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ABSTRACT: The chain shape of polymers affects many
aspects of their behavior and is governed by their intra-
molecular interactions. Delocalization of electrons along the
backbone of conjugated polymers has been shown to lead to
increased chain rigidity by encouraging a planar conformation.
Poly(3-hexylthiophene) and other poly(3-alkylthiophenes)
(P3ATs) are interesting for organic electronics applications,
and it is clear that a hierarchy of structural features in these
polymers controls charge transport. While other conjugated polymers are very rigid, the molecular structure of P3AT allows for
two different planar conformations and a significant degree of torsion at room temperature. It is unclear, however, how their
chain shape depends on variables such as side chain chemistry or regioregularity, both of which are key aspects in the molecular
design of organic electronics. Small-angle neutron scattering from dilute polymer solutions indicates that the chains adopt a
random coil geometry with a semiflexible backbone. The measured persistence length is shorter than the estimated conjugation
length due to the two planar conformations that preserve conjugation but not backbone correlations. The persistence length of
regioregular P3HT has been measured to be 3 nm at room temperature and decreases at higher temperatures. Changes in the
regioregularity, side chain chemistry, or synthetic defects decrease the persistence length by 60−70%.

■ INTRODUCTION

Delocalization of electrons along the backbone of conjugated
polymers leads to their interesting electronic properties as well
as the potential for substantially increased backbone stiffness.
Electron delocalization favors a planar conformation between
neighboring monomers and has been shown to lead to rodlike
behavior and liquid crystallinity in many of these materials.1,2

The flexibility of conjugated polymers controls many of their
fundamental properties such as their mechanical and
optoelectronic properties and also impacts phenomena such
as crystallization and self-assembly behavior (micelles, block
copolymers, etc.).3 Classical polymers have very flexible
backbones because many possible configurations are populated;
however, intermolecular interactions such as sterics, hydrogen
bonding, and Coulombic interactions can also affect chain
stiffness. The chain shape of conjugated polymers has
important ramifications on charge transport along the chain
axis, and structural defects such as hairpin turns have been
shown to represent breaks in conjugation.4 In bulk materials,
intermolecular packing can further impact intermolecular
charge transport, excited state energetics, and crystallization.5,6

Delocalization of electrons along the backbone, in combination
with steric interactions, leads to a unique mechanism affecting
the chain shape in conjugated polymers and these interactions

are relevant in understanding the complex morphological
behavior (phase separation, crystallization, and molecular
orientation) observed in optoelectronic devices such as organic
photovoltaics, light-emitting diodes, and transistors.
Even though conjugated polymers tend to be relatively rigid,

there exists a wide range of observed persistence lengths for
conjugated polymers due primarily to differences in sterics
caused primarily by side chain interactions, conjugation lengths
due to different degrees of electronic delocalization, and
geometric factors such as the bond angles between monomers.
The chain shape of conjugated polymers has primarily been
studied using dilute solution light scattering. For example,
poly(2-methoxy-5-(2′-ethylhexyloxy)-p-phenylenevinylene)
(MEH-PPV) has a conjugated backbone and exhibits a
relatively high degree of stiffness with a measured persistence
length around 6 nm.7,8 After the addition of large bulky side
groups, the persistence length of PPV derivatives can be
increased to over 40 nm by sterically favoring the planar trans
conformation.7,8 Optical single molecule spectroscopy of
conjugated polymers, pioneered by Barbara and co-workers,
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has also been used extensively to understand the conjugation
length and arrangement of chromophores in conjugated
polymers by dispersing a dilute concentration of conjugated
polymers in an inert polymer matrix such as PMMA.4 While
this technique does not directly measure the chain shape of a
polymer, it gives information about the orientation of
chromophores within a molecule and can be used to model
the polymer chain shape. Work done on MEH-PPV has shown
that these chains are semiflexible and do not follow a random
walk statistics. Instead, chains aggregate or fold upon
themselves due to their strong intramolecular π-stacking
interactions.9 In the case of MEH-PPV, it has been suggested
that the flexibility of these materials has been shown to be
related to structural defects such as hairpin turns and chemical
defects which cause a break in conjugation.10 Similar to MEH-
PPV, polyfluorene (PF) has a long persistence length of around
7 nm measured in dilute solution by light scattering.11 The
persistence length of PF is also limited by a combination of
finite backbone torsion and nonzero bond angles between
monomers leading to a polymer which is relatively stiff but
would still undergoes a random walk at high molecular weights.
Poly(p-phenylene) (PPP) is unique because this conjugated
polymer has a single bond angle of 0° between monomers
which leads to a long persistence length of around 28 nm even
though there is significant backbone torsion between
monomers and thus a shorter conjugation length.12−14

Conjugated polymers typically do not achieve comparable
persistence lengths to extremely stiff polymers such as DNA
(50−70 nm)15 because there are typically two possible
conformations (e.g., cis/trans) that preserve planarity, and a
significant amount of backbone torsion often exists since
electron delocalization can actually tolerate some torsion along
the backbone without being significantly affected.
Poly(3-alkylthiophenes) (P3ATs) represent one on the most

studied classes of conjugated polymers due to their high hole
mobility and a relatively low bandgap; however, it is still unclear
how rigid these polymers are and how the persistence length of
these polymers is affected by factors such as side chain
chemistry or regioregularity. P3ATs have two possible
monomer conformations shown in Figure 1. Both the anti
and syn conformations preserve conjugation along the
backbone by retaining the planar geometry; however, the anti

confirmation is the lower energy state and is the only
confirmation that would produce a rigid polymer backbone.16

Without any torsion between monomers, the backbone
geometry would resemble a two-dimensional random walk
from a distribution of anti and syn planar conformations.
Flexibility of the P3AT backbone, which leads to a three-
dimensional polymer structure, comes from a distribution of
syn and anti conformations as well as a finite amount of torsion
between monomers.
The degree of flexibility in P3ATs has been discussed in

many studies; however, there exist a wide range of estimates for
the persistence length, and it is unclear what influences the
chain shape of these materials. Furthermore, this wide range of
persistence lengths makes it unclear whether P3ATs should be
thought of as being a rodlike polymer. The first studies into the
chain shape of P3ATs were carried out by Aime et al. on
poly(3-butylthiophene) (P3BT) in nitrobenzene using small-
angle neutron scattering.17,18 They found that the persistence
length of P3BT was around 5.5 nm; however, there was
scattering at low angles due to chain aggregation which may
have obscured the single polymer chain form factor. They also
measured an increase in the persistence length to over 85 nm
when doping with NOSbF6 attributed to increased electron
delocalization. Heffner et al. used static light scattering and
dilute solution viscometry to look at poly(3-hexylthiophene)
(P3HT) and poly(3-octylthiophene) (P3OT) in THF and
found that the persistence length of these materials was around
2.1−2.4 nm. These initial studies used FeCl3-catalyzed
polymerizations which results in polymers with high poly-
dispersity and relatively low regioregularity and may contain
coupling defects along the backbone and catalytic impurities
which may dope the polymer chain.19,20 After the development
of new synthetic techniques, the chain shape of regioregular
P3HT was first studied by Yamamoto et al. using static light
scattering where it was suggested that the persistence length
may be as high as 30 nm.21 Single chain spectroscopy of dilute
P3HT mixtures in a PMMA film showed that the
chromophores in regiorandom P3HT are more disordered
than regioregular P3HT, suggesting that the chain shape may
be more flexible for regiorandom P3HT.22 There have also
been theoretical predictions of the persistence length of P3ATs
using molecular dynamics simulations which predicted

Figure 1. (a) Polythiophenes of different alkyl side chains (P3HT, P3EHT, and P3DDT) have been examined in this study. (b) Polythiophene
monomers can adopt two primary conformations. The anti conformation is energetically preferred to the syn conformation. Regioregularity, which is
controlled synthetically, is associated with the position of the side chain on thiophene rings of adjacent monomers and influences the possible
backbone conformations. The head-to-tail coupling (h-t) produces less steric hindrance than the head-to-head (h-h) and tail-to-tail (t-t) couplings.
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persistence lengths as high as 86 nm but showed a large
decrease of around 25% for regiorandom polymers.23

Conversely, recent work on regioregular poly(3-(2′-ethyl)-
hexylthiophene) (P3EHT) block copolymers in the disordered
melt using small-angle X-ray scattering combined with mean-
field random phase approximation theory estimated the
persistence length to be around 6 nm.24 There are several
explanations for such a wide range of observed values including
differing synthesis techniques, solvents, side chain chemistry,
regioregularity, and measuring techniques. For example, strong
light absorption over a wide range of wavelengths can make
static light scattering difficult in polythiophenes. It is also
important to note that P3ATs have strong intermolecular
interactions which can cause polymer chain aggregation, even at
low concentrations, which can make it difficult to extract single
chain statistics. Studying the chain shape using small-angle
neutron scattering for polythiophenes in the melt, as well as
other rodlike or conjugated polymer systems, has been difficult
because these polymers suffer from a large amount of low-q
scattering caused by long-range correlations which overwhelms
single chain scattering.25

Previous studies have shown that there is a wide range of
measured and predicted persistence lengths for P3ATs. This
may be caused by effects from regioregularity, synthetic defects,
side chains, and experimental difficulties measuring the
persistence length. Polymer synthesized through FeCl3
catalyzed routes or polymer with low regioregularity may
have drastically different persistence lengths because of
backbone defects or increased backbone torsion compared to
the high regioregularity polymers synthesized today using the
GRIM and Rieke methods. The side chain may also affect the
polymer chain shape of P3ATs. For PPV derivatives a bulky
side chain leads to a stiffer polymer because it favors the trans
conformation; however, in P3ATs as the side chain increases in
volume, the backbone torsion may also increase, leading to a
less rigid backbone. In this work, we set out to systematically
investigate the effect of regioregularity, side chain chemistry,
synthetic route, solvent choice, and temperature on the chain
shape of P3ATs. Neutron scattering experiments show P3ATs
follow random coil statistics, and while the backbone
conjugation does impart some degree of stiffness, the measured
persistence lengths are in the range where these materials
should be thought of as semiflexible and not rodlike.

■ EXPERIMENTAL SECTION
Materials. Chemicals were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich and used

without further purification unless otherwise noted. Poly(3-hexylth-
iophene) (P3HT), poly(3-(2′-ethyl)hexylthiophene) (P3EHT), and
poly(3-dodecylthiophene) (P3DDT) were synthesized by standard
procedures from the literature via Grignard metathesis polymerization
(GRIM).26,27 P3HT and P3EHT were also synthesized by standard
procedures from literature via a FeCl3-catalyzed polymerization.28

While the ethylhexyl side chain of P3EHT contains a chiral center, a
racemic mixture of monomers was used. All monomers were prepared
according to standard procedures.26 Polymers were precipitated in
methanol, purified by Soxhlet extraction, dried, and stored under
vacuum away from light. Regiorandom P3HT and Rieke P3DDT were
purchased from Sigma-Aldrich.
Polymer Characterization. A Malvern triple detector gel

permeation chromatography system was used to measure the absolute
molecular weight and absolute molecular weight distribution of these
polymers. A representative absolute molecular weight distribution is
shown in Figure 2. This technique utilizes an inline refractive index
detector, viscometer, and low angle light scattering detector (Malvern
TDA 302 detector array) to access the absolute molecular weight

distribution of a polymer. A single monodisperse polystyrene standard
(Polymer Source) of known concentration was used to measure the
refractive index, viscometer, and light scattering detector responses of
the system.29 THF was used as the mobile phase at a flow rate of 1 mL
min−1, and Waters Styragel HR2, HR4, and two HR3 columns were
used.

1H NMR spectra were measured on a Bruker AVQ-400
spectrometer using deuterated chloroform solutions. Molecular
weights were confirmed by end-group analysis from the 1H NMR
spectra. NMR was also used to confirm the chemical composition of
the final product and to calculate the polymer regioregularity. Because
of signal-to-noise limitations and peak broadness, it was difficult to
ascertain differences between samples with very high degree of
regioregularity. The density of these polymers was measured using a
density gradient column (glycerin/isopropanol) to estimate the
monomer volume. The monomer volume of P3HT was estimated to
be 0.300 nm3, P3EHT was estimated to be 0.388 nm3, and P3DDT
was estimated to be 0.466 nm3. A reference volume of 0.1 nm3 was
assumed for statistical segment length calculations common with
convention. UV−vis absorbance measurements between 350 and 900
nm using dilute polymer solutions in dichlorobenzene were made with
a Varian Cary 50 instrument.

Small-Angle Neutron Scattering. Small-angle neutron scattering
(SANS) studies were conducted at the extended Q-range small-angle
neutron scattering diffractometer (EQ-SANS BL-6) line at the
Spallation Neutron Source (SNS) located at Oak Ridge National
Laboratory (ORNL). A sample-to-detector distance of 4 m was used,

Figure 2. Absolute molecular weight distribution of P3HT-1 obtained
by triple detector GPC.

Table 1. Characteristics of Polymer Samples

polymer synthetic route
Mn

a

(kg/mol) PDIa
regioregularity

(%)

P3HT-1 GRIM 15.1 1.17 >97
P3HT-2 GRIM 7.4 1.08 >97
P3HT-3 regiorandom 40.7 1.92 58
P3HT-4 FeCl3 oxidation 63.9 2.42 79
P3EHT-1 GRIM 10.0 1.13 >97
P3EHT-2 GRIM 10.2 1.24 >97
P3EHT-3 GRIM 18.4 1.44 >97
P3EHT-4 GRIM 4.8 1.07 >97
P3EHT-5 GRIM 20.1 1.33 >97
P3EHT-6 GRIM 12.1 1.35 >96
P3EHT-7 FeCl3 oxidation 38.0 1.90 80
P3DDT-1 GRIM 22.9 1.32 >96
P3DDT-2 GRIM 32.0 1.34 >96
P3DDT-3 Rieke 33.4 1.57 >96

aBased on the absolute molecular weight distribution measured by
triple detector GPC.
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and the instrument was operating in 60 Hz frame-skipping mode with
a minimum wavelength, λ, setting of 2.5 Å, providing two wavelength
bands (2.5−6.1 and 9.4−13.4 Å).30 Data reduction followed standard
procedures implemented in MantidPlot. The measured intensity was
corrected for detector sensitivity and the scattering contribution from
the solvent and empty cells, azimuthally averaged into I(q) vs q (q =
4π sin(θ)/λ, where 2θ is the scattering angle) and placed on an
absolute scale using a calibrated standard.31 Samples were dissolved at
a concentration of 2−5 mg mL−1 in deuterated solvent and stirred
overnight. A range of concentrations were measured to confirm the
absence of significant interchain interactions which would cause low q
scattering. Titanium sample cells with quartz windows and a 1 mm
path length were used.
SANS Intensity Modeling. The scattering contrast in SANS

originates from different scattering cross sections of the deuterated
solvent and the nondeuterated polymer chains. By operating in the
dilute polymer limit where polymer chains are not interacting, SANS
can be used to extract information related to correlations along a single
polymer chain. Most polymer chains can be estimated to undergo a
random walk and follow Gaussian chain statistics. For a random coil,
the Debye function can be used to model the scattering of a single
chain:

= − + −g u
u

u( )
2

( 1 e )u
2 (1)

where u is given by

= =
⎛
⎝⎜

⎞
⎠⎟u q R q

b N
6

2
g

2 2
2

(2)

and Rg is the radius of gyration of the polymer chain.32 For a polymer
undergoing a random walk, Rg can be replaced with an expression
including b, the statistical segment length, and N, which is the number
of monomers in the chain. Both the statistical segment length (b) and
the degree of polymerization (N) are calculated using the reference
volume of 0.1 nm3. This equation is derived to correspond to
monodisperse polymer chains and for the remainder of this paper will
be referred to as the standard Debye model.
The scattering intensity of a polymer can be fit using the following

equation:

= +I q Kg q I( ) ( ) inc (3)

where K is a scaling factor, g(q) is the form factor of a single chain, and
Iinc is the incoherent scattering intensity which is assumed independent
of q. In theory, the scaling factor can be predicted from the scattering
intensity, concentration, and polymer molecular weight. However, in
this analysis K has been treated as a fitting parameter to account for
any errors in the absolute intensity calibration and because the
amorphous density of P3ATs is not well-known. There are only three
fitting parameters in the resulting model: the incoherent background
scattering intensity (Iinc), the scaling factor (K), and the statistical
segment length of the polymer (b) if the polymer molecule weight is
known.
The standard Debye model has been used successfully despite the

finite polydispersity of most polymers. If the molecular weight
distribution follows an ideal distribution, the standard Debye model
can be analytically corrected,33 but molecular weight distributions are
often nonideal and cannot be represented by a simple function. To
correct the standard Debye model for the effects of polydispersity, it is
possible to numerically integrate the single chain scattering over the
entire molecular weight distribution (using triple detector GPC as
shown in Figure 2) using the following function:

∫= +
=

=∞
I q K wg u N N I( ) ( ) d

N

N

i N i i
0

inci (4)

where wi is the weight fraction at a particular molecular weight, Ni is
the degree of polymerization, and g(uNi

) is the standard Debye model
evaluated at Ni.

34 Similar to the standard Debye model, K and Iinc have

been treated as fitting parameters. The model in eq 4 will be referred
to as the polydispersity-corrected Debye model.

While the Debye model for Gaussian coils should fit well for high
molecular weight polymers, deviations occur when the polymer
contour length is less than or roughly equal to the persistence length.
This occurs for low molecular weight polymers or relatively rigid
polymers. The Debye model is also unable to fit data at high q values
when the length scale probed begins to behave rodlike. The wormlike
chain model is able to account for these effects and for this work the
approximate form for single chain scattering formulated by Sharp and
Bloomfield is used:

= − + + − + −− − −g u
u

u
q L

u u( )
2

( 1 e )
2

5
[4 11 e 7(1 e )]u u u

2 2 2

(5)

where L is the contour length of the chain (L = nl0, where n is the
number of thiophene monomers per chain and l0 is the contour length
of each thiophene monomer).35 It is important to note that n is the
actual number of thiophene rings per chain and is not normalized by a
reference volume. For P3ATs, l0 corresponds to the length of one
monomer and is taken to be 0.39 nm, confirmed by theory and
crystallography.18,36 For the wormlike chain model there is also a more
complex form for Rg leading to the following expression:

= = − + − + −
⎡
⎣
⎢⎢

⎛
⎝⎜

⎞
⎠⎟
⎤
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l

l

L

l

L

l

L3

2
1 e L l2

g
2 2 p

p
p

3
p p / p

(6)

where lp is the persistence length.
37 This expression can be corrected

for finite polydispersity similar to the polydispersity corrected Debye
model shown above by integrating over the molecular weight
distribution in a similar manner with the following equation:

∫= +
=

=∞
I q K wg u n n I( ) ( ) d

n

n

i ni i i
0

inc (7)

While the form of this equation is more complicated, it still contains
only three fitting parameters which is the same number as in the
standard Debye model. Experimental uncertainty in the measured
scattering intensity and molecular weight distribution has also been
propagated through this analysis.

While both the statistical segment length and persistence length
quantify the polymer chain shape, they give different values and
fundamentally describe slightly different but related quantities. The
statistic segment length is derived to describe the distance between
uncorrelated random walks within a Gaussian coil. The persistence
length describes the decay in directional correlations between
monomers along the polymer backbone. The statistical segment
length is normalized to the monomer volume of the polymer and a
chosen reference volume (chosen to be 0.1 nm3).38 This makes it
useful when comparing between polymers of different chemistry;
however, the absolute statistical segment length depends on the
chosen reference volume. The monomer volume also depends on the
density of the amorphous polymer which has been estimated and is a
source of uncertainty. In comparison, the persistence length depends
on the monomer length which is well-known and ties the value for the
persistence length directly to the length over which the backbone is
rigid, an unambiguous physical parameter. The rest of the discussion
will therefore focus primarily on the use of the wormlike chain model
and the derived persistence length from this model. It is important to
note that it is possible to easily convert between the persistence length
and statistical segment length when the polymer behaves as a random
coil (L ≫ lp) because the expression for Rg of a wormlike chain
collapses to

= =R Ll l l n
1
3

1
3g

2
p 0 p (8)

and through algebraic manipulation the following expression can be
used to convert between lp and b:
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=l
v
v

b
l2p

m

r

2

0 (9)

where vm is the monomer volume and vr is the reference volume
(chosen to be 0.1 nm3).38 Therefore, throughout the text both the
persistence length and statistical segment length are provided for each
model; however, a Gaussian coil is assumed when converting between
persistence length and statistical segment length. Since the contour
length of the polymers studied is always much longer than the
persistence length, this assumption should be valid.
The characteristic ratio is also a useful parameter in describing the

chain shape of these materials and is defined as

= ⟨ ⟩ = =∞C
R

l n
v b
v l

l

l

22

0
2

m
2

r 0
2

p

0

for a Gaussian coil. The characteristic ratio represents the size of a
polymer chain, normalized by the size of the polymer chain if each
monomer underwent a random walk and therefore can be thought of
as the actual polymer chain size compared to the smallest possible size
it could occupy if each monomer underwent a new step in a random
walk.

■ DISCUSSION

Representative small-angle neutron scattering curves of P3HT
in dichlorobenzene (d-DCB) are shown in Figure 3. All
polymer samples show similar scattering patterns with slight
variations due to changes in molecular weight and persistence
length. The scattering intensity scales as q−1.96±0.08 which
indicates that the polymer chain adopts a random coil geometry
and is consistent with the conformation of a polymer chain in a
theta solvent or a polymer melt. If the Porod scaling deviated
from q−2, it would be an indication that the chain shape
architecture may not be well described as a random coil. The
intensity scaling remains near q−2 for all solvent and polymer
combinations studied, and the Debye model, derived for a
Gaussian coil, can be fit to a wide region of the scattering
pattern. The Kratky plot in Figure 3b also shows a scattering
pattern consistent with a Gaussian coil conformation. At high q
values the intensity should scale like a rigid rod (as q−1) because
at high q, length scales less than the persistence length are being
probed. Unfortunately, the scattering intensity at high q was
insufficient to analyze due to the low polymer concentration,
low scattering contrast, and relatively low molecular weight
used in these studies.

Polythiophenes (and other conjugated polymers or rodlike
polymers) have strong intramolecular interactions and poor
solubility, often leading to an upturn in scattering at low q
values.17,18 This can obscure the scattering from isolated chains
and makes it difficult to extract useful chain shape statistics. By
using reasonably low molecular weight polymers, low
concentrations, and solvents with high P3AT solubility, the
amount of low-q scattering has been decreased, and it is only
apparent at the lowest q values (<0.008 Å−1). For these systems
it is much more reliable to fit a model to the entire data set than
to try to use Guinier’s law at low q to extract the polymer radius
of gyration. Guinier analysis does give radius of gyrations
consistent with our findings; however, since it can be difficult to
choose the relevant q range, these data has not been included.
The standard Debye model assumes monodisperse polymer

chains which is a sufficient assumption for P3ATs polymerized
using GRIM with polydispersities ranging from 1.05 to 1.3 for
most polymers. As shown in Figure 4 and Table 2, all models
used fit the data quite well; however, correcting for
polydispersity causes subtle changes in the predicted intensity

Figure 3. (a) Small-angle neutron scattering (SANS) of P3HT-1 (after incoherent scattering subtraction) in dichlorobenzene shows that P3ATs
adopt a random coil chain shape with a scaling of I ≈ q−2 over a large region corresponding do a Gaussian coil. (b) A Kratky plot shows the typical
plateau which also indicates a random coil which can be fit using the Debye model.

Figure 4. Scattering from P3EHT-4 can be described well using any of
the above models; however, the wormlike chain model is more
consistent at high q values where the length scale approaches the
persistence length and the polymer no longer behaves like a random
coil.
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because the range of molecular weights broadens the transition
between the low q plateau (∼0.01−0.04 Å−1) and the random
coil Porod scattering regime at higher q (∼0.1−0.2 Å−1). The
wormlike chain model results in the highest quality fit because
it is able to account for scattering at high q (∼0.2 Å−1) by
modeling the rodlike nature of the polymer backbone at short
length scales. Even though the wormlike chain model fits
slightly better than the Debye model, they both provide equally
valid information about the polymer chain shape because the
Debye model is not derived to fit at high q. Since the contour
length of these polymers is much greater than the persistence
length (or statistical segment length), these polymers behave as
random coils leading to similar results between the PDI
corrected Debye and wormlike chain models. Therefore, either
model can be used to describe the chain shape of these
polymers. For the remainder of the discussion, the PDI-
corrected wormlike chain model will be used because the model
offers more reliable fits since it operates over a larger range of
length scales.
Table 2 shows that the solvent choice between d-DCB and d-

toluene does not significantly affect the chain shape. While the
solubility of P3EHT and P3DDT is higher in d-DCB than d-
toluene, both solvents have high polymer solubility and the
difference in solvent quality may not be enough to change the
chain shape of these materials. The Porod intensity in d-DCB
scales as q−2.00±0.09 compared to P3ATs in d-toluene which scale
as q−1.95±0.07. It is interesting that these materials maintain the
same q−2 scaling, which indicates that the polymer chains adopt
a random coil and not swollen chain architecture. While
dichlorobenzene is one of the best solvents that exist for these
polymers, it may not have sufficiently favorable interactions to
alter the chain conformation, which is consistent with what is
known about P3AT’s strong intermolecular interactions. This is
in contrast to classical polymers in good solvents where
solvent−polymer interactions are more favorable than poly-
mer−polymer interactions such that the chain prefers to
maximize solvent−polymer contact.
As seen in Table 3 and Figure 5, the persistence length of

regioregular P3HT and P3EHT is 3.0 ± 0.1 nm. This is
significantly longer than the persistence length of a flexible
polymer such as polystyrene (lp = 0.92 nm)39 or polyisoprene
(lp = 0.43 nm).40 The characteristic ratio of these materials is
also relatively high (∼12−14), much greater than polyethylene
(∼6.8), but only slightly more than the characteristic ratio for
polystyrene (∼10.8).41 It does not appear to affect the chain
shape whether P3ATs are synthesized by GRIM or Rieke
synthetic routes since both of these methods result in high
regioregularity polymers with little to no defects.
There are at least three major factors that affect the chain

shape in these materials: side chain chemistry, regioregularity,
and possibly synthetic defects along the backbone. There is a
large decrease (∼50%) in the persistence length between P3HT

or P3EHT and P3DDT. This is likely due to steric interactions
between side chains that causes either backbone torsion and/or
a different population between the syn and anti conformations.
From previous theoretical studies, short side chains should not
dramatically affect the energetics associated with backbone
conformations; however, long side chains may have an effect on
the polymer chain shape.42,43 UV−vis absorbance spectra can
be used to examine the conjugation length of these materials to
try to elucidate which of these effects is more important in
these materials. Backbone torsion results in an increase in the
optical band gap (shorter conjugation length) and decreased
persistence length. Both the syn and anti conformations are
planar, and these conformations maintain conjugation along the
backbone so a change in the distribution of syn and anti states
alters the persistence length without affecting the conjugation
length. The UV−vis spectrum, shown in Figure S1, indicates
that P3DDT possesses a conjugation length nearly equal to
P3HT. This indicates that the long side chain may not be
causing increased backbone torsion in P3DDT. Instead, the
fraction of monomers in the syn conformation increases which
lowers the persistence length while maintaining a constant

Table 2. Comparison of Chain Shape Parameters from the Debye, Wormlike Chain, and Polydispersity-Corrected Models for
Regioregular Polymers Synthesized via GRIM

Debye Debye PDI corrected wormlike chain PDI corrected

polymer solvent b (nm) b (nm) lp (nm) b (nm) lp (nm)

P3HT d-DCB 0.8 ± 0.1 0.9 ± 0.1 3.0 ± 0.3 0.9 ± 0.5 2.9 ± 0.1
P3EHT d-DCB 0.8 ± 0.1 0.8 ± 0.1 2.9 ± 0.2 0.8 ± 0.6 3.0 ± 0.1
P3EHT d-toluene 1.2 ± 0.1 0.8 ± 0.1 3.1 ± 0.2 0.9 ± 0.4 3.3 ± 0.2
P3DDT d-DCB 0.7 ± 0.1 0.5 ± 0.1 1.1 ± 0.1 0.5 ± 0.4 1.6 ± 0.1
P3DDT d-toluene 0.8 ± 0.1 0.6 ± 0.1 1.4 ± 0.1 0.5 ± 0.8 1.5 ± 0.1

Table 3. Comparison of Chain Shape Parameters from the
Wormlike Chain Model for Different Polymers and Solvent
Conditions

polymer synthetic route solvent lp (nm) C∞

P3HT GRIM d-DCB 2.9 ± 0.1 12.1 ± 1.0
P3EHT GRIM DCB 3.0 ± 0.1 13.3 ± 1.0
P3EHT GRIM d-toluene 3.3 ± 0.2 13.4 ± 1.3
P3DDT GRIM d-DCB 1.6 ± 0.1 8.0 ± 1.3
P3DDT GRIM d-toluene 1.5 ± 0.1 7.2 ± 1.2
P3DDT Rieke d-toluene 1.5 ± 0.1 7.3 ± 1.2
P3HT regiorandom coupling d-DCB 0.9 ± 0.1 4.7 ± 0.8
P3HT regiorandom coupling d-toluene 1.1 ± 0.4 5.4 ± 2.0
P3HT FeCl3 oxidation d-DCB 1.4 ± 0.1 7.0 ± 1.0
P3EHT FeCl3 oxidation d-DCB 0.8 ± 0.1 3.8 ± 0.6

Figure 5. Comparison of the persistence length from the wormlike
chain model shows that P3AT chain shape appears to be a function of
side chain chemistry and regioregularity for the polymers examined.
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conjugation length. The syn conformation may be lower in
energy for P3DDT than in P3HT or P3EHT because the syn
conformation splays the side chains apart, increasing the
volume of which a side chain can occupy for very long side
chains. For short side chains, the syn conformation has more
steric hindrances than the anti conformation because the side
chains are closer together, and it is the higher energy
conformation. Conversely, the conjugation length of P3EHT
is slightly shorter than that of P3HT despite the fact that
persistence length is unchanged. This indicates that the
branched side chain close to the backbone may lead to a slight
increase in backbone torsion. The steric interactions in P3EHT
occur close to the polymer backbone and may slightly favor the
anti conformation because it is less sterically hindered than the
syn conformation for a short bulky side chain. It is possible that
P3EHT could have a slightly higher population of anti
conformations, but this effect is be offset by the slight increase
in backbone torsion, resulting in a relatively unchanged
persistence length compared to P3HT.
Regioregularity also was observed to dramatically decrease

the persistence length of these materials. The persistence length
of P3HT was decreased around 67% between highly
regioregular P3HT and regiorandom P3HT. Regioregularity
has been known to have strong effects on interchain
interactions and chain packing affecting properties such as
crystallinity.5 It also should affect the intrachain interactions by
introducing large steric hindrances, possibly causing backbone
torsion and a different distribution of syn and anti
conformations.42 The conjugation length of regiorandom
P3HT is the lowest of the polymers studied which may suggest
that there exists a higher level of backbone torsion in these
materials (Figure S1).
Finally, the persistence length of P3HT and P3EHT

synthesized using the historically relevant FeCl3-catalyzed
reaction is reduced by a similar amount as regiorandom
P3HT. This is slightly surprising because these polymers are
around 80% regioregular, and we may have expected their
persistence lengths to be somewhere between that of
regioregular and regiorandom P3AT. This synthesis is much
less specific than the other synthetic routes studied and can
result in polymers that have defects along the chain where the
backbone is coupled through the 4-position rather than the 5-
position on the thiophene ring.19,20 These defects could lead to
increased steric hindrance or larger effective bond angles
consistent with the lower observed conjugation length. It also
appears that the branched side chain of P3EHT leads to a
greater decrease in the persistence length than in P3HT when
both are synthesized via the FeCl3 synthetic route, but it is
unclear if this is due to a difference in intramolecular
interactions caused by the side chain or a change in defect
concentration arising during the synthesis of these materials.
The chain shape of polymers can be thought of as depending

on the bond angle and degree of backbone torsion between
monomers. The chain shape of a polymer can be described
using the freely rotating chain model assuming fixed bond
angles and no restrictions on torsion angles. The persistence
length for a freely rotating chain can be estimated using the
following equation:
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where l0 is the monomer length (0.39 nm) and θ is the bond
angle between monomers. For polythiophenes, the bond angle

between monomers has been estimated to be 121.1°44 and
leads to a predicted persistence length of 0.61 nm. This
estimate is very low, and the error in this estimate originates
from the fact that polythiophenes have two conformational
states that are energetically preferred, leading to a planar
structure, and therefore do not occupy all torsion angles
equally.
Instead, the chain shape can be better described using the

hindered rotation chain model which can take into account
conformations of differing energetics:
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where θ is the bond angle between monomers and φ is the
torsion angle of rotation about the backbone of a monomer
relative to its neighbor as shown in Figure 6.45 For the syn

conformation φ = 0° and for the anti conformation φ = 180°.
The energy difference between these states has been calculated
theoretically to be around 0.05 eV for a bithiophene
molecule.42−44 To compute the average population as a
function of angle, a Boltzmann distribution is assumed. If
only the syn or anti conformations are allowed and no other
backbone torsion angles are considered, 86% of the monomers
are in the anti conformation at room temperature, and P3AT
should have a persistence length of 3.8 nm. It is unlikely that
backbone torsion is absent because polythiophenes have broad
energy wells centered at 0° and 180°, and therefore the
distribution of backbone torsion should be accounted for. The
energy was assumed to scale as the degree of overlap between
the p-orbitals of the thiophene monomers that should scale
roughly as cos2 ϕ. The barrier height for rotation of
polythiophene has been experimentally and theoretically
predicted to be around 0.18 eV.42,43,46 Using this simple
model to include the effects of backbone torsion, we estimate
the persistence length to be around 3.2 nm, which agrees fairly
well with our experimental observations. Backbone torsion is
important but a smaller effect than the distribution of syn/anti
conformations on the persistence length of regioregular P3ATs.
Regiorandom P3ATs will have a different energy landscape
because of increased steric interactions leading to shorter
persistence lengths.42 While this model can account for the
effect of bond angles and backbone torsion between adjacent
monomers, it is unable to account for long-range interactions
such as excluded volume or sterics which may also important in
predicting the chain shape of P3ATs.
If the amount of backbone torsion is increased in P3ATs, the

persistence length and conjugation length should decrease.
Thermochromism exists in P3ATs, and it has been shown that
the optical band gap increases as temperature increases.16,47 By

Figure 6. (a) Bond angle (θ) between monomers has been calculated
to be around 121° and is assumed to be relatively fixed. The torsion
angle (φ) varies between 0° for the syn conformation and 180° for the
anti conformation shown above. The torsion angle between monomers
can vary from these conformations; however, this will affect the
delocalization of electrons and impact the conjugation length.
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increasing temperature, the amount of backbone torsion should
increase and the distribution of syn and anti conformations
along the backbone should also change. Since the difference in
energy of the syn and anti conformations is around 1.8kBT at
room temperature, the persistence length of these materials
should be relatively strongly temperature-dependent. As shown
in Figure 7, both the estimated conjugation length and the

measured persistence length decrease as temperature is
increased, with the measured persistence length decreasing by
around 40% between 40 and 160 °C. Also presented in Figure
7, the decrease is remarkably well described by the hindered
rotating chain using no fitting parameters. This suggests that
the rotational energetics that describes a bithiophene molecule
may translate to P3HT and that the sterics of the hexyl side
chain may not dramatically affect the conformations of this
polymer. Instead, the energetics related to the delocalization of
electrons along the polymer backbone is responsible for its
relatively stiff backbone. The temperature dependence of
P3ATs with varying side chains or regioregularity may be
different because of the increased steric interactions. This
observed temperature-dependent behavior is in contrast with
most polymer persistence lengths which typically are not strong
functions of temperature. In traditional polymers, the difference
in energy between the possible conformations is often much
less than kBT, and the energy wells associated with these
conformations may be much steeper than P3ATs since the
energetics for many polymers are dominated by steric
interactions. Polystyrene, for example, shows no change in
the chain shape over a similar temperature range because all
possible conformations are accessible at room temperature.48

Interactions between the solvent and polymer chain may also
be temperature dependent, causing a change in chain shape;
however, the Porod intensity scaling in this study does not
change as a function of temperature.
The decrease in the conjugation length as a function of

temperature demonstrates that the backbone torsion increases
with temperature. It is not known how the conjugation length is
exactly related to the average torsion angle; however, the

persistence length drops by 20% more than the conjugation
length between 40 and 160 °C, which shows that the
persistence length is more sensitive to temperature than the
conjugation length in P3HT. While it is clear that the backbone
conjugation accounts for strong intramolecular interactions in
P3ATs, the measured conjugation length for conjugated
polymers is not necessarily a good indicator of the chain
stiffness in conjugated polymers. In poly(phenylenevinylene)
and polyfluorene the conjugation length is usually less than the
persistence length.8,11,12,51 In these cases the steric interactions
make one of the two possible planar conformations very
unfavorable, resulting in stiff polymers. The electronic structure
of these polymers limits the conjugation length of these
materials and is dramatically affected by chain stiffness. In
P3HT, the opposite trend is observed where the average
conjugation length is 3.8 nm, which is around 25% higher than
the measured persistence length.12,49,50 This apparent disagree-
ment can be reconciled by the fact that both the syn and anti
conformations preserve the conjugation but do not maintain
the spatial backbone correlations. Poly(phenylenevinylene) and
polyfluorene only have one, highly populated planar con-
formation, making them very stiff; however, they possess a
small degree of backbone torsion which limits the conjugation
length. Polythiophenes also have backbone torsion which limits
the conjugation length and have two populated planar states
which preserve conjugation leading to a longer conjugation
length than persistence length.
Interchain interactions in the melt may cause deviations from

the values derived from dilute solution experiments; however,
theoretically the persistence lengths of polymers in dilute
solution should be similar to the persistence lengths calculated
in the melt if the polymer solutions are near the theta solvent
condition.48 Efforts were made to study these materials in the
melt; however, low-q scattering prevented analysis even for
P3AT samples which were isotropic melts. It is unclear what
the source of this large low-q scattering is; however, it must be
caused by correlations over large length scales and probably has
origins similar to the low-q scattering seen in rodlike or liquid
crystalline polymers.25

■ CONCLUSIONS
The chain shape of P3ATs in solution have been measured
using small-angle neutron scattering and can be described using
the Debye model and the wormlike chain model. These
materials adopt a random coil geometry and have a semiflexible
backbone with a persistence length around 3 nm for
regioregular P3ATs. The side chain chemistry, regioregularity,
and synthetic route can have an impact on the persistence
length, decreasing it by as much as ∼60−70%. Using the known
molecular geometry and a simple model for the intramolecular
interactions, the persistence length of P3ATs and their
temperature dependence are consistent with experimentally
measured values. The flexibility of the backbone arises from the
distribution of syn and anti conformations as well as significant
backbone torsion in polythiophenes. This results in a shorter
persistence length than the estimated conjugation length,
opposite of many other common conjugated polymers.

■ ASSOCIATED CONTENT
*S Supporting Information
Figures are included showing UV−vis absorbance maxima,
concentration-dependent scattering patterns, a summary of
doping experiments using TCNQ, calculated characteristic

Figure 7. Persistence length of P3HT in d-DCB decreases as a
function of temperature. This trend can be predicted using the
hindered rotating chain model and energetic predictions from the
literature. The conjugation length (calculated from the optical band
gap)12,49,50 decreases as a function of temperature; however, it is
always greater than the persistence length.
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ratios, and the assumed energy diagram of thiophene as a
function of torsion angle. This material is available free of
charge via the Internet at http://pubs.acs.org.
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