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Metallophthalocyanines in a ternary photoactive
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Novel bulk heterojunction (BHJ) organic photovoltaic (OPV) solar cells have been fabricated by
introducing a series of metallophthalocyanines (MPcs) into a blend of a poly(3-hexylthiophene-2,5-diyl)
(P3HT) and [6,6]-phenyl C;o butyric acid methyl ester (PC,oBM) photoactive layer. Sixteen MPcs have
been synthesised with due consideration of the metal type and valency, functionalised ligand moieties
and their respective molecular energy levels. The MPcs were expected to act as an electron cascade
material that improves the photovoltaic performance in a two-fold manner: first, to provide an efficient
energy level offset between the polymeric donor (P3HT) and the fullerene-based derivative acceptor
(PC70BM) to enhance charge transfer and reduce recombination within the OPV solar cells, and second,
to harvest a greater portion of the solar spectrum as MPcs are associated with absorption near the near-
infrared region. BHJ OSCs were fabricated in the following inverted configuration: [TO/TiO,/
P3HT:MPc:PC;0BM/WO3/Ag and were investigated for their optimum photovoltaic performance. The
BHJ OSCs comprising P3HT, PC;oBM and the manganese MPc (MnPc) series photoactive layer displayed
the best PCEs in the range of 2.36-2.62% which were approximately 47.5-63.7% higher than those of
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Introduction

Organic solar cells (OSCs) have been promulgated as promising
candidates for 3rd-generation PV devices due to their abun-
dant, lightweight, and flexible materials and low-cost solution
processing techniques for manufacturing.”” Importantly, the
energy invested in manufacturing OSCs can be recovered in a
shorter time period than it took to produce it while causing
minimal damage to the environment.>* Improvements towards
the power conversion efficiencies (PCEs) of OSCs, in particular,
BHJ OSCs, have been exponential, with Zhu et al. (2020)
recently reporting a PCE close to 17%.° The BH]J structure is
considered an effective strategy for obtaining high-performance
solar cells due to the bi-continuous interpenetrating network
between donor and acceptor materials that provides superior
exciton dissociation and charge carrier mobilities in the active
layer.® The PV device performance is generally characterised by its
PCE, which depends on several vital processes. These processes
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include (i) harvesting a greater portion of the solar spectrum by
the active layer to generate more excitons,” (ii) effective exciton
dissociation and charge transport at the donor/acceptor interface
to prevent recombination,® and (iii) interfacial modification
to provide efficient charge carrier collection by the electrodes.’
Therefore, chemical and physical engineering are necessary for
PCE improvement. Using a ternary structure approach is
one method to improve the PV performance in comparison to
conventional polymer—fullerene binary systems. Various materials,
including dyes,"® small organic molecules,"" polymers™ and
graphene-based materials'® can be used as the additional third
component to offer synergistic effects towards PV performance. In
particular, the selection of an additive component can provide
optical properties that can extend the absorption range of the
active layer, improve the morphology of the active layer at the
donor/acceptor interface for superior exciton dissociation and
assist with efficient charge transport.'**
Metallophthalocyanines are suitable ternary components
due to their most basic photoinduced sensitizer features as
well as valuable hole transport properties that originate from
their tuneable conjugated framework.'®'” As a ternary compo-
nent, MPcs display inherently strong absorption within the red
region of the solar spectrum and may contribute to higher exciton
generation in conjunction with P3HT.'® They spontaneously

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 1 Molecular structure of the organic materials used in the photo-
active layer: (a) PC;0BM, (b) P3HT and (c) MPcs.

self-assemble into thin films that favour molecular n—=n stacking
that can be advantageous towards the active layer." In this
study, traditional and novel tetra-substituted, solution-
processable MPcs have been synthesised as potential ternary
additives to a pre-existing binary system comprising PC,,BM
and P3HT (Fig. 1) to form an overall “ternary system” to
improve the performance of the BH]J cells. The MPcs synthe-
sised in this work can be classified according to the valency of
the central metals within the Pc framework and the various
moieties placed at their peripheral (B) positions. Four different
transition metals were examined, cobalt (Co), nickel (Ni),
titanium (Ti) and manganese (Mn). The planar coordinating
Co and Ni metal centres and the axially coordinating Ti and
Mn metal centres were synthesised in conjunction with four
different bulky substitutes placed at the § positions.

The most important criterion for the integration of MPcs as
the additive layer between P3HT and PC,,BM is the alignment
of their respective energy levels for the effective transfer of
charge carriers. The HOMO and the LUMO of the MPcs need
to be located between the corresponding energy levels of the
electron-accepting (PC,,BM) and electron-donating (P3HT)
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materials to form a cascading energy level alignment to improve
charge transfer. The experimental energy levels for the MPcs were
determined using UV-vis spectroscopy and photoelectron spectro-
scopy in air (PESA) and compared well to the theoretical energy
levels as derived from density functional theory (DFT) studies.

Results and discussion
Synthetic procedures

Scheme 1 provides the general synthetic pathway followed to
obtain the four phthalonitrile derivative precursors (2a-2d) and
the series of MPcs (3a-3d, 4a-4d, 5a-5d, and 6a-6d). Briefly, the
phthalonitrile derivatives were synthesised in dry DMF, to
which anhydrous K,CO; acted as a base-catalyst towards the
nucleophilic aromatic nitro-displacement of 4-nitrophthalo-
nitrile with either R = (a) 4-tert-butylphenol; (b) 2-naphthol;
(¢) 3-hydroxyacetaphenone or (d) 3-hydroxybenzoic acid.”**
The cyclotetramerisation of the phthalonitrile derivatives into
the corresponding MPcs was carried out under reflux in a high
boiling point solvent (i.e. 1-pentanol) in the presence of the
respective metal salt and cyclizing catalyst, DBU. The resulting
MPcs showed excellent solubility in organic solvents CH;Cl,
DCM and THF presumably as a result of functionalization at
peripheral (B) positions (2 or 3), (9 or 10), (16 or 17) and (23 or
24). Naturally, the resultant metal phthalocyanines are a mix-
ture of positional isomers.”” Purification of the MPcs was
achieved using a variety of methods including TLC, column
chromatography and Soxhlet extraction. The characterisation of
previously reported (3a, 3b, 3d, 4a, 4b, 4d, 5a, 6b) and, to our
knowledge, novel (6a, 5b, 3¢, 4c, 5¢, 6¢, 5d, 6d) complexes

Y = Co(CH;C00),

Ni(CH3CO,), or NiCl, M= (3)Co

Ti(OBu)4 (4)Ni

MnCl2 (5)Ti=0
(6) Mn—ClI

Scheme 1 General synthetic pathway for the synthesis of MPcs: 3a—d, 4a—d, 5a—d and 6a-d.
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involved a combination of techniques such as elemental ana-
lysis, FT-IR, UV-vis and MALDI-TOF. All the results agree with
the proposed structures outlined in Scheme 1.

Characterisation of MPcs

UV-vis spectroscopy. The electronic absorption spectra of the
MPc complexes in solution (either CH;Cl or THF) are shown in
Fig. 2 and are reported in conjunction with Table S2 (ESIT) that
summarises the main UV-vis absorption maxima of these
complexes.

The absorption spectra of Pcs have been studied extensively
by Edward and Gouterman who have reported identifiable Q
and B bands.>* These electronic absorption responses originate
from the extended aromatic system of the Pc skeleton and
are responsible for the chromophore behaviour of the Pes.”*
Typical UV-vis spectra were observed for all Pc complexes. The
intense single Q bands seen in the red region were obtained as
a result of excitation from the highest occupied molecular
orbital (HOMO, a,,) to the lowest unoccupied molecular orbital
(LUMO, e;) while B bands appearing at lower energies in the
blue region were as a result of transitions from a,, and b,, to
the e, orbitals.”> The Q and B bands are characteristic to
Gouterman’s 4-orbital model corresponding to the Dy, symmetry
of a metal porphyrin and responsible for the intense blue-green
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colours of the MPcs.*® The Q bands of the axially coordinated TiPc
and MnPc complexes lie between 704 nm and 734 nm and have a
bathochromic shift in comparison to the planar Co and Ni
complexes whose Q bands lie between 669 and 674 nm. These
shifts are due to changes in the electronic distribution of the Pc
framework resulting in the increase or decrease of the HOMO-
LUMO energy gap. The electronic distribution in the macrocyclic
structure is influenced by both the central metal and electron-
donating or withdrawing nature of the surrounding substituents.
The bathochromic shift of the Q bands for the TiPc and MnPc
complexes correspond to the lowering of the HOMO-LUMO energy
gap whilst the hypsochromic shift of the Q bands in the Co and Ni
complexes corresponds to the increase of the HOMO-LUMO
energy gap.

This result is reaffirmed by the calculated energy gap, see
Table 1. There is no noticeable difference in Q band shifts,
except for the MnPc complexes when drawing comparisons
between different substituents containing the same metal
centre. Halogenation often results in dramatic changes in the
spectroscopic properties of Pcs.”’3° The Q and B bands of
chloro-substituted Pcs undergo a redshift in comparison to
non-halogenated Pcs, which indicates that the central metal
together with the axially coordinated Cl halogen atom has a
greater influence over the E, than the substituents. Absorption
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Fig. 2 UV-vis absorption spectra of MPc complexes (3a—3d, 4a—4d, 5a—5d and 6a—6d) in solution (CHzCl or THF).
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Table 1 Bandgap (Eg), LUMO and HOMO energy levels of MPc complexes (3a—3d, 4a—4d, 5a—5d and 6a—6d)

. Experimental Theoretical
No. of electrons in
Metal Substituent the outer d-orbital Eq (eV) LUMO (eV) HOMO (eV) Eq (eV) LUMO (eV) HOMO (eV)
Co a 3d’ 1.77 —4.63 —2.86 2.15 —4.75 —2.61
b 1.77 —5.02 —3.25 2.07 —4.79 —2.72
c 1.78 —5.05 —3.27 1.69 —4.30 —2.61
d 1.77 —4.90 —-3.13 2.06 —5.15 —3.09
Ni a 3d® 1.78 —4.64 —2.86 2.19 —4.75 —2.56
b 1.78 —4.97 —-3.19 2.04 —4.79 —2.74
c 1.79 —5.00 —3.22 2.06 —5.09 —3.03
d 1.79 —4.85 —-3.06 2.20 —5.22 —-3.03
Ti a 3d> 1.70 —4.86 —-3.16 2.08 —4.90 —2.82
b 1.70 —4.95 —3.25 1.64 —4.85 —3.21
c 1.69 —5.22 —-3.53 1.41 —5.00 —-3.59
d 1.70 —4.90 —3.20 2.09 —5.27 —3.18
Mn a 3d°® 1.61 —5.06 —3.45 1.49 —4.85 —3.35
b 1.61 —5.20 —-3.59 1.49 —4.90 —3.41
c 1.64 —5.41 -3.77 1.51 —5.23 -3.71
d 1.63 —5.33 —3.70 1.47 —5.26 —3.78

bands appearing in the 360-400 nm region for the Ni and TiPc
complexes are due to charge transfers between the central
metal and substituted ligands.>’ The MnPc complexes display
broad bands in the 480-550 nm range that are most likely due
to charge transfer from the electron-rich ring to the electron-
poor metal centre and have been reported in numerous other
studies.*”** No absorption bands are observed in these regions
of the Co complexes. Using spin coating, thin films of the MPcs
were cast onto glass substrates to obtain the solid-state UV-vis
absorption spectra (ESIT). In the solid-state, all of the max-
imum absorption peaks of the MPcs undergo varying degrees of
blue shifting and to a larger extent peak broadening due to
intermolecular n-r stacking within the film.***® The number of
double bonds within the MPc crystal structure of the films
results in an overlap of m-orbitals between the molecules
allowing for energy transfer throughout the entire structure.’”
Peak broadening in thin films is considered advantageous for
OSC applications as it facilitates charge carrier mobility and
conductivity.**™°

Experimental energy levels (bandgap and HOMO energy levels)

(a) Bandgap energy (E;). The Tauc and Davis-Mott rela-
tionship is a substantiated method used to investigate the
bandgap energy of semiconductor materials using optical
absorbance data plotted with respect to photon energy.*"*?

1
Tauc models were constructed for each MPc by plotting (a/v)"~2
against energy (eV) and can be viewed in the ESL.} The E, values

were obtained by extrapolation of (ahv)":% =0. Table 1
indicates that the optical E,; assumes the following decreasing
trend for all substituents: NiPc > CoPc > TiPc > MnPc.

The E, values for the planar MPcs are slightly larger than the
axially coordinated MPcs, with the MnPcs displaying the lowest
E, values. The slight structural modifications brought about
by the different moieties on the MPcs do not significantly
influence the bandgap. Hence the differences observed in the
E, values appear to originate from the central metal. The CoPcs
and NiPcs have similar E;, which is possibly due to the

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020

outermost orbital of the metals being almost filled, reflecting
in similar electrostatic behaviour of these complexes.**

(b) HOMO energy levels. PESA has been reported as a
reliable method to determine ionisation potentials (IPs) for
various materials and comparable to other techniques such as
cyclic voltammetry (CV) and ultraviolet photoelectron spectro-
scopy (UPS) to determine the energy band structure of the
MPcs. The IPs or HOMO levels of the complexes were estimated
by plotting the electron count rate (n.) against the photon
energy (eV) and extrapolating to n. = 0 (ESIf). By combining
the measurements with the E, derived from the UV-vis optical
data, complete energy level alignments of the MPcs were
constructed. The determined energy levels and E, values for
the complexes are compiled in Table 1. Like their E, values, the
CoPcs and NiPcs show similar HOMO and LUMO energy levels,
while the MnPcs display a more diverse set of energy levels and
have the lowest-lying HOMO and LUMO levels. The derivation
and alignment of these energy levels are important considerations
when fabricating additional layers of BHJ cells. As such, the LUMO
energy levels of the MPcs play a vital role in accepting photo-
generated charge carriers from the P3HT polymer donor. When
assessing the energy levels of the MPcs based on their respective
moieties, all MPcs functionalised with 3-hydroxyacetaphenone
(3¢, 4c¢, 5¢ and 6¢) provided the lowest-lying HOMO-LUMO levels.
In contrast, functionalisation with 4-ter¢-butylphenol provided the
highest lying HOMO-LUMO levels (3a, 4a, 5a and 6a).

Theoretical energy levels

The theoretical HOMO, LUMO and E, values are recorded in
Table 1 and the optimised Cartesian coordinates of the MPcs
structures can be viewed in the ESL{ The experimental energy level
values compare well to the theoretical energy level values with
slight deviations. On comparison with the experimental Eg, the
theoretical E; is found to be higher with deviations of <0.3 eV.

Thermogravimetric analysis (TGA)

The thermal stability of the 16 MPcs was investigated by TGA.
The planar Co and Ni Pcs show thermal degradation over two or

Mater. Adv., 2020, 1, 3058-3072 | 3061
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three relatively stable stages while the axially coordinated
complexes, TiPcs and MnPcs, show thermal degradation
between three and five stages (ESIT). For comparative purposes,
the thermal degradation of these metal complexes will be
discussed in three broad temperature profiles as specified in
Table S8 in the ESI.} In stage I, a minimal weight loss (between
5-10%) was observed as a result of evaporation of residual
moisture and possibly the loss of groups attached to peripheral
ligands.*® Stage II is identified with a major weight loss and the
“major decomposition temperatures” are listed in Table S8
(ESIT). During stage II, the CoPcs and NiPcs lost between 60
and 75% of their weight, whereas the TiPcs and MnPcs showed
greater weight loss between 80 and 98%. Kalvelage et al. (2000)
carried out investigations on the pyrolysis of CoPcs and FePcs
at 600 °C. They reported that the pyrolysis products contained
~90% phthalimides, ~8% phthalonitriles and the remaining
2% was recognized as non-cyclic nitrogen-containing and
nitrogen-free compounds.** Using various methods such as
mass spectrometry (MS) and gas chromatography (GC-MS),
Achar et al. (2007) also described the thermal decomposition
of CoPc between 500 °C and 1000 °C and found that the main
pyrolysis products reported were benzonitriles, cyanogens,
hydrogen cyanide and phthalonitriles.*®

These results suggest that the weight loss taking place in
stage II results from the partial or full decomposition of
the macrocyclic structure, where mostly lower weight atoms
containing nitrogen are lost from the metal Pc structure.*® The
planar coordinated MPcs appear to have better thermal stability
as they have higher decomposition temperatures and show
lower weight loss during stage II in comparison to the axially
coordinated MPcs. This may be due to higher bonding energies
of the Co and Ni metal centres with the phthalocyanine
skeleton as these metals have almost complete 3d outer
orbitals.*® In Stage III, little to no weight loss was observed
and this indicates the destruction of the macrocyclic skeleton,
leaving behind only the metallic centres. The TGA study pro-
vides evidence that the MPcs display sufficient thermal stability
to act as additives in a BH]J solar cell device.

Bulk heterojunction solar cell fabrication and testing

Cell design. A cross-section diagram in Fig. 3 shows the
materials used to make up each of the layers. In this inverted
configuration, the ITO coated glass substrate is the cathode,
TiO, is the ETL, a triple blended BH]J active layer is composed of
P3HT, PC,,BM and selected MPcs, a WO; HTM and finally the
Ag metal as the anode.

The synthesised MPcs were incorporated into a blend of
PC,oBM and P3HT as a modifier to improve the PCEs of the BHJ
cells. The addition of an additive will be beneficial only if the
LUMO of the MPcs is located below the LUMO of the P3HT
donor and above the LUMO of the PC,,BM acceptor.’” The
energy levels of the BHJ OSC components are shown in Table 2.

The estimated HOMO and LUMO of the P3HT are —5.0 eV
and —2.75 eV, respectively. When incident photons excite an
electron-hole pair within P3HT, it is expected that the electron
will flow towards the cathode (i.e. ITO) via the structured energy

3062 | Mater. Adv., 2020, 1, 3058-3072
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P3HT:PC,,BM:MPc
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| Glass |

Fig. 3 Schematic representation of the triple blended bulk heterojunction
device planar configuration.

Table 2 Energy levels for all materials® used in the fabrication of the BHJ
OSCs in this work with corresponding literature references

Material Layer HOMO (eV) LUMO (eV) Ref.
ITO Cathode —4.4 to —4.5 — 48 and 49
TiO, ETL —4.3 —7.1 50 and 51
PC,,BM Acceptor -3.8 —5.6 This work
P3HT Donor —5.0 —2.7 This work
WO; HTM —4.8 — 52
Ag Anode —4.5 to —4.7 — 53

¢ For HOMO and LUMO levels of MPcs (additives), refer to Table 1.

cascade made up of the subsequent lower-lying LUMOSs of MPc,
PC,,BM and TiO, layers. The photogenerated holes can flow to
the anode (i.e. Ag) through the WO3; HTM as the HOMO of the
WO; will ensure efficient extraction of the generated holes.
Based on these estimated energy levels, the LUMOs of the MPcs
match that of the PC,,BM (—3.8 eV) and will allow for the
effective transfer of electrons.

The energy alignment also ensures that any photogenerated
charge carriers emanating from the MPc complexes can flow
through the system towards the respective electrodes. Fig. 4a-d
show the concise energy level diagrams for the ternary BHJ
system used in this study and demonstrate that all sixteen MPcs
show the appropriate HOMO-LUMO energy level cascading
arrangement to ensure charge transfer and to specifically
promote better exciton dissociation at the P3HT:PC,,BM inter-
face throughout the blended active layer. Despite the similar
band gaps between the sixteen MPcs, the TiPcs (5a-5d) and
MnPcs (6a-6d) display lower-lying HOMO-LUMO levels than
the CoPcs and NiPcs. Further assessment of the MPc energy
levels indicates that the (4a-4d) MPcs (i.e. NiPcs) are similar to
that of the (3a-3d) MPcs (i.e. CoPcs) and MPcs substituted with
the 2-naphthol group (i.e. 3b, 4b and 5b) are similar to the MPcs
substituted with the 4-tert-butylphenol group (i.e. 3a, 4a and
5a). To eliminate redundancy and potential overlap in results,
all the NiPcs (4a-4d) as well as the 3b, 4b, 5b and 6b MPcs were
not incorporated in the ternary blended BHJ cells and thus only

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Fig. 4 Energy level diagrams of the ternary BHJ system with the CoPc (3a—3d), NiPc (4a—4d), TiPc (5a—5d) and MnPc (6a—6d) complexes as additives.

nine MPcs of the sixteen were used as additives and evaluated
under solar simulations.

Optimisation studies: UV-vis spectroscopy

Solid-state UV-vis absorption spectra of the respective ternary
blends at varying MPc wt% for 3d, 5d and 6d with a compara-
tive over-lay of the reference P3HT:PC,,BM binary blend are
shown in Fig. 5, see ESIf for other ternary systems. As expected
from the spin-coated films, peaks observed from the solid-state
absorption analysis are much broader than the well-defined
peaks seen from solution analysis due to intermolecular stacking
and as stated previously, advantageous in OPV applications.> The
binary blend shows maximum absorbance at Amax = 465 nm,
which is a typical Ay, for P3HT films, and there is little to no
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absorbance in the 650-800 nm region as expected.>® The absorp-
tion spectra of the ternary blend are dominated by the P3HT
features except for the 650-800 nm region for the TiPcs and
MnPcs. The addition of the TiPcs (5a, 5b and 5d) and MnPcs
(6a, 6b and 6d) introduced absorption within the 650-800 nm
region as a consequence of their Q-bands. These observations
correlate with the UV-vis spectra in Fig. 2 and Fig. S10 (ESIY),
where the Q bands of the individual TiPcs and MnPcs are
observed in the 700 nm region. In the presence of P3HT and
PC,,BM, a noticeable redshift of the Q bands was observed.
One of the advantages of combining MPcs into the photoactive
layer is the collective light absorption of the P3HT and MPcs. The
increased light-harvesting is expected to enhance photogenerated
charge carriers and improve charge transport due to their
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UV-vis spectra of CoPc (3d), TiPc (5d) and MnPc (6d) complexes for optimisation studies.
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compatible energy level alignment and =n-m interactions
between the materials.”® In contrast, the CoPcs exhibited Q
bands in the lower 600 nm region and this absorption over-
lapped with the absorption spectrum of the binary blend and
therefore cannot be seen in the spectra. Therefore, only the
axially coordinated MPcs were able to expand the absorption
window of the blend significantly. Also, all ternary blends
displayed improved absorbance within the 300-450 nm region
in comparison to the binary blend. Well-defined Q bands of the
TiPcs and MnPcs appear to increase with increasing wt%, and
as such, ternary blends consisting of the 15 wt%, MPc provided
the highest absorbance within the 650-800 nm region. This
could indicate that even at the highest wt%, the effects of
aggregation did not hinder the absorbance by the MPcs in the
650-800 nm region thereby establishing that the optimum ratio
of the ternary P3HT:PC,,BM:MPc blend is 1:1.2:0.15 in
this study.

Photovoltaic performance of ternary BHJ cells

Table 3 summarises the parameters of the reference and the
nine ternary BH] cells where the values are averaged from
10 devices. The J-V curves are shown in Fig. 6, while compara-
tive visual representations of each parameter were constructed
and are shown in Fig. 7. Parameters that are used to charac-
terise the performance of the BHJ cells such as the current-
density (Jsc), the open-circuit voltage (Voc), the fill factor (FF)
and the power conversion efficiency (PCE) are all determined
from the current density-voltage (/-V) curves as seen below. The
J-V curves allow us to study the current generated in the BH]
cells with reference to the area of the active layer. The reference
binary BHJ cells displayed the following results: Voc = 0.54 V,
Jsc = 6.81 mA cm %, FF = 41.1% and PCE = 1.60%. After
introducing the axially coordinated TiPcs and MnPcs, a notice-
able increase in the Jsc and FF values was recorded. The percent
increase in the Jgc values for the TiPcs and the MnPcs ranged
between 2.71-9.44% and 9.56-13.14% in comparison to the
reference device. The higher Jsc and FFs produced improved
PCEs ranging from 1.93-2.09% and 2.36-2.62% for the TiPcs
and MnPcs, respectively.

When comparing between ternary BHJ cells, devices consisting
of MnPcs provided the best results, displaying the most improved

Table 3 Photovoltaic parameters? of the ternary blended BHJ cells

View Article Online
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PCEs between ternary devices. The higher PCE may be explained
as follows:

(a) Evaluation of the MnPc molecular orbitals: The compara-
tively lower-lying LUMOs of the MnPcs could have provided a
more efficient route for electron transfer from the P3HT donor.
The difference between the LUMO of the acceptor and donor
materials is often considered the driving force for charge
separation.”®” Also, the energy cascade provided by the MnPc
additives could act as a suppressant towards charge recombi-
nation of the P3HT.

(b) Increased Jsc values: Higher Jgc values may have
stemmed from increased absorption at longer wavelengths in
comparison to the binary blend. The photogenerated charge
carriers will subsequently dissociate between the donor and
acceptor interface created by the MPcs and increased the
resultant Jgc values.

(c) Increased Jsc values: The absorption co-efficient (¢) of the
nine MPcs was also evaluated to determine the possible effects
on the PV parameters. As seen in Table S3 (ESIt), the ¢ values
for CoPcs 3a, 3¢ and 3d are reported to be 3.54 M~ cm ™,
3.47M 'cem 'and 3.46 M~ ' ecm ™" respectively. The ¢ values are
comparatively lower than the ¢ values obtained for the TiPcs
and MnPcs. The MnPcs, 6a, 6¢ and 6d produced the highest
gvalues of 3.69 M *em ™, 3.75M *em tand 3.75 M em L
The higher ¢ values indicate that the TiPcs and to a greater
extent the MnPcs absorb more light than the CoPcs at the
maximum wavelength, where the electronic transitions are
between the a;, — e, orbitals. The ability to absorb more light
may have contributed to the higher jsc values obtained for
the MnPcs.

The V¢ values of the reference cells showed minimal to no
change when compared to the Vi values of the CoPc and TiPcs
but did show a noticeable difference when compared to the
MnPcs. One of the factors that have reportedly influenced the
Voc parameter is the offset between the HOMO of the donor
material and the LUMO of the acceptor material.>® Acting as an
additive between the donor and acceptor materials, the signifi-
cantly lower LUMO of the MnPcs may have contributed to the
slightly higher Vo values. When comparing the three different
MnPcs (6a, 6¢ and 6d), the 6¢ MnPc with the lowest-lying LUMO
displayed the highest averaged PCE of 2.62% =+ 0.07. This is

Ternary blends

Photovoltaic parameters

P3HT:PC,,BM: MPc Series Jsc (mA cm™?) Voc (V) FF (%) PCE (%)
P3HT:PC,,BM Ref 6.81 + 0.63 0.54 + 0.02 41.1 £ 2.36 1.60 &+ 0.05
P3HT:PC,,BM:CoPc 3a 6.66 + 0.50 0.56 + 0.02 43.9 £ 1.96 1.69 + 0.03
3c 6.62 + 0.57 0.55 + 0.02 44.9 £+ 1.76 1.69 £+ 0.04
3d 7.08 + 0.54 0.56 + 0.01 44.2 £ 2.41 1.79 &+ 0.07
P3HT:PC,,BM:TiPc 5a 7.08 £ 0.36 0.56 £ 0.02 44.3 £ 0.88 1.93 £ 0.06
5c 7.36 £ 0.33 0.59 £ 0.01 47.5 £ 1.28 2.15 £ 0.05
5d 7.52 + 0.32 0.57 £ 0.01 46.2 £ 2.07 2.00 + 0.04
P3HT:PC,,BM:MnPc 6a 7.53 £ 0.41 0.60 £ 0.01 48.7 £ 2.12 2.36 £ 0.07
6¢ 7.84 £ 0.27 0.60 £ 0.01 52.0 £ 1.57 2.62 £ 0.07
6d 7.58 + 0.23 0.55 + 0.08 51.4 + 0.85 2.42 £ 0.05

“ Data averaged from 10 cells each.
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Fig. 6 J-V curves (forward scans) of BHJ OSCs with ternary components
(A) 3a, 3c, 3d, (B) 5a, 5¢c, 5d and (C) 6a, 6¢c, 6d.

approximately 63.7% higher than the PCE attained for the
reference cell. However, the PCE obtained by the 6a and 6c
complexes was not significantly lower, as they produced PCEs
of 2.36 + 0.07 and 2.42 £+ 0.05, respectively. Although the
substituents shifted the HOMO-LUMO energy levels to varying
degrees, they did not have a major impact on the overall cell
performance. The slight structural differences between the
three moieties functionalised onto the MPcs did not outweigh
the influence of the central metal on the cell performance as
cell performance varied substantially between metals rather
than between the moieties. This was also observed for the
CoPcs and TiPcs.

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
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Photocurrent hysteresis is a well-reported phenomenon in
thin-film organic films and molecular devices; the forward and
reverse scans for the reference and ternary BHJ cells display
minor hysteresis (ESIt). The BH] parameters, Js¢c, Voc, FF and
PCE, for the reverse scans compare superbly with those of the
forward scans.

External quantum efficiency (EQE)

To gain further insight into the origin of the increased Jsc
values upon the addition of the axially coordinated MPcs,
the incident photon-to-conversion efficient (IPCE) or the EQE
spectra were recorded for the reference and ternary devices,
Fig. 8. The EQE measurements reflect the absorption that
occurs throughout the solar cell device, and is represented as
the ratio between the number of charge carriers collected to the
number of incident photons and can be represented by the
following equation:

Ne—n+ ()“)
”photons (/L)

EQE(1) =

The P3HT:PC,,BM reference cell shows peaks at ~360 nm,
~410 nm, ~468 nm and ~ 540 nm. The peaks at 360 nm and
410 nm are associated with PC,,BM absorption while the latter
two peaks are associated with P3HT absorption. As expected,
the EQE spectra of the CoPc ternary devices are similar to that
of the reference cells but have less pronounced peaks in the
400 nm region. These spectra also indicated that at 540 nm,
maximum EQE values between 41% and 45% were recorded for
the CoPc ternary BH]J cells, which was close to the 45% reported
for the reference cell.

There appears to be no absorption in the 750-800 nm
region. This is in contrast with the UV-vis absorption data, as
the axially coordinated MPcs displayed noticeable absorption
in the IR-region. This suggests that despite absorption in the
IR-region, the axially coordinated MPcs in the donor-acceptor
blend do not efficiently contribute to photocurrent generation
because the separated charges originating from the axial MPcs
seem to recombine. This voids the abovementioned explana-
tion in points (b) and (c) put forward to explain the observed
increase in PCEs. In addition, certain MPcs (3a, 3d, 5a and 5d)
have higher HOMO levels in comparison to P3HT (—5.0 eV) and
possibly hinder hole extraction by the P3HT donor. The
absence of efficient hole extraction can contribute to charge
recombination within the MPc molecules and furthermore
lends itself towards the argument that the MPcs were unable
to contribute to photocurrent due to recombination of its
charge carriers. This is not the case for the LUMO levels of
the MPcs, which has the ability to extract and transfer photo-
generated electrons to the PC;,BM acceptor.

However, the EQE value at 540 nm corresponding to the
P3HT absorption significantly increased up to 8% and 20% for
the TiPc and MnPc ternary BHJ cells, respectively, suggesting
that the TiPcs and more so the MnPcs either improve the
charge transfer between the P3HT and PC,,BM or hinder the
charge recombination from the excitons emanating from

Mater. Adv., 2020, 1, 3058-3072 | 3065
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Fig. 7 Comparative graphs (forward scans) for performance parameters (a) Jsc, (b) Voc (c) FF and (d) PCE of BHJ OSCs with MPcs (3a, 3¢, 3d, 5a, 5¢c, 5d

and 6a, 6¢, 6d) as ternary components.

the P3HT donor.>>®° This indicates that the MnPcs have the
ability to improve the charge extraction and transport at the
interface of the donor-acceptor materials.®® Lee et al. (2011)
carried out a comparative study between (i) MPc complexes
that were synthetically attached to the tail of the P3HT
polymer and (ii) MPcs complexes that were mixed into the
P3HT:PC,,BM as done in this study. The attached MPcs were
able to absorb incident light and add to the overall photo-
current generation.

Their corresponding IPCE spectrum also showed the con-
tribution of excitons in the 650-800 nm region as a result of the
MPc. Similar to this study, the IPCE spectra of the MPc
complexes that were simply mixed into the photoactive blend
did not contribute towards photocurrent generation but did
assist in improving the charge transfer, and it was suggested
that the MPc may have aggregated in the simple blend of
P3HT:PC,,BM and therefore did not perform as well.®*

Stability testing

Although high efficiencies are desirable, the reported values
usually represent the initial performance of the OPV cells,
therefore monitoring PCE degradation over time is also of
importance. The energy output of any solar cell device is the
product of its efficiency and lifetime stability. Consequently,
the device stability of OPV cells is a vital parameter that is often
inferior to that of inorganic silicon-based solar cells that are
currently in the market.

Though stability testing can last as long as 1000 hours and
more, in this study, the PCEs of the nine ternary devices were
recorded over a seven-day testing period, see Fig. 9.
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The stability tests were carried out under identical condi-
tions to the initial PV measurements (Table 3), ie. under
standard test conditions (100 mW cm?® under air mass, AM
1.5 global at 289 K, without encapsulation). When not in use,
the cells were housed in ordinary plastic dividers and sto