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We studied the photophysics of regioregular polythiophene/C61 �RR-P3HT/PCBM� blend films utilized for
organic photovoltaic applications using the femtosecond transient and steady-state photomodulation techniques
with above-gap and below-gap pump excitations and electroabsorption spectroscopy. We provide strong evi-
dence for the existence of charge transfer complex �CTC� state in the blend that is formed deep inside the
optical gap of the polymer and fullerene constituents, which is clearly revealed in the electroabsorption
spectrum with an onset at 1.2 eV. We identify this “midgap” band as the lowest lying CTC state formed at the
interfaces separating the polymer and fullerene phases. With above-gap pump excitation the primary photoex-
citations in the blend are excitons and polarons in the polymer domains that are generated within the experi-
mental time resolution �150 fs�, having distinguishable photoinduced absorption �PA� bands in the mid-IR. The
photogenerated excitons subsequently decay within �10 ps, consistent with the polymer weak photolumines-
cence in the blend. In contrast, with below-gap pump excitation, a new PA band in the mid-IR is generated
within our time resolution, which is associated with photogenerated species that decay into polarons at much
later times; also no PA of excitons is observed. We interpret the photoexcitations as CT excitons, which with
below-gap pump excitation are resonantly generated on the CTC states at the interfaces, as the first step for
polaron generation, without involving intrachain excitons in the polymer phase. We found that the polarons
generated with below-gap pump excitation are trapped at the interfaces with relatively long lifetime, and thus
may generate polarons on the polymer chains and fullerene molecules with a different mechanism than with
above-gap excitation. In any case the interfacial polarons generated with below-gap excitation do not substan-
tially contribute to the photocurrent density in photovoltaic applications because of the relatively thin active
layer using the traditional bulk heterojunctions design. This is shown by comparing the charge photogeneration
efficiency spectrum measured on a fabricated photovoltaic solar cell with the polaron photogeneration action
spectrum measured on a thick blend film.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The most efficient organic photovoltaic �OPV� cells to
date are based on bulk heterojunctions �BHJ� of
�-conjugated polymer/fullerene composite blends1–7 that
show phase separation of the polymer and fullerene
constituents,3 having power-conversion efficiency �PCE� up
to 7.4%.8 The mechanism of charge separation in polymers
that are lightly doped with fullerene has been traditionally
considered to be a single-step electron transfer from the pho-
toexcited polymer chain onto the fullerene acceptor
molecule.9,10 In more heavily doped polymer �namely, blend�
films it has been proposed that an interfacial dipole forma-
tion at the donor-acceptor interface assists charge
separation.11 However a series of recent reports have indi-
cated that the photoinduced charge-separation process in the
blend involves one or more intermediate steps.12–17 One such
step may involve a charge transfer complex �CTC� state that
is formed at the interface between the polymer and fullerene
phases in the blend.14,17 Evidence for a CTC intermediate
state has been reported in various donor/acceptor blends.18–24

Such a CTC state has been supported theoretically;25–28 and
its important role in the charge-generation process in the
blend,19,24 and open circuit voltage in OPV cells based on
BHJ configuration has been recognized.29

In our previous work we investigated the CTC state in
poly�phenylene vinylene�/C60 blend,19 as well as poly�phe-

nylene vinylene�/2,4,7,-trinitro-9-fluorenone �TNF� blend;23

but OPV cells based on these blends do not show high
PCE.30 In the present work we study the CTC state in the
important blend of regioregular �3-hexylthiophene-2,5-diyl�
�RR-P3HT, Fig. 1 inset� and6 poly-phenyl-C61 butyric acid
methyl ester �PCBM-C61, Fig. 1 inset�; this blend is the ac-
tive layer of one of the most efficient OPV cells to date.2,31

In this blend we show the existence of a CTC state with
onset at ���1.2 eV, which is deep inside the optical gap of
the material constituents, by employing transient and steady-
state photomodulation �PM� spectra excited with both below-
gap and above-gap photon energies and electroabsorption
�EA� spectroscopy. The most direct evidence for the CTC
state is provided here by the EA spectroscopy that reveals a
midgap optical feature with an onset at ���1.2 eV. From
the transient PM spectra of the blend we conclude that
above-gap pump excitation creates excitons and polarons in
the polymer phase within the experimental time resolution
�150 fs�. But below-gap pump excitation gives rise to a
photoinduced absorption �PA� band in the mid-IR, which we
interpret as due to photogenerated CT excitons on the CTC
states that are resonantly generated.28 The resonant CT exci-
tons are instantaneously generated and subsequently decay
into polarons on the polymer chains and fullerene molecules
at much later time. The steady-state PM spectra show that it
is indeed possible to generate polarons on the polymer chains
and fullerene molecules with below-gap excitation without
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the need of photogenerated intrachain excitons as the first
state preceding charge separation. The below-gap-generated
polarons are trapped close to the polymer/fullerene interfaces
and hardly contribute to the photocurrent density in solar-cell
devices because of the device’s relatively thin active layer.19

This was verified by measuring the internal PCE �IPCE�
spectrum in a neat OPV cell based on BHJ of this blend in
comparison with the polaron action spectrum of a blend thick
film.

II. EXPERIMENTAL

The mixing ratio of the RR-P3HT/PCBM blend that we
used in our investigations was 1.2:1 by weight, which gives
the optimal power-conversion efficiency in OPV cells
application2 when the regioregularity of the RR-P3HT poly-
mer constituent is high.3 The PCBM and RR-P3HT powders
were supplied by Plextronics, Inc. The films used for the
optical measurements were prepared either by spin casting or
drop casting onto an optical transparent substrate such as
sapphire or CsI, depending on the spectral range of interest.
For the polaron action spectrum we used a drop cast film
�20 �m thick. Subsequently the films were thermally an-
nealed at 150 °C for 3 min. The films were then put into a
variable temperature cryostat under dynamic vacuum of
�10−4 torr, which was also used to prevent photooxidation
that is enhanced by the applied laser illumination. Atomic
force microscopy32 and resonance Raman spectroscopy
studies33 have shown that phase-separated domains of aggre-
gated polymer chains and fullerene molecules are formed in
this blend, especially after the film undergoes an annealing
process at elevated temperature.24 The domain size of these
aggregates is ideally on the scale of the exciton diffusion
length ��10 nm�, which enables excitons to reach the
donor/acceptor interface before recombination occurs.34–36

For the OPV cells we used high-quality RR-P3HT poly-
mer with regioregularity higher than 99%, molecular weight
Mn=58 kDa, and polydispersivity of �1.76. The blend in
solution was spin cast on a hole transport layer that was
predeposited onto a low-resistance indium tin oxide �ITO�
substrate. The film thickness was about 200 nm and was

capped by a 10 nm Ca/100 nm Al cathode. The I-V charac-
teristics of the encapsulated devices were measured in air
using a Keithley 2000 multimeter under simulated
100 mW /cm2 AM1.5 illumination that was provided by a
300 Watt Oriel solar illuminator. Light intensity was tuned
using KG-5 filtered Si reference cell calibrated at NREL.
Efficiency values were corrected by a spectral mismatch fac-
tor that was measured using a KG-5 color-filtered reference
cell. The IPCE spectrum was measured using an automated
electric quantum efficiency system from Custom Systems In-
tegration, Inc. Special care was taken to calibrate the IPCE
spectrum against a precalibrated Hamamatsu Si photodetec-
tor using a set of order-sorting filters. We also verified that
the IPCE spectrum convoluted with the solar illumination
power indeed gives the same PCE as that calculated from the
I-V characteristics. All the OPV cell fabrication was done in
a nitrogen-filled glove box, where the oxygen and moisture
level was kept below 0.1 ppm.

The transient PM spectroscopy was utilized to resolve the
primordial charge generation steps in the blend film. Specifi-
cally, we used the femtoseconds �fs� two-color pump-probe
correlation technique with a low-power �energy/pulse
�0.1 nJ�, high repetition rate ��80 MHz� laser system
based on Ti:sapphire �Tsunami, Spectra-Physics� having a
temporal pulse resolution of 150 fs. In this technique the
time evolution of the photoexcitations is monitored by the
excited-state absorption of the photogenerated species, where
the time, t, is set by a computerized delay line �or translation
stage� between the pump and probe pulses with �0.1 fs time
resolution. The pump photon energy, ��, was set at 1.55 eV
for below-gap excitation or frequency doubled to ��
=3.1 eV for above-gap excitation. We used the output beam
of an optical parametric oscillator �OPO� �Opal, Spectra-
Physics� as a probe with �� ranging from 0.24 to 1.1 eV,
which was generated by tuning the OPO beams of the “sig-
nal,” “idler,” and their difference frequency obtained in a
nonlinear crystal.37 The pump and probe beams were focused
on the film surface inside the cryostat by means of a tele-
scopic microscope to a spot �50 �m in diameter; and the
“beam-walk” known to exist in pump/probe correlation spec-
troscopy measurements was carefully minimized. The tran-
sient PM signal was measured using a phase sensitive lock-in
technique at modulation frequency, f =30 kHz provided by
an acousto-optic modulator. In the mid-IR spectral range of
interest that we focus on here we only obtained PA, which is
given as the fractional change in transmission, T, namely,
−�T /T�t�. Both T and �T were measured by solid-state pho-
todetectors such as Ge, InSb, and MCT depending on the
spectral range. No photoluminescence was observed in the
mid-IR spectral range with the RR-P3HT/PCBM blend.24

We used the cw PM spectroscopy to study the long-lived
photoexcitations in the blend, again with pump excitation,
�� above gap and below gap relative to the optical gap of
the blend constituents. The steady-state PM spectrum was
measured using a standard setup;37 for above-gap excitation
we used an Ar+ laser beam at ��=2.5 eV whereas for
below-gap excitation we used a Ti-sapphire laser beam at
��=1.55 eV and a He-Ne laser at ��=1.96 eV. The pump
beam was modulated at various frequencies, f , by a chopper.
A beam from an incandescent tungsten/halogen lamp was
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FIG. 1. �Color online� Transient PM spectra at t=0 in pristine
RR-P3HT film pumped at 3.2 eV �black circles�, and blend film
pumped at 3.2 eV �blue squares� and 1.6 eV �red triangles�; for
better comparison, the below-gap curve has been scaled by 0.7.
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used as the probe. The PM signal was measured using a
lock-in amplifier referenced at f , a monochromator, and vari-
ous combinations of gratings, filters, and solid-state photode-
tectors �Si, Ge, and InSb� that span the spectral range 0.3
����probe��2.7 eV;38 or, alternatively averaging 6000
scans of pump excitation turned “on” and “off” using a Fou-
rier transform infrared spectrometer for 0.05����probe�
�0.4 eV.39 We note that because of the extended probe
spectral range in the steady-state PM spectrum, the spectrum
also contains a photobleaching band with positive �T /T for
���probe��Eg �the polymer optical gap�.

For the pump excitation used to obtain the action spec-
trum of the lower energy polaron PA band we utilized a
xenon incandescent lamp, of which beam was modulated and
dispersed through a second monochromator that was normal-
ized to obtain the photogeneration response of polarons/
incident photon. The polaron action spectrum was measured
at a fix probe �� in the spectral range of 0.25���
�0.5 eV �obtained using a long-pass filter on the Tungsten
lamp beam19�. In order to retrieve the mean polaron lifetime,
	, that is necessary for normalizing the polaron action spec-
trum �see below�, the frequency response of both in-phase
and quadrature PA components were measured, and fit to an
equation of the form

�T�f�/T = G	/�1 + �i2�f	�p� , �1�

where G is the generation rate �proportional to the laser in-
tensity� and p ��1� is the dispersive parameter that describes
the recombination dispersion of polarons due to disorder in
the system.40

The EA spectrum was obtained by measuring the electric
field-induced �T /T using a lock-in amplifier set at 2f due to
the field modulation at f; where the film was deposited on a
specially designed substrate that contained interdigitated
electrodes.41 For comparison we measured the EA spectra of
both pristine polymer and fullerene films first, before mea-
suring the EA in the blend. Special attention was given to the
EA signal at spectral range below the optical gap of the blend
material constituents.

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Transient photomodulation spectroscopy

Figure 1 compares the transient PM spectra at time
“t=0” of three cases: pristine RR-P3HT pumped above gap
at 3.1 eV and the 1:1.2 blend of RR-P3HT/PCBM pumped at
both above gap at 3.1 eV and below gap at 1.55 eV. The PM
spectrum of the blend was normalized by a factor of 0.7 for
ease of comparison. Two prominent PA bands are evident in
the pristine polymer. These are: PA1 at 0.93 eV that was
previously assigned to optical transitions related to the pho-
togenerated singlet intrachain excitons,42 and P1 at 0.34 eV
that was ascribed before as due to the lower energy polaron
optical transition.43 There is some structure to PA1; namely, a
shoulder at �1.0 eV. The cause of this splitting is currently
unknown,44 but we recognize that such PA1 split was already
observed in pristine RR-P3HT film before.37 The relative in-
tensity ratio P1 /PA1, which has been traditionally used37 to

estimate the branching ratio, 
, of photogenerated polarons/
excitons, can be calculated by integrating the area under each
respective band. Using this method, and assuming that the
majority of P1 is represented in Fig. 1, we obtain 
=35% in
the pristine polymer, in good agreement with the literature
value.37 For the blend excited with above-gap pump we
found that 
 is higher, since P1 /PA1 is larger �Fig. 1�. This
shows that the initial polaron photogeneration density is
larger in the blend, probably because of larger disorder and
impurity density in the polymer phase domains that interfere
with the lamellae formation.45 We note that PA1 for excitons
is absent in the blend when exciting with below-gap pump;
since the lowest exciton level in the polymer, namely, the
1Bu at 1.95 eV is above the pump photon energy �see also
Ref. 19�.

The PM spectra of the blend when excited both above-
and below-gap pump excitations at t=0 ps and t=100 ps,
respectively, and the transient PA decays are presented in
Fig. 2. When excited above the gap, the time traces of P1
�inset of Fig. 2�a�� reveal that it is created within 150 fs
along with the primary singlet excitons, but its dynamics are
much slower than those of the exciton PA1 band. Addition-
ally, we emphasize that the populations of these two species
appear to be unrelated; that is, P1 does not grow at the ex-
pense of PA1 decay. This is surprising, since the photogener-
ated exciton in the polymer phase should dissociate upon
arriving by diffusion to the polymer/fullerene interfaces. Ap-
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FIG. 2. �Color online� Comparison of PM transient spectra of
RR-P3HT/PCBM blends at t=0 �black circles� and 100 ps �orange
squares� pumped at �a� 3.2 eV �above-gap� and �b� 1.6 eV �below-
gap�. The insets show transient PA1 �red squares� and P1 �blue
circles� population decays.
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parently, even though the excitons arrive to the polymer/
fullerene interface in about 	=10 ps, extra polaron genera-
tion in the polymer does not occur in the time domain of our
experiment ��500 ps�. We thus conclude that another
mechanism needs be found to explain the delayed charge-
dissociation mechanism in P3HT/PCBM blend that we have
revealed here.

We note that the 10 ps decay dynamics of the photogener-
ated excitons that we obtain in the blend is consistent with
the delayed charge-generation inferred from picosecond
spectroscopy in the visible/near-IR spectral range,36 and also
with the photoluminescence quantum efficiency, �, that we
measured in the blend films using an integrated sphere.46 We
measured ��1% in the blend whereas ��8% for the pris-
tine polymer. Since the radiative time, 	rad, of excitons in
�-conjugated polymers was estimated to be �1 ns,47 one
can readily calculate � using the relation

� = 	/	rad. �2�

Using Eq. �2� with 	=10 ps and 	rad=1 ns we get �=1% in
excellent agreement with the actual cw obtained �.

As expected, no excitons are photogenerated on the poly-
mer chains with below-gap excitation at ��=1.55 eV �Figs.
1 and 2�. However, a band similar, but not exactly the same
as P1, which we call PA� is obtained with below-gap excita-
tion. Its dissimilarity is marked by its peak at 0.45 eV, that is
substantially blueshifted and broader than P1 formed with
above-gap excitation. However, spectral decay indicates that
until t=100 ps PA� redshifts by �150 meV to a new band,
that is very similar to that of P1 created with above-gap ex-
citation �Fig. 1�. This transient redshift may indicate that the
band PA� precedes the creation of polarons on the polymer
chains �P1�.

The below-gap dynamics of PA� at 0.45 eV and at
���probe�=1.0 eV �where PA1 should have occurred with
above-gap pump� are shown in Fig. 2�b� inset. The first 10 ps
at ��=1.0 eV show a fast initial decay, after which the dy-
namics match those of PA�. The decay dynamics agree with
the PA� redshift kinetics, and are thus related to the change
in the photogenerated species character. We conclude that it
is possible to generate localized polarons in the polymer
chains using below-gap excitation of the blend. However this
process proceeds in two steps. First there is an ultrafast for-
mation of transient species that are different than the polaron
excitations; these species subsequently dissociates into local-
ized polarons in the polymer chains and fullerene molecules.
This charge photogeneration process is viable in the blend
and adds to the traditional dissociation process of photoge-
nerated excitons at the polymer/fullerene interface.35

We speculate that the photogenerated transient species in
the blend may be related to the CTC that is resonantly pho-
togenerated with below-gap excitation. This type of excita-
tion was recently identified to be a CT exciton at the
polymer/fullerene interface.28 We note that bound interfacial
states, similar to the transient CT excitons obtained here have
been previously identified in several polymer:polymer
systems.48,49 The CT exciton is composed of two compo-
nents; namely, ionic and covalent. The ionic component is an
electrostatic bound polaron pair with positive polaron on the

polymer chain and negative polaron on the fullerene;
whereas the covalent component involves hybridization via a
transfer integral, t�.24 It has been predicted that the photoge-
nerated CT exciton in polymer/fullerene blends has two
prominent PA bands; one PA band in the mid-IR spectral
range and the other PA band in the near-IR range.28 We thus
identify the transient PA� band obtained with below-gap ex-
citation as due to the photogenerated CT excitons close to the
polymer/fullerene interface, that further dissociate into
charge polarons on the polymer chains and fullerene mol-
ecules within �10 ps. But these polarons are still electro-
statically bound.

B. Steady-state PM spectroscopy

A compelling signature of photogenerated charges in
�-conjugated polymers is the appearance of in-gap polaron
PA bands, as seen in the PM spectrum of the blend shown in
Fig. 3. We clearly identify the well-known polaron PA bands
P1 and P2. In addition to the in-gap transitions, the polaron
excitation also renormalizes the frequencies of the Raman-
active amplitude modes in the polymer chain, where the
small polaron mass causes the IR active vibrations �IRAV� to
possess very large oscillator strengths.50 Such IRAV indeed
accompany the polaron PA bands in the blend as seen in Fig.
3. Surprisingly, the below-gap pump excitation of the blend
also produces the same polaron PA features as those pro-
duced with above-gap pump excitation; this confirms that
polaron photogeneration is also possible with below-gap
pump, in agreement with the transient PM data discussed in
Sec. III A above. We emphasize that the mechanism by
which the polaron species are photogenerated with below-
gap excitation cannot be explained by the known single-step
photoinduced charge transfer reaction;9,10 since singlet exci-
tons that supposedly precede charge dissociation are not pho-
togenerated in the polymer or fullerene domains, as revealed
in the picosecond transient PM spectrum �Fig. 2�. We invoke
that the alternative mechanism of polaron photogeneration
with below-gap pump excitation is related with the CTC that
is formed at the polymer/fullerene interface.35

FIG. 3. �Color online� CW PA spectra of RR-P3HT/PCBM film
using above gap �AG-black solid line� and below-gap �BG-red
squares� pump excitation. The AG �BG� pump excitation �� is 2.5
�1.55� eV. Both spectra show the known PA band signature of po-
larons; namely, P1, P2 bands and IRAV, as denoted.

DRORI, HOLT, AND VARDENY PHYSICAL REVIEW B 82, 075207 �2010�

075207-4



To further investigate the process by which polarons are
photogenerated with below-gap excitation we studied the po-
larons recombination dynamics generated with below-gap
and above-gap pump excitations. The recombination dynam-
ics was obtained from the modulation-frequency response of
the P1 PA band of the polarons using the bimolecular disper-
sive recombination model.51 Figure 4 shows the PA response
at temperature T=30 K, and the fit using Eq. �1� from which
the lifetime, 	, was obtained. We realize that 	 dramatically
increases with below-gap excitation. The increase in 	 is by
about three orders of magnitude, from 	=150 �s with
above-gap pump excitation at ��=2.5 eV to 	=60 ms with
below-gap excitation at ��=1.55 eV. This shows that
below-gap photogenerated polarons have much slower re-
combination kinetics. For the diffusion-limited bimolecular
kinetics known to exist in polymers,52 this indicates either
increased localization for the below-gap photogenerated po-
larons or charge separation into two different phases, namely,
the polymer and fullerene domains.

We also used the polaron action spectrum for understand-
ing the below-gap polaron photogeneration process, where
we probe the strength of the polaron P1 band between 0.25–
0.4 eV as a function of the excitation ��, normalizing by the
impinging excitation photon flux, IL. Figure 5�a� shows the
polaron action spectra for pristine P3HT and P3HT/PCBM
blend. The polaron photogeneration action spectrum of pris-
tine P3HT has a clear onset at the polymer band edge
��1.85 eV�; and lacks the below-gap polaron generation
component. In contrast, the polaron photogeneration action
spectrum in the blend extends to ���pump� well into the
polymer optical gap with an extrapolated onset at ��
�1.2 eV, i.e., much smaller than the polymer and fullerene

absorption edges. In addition the polaron action spectrum
also shows a prominent peak at �1.9 eV having an appar-
ently smaller polaron generation efficiency for ���Eg �the
polymer optical gap�. This is an illusion, however, since the
polaron lifetime is longer with below-gap excitation. This
dramatically influences the polaron action spectrum, since
the measurements are done at steady-state conditions, where
the polaron density is also influenced by their recombination
lifetime. This is verified when we compare the polaron action
spectrum to the IPCE spectrum showed in Fig. 6. As we can
see there is little collection efficiency for ���pump�� the
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FIG. 4. �Color online� Modulation frequency dependence of the
P1 PA polaron band in RR-P3HT/PCBM blend measured at
���probe�=0.4 eV and T=30 K; both in-phase �full black
squares� and quadrature �empty red squares� PA are shown. The
lines through the data points are fit using Eq. �1�, where the best-fit
lifetime, 	 and dispersive parameter exponent, p are indicated. The
various panels represent different pump excitation ��: top panel is
for above-gap excitation pumped at ��=2.5 eV; middle panel is
for below-gap excitation pump at ��=1.96 eV; bottom panel is for
below-gap excitation at ��=1.55 eV.

FIG. 5. �Color online� Pump excitation dependence of polarons
in RR-P3HT/PCBM blend measured at T=30 K. �a� Polaron band
P1 action spectra for RR-P3HT �squares� and RR-P3HT/PCBM
blend �solid line� measured at ���probe� between 0.25–0.4 eV, nor-
malized to the impinging excitation photon flux. �b� The polaron
QE, 
 for RR-P3HT/PCBM blend obtained from the polaron action
spectrum �a� and lifetime �Fig. 4� using Eq. �2�, for three different
pump excitation ��: namely, 2.5, 1.96, and 1.55 eV.

FIG. 6. �Color online� The IPCE spectrum of an OPV device
based on the RR-P3HT/PCBM blend. The device I-V characteristic
under solarlike illumination of AM 1.5 is shown in the inset. The
estimated device PCE is 4.2% and is in very good agreement with
the PCE calculated from the IPCE convoluted with the solar illu-
mination spectrum at AM 1.5.
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constituents’ gap. This tail, however, may also be influenced
by the small thickness ��100 nm� of the active layer in the
device.

To correct for this unusual “lifetime effect” in the polaron
action spectrum, we calculated the polaron photogeneration
quantum efficiency �QE�, 
 using the following relation that
is appropriate for an optically thick film:19,46

− �T/T��� = P1� = 	�
IL, �3�

where � is the polaron optical cross section at ��=P1 and IL
is the normalized excitation intensity. In Eq. �3� we choose
�=2�10−17 cm2,39 and took 	 from the lifetime measure-
ments described above. The obtained QE of polaron photo-
generation using Eq. �3� is shown in Fig. 5�b� for three dif-
ferent pump excitations; the lifetime normalization makes
the polaron excitation spectrum to look more similar to the
IPCE spectrum �Fig. 6�. We see that the apparent peak at 1.9
eV is eliminated now from the steady-state action spectrum.
In addition it is also clear that when correcting for the po-
laron lifetime, then the polaron QE is lower for below-gap
excitation compared with that for excitation above the gap.
This is probably caused by substantial geminate recombina-
tion for below-gap excitation.8 Nevertheless the QE of
below-gap-generated polarons is definitely not negligibly
small.

The polaron QE value that we obtained here for ���Eg
is somewhat smaller than that extracted from the IPCE �Fig.
6�. This may be due to the uncertainty in setting the value of
the parameter � in P3HT �Eq. �3��. In fact � depends on the
probe �� and follows the P1 spectrum. P1, in turn, peaks at
���80 meV �see Fig. 3�, which is outside the experimental
probe spectral range �0.25–0.5 eV� that we used here for P1
in the action spectrum measurement. The calculated 
 value
using Eq. �3� for a higher � values than for ���probe� we
used here would be significantly higher than the obtained 

value in Fig. 5.

C. Electroabsorption spectroscopy

The mechanism by which below-gap polaron photoge-
neration occurs without involving exciton formation may be
better understood by involving a CTC state at the interface
between the polymer and fullerene domains, that lies below
the optical gap of the blend material constituents. One viable
way to measure such a CTC state is using the EA spectros-
copy; since such a state may have a large dipole moment that
enhances the EA signal.27,28 In EA measurements, a change
in transmission through the sample due to a modulated ap-
plied electric field is obtained. The EA for polymers is mea-
sured at 2f , where f is the field modulation frequency, be-
cause of the polymer chain symmetry.41 We note that the EA
spectroscopy has been extensively used in the literature to
reveal small optical transitions in polymers that are coupled
by a strong dipole transition;53 and this situation exists in our
case since the CTC absorption band may be overwhelmed by
the absorption tail in the blend.13

The EA spectrum of the pristine RR-P3HT �Fig. 7�a�� is
dominated by the strongly coupled exciton transitions 1Bu
and mAg at 2.0 eV and 2.7 eV, respectively.39 Whereas the

EA spectrum of PCBM reveals the charge transfer state �de-
noted CTS� transition at 2.4 eV �Ref. 19� in this material. We
note that there are no optical EA features below the polymer
and fullerene optical gaps for the pristine polymer and
fullerene films. In contrast, an EA band with an onset at 1.2
eV is obtained in the blend �Fig. 7�b��. A broad derivativelike
feature can be seen, followed by a broadband that spans
���probe� range from 1.2 to 1.8 eV with several clear peaks.
We assign this new EA feature to the CTC state in the gap
and speculate that the various secondary peaks are due to
excited states in the CTC manifold. A possible transition
from the lowest CTC state to the highest excited state in this
manifold, in fact, may explain28 the transition PA� that was
obtained at �0.45 eV in the picosecond time domain with
below-gap pump, discussed above in Sec. III A �see Fig.
2�b��. We note that although the CTC states are mainly
formed at the polymer/fullerene interfaces with relatively
small cross section, it is still possible to observe its associ-
ated optical transitions using EA spectroscopy due to its
strong coupled dipole moment;28 this can be barely achieved
using linear absorption measurements.13 The EA onset at 1.2
eV, which we interpret here as the onset of the CTC mani-
fold, is the lowest �� obtained for the CTC so far in any
blend.14,24 This may be an important contributing factor for
the high PCE of �4.2% obtained for the OPV device �Fig. 6�
based on the RR-P3HT/PCBM blend.

IV. SUMMARY

In summary, we investigated the nature of the below-gap
CTC states in RR-P3HT/PCBM blend used for photovoltaic
applications. The photogeneration of charged polarons using

FIG. 7. �Color online� �a� The EA spectra of pristine RR-P3HT
�blue line� and PCBM �black squares�. 1Bu and mAg denote
strongly coupled exciton states in the polymer; whereas CTS de-
notes the charge transfer state in the fullerene. �b� The EA spectrum
of RR-P3HT/PCBM blend, where the below-gap spectrum is also
shown multiplied by a factor of 10. The CTC in the blend is
denoted.
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below-gap pump excitation and their distinguishable differ-
ent recombination mechanism compared to that of above-gap
pump polarons indicate that a charge photogeneration
mechanism operates in the blend; this should be seriously
considered in analyzing photovoltaic properties of solar-cell
devices. The EA spectrum of the blend places the lowest
lying CTC state in RR-P3HT/PCBM blend at �1.2 eV,
which is much deeper than the CTC state measured thus far
in any other polymer/fullerene blends.13,14 We also measured
several excited states in the CTC manifold that may show up
in ultrafast PM measurements in the blend.

The primary photoexcitations in the blend with above-gap
pump are singlet excitons and polarons in the polymer phase
that are generated within our time resolution of 150 fs. The
excitons quickly decay within 10 ps, but additional polarons
correlated with this decay are not formed in our time inter-
val. When exciting the CTC states resonantly using below-
gap pump excitation, we obtained excitation species that we
interpret as CT excitons. These species decay within 10 ps

into trapped polarons, and this process may explain the
steady-state polaron photogeneration with below-gap pump
excitation. When comparing the polaron action spectrum
with the IPCE spectrum measured on an OPV solar-cell de-
vice based on the RR-P3HT/PCBM blend, we conclude that
the polarons photogenerated with below-gap pump can con-
tribute to the device photocurrent only when the active layer
of the device would be much thicker than the typical 100 nm
usually used.
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