the concerned decay process. However, the role of viscosity of
the solvent increase as the ring size of aryl moiety becomes
larger. On the other hand, the ring size has obvious effect on
the photostationary state composition. Replacement of phenyl
ring with large polycyclic moieties, naphthyl, phenanthryl and
pyrenyl ones decrease % cis at the same photostationary state.

As a representative example, the %cis at the same
photostationary state decreases from 85 % for StBOX
to 84, 81 % to 71 % for NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX
in ACN upon irradiation at 405 nm, respectively. This
could be attributed to the role of steric hindrance of the
aryl moiety and the twisting between the hydrogen
atoms of ethylenic bridge with the aryl rings in these
polycyclic derivatives. Also, it is necessary to calculate
the partial rate constants of the photoisomerization for
the investigated dyes, because the rate at which olefinic
compounds undergo isomerization is of practical impor-
tance since application of functional materials requires
both structural homogeneity and stability. In all cases,
the partial rate constants for trans→cis and cis→ trans
reactions have the same trend as the partial quantum
yields where kt→c values are higher than those of kc→t, as
shown in Table 3. All the obtained results suggested that, these
dyes can serve as candidates for data storage applications
which proclaim the applicability of these dyes in the industrial
field.

Fig. 5 Fluorescence spectra recording during irradiation of a StBOX, b NBOX, c PBOX, and d PyBOX in Gly (at 405 nm)
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Acidochromic Behavior of the Investigated Diarylethylenes

In order to sense and characterize the effect of H+ ions on the
spectral behavior of the investigated dyes, their electronic ab-
sorption and emission spectra were measured at different pH/
Ho values. Firstly, the absorption and emission spectra of the
investigated dyes have been studied in universal buffer solu-
tions of varying pH values (pH=1.2–12). It was found that,
the shape of both absorption and emission spectra doesn’t
change at pH greater than 1.92, while at pH within the range
1.2–1.92, the spectra change slowly. So, in order to study the
effect of acidity on the spectral behavior of the investigated
dyes, the absorption and emission spectra of the investigated
dyes were measured at pHs lower than 1.8 and at different
hydrogen ion concentrations (Ho) using phosphoric acid. Fig-
ure 6 shows the absorption spectra of StBOX, NBOX, PBOX
and PyBOX at different pH/Ho values, while the spectral data
are compiled in Table 4. As can be seen, upon increasing the
acid concentration (by using relatively lower pH and Ho

values), the long-wavelength absorption bands are shifted to
the longer wavelength, with a decrease in their intensities. The
absorption maxima of StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX

were shifted from 317, 345, 363 and 434 nm (corresponding
to the neutral form) to 350, 407, 422 and 454 nm, respectively,
at higher Ho value. This red shifted band was due to proton-
ation of the heterocyclic nitrogen in benzoxazole moiety with
the formation of monocation which suffers stronger intramo-
lecular charge transfer interactions compared to their neutral
forms, Table 4. This conclusion is in a good agreement with
theoretical calculations where the charge density on the nitro-
gen atom of StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX in the
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Fig. 6 Absorption spectra of a
StBOX, b NBOX, c PBOX and d
PyBOX at different pH/Ho values.
The dashed line shows the
absorption spectra of the neutral
form

Table 4 Spectral data of both the neutral and protonated forms of the
investigated diarylethylenes as well as the ground (pK) and excited (pK*)
protonation constants

Dye Neutral form Protonated form λiso (nm) pK pK*

λa (nm) λf (nm) λa (nm) λf (nm)

StBOX 317 425 350 494 327 0.22 5.56

NBOX 345 448 407 496 375 0.27 6.67

PBOX 363 475 422 539 392 0.56 7.9

PyBOX 434 555 454 581 350, 392 2.2 5.02
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excited state was -0.4706, -0.0.4834, -0.5267 and -0.4829e,
while in the ground state, the charge density of the similar
nitrogen atom of these dyes was -0.5132, -0.4966, -0.6301
and -0.5062e, respectively. The shifts in the absorption maxima
between the two forms (depronated protonated) depend on the
nature and the structure of the investigated dyes. In all cases, the
gradual change of the spectra, from the neutral to highly acidic
media is accompanied by the appearance of one isosbestic
poins at 327, 375 and 388 nm for StBOX, NBOX and PBOX,
respectively, while, PyBOX shows two isosbestic points at 355,
392 nm. This indicates the formation of acid–base equilibria
and confirming the protonation of the nitrogen of benzoxazole
moiety at the used pH’s and Ho values. In addition, the spectral
changes which associated with a bathochromic shift of the ab-
sorption maximum, is termed as halochromism [59].

Figure 7 shows the fluorescence spectra of the investigated
dyes in solutions of various pH’s and Ho values. The fluores-
cence spectra of StBOX, NBOX, PBOX and PyBOX are red
shifted by 69, 48, 64 and 26 nm, respectively, on going from
the neutral to acidic media, confirming the protonation of the
nitrogen atom of benzoxazole moiety with the formation of
the monocation. The halochromic behavior of the previously
mentioned dyes denotes that these dyes can be utilized as
acid–base indicators.

Finally, the ground state protonation constants (pK) were
calculated from the pH/Ho dependent absorption spectra,
whereas the excited state protonation constants (pK*) were
calculated using Forster cycle [60]. The obtained values are
listed in Table 4. It was found that pK* values of the excited
state are larger than pK values calculated for the ground state,
indicating that these molecules become much stronger bases
upon excitation, as found for the aza-analogues of several
diarylethenes [61–65] and the corresponding dienes [66]. Al-
so, the pK* values calculated using either the absorption or
fluorescence spectral shifts are largely different from each
other. This can be attributed to the difference in solvent relax-
ation of the conjugate acid–base pair in the ground and excited
states [67].

Conclusion

The photophysical and photochemical behaviors of newly
synthesized push-pull dyes were tuned by the ring size, sol-
vent polarity and protonation using steady state absorption
and emission techniques. The absorption and fluorescence
studies show that the excited states of these dyes are more
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polar than the ground state. The higher values of their dipole
moments in the excited state than those in the ground state
suggest that these dyes can serve as good candidate compo-
nents of nonlinear optical materials. In addition, the trans→
cis photoisomerization quantum yields values depend on the
ring size and the solvent characteristics like the polarity and
viscosity. These effects on both the fluorescence and isomer-
ization quantum yields, suggested that the two-deactivation
pathways are competitive. Also, the molecular motion that
occurs in the isomerization process has facilitated the devel-
opment of molecular devices. Finally, the halochromic behav-
iors of the investigated dyes promise them to act as acid–base
indicators.
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