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Abstract: We present direct evidence of
enhanced non-radiative energy transfer
between two J-aggregated cyanine dyes
strongly coupled to the vacuum field of
a cavity. Excitation spectroscopy and femto-
second pump–probe measurements show that
the energy transfer is highly efficient when
both the donor and acceptor form light-matter
hybrid states with the vacuum field. The rate
of energy transfer is increased by a factor of
seven under those conditions as compared to
the normal situation outside the cavity, with
a corresponding effect on the energy transfer
efficiency. The delocalized hybrid states con-
nect the donor and acceptor molecules and
clearly play the role of a bridge to enhance the
rate of energy transfer. This finding has
fundamental implications for coherent
energy transport and light-energy harvesting.

When an exciton transition and a resonant
optical mode exchange energy faster than
any competing dissipation process, it can lead
to light-matter strong coupling and the gen-
eration of two new hybrid (polaritonic)
eigenstates, P + and P¢, separated by the
so-called Rabi splitting (Figure 1a). This
brings about interesting properties possessed
by neither the original exciton or the optical
mode,[1–19] and leads to new possibilities, such
as modified chemical reactivity,[5, 6] and
enhanced conductivity of organic semicon-
ductors.[9] In the latter case, the enhancement stems from the
delocalized nature of the hybrid states over the spatial extent
of the optical mode[10,11] which is expected to affect energy
transport according to recent theoretical studies.[12, 13]

In this context, it is interesting to consider how such
hybrid states would affect energy transfer between donor and
acceptor molecules. Energy transfer is a non-radiative process
which has been extensively studied over the last century and

typically involves either Coulombic interactions (Fçrster) or
electronic exchange (Dexter).[20] A key confirmation of
energy transfer is of course a reduction in the lifetime of the
donor concomitant with the rise of the acceptor excited state
population. Other factors that affect energy transfer include
molecular aggregation, the presence of bridges between the
donor and acceptor, and the density of optical states.[20–25]

Strong coupling could provide an alternate effective path for
energy transfer in analogy with chemically bridged donors
and acceptors where the linker mediates the interactions by
an effective overlap between the wave functions of both the
donor and the acceptor. In the strong coupling case, it is the
polaritonic states which are by construction either donor or
acceptor-like that mediates the interactions in the system due
to their delocalized nature. Recently, energy transfer under
strong coupling based on steady-state fluorescence excitation
spectroscopy of the acceptor was studied.[17] However no

Figure 1. a) Schematic representation of strong coupling successively with the donor
resonant with a cavity mode �hwc, and then the acceptor, leading to the formation of three
new eigen hybrid light-matter states: the upper (UP), middle (MP), and lower (LP),
polaritonic states. P+ and P¢ are the polaritonic states separated by the Rabi splitting
energy �hWR when the cavity is just coupled to the donor. b) Schematic diagram of the
different donor and acceptor contents (Hopfield coefficient) of UP, MP, and LP states in
the strongly coupled cavity with UP having the largest donor character while LP is mostly
acceptor-like. c) Normalized spectroscopic data for the donor and acceptor materials. The
green solid and dash curves are the TDBC absorption and emission spectra on top of
a 30 nm Ag film, while the red solid and dash curves are for the BRK acceptor. The
shadowed part is the overlap between the donor emission and acceptor absorption
spectra.
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change in donor lifetime was reported as would have been
expected for non-radiative energy transfer. Indeed the study
of energy transfer in cavities is complicated by the fact that
the excitation spectra are modulated by the optical mode
structure because the transmission peaks of the coupled
system overlap with the absorption peaks of the hybrid
states.[19]

Herein, we present direct evidence, including transient
dynamics, of non-radiative energy transfer in a system in
which both the donor and acceptor are simultaneously
strongly coupled to an optical cavity. This system gives rise
to three new eigenstates, namely the upper (UP), middle
(MP), and lower (LP) polaritonic states[26–28] as illustrated in
Figure 1a. It is important to note these states have different
donor and acceptor content (Hopfield coefficient), with UP
having the largest donor character while LP is mostly
acceptor-like as illustrated in Figure 1b. As a result the
energy should flow from UP to LP, again akin to the energy
transfer in chemically linked donor–acceptor systems.[21] For
the purpose of this study, we used the J-aggregates of two
cyanine dyes, TDBC as donor, and BRK as acceptor (see
Methods section in the Supporting Information). These J-
aggregates are characterized by intense and narrow J-bands
and furthermore the TDBC emission spectrum and the BRK
absorption spectrum overlap as shown in Figure 1c.

To build the hybrid light-matter states with TDBC and
BRK as illustrated in Figure 1a, an optical cavity mode is first

chosen to be resonant with the TDBC J-aggregate absorption
maximum at 590 nm (2.1 eV). In the absence of the acceptor,
the absorption spectrum is strongly modified with two new
peaks P + at 549 nm (2.27 eV) and P¢ at 637 nm (1.95 eV),
separated in this case by a Rabi splitting of 320 meV, as shown
in Figure 2a. Note that the P¢ energy is close to BRK J-
aggregate absorption maximum at 659 nm (1.88 eV), hence
they in turn can couple, leading to the three hybrid polaritonic
eigenstates UP, MP, and LP, illustrated in Figure 1a and
shown experimentally in Figure 2a for different BRK con-
centrations.

A crucial factor for Fçrster-type energy transfer is the
average donor–acceptor distance and therefore the relative
donor and acceptor concentrations in the sample. Figure 2a
shows absorption spectra of the strongly coupled system with
different weight ratios of the donor and the acceptor, from 1:0
to 1:1 in the polyvinyl alcohol, PVA, matrix. These weight
ratios are approximately equal to molecular population ratios
since the molecular weights of the two molecules are nearly
equal (see Supporting Information). The corresponding
transmission (T) and reflection (R) spectra are shown in
Supporting Information Figure S1. It can be seen that
increasing the BRK concentration leads to changes in the
position of the MP and LP absorption bands as would
expected since strong coupling depends on the square root of
the concentration of the molecules involved, that is, here the
acceptor.[6]

The above polaritonic state energies can be understood by
consideration of a three-coupled oscillator model composed

Figure 2. a) Normalized absorption spectra for various weight ratios
(1:0 to 1:1) of donor (TDBC) and acceptor (BRK) in the strongly
coupled cavity. The absorption A is determined after recording the
transmission T and the reflection R of the samples (A = 1¢T¢R). The
black dash curve shows the donor absorbance spectrum on top of
a glass substrate. b) Hopfield coefficient for hybrid light-matter states
for the 1:1 donor–acceptor ratio in the strongly coupled system
calculated from Equation (1).

Figure 3. Normalized excitation and emission spectra from varying
weight ratios between donor and acceptor. a) in the absence of the top
Ag mirror (outside cavity) and b) in the strongly coupled system. The
emission spectra are recorded upon excitation at 520 nm while the
excitation spectra are collected at 700 nm.
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of the optical cavity mode and the two excitonic states of the
donor and the acceptor.[17, 26–28] The corresponding interaction
Hamiltonian is given in the Supporting Information Equa-
tion (S1). From this analysis, the mixing coefficients jag j 2, j
aexD j 2 and jaexA j 2 describe the photonic, donor and acceptor
excitonic content of the polaritonic states, known as the
Hopfield coefficients, can be estimated. Figure 2b gives these
Hopfield coefficients for the 1:1 donor–acceptor strongly
coupled cavity as a function of the k-vector (momentum). At
optimal coupling (k = 0), it can be seen that donor/acceptor
ratio is the highest in UP (a j exD j 2/a j exA j 2 = 7.3), decreasing
in MP (a j exD j 2/a j exA j 2 = 2.0) while LP is dominated by the
acceptor (a j exD j 2/a j exA j 2 = 0.1). The photonic content also
varies between the three states but it is less pertinent for this
study. The value for �hwD is 277 meV while �hwA varies from
150 meV for the 1:0.3 sample to 200 meV for the 1:1 sample
[Eq. (S1) in the Supporting Information]. These hybrid
polaritonic states result in complex multibranch energy–
momentum dispersion curves shown in Figures S2a and S2 b.

In Figure 3 a,b, the emission and excitation spectra of the
donor–acceptor system under strong coupling are compared
with those outside the cavity for the different donor to
acceptor ratios. In the absence of the acceptor, the emission of
the donor is already modified in the cavity by
strong coupling (black curves). The original
TDBC fluorescence spectrum at approxi-
mately 590 nm is broadened by the new
emission at around 637 nm from P¢. It
should be noted that not all molecules are
coupled to the cavity which is mostly due to
their orientation and position relative to the
optical field[4, 19] and hence the mixed emission
which disperses (Figure S2 c).

In the presence of the acceptor, the
emission inside and outside the cavity are
remarkably different. Under strong coupling,
the emission spectra are dominated by a single
peak which corresponds to the LP emission
while outside the cavity both TDBC and BRK
emission are observed. This change under
strong coupling already suggests enhanced
energy transfer under strong coupling. An
example of the dispersion curves of the
emission spectra for donor–acceptor inside
the cavity is shown in Figure S2 d. To under-
stand these results, we recorded the excitation
spectra at 700 nm.

Outside the cavity, the excitation spectra
exhibit two components as shown in Fig-
ure 3a: one corresponding to the acceptor
BRK and the other to the donor TDBC. The
one from the TDBC donor is due to the energy
transfer from TDBC to BRK since in the
absence of the acceptor, the excitation spectra
recorded at 700 nm is flat, showing no features
(black circles, bottom curves in Figure 3a,b).
In the donor–acceptor strongly coupled cavity,
the excitation spectra exhibit three peaks
corresponding to UP, MP, and LP which shift

as the BRK concentration increases in agreement with the
absorption peaks of the coupled systems shown in Figure 2a.

These findings suggest energy transfer mediated by the
hybrid polaritonic states, however it does not constitute
a proof, as discussed earlier. To demonstrate that system is
truly undergoing enhanced non-radiative energy transfer
under strong coupling, the dynamics of the system was
studied by femtosecond transient transmission spectroscopy.
The transient spectra recorded for the donor–acceptor inside/
outside the cavity are shown in Figure 4 a upon 150 fs pulsed
excitation at 530 nm. The lifetimes of the transient spectra are
shown in Figure 4b where the decay dynamics of donor–
acceptor system outside the cavity (black solid circle, Fig-
ure 4b) is shown along with the strongly coupled system (red
solid circle, Figure 4 b). Control experiments involving just
the donor show a long lifetime (ca. tD = 12 ps) whether inside
or outside the cavity (same color code but open circles) in
agreement with earlier work which has shown that the
lifetime of P¢ is similar to bare excited state lifetime.[4,6]

However, in the presence of the acceptor, the decay lifetime
in the spectral region of the donor state decreases to tDA =

5.5 ps outside the cavity and to tDA = 1.2 ps in strongly
coupled system (Figure 4b). From these values, the energy

Figure 4. a) Transient absorption spectra of donor–acceptor in the strongly coupled
system (red line) and on top of a 30 nm Ag film (black line) with pump wavelength at
530 nm. The black dash lines correspond to the TDBC and BRK absorption maximum
and the red dash lines correspond to MP and LP. b) The decay kinetics of donor only
outside cavity at TDBC absorption maximum 591 nm (black open circles), of P¢ in the
strongly coupled system at 637 nm (red open circles), of the donor–acceptor (1:0.3)
outside cavity at the TDBC absorption maximum 591 nm (black solid circles) and of MP
in the strongly coupled system at 622 nm (red solid circles). c) The dynamics recorded
at different wavelengths for the strongly coupled donor–acceptor (1:0.3) showing the
decay of the signal at wavelengths where MP absorbs and the rise of the LP population.
d) Transient dynamics recorded at 663 nm for coupled donor–acceptor (1:0.3) with
pump wavelength at 650 nm. The solid lines overlapping the data points in (b) and (c)
are the exponential fits according to the method described in the Supporting
Information.
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transfer rates RET = kET[A] can be extracted since
RET ¼ 1=tDA ¢ 1=tD and it is much faster in the strongly
coupled system (0.68 × 1012 s¢1) than outside the cavity (0.10 ×
1012 s¢1) under these experimental conditions. The shorter
decay lifetimes in the presence of the acceptor are a direct
evidence of non-radiative energy transfer in both the strongly
coupled system and the normal case outside the cavity. Since
[A] is the same outside the cavity and in the strong coupling
case, it is the energy transfer rate constant in the cavity kC

ET

that is enhanced by a factor of seven as compared to that
outsidekET.

In addition, the strongly coupled system should also
display the flow of energy from the upper hybrid states to the
lowest one due to the different Hopfield coefficients associ-
ated with each hybrid state. Indeed this is the case as can be
seen in Figure 4c where the time profiles at the wavelengths
where LP and MP absorb are compared. As the LP signal
rises, the MP decays with matching rates. The corresponding
spectral evolution is shown in Figure S3 c. When the excita-
tion wavelength is changed to 650 nm (Figure 4d) at the edge
of the LP absorption band, no rise in the LP population is seen
as expected in the absence of energy transfer. Importantly the
lifetime of LP in both cases is about 11 ps. The above
experiments were carried out at donor–acceptor ratio of 1:0.3.
At higher acceptor concentrations, that is, when the acceptor
is more and more strongly hybridized with the donor and
cavity photon, the energy transfer dynamics are so fast that it
is beyond the limit of our temporal resolution and at least
10 times faster than outside the cavity for the same conditions.
Although we excited directly into UP at 530 nm, it decays to
MP faster than our time resolution (ca. 150 fs).

The enhanced energy transfer rate constant in the strongly
coupled system will lead to an increase in the energy transfer
efficiency hC

ET and therefore in the efficiency of emission hC
EM

of the acceptor state upon excitation of the donor since,
[Eq. (1)]

hC
EM ¼ hC

ET ¡FLP ¼
kC

ET ½A¤
kC

r þ kC
nr þ kC

ET ½A¤
¡FLP ð1Þ

where FLP is the emission quantum efficiency of the acceptor
state, kC

r and kC
nr are the radiative and non-radiative decay rate

constants of the donor state. Although we donÏt know FLP, we
can compare the efficiency of energy transfer outside the
cavity hET with that under strong coupling hC

ET . Because kr !

knr for both the donor and acceptor whether strongly coupled
or not, the effect of seven-fold increase in the energy transfer
rate constant should have an equivalent effect on the energy
transfer efficiency as can be seen from Equation (1). We
estimate that the efficiency increases from hET � 0:55 to
hC

ET � 0:90 from the donor lifetimes in the presence and
absence of acceptor. This difference is in qualitative agree-
ment with the emission spectra in Figure 3 where outside the
cavity both donor and acceptor fluorescence peaks are
observed while in the strongly coupled case the emission is
dominated by LP, as discussed earlier. The Fçrster energy
transfer distance must also increase for a given [A] inside the
cavity. Using PerrinÏs equation which treats energy transfer in
the absence of molecular diffusion, a rough estimate indicates

that the Fçrster sphere, within which energy transfer can
occur, increases by 2.5 in volume.

In our strongly coupled system, the delocalized nature of
the hybrid polaritonic states is most likely responsible for
enhanced non-radiative energy transfer rate reported herein.
This is also what is expected from theoretical studies on
energy transport in polaritonic systems,[12,13] and observed for
enhanced electronic transport in organic semiconductors
under strong coupling.[9] There is evidence that delocalized
electronic excited states play a role in photosynthetic light
harvesting systems and modifying the traditional incoherent
picture of energy transfer.[29] The strongly coupled molecular
systems thus provide a convenient way to try to mimic such
natural processes by providing a cascade of coherent
extended hybrid light-matter states. The optical mode can
be tuned to the donor, the acceptor or to a number of
molecules simultaneously to create complex systems for
energy flow. The present demonstration of efficient energy
transfer in such cascades of hybrid states should also be
beneficial for solar energy conversion. Light-matter strong
coupling thus opens a multitude of possibilities for molecular
and materials science.
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