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ABSTRACT: Single-particle-level measurements, during the reaction, avoid averaging effects
that are inherent limitations of conventional ensemble strategies. It allows revealing structure−
activity relationships beyond averaged properties by considering crucial particle-selective
descriptors including structure/morphology dynamics, intrinsic heterogeneity, and dynamic
fluctuations in reactivity (kinetics, mechanisms). In recent years, numerous luminescence
(optical) techniques such as chemiluminescence (CL), electrochemiluminescence (ECL), and
fluorescence (FL) microscopies have been emerging as dominant tools to achieve such
measurements, owing to their diversified spectroscopy principles, noninvasive nature, higher
sensitivity, and sufficient spatiotemporal resolution. Correspondingly, state-of-the-art method-
ologies and tools are being used for probing (real-time, operando, in situ) diverse applications
of single particles in sensing, medicine, and catalysis. Herein, we provide a concise and
comprehensive perspective on luminescence-based detection and imaging of single particles by
putting special emphasis on their basic principles, mechanistic pathways, advances, challenges,
and key applications. This Perspective focuses on the development of emission intensities and imaging based individual particle
detection. Moreover, several key examples in the areas of sensing, motion, catalysis, energy, materials, and emerging trends in related
areas are documented. We finally conclude with the opportunities and remaining challenges to stimulate further developments in this
field.
KEYWORDS: Single-particles, luminescence, imaging, operando, structure−activity relationship

1. INTRODUCTION
Single-entity imaging and detection is a rapid-progressing field.
The concept describes a recent trend for studying an individual
“process or entity” at a time that can be a reaction, a cell, a
molecule, or a nanoparticle (NP).1 For the particles, each of
them has distinct surface chemistry, lattice defects, atomic
arrangement, morphology, and chemical composition, which
results in considerably different activities during chemical and
electrochemical processes.2 Ensemble recordings only measure
the average response of various particles, which denies access to
the microscopic picture at a single entity level.3,4 Therefore,
single particle detection is an overarching measurement concept
that is driven by a desire to understand heterogeneity (both
spatially and among population), recording of faster processes,
exploring the underlying mechanisms, optimizing the reactions
performance/ yields/ outcomes, improvement of analytical
detection, and addressing emerging questions from inherently
interdisciplinary fields including catalysis and surface science,5,6

cellular biology,7 drug delivery, and so on.8,9

Traditionally, reaction mechanisms, performance, kinetics,
and chemical (photochemical, electrochemical, photoelectro-

chemical) properties are optimized and measured at the bulk
level, wherein chemical systems are composed of ensemble/
larger collection of particles.10 Such recordings can only provide
averaged (entire ensembles) quantities and presents general
trends and insights about chemical reactivities of particles.2

However, the precise/ accurate information about the reactivity
of single particles will be lost in the average-ensemble
measurements because single particles behave differently
(heterogeneously) in catalytic processes, on surfaces, or in
complex media.2,11 Chemical measurements on the level of an
individual particle, individual molecule, or individual site
eliminate or reduce the loss of valuable information. Therefore,
measuring the single particle response is essential to uncover

Received: September 14, 2023
Revised: October 28, 2023
Accepted: November 13, 2023
Published: December 7, 2023

Perspectivepubs.acs.org/measureau

© 2023 The Authors. Published by
American Chemical Society

3
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsmeasuresciau.3c00052

ACS Meas. Sci. Au 2024, 4, 3−24

This article is licensed under CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0

https://pubs.acs.org/page/virtual-collections.html?journal=amachv&ref=feature
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Muhammad+Saqib"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Mariam+Zafar"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Mohamed+Ibrahim+Halawa"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Shahzad+Murtaza"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Ghulam+Mustafa+Kamal"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Ghulam+Mustafa+Kamal"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/doSearch?field1=Contrib&text1="Guobao+Xu"&field2=AllField&text2=&publication=&accessType=allContent&Earliest=&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1021/acsmeasuresciau.3c00052&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsmeasuresciau.3c00052?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsmeasuresciau.3c00052?goto=articleMetrics&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsmeasuresciau.3c00052?goto=recommendations&?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsmeasuresciau.3c00052?fig=tgr1&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/toc/amachv/4/1?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/toc/amachv/4/1?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/toc/amachv/4/1?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/toc/amachv/4/1?ref=pdf
pubs.acs.org/measureau?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsmeasuresciau.3c00052?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as
https://pubs.acs.org/measureau?ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/measureau?ref=pdf
https://acsopenscience.org/researchers/open-access/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


their intrinsic heterogeneities, particle specific properties,
structure−activity correlations, and mechanistic pathways.

Nanoscale measurement of single particles requires both
sufficient signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) and separation of the one
particle response to achieve target detection.12 To achieve these
targets, traditional chemical techniques alone cannot offer
sufficient information to fully explore the electrochemical
systems because of their limited spatial resolution and lack of
molecular information.13,14 Although conventional electro-
chemical techniques have been successfully applied for revealing
dynamic information and kinetics of electrochemical reaction
with enhanced sensitivity.15,16 However, those techniques are
performed on ensembles, which describe the average response
(potential, current) of thousands to billions of particles or entire
electrode.17 Therefore, it is crucial to develop powerful
platforms (methods) for probing single particle, single site, or
single molecule level (electro)chemical processes with nano-
meter-scale-resolution.

Recently, luminescence (optical) approaches are emerging as
powerful single particle imaging/detection tools due to their
excellent sensitivity, noninvasive nature, sufficient spatiotempo-
ral resolution, and diversified spectroscopic principles.2,18 In
particular, coupling optical tools with super-resolution chemical
measurements currently offer the most useful toolkit for single
particle detection/imaging.19−22 The conversion of the chemical
process (input) into optical readout could significantly promote
the dynamic range and sensitivity of the imaging/detection
methods. Chemiluminescence (CL), electrochemiluminescence
(ECL, only applicable to electrochemical process), and
fluorescence (FL) are spectacular light generating processes
induced by chemical, electrochemical, and photochemical
reactions, respectively.23,24 With combined merits of optical
readout and (electro)chemical methods, luminescence ap-
proaches show numerous notable superiorities over various
other transduction techniques.25−27 As superior analytical
techniques, these approaches possess a broad range of
applications in diverse fields.28−31 Although electrochemical
methods (e.g., amperometry) are powerful techniques for

reveling the redox events of single nanoparticles with low
detection limits and higher temporal resolution.32,33 However,
we mainly focused on luminescence-based techniques coupled
with electrochemical methods in this Perspective.

With the advent of microscopies, luminescence based single
particle imaging/detection is an emerging area of research.34−36

It can be broadly categorized into intensity and imaging-based
single particle detection.37,38 These microscopic techniques
hold potential advantages in terms of low reagent consumption,
high throughput, and good spatiotemporal resolution, which
significantly promotes their imaging based single particle
detection applications.27,39 The CL/ECL microscopes show
no local photothermal effect (no extrinsic illumination source)
and near-zero or low background.34,40 However, the major
obstacle is the weak CL/ECL emission (limited photons) of
single particles.26,41 The development of both CL/ECL
microscopic approaches is slow in comparison to that of
fluorescence microscopy (FLM).42

FLM offers various unique superiorities for real-time probing
the nanoscale interfaces with both higher detection (single
molecule/particle) sensitivity and higher temporal resolution.43

In particular, FLM is uniquely suited to probe chemical
interfaces for a diverse range of applications such as imaging
catalytic heterogeneities, studying electron-transfer kinetics and
interfacial nanobubble generation, tracking motion, and
constructing multiplex immunoassays at a single particle/
molecule level.44,45 In addition, coupled with new detection
strategies and electrode designs, the temporal and spatial
resolutions can be achieved up to millisecond and nanometer
levels, respectively.27,46 Single photons could be detected by
applying scientific complementary metal-oxide-semiconductor
(sCMOS) and electron multiplying charge-coupled device
(EMCCD) camera devices.47 As a result, single particle
imaging/detection with high spatial resolution and throughput
using these luminescence microscopies has been realized under
ambient conditions.48

As luminescence based single particle imaging/detection is a
rapidly advancing research area, a perspective can promote

Figure 1. Schematic representation of direct (a) and indirect (b) CL. Asterisk (*) indicates the excited product. (c) Schematic showing the CL
generation mechanism of a classical luminol-H2O2 system with a blue emission at 425 nm. (d) Schematic showing typical examples of annihilation and
coreactant pathways for ECL generation. Asterisk (*) indicates the excited product. (e) Schematic illustration of the molecular orbital for
demonstrating the general principle of PL. (f) Jablonski diagram displaying the typical photophysical processes in molecule. Reprinted from ref 61 with
permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, copyright 2019.
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related research by stimulating the generation of novel research
questions. As far as we know, a comprehensive/critical
perspective on diversified luminescence (CL, ECL, and FL)
microscopies for detecting/imaging diverse aspects of dynamic
(electro)chemical reactions taking place on certain single
particle (nanoscale-level) surfaces is still missing. In this
Perspective, we aim to discuss and summarize the mechanistic
pathways, fundamental instrumentations/setups, and innovative
developments in diverse applications of luminescence-based
techniques, especially related to single particle imaging/
detection. We also tabulated a brief comparison between these
techniques. Finally, we discuss potential challenges and
directions for future development in this emerging area of
research.

2. MECHANISTIC PATHWAYS

2.1. Light Generation Pathway in CL
In general, three conditions must be met for the successful
generation of CL. First, sufficient energy must be generated
during a reaction to promote the formation of an electronically
excited intermediate or product to happen. Second, an
appropriate reaction pathway should necessarily exist to enable
this energy to generate an excited state electronically.49 Third,
the electronically excited state product must relax to the ground
state either itself resulting in emission of a photon (direct CL;
Figure 1a) or transfer its energy to an energy (fluorescent)
acceptor (indirect CL; Figure 1b).29 Until recently, typical CL
systems such as acyl hydrazides, acridinium esters, peroxalate
derivatives, potassium permanganate, dioxetane derivatives, and
tris(2,2-bipyridine)ruthenium(II) (Ru(bpy)32+) have been
extensively utilized for diverse analytical applications.29,50−52

Almost all such reactions resulted in an oxidative process on the
basis of hydrogen peroxide (H2O2), oxygen (O2), or other
oxidants.53,54

Oxidation of luminol in the presence of H2O2 and a catalyst is
one of the most widely studied and well-known CL reactions.55

The direct mechanism of luminol reaction occurs either in the
presence of an oxidizing agent or oxygen in basic solution that
promote the formation of an excited state of α-hydroxyperoxide,
which results in CL emission after coming back to ground state
(Figure 1c).56,57 The CL spectrum of luminol shows a maximum
emission at ∼425 nm wavelength in aqueous media which is like
the 3-aminophthalate FL spectrum, i.e., the emitting species.58

The CL emission of luminol can be tuned with the help of
structural modifications or chemical enhancers, such as
nanomaterials or fluorescent compounds, which can also be
utilized to enhance the CL emission of luminol system.59,60

2.2. Light Generation Pathway in ECL
The ECL process involves in situ production of the excited state
species at the electrode surface, induced by high energy electron
transfer reactions. In ECL, the light generation process is
induced and controlled by sweeping or switching the electrode
potentials. ECL is produced through two dominant pathways:
one is called the annihilation pathway, and the second is known
as the coreactant pathway.25

The initial ECL research was dominantly focused on ion
annihilation pathways, while modern ECL analytical applica-
tions are mostly centered on coreactant pathways.62,63 Addi-
tionally, ECL can also be generated by electrostatic CL and hot
electron-induced pathways.64

2.2.1. Annihilation Pathway. In the case of the ion
annihilation route, oxidized and reduced species are generated

on the surface of the electrode with the help of a sweep or
potential step. Then these species can interact to generate the
electronically excited state, which decays back in the form of
emission. ECL generation through annihilation can be
summarized as follows (eqs 1−6; Figure 1d), where 1A* and
3A* symbolize the species in singlet state and species in triplet
state, respectively.64 Based on the energy of the system, the
emission of light occurs through different routes, such as the S-
route, T-route, and ST-route. Some requirements must be
fulfilled for the generation of efficient ECL through the ion
annihilation pathway, including: (1) precursor molecules should
show stable radical ions in the electrolyte of interest, usually
checked with the help of a cyclic voltammetric (CV) response;
(2) electron transfer reaction should demonstrate better
photoluminescence (PL) efficiency of a product, that is
commonly checked after conducting fluorescent experiments;
and (3) there should be enough energy in the electron transfer
reaction for the excitation of the required molecule as described
above.61

2.2.2. Coreactant Pathway. Currently, all commercially
utilized ECL analytical instruments successfully use a coreactant
pathway. Thus, it is particularly important to understand the
ECL mechanisms. Unlike ion annihilation ECL, the coreactant
pathway utilizes a single oxidation/reduction step in the
presence of a luminophore (emitter) containing solution by
adding another reagent (coreactant).65 On the basis of the polar
nature of the applied potential, both coreactant and
luminophore species undergo different oxidation or reduction
reactions to emit light. The coreactant pathway is then divided
into two types: one is oxidative−reductive ECL, and the other is
reductive−oxidation ECL. The coreactant ECL exhibits several
superiorities as compared to the annihilation ECL: (1)
generation of ECL can be achieved in aqueous media at low
potentials; (2) a single step oxidation/reduction ECL process
that can be used for luminophores which exhibit only one
reversible oxidation or reduction; (3) display of stronger ECL
intensity; (4) negligible oxygen quenching effect.66

2.2.2.1. Oxidative−Reductive ECL. In oxidative reductive
ECL, the oxidation of the coreactant generates highly reactive
reducing intermediates. Oxalate ion (C2O4

2−) was the first
coreactant discovered for ECL studies. Later, Ru(bpy)32+ was
utilized with C2O4

2− to construct a new system for ECL studies
as shown in eqs 7−13 in Figure 1d. In this system, the oxidation
of C2O4

2− resulted in the formation of a strong reductant CO2
•−,

instead of an oxidant.67 The most popular and widely studied
Ru(bpy)32+/tripropylamine (TPrA) system is another example
of the oxidative reductive system that provides the basis of the
commercial ECL applications. As shown below, the ECL is
generated from oxidative reductive route (eqs 14−18; Figure
1d).68 The ECL mechanism showed that both TPrA and
Ru(bpy)32+ undergoes oxidation process at the surface of
electrode, and lately Ru(bpy)33+ undergo reduction by TPrA• to
generate the excited state.69

2.2.2.2. Reductive−Oxidative ECL. In the reductive oxidative
mechanism, reduction of the coreactant generates strong
oxidizing intermediates. Persulfate (S2O8

2−) is the first reductive
oxidative coreactant developed for the Ru(bpy)32+ based ECL
studies, and the mechanism for light generation can be
summarized as follows (eqs 19−24; Figure 1d).70 Usually,
ECL in reductive oxidative systems requires negative potential
for the generation of the excited states. Therefore, hydrogen
evolution causes serious trouble in observing a stable ECL
response at extremely negative potentials in aqueous media.
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Carbon paste and bismuth electrodes and mixed solutions were
utilized for cathodic ECL in aqueous solutions to overcome the
hydrogen evolution problem.71

2.3. Light Generation Pathway in PL

PL is a phenomenon in which molecules/substances absorb
ultraviolet or visible light to get promoted to the electronic
excited state and emit electromagnetic radiation in the visible
region while they decay back to the ground state (HOMO−
LUMO transitions) (Figure 1e).72 Such types of processes have
been illustrated by a Jablonski diagram (Figure 1f), which could
conveniently reveal photophysical processes and their corre-
sponding lifetimes or kinetics. In this diagram, the energetically
lowest electronic excited states can be symbolized as singlet (S1)
and triplet (T1), while S0 represents the singlet ground state. The
singlet/triplet terms are used to denote the electronic state spin
multiplicity. When a molecule/substance returns from an
excited singlet state to the ground singlet state without changing
the spin of excited state electron (S1 → S0), it is called FL.73 The
difference between emission and absorption band maxima is
called the Stokes shift. It is also regarded as an allowed transition,
as no change occurs in electron spin. Therefore, the process of
FL is quite fast, and the lifetime of the excited state is in the range
of 10−8−10−6 s. Through a spin conversion (flip), the molecules
can undergo a nonradiative transition from S1 to T1, which is
known as intersystem crossing (∼10−9 s). On the other hand, in
phosphorescence, the spin of the electron is inverted in the
excited state and the excited triplet state decays back to the
ground singlet state (T1 → S0). This type of transition is less
likely than a singlet-to-singlet transition, so it is also called a
forbidden transition. As a result, the excited triplet state has a
much longer lifetime (10−4 s and several seconds) compared to
the corresponding singlet state. Phosphorescence usually has
longer wavelengths as compared to FL, because the energy first
excited triplet state is lower than the corresponding singlet state.
Among CL, FL, and phosphorescence, the excitation process is
different, but the emission spectra of an emitter are identical.72

As several types of molecules and materials display high FL
quantum yields and optical filters can effectively filter out
background scattering, FLM is the oldest and extensively used
optical approach for imaging/analyzing single particles with high
SNR. Since 1990s, several kinds of particles have been
investigated for their (electro)chemical activities and photo-
physics.2 Notably, nanomaterials demonstrate various key
superiorities over molecules in FL imaging including improved

photostability, large Stokes shift, long lifetime, large absorption
cross section, and structure-dependent spectrum. To date, three
types of mechanisms have been established for practical
applications: (i) intensity based (blinking, quenching or
enhancement); (ii) spatial superlocalization based; and (iii)
spectrum based (anisotropy, lifetime, and wavelength).2

3. FUNDAMENTAL APPARATUS

3.1. CL and ECL Apparatus

Due to the absence of an excitation light source, the setups of
both CL and ECL-based detection and imaging are simple.26 For
intensity based single particle detection, typical setup involved a
custom designed transparent bottom (electro)chemical cell,
electrodes, a photomultiplier tube (PMT), a dark box, and an
electrochemical workstation (Figure 2a).74 It is important to
mention that both CL and ECL based measurements can be
performed on a single instrument. In the case of CL, the light
generation can be observed without using an electrochemical
workstation. For CL/ECL based imaging applications, micro-
scopes equipped with an objective, an EMCCD, and a few other
optical elements are required in addition to setup items (Figure
2b).75,76 In general, CL/ECL microscopes are structured into
upright and inverted microscopic configurations.

The inverted microscopes avoid direct contact of the
objective with electrolytes, while upright microscopes usually
use water immersion objectives. However, upright configuration
usually leads to limited magnification and spatial resolution.34

Moreover, a high numerical aperture (NA) objective and a
sensitive EMCCD camera are two crucial components for
improving the light collecting efficiency and enabling single-
photon detection (high-spatial-resolution CL/ECL imaging),
respectively. It is important to mention that diffusion (not
attached to the sample) of the luminophore (and ECL
intermediates) can cause delocalization between CL/ECL and
bright-field images, affecting spatial resolution. Therefore, most
of the current CL/ECL imaging approaches show spatial
resolutions up to a fewmicrometers. In contrast, the capability to
achieve nanometer-level resolution is still a challenging task.34

To achieve the visual detection of particles (not requiring spatial
distinction), a mobile phone, digital camera, or simple CCD is
enough to image the emission intensity. The digital camera
could be applied for multiple CL/ECL detections. The
developments in electrode architectures, novel potential

Figure 2. (a) Schematic of the typical CL and ECL light intensity (setup) based detections and (b) CL and ECLmicroscopy-based detection/imaging
setup for single particle detection. Note: CL based detection/imaging does not require an electrochemical workstation (potentiostat). Schematic
drawing of confocal microscopy setup (c), objective-type TIRFM setup (d), and prism-type TIRFM setup (e).
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protocols, and sensitive emission capturing tools will continue to
promote single particle detection applications.
3.2. FL Apparatus

Epifluorescence (wherein both the illuminated beam of light and
emitted beam of light pass through the same objective lens) has
been widely used in bio/biomedical imaging, but the SNR is not
usually high enough for single particle detection. With certain
approaches (reduced background signal), such as nanoconfine-
ment,77 single particle detection imaging can be achieved. More
sensitive and advanced FL-based approaches can be generally
categorized into two representative configurations: confocal
microscopy (Figure 2c) for point-scanning imaging and total
internal reflection fluorescence microscopy (TIRFM) (Figure
2d, e) for wide-field imaging, respectively.73,78 Although
confocal microscopy utilizes conjugate pinholes to eliminate
the defocused (out-of-focus) signals for high SNR 3D imaging
(e.g., accurate surface profiles and clear in-focus surface
information on a particle/object), the scanning mechanics
limits its real-time applications. Confocal microscopy is
frequently opted for imaging thick biological samples, while
TIRFM is favorite for single particles/molecules (sparsely
distributed) detection/imaging with high SNR. In TIRFM, the
incident excitation light undergoes a total internal reflection
process on the interface of two different media.

TIRFM utilizes the concept in which a beam of light reaching
the interface from high refractive index media into low index
media (e.g., water (1.33, n1) and glass (1.52, n2) with an incident
angle surpassing a specific critical angle (θ = arcsin(n1/n2), that
light beam is totally reflected. This reflection produces an
evanescent wave (thin electromagnetic field) that propagates
into the distal medium. The strength/ depth of evanescent wave
depends on the refractive index differences, wavelength, and
incident illumination angle, and its intensity decays exponen-
tially with distance from the interface.78

Due to the near-field (limited region) characteristics of the
evanescent field (<200 nm), selective illumination of molecules
(at a single focal plane) can be achieved near the coverslip
surface (liquid/solid interface) with enhanced SNR, making
TIRFM an ideal tool for the detection/analysis of single
molecules/ particles.

Both objective-type and prism-type setups (Figure 2d, e) can
be utilized for TIRFM imaging; however, objective-type TIRFM
demonstrates more dominance for single-molecule/particle
studies. Moreover, the whole image can be acquired at a high
acquisition speed due to the absence of laser scanning. In
addition, high spatial (∼10 nm) and temporal resolution can be

achieved by combining TIRFM with super-resolution local-
ization techniques.2,78

4. COMPARISON OF DIFFERENT LUMINESCENCE
IMAGING TECHNIQUES

Choosing the appropriate luminescence microscopy for single
particle imaging/detection and characterizing/visualizing the
catalytic materials is not only useful for designing, optimizing,
and developing high performance catalytic materials but also
helpful for bringing new findings to surface science and
(bio)analytical applications. To this end, it is crucial to
understand the capability and shortcoming of each lumines-
cence microscope (Tables 1 and 2). Moreover, luminescence
(optical) microscopies show various inherent superiorities such
as operation under ambient conditions, nondestructiveness to
soft materials, straightforward and convenient planar glass cell/
device preparation, easy accessibility and availability of the
equipment, compatibility with different environments and
reaction media, capability for in situ measurements, nanoscale
spatial resolution, and so on.18 In addition, super-resolution
luminescence microscopies could further expand the resolution
problem for probing single particle/molecule reactions.79,80

Broadly speaking, super-resolution CL and ECL microscopies
are still emerging techniques for probing single particle reactions
as compared to super-resolution FL microscopy. These
luminescence microscopic techniques may yield many new
research opportunities in the near future.

5. SINGLE PARTICLE DETECTION/IMAGING
Revealing the structure−function relationships of functional
materials enable exciting applications in heterogeneous catalysis,
clean energy, and chemi-/biosensing.2 It provides a strong basis
for rational design of excellent materials by tuning their
physicochemical properties (understanding the structural
basis). To resolve the inherent structure and function
inhomogeneity, single particle imaging/detection is emerging
as a powerful complement to ensemble methods.26 Recently,
luminescence-based detection and imaging of individual nano/
microparticles has been an area of hot research.35 By utilizing
superiorities of optical microscopy, numerous types of single
nanostructures (NPs, nanocrystals, nanorods, nanotubes,
quantum dots, and so on) with diameter of 10−100s nm can
be visualized using high spatial resolution luminescence
microscopies.34

Luminescence approaches have been performed to construct
novel sensing platforms, visualize catalytic reactions, track
motion of particles, and reveal energy applications of individual

Table 1. Decision Table Showing the Comparison between CL, ECL, and PL Microscopy35a

aOne, two, and three ticks indicate distinct levels of application or significance to each technique (e.g., one tick shows lowest importance, while
three ticks shows highest relevance).
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particles. Moreover, nano/microfabrication of devices and
microelectrodes significantly improves mechanistic studies and
ultrasensitive sensing.
5.1. Static Single Particles

Measurements on a single particle or single site level could
precisely reveal structure−activity relationships, dynamic
information, environment-influenced chemistry, and hetero-
geneity of nanoscale structures. CL-based imaging of single
particles is a highly challenging task because CL reactions mostly
accompany limited photon flux. In FL imaging, an individual
fluorophore undergoes rapid excitation−relaxation cycles to
repetitively emit up to one million photons. In contrast, an
individual molecule reaction can release only a single photon
(CL quantum yield = 1) under the best experimental conditions.
As a result, it is quite challenging to achieve sufficient SNR for
single particle imaging because a particle may not accumulate
the necessary photon numbers due to the small quantity of CL
molecules.

The Cui and Wang groups demonstrated the first CL
(optical) imaging technique to demonstrate the light generation
capability of single magnetic-polymermicrobeads functionalized
with a luminol analogue (N-(4-aminobutyl)-N-ethylisoluminol
(ABEI)) and cobalt (II) (Co2+) (Figure 3a).26 The authors first
monitored the CL reaction kinetics and imaging of an individual
particle under the reaction conditions. Two subpopulations by
real-time imaging of multiple particles were successfully
distinguished (Figure 3b), which shows strong and weak CL
signals, respectively. Additional characterizations with scanning
electron microscopy (SEM) and confocal fluorescence micros-
copy (CFM) were performed to resolve multicore (amorphous)
structures, which were leading to delayed and strong CL signals.
It was demonstrated that this kind of structures could
significantly improve CL intensity and kinetics due to the
optimized accessibility of H2O2, enhanced chemical activity of
ABEI and Co2+, and improved encapsulation efficiency toward
ABEI molecules.26 This study provided a novel platform to draw
a clear structure−function relationship, which was readily
applied for designing high performance microbeads. The high
performance of this approach was validated by CL assay at an
ensemble and CL imaging at an individual particle level.

Both experiments proved that rationally designed microbead
batches (Figure 3b) showed improved analytical performance
(2,4,6-trinitrotoluene detection with low detection limit
(improved by 53 times), extended dynamic range (2 orders of
magnitude expanded)) and enhanced CL emission. This work
successfully revealed structure−function relationships using CL
imaging and validated the role of single particle detection for
designing and developing high performance functional materials
for practical analytical applications.

Single NP detection using ECL microscope was first
described by Bard and colleagues.96 The newly developed
method was used to image the ECL emission of single NPs of a
conjugate polymer (r = 25 nm), F8BT, using TPrA as a
coreactant. This study revealed dynamic information about the
ECL process, heterogeneous kinetics (electron-transfer rate),
and mechanism at an individual particle level that cannot be
obtained from ensemble measurements.96 Over the last few
decades, super-resolution techniques have revolutionized the
field of FLM. Very recently, Zhao and co-workers first proposed
super-resolution ECL microscopy to image the site- and facet-
specific electrocatalytic activities of individual NPs (2D Au
nanoplates, 1D Au nanorods (NRs), Au nanospheres) withT
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nanometer resolution (Figure 3c−f).80 The application of super-
resolution radial fluctuation (SRRF) was evaluated in ECL
imaging. During ECL reactions, the photons were generated in a
stochastic way (independent of each other), which obeyed
Poisson statistics. The temporal variations of the ECL emission
intensities in consecutive frames were utilized to apply the SRRF
algorithm for ECL image reconstruction. By processing (input)
multiple frames for radiality transformation, a spatial resolution
of ∼100 nm was achieved for ECL images, which revealed more
detailed catalytic activities on a subparticle level. Beside
traditional wide-field ECL imaging, super-resolution ECL
microscopy not only uncovered defect- and facet-dependent
surface reactivities but also revealed dynamic fluctuations of
reactivity patterns on (within) individual NPs. This super-
resolution approach holds strong potential in the areas of single-
entity analysis, biological imaging, and catalysis.

In a recent report, the Su group first observed an ECL
waveguide in an individual crystalline molecular wire.83 An
individual 1D crystalline molecular wire of tris(1-phenyl-
isoqsuinoline-C2,N)iridium (III) (Ir(piq)3) displayed dual
roles as both an active waveguide and ECL emitter (Figure 3g,
h). ECL microscopy revealed a typical optical waveguide
phenomenon, wherein the ECL emission was much brighter at
the terminals. Importantly, the ECL generation was confined
inside the molecular wires and propagated up to 100 μm along
the longitudinal direction.83 This work successfully demon-
strated the capability for conducting contactless electrochemical
analysis and studying chemical/ biochemical systems without or
with less electric disturbance.

Besides, ECL holds immense potential to evaluate the
catalytic properties of noble metal catalysts by recording their
local redox activities toward generation of ECL. For example,
Pan and colleagues studied the local redox activities of single
gold (Au) NPs (with Ru(bpy)32+-TrPA system) using the ECL

microscopy coupled with voltammetry.97 With increasing
particle size (30 to 300 nm), ECL generation was also increased
that was affected by the charge transfer and local chemical
environment of NPs. Due to the rapid oxidation (under positive
potential) of AuNP surface, the generated ECL emission
exhibits limited stability.97 Similarly, the Willets group achieved
ECL imaging at single gold nanowire electrodes (microsized).98

The gold nanowires were coated with a polymer blend
(PEDOT: PSS−PVA) to enhance their protection against
electrochemical damage and surface oxidation. It was revealed
that polymer thickness can enhance ECL reproducibility during
multiple redox cycles and improve the ECL image (sharpness)
quality.98

FL microscopy is a potential approach for studying catalysis
and dynamic collision and oxidation of NPs on an individual
molecule or particle level through fluorogenic reactions. In these
experiments, NPs can catalyze nonfluorescent reactants to
produce strong fluorescent products, providing the basis for
subsequent detection and imaging at a single particle/molecule
level.88 Typically, fluorescent NPs are embedded within a
condensed phase matrix or sparsely dispersed over a support.
After the laser beam induced excitation, the product generated
FL is accumulated using the objective of the microscope and
further projected onto a camera (EMCCD). By recording
stochastic events (e.g., FL bursts) at a single particle level, time
trajectories of FL intensity, single catalytic turnover, and
reaction kinetics (τoff and τon times) can be achieved. FL
imaging demonstrate various advantages for studying such
reactions including single-active-site or single- particle reso-
lution, single reaction temporal resolution (high sensitivity),
wide-field imaging enabled parallel observation of multiple
particles, in situ/ operando measurements, and super-resolution
imaging based 10−100s nm localization accuracy. Based on all
these excellent characteristics, single molecule FLM has been

Figure 3. (a) CL-based imaging setup designed for detecting and imaging single microbeads. (b) Representative CL kinetic curves (left panels) and
averaged CL images (right panels) from the old and new batches of microbeads during reaction with H2O2, respectively. Reprinted from ref 26 with
permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, copyright 2019. (c) Schematic showing the single particle imaging with ECL microscopy setup. E
symbolizes the luminophore (Ru(bpy)32+), while C represents the coreactant (TPrA). (d) SRRF analysis (basic principle) of multiple frames (images).
(e, f) Wide-field ECL images (left panels), super-resolution ECL images (middle panels), and corresponding line profiles (drawn from the areas/
regions between yellow-colored arrowhead) of an individual Au nanosphere and separated Au nanospheres, respectively). Scale bar: 500 nm.
Reprinted from ref 80 from American Chemical Society, copyright 2021. (g) Schematic drawing showing the ECL waveguide in an individual
crystalline molecular wire of Ir(piq)3 on an electrode surface (patterned ITO). (h) Representative PL (top), ECL (middle) images, and corresponding
grayscale variations of two molecular wires along the longitudinal axis. Reprinted from ref 83 with permission from Wiley-VCH, copyright 2020.
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extensively applied for uncovering shape and size effects (such as
plasmonic metal NPs, metal nanoclusters, carbon nanotubes
(CNTs) and dots, polymer dots, perovskite QDs, up-conversion
nanomaterials and so on),2,10 mapping the distribution of active
sites, imaging dynamic collision events, and probing heteroge-
neous reaction pathways for single particles.6

5.2. Single Particle Swimmers

Controlling the movement of micro- and nanodevices and small
particles (microswimmers) is important for several fields,
including nanomedicine, micromotors, and DNA assays or
dynamic multiplexed immunoassays. Self-propelled chemilumi-
nescent single microswimmers present a new concept for
tracking and visualizing active objects. Interestingly, self-
propelled systems have shown potential applications in the
areas of analytical chemistry (sensing), environmental remedia-
tion, and biomedical research.99 For example, Kuhn and
colleagues developed two distinct types of self-propelled CL
swimmers. In the first work, Prussian Blue filled alginate
hydrogel beads (Janus particles) display chemical light emission
coupled with dynamic oscillatory behavior.99 A symmetry
breaking approach was applied to transform Prussian Blue
beads into Janus particles using an electric field. The differential
porosity distribution of the hydrogel particle caused an
asymmetric release of oxygen (O2) bubbles, which triggers
motion (propel) of the particle. Prussian Blue simultaneously
catalyzed both oxygen production and light emission with the
addition of luminol-H2O2.

In the second work, the authors designed an autonomous
chemiluminescent Janus microswimmer by utilizing asymmetri-
cally modified magnesium (Mg) microparticles as an active
ingredient.81 These (janus) microparticles/ microswimmers
were synthesized by utilizing a straightforward bipolar electro-
milling method (particle shaping), followed by indirect bipolar

electrodeposition (asymmetric modification). The as-designed
Janus particles were simultaneously moving (bubble propulsion
mechanism) and generating CL by triggering the redox
reactivities between Mg, Ru(bpy)32+ and S2O8

2− (reductive-
oxidation reactions) (Figure 4a). By using these phenomena, the
degree of asymmetry was directly correlated with the directional
motion of the synthesized particles (Figure 4b). These
autonomous chemiluminescent swimmers may find broad
applications in sensing (e.g., observing CL quenching with the
addition of specific targets), real-time tracking of motion,
studying collective behavior (e.g., schooling and swarming) of
swimmers, and understanding/ revealing interswimmer com-
munications.

Sojic and colleagues proposed an innovative bipolar electro-
chemical approach, wherein a single conducting particle
(swimmer) was simultaneously moving (gas bubbles propul-
sion) and generating ECL emission.100 Simultaneous reduction
and oxidation (asymmetric electroactivity) of H2O and ECL
reagents at the cathodic and anodic poles induced the motion
and ECL generation from the glassy carbon beads in a U-shaped
capillary cell (Figure 4c). The polarization voltage displayed a
proportional trend between the diameter of the bead and
external electric field induced on the bead. The speed of the
swimmers is affected by the bubble formation and collapse
rate.100 The authors applied the same concept of ECL swimmers
driven by bipolar electrochemistry for dynamic enzymatic
glucose sensing (Figure 4d).101

ECL is a 2D process, wherein emission of light is generated
only at the surface of the electrode (strictly confined). Kuhn and
Sojic groups first developed a 3D ECL approach using bipolar
electrode (BPE) to generate emission from millions of nano- or
micro-objects (microemitters) dispersed in bulk solution.102

Each single object (multiwalled carbon nanotube or microbead)
was controlled in a wireless manner, and they emit ECL

Figure 4. (a) Schematic displaying the motion and CL generation principles of an autonomous chemiluminescent Janus microswimmer. (b) Tracks
imaging reveals the maximumCL emission of an anisotropic CL particle modified with a polymer (i) and unmodified isotropic particle (ii) moving at a
solution surface. The solution was prepared by mixing H2SO4 (20 mM), K2S2O8 (20 mM), and Ru(bpy)3(PF6)2 (1 mM) in H2O/ACN (1/1). Global
time: 90 s (every experiment). Adapted from ref 81 with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, copyright 2020. (c) Asymmetric redox
activity on the surface of a bipolar swimmer induced its simultaneousmotion and ECL emission in a glass tube. Reprinted from ref 100 with permission
from Wiley-VCH, copyright 2012. (d) Images displaying dynamic glucose detection, wherein ECL was switched on during the swimmer motion
(toward top of the capillary) in a vertical glucose concentration gradient. Reprinted from ref 101 with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry,
copyright 2014. (e, f) Image displaying ECL tracking (spatial distribution) of a magnetic rotating BPE. Reprinted from ref 82 with permission from
American Chemical Society, copyright 2019. (g) 3D tracking (x, y, z positions; top panel) of a PS particle (diameter ∼ 200 nm) and corresponding FL
intensity while diffusing at a silicone oil droplet (surface) in water. (h) 3D trajectory displaying the oil droplet profile. Reprinted from ref 105 from
American Chemical Society, copyright 2012.
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collectively in the solution. As a result, the whole solution (entire
volume) produced ECL emission. This kind of bulk ECL
emission could make several new openings in optical tracking of
nanomotors and as high-sensitivity ECL analysis.102

This concept was further applied for the dual enzymatic
detection of choline by applying the luminol/ choline oxidase
system and glucose with the Ru(bpy)32+/glucose dehydrogenase
system, respectively.103 The authors selectively and simulta-
neously detected these analytes over extended concentration
ranges. In a recent work, the same group designed an innovative
double-remote system by a synergetic combination of electric
and external magnetic fields (Figure 4e, f).82 These fields
induced the rotational motion (magnetic field) and bipolar
polarization (electric field) of a gold-coated iron wire (length ∼
20 mm; diameter ∼ 150 μm), wherein the latter triggered the
local ECL generation that was utilized as an optical readout
(ECL intensity variations) for tracking the electrode motion.
The rotational motion generated convection effects that can
enhance ECL emission. Theoretically, this object has strong
similarity with a classical rotating electrode, but with wireless
electrochemical addressing and contactless magnetic control.
The developed method can enable exciting applications in
designing multifunctional systems coupled with immunoassays
or dynamic enzymatic detection.82

Single particle tracking (SPT) is an emerging approach to
analyze and observe the motion and position of individual
particles/molecules, enabling quantitative mechanistic informa-
tion in complicated systems that cannot be achieved using
traditional ensemble-based approaches.104

The motion of particles can be quantitatively analyzed by
considering the local extent or step size of confinement,
instantaneous velocity, and diffusion coefficient. Such character-
istics could uncover the interaction between the tracked

particles and their local surroundings. FLM is a powerful
technique to track, locate, and visualize single particles in a
diverse range of complex systems (e.g., biological systems).

For example, Berglund and colleagues studied 3D single
fluorescent NPs (size 24−2000 nm) transport dynamics with
real-time feedback control at a silicone oil−water interface
(Figure 4g, h).105 The smaller particles exhibited an unusual
enhancement in drag force at interface, while larger (>200 nm)
particles diffusion coefficient scaled inversely with particle size.
The obtained results revealed the applicability of real-time 3D
tracking for exploring in situ dynamics (three-phase line tension,
interface curvature, charge-induced interface deformation, and
variation in surface functionality) of interfacial NPs with high
spatiotemporal resolution in 3D geometries. This technique
holds great potential for studying 3D dynamics in complex
systems such as geological media, biological cells, gels, complex
fluids, and other intrinsically 3D materials. Several studies have
shown that 3D-SPT can be successfully applied for a broad range
of targets such as single quantum dots,106 single Au NPs,107

single molecule tracking,108 and so on.
5.3. Single Particle Impact, Collision, and Oxidation

Single particle studies using electrochemical approaches have
been extensively documented for analyzing NPs, in addition to
studying the electron transfer and interfacial charge processes.
For example, the Bard group studied the collision events of
water/oil suspended single droplets at the surface of ultra-
microelectrodes (UMEs).109−111 ECL emission transients and
amperometric current (i−t curves) transients were simulta-
neously observed to detect single attoliter droplet collisions in a
water/oil emulsion.109 The authors formed an emulsion system
based on droplets of (1:2 v/v) TPrA and toluene, suspended in
water using ultrasonication and emulsified by ionic liquids.
When rubrene (ECL luminophore) was introduced to the

Figure 5. Single NP collisions generated discrete ECL signals: (a) “spike” and (b) “staircase.” Inset: ECL images of a single NP during collision events.
Exposure time: 0.2 s; scale bars: 2 μm; constant potential: 1.4 V. Reprinted from ref 85 with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, copyright
2018. (c) Schematic illustration of the experimental setup utilized for FL imaging of single Ag NP collision events inside a microfabricated nanocell
(nanopipette) (left column). FL images represent the individual particle collision responses under different time periods (right column). Reprinted
from ref 89 fromAmericanChemical Society, copyright 2017. (d) A series of images showing the spatial distribution of ECL intensities on an individual
Au nanoplate. Representative bright-field (a), ECL (b), and corresponding false-color overlay image (c). Enlarged version of red circled areas (d, g) of
the ECL image (b). Divided regions of flat surface facet (blue), edges (green), and corners (red) in (e, h) ECL images.Matlab obtained ECL intensities
with a 2D spatial distribution (f, i). ECL intensity gradients (j) for three recording lines shown in (i). Statistical and box charts illustrate site-specific
ECL intensities. Reprinted from ref 46 with permission from the Royal Society of Chemistry, copyright 2019.
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emulsion droplets, stochastic events were monitored by
measuring both the oxidation currents (blips) at the surface of
UME and the follow-up reactions that produced ECL blips.
Therefore, this study enabled two different (electrochemical and
ECL) simultaneous observations for tracking single emulsion
droplets (micro- and nanosized), and detection/analyzing of
their sizes and contents.109 The same group also described a
novel method for characterizing single particle (PtNP with
diameter of ∼4 nm) collision events by catalyzing the oxidation
(amplified ECL) of Ru(bpy)32+-TPrA ECL pair.112 Each
collision event resulted in a distinct photon spike, whose
frequency and amplitude could be associated with the
concentration and size of particles. By using a higher
concentration of ECL pair and selecting a suitable electrode, a
significant amplification in ECL emission could be achieved.
This work holds enormous potential for studying heterogeneous
electron-transfer kinetics and dynamics of the processes at an
individual particle level.112

Detailed understanding of the reactivity process at phase
boundaries is crucial to diverse chemistry fields ranging from
heterogeneous catalysis to synthesis. To achieve this target, Dick
and Glasscott visualized the phase boundaries of multiphase
systems using ECL imaging on a glassy carbon electrode
(GCE).113 By adjusting the solubilities of the Ru(bpy)32+-
oxalate pair in either the 1,2-dichloroethane (DCE) or water
phase, the authors selectively imaged the 2D contact interface
for a single water droplet (micrometer size). The microdroplet
contact radii were quantified and visualized through selective
mixing of the coreactant and luminophore in microdroplets of
the water. The three-phase boundary thickness was quantified at
a GCE/1,2-DCE/water interface through selective dissolving of
the luminophore in the 1,2-DCE and the ECL coreactant in the
water microdroplet continuous phase. The obtained results
measured a 9 ± 3 μm interfacial thickness. Moreover, the
electrogenerated O2 bubbles growth dynamics were also
revealed at water/gas interface.113 Selectively imaging phase
boundaries using ECL holds immense potential for investigating
interfaces in various physical and chemical processes.

Besides observing single-particle impact based on intensity,
ECL microscopy is also capable of visualizing the stochastic
collision electrochemistry of single NPs. For instance, Zhu and
colleagues studied stochastic collision electrochemistry at an
individual ECL nanoemitter level.85 Highly ECL emissive
Ru(bpy)32+-doped silica nanoparticles (RuDSNs) were synthe-
sized with three varied sizes. This approach could spatially
differentiate simultaneous collision events and trace 3D collision
trajectories of single RuDSNs, which can provide high-
throughput information about the kinetics of the NPs. Single
RuDSNs collisions generated discrete ECL signals, which could
be broadly categorized as spike (elastic collision) and staircase
(sticking collision) (Figure 5a, b). Moreover, collisional ECL
intensities, collision frequencies, and collision types of single-
NPs were correlated with diffusion fluxes, particle concen-
trations, and interfacial properties. This approach displayed
strong potential in single-particle analytical and electrochemical
research applications.

Diverse range of functional materials have been widely
exploited in (electro)chemical sensing, fuel cells and batteries,
electrodeposition, and (electro)catalysis. The study of electron
transfer rates on an individual NP level with respect to time or
electrode potential is important for evaluating and determining
their corresponding (electro)chemical reactivities. FLM is a
leading technique for acquiring local (electro)chemical

information through optical signals. Most importantly, optical
detection of single-particle collision events is a fast-growing area
due to its unique superiorities.114 Although numerous types of
NPs have been studied, oxidation of individual silver (Ag) NPs
has received significant attention due to their superior
applications in a range of research areas (e.g., catalysis, sensors,
electronics, and so on) and their environmental effect and
biological activity.115 For instance, the Pan group combined
methods of FLM and dark-field scattering (DFS) to investigate
the optical spectroelectrochemical responses of individual Ag
NPs.116

Although great progress has been made in single NP collision
electrochemistry, a comprehensive study of the single NPs
dynamics at the electrochemical interface has rarely been rarely
reported. To tackle this challenge, the Zhang group developed
an innovative method that allows imaging of colliding Ag NPs
inside a microfabricated nanocell using a single-particle FLM.89

By recording the FL intensity of the Ag nanocluster generated by
the oxidative products (photocatalytic decomposition) of silver
oxide (Ag2O), the authors directly recorded (imaging) the
dynamic collision events of a single Ag NP inside a nanoscale
electrochemical cell as it collides at the electrochemical
interface. The authors suggested that overall particle motion
(repeated motion) was ascribed to the balanced electrostatic
interactions between the positively biased Pt electrode, the NP,
and charged quartz nanocell walls (Figure 5c). In another work,
the same group also applied single-particle FLM to validate the
production of Ag2O during NP collisions (individual-collision
event).117

5.4. Single Particle (Electro)catalysis

Heterogeneous catalytic processes play a crucial role in
achieving a sustainable future due to their central importance
in various energy and chemical industries. It is crucial to
analyze/detect catalytic activities and corresponding mecha-
nisms of single NPs for drawing structure−function correlations
and subsequently designing high performance catalysts.42,118

ECL microscopy offers a real-time and high-throughput analysis
of electrocatalysis at single bimetallic catalysts. For instance, Xu
and co-workers developed an ECL imaging approach to explore
the catalytic oxidation of luminophore at an individual Au-Pt
Janus, platinum (Pt), and AuNP.48 It was shown that
heterogeneous structure Janus particles displayed enhanced
ECL stability and intensity compared to that of monometal NPs,
suggesting superior electrocatalytic efficiency. By combined
digital simulation and experimental results, it was revealed that
two distinct faces of Janus particles (asymmetric bimetallic
interface) lead to a fluid slip and concentration gradient around
the particle, which could avoid the generation of oxidation layer
and enhance mass transport velocity (local redox reactions).48

The same group further visualized the catalytic reactivities of
bimetallic one-dimensional (1D) Pd−Au NRs (diameter ∼ 20
nm; length ∼ 66 nm) at the single-particle level using ECL
microscopy.119 The two metals (Pd and Au) exhibited different
electron transfer rate constants (heterogeneous), which showed
distinct catalytic abilities and stabilities toward ECL generation.
It was shown that Pd-tipped Au nanostructures (dog-bone-
shaped) presented clearly stronger ECL emission, while Pd−Au
Janus (two-faced) NRs demonstrated superior stabilities in
comparison to that of homogeneous surface Pd-covered AuNRs
and Au NRs (monometallic). This study helps in designing
effective bimetallic nanocatalysis.119 The same group further
explored the electrocatalytic potential of single 2D gold
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nanoplates (microsized; diameter ∼1−4 μm) with good
spatiotemporal resolution.46 The corner, edge, and flat facets
displayed heterogeneous ECL intensities, indicating site-specific
catalytic reactivity on an individual nanoplate (Figure 5d). In
comparison to super-resolution FLM,6 real-time ECL micros-
copy achieved higher (millisecond scale) temporal resolution
imaging, which could enable better understanding of single
nanocatalyst reactivity patterns.46

Besides drawing structure and function relationships of
nanocatalysts using classical ECL reactions of luminol (and its
analogues)-H2O2 and Ru(bpy)32+-TPrA systems, ECL micros-
copy can also behave as a potential (in situ) visualization tool to
investigate crucial electrocatalytic reactions (e.g., mechanism
information and surface reactivity) of particles related to clean
energy conversion. For example, Zhu and colleagues first
visualized the catalytic activity at individual quantum dots
(QDs) level participated in water oxidation reaction using in situ
ECL microscopy.120

By sweeping positive potentials, the catalytic active sites at
QDs surface induced the formation of hydroperoxide inter-
mediate OOH(ad), which could significantly increase the ECL
intensity of luminol analogue as coreactants. The investigation

of distinct types of QDs having different valence band positions,
such as CdSeTe, CdTe, and CdSe was also performed. It was
discovered that CdSeTe generated the strongest ECL emission
due to an appropriate valence band position and more
defects.120 The same group further developed an effective
method to in situ image/investigate the spatial heterogeneity of
catalytic reactivity on different facets of zinc oxide (ZnO) crystal
at a subparticle level using ECLmicroscopy.76 Very recently, the
same group first mapped the catalytic reactivity of an individual
graphene sheet with a nanometer (400 nm) spatial resolution of
ECL microscopy.86 It was concluded that this high-spatial
imaging depends on the stochastic ECL illumination due to the
different adsorption rates of H2O2 at different graphene sheet
surface sites.

Hydrogen evolution reaction (HER) is an environmentally
friendly hydrogen gas generation process from water under mild
condition reactions. To date, researchers use ensemble
measurement approaches to identify/optimize the potential of
HER catalysts, which record only the averaged response
generated by various catalytic materials having different
electroctalytic reactivities. The observation of HER activities
on a single-NP or microscopic scale could reveal structure−

Figure 6. (a) Schematic showing the setup of ECL microscopy applied for monitoring HER at an individual NP level. Colocalization analysis of (b)
ECL, (c) FL, and (d) SEM images of the same HCNSs sets. (e) ECL trajectory of a single HCNS during a constant (−1.5 V) negative potential. ECL
OFF state (black stick marking) and ECL ON state (blue stick marking) were distinguished for statistical analysis by setting the threshold. (f) ECL
trajectories of Pt-HCNS, NiS-HCNS, AuPd-HCNS, and pristine HCNS, at −1.5 V. K2SO4 (100 mM) solution containing K2S2O8 (100 mM)
coreactant was used as electrolyte. ECL and FL imaging exposure time was 1 s. (g) Resulting polarization curves for the HER at 5 mV/s (scan rate) in
the K2SO4 (100 mM) electrolyte. Reprinted from ref 84 from American Chemical Society, copyright 2020. (h) Scheme showing a nanocatalyst image
in nanoconfinement that consist of PtNPs (5 nm) sandwiched between a mesoporous SiO2 shell (120 nm) and a solid SiO2 core (100 nm). The
nonfluorescent (AR) reactant molecule was oxidized (catalytically) at the PtNPs active surface sites to produce fluorescent (resorufin) product
molecule. Reprinted from ref 127 with permission from Springer Nature, copyright 2018. (i) Schematic revealing the 2e ORR at a single Fe3O4 NPs
level. Reprinted from ref 128 from American Chemical Society, copyright 2020.
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function heterogeneity among the individual particles. In a
recent work, Lin and collaborative groups first identified HER
activities of a single nanocatalyst using ECL microscopy (Figure
6a−g).84 The authors developed a new ECL blinking approach
to record the generation of H2 nanobubbles from hollow carbon
nitride nanospheres (HCNSs). The collapse, growth, and
generation of H2 nanobubbles were identified using the ECL
ON/OFF states. The generation of H2 molecules was further
validated by gas chromatography. The duration of ECL OFF
and ON states follow power-law distributions, which revealed
multiple catalytic sites on an individual HCNS. Moreover, it was
also revealed that ECL blinking could reduce the quantum yield
(lower cathodic ECL efficiencies) of cathodic nanoemitters.84

Single molecule FLM can reveal structure−property relation-
ship of single particles by imaging reactants/products and
surface reaction hot spots of catalytic reactions at the level of an
individual molecule/particle with nanometer precision.121,122

Such information could be utilized for designing and developing
high performance catalysts. For example, Xu and colleagues
revealed facet-/shape-dependent catalytic activities of single Pd
NPs using single FLM.123 The same group also monitored the
temperature-dependent and size-dependent catalytic activities
of individual Au nanocatalysts124 and Au clusters levels,125

respectively. Due to their unique electronic, mechanical, and
structural properties, single-walled carbon nanotubes (SWNTs)
have received immense consideration for diverse applications
including energy harvesting, catalysis, sensing, and nano-

electronics. The Chen group reported a single molecule FLM
to evaluate the electrocatalytic properties of SWNTs.126 The
wide-field imaging enabled multiplexed (real-time) observation
of SWNTs electrocatalysis at single-active-site and single-
reaction resolution. A fluorogenic reaction was designed by
using a two-step electroreduction of resazurin (nonfluorescent
molecule).

To observe the electrocatalytic activity by SWNTs at a single
molecule level, an indium tin oxide (ITO) working electrode
was decorated with individual SWNTs. Under a constant
negative potential, resazurin electrochemically reduced to
resorufin, leading to stochastic FL bursts. As a result, it was
visually confirmed that electrocatalytic reactions occurred at
discrete reactive sites (locations), revealing the heterogeneous
electronic properties of the individual SWNTs. It was found that
the interfacial electron-transfer kinetics are applied and potential
dependent between the SWNTs and adsorbed molecules.

Controlling and understanding the gradual decay (stability)
of catalysts is crucial for diverse applications, including catalysis,
sensing, and nanoscale electronics. The Xu group investigated
the in situ deactivation of an individual Pt/C electrocatalyst
during hydrogen-oxidation reaction (HOR) at single particle/
molecule level by combining the traditional electrochemical
method with single molecule FLM.129 It was found that HOR-
induced dissolution or electroetching of PtNPs could lead to Pt/
C catalyst activity reduction. The incubation periods and
spontaneous regeneration of the activities of Pt electrocatalysts

Figure 7. (a) Schematic showing the dual-mode imaging of a single nanoplate of the Co(OH)2 OER process using Vis-Absorption and ECL. ECL
imaging (bottom part) achieved under applied voltage from 0.4 to 1.5 V. Reprinted from ref 130 fromAmerican Chemical Society, copyright 2023. (b)
Oxygen vacancies spatial distribution tracking across varying facets of a single BiVO4 particle in an in situ manner. Reprinted from ref 131 from
American Chemical Society, copyright 2023 . (c, d) PL images of single Cu2O microcrystals over different periods of time for revealing their
corresponding heterogeneous photocorrosion activity. Reprinted from ref 132 from American Chemical Society, copyright 2022, .
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were also monitored at an individual particle level. These
insights could be useful for designing high performance catalysts
for fuel cells and related energy applications.

Understanding the nanoconfinement effects in catalytic
reactions is crucial to designing highly efficient catalysts. Fang
and colleagues designed an in situ FLM to reveal single catalytic
turnover events on individual PtNPs in nanoconfined environ-
ments (Figure 6h).127 A superlocalization, single-molecule-
based imaging approach was utilized under in situ conditions to
differentiate and reveal the dynamic catalytic reaction kinetics
and heterogeneous molecular transport in the nanopores at
single-particle and single-molecule turnover resolution. The
results revealed that the rate of reaction was remarkably
enhanced in the nanoconfined environment, while reactant
molecule adsorption on PtNPs surfaces was weakened because
of the limited/restricted molecular adsorption. This work holds
great potential to quantitatively understand, evaluate, and
differentiate complex nanoconfinement effects and to rationally
design high-performance catalysts.

Recently, the Xu and Hyeon groups introduced an electro-
chemical-single molecule FLM to reveal the kinetics (electron-
transfer coefficients and standard rate kinetics etc.) and dynamic
heterogeneity (potential dependent) of two-electron oxygen
reduction reaction (ORR) on the level of single Fe3O4 NPs
(Figure 6i).128 This work provides a detailed study of the
electrocatalytic (especially ORR) processes at a single particle/
molecule level, which could help in developing better functional
(catalytic) materials. In a recent work, Zhao and co-workers
reported a dual-mode microscopic method with correlative ECL
and vis-absorption imaging of the individual stages of the
electrocatalysis with high resolution and speed for in-depth
analysis at single electrocatalyst level (Figure 7a).130 The oxygen
evolution catalyzed by Co(OH)2 nanoplates was used as a
representative catalyst. This readily applicable method of
correlated optical imaging allows in situ mapping of the fast-

evolving heterogeneous electrocatalytic process. The informa-
tion obtained is expected to help in the rational and improved
design of electrocatalysts.
5.5. Single Particle Photo(electro)catalysis

Photo(electro)chemical processes have attracted great interest
for inexpensive conversion of solar energies to fuels. In a recent
example, Zheng group developed a single particle spectroscopy
for visualizing the spatially distributed defects on individual
particles of BiVO4 by applying PL lifetime mapping (Figure
7b).131 Likewise, single-particle PL microscopy has been
reported for investigating the defects of single Cu2O micro-
crystals, revealing their corresponding heterogeneous photo-
corrosion activity (Figure 7c, d).132 Understanding the photo-
generated hole and electron pair behavior, photocatalytic active
sites, and reaction processes on a single particle (catalyst) level is
promising for developing efficient catalysts. In particular,
titanium oxide (TiO2) with various morphologies and different
crystal structures has been documented as a powerful photo-
catalyst for diverse catalytic processes due to its high reactivity,
nontoxicity, and chemical stability.133 For example, Majima and
colleagues visualized the dynamic photogenerated hole−
electron pair behavior and identified the (single-molecule
level) photocatalytically active sites on an individual TiO2
particle by using laser-scanning confocal microscopy and
quasi-TIRFM.134 Two fluorogenic reactions were utilized as
probes to investigate photocatalytic redox reactions on a single
TiO2 particle. Photogenerated holes and electrons were probed
on a single TiO2 particle by the oxidation of AR and reduction of
resazurin, respectively (Figure 8a). Various FL burst events were
detected under 405 and 532 nm laser photoirradiations and their
positions were identified by applying centroid analysis. It is
found that FL spots were preferentially located on the crystal
(particle) edges and corners during both oxidation and
reduction processes (Figure 8b).

Figure 8. (a) Schematic showing the photocatalytic oxidation and reduction reactions of AR and resazurin on an individual TiO2 particle, respectively.
(b) Single-molecule FL images reveal the photocatalytic oxidation ① of AR and reduction ② of resazurin on a single TiO2 particle at various times. Inset
in ①: Time trace of FL intensity recorded over the yellow-color circled area. Scale bar: 1 μm. Reprinted from ref 134 with permission from the US
National Academy of Sciences, copyright 2019. (c) Scheme showing the conversion mechanism of nonfluorescent AR to FL resorufin. (d) TIRFM
setup for single-molecule FLM. (e) SEM graphic presenting the TiO2 NRs onto an ITO surface. Wherein pink color spots symbolize single product
molecules. (f, g) Images showing the photoelectrochemical current dynamics and surface reaction intermediates vs electrochemical applied potential.
(h) Image plotting the rate constant potential dependence under light Off (black squares) and On (blue circles) intervals. Reprinted with permission
from ref 92 with permission from the Electrochemical Society, copyright(2019.
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Both experimental and density functional theory (DFT)
calculations proved that surface defects near edges/corners
acted as efficient active (catalytic) sites for the photocatalytic
reactions of TiO2 particles. This work holds great potential for
understanding the mechanism of photocatalytic reactions and
real-time monitoring of oxidation/reduction processes in
heterogeneous catalysis.

By coupling super-resolution technique with wide-field single
molecule FLM, Chen group developed a novel approach for
optimizing the catalyst-modified photoanodes during the
splitting of water.91 To ensure higher photocatalytic efficiency
of photogenerated holes in the water oxidation process, the
authors modified the photoanode with an oxygen evolution
catalyst to reduce the onset potential and enhance the
photocurrent response. A high temporal resolution of ∼15 ms
and spatial resolution of ∼30 nm was achieved for mapping the
hole- and electron-driven photoelectrocatalytic reactivities
(with selective laser irradiation) on an individual TiO2 NR
level. To achieve this target, the authors dispersed single-
crystalline rutile TiO2 NRs onto an ITO surface in a microfluidic
photoelectrochemical cell. The photogenerated electron-
induced resazurin and photogenerated hole-induced AR
solutions were flowed through the cell. The hole-induced
reactions happened in a nonuniform manner on individual NRs
as the applied potential exceeded − 0.3 V. Particularly, the active
sites (hot spots) with higher hole activities exhibited enhanced
catalytic activities (most reactions appeared). In a similar
fashion, electron-induced reactions appeared in a nonhomoge-
neous manner below − 0.4 V. This work could reveal a direct
correlation between the structure (heterogeneity) and catalytic
activity of functional materials.

Although super-resolution FLM has made several break-
throughs in single entity fluorescent imaging, these techniques
cannot be used for nonfluorescent species. To solve this
challenge, Chen and colleagues introduced a super-resolution
competition-enabled imaging technique (COMPEITS) for
studying nonfluorescent processes.90 COMPEITS involved
two competing catalytic reactions on an individual (catalyst)
particle: a nonfluorescent target reaction and an auxiliary
fluorogenic reaction. The nonfluorescent reaction could
suppress the fluorogenic reaction rate, leading to a change in
fluorescent emission. By applying this strategy, the authors
mapped a nonfluorescent surface (photoelectrocatalytic)
reaction on a single photocatalyst particle (bismuth vanadate
BiVO4) with nanometer precision. A subparticle-level biphasic
shape dependence was uncovered, which is crucial for designing
catalysts with optimal reactant adsorption efficacy. In this work,
an operando approach was developed to provide spatially
resolved information on nonfluorescent entities COMPEITS
could be applied for interrogating various surface reactions such
as heterogeneous catalysis, materials engineering, nanotechnol-
ogy, and other energy sciences.

Understanding reaction processes at the electrochemical
interfaces is significantly important for the development of
electrochemical energy conversion systems. In a recent work,
Chen group temporally and spatially resolved the water
oxidation involved 1-electron reaction intermediates on the
surface of an individual TiO2 NR photoanode using single-
molecule FLM.92 The authors located the 1-electron inter-
mediate concentration (i.e., (Ti−OH•)s) through a fluorogenic
probe reaction. This reaction turned AR (i.e., nonfluorescent) to
fluorescent resorufin (Figure 8c) through photoelectrochemical
oxidation.

The ITO electrode was coated with TiO2 NRs solution to
utilize as a working electrode in a TIRFM setup (Figure 8d). A
375 nm laser was applied to excite a thousand TiO2 NRs during
light on/off periods, while a 532 nm laser was applied for
continuous excitation of FL products generated on the surface of
NRs. The resulting images were collected at the objective and
subsequently processed with an EMCCD camera. The product
formation was recorded over the surface of TiO2 NRs, as
displayed by the pink dots in Figure 8e. The black data points
represented the generated product molecules (Figure 8f) and
the current measured from a thousand TiO2 particles (Figure
8g), respectively. The solid red lines in Figure 8f, g represented
the fitting of a kinetic model. Figure 8h showed the rate constant
potential dependence of holes transfer (interfacial) toward OH−

(k1) during light off (black squares) and on (blue circles)
intervals.

The Wang group reported an in situ FL-labeling approach to
monitor single H2 nanobubbles produced at the surface of
individual cadmium sulfide (CdS) NPs.93 The authors
determined the photocatalytic activity of single catalysts by
monitoring the nanobubble growth kinetics in an operando
imaging manner. Very recently, Tang and colleagues explored
the photoelectron-transfer kinetics of a typical heterostructure
photocatalyst, TiO2-tipped CNTs, on an individual particle level
by applying a real-time single molecule FLM.94 This work
provides deep insights (theoretical basis) into the photo-
electron-transfer processes (kinetics information and behaviors)
and guide for designing high performance photocatalysts.
5.6. Single Particle Detection Platforms

Nano/micro fabricated (electro)chemical channels/devices
present well controlled geometries/ configurations those can
confine reaction volumes to the nano/microscale, enabling
highly amplified responses.135 Importantly, microbeads based
ECL systems, nanofluidic devices, andmicrofabricated BPEs can
be applied as highly promising platforms for achieving
mechanistic understandings and ultrasensitive detections. The
wireless nature of BPE allows control over large electrode arrays
with a single power source.136 For example, Crooks and
colleagues designed a large-scale (∼1000 individual gold BPEs)
microfabricated array on a glass slide. ECL was generated at the
anodic end of each BPE under sufficient driving voltage.137 This
type of massive parallel BPEs arrays could be utilized for a
diverse range of screening and sensing applications.138

Microfabricated nanodevices with nanoscale confinement of
analytes (chemical reaction volume) and precise control over
the nanochannel geometry enable highly amplified detection.
For instance, the Mathwig and Sojic groups first demonstrated
stable generation of ECL emission by ECL in transparent
nanofluidic devices by exploiting nanogap amplification.139 The
authors compared ECL annihilation and classic redox cycling
through continuous oxidation/reduction of luminophores
(Ru(bpy)32+) at electrodes fixed at the bottom and top of a
100 nm nanochannel. This close vicinity between electrodes
leads to fast diffusion, resulting in efficient annihilation reactions
(attomole luminophore quantities). Moreover, a short diffusive
distance also reduced degradation by contaminants, leading to
stable ECL emission under ambient conditions. This type of
nanogap transducers can be exploited for developing multicolor
ECL systems and investigating pathways in ECL.139

In a recent report, the Su group reported a combination of
microtube electrodes and ECL microscopy for measuring the
thickness of ECL layer and deciphering the reaction
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mechanisms.140 The use of labeled microbeads is a well-
accepted trend for constructing sensitive ECL immunoassays/
biosensors. Sojic and Walt groups demonstrated the possibility
of conducting multiplexed assays in a microarray format using
ECL imaging as a readout mechanism resolved at an individual
bead level (Figure 9a).141 This multiplexed ECL platform was
constructed by loading polystyrene (PS) microspheres (3.1 μm)
into the electrode wells and modifying their surfaces with three
capture antibodies. By exposing antibody-functionalized mi-
crobeads to antigen, biotinylated detection antibodies, and
Ru(bpy)32+ streptavidin complex, an EMCCD camera was
utilized to individually image each bead emitting ECL to
simultaneously detect (targeted) three antigens in the array.
This platform could be applied for performing multiplex DNA
assays and analyzing dozens of analytes simultaneously.141

Better understanding of the mechanistic pathways of ECL
generation is crucial for designing highly efficient detection
systems with the optimal generation and collection of ECL
emission. To tackle this challenge, Sojic and colleagues
investigated the ECL mechanism of model system, Ru-
(bpy)32+-DBAE or TPrA, by mapping the (3D distribution)
ECL reactivities at an individual bead level.143 The Ru(bpy)32+-
functionalized PS microbeads (diameter ∼ 12 μm) were
achieved via a peptide bond or via a sandwich immunoassay.
Reactivity mapping on an individual bead discloses the
mechanistic pathway that results in ECL generation. The
highest ECL emission was observed in the micrometric region
(3 μm distance from the electrode), wherein the concentration
of diffusing TPrA radicals (TPrȦ and TPrȦ+) and surface-
confined Ru(bpy)32+ was highest locally. The lifetime of the

TPrA-derived radicals (e.g., TP+) was measured by the ECL
profiles. In contrast to TPrA, DBAE generated weak ECL
emission in the bead-based format, indicating formation of less
stable radical intermediates (shorter lifetime). The same group
further utilized this concept for investigating heterogeneous
ECL bioassays using single Ru(bpy)32+-decorated PS beads.142

By mapping the ECL reactivities and PL, the authors disclosed
the complex ECL mechanism and key processes leading to
decreased ECL emission over time (ECL stability) using TPrA
as a model coreactant in heterogeneous bioassays (Figure 9b−
e). The 3D (single microbead) imaging platform could be
utilized for developing new analytical strategies, revealing the
mechanistic pathway in bioassays, and selecting new coreactants
with enhanced sensitivity. Later, the same group reported an
innovative strategy to tune the ECL-emitting layer (Ru(bpy)32+-
TPrA system) based on chemical lens effects.144 The change in
the concentration of the phosphate buffer (buffer capacity)
could alter both the thickness of the ECL-producing area and the
rate of ECL reactions. The authors precisely controlled the
distribution of the ECL emission through single micrometric
bead-based mapping of the ECL reactivity, which allowed
mechanistic insights and holds strong potential in ECL
microscopy-based bioassays.144,145

To enhance the performance of bioassays, diverse types of
functional materials have been utilized as immunoassays labels.
Particularly, NPs with luminescence characteristics allow the
direct visualization (optical readout) of the target analyte at a
single molecule level. In comparison to molecular labels, NPs
exhibit normally stronger emissions that can enable easier signal
detection (readout). For example, the Zhang group used a FL

Figure 9. (a) Schematic illustration of a sandwich immunoassay, wherein a bead-based platform was constructed to achieve the ECL detection of
multiple antigens simultaneously in a microarray format. Reprinted from ref 141 from American Chemical Society, copyright 2009. (b) Schematic
illustration of a sandwich bead-based immunoassay with an ECL readout. (c) Schematic showing the functionalization of a PS bead with an ECL label.
(d) Schematic of the two different microscope objective configurations (i.e., top-view and side-view) utilized for imaging the labeled bead. (e) PL
image (top view) of a ruthenium (homogeneously distributed) labeled PS bead via a sandwich immunoassay format. The scale bar was 10 μm.
Reprinted from ref 142 with permission from Elsevier, copyright 2020. (f) Schematic illustration of the detection/imaging of individual fluorescent
beads (bound with molecular targets) on the camera’s chip by capturing one or a small group of pixels without the requirement of magnified
microscope. (g) After the formation of the immunocomplex, the magnetic beads were drawn toward the microwell bottom (through dye cushion) by
applying a magnet and deposited on the imaging surface. Only fluorescent beads in proximity of the surface were excited due to the excitation light
absorption (deep into the well). (h) Digital camera recording of fluorescent beads as bright pixels. (i) Images of wells displaying the comparison with
and without dye for revealing the effectiveness of the dye-cushion layer. Reprinted from ref 95 with permission from the Springer Nature under a
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
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imagingmethod for multiplex detection of three distinct types of
single virus (avian influenza) particles by utilizing color-encoded
magnetic beads.146 In another work, Stucky and colleagues
embedded distinct colors/ratio upconversion nanocrystals
(UPNCs) into polymer microbeads to generate barcodes for
multiplexed DNA detection.147 By using confocal microscopy,
labels were detected at a single bead level. The amount and
presence of target sequence were identified with traditional
fluorescent dyes, while the DNA sequence was detected based
on upconversion encoding signals. Gite and colleagues
developed a sandwich assay by utilizing (i) a fluorescent
microparticle, (ii) a magnetic particle, (iii) Clostridium dif f icile,
(iv) anti-C. dif f icile capture and detection antibodies.95 A
mixture of iodixanol (density agent) and a dye-cushion reagent
with visible-light-absorbing properties was dried on each
microwell bottom part (Figure 9f−i). After the addition of
immunoreagents, a magnet was used to pull the magnetic beads
toward the bottom part of microplate. Due to the density agent,
the dye stayed at the bottom and absorbed all visible light,
resulting in significantly reduced background FL of unbound FL
particles. As a result, fluorescent beads were recorded with a
digital camera chip as bright pixels.

6. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE PERSPECTIVES
Single particle imaging/detection is an emerging area of research
that has provided a broader understanding of numerous
(electro)chemical processes of diverse types of particles,
especially at the individual level. The implemented experiments
extracted the information about the characteristics of the
particles (catalytic ability, confined content, concentration, size
distribution, individual size, and so on), as well as the quantified
kinetics and qualified mechanisms of the corresponding
reactions; charge transfer and mass transfer of impact particles
(electron transfer and electron/ion transfer processes). More-
over, coupling computational and machine learning tools with
luminescence (optical) microscopies could stimulate break-
through research for optimizing/designing/simulating next
generation energy devices and catalysts.148−152

Super-resolution FL and ECLmicroscopies have been used to
reveal the structure−property relationship of single particles by
imaging reactants/products and surface reaction hot spots of
catalytic reactions at a single molecule/particle level with
nanometer precision. Such information could be utilized for
designing and developing high performance catalysts. In
contrast, super-resolution CL microscopy is still at an emerging
stage for imaging/detecting single particles. We have also briefly
tabulated the important characteristics of CL, ECL, and PL
microscopies (Tables 1 and 2).35 The rapid improvements in
luminescence-based analytical methods and instrumentation
hold enormous potential for single-entity analysis. Despite the
remarkable success of these techniques, there are still numerous
challenges that these techniques are currently facing. Some
potential future directions can be briefly written down as
follows:

(i) Theoretical and statistical insights. The recording of a
single particle (single-entity) response with lumines-
cence-based approaches is a significant technical achieve-
ment. However, additional attention is required for a
better understanding of the relevance of numerous single
particle measurements. For example, modeling of
measurements, statistical analysis of signals, and compar-
ison of single particle measurement to that of ensemble

measurement will be crucial to completely understand the
impacts of single particle detection. Therefore, it is crucial
to deepen the theoretical and statistical insights into the
imaging/detection of single particles, and develop their
application in diverse fields, including energy (electro-
catalysis, energy storage devices), drug delivery systems
(biopharmaceuticals), cata-/biocatalytic materials, and
competitively cheap, simple, and fast bio- and environ-
mental sensors.

(ii) Instrumental advances. Pushing the limits of CL/ECL
instrumentations for single-particle imaging/detection is
a significant present challenge. Although the absence of an
excitation light source significantly simplifies the exper-
imental operation and instrumentation of CL, which
improves the detection sensitivity due to the scattering
background elimination. However, it is a challenging task
to construct CL-based detection/imaging platform for
single particle detection due to direct (chemical reaction)
mode of light generation. In contrast, ECL microscopy
and FLM-based detection/imaging has made great
breakthroughs in single-particle imaging/detection. ECL
microscopy can achieve single entity detection up to tens
of nanometers (diameter). However, the temporal and
spatial resolutions still require further improvements for
monitoring (during a chemical reaction) transient
processes and recording/imaging fine structure within a
NP. Therefore, it is necessary to keep looking for new
ways to improve instrumentation, detection principles,
setups/ configurations (strategies), and light capturing
tools and optical components (e.g., 2D photodetectors,
objectives).

(iii) Preparation of novel electrodes and luminophores. The
preparation of novel electrodes and luminophores are
crucial for obtaining a higher electron-transfer rate and
higher light emission efficiency, respectively. However,
fabrication of nano/microelectrodes and fluidic devices
with respectively reproducible morphology and con-
trolled nanochannel geometry are highly challenging.
Moreover, the background from diffusion layer of ECL
and substrate electrode could affect the measurements. As
the single entity emits very weak CL/ECL light,
development of new light generating systems (lumino-
phores and coreactants) may significantly enhance the
imaging resolution and emission intensity. Recently, near-
infrared materials,153,154 aggregation-induced poly-
mers,155,156 nanocrystals,157 and clusters158 with high
luminous efficiency and stability have been documented,
which may replace the classically utilized luminol-H2O2
and Ru(bpy)32+-TPrA pairs and subsequently advance
single-particle detection. Moreover, the use of nano-
luminophores (e.g., doped NPs or QDs), multicolor ECL
emission, and combination of ECL with BPEs can
promote the development of ECL-microscopy based
original applications. In FLM, the quenching effects from
local environments and rapid diffusion of fluorescent
molecules makes it a challenging task to clearly detect all
diffusing fluorophores. Therefore, it is crucial to develop
highly stable and brighter fluorescent probes for efficient
detections.

(iv) Chemical amplification schemes/Chen’s COMPEITS/
single-molecule labeling. The utilization of chemical
amplification schemes is a recurring theme in single-
particle detections, which could get control of instrument
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limitations and SNR. For example, catalytic NP impact
studies and single-molecule redox cycling both get benefit
from sharp chemical amplification schemes. Such
schemes may find diverse applications, such as conversion
of signals from ions/electrons to photons using
luminescence approaches deliver strong basis to enhance
single particle imaging/detections. Moreover, several
catalytic reactions do not involve fluorescent species for
practical applications, which limit the applicability of
FLM. To cross these barriers, new detection strategies
including Chen’s COMPEITS, and single-molecule
labeling have been documented for probing the non-
fluorescent processes which could expand the applications
of single molecule FLM.88

(v) Imaging individual electrochemical reactions. Although
modern optical approaches can reveal stochastic
information about various chemical processes, probing
single-molecule solution chemistry remains an arduous
task. In a recent breakthrough, Feng group developed a
direct ECL-microscopy based method for imaging single
photons (visualizing single molecule) produced from
individual chemical-reactions (ECL reaction event) in
aqueous solutions.87 Some special strategies were used to
detect single reactions. For example, a dilute solution was
utilized for ensuring the spatial separation of the
molecules and fast cameras were applied to record the
rapid ECL reaction events. Because the reactions only
occur in proximity or at the electrode surface, this method
could directly capture single photons (position) emitted
by single excited molecules by imaging the electrode itself
or molecules on its surface. By adjusting the reactivity of
emitter and coreactant, single ECL reaction event can be
isolated in space and time. This method opens numerous
opportunities for any reactions involving electron transfer
events, investigating individual electrochemical reactions,
developing new strategies for (cell) imaging and bio-
assays, and may get adopted by diverse scientific
communities.

(vi) Real-time detection/imaging. Real-time detection/
imaging using CL and ECL techniques is a significant
challenge. Recently, Zhao and co-workers introduced an
innovative real-time dual-mode analysis of the OER
process on a single nanoplate of cobalt-layered hydrox-
ide.130 The electrocatalytic process can be imaged in real-
time with the ECL emission produced by luminol when
oxidized by H2O2, an OER byproduct. More research
efforts must be focused on developing real-time CL and
ECL based approaches by constructing efficient electro-
des for ECL and substrates for CL measurements.

(vii) Improving selectivity. Selective detection of a specific
target is another significant challenge for analytical
applications, especially at the level of an individual
particle (entity). Different strategies and tricks such as
potential waveforms and selective coatings have been
successfully utilized for selective detections. Moreover,
ion selective electrodes can be utilized for selective
discrimination of various ionic species, however, these can
suffer with poor temporal resolution. The capability to
detect single entity in the presence of potential interfering
entities (background) is an important but challenging task
in real samples detections. The methods/strategies to
improve selectivity may utilize the incorporation of

orthogonal techniques or incorporation of biological
paradigms.

(viii) Hybrid approaches. Hybrid techniques are revolutioniz-
ing the single-particle measurements. Optical approaches
have rapidly improved in sensitivity, speed, resolution and
have extremely wide adoption in recent years. Coupling
optical techniques with electrochemical approaches/
techniques are bringing several exciting applications in
single-particle analysis.159−162 This area of research is
rapidly evolving, and luminescence-based microscopies
are being utilized in combination with various other
approaches such as dark-field microscopy and electron
microscopy for single particle imaging/detection. How-
ever, coupling FLM with electron microscopy could only
be utilized in ex situ mode, which cannot provide accurate
information about component- and structural-dependent
reactivity of single catalysts. Therefore, more efforts
should be directed toward in situ combing FLM with
other techniques, including surface enhanced Raman
scattering and high-resolution transmission electron
microscopy (TEM), SEM, to real-time probe the
electrocatalytic reactions with an atomic resolution.
Moreover, multidimensional/multimodal techniques
can be used for comprehensive characterization of single
particles. It is believed that hybrid techniques will spread
the concept of single-particle analysis to various new
arenas soon.

Of note, developing powerful luminescence approaches for
single particle imaging/detection can identify catalytically active
sites, visualize key reaction processes in real-time, clarify the
structure−function relationships, elucidate the underlying
mechanisms, and improve (bio)analytical (detection/imaging)
applications. Beyond method development and technological
progress, luminescence-based detection and imaging ap-
proaches will continue to provide insightful knowledge in the
single-entity detection field and enable exciting opportunities
and promising applications in diverse research fields.
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