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Abstract The optical properties of nanocrystal (NC) colloidal quantum dots
(QDs) largely depend on their size and shape. These properties can be easily tuned
by temperature and the concentration of ligands during their synthesis to generate
QD particles with different optical features. However, the enormous complexity of
these QD systems limits the understanding of the critical impact of passivating
ligands and surface defects on their optical properties. In the present study, we
systematically investigated the effect of different strategies on the optical properties
of alloyed CdSe/CdSexCdS1−x/CdS core shell (CS) QDs capped with several
ligands, including trioctylphosphine (TOP) and hexadecylamine (HDA). The CdSe
covered with TOP ligands were produced using the hot injection method, whereas
CdSe covered with HDA ligands were produced by the exchange reaction method
from as-synthesized samples. The CdSe/CdSexCdS1−x/CdS QDs samples were
prepared from a simple chemical route that involved an increasing concentration of
thioglycerol to grow the CdS shell on the top of the as-precipitated CdSe core with
different ligands in a controlled manner. Two emission peaks (at approximately 595
and 635 nm) were observed for three different surface coverages beyond the exciton
recombination. These emissions were mainly attributed to the surface localized state
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in all samples and the charge carrier transfer between the exciton and surface states.
Our findings revealed an increase in the photoluminescence (PL) intensity with
increasing temperature for the alloyed CdSe/CdSexCdS1−x/CdS CS QDs. The
findings also revealed a continuous red-shift in the optical absorption peak, as a
function of ligand concentration. This suggests a strong electronic coupling
between the surface localized states and delocalized excitonic alloyed CdSe/
CdSexCdS1−x/CdS CS QDs. However, such colloidal nanocrystals (NCs) need to be
further investigated to gain an in-depth understanding of their nanoscale behavior as
well as explore their huge potential for several emerging technological applications.

Keywords Colloidal quantum dots � Surface states � Passivating ligands � Charge
carrier transfer

1 Introduction

In recent decades, nanocrystalline colloidal quantum dots (QDs) have emerged as a
promising option for several optoelectronic technologies, owing to the continuous
tunability of their electronic and optical properties, which, in turn, results from the
ease of alteration of their size, shape, and surface [1–6]. Moreover, novel physical
properties of QDs have demonstrated potential applications in different technologic
areas, such as light-emitting devices (LEDs) [7–10], low-threshold lasers [11],
optical amplifiers [12], photovoltaic devices [13–16] field-effect transistors (FETs)
[17], biological labels [18–20], antibacterial control [21], and cancer therapy [22].

The extremely small size of QDs, in the range of nanoscale, confers the property
of a high surface-to-volume ratio to them, such that majority of the atoms are
located on the surface [23]. The atoms at the surface of QDs can generate diverse
surface defect sites (e.g., dangling bonds) that act as trap sites for charged carriers.
For example, the trapping of charge carriers at the surface defect sites results in an
exciton delocalization that may theoretically cause non-radiative recombination
pathways with low photoluminescence quantum yields (PLQYs) [5, 24, 25]. These
adverse effects may decrease the performance of several optoelectronic devices
based on QDs systems [5, 24, 25]. Thus, intense efforts are being made to under-
stand the role of charge carrier trapping at surface defects in physical processes such
as carrier relaxation and recombination dynamics, which can provide great
opportunities in the field of nanotechnology. However, knowledge related to sur-
face trapping is still limited with several questions remaining unanswered [26–28].

A frequent method used to reduce the number of defect states and dangling
bonds present on the nanocrystal (NC) surface, and thus the exciton delocalization,
is the direct passivation of the QD surface with organic ligands, such as hexade-
cylamine (HDA), thioglycolic acid (TGA), mercaptopropionic acid (MPA), and
trioctylphosphine (TOP). It has been demonstrated that the passivation of QD
systems with organic capping agents strongly influences the electron and hole
transport from QDs. Thus, passivation acts as a critical factor for the delivery of
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photoexcited carriers in photovoltaic devices [5, 29–31], and in biomedical and
clinical imaging applications [20, 32, 33].

Another method used to reduce surface trap states is the synthesis of core/shell
structures. Here, two materials with different energy band gaps are used, thus
creating a potential barrier at the semiconductor interface. This can increase the
confinement potential of the charge carriers in the core region. That is, if the core
QD gets encapsulated by another system of interest as a shell with a wide band gap,
this generates two possibilities of alignment to confine either both (type-I) or a
single (quasi-type-II) charge carrier to the core and minimize their surface overlap
[34, 35]. However, the abrupt boundary between the core and shell materials can
also induce strain owing to lattice mismatch and hence introduce new trap states at
the core/shell interface [36]. Thus, recently it was proposed that a thick-graded shell
could be considered as an efficient strategy to cover the semiconductor QD core and
provide better enhancement of fluorescence with a significant impact on
light-emitting devices (e.g., PLQY greater than 90% has been observed for such
systems) [35, 36]. This particular structure has been shown to reduce Auger
recombination, a non-radiative process, in semiconductor QDs, particularly the
graded alloyed CdSe/CdSexCdS1–x/CdS system; delocalize the electron into the
thick CdS shell; reduce its overlap with the core-localized hole; [37] and improve
the multi-exciton performance of the complex QD [30, 38, 39]. Hence, different
strategies based on inorganic or organic surface cover have been employed to
improve the PLQY, as well as, facilitate the charge energy transfer process in
QD-based optical devices [27, 40, 41].

Thus, in the present work, we used steady-state photoluminescence (PL) as a
function of temperature and time-resolved PL to study the electronic coupling
between surfaces and excitonic states in three sets of CdSe QDs covered with
different ligands. The set-1 (as-synthesized QDs) consisted of five samples of CdSe
QDs with the size ranging from 2.16 to 2.46 nm and covered by TOP molecules.
The set-2 consisted of five samples of CdSe QDs (the same of set-1) but func-
tionalized, after exchange reaction process, with HDA molecules. The set-3, was
proposed by Silva et al. [42], and resulted from a novel methodology to grow
core-shell quantum dots (CS-QDs), using an aqueous-based wet chemistry protocol,
in which the thickness of the CdS shell could be controlled by tuning the thio-
glycerol concentration. This system, with a thin-graded CdSexS1–x/CdS shell, which
allowed surface states from 1-thioglycerol residual ligand to strongly couple with
confined states, led to a strong quenching of excitonic recombination.

2 Samples and Experimental Section

The synthesis of CS-QDs was carried out by using an aqueous-based wet chemistry
protocol. The proposed chemical route uses increasing concentration of
1-thioglycerol, a bifunctional linker molecule, (HS-CH2CH2COOH) to grow the
CdS shell on top of the as-precipitated CdSe core in a controllable way. It was found
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that lower concentration of 1-thioglycerol (3 mmol) added into the reaction medium
limits the growth of the CdSe core, and to higher concentration (5–11 mmol) of
1-thioglycerol (TG) promotes the growth of CdS shell on top of the CdSe core with
an increase from 0.50 to 1.25 nm in shell thickness. More details about synthesis
methodology can be obtained in the following Ref. [42]. Briefly, CdSe QDs and
CdSe/CdSexS1–x/CdS CS-QDs were grown in aqueous solutions at room tempera-
ture using the following steps. Selenium powder (mmol, 99.999%), and a strong
reduction agent, sodium Borohydride NaBH4 (mmol, 98%), were dispersed in
ultrapure water (20 mL) in a three-neck flask under argon flow. After that, 2 mmol
of Cd(ClO4)2. 6H2O and x mmol of 1-thioglycerol were mixed in ultrapure water,
and the pH was adjusted to 11 by adding 0.1 M NaOH. Then, cadmium- and
selenium-containing solutions were mixed under magnetic stirring in a three-neck
flask under argon flow at room temperature for 30 min. CdSe QDs and CdSe/
CdSexS1–x/CdS CS-QDs were precipitated with ethanol and centrifuged four times at
6000 rpm for 10 min. In this procedure, a thin intermediary alloy of CdSexS1–x is
formed on CdSe QDs. The confirmation of the CdSexS1–x alloying, while using
1-thioglycerol, was supported by the change of the bandwidth value related to the
LO branch with respect to bulk CdSe (Dx = 118 cm−1) [42]. The resulting
nanopowders were dried in vacuum (mechanical pump) at room temperature and
further dispersed in ultrapure water. With increasing TG concentration, five samples
were obtained, which were analyzed in this paper. They were labeled as: CdSe:1TG,
this sample has CdSe core with average size of 1.9 nm; CdSe:5TG, CdSe/CdS
core-shell with core size of 1.7 nm and shell size of 0.514 nm; CdSe:7TG, CdSe/
CdS core-shell with core size of 1.7 nm and shell size of 0.665 nm; CdSe:9TG,
CdSe/CdS core-shell with core size of 1.7 nm and shell size of 0.869 nm and
CdSe:11TG, CdSe/CdS core-shell with core size of 1.7 nm and shell size of 0.975
nm. Sizes of the core and shell were obtained from the analysis of optical absorption,
X-ray diffraction and Raman techniques [42].

After synthesis, evaporation processes were initialized to obtain CS-QDs in a
powder form. Photoluminescence (PL) was measured with a 405 nm (*3.06 eV)
continuous wave laser focused at *200 lm and with low excitation power,
1.34 mW. These powders were put into a circular cavity of copper-cold finger
closed by a quartz window. Luminescence spectra were collected from 15 to 300 K
using a USB4000 Ocean Optics spectrometer equipped with a Toshiba
TCD1304AP 3648-element linear CCD-array detector and a GG 435 nm
long-wave-pass filter. Sample temperatures were controlled by a closed-cycle He
cryostat (Janis, model CCS—150) equipped with a Lake Shore temperature con-
troller (Model 805). Photoluminescence decay time measurements were performed
by a Picoquant system (Fluotime 200), with a time-correlated single photon
counting (TCSPC) technique, equipped with a MCP detector. For this measure-
ment, samples were diluted in 23 mg/mL of deionized water. A picosecond pulsed
diode laser (at 440 nm), 2.5 MHz repetition rate, 55 ps pulse, was used as exci-
tation source.

For comparation purpose, it was synthesized five as-synthesized CdSe, covered
with TOP molecules, with different size and other five CdSe QDs surface-stabilized
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with HDA, both diluted in toluene. The CdSe QDs were synthesized via the hot
injection method [43]. It begins with the preparation of two solutions: a solution of
TOP-Se and other of Cd. In the preparation of the first solution, 30 mg of Se and
5.0 ml of octadecene were added in a 10 ml flask on inert atmosphere (Ar gas).
Then, it is adding 0.40 mL of TOP via a syringe. In this stage, the solution tem-
perature was mantled at 100 °C. For the second solution, it was added 13 mg of
CdO, 0.60 mL oleic acid (OA) and 10 ml of octadecene in a three-necked flask.
This process should also be in an inert atmosphere to prevent the O2 released to not
oxidize the TOP when the first solution is injected. When the temperature of the
second solution reaches 225 °C, it is injected TOP-Se within the Cd precursor
solution to induce nucleation and nanoparticle growth. In this route synthesis, the
TOP cap is grown on CdSe surface, which protect the CdSe QD. All reagents used
in the synthesis procedure were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich (Brazil) and used
without further purification.

Figure 1 illustrates the optical absorption spectra of aliquots of the CdSe QDs
dissolved in toluene obtained for different times after injected TOP-Se solution into
Cd precursor solution. The redshift of the absorption peak of the samples obtained
at different time evidence the quantum size effect. The inset of Fig. 1 shows picture
of two samples with different QDs size, in a cuvet, illuminated with 475 nm laser.
Here, ones can observe the Tyndall effect in colloidal CdSe QDs. The QD size was
obtained by using the optical absorption peak, related to first excitonic absorption,
and the relation proposed by Willian et al. [44]. Thus, the QDs diameters of set-1,
were: 2.16 nm (QD1); 2.26 nm (QD2); 2.31 nm (QD3); 2.40 nm (QD4) and
2.46 nm (QD5).

The ligand exchange reaction method is a common procedure used to func-
tionalize QDs structures [6, 45]. In such a procedure, the native ligands, TOP in our

Fig. 1 It shows the optical
absorption of set-1, CdSe
QDs surface stabilized with
TOP molecules. The quantum
size effect leads to a red-shift
of the optical absorption. Inset
shows the Tyndall effect in
colloidal CdSe QDs.
A 405 nm laser pass thought
two solution of toluene
contained CdSe QDs of
different size
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case, are exchanged with less sterically demanding ligands that ideally still impart
solution dispersibility and passivate the QDs surface [6, 45].

3 Results and Discussion

3.1 Steady-State and Time-Resolved Photoluminescence

Figure 2a shows the normalized PL spectra, at ordinary room temperature, of CdSe
as-synthesized QDs (Set-1) with different sizes. The spectra show the excitonic
transition, peaks of high intensity with the spectral position shifted from 490 to
551 nm as a function of QD size, and a broad PL peak at a higher wavelength,
around 650 nm. Figure 2b shows the PL spectra of QDs in a lower scale. Here, it is
observed that the broad PL peak originates from four transitions, identified as E1,
E2, Es

1, and Es
2. The emission at 708 and 768 nm is attributed to well-known deep

defect levels, labeled as (E1) and (E2), respectively, for CdSe QDs. Deep defect
levels in CdSe QDs with a hexagonal wurtzite structure, a common phase for these
materials [46], are related to two energetically different divacancy defects, VCd and
VSe, associated with the absence of Cd2+ and Se2− ions in the crystalline QD
structure [47]. One divacancy is oriented along the hexagonal c-axis of the wurtzite
CdSe structure and assigned to trap E1, whereas the other is oriented along the basal

Fig. 2 (Color online) a Normalized PL spectra of CdSe/TOP QDs (set-1—as-synthesized CdSe
QDs) with different size obtained at room temperature. b Shows a lower scale PL spectra where
can be seen four PL peak: vacancy states labelled as E1 and E2, and surface states labelled as Es

1
and Es

2

194 S. A. Lourenço et al.



Cd–Se bond directions and assigned to trap E2 [47]. In addition to the divacancy
defect, if CdSe QDs are not properly surface passivated, surface trap states could
originate from surface defects [28, 48]. Moreover, traps states can originate from an
incomplete surface passivation, oxidation of the surface by exposure to air, or by
reaction with reducing/oxidizing ligands present in the synthesis reaction [28, 48].

Surface defects have been known for decades to play an important role in QDs,
mainly in the energy transfer between the NCs and their environment [29, 49]. For
example, in SiO2 NCs, two stable broad luminescence peaks in the visible elec-
tromagnetic spectra of the silica NCs have been reported in the past years [50–53]
The stable light emission band at approximately 1.79 eV (692 nm) in the silica NCs
was assigned to the non-bridging oxygen hole center –NBOHC–(�Si–O*) at the
surface of NCs [50, 52]. The –OH groups on the SiO2 NCs surface are other green
emission fonts in SiO2 NCs [51, 53]. The surface states are likely to trap electrons
and/or holes, thus inducing recombinations. Therefore, we believe that emissions at
595 nm (Es

1) and at 635 nm (Es
2), shown in Fig. 2b, originated from a localized state

due to surface defects in CdSe QDs, one shallow state (S1) and the other deep state
(S2) present near the QD conduction and valence bands (VBs), respectively. As the
size of the QD decreases, E1 and E2 transitions become less intense than Es

1 and Es
2

transitions, resulting in the broad PL peaks, around 650 nm, to present a blueshift.
Figure 3a shows PL spectra of the CdSe, with different QD sizes, after exchange

reaction with HDA ligand. CdSe surface cover with HDA creates new QD surface
states [45, 54]. The PL signal of the surface states, relative to excitonic transition,
shows higher intensity after surface functionalization and results in a blueshift of
the broad PL peak, as shown in Fig. 2a. As the size of the QD decreases, it becomes
possible to detect the surface state clearly. Thus, we can tune the localized state
from conduction band (for large QD size) to semiconductor band-gap energy
(for smaller QD size). In this simple model, the energy of the surface state is static.
For QD with larger size and emission at 610 nm, the surface states are into the
conduction band (CB) and luminescence is only from excitonic transitions. As the
QD size is reduced, the surface states are tuned to the band-gap and their lumi-
nescence is more intense, as shown in Fig. 3a. It is important to note that the broad
PL peak from surface states is of the same spectral wavelength before and after the
surface exchange reaction. Similar results were observed recently in CdTe QDs
functionalized with MPA ligand [55]. However, the PL intensity of the surface
states improved with relation to the PL intensity of the core-only QDs (surface
capped with TOP). This could be interpreted as additional surface states (midgap
states) from HDA ligands that improve surface states recombination.

Figure 3b presents normalized PL spectra of CS-QDs as a function of thio-
glycerol concentration at 16 K. In all spectra, five recombinations can be observed,
namely E1, E2, Es

1, E
s
2, and the excitonic transition at 487 nm. Here, the excitonic

transition has a strong PL quenching effect relative to the PL signal of surface
states. In comparison with other two previously discussed QDs sets, new surface
(Es

1, and Es
2) and vacancy (E1 and E2) recombinations occur at the sample wave-

length as CdSe/TOP QDs (Fig. 2) and CdSe/HDA QDs (Fig. 3a), respectively.
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The sample with 1 TG concentration presents strong vacancy PL intensity
(Fig. 3b). As the TG concentration increases, the PL intensity of the surface states
increases. Thus, CdSe/CdS structures with 1 TG concentration could have more
selenium vacancies than CdSe/CdSe, with a higher TG concentration. CdSe:1TG
displays residual dangle-bonds at the QD surface owing to partially capped surface,
where virtual QD surface levels (shallow carrier traps) can emit radiations. With the
increase in the TG concentration, the PL spectrum of the TG-capped CdSe QDs
exhibited significant changes, as subsequent layers of CdS and TG were added to
the QD surface. Figure 3c proposes the comparison method of the PL spectra of
CdSe/HDA, in magenta, and CS-QDs with different TG concentrations. This figure
shows that the surface and vacancy transitions are in the same energy position as
CS-QDs or CdSe/HDA. Figure 3d presents the PL spectra of CdSe:1TG at different

Fig. 3 Normalized PL spectra of the HDA functionalized CdSe QDs (a), at room temperature,
and TG-capped CdSe/CdS QDs at 16 K with increasing thioglycerol concentrations (b). Their
recombination aspects are depicted, where the emissions from both the QD (Eexc) and the vacancy
states (E1) and (E2) are clearly identified. It also shows the characteristic emission from surface
states at 595 and 635 nm, Es

1 and Es
2, respectively. a Shows electronic surface states tuned from

CB to band gap of QDs as QDs size reduction (QDs in quantum confinement regime). c Shows, for
comparation, the PL spectra of the CdSe HDA functionalized and CS-CdSe with different TG
concentration and d shows PL spectra of the CdSe:1TG for different temperatures. e Depicts the
radiative and non-radiative process in the Core-Shell QDs capped with TG. The red arrows
represent the non-radiative transitions (NRT) and green arrows represent the thermal activation
(TA) processes involving surface states
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temperatures. Here, one can observe the energy transfer from deeper localized states
to surface states, depicting energy proximity between the states.

It is known that thiols form an important class of capping molecules; they have a
polar head group and are used to synthesize water-soluble QDs. However, thiols can
also introduce surface electronic levels (trap states) on the QD surface [5]. For
instance, a recent work demonstrated that the hybridization intensity of the surface
states in the QD systems could control energy position of VB and CB [28, 54].
Previous studies on CdSe QDs capped with the thiol group have particularly observed
two radiative emission peaks near 600 and 640 nm, which are characteristic of CdSe
QDs smaller than 3.6 nm [32, 55]. Also, emissions with a peak at around 595 nm
(labeled in this article by Es

1) and at 635 nm (by Es
2), as shown in Figs. 2b, 3a, b,

originated from localized surface states from different groups with similar energies.
Thus, an increase in the concentration of thiols may, in principle, lead to an increase in
the localized surface states, and subsequently an improvement in the surface PL signal,
as shown in Fig. 3b.

When TG concentration was increased from 1 to 5 mmol, the surface shielding,
in particular, improved, i.e., incomplete bonds and defect states levels reduced [56,
57]. At this moment, a thin shell of CdSexS1–x developed around the CdSe core.
Hence, the stabilizer, thioglycerol molecules, localized the electronic levels in the
CdS surface that could be coupled by charge tunneling, depending on the shell
thickness. The charge tunneling was then changed from the CdS surface to the
CdSe core. This quantum process could increase the probability of non-radiative
electron–hole recombination up to a specific shell thickness, a finding consistent
with other studies [5, 58].

A study reported that the creation of electron trap states on the QD surface
following the binding of the thiol functional group significantly influenced the
electron transfer kinetics [59]. Recent analyses of QD–ligand interactions have
reported delocalization of the charge-carrier wave functions onto organic ligands
based on the ligand structure and functional group, specifically stressing on the
hole-accepting ability of amine functional groups [54, 60]. Thus, the passivation of
QDs with thioglycerol has been shown to create electron-trapping states on the QD
[5, 29]. Different studies have shown that thiol ligands bind very strongly to the
cadmium atoms on the surface of CdSe QDs [6]. Moreover, it has been demon-
strated that thiol and thiolate ligands act as photogenerated hole traps and passivate
electron traps [61]. Wuister et al. [62], and Baker et al. [29], have shown that hole
trapping is the principal process for excitonic PL quenching in CdSe QDs capped
with thiols. On the contrary, recent studies reported that graded alloy CdSe/
CdSexS1–x/CdS structure, with a thick-shell, could suppress hole-trapping process,
reducing the non-radiative Auger recombination and subsequently improving the
excitonic pholuminescence efficiency [30, 38].

In our synthesis process, the CdSe/CdSexS1–x/CdS shell was constructed using
1-thioglycerol. In this process, the existence of residual thiol ligands on the CdSe/
CdSexS1–x/CdS surface resulted in a higher hole-trapped states density. As the shell
was thin, we believe that charge tunneling from QD to surface states could have
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occurred. This cannot occur in a thick-shell structure. The CdSeS/CdS shell
structure form a quasi-type-II band structure of the graded alloy CdSSe QDs in
which the excess electron energy (photoexcited in the PL experiment) in the CB is
greater than the confinement potential of the CB offset of only � 0.0–0.1 eV
between the CdSe core and the CdS shell [38]. Therefore, the electron is delocalized
throughout both the core and shell materials. Figure 3e shows an illustrative band
alignment and the radiative and non-radiative processes in the core-shell QDs
capped with TG. The red arrows represent the non-radiative transitions (NRTs) and
green arrows represent the thermal activation (TA) processes involving surface
states.

In an analysis of electron transfer kinetics at the QD–metal oxide interface in
CdSe QDs capped with MPA, Hines and Kamat [5, 63], showed that MPA created
electron-trapping states on the surface of CdSe QDs. This is evident from the
formation of shallow S1 states, as shown in Fig. 3e. Recently, Frederick et al.
[54, 64], proposed, within second-order perturbation theory and experimental data,
a strong electronic coupling between delocalized orbitals of the VB of CdSe QDs
and the HOMO orbitals of capping ligands. The mixing of ligand orbitals with the
orbitals of the QD that are delocalized over both core and surface generates new
hybridized orbitals that split the states from energies of isolated orbitals [38]. These
results show that surface states in QDs can couple with electronic states of QDs,
leading to new possibilities for charge transfer from the surface to the nucleus or
vice versa. Moreover, the new hybridized states can be tunneled to QD outside the
band gap, leading to QD surface functionalization [28].

Figure 4 shows the fluorescence decay of CdSe:xTG (x = 1, 5, 7, 9 and
11 mmol) with decays monitored at 635 nm and emission of Es

2, (Fig. 4a). The PL
decay from the CdSe capped QDs had a multi-exponential form, a finding con-
sistent with earlier studies [5, 25, 65, 66]. The lifetime traces were fitted to a
tri-exponential decay function, resulting in long (s1 * 23.0 ns), medium
(s2 * 3.5 ns), and short (s3 * 0.36 ns) lifetimes using the following equation:
(I = A1exp(−t/s1) + A2exp(−t/s2) + A3exp(−t/s3)), where I is the emission inten-
sity; A1, A2, and A3 are pre-exponential factors; and s1, s2, and s3 are the lifetimes.
The lifetime of channel 1 was similar to that of the core-only CdSe QDs (22.0 ns;
obtained from samples presented in Fig. 2a).

Channel 3 with a lifetime of *0.36 ns (s3) is similar to that reported for
biexciton recombination in CdSe/CdSe/CdSexCdS1–x/CdS [65, 67]. In the biexciton
recombination, a non-radiative process, the Auger decay and the lifetime increased
with QD volume [67]. For CdSe/CdS CS QD, the biexciton lifetime (s2x) increased
from 60 ps to 23 ns with an increase in the shell thickness from 0.0 to 5.6 nm [67].
Similar results were observed in the present study, as shown in Fig. 4a. However,
the shell of our samples was lower. Figure 4a shows that as the thickness of the
shell increases, the suppression of the Auger recombination increases, similar to
that observed early [68]. This is an evidence of alloy formation between CdSe and
the CdS shell.
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Figure 4a, b shows that the average lifetime increased from 1 to 7 mmol of
thioglycerol concentration and decreased at higher concentrations (see general
behavior of fluorescence decay curves). Recent measurements of steady-state
fluorescence in CdSe CS-QDs, with increasing concentration of thioglycerol, have
shown that the fluorescence intensity increased as the thioglycerol concentration
increased from 1 to 9 mmol, and it decreased at 11 mmol concentration [42],
similar to the results observed in our lifetime data.

It is known that localized states proximal to or resonant with the extended states
of CB have similar lifetimes. In this case, the lowest energy state, a localized state
with longer lifetime, can serve as a charge reservoir for the state with a shorter
lifetime. This charge reservoir could be accessed by thermal activation [69].
Lifetimes similar to that obtained in our experimental data were recently obtained
by Mohamed et al., when analyzing the recombination of thiol-capped CdS
nanoparticle films [70].

3.2 Photoluminescence as a Function of Temperature:
Thermal Carrier Transfer

To further study the emissions at 595 and 635 nm from the surface states of
TG-capped CdSe QDs, we analyzed PL as a function of temperature. Figures 5a, b
shows the energy transfer process among surfaces states and the CS-QDs band edge

Fig. 4 a The fluorescence decay curves as a function of thioglycerol concentration for detection at
635 nm. The lifetime was obtained after a fitting procedure with a triexponential decay. b Life time
for tree different channels as a function of thioglycerol concentration
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state. From 16 to 39 K, the PL spectrum depicts a reasonable intensity reduction as
the temperature increases, a natural behavior for semiconductor materials. From 39
to 55 K, the PL intensity undergoes a sudden and unexpected increase, which,
however, is not symmetrical between the components Es

1 and Es
2. In this case, the

increase in the emission intensity of Es
2 is more than that in the emission intensity of

Es
1. This behavior can be seen in Fig. 5d. For temperatures higher than 55 K, the

intensity of the PL decreases. These PL(T) behaviors show the complex processes

Fig. 5 a, b Show PL spectra of CdSe:7TG as a function of temperature. c shows integrated PL
intensity as a function of 1/T for CdSe:7TG. The inset shows an expanded linear scale in the low
temperature interval. The red line, in the inset, represents the best fit of a phenomenological
expression: IðTÞ ¼ I0= 1þA exp � Ea

KT

� �� �
[71, 72], Here Ea is the thermal activation energy and K

is the Boltzmann constant. d Shows the relation of the PL peak intensity between Es
2 and Es

1 as a
function of temperature
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of energy transfer by thermal activation of electronic states in CdSe:xTG materials
and involve delocalized states of QDs and localized states of the capping agent.

Figure 5c shows the integrated PL intensity of CdSe:7TG sample as a function
of inverse temperature. From 16 to 39 K, the PL intensity undergoes a moderate
thermal quenching with an activation energy of 14.5 meV. We believe thermal
quenching is relatively weaker in this temperature interval owing to the transfer of
charge carriers from S1 states to the electronic levels of QD via thermal activation
TA1, as shown in Fig. 3e. This low activation energy reflects proximity between the
S1 states and the electronic level of CS-QDs. However, at 39 K, the integrated PL
intensity rapidly increases until 55 K, where it attains the thermal activation of a
non-radiative channel have an energy barrier of about 28.9 meV (between 55 and
152 K). Hence, we found that the thermal activation energy of 39 K at TA2 is
sufficient to overcome the potential barrier between the electronic states of the CdSe
core and the CdS shell. As shown in Fig. 5b, activation energy of approximately
28.9 meV in this simple model provides the thermal energy to pump holes of the S2
state on the top of the VB, thereby significantly reducing the emission intensity Es

2
than the emission Es

1, in agreement with the PL peak evolution for different tem-
peratures. Figure 2c depicts the thermal activation energy TA3. From 152 K,
integrated PL intensity undergoes another thermal quenching process, causing the
intensity to rapidly decrease with temperature. This process has activation energy of
301.9 meV and may be associated with non-radiative vacancy states.

4 Conclusions

Three sets of CdSe quantum dots (QDs) covered with different ligand molecules
were growth and analyzed by optical spectroscopy. Set-1 (as-synthesized QDs) is
composed by five samples of CdSe with size between 2.16 nm and 2.46 nm cov-
ered by TOP. Set-2 is composed by five samples of CdSe QDs, Set-1, function-
alized, after exchange reaction process, with HDA molecules. Set-3 is composed by
CdSe/CdSexS1–x/CdS alloyed, core-shell (CS-QDs) capped with different thio-
glycerol concentration, a different synthesis process. All these sets present lumi-
nescence of ligand states (surfaces, and vacancy E1, E2 states) and excitonic
transitions. Interestingly, all surfaces (Es

1 and Es
2) and vacancy (E1, E2) recombi-

nations occur at sample energy position for the three set of QDs. Similar results
were observed recently in CdTe QDs functionalized with MPA ligand [55].
However, the PL intensity of the surface states, in CS-QDs, are interestingly
improved with relation to PL intensity of the core-only QDs (surface capped with
TOP).

Anomalous increases in the luminescence intensity of the core-shell QDs, with
increasing temperature, and a continuous redshift in the optical absorption peak, as
a function of ligand concentration, evidence a strong electronic coupling between
surface localized orbitals and delocalized excitonic CdSe QD states. Thus, we
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believe that both shell of CdS as thiol states on the surface of CS-QDs can serves as
a reservoir of charges to the core of CdSe. We believe that the main results of our
paper will be useful to many groups working in this field, stimulating further
investigations and applications mainly in the control of the carrier pathways after its
photo- or electric-excitation in core-shell quantum dots that can be an important
strategy to improve efficiency of photovoltaic or photodetector devices.
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