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1
RECOVERING PERFORMANCE OF
DEGRADED SOLAR CELLS WITH
ELECTRICAL PULSES

REFERENCE TO GOVERNMENT GRANT

This invention was made with government support under
0OD008678 awarded by the National Institutes of Health. The
government has certain rights in the invention.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates generally to solar-to-electric conver-
sion efficiency and, in particular, to recovering performance
of degraded solar cells such as quasi-solid-state and solid-
state dye-sensitized solar cells (DSSCs).

BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY OF THE
INVENTION

Converting solar energy to electric power holds great
promise as a renewable clean energy source. DSSCs have
attracted tremendous attention in recent years because of their
low cost and high efficiency. The DSSCs with the highest
power conversion efficiency are based on liquid electrolytes,
with a reported efficiency of over 12%. However, liquid elec-
trolytes limit the long-term stability of DSSCs as leakage and
solvent evaporation may occur. Efforts have been made to
replace the liquid electrolytes with solid-state materials,
including inorganic hole conductors/p-type semiconductors,
organic hole conductors, nano-composite materials, and gel
and polymer electrolytes. Among these materials, polymer
electrolytes are of interest for practical applications owing to
their excellent characteristics such as easy fabrication, low
cost, good stability, and flexibility. However, after cells made
from such materials degrade, power conversion efficiency
values of the cells remain compromised.

Therefore, it is a primary object and feature of the present
invention to provide a system and/or method for recovering
performance of degraded solar cells.

It is a further object and feature of the present invention to
provide a system and/or method for recovering performance
of degraded dye-sensitized solar cells that can be performed
on-site without removing the degraded dye-sensitized solar
cells from a solar power system.

Itis a still further object and feature of the present invention
to provide a system that improves the performance of a
degraded solar cell by applying at least one voltage pulse
across the solar cell.

In accordance with the present invention, a method of
recovering performance of a degraded solar cell is provided.
The method includes connecting a power source to first and
second electrodes of a solar cell. A first voltage pulse is
applied with the power source across the solar cell so as to
provide a forward electrical bias of the solar cell.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, the
forward electrical bias may include applying a second or
more voltage pulse(s) spaced in time from the first voltage
pulse. An electrolyte of the solar cell has ion transport chan-
nels defined therein. Electrons may be injected into the elec-
trolyte for redistributing ions within the electrolyte so as to
improve a flow characteristic through the ion transport chan-
nels.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, the
method includes converting solar energy to electrical energy
in a solar cell having a first electrode and a second electrode
arranged on opposing sides of an electrolyte. A solar cell
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polarity is defined between the electrodes during use corre-
sponding to a voltage defined across the solar cell during use.
A concentration of ions in the electrolyte is established cor-
responding to a degraded performance state of the solar cell
having a first value of power conversion efficiency. In the
degraded performance state, the solar cell is relatively less
efficient and provides relatively lower photocurrent values
than a solar cell with an undegraded performance state such as
anewly manufactured solar cell. A power source is connected
to the first and second electrodes and a voltage pulse(s) is
applied with the power source across the solar cell. The volt-
age pulse(s) may be provided at the solar cell polarity, to
provide a forward electrical bias of the solar cell so as to inject
electrons into the electrolyte during application of the voltage
pulse. The electrons may be injected through the photoelec-
trode, into the electrolyte. This may be done by injecting
electrons from the conduction band of the photoelectrode to
the redox level of the electrolyte. lons may be redistributed in
the electrolyte. This may be done by changing the concentra-
tion of ions in the electrolyte or attenuating some other block-
ing or flow restricting mechanism that is compromising per-
formance of the degraded solar cell 14, which may open
previously blocked ion transport channels. Opening the pre-
viously blocked ion transport channels may improve perfor-
mance of the degraded solar cell, providing a recovered per-
formance state having a second value of power conversion
efficiency that is relatively higher than the first, degraded,
value of power conversion efficiency. This may allow for
recovering performance of degraded solar cells.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, each
voltage pulse may be between about 2V and 3 V, such as about
2.5V, and have a duration of between about 150 ms and 200
ms, such as about 185 ms, or other suitable voltage magni-
tudes and durations. This may provide pulse shapes that cor-
respond to a rectangular wave form. The forward electrical
bias may include applying multiple voltage pulses that are
spaced from each other. The multiple voltage pulses may be
provided as a double pulse delivery, a series of double pulses,
or three or more pulses that have delivery times that are
generally equally spaced from each other. Delivery of the
pulses within the double pulses may be spaced from each
other by a time period of between about 1 and 3 seconds, such
as about 2 seconds, or other suitable time period. In this way,
an integral value of a function that is represented in a voltage
pulse graph showing the pulse(s) may correspond to an
acceptable value of stimulus for recovering the degraded
solar cell by forward electrical biasing. This may allow for
injecting electrons in a manner that redistributes ions in the
electrolyte in a highly controlled manner so as to avoid pulse-
induced dark currents that are too large for maintaining the
integrity of the solar cell.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, an
ion-related value may be determined that corresponds to a
number of ions in the electrolyte. Based at least in part on the
determined ion-related value, an electron-related value may
be determined that corresponds to a number of electrons to be
injected into the electrolyte during application of the voltage
pulse. Based on such determined ion- and electron-related
values, a number of electrons may be injected into the elec-
trolyte with the voltage pulse(s) during the forward electrical
biasing of the solar cell. The number of electrons may be no
more than about the number of ions in the electrolyte. This
may help maintain the integrity of the solar cell turning the
forward electrical biasing of the solar cell.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, a sys-
tem for recovering performance of a degraded solar cell is
provided that includes a solar cell defining a first electrode



US 9,299,503 B2

3

and a second electrode arranged on opposing sides of an
electrolyte and defining a solar cell polarity therebetween
during use. A power source is operably connected to the first
and second electrodes. A controller is operably connected to
the power source for controlling the power source to apply a
voltage pulse across the solar cell at the solar cell polarity
which may redistribute ions in electrolyte for improving the
power conversion efficiency of the solar cell.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, the
solar cell may be a dye-sensitized solar cell with a non-liquid
electrolyte. The electrolyte may be made from a solid-state
material which may include a polymeric material. The elec-
trolyte may be made from a quasi-solid-state material which
may include a gel that may include a polymeric material. The
polymeric material may be polyvinylidene fluoride.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The drawings furnished herewith illustrate a preferred con-
struction of the present invention in which the above advan-
tages and features are clearly disclosed as well as others that
will be readily understood from the following description of
the illustrated embodiment.

In the drawings:

FIG. 1 is a schematic representation of a system for recov-
ering performance of a degraded solar cell in a solar power
system in accordance with the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a close-up schematic representation of portions of
the system for recovering performance of a degraded solar
cell of FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is a flowchart of a process for recovering perfor-
mance of a degraded solar cell;

FIG. 4 is a graph showing voltage versus time during
application of voltage pulses;

FIG. 5 is a schematic representation of a solar cell in an
equilibrium state;

FIG. 6 is a schematic representation of the solar cell of FIG.
5 during application of a voltage pulse;

FIG. 7 is a schematic representation of the solar cell of FIG.
5 in a non-equilibrium state after application of a voltage
pulse;

FIG. 8 is a schematic representation of a solar cell in a
degraded state; and

FIG. 9 is a schematic representation of a solar cell in a
recovered state.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Referring to FIG. 1, a system for recovering performance
of a degraded solar cell, shown as system 5, is shown being
used with a solar power system 10. The solar power system 10
includes a panel 12 having at least one solar cell 14 for
solar-to-electric conversion. System 5 is shown as including a
control system 16 having a controller 18 and may have an
inverter 20 that are operably connected to each other and the
panel 12 for delivering electrical power generated by the
panel 12 to a power-consuming device 22. The control system
16 also includes a power source 24 such as a Keithley 2400
source meter that is operably connected to the controller 18
and the solar cells 14 of the panel 12 for recovering perfor-
mance of degraded solar cells 14, as described in greater
detail elsewhere herein.

Referring now to FIG. 2 which provides a schematic rep-
resentation of one of the solar cells 14 with the system 5, the
solar cell 14 is shown as a dye-sensitized solar cell. The solar
cell 14 includes first and second electrodes 26, 28 that are
operably connected to the control system 16, including the
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power source 24, by way of conductors 30 for delivering
power to the power-consuming device 22 and allowing sys-
tem 5 to recover performance of a solar cell 14 that is in a
degraded state. As shown in this embodiment, the first elec-
trode 26 is shown as a negative terminal which, in this exem-
plary embodiment, has a zero potential because it is
grounded. The second electrode 28 is shown as a positive
terminal and thus has a positive potential such that, during
use, electrons flow from the first electrode 26 toward the
second electrode 28. This defines a corresponding solar cell
polarity of the solar cell 14.

Still referring to FIG. 2, the first electrode 26 is shown as a
photoelectrode having a substrate 32 and a film 34 that covers
at least a surface of the substrate 32 facing inwardly into the
solar cell 14. The substrate 32 may be made from a conductive
fluorine-doped tin oxide (FTO) glass material. The film 34
may be defined by a matrix of a porous material that is treated
with dye and has pores that are filled with an electrolyte 36
that also fills a cavity 38 between the first and second elec-
trodes 26, 28. In one embodiment, the film 34 is defined by a
titanium dioxide (Ti0,) film deposited onto the substrate 32
by a screen printing method. During the screen printing
method, a paste having TiO, particles, which may be about
15-20 nm in size, may be deposited onto the substrate 32.
Suitable sintering procedures may be performed along with
dipping the TiO, treated substrate 32 in a titanium tetrachlo-
ride (TiCl,) aqueous solution, followed by calcinations to
stain the TiO, film as a pretreatment that is then soaked in a
dye solution. The dye solution may be an acetonitrile/tertbu-
tanol dye solution, such as 0.3 mM N719 in acetonitrile/
tertbutanol, v/v=1:1to provide the dye-sensitized TiO, film of
film 34 that defines the porous material that has its pores
occupied, for example, fully filled, by some of the electrolyte
36 that extends into interstices of the porous material to fill its
pores. This provides an arrangement of the film 34 that
includes dye-loaded TiO, nanoparticles surrounded by elec-
trolyte 36.

Still referring to FIG. 2, the electrolyte 36 is a redox elec-
trolyte that may be made from a solid state material or a quasi
solid state material such as a gel and that may be made from
or include a polymeric material. The polymeric material may
be polyvinylidene fluoride (PVDF). In one embodiment, the
electrolyte 36 is made from a solution having 0.1 M Lil, 0.05
M1, 0.6 M 1,2-dimethyl-3-propylimidazolium iodide, and 2
wt % PVDF (Kynar 301F, Mw=3.8x10°), using acetonitrile/
dimethyl sulfoxide (v:v=4:1) as solvent. Such solution may
be injected into the cavity 38 until both the cavity 38 and the
pores of the film 34 have been filled and then dried until the
solvent is sufficiently removed so as to provide the electrolyte
36 with a quasi solid state form.

Still referring to FIG. 2, the second electrode 28 is shown as
a counter electrode on an opposing side of the electrolyte 36
from the first electrode 26. In one embodiment, the second
electrode 28 is defined by a platinum coating 37 that is coated
onto a substrate 32 that may be made from a conductive FTO
glass material like the substrate 32 described with respect to
the first electrode 26. The platinum coating 37 that defines the
second electrode 28 may be deposited on the substrate 32 by
way of an electrodeposition process in chloroplatinic acid
(H,PtCly) solution. The second electrode 28 is arranged to
face inwardly into the solar cell 14, interfacing with the elec-
trolyte 36. Spacers 40, which may be made from a resinous
material such as Surlyn®, extend between the first and second
electrodes 26, 28 to provide insulation and maintain spacing
within the solar cell 14.

Referring now to FIG. 3 and with further reference to FIG.
2, a procedure is shown for recovering performance of
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degraded solar cells 14 that define a degraded performance
state. As represented at blocks 40 and 42, a solar cell 14 is
used, and, over time, its performance degrades so that the
solar cell 14 defines a degraded performance state. In the
degraded performance state, the solar cell 14 is relatively less
efficient and provides relatively lower photocurrent values
than a solar cell with an undegraded performance state such as
a newly manufactured solar cell. As represented at block 44,
a determination of a suitable recovery stimulus can be made
which may include an assessment of the solar cell 14, and
possible recovery stimulus such as determining an ion-related
value that may correspond to a number of ions in the electro-
lyte 36. Based at least in part on the determined ion-related
value, an electron-related value may be determined that cor-
responds to a number of electrons that can be injected into the
electrolyte 36, as explained in greater detail elsewhere herein.
In one embodiment, the number of electrons to be injected
may be no more than about the number of ions in the electro-
lyte, such as no more than a total number of ions in the
electrolyte 36 or no more than a number of one type of a
particular ion in the electrolyte 36, or a predetermined ratio of
electrons to total or one type of ion in the electrolyte 36.

Still referring to FI1G. 3 and with further reference to FIG.
4, as represented at block 46, the power source 24 (FIG. 2)
may apply a voltage pulse(s) across the solar cell 14 (FIG. 2).
The pulse characteristics of the voltage pulse(s) may be
selected based at least in part on the determined ion-related
and/or electron-related values. The voltage pulse(s) may be
applied at the solar cell polarity so as to apply forward elec-
trical bias to the solar cell 14. FIG. 4 is a graph showing
voltage versus time of one embodiment of a suitable applica-
tion of voltage pulses to provide a forward electrical biasing
of the solar cell 14. Each voltage pulse of this double-pulse
embodiment is between about 2V and 3V, such as about 2.5
V, and has a duration of between about 150 ms and 200 ms,
such as about 185 ms, providing pulse shapes that correspond
to a rectangular wave form. The voltage pulses are spaced
from each other by a time period of between about 1 and 3
seconds, such as about 2 seconds. In this way, an integral
value of a function that is represented in the voltage pulse
graph may correspond to an acceptable value of stimulus for
recovering the degraded solar cell 14 by forward electrical
biasing.

Still referring to FIG. 3 as represented at block 48, during
application of the voltage pulse(s) electrons may be injected
through the first electrode 26, into the electrolyte 36, such as
by injecting electrons from the conduction band of the first
electrode 26 to the redox level of the electrolyte 36. Still
referring to FIG. 3 and with further reference to FIGS. 5-9, as
represented at block 50 (FIG. 3), ions 52 may be redistributed
in the electrolyte. In this embodiment, ions 52 include I” ions
52A and ;™ ions 52B.

Still referring to FI1G. 3 and with further reference to FIGS.
5-7, as represented at block 54 (FIG. 3), redistributing ions 52
may change the concentration of the ions 52 in a manner that
improves performance of the degraded solar cell 14. FIG. 5§
schematically shows a concentration of ions 52 in a solar cell
14 in an equilibrium state. FIG. 6 schematically shows injec-
tion of electrons 51 during application of the voltage pulse(s)
to apply the forward electrical bias to the solar cell 14. This is
done by applying a voltage pulse(s) with the same polarity as
the solar cell polarity, in which the first electrode 26 is a
photoelectrode with a zero potential and the second electrode
28 is a counter electrode with positive potential. This injects
electrons 51 from the conduction band of the first electrode 26
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to the redox level of the electrolyte 36. The following reaction
then occurs at a TiO,/dye/electrolyte interface of the first
electrode 26:

I37+2e(TiO,) =31 Equation (1)

During this reaction, plenty of I ions 52A are produced near
the TiO,/dye/electrolyte interface of the first electrode 26.
Meanwhile, I~ ions 52B in the same amount are produced in
the electrolyte 36 near the counter electrode defined by the
second electrode 28 via a reverse reaction of Equation (1), as
shown in FIG. 6. The net effect of the voltage pulse(s) is
therefore the increased concentration of I” ions 52A near the
photoelectrode defined by the first electrode 26, while the
concentration of I;~ ions 52B near the counter electrode
defined by the second electrode 28 is increased. As shown in
FIG. 7, after the voltage pulse(s), the concentration gradient
drives the ions 52 to diffuse back to the initial equilibrium. At
this point, the solar cell 14 defines an improved performance
state and has a second value of power conversion efficiency
that is relatively higher and allows for a higher photocurrent
value than the first value of power conversion efficiency ofthe
first state of the solar cell 14. In a degraded solar cell 14, the
voltage pulse(s) enhances efficiency instantly and such
improved efficiency lasts for a period of time, defining a
recovery period which in some embodiments lasts for weeks
such as at least about 30 days after application of the voltage
pulse(s). In contrast, in a non-degraded solar cell 14, the
efficiency may also be enhanced instantaneously; however
the period of improved efficiency may also fall back to the
original value instantaneously so as to not define an enhanced
performance period beyond a nominal period of time after
application of the voltage pulse(s).

Still referring to FIG. 3 and with further reference to FIGS.
8-9, as represented at block 55 (FIG. 3), redistributing ions 52
may mitigate or attenuate the particular blocking or flow
restricting mechanism that is compromising performance of
the degraded solar cell 14, which may improve performance
of the degraded solar cell 14. FIG. 8 schematically shows a
degraded solar cell 14, such that the solar cell 14 defines a
degraded performance state and the first value of power con-
version efficiency that is relatively less efficient as described
above with respect to the solar cell of FIG. 5. Within the
electrolyte 36, material(s) of the solid electrolyte defines a
framework 56 having ion-transport channels 58 for transport
of'the ions 52. The ion-transport channels 58 include blocked
channels 58A and unblocked channels 58B. The blocked
channels 58 A may have their flow characteristic(s) compro-
mised in any of a variety of ways, including, but not limited to,
physical blockage such as by materials or ions, restriction of
the channel itself such as by shrinking or collapsing of the
channel 58A, ion accumulation-related restrictions such as
accumulations which may influence a change in the distribu-
tion of the electrical field that blocks the further movement of
the ions, and/or other blocking or flow restriction mecha-
nisms. Such blocking or flow restriction mechanisms are
schematically shown as restrictions 60. The unblocked chan-
nels 58B have an improved flow characteristic and are gen-
erally not flow restricted, allowing for ion transport there-
through and thus allowing photocurrent through the
unblocked channels 58B of the solar cell 14. FIG. 9 schemati-
cally shows a degraded solar cell 14 that had its performance
recovered by way of the voltage pulse(s), whereby the solar
cell 14 defines a recovered performance state. By applying
the voltage pulse(s), some of the ion-transport channels 58
that were previously blocked have been opened, defining
opened channels 58C. The opened channels 58C permit flow
through the ion-transport channels 58 and thus allowing pho-
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tocurrent through opened channels 58C in addition to that
through the unblocked channels 58B of the solar cell 14. This
is schematically shown as openings 62, representing restric-
tions 60 from FIG. 8 that have been attenuated by the voltage
pulse(s). In this way, the solar cell 14, in its recovered perfor-
mance state, may provide a second value of power conversion
efficiency that is relatively more efficient and allows for a
higher photocurrent value than the first value of power con-
version efficiency of the degraded state of the solar cell 14.

Various modes of carrying out the invention are contem-
plated as being within the scope of the following claims
particularly pointing out and distinctly claiming the subject
matter which is regarded as the invention.

We claim:

1. A method of recovering performance of a degraded solar
cell having first and second electrodes defining a solar cell
polarity therebetween, the degraded solar cell having ions
accumulated in an electrolyte of the solar cell so as to block
ion transport channels of the electrolyte, comprising:

connecting a power source to the first and second elec-

trodes; and

sequentially applying a series of voltage pulses with the

power source across the solar cell at the solar cell polar-
ity providing a forward electrical bias of the solar cell,
each voltage pulse:

spaced from an adjacent voltage pulse by a time period, the

time period being in a range of 1 second to 3 seconds:
and

defined by a pulse height of between about 2V and 3V and

a pulse width of between about 150 ms and 200 ms.
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2. The method of claim 1 further comprising the step of
injecting electrons into the electrolyte so as to improve a flow
characteristic through the ion transport channels.

3. The method of claim 1 further comprising injecting a
number of electrons into the electrolyte that is no more than a
number of ions in the electrolyte.

4. A method of recovering performance of a degraded solar
cell having first and second electrodes, the degraded solar cell
having ions accumulated in an electrolyte of the solar cell so
as to block ion transport channels of the electrolyte, the
method comprising:

connecting a power source to first and second electrodes;

sequentially applying a series of voltage pulses with the

power source across the solar cell for forward electrical
biasing of the solar cell, each voltage pulse:

spaced from an adjacent voltage pulse by a time period, the

time period being in a range of 1 second to 3 seconds;
and

defined by a pulse height of between about 2V and 3 V and

a pulse width of between about 150 ms and 200 ms;
injecting electrons into the electrolyte during application
of each voltage pulse; and

redistributing the ions by moving at least some of the ions

so as to improve a flow characteristic through the ion
transport channels.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein redistributing the ions
includes changing a concentration of ions in the electrolyte.

6. The method of claim 4 further comprising injecting a
number of electrons into the electrolyte that is no more than a
number of ions in the electrolyte.

#* #* #* #* #*
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