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Carbon-based electrodes for perovskite solar cells

Meidan Que, *a Boyue Zhang, a Jin Chen, *a Xingtian Yin b and
Sining Yun *a

The cost-effective processability and high stability of carbon-based perovskite solar cells (C-PSCs) have

shown great potential to positively devote to the development of large-scale production processes.

However, there are certain critical issues such as inferior performance and poor interface contact

between perovskites and carbon electrodes, which have to be resolved first. The review shows that

three main carbon materials, namely, carbon black, graphenes and carbon nanotubes display high

photoelectric conversion efficiencies when being mixedly used as rigid electrodes and show excellent

robustness in mechanical deformation as flexible carbon electrodes in carbon-based perovskite solar

cells. Moreover, the specific development of and the comparison among three primary types of C-PSCs,

namely, meso C-PSCs, embedment C-PSCs and paintable PSCs are emphasized. Furthermore, this work

discusses the latest progress of C-PSC interface engineering from four aspects, namely, energy

alignment, hysteresis effect, interface passivation and built-in electric field, and the differences among

them are explained. Finally, further challenges and perspectives of C-PSCs are outlined. This work will

be a profound influence and guidance on the significance of C-PSCs in commercialization.

1. Introduction

In recent decades, great attention has been paid to perovskite
solar cells (PSCs), owing to their facile manufacture and low-
cost solution processing.1–7 Halide perovskite materials with

the ABX3 structure have the advantages of strong absorption
ability, tunable band gap, ambipolar (electrons and holes)
transport properties, low exciton binding energy, and prolonged
carrier migration length.8–13 Halide perovskite materials are
used as light-absorbing layers and assembled by solar cells,
which are expected to be comparable to that of the silicon-based
solar cells. In 2009, metal-based perovskite solar cells (M-PSCs)
with a photoelectric conversion efficiency (PCE) of 3.8% were
first successfully developed.1 Thereafter, drastic improvements
in efficiency are achieved via carefully designing materials,
controlling the perovskite crystallization, suppressing carrier
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recombination, improving the interface engineering and accelerating
carrier migration.14–17 Until 2021, the optimal certification PCE
of M-PSCs has reached 25.5%.18

The metal electrode here is usually gold (Au), silver (Ag) or
other highly conductive metals, but the metal layer is formed in
a vacuum environment for thermal evaporation coating with high
energy consumption, which severely hinders large-scale production
and commercialization of PSCs.20–24 From the perspective of work-
function (Wf), carbon materials (Wf B�5.0 eV) have the potential to
replace Au (Wf B �5.1 eV) as the black electrode of the device.
Carbon materials have the advantages of abundant sources, high
electrochemical stability, and hole extraction, and these advantages
are unavailable for metal electrodes. Therefore, the manufacturing
process of carbon-based structures is simplified because of the lack
of the hole transport layer. In addition, the specific hydrophobicity
of the carbon material structure can also significantly enhance the
stability of the solar cells. As illustrated in Fig. 1(a), the traditional
M-PSCs consist of five layers (Au, hole transport layer (HTL),
light-absorbing, electron transport layer (ETL), fluorine-doped
tin oxide (FTO)).19 Then, the HTL was removed and the Au
electrode was replaced with the carbon electrode, as shown in
Fig. 1(b).19 In M-PSCs, the interaction between the perovskite film and the ETL determines the electron quasi-Fermi level (Efn),

while the interaction between the perovskite film and the HTL
determines the hole quasi-Fermi level (Efp) (Fig. 1(c)).19 When
removing the HTL, the interaction between the perovskite/
carbon electrode predominantly determines the Efp value in
carbon-based perovskite solar cells (C-PSCs), which will uplift
the Efp position thanks to the higher Femi level of carbon
materials than the highest occupied molecular orbital (HOMO)
of the HTL (Fig. 1(d)).19 Consequently, it is the premise that
improving the VOC and PCE of C-PSCs is to reduce the Femi level
of carbon materials.

Utilizing carbon black/graphite as an anode in PSCs, a PCE
of 6.6% was first achieved.25 After that, low-temperature cured
carbon electrodes for PSCs were fabricated, which were developed
as substitutes for noble metal electrodes in HTL-free PSCs. This
carbon black electrode had achieved a PCE of 8.31%, which reached
9% by optimizing the conditions (doctor-blading technique).25,26

Fig. 1 Device structures of (a) M-PSCs and (b) C-PSCs. Working principles
of (c) M-PSCs and (d) C-PSCs. Efn and Efp represent the electron and hole
quasi Fermi levels.19 Copyright 2017, Wiley.
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In addition, a novel preparation of a low-temperature carbon
black electrode for HTL-free PSCs had been developed under
high relative humidity, and the black electrode had a small sheet
resistance and a good interfacial contact with the substrate.27

Subsequently, a room-temperature solvent-exchange method
was developed to fabricate self-adhesive macroporous carbon
electrodes.28 A PCE up to 19.2% was achieved, which was the
best efficiency for C-PSCs. The typical PCE improvement of
C-PSCs along with years is shown in Fig. 2. It can be seen that
C-PSCs doped with other materials exhibit superior efficiency, on
account that the dopant can change the conductivity and Wf of
the black electrode.29–34

Carbon electrode materials were fabricated by two main
deposition methods. The first method required high temperatures
(400–500 1C).19 Mesoporous carbon was deposited at the top of the
insulating layer by screen printing or doctor-blading technology,
and subsequently sintered. The insulating layer had the role of
preventing the interface contact between the transparent and the
rear electrode, and avoided photocurrent loss. Another strategy
was layer-by-layer deposition,19 thanks to the development of low-
temperature carbon electrodes, which first formed perovskite
films and then screen-printed or doctor-bladed carbon films
on the perovskite layer or HTL. The current carbon electrode
materials mainly include carbon black, graphenes and carbon
nanotubes. Fig. 3(a) and (b) indicate that the PCE of M-PSCs was
higher than that of C-PSCs, due to which the smooth surface of
the Au electrode reflected incident light and caused the light-
absorbing layer to absorb repeatedly.35 In addition, the cross-
sectional scanning electron microscopic (SEM) image of the
obtained device is displayed in Fig. 3(c) and (d).36,37 Hence, the
low-cost and low-temperature carbon black electrode had a
great potential in massive flexible manufacturing of PSCs.
Recently, three carbon materials have been explored to carbon
electrodes such as carbon black, graphenes, and carbon nano-
tubes.38–47 However, the carbon electrode still exhibits low con-
ductivity, carrier recombination, poor interface contact, etc.

In this review, we focus on the major progress of C-PSCs
in recent years, including the development of carbon-based
materials, their preparation and new strategies to improve
device structures. The following content was mainly composed
of three parts: (I) the influences of the proportions of the three
carbon materials (carbon black, graphenes, and carbon nanotubes)

on the PCE are summarized; (II) the preparation methods of meso
C-PSCs, embedment C-PSCs and paintable C-PSCs were described
in detail, and their performance was emphasized and (III) starting
from several aspects such as energy alignment, hysteresis effect,
passivation of defects and built-in electric field, a broad overview of
the interface engineering development of C-PSCs was carried out.
Finally, the challenges and potentials of C-PSCs were summarized.
We envision that this work will inspire researchers to employ the
remarkable stability, low cost and hydrophobic properties of carbon
materials to highly efficient and stable C-PSCs.

2. Carbon-based electrode materials
in PSCs
2.1 Carbon black

Carbon black can be obtained by incomplete combustion or
thermal decomposition of carbon-containing materials under
the condition of insufficient air. It can be seen from the carbon
black structure diagram (Fig. 4(a)) that there is a graphite layer
inside, and there are some groups (–COOH and –C–OH) at the
edge.49,50 The carbon black particles were in the form of
spheres (Fig. 4(b)) with a size of about 15 nm.48 The specific
gravity of carbon black was 1.8 to 1.9, the bulk specific gravity of
granular carbon black was 0.35 to 0.4, and that of powdered
carbon black was 0.04 to 0.08, respectively.25 It was in powder
form and had a large specific surface area. A large number of
particles facilitated the formation of conductive paths among
particles. The Wf of carbon black is �5.05 eV, which can extract
holes from the perovskite layer well. However, the conductivity
of the carbon electrode depended to a large extent on heat
treatment. Therefore, this carbon electrode needed to be sintered
at high temperatures (400–500 1C) to form a good conductivity.

Fig. 2 PCE evolution curve of C-PSCs from 2013 to 2020.

Fig. 3 Schematic of light reflecting features at (a) Au and (b) carbon
electrodes.35 Copyright 2019, Royal Society of Chemistry. Cross-sectional
SEM images of (c) M-PSCs.36 Copyright 2016 Wiley. Cross-sectional SEM
images of (d) C-PSCs.37 Copyright 2017 Wiley.
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Since carbon black was not as conductive as graphite, researchers
often mixed carbon black and graphite in a certain proportion, as
shown in Table 1. When the ratio of graphite to carbon black was
3 : 1, the PCE was the highest at 13.53%. It may be a manifestation
of the excellent performance of carbon black and graphite.

Ku et al. used carbon black/graphite as the rear electrode of
PSCs for the first time.25 Then, Wei et al. utilized pure carbon
black as the rear electrode for C-PSCs by collecting candle
soot.56 The structure of this carbon black was highly porous. In
addition, the carbon electrode was printed on the pre-fabricated
perovskite film during device preparation. Finally, the cell achieved
a PCE of 2.6% because of the low conductivity of this carbon black.
After that, they determined to employ commercial carbon black as
the rear electrode, and the PCE of the device was greatly boosted
which eventually reached 11.0%.56 Huang et al. had also done
related research.57 It was necessary to first use methylammonium
iodide (MAI) and carbon black to form carbon ink, resulting from
the small size of carbon black, then they used inkjet printing
technology to deposit carbon electrodes. When carbon ink was
placed on the PbI2 precursor layer, MAI reacted with PbI2 in the
ink and crystallized to a cubic perovskite phase, thus immobilizing
and embedding carbon black to produce carbon electrons. It
enhanced the back contact in the C-PSCs, resulting in the
acceleration of carrier migration and reduced charge recombina-
tion. As a result, a PCE of 11.6% was achieved.57

Recently, Gong et al. have introduced an intermediate layer
of carbon black between the perovskite film and the carbon rear
electrode.48 The device was fabricated with the structure of the

perovskite/carbon black/carbon electrode, where carbon black
was employed to facilitate the hole extraction. They adopted a
one-step spin-coating method with a preheating process for a
high-quality perovskite film.58–62 The configuration and band
alignment of the device are illustrated in Fig. 4(c) and (d).48

Fig. 4(e) depicts the manufacture procedures of the perovskite
layer, carbon black interlayer and carbon rear electrode.
Obviously, the carbon black interlayer played a role of transition
layer between perovskite and carbon rear the electrode, which
accelerated hole extraction. It improved the extraction efficiency
of holes because of the larger contact area and proper energy
band arrangement in the interface perovskite/carbon electrode.
As a result, the device achieved a recorded PCE of 13.13%.48 Chu
et al. designed a new type of carbon rear electrode with nanoscale
carbon black and carbon fiber to improve the perovskite/carbon
interface.63 HTL-free PSCs were obtained by using double-layer
carbon electrodes (coherent layer and conductive layer), thereby
increasing the PCE to 14.1%.63

Moreover, Wei et al. made a thermoplastic carbon film for
the black electrode of flexible HTL-free PSCs by mixing carbon
black and graphite at low temperatures (o100 1C).52 Under the
conditions of carbon film composition (the ratio of graphite to
carbon black was 3 : 1) and hot-press pressure (0.25 MPa), the
interface contact between the perovskite and carbon film was
optimal.

2.2 Graphene

Among the carbon materials, graphene (a sheet with two-
dimensional carbon atoms filled into the honeycomb lattice)
has a variety of extraordinary properties. For instance, high
charge mobility (1020 cm2 V�1 s�1), good electrical conductivity,
outstanding mechanical flexibility and transmittance,67–71 not
least the good flexibility and light transmittance of graphene
made it suitable for flexible PSCs as a transparent electrode.
However, the device structure was either mesoporous or planar,
and it was necessary to use high temperature to treat TiO2 and
form dense films. The process not only consumed times and
energies, but also hindered the manufacture of flexible devices.
In the inverted (p–i–n) structure, ETL and HTL collected photo-
generated electrons and holes and reached the anode and
carbon electrodes, respectively.72 The carbon electrode here
was required to be highly transparent within a certain spectral

Fig. 4 (a) SEM and (b) TEM images of carbon black nanoparticles. (c)
Architecture of a carbon black interlayer-based PSC. (d) Energy band
alignment of a CB interlayer-based PSC. (e) Schematic of the fabrication
process of C-PSCs.48 Copyright 2020, American Chemical Society.

Table 1 Comparison of PV parameters obtained by different materials of
PSCs under 1 sun

Electrode composition VOC (V) JSC (mA cm�2) FF PCE (%) Ref.

Carbon black 0.87 20.20 0.56 9.80 51
Graphite 0.97 18.80 0.57 10.27 52
Graphite/CBNPs (5 : 1) 0.98 20.00 0.58 11.43 52
Graphite/CBNPs (3 : 1) 1.00 21.30 0.63 13.53 52
Graphite/CBNPs (2 : 1) 0.97 20.57 0.62 12.47 52
MWCNT 0.87 17.94 0.51 8.04 53
Carbon/MWCNT 0.93 21.30 0.59 11.60 51
Au 1.05 19.12 0.72 14.71 54
Ag 0.94 21.70 0.60 11.60 55

Carbon black nanoparticles (CBNPs), multi-wall carbon nanotubes
(MWCNT).
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range (visible and infrared). Therefore, graphene is an ideal
choice. The SEM image of graphene is shown in Fig. 5(b). The
SEM images of bulk graphite (BG) and ultra-thin graphite (UG)
are shown in Fig. 5(c)–(f).

In 2015, You et al. applied graphene as a transparent rear
electrode in the inverted PSCs for the first time.73 The front
electrode (FTO side) and the rear electrode (graphene side) were
irradiated under 1 sun illumination, and the PCE were 12.02%
and 11.6%, respectively. Graphene was widely used in inverted
PSCs and replaced transparent conductive oxide (TCO) as the
front electrode.74 By using graphene transparent anodes and
organic hole transport materials poly(3,4-ethylenedioxythiophene):
poly(styrenesulfonate) (PEDOT:PSS), high-efficiency TCO-free PSCs

were prepared. By adding MoO3 and optimizing the thickness of
the MoO3 layer between the graphene anode and PEDOT:PSS, the
highest PCE of 17.1% was obtained. Simultaneously, the PCE of
the device with ITO transparent electrode was 18.8%.74

These studies found that PCE vitally depended on the number
of graphene layers.74–76 The performance of the two-layer graphene
device was the best and achieved the PCE with 12.37% certified
value, while the PCE of the single-layer assembled device was
9.18%.77 Nevertheless, the increased graphene layers resulted in
deterioration of PCE (PCE for three and four layers were 11.45%
and 11.27%, respectively).77 A large quantity of layers reduced
the transmittance of electrodes, and resulted in a decrease in
quantities of photons reaching the absorber layer. In 2019, by
Zhang et al. showed that graphene-based PSCs (G-PSCs) exhibit
a PCE of 18.65%.66 The optimized unpackaged device kept
90% of its initial PCE after aging for 1000 hours at a high
temperature of 85 1C. Fig. 5(g) shows the SEM image of the
G-PSC structure.

2.3 Carbon nanotubes

Carbon nanotubes had become a promising next-generation
black electrode.80 Carbon nanotubes were 1D cylinders coiled
with graphene, which had excellent optoelectronic properties
similar to graphene. It included single-walled (SWCNT) and
multi-walled carbon nanotubes (MWCNTs). The diameter of
SWCNTs was generally 1.5 nm.64 The SEM image of the carbon
nanotube is shown in Fig. 6(a). As the wall of the tube could be
bent, the charge transfers faster as it passes. The band gap of
CNTs could also change with the change in diameter, and had a
Wf value of �4.95 eV.81–87

Furthermore, the mechanical property of CNTs was proved
to be extremely beneficial for the exploitation of flexible
PSCs.88,89 Compared with the high treatment temperature of
the carbon black/graphite composite electrode (above 450 1C),
CNT films could be integrated into PSCs without any sintering,

Fig. 5 (a) Schematic of graphene. (b) SEM image of graphene.64 Copy-
right 2015, Royal Society of Chemistry. SEM images at low and high
magnifications of (c) and (d) UG and (e) and (f) bulk graphite (BG).65

Copyright 2017, Elsevier. (g) Cross-sectional SEM image of G-PSC.66

Copyright 2019, Royal Society of Chemistry.

Fig. 6 (a) SEM image of CNTs.64 Copyright 2015, Royal Society of Chemistry. (b) Typical SEM image of the CSCNT film.78 Copyright 2018, Wiley.
(c) M-PSCs with different Spiro-MeOTAD concentrations. (d) Depiction of the charge flow in M-PSCs (above) and CNT-based PSCs (below). (e)
Schematic of the optimized TFMS-doped CNT electrode PSC device. (f) J–V curves of the Au-based PSCs (orange circle) and the optimized TFMS-doped
CNT-PSCs (blue triangle).79 Copyright 2020, Royal Society of Chemistry.
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since remarkable optical characteristic and flexibility CNTs
were very prospective in flexible PSC electrode materials. Luo et al.
reported a cross-stacked carbon nanotube (CSCNT) film,78 and later
used an SnO2-coated carbon nanotube (SnO2@CSCNT) film as the
electrode in flexible inverted PSCs in their work.89 Compared with
devices without SnO2 coating, flexible inverted PSCs with
SnO2@CSCNT cathodes had significantly improved photovoltaic
performance. The results indicated that SnO2@CSCNT was a pro-
mising cathode material for long-term PSC operation. The typical
SEM image of the CSCNT film is shown in Fig. 6(b).

Jeon et al. developed a vapor doping method based on ex situ
triflic acid (TFMS), which minimized the interaction with t-BP and
shown the maximum doping effect.79 In the case of traditional
M-PSCs, an increase in the concentration of 2,2,7,7-tetrakis(N,N-di-
p-methoxyphenylamine)-9,90-spirobifluorene (Spiro-MeOTAD) in
HTL would decrease the PCE (Fig. 6(c)). It was in that the increase
in HTL concentration resulted in a thicker Spiro-MeOTAD layer,
causing a decrease in the hole transport capacity and vice versa.79

However, it did not happen in the case of CNT lamination PSCs, as
CNTs had already extracted holes in the interface before Spiro-
MeOTAD restricted hole extraction (Fig. 6(d)). Combined the
optimized carbon nanotubes and Spiro-MeOTAD (Fig. 6(e)), the
best PCE of C-PSCs was higher than that of M-PSCs and reached
18.8% (Fig. 6(f)).79 This was due to the superior hole selectivity of
carbon nanotubes and the improvement of electrical conductivity
by doping TFMS.

In conclusion, from a view of the application, the perfor-
mance of graphene as a transparent electrode is the best due to
good conductivity, high flexibility and light transmittance.74

Carbon nanotubes are suitable to be counter electrodes because
of their unique structure to promote hole extraction,90 while

carbon black can increase the pores of carbon paste, promote
charge transfer and improve interface contact.48 Therefore, it is
reasonable to believe that if the carbon materials will be utilized
as the basic electrode material, the PCE will possibly catch up
with that of conventional M-PSCs.

3. Three types of C-PSC progress

According to the difference between the device structure and
the carbon electrode deposition process, C-PSCs were divided
into three types, namely, meso, embedment, and paintable
C-PSCs, which are shown in Fig. 7, 8 and 9, respectively. The
comparison with the parameters of M-PSCs is shown in Table 2.
From these results, it can be seen that the PCE of C-PSCs was
still lower than that of M-PSCs, but the efficiency had been
steadily improved. Thus far, the performance of paintable
C-PSCs was the best.

3.1 Meso C-PSCs

For HTL-free meso PSCs, the perovskite layer could not only be
used as a light absorbing layer, but also played the role of hole
transport, which made the use of hole transport materials
redundant and simplified the preparation process of the
device.115–120 The meso C-PSCs exploited by Ku et al. was the
most representative,25 which had a schematic of a typical HTL-
free meso C-PSCs, as shown in Fig. 7(a). It included three
mesoporous layers (i.e. TiO2, ZrO2, carbon), which were used
as ETL, insulating layer and HTL, respectively. The preparation
process of the device included that etched FTO and
then deposited a dense TiO2 layer, mesoporous TiO2 layer,

Fig. 7 (a) Schematic of a hole-conductor-free mesoscopic TiO2/CH3NH3PbI3 heterojunction solar cell based on anatase nanosheets and carbon
counter electrodes.111 Copyright 2014, American Chemical Society. (b) SEM image of the devices.112 Copyright 2015, Royal Society of Chemistry.
(c) Photocurrent density–voltage curves of mesoscopic solar cells with carbon black/graphite electrode (CG), C-FDU-15/graphite electrode (OG-15) and
C-FDU-16/graphite electrode (OG-16) counter electrodes. (d) Assembled carbon framework structure of C-FDU-15. (e) Assembled carbon framework
structure of C-FDU-16. (f) TEM image of C-FDU-15 viewed in the (110) direction. (g) TEM image of C-FDU-16 viewed in the (110) direction.113 Copyright
2014, Royal Society of Chemistry. Diagram of the fabricated three-layer PVK device: (h) side-sealed and (i) over-sealed cells.114 Copyright 2016, Wiley.
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mesoporous ZrO2 electron blocking layer, and mesoporous
carbon electrode by screen printing. The SEM image confirmed
that the thickness of the device was only 5–10 mm in Fig. 7(b),
wherein TiO2 and ZrO2 mesoporous layers were made of
nanoparticles, while carbon mesoporous layers (at least a few
microns thick) were composed of carbon black and graphite in
a certain proportion. After assembling the device with screen
printing technology, the device was annealed at high temperatures
to improve its mechanical strength. Finally, the perovskite pre-
cursor solution was dropped onto the device surface, and the
solution was infiltrated into the multi-layer mesoporous structure
to obtain meso C-PSCs. Since the thickness of the entire device was
at least a few microns, complete penetration of the solution into
the mesoporous structure was a significant issue for meso C-PSCs.

In the initial study of meso C-PSCs, the solution of PbI2 and
MAI was employed to the device via a one-step deposition
technique, which achieved a PCE with 6.6%.25 The inferior

performance was due to the poor infiltration of the perovskite
precursor solution in the device. To improve solution infiltration,
Xu et al. applied an ordered porous carbon material as the carbon
electrode, which boosted the solution infiltration and lightly
increased the PCE to 7%.113 As illustrated in Fig. 7(c), the photo-
current density–voltage characteristic (J–V) curve of meso C-PSCs
was plotted using OG-15, OG-16 and CG as counter electrodes,
respectively.113 Fig. 7(d) and (e) represent the assembled frame-
work C-FDU-15 and C-FDU-16, respectively.113 Fig. 7(f) shows the
TEM image of C-FDU-15 seen in the (110) direction, and Fig. 7(g)
shows the TEM image of C-FDU-16 viewed from the same
direction.113 A two-step technique was also explored for meso
C-PSCs by Han’s group,111 which involved pre-deposition of
PbI2, and then reached reaction in MAI solution to generate
MAPbI3. By employing the TiO2 nanosheet as the ETL, the meso
C-PSCs exhibited the best PCE of 10.6%,111 which enhanced to
11.6% after altering the graphite size and thickness of the

Fig. 8 (a) Embedment C-PSCs developed by Wei et al.56 Copyright 2014, Royal Society of Chemistry. (b) Cross-sectional SEM images of embedment
C-PSCs.103 Copyright 2014, Wiley. (c) (top) Fabrication process of the first-generation clamping solar cells by simply clamping an FTO-supported candle
soot film and a CH3NH3PbI3 photoanode. (Middle) Fabrication of the second-generation clamping solar cells by rolling transfer-assisted clamping.
(bottom) Fabrication of the third-generation clamping solar cells by chemically promoted rolling transfer clamping, with a CH3NH3I bath for the in situ
conversion of PbI2 to CH3NH3PbI3 partially embedding the soot electrode. (d) A digital photo portraying the flame deposition of the candle soot. (e)
Cross-sectional SEM image of the sponge-like candle soot film. (f) TEM image of the as-prepared bi-continuous network of chain-like candle soot
nanoparticles.56 Copyright 2014, Royal Society of Chemistry.
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carbon counter electrode.112 Baranwal et al. evaluated the stability
of the PCE of meso C-PSCs.114 The results indicated that the
efficiency of the encapsulated meso C-PSCs was not almost
degraded at 100 1C, which indicated that the high thermal stability
of the device had a chance to be achieved. Although the thick
carbon layer could play a role in reducing the perovskite layer from
being affected by moisture degradation, it must also avoid direct
exposure of the rear electrode. There were two kinds of sealing
positions of the device, as illustrated in Fig. 7(h) and (i). These
results indicated that meso C-PSCs had the opportunity to achieve
high-efficiency PSCs.114

3.2 Embedment C-PSCs

As an improved version of meso C-PSCs, embedment C-PSCs
not only simplified the fabrication process, but also prevented the
perovskite layer from being destroyed at high temperatures.121–124

Embedment C-PSCs was first developed by Wei et al. (Fig. 8(a)).56

By spin-coating a carbon paste on the PbI2 layer, which was
followed by converting PbI2 into lead halide perovskite (LHP). In
another method, a seamless interface between the perovskite layer
and the carbon layer was formed by screen printing carbon/MAI
ink on PbI2 to form LHP in situ. Therefore, compared with the use
of carbon ink, the charge recombination was reduced.19,56 The
SEM image of the device prepared with the C + CH3NH3I ink
mixture (Fig. 8(b)) presented a layer-by-layer structure.103 As shown
in Fig. 8(c), Wei et al. systematically focused on the optimization of
the perovskite/carbon interface by progressively evolving three
generations of clamped solar cells.56 The reliable contact of the
first generation, between the perovskite and the candle soot could
not be guaranteed due to the insufficient conductivity of the
candle soot and uncontrollable clamping method, resulting in
high internal resistance and poor photovoltaic performance. In
order to solve these issues, the second generation of splint solar
cells exhibited improved graphitization and electrical conductivity
by the annealing of the candle soot and the interface contact.

However, the filling factor (FF) and PCE remained mismatching
for Spiro-MeOTAD-based devices, which might be related to the
inferior interface contact between the perovskite and candle soot.
Finally, the problem was basically solved in the third generation of
clamped devices. The improved clamping technique resulted in a
significant improvement in PCE (11.02%) and performance repro-
ducibility. Fig. 8(d) illustrates the classical method of obtaining
candle soot, which was very convenient for the large-scale
preparation of carbon nanoparticles. A piece of glass was put
upon the candle flame, and a micron-thick candle soot film
could be obtained in seconds. According to the SEM image in
Fig. 8(e), it could be found that it was a loose sponge-like
structure. The TEM image in Fig. 8(f) further revealed that the
candle soot had a nano-chain structure, which was roughly
composed of 30 nm nano-particle strings.

Carbon black was often used in the work of embedment of
C-PSCs. However, the poor connectivity of carbon black would
lead to an inferior interfacial contact. The addition of other
adhesives would increase the connectivity, but prevent the
infiltration of the solution and inhibit the conversion of PbI2

into MAPbI3. In order to solve this issue, the bonding properties
of other carbon materials (carbon black, graphite and MWCNTs)
were compared. Finally, it was concluded that the FF values of the
three carbon materials were very different, in the order of
graphite (0.64) o carbon black (0.65) o MWCNTs (0.75).64

In 2019, Yang et al. reported embedment C-PSCs based on
carbon nanotubes. Carbon nanotubes were coated on PbI2 and
then immersed in CH3NH3I solution for 12 h to form a
CH3NH3PbI3 perovskite layer. Finally, the prepared CH3NH3PbI3

perovskite layer was annealed on a hot plate at 100 1C for 10 min
to obtain a complete device. On the basis of this device, they
added a ferroelectric oxide (PbTiO3) between the ETL and the
perovskite layer. The PbTiO3 was formed on TiO2 by coating
TiO2 with (Pb(OAc)2�3H2O), and then annealing at 450 1C for 1 h.
The PbTiO3 could provide a larger internal electric field and

Fig. 9 (a) Fabrication process of paintable carbon-based PSCs. (b) Cross-sectional SEM image of the solar cell device architecture.106 Copyright 2016,
Wiley. (c) Microscopic curing mechanism during the formation of C1 and C2 films. (d) Cross-sectional SEM images of PSCs with the C1 film and C2 film as
electrodes.28 Copyright 2018, Wiley.
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inhibit the non-radiative recombination of carriers, and the
corresponding PCE of device reached 16.37%.

3.3 Paintable C-PSCs

It was well known that the inferior contact between perovskite
layer and carbon electrode was the main reason for the low PCE.
In order to improve this issue, a kind of carbon paste coating was
developed. This carbon paste was mainly composed of carbon
materials, additives, polymers and non-polar solvents. Therefore,
the previous clamping C-PSCs had been improved to paintable
C-PSCs.125,126 In this kind of C-PSCs, the morphology influence of
perovskite films on the interface was very important, which would
affect the performance of the device.28 According to the process
shown in Fig. 9(a), the carbon paste was printed on the perovskite
layer, and then the paintable C-PSCs could be obtained by annealing
30 min at low temperatures (100 1C).106 The interfacial contact
between the perovskite layer and the carbon electrode was improved
by using an isopropanol/cyclohexane solvent, as shown in
Fig. 9(b).106 The carbon paste was printed on the pre-deposited
LHP layer by painting or doctor blading, so the structure of the
device had only four layers (carbon, LHP, TiO2, FTO).127

Zhang et al. applied a commercial carbon paste to paintable
C-PSCs for the first time.26 By systematically altering the thickness
of the TiO2 layer, the device obtained a PCE of 8.3%. In the
beginning, the PCE of paintable C-PSCs was very low, but the
simplest manufacturing process continued to inspire researchers
to enhance the efficiency of the device. By optimizing the ratio of
paint composition (carbon black and graphite), Yang et al.
obtained a PCE of 10.2%.128 In 2015, Wei et al. developed a flexible
carbon paste printing on the LHP layer, which effectively avoided
the negative influence of the solvent on the perovskite film, and
finally obtained a PCE with 13.5%.52

The research on the stability of paintable C-PSCs had been
reported by literatures.129,130 Wei et al. compared the effects of epoxy
resin and Ag coating on the carbon electrode.131 Epoxy resin was a
kind of polymer in carbon paste and had superior water resistance.
Compared with the pure carbon electrode, carbon paste as the
electrode had a better hydrophobicity. The Ag coating could
enhance the hydrophobicity. In addition, the Ag coating could also
improve the conductivity of the carbon electrode. Because perovskite
was easily degraded by moisture, hydrophobicity was very
important.131 This was proved by the environmental stability
measurement. The device with epoxy resin had higher stability,
and the Ag coating acted like the icing on the cake.131

Zhang et al. exploited a self-adhesive macroporous carbon
film by solvent exchange at room temperature.28 In the previous
process, the solvent in the carbon paste was removed by high-
temperature volatilization, which seriously affected the flexibil-
ity and porosity of the carbon paste, labeled as C1. It was found
that ethanol could effectively inhibit the curing of carbon paste
during solvent exchange. Fig. 9(c) depicts the microscopic
curing mechanism of carbon paste.28 After the exchange pro-
cess was completed, the carbon film fell off from the glass
substrate and formed a self-supporting film, which was marked
C2. This method can avoid high-temperature curing. Fig. 9(d)
shows the SEM images of devices with C1 and C2 as black

electrodes, respectively.28 It was found that there was a large
gap between C1 and the Spiro-MeOTAD layer, while there was
almost no gap between C2 and the Spiro-MeOTAD layer, and
hence, it had a better interfacial contact.

There were obvious differences among the three kinds of C-PSCs
in the preparation process, especially in the preparation and
deposition of carbon paste. The multi-layer mesoporous structure
in meso C-PSCs limited the complete conversion of pre-deposited
PbI2.99–101,132 In the preparation of embedment C-PSCs, the TiO2

layer and the carbon layer should be deposited separately by a two-
step method when pre-depositing PbI2.71,133–135 For paintable C-
PSCs, it was deposited layer by layer. No matter it was the one-step
method, the two-step method or other development methods, it
could be applied. Due to its superior stability, low cost of production
and large market potential, C-PSCs had become a critical part of the
PSC field.136–141 Table 3 lists the fabrication parameters of different
techniques. It can be seen that the PCE of paintable C-PSCs
exhibited the best.

Although C-PSC-related research had achieved excellent
results, the inferior interface contact between the perovskite
film and the carbon electrode remained to be solved.

4. Interface engineering of C-PSCs

Owing to poor adhesion of carbon materials and inferior
contact with the perovskite layer interface, a large amount of

Table 2 Comparison of photovoltaic parameters achieved by M-PSCs
and C-PSCs (meso, embedment and paintable)

VOC

(mV)
JSC

(mA cm�2)
FF
(%)

PCE
(%)

Ref.
[years]

M-PSCs 993 20.00 73.00 15.00 20133

1130 22.75 75.01 19.30 201491

1060 24.70 77.50 20.20 201592

1180 22.80 81.00 21.80 201693

1110 25.00 81.70 22.60 201794

1114 24.91 81.29 23.20 201895

1160 24.90 81.40 23.56 201996

1181 25.14 84.80 25.20 202097

Meso C-PSCs 878 12.40 61.00 6.64 201325

858 22.80 66.00 12.84 201498

867 22.93 67.00 13.41 201599

921 19.21 78.00 13.89 2016100

1050 20.20 75.00 15.90 2017101

1080 23.33 76.20 19.20 201828

910 19.64 66.00 12.07 2021102

Embedment C-PSCs 950 17.20 71.00 11.60 2014103

880 18.00 80.00 12.67 201564

920 21.50 77.00 15.23 2017104

1070 23.44 61.00 15.38 201830

930 23.47 75.00 16.37 2019105

1050 20.93 68.97 15.18 202072

Paintable C-PSCs 900 16.78 55.00 8.31 201426

1002 21.30 63.40 13.53 201564

1040 21.27 65.00 14.38 2016106

1070 21.44 68.00 15.66 2018107

Paintable C-PSCs 910 21.04 72.00 14.55 2019108

1095 23.90 68.00 17.71 2020109

1040 21.50 70.44 15.81 2021110

Materials Advances Review

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

6 
Ju

ly
 2

02
1.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

/2
2/

20
26

 6
:1

9:
26

 A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ma00352f


© 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry Mater. Adv., 2021, 2, 5560–5579 |  5569

T
ab

le
3

Fa
b

ri
ca

ti
o

n
an

d
p

h
o

to
vo

lt
ai

c
p

ar
am

e
te

rs
o

f
C

-P
SC

s
w

it
h

d
iff

e
re

n
t

te
ch

n
iq

u
e

s

Pa
st

e
co

m
po

si
ti

on
Fa

br
ic

at
io

n
te

ch
n

iq
u

e
T

h
er

m
al

tr
ea

tm
en

t

Sh
ee

t
re

si
st

an
ce

(O
cm

2
)

T
h

ic
kn

es
s

(m
m

)
PC

E
(%

)
R

ef
.

[y
ea

r,
jo

u
rn

al
]

C
B

/f
la

ky
gr

ap
h

it
e

M
es

o
40

0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
10

.4
9

10
4.

08
20

13
,

Sc
i.

R
ep

.2
5

C
B

/s
ph

er
oi

d
al

gr
ap

h
it

e
M

es
o

40
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
8.

02
10

6.
64

20
13

,
Sc

i.
R

ep
.2

5

2
g

C
B

(p
ar

ti
cl

e
si

ze
30

n
m

),
6

g
gr

ap
h

it
e

po
w

d
er

,1
g

Zr
O

2
(p

ar
ti

cl
e

si
ze

20
n

m
),

1
g

h
yd

ro
xy

pr
op

yl
ce

ll
u

lo
se

in
30

m
L

te
rp

in
eo

l
M

es
o

40
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
11

.4
7

9
11

.6
3

20
15

,
J.

M
at

er
.

C
he

m
.

A1
1

2

9
g

gr
ap

h
it

e
po

w
d

er
(p

ar
ti

cl
e

d
im

en
si

on
o

20
m

m
),

3
g

C
B

,
1

g
Zr

O
2

(p
ar

ti
cl

e
d

im
en

si
on

o
10

0
n

m
),

15
g

et
h

yl
ce

ll
u

lo
se

in
18

g
te

rp
in

eo
l

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
40

0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
56

25
10

.7
20

18
,

El
ec

tr
oc

hi
m

.
Ac

ta
1

4
2

5
g

gr
ap

h
it

e,
1

g
C

B
(p

ar
ti

cl
e

si
ze

30
n

m
),

1
g

Zr
O

2
(p

ar
ti

cl
e

si
ze

20
n

m
),

te
rp

in
eo

l
(3

0
m

L)
E

m
be

d
m

en
t

40
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
13

.7
20

15
,

N
an

o
Le

tt
.1

4
3

B
G

,
C

B
,

h
yd

ro
xy

pr
op

yl
ce

ll
u

lo
se

,
te

rp
in

eo
l

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
40

0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
5–

20
5–

16
12

.6
3

20
17

,
C

ar
bo

n6
5

U
G

(o
bt

ai
n

ed
by

ex
fo

li
at

io
n

of
B

G
),

C
B

,
h

yd
ro

xy
pr

op
yl

ce
ll

u
lo

se
,

te
rp

in
eo

l
E

m
be

d
m

en
t

40
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
5–

25
5–

16
14

.0
1

20
17

,
C

ar
bo

n6
5

C
ar

bo
n

m
at

er
ia

l
(g

ra
ph

it
e

:C
B

=
3

:7
),

h
yd

ro
xy

pr
op

yl
ce

ll
u

lo
se

,
te

rp
in

eo
l

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
40

0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
23

11
15

.7
20

18
,

N
an

o
En

er
gy

1
4

4

4
g

gr
ap

h
it

e,
1

g
C

B
,

0.
6

g
Zr

O
2
,

in
et

h
an

ol
E

m
be

d
m

en
t

40
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
30

.5
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
3.

36
20

18
,

So
li

d
St

at
e

C
om

m
un

.1
4

5

3.
8

g
gr

ap
h

it
e,

0.
95

g
C

B
,

0.
57

g
Zr

O
2
,

0.
28

g
po

ly
st

yr
en

e
sp

h
er

es
in

et
h

an
ol

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
40

0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
56

.7
0

N
ot

re
po

rt
ed

3.
87

20
18

,
So

li
d

St
at

e
C

om
m

un
.1

4
5

3.
6

g
gr

ap
h

it
e,

0.
9

g
C

B
,

0.
54

g
Zr

O
2
,

0.
56

g
po

ly
st

yr
en

e
sp

h
er

es
in

et
h

an
ol

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
40

0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
68

.3
0

N
ot

re
po

rt
ed

4.
10

20
18

,
So

li
d

St
at

e
C

om
m

un
.1

4
5

2.
8

g
gr

ap
h

it
e,

0.
7

g
C

B
,

0.
42

g
Zr

O
2
,

1.
68

g
po

ly
st

yr
en

e
sp

h
er

es
in

et
h

an
ol

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
40

0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
18

0.
70

N
ot

re
po

rt
ed

3.
13

20
18

,
So

li
d

St
at

e
C

om
m

un
.1

4
5

6.
5

g
gr

ap
h

it
e,

2
g

C
B

,
1

g
Zr

O
2
,

1
g

h
yd

ro
xy

pr
op

yl
ce

ll
u

lo
se

,
30

m
L

te
rp

in
eo

l
E

m
be

d
m

en
t

40
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
35

.0
0

11
12

.4
20

17
,

AC
S

Ap
pl

.
M

at
er

.
In

te
rf

ac
es

1
3

7

6.
5

g
B

d
G

,
2

g
C

B
,

1
g

Zr
O

2
,

1
g

h
yd

ro
xy

pr
op

yl
ce

ll
u

lo
se

,
30

m
L

te
rp

in
eo

l
E

m
be

d
m

en
t

40
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
16

.0
0

9.
6

13
.6

0
20

17
,

AC
S

Ap
pl

.
M

at
er

.
In

te
rf

ac
es

1
3

7

C
B

(5
w

t%
),

A
l 2

O
3

(5
w

t%
),

gr
ap

h
it

e
(1

0
w

t%
),

et
h

yl
ce

ll
u

lo
se

(2
0

w
t%

),
te

rp
in

eo
l

(6
0

w
t%

)
E

m
be

d
m

en
t

12
5
1
C

fo
r

10
m

in
,

32
5
1
C

fo
r

10
m

in
,

37
5
1
C

fo
r

10
m

in
,

40
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in

N
ot

re
po

rt
ed

4–
5

12
.1

2
20

17
,

AC
S

Ap
pl

.
M

at
er

.
In

te
rf

ac
es

1
4

6

2
g

C
B

(p
ar

ti
cl

e
si

ze
30

n
m

),
6.

5
g

gr
ap

h
it

e,
1

g
Zr

O
2

(p
ar

ti
cl

e
si

ze
20

n
m

),
1

g
h

yd
ro

xy
pr

op
yl

ce
ll

u
lo

se
,

30
m

L
te

rp
in

eo
l

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
40

0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
8.

98
10

14
.1

5
20

18
,

J.
Ph

ys
.

C
he

m
.

C
1

4
7

15
m

g
m

L�
1

C
B

in
2-

pr
op

an
ol

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
10

0
1
C

fo
r

60
m

in
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
7.

55
20

14
,

An
ge

w
.

C
he

m
.,

In
t.

Ed
.1

0
3

15
m

g
m

L�
1

C
B

,
10

m
g

m
L�

1
C

H
3
N

H
3
I

in
2-

pr
op

an
ol

E
m

be
d

m
en

t
10

0
1
C

fo
r

60
m

in
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
10

.0
3

20
14

,
An

ge
w

.
C

he
m

.,
In

t.
Ed

.1
0

3

20
w

t%
po

ly
vi

n
yl

ac
et

at
e,

80
w

t%
ca

rb
on

m
at

er
ia

l
(g

ra
ph

it
e

:C
B

=
1

:0
)

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
85

1
C

fo
r

15
s

1.
11

40
10

.2
7

20
15

,
C

ar
bo

n5
2

20
w

t%
po

ly
vi

n
yl

ac
et

at
e,

80
w

t%
ca

rb
on

m
at

er
ia

l
(g

ra
ph

it
e

:C
B

=
1

:0
)

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
85

1
C

fo
r

15
s

1.
11

40
.0

0
10

.2
7

20
15

,
C

ar
bo

n5
2

20
w

t%
po

ly
vi

n
yl

ac
et

at
e,

80
w

t%
ca

rb
on

m
at

er
ia

l
(g

ra
ph

it
e

:C
B

=
5

:1
)

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
85

1
C

fo
r

15
s

0.
75

40
.0

0
11

.4
3

20
15

,
C

ar
bo

n5
2

20
w

t%
po

ly
vi

n
yl

ac
et

at
e,

80
w

t%
ca

rb
on

m
at

er
ia

l
(g

ra
ph

it
e

:C
B

=
3

:1
)

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
85

1
C

fo
r

15
s

0.
69

40
.0

0
13

.5
3

20
15

,
C

ar
bo

n5
2

20
w

t%
po

ly
vi

n
yl

ac
et

at
e,

80
w

t%
ca

rb
on

m
at

er
ia

l
(g

ra
ph

it
e

:C
B

=
2

:1
)

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
85

1
C

fo
r

15
s

0.
61

40
.0

0
12

.4
7

20
15

,
C

ar
bo

n5
2

C
om

m
er

ci
al

ca
rb

on
pa

st
e

(C
C

,
Sh

en
zh

en
D

on
gD

aL
ai

C
h

em
ic

al
C

o.
,

Lt
d

)
Pa

in
ta

bl
e

10
0
1
C

fo
r

30
m

in
6.

40
10

.0
0

16
.1

0
20

16
,

N
an

o
En

er
gy

1
4

8

G
ra

ph
it

e
fl

ak
es

(1
0

m
m

):
C

B
(4

0
n

m
)

=
3

:1
in

et
h

yl
ac

et
at

e
Pa

in
ta

bl
e

N
ot

re
po

rt
ed

17
.0

0
65

.0
0

4.
47

20
16

,
N

an
os

ca
le

2
7

G
ra

ph
it

e
fl

ak
es

(1
0

m
m

):
C

B
(4

0
n

m
):

n
an

o-
gr

ap
h

it
e

po
w

d
er

(4
00

n
m

)=
1

:1
:2

in
et

h
yl

ac
et

at
e

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
70

.0
0

65
.0

0
5.

31
20

16
,

N
an

os
ca

le
2

7

G
ra

ph
it

e
fl

ak
es

(1
0

m
m

):
C

B
(4

0
n

m
):

n
an

o-
gr

ap
h

it
e

po
w

d
er

(4
00

n
m

)=
1

:1
:2

in
et

h
yl

ac
et

at
e

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
10

0.
00

65
.0

0
6.

16
20

16
,

N
an

os
ca

le
2

7

G
ra

ph
it

e,
C

B
,

PM
M

A
(b

in
d

er
),

Y
-0

37
(s

ol
ve

n
t)

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
10

0
1
C

fo
r

20
m

in
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
10

.0
0

10
.2

2
20

18
,

Ap
pl

.
Su

rf
.

Sc
i.1

4
9

C
om

m
en

ci
al

ca
rb

on
pa

st
e

(G
u

an
gz

h
ou

Sa
id

i
T

ec
h

n
ol

og
y

C
o.

,
Lt

d
).

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
10

0
1
C

58
.6

0
31

.9
0

19
.2

0
20

18
,

Ad
v.

Fu
nc

t.
M

at
er

.2
8

C
om

m
en

ci
al

ca
rb

on
pa

st
e

(G
u

an
gz

h
ou

Sa
id

i
T

ec
h

n
ol

og
y

C
o.

,
Lt

d
)

Pa
in

ta
bl

e
10

0
1
C

(u
n

ti
l

th
e

re
si

d
u

al
so

lv
en

t
is

to
ta

ll
y

ev
ap

or
at

ed
)

10
.9

0
34

.5
0

15
.2

0
20

18
,

Ad
v.

Fu
nc

t.
M

at
er

.2
8

T
h

e
la

ye
r

w
as

so
ak

ed
in

et
h

an
ol

to
re

m
ov

e
th

e
re

si
d

u
al

so
lv

en
t

C
om

m
er

ci
al

ca
rb

on
pa

st
e

(S
h

en
zh

en
D

on
gD

aL
ai

C
h

em
ic

al
C

o.
,

Lt
d

)
Pa

in
ta

bl
e

N
ot

re
po

rt
ed

N
ot

re
po

rt
ed

N
ot

re
po

rt
ed

17
.7

8
20

19
,

Ap
pl

.
Su

rf
.

Sc
i.1

5
0

C
om

m
er

ci
al

ca
rb

on
in

k
(J

u
jo

pr
in

ti
n

g
su

pp
li

es
&

te
ch

n
ol

og
y

(p
in

gh
u

)C
o.

,L
td

)
M

es
o

10
0
1
C

fo
r

15
m

in
N

ot
re

po
rt

ed
11

.2
0

11
.9

2
20

18
,

O
rg

.
El

ec
tr

on
.1

5
1

C
ar

bo
n

bl
ac

k
(C

B
),

bu
lk

gr
ap

h
it

e
(B

G
),

u
lt

ra
th

in
gr

ap
h

it
e

(U
G

),
po

ly
m

et
h

yl
m

et
h

ac
ry

la
te

(P
M

M
A

).

Review Materials Advances

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

6 
Ju

ly
 2

02
1.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 1

/2
2/

20
26

 6
:1

9:
26

 A
M

. 
 T

hi
s 

ar
tic

le
 is

 li
ce

ns
ed

 u
nd

er
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C

om
m

on
s 

A
ttr

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

 3
.0

 U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ma00352f


5570 |  Mater. Adv., 2021, 2, 5560–5579 © 2021 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry

charge recombination occurred in the work of HTL-free C-PSCs.
The interface contact between the perovskite layer and the
carbon electrode was considered to be the main reason for
the poor performance of photovoltaic devices.28 Hence, it was
the main task to study the interface engineering between the
perovskite layer and the carbon layer.152

4.1 Energy alignment

For C-PSCs, appropriately changing the energy band arrangement
can increase the hole extraction efficiency, and the PCE will also
increase. Tian et al. tuned the Wf value by changing the oxygen
content in the carbon electrode to improve the interface contact
and reduce charge recombination.144 The Subodh G. Mhaisalkar
group found in C-PSCs that screen printing a p-type inorganic
spinel Co3O4 film on the interface between perovskite and carbon
electrodes could also enhance energy level matching, PCE and
stability.153

It was found that increasing the oxygen content in the
carbon electrode not only elevated the Wf value but also
optimized the interface contact with perovskite. It was obvious
that the development of meso C-PSCs was hindered by the poor
interface. As illustrated in Fig. 10(a), Tian et al. proposed that
the oxygen content in the carbon electrode would change its Wf

and the interface contact with the perovskite layer. This was
because oxygen ions could make the carbon electrode interact

with perovskite chemically through lead–oxygen coordination,
making the interface contact more close.154,155 Simultaneously,
the appropriate increase of oxygen content also boosted the
graphitic interplanar distance, increased the specific surface
area of carbon materials,156,157 and further improved the interface
contact between a carbon electrode and perovskite.65 Accordingly,
Tian et al. deduced that the high oxygen–carbon electrode could
collect holes more effectively, and reduce the charge recombina-
tion phenomenon. Besides, due to the different hybrid ratio of
sp3 : sp2, the oxygen content altered the electronic structure of
carbon materials to become hole transport materials similar to
graphene oxide, which further increased the selectivity of hole
extraction.158,159 Thus, the oxygen management of carbon electrodes
had the opportunity to improve the performance of meso C-PSCs.
The Wf value of ODC and ORC were 5.0 eV and 5.2 eV, respectively.
The Wf value of the ORC-based carbon electrode was in good
agreement with the maximum valence band of perovskite, which
improved the hole extraction of the device. Fig. 10(b) shows a cross-
sectional SEM image of a perovskite layer formed in a carbon
electrode based on ODC and ORC.144

In 2019, Wang et al. employed a kind of high conductivity
and low-temperature carbon paint to paintable C-PSCs.108 The
carbon paint had good perovskite compatibility and conductivity,
and the final PCE was 11.7%.108 The interfacial contact was
improved and hole extraction was increased by introducing hole

Fig. 10 (a) Schematic of oxygen-deficient carbon black (ODC) and oxygen-rich carbon black (ORC), interfacial contact and energy level alignment of
the materials. (b) Cross-sectional SEM images of the perovskite formed in ODC- and ORC-based CEs.144 Copyright 2018, Elsevier. (c) Schematic of the
fabrication process of C-PSCs: FTO/compact TiO2/mesoscopic TiO2/perovskite/PEDOT:PSS/C layer. (d) Cross-sectional SEM image of the C-PSC
device. (e) Energy band diagram of C-PSCs. (f) J–V characteristics at RS and FS of a representative C-PSC under simulated AM 1.5G illumination
(100 mW cm�2) condition.108 Copyright 2019, Royal Society of Chemistry.
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transport layer (3,4-ethylenedioxythiophene:polystyrene sulfonate
(PEDOT:PSS)). Fig. 10(c) shows the fabrication process of this
device. The cross-sectional scanning electron microscopic image
of cryogenic C-PSCs is shown in Fig. 10(d). It was worth noting
that it was difficult to match PEDOT:PSS (Wf B 4.8 eV) and
carbon (Wf B 4.8–5.0 eV), as shown in Fig. 10(e). Therefore, the
close contact between perovskite and carbon electrode accelerated
the hole collection and achieved 14.55% PCE.108

4.2 Hysteresis effect

In C-PSCs, the hysteresis depended on the voltage scanning
rate. As the voltage scanning rate increased, the hysteresis
became pronounced. The obtained rate and voltage, as well
as the direction of the bias voltage, would affect the shape of
the J–V curve and the photovoltaic parameters of the device.
Through the comparison of the data, the J–V curve measured
from the reverse bias voltage had better performance than
the J–V curve measured from the forward bias voltage.133,160–163

The PSCs showed dramatic instability under atmospheric
conditions.127,164–166 To overcome this detrimental effect, it was
important to find out the cause of this phenomenon in C-PSCs.
Many scholars believe that the migration of methylammonium
(CH3�NH3

+), iodide (I�), and photogenerated ions as well as the
extreme effect of J–V measurement would process on the alignment
of the J–V curve, thus reducing the stability of the device.167–172 Here,
we are discussing the hysteresis effect of C-PSCs.

The HTL-free C-PSCs not only reduced the cost but also
increased the stability. However, the performance of the TiO2-
based ETL was unstable due to the hysteresis phenomenon.173,174

Therefore, the non-hysteresis phenomenon C60 was chosen as the
ETL, to form the All-C-PSCs. Meng et al. fabricated a FTO/C60/
MAPbI3/carbon device structure, in which a PCE of C60-based
device was 15.38%, while that of TiO2-based device was only
12.06%.30 The cross-sectional SEM image of the All-C-PSCs is
shown in Fig. 11(a). The C60 value effectively improved the electron
extraction, suppressed the charge recombination and reduced the
sub-band gap state at the interface with the perovskite. Further-
more, the All-C-PSCs prevented moisture from entering the
perovskite layer and had superior operation stability in a humid
environment. Graphene was further used as a transparent
conductive electrode to make it real All-C-PSCs and finally
achieved 13.93% PCE. The high performance of the All-C-PSCs
came from the bonding flexibility and electronic versatility of
carbon materials.175–179 The SEM image of the All-C-PSCs is
shown in Fig. 11(b), where the thickness of the carbon layer was
about 20 mm, which prevented moisture from infiltration into
the perovskite.30 Fig. 11(c) shows the J–V curve of the All-C-PSCs
based on graphene transparent electrodes. The reverse scan was
0.35% higher than the PCE of the forward scan.30 Fig. 11(d)
shows the reverse and forward scan J–V curves of C60 and TiO2

ETL, under the condition of AM 1.5G 100 mW cm�2.30 It can be
seen that the TiO2-based C-PSCs showed an obvious hysteresis.
When replaced by C60, the efficiency of electron extraction was
enhanced and the J–V hysteresis was eliminated.30

As shown in Fig. 11(h)–(j), there was almost no difference
between the forward and reverse directions of the J–V curves of

carbon black and MWCNTs at the same scanning rate, indicating
that the hysteresis of the two materials was very small. However,
there was an obvious difference in the J–V curve of graphite,
which mean that there was a large hysteresis phenomenon in
graphite. Because the three kinds of carbon materials had similar
cell configuration and device structure, it was considered that the
effect of hole transfer on the hysteresis effect was different if the
contact between carbon electrode and perovskite interface was
different.127 Through the study of the hysteresis effect of three
kinds of carbon materials, MWCNT was expected to prepare high-
efficiency C-PSCs without hysteresis.127

4.3 Passivation defect

The perovskite layer in meso-C-PSCs was formed by infiltrating
the mesoporous layer.66,78,182–184 Therefore, when passivating the
interface, the demerits of the passivation method could be
avoided and the stability of the device could be effectively
improved. The perovskite layer was prepared by the mixture
of additives and precursor solution. Huang et al. repaired the
interface defects by dipping trioctylphosphine oxide (TOPO)
ligands on meso-C-PSCs.180 As the perovskite layer was formed
before repair, the TOPO ligand was then selectively adsorbed on
the perovskite surface, and it had little effect on the charge
extraction. The defect was coordinated with the halide by the O
atom on the PQO bond, and the PCE reached 12.8%. Moreover,
because TOPO contained three hydrophobic long-chain alkyl
groups, the stability of the device became excellent.180 The
fabrication process of TOPO-capped meso-C-PSCs is shown in
Fig. 12(a).180 The band structure of meso-C-PSCs without TOPO
treatment is shown in Fig. 12(b).180 After the perovskite film
was impregnated with TOPO, TOPO coordinated with the
uncoordinated Pb atom, which passivated the defect, reduced
the charge recombination, and enhanced the electron extraction
(Fig. 12(c)).180 From the cross-sectional SEM images in Fig. 12(d)
and (e), the thickness of the device was more than 10 mm.
Perovskite films were uniformly distributed in the mesoporous
structure (Fig. 12(f)).180 The infiltration of TOPO from the carbon
electrode to the perovskite layer was good, which effectively
improved the stability of the device.

Yang et al. applied a polyethyleneimine-functionalized carbon
nanotube (PEI/CNT) to the interface between the perovskite layer
and the carbon electrode to improve the interface contact.181 PEI
molecules also had the effect of passivating interface defects.181 It
was found that PEI molecules were anchored on the perovskite
framework by amino groups via the coordination interaction
between –NH2 (–NH–) and Pb2+ or the hydrogen bond between
H atoms in –NH2 (–NH–) and I�, thereupon passivating the
surface trap state in CsPbI3.181 Due to the improvement of
the contact between the perovskite/carbon interface, the charge
transfer was accelerated. C-PSCs finally obtained 10.55% PCE
and 0.71 FF.181 Fig. 12(g) shows the specific structure of the
device, and the existence of the PEI/CNT bridge could be
observed.181 During the preparation of C-PSCs, the PEI/CNT
bridge was deposited on the perovskite/carbon electrode inter-
face and partially infiltrated in the perovskite layer, as shown
in Fig. 12(h).181 CNTs were first oxidized by mixed acids
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(sulfuric acid and nitric acid), and then carboxyl groups were
introduced into the surface of CNTs. Finally, PEI molecules
were connected to CNTs by the dehydration reaction between
carboxyl and amino groups.185 Hence, the PEI/CNT interface
bridging method was expected to prepare efficient and stable
C-PSCs.

4.4 Build-in electric field

Sandberg et al. studied whether the built-in electric field has an
impact on the device efficiency.188 After measurements and
analysis, it was found that the built-in electric field could achieve the
effective extraction of carriers. As the carriers produced by the
perovskite absorption layer diffuse across toward the carbon

electrode side, they would leave behind negatively charged
electrons near the interface between the perovskite layer and
the carbon electrode regions. Then, the positively holes would
diffuse to the carbon electrode. These charges form an electric
field at the interface, and the free electrons and holes are affected
by built-in electric field and flow in the opposite direction of
diffusion.105,189–193

Lee et al. revealed that increasing the difference in Wf

between the carbon electrode and the perovskite layer could
facilitate the driving force of carrier migration, which indicated
that the built-in electric field was driven by the difference of
Wf.

194 The enhancement of the built-in electric field could not
only promote the carrier migration, but also improve the hole

Fig. 11 (a) Cross-sectional SEM images of the real all carbon-based PVSCs using the graphene-based transparent conductive electrodes. Cross-section
SEM images of the cell architecture at (b) 2000� magnification. (c) J–V curves of the real all C-PSCs using the graphene-based transparent conductive
electrodes. (d) J–V curves of the best PSCs with C60 or TiO2 ETLs measured with the forward and reverse scan.30 Copyright 2018, Wiley. Cross-sectional
SEM images of embedment C-PSCs with carbon electrodes made of (e) carbon black, (f) graphite, and (g) MWCNTs. Investigation on the hysteresis
behavior of the device assembled from (h) carbon black, (i) graphite and (j) MWCNTs (scanning at 10 mV s�1).64 Copyright 2015, Royal Society of Chemistry.
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collection of the carbon electrode and reduce the charge
recombination.26,195,196

In 2014, Yan et al. found that multi-layer graphene (MG) as a
counter electrode would produce a Schottky barrier at the interface
with the perovskite layer, which greatly improved the efficiency of
the device.186 Fig. 13(a) and (b) exhibit the energy band diagrams
of SG/perovskite and MG/perovskite, respectively. It can be found
that there was a large Fermi level shift at the interface between

multi-layer graphene and perovskite, forming a Schottky barrier.
The MG had some conservative sandwich graphite layers in the
oxidation process, so it had a good electrical conductivity. In
addition, the mutual accumulation of MG could also fill the
defects between each other (Fig. 13(c) and (d)). Most importantly,
thanks to the built-in field of the Schottky junction, the hole
extraction speed was enhanced and the interface charge recombi-
nation was greatly suppressed. They achieved a PCE of 11.5%. In
2019, He et al. used copper phthalocyanine (CuPc) to enhance the
built-in electric field between the carbon electrode and the perovskite
layer, and the efficiency increased to 14.8%.187 From the SEM
images of Fig. 13(f) and (g), it could be seen that the morphology
of the carbon electrode was not affected by CuPc. The device
structure with CuPc carbon electrodes is shown in Fig. 13(e).
Compared with the bare carbon electrode, the Wf value of the
CuPc-doped carbon electrode increased from 4.03 eV to 4.22 eV
(Fig. 13(h)). The increase in Wf difference led to the enhancement of
built-in electric field at the interface between carbon electrode and
perovskite layer, which improved JSC, VOC and FF values.

In summary, through the latest progress of the four interface
engineering of C-PSCs shown above, it can be seen that the effect of
eliminating hysteresis is the best, and the other three are achieved
by mixing other materials with carbon electrodes.64,197–202

Obviously, eliminating the hysteresis phenomenon is the most
likely to update the highest efficiency of the carbon electrode.

5. Conclusion and outlooks

In this paper, the important outcomes of carbon-based PSCs
were reviewed. The rear electrodes developed with carbon
black, graphite, graphenes or carbon nanotubes show superior
stability, thanks to the hydrophobicity of carbon materials.
Researchers have developed several processing methods, from
meso to embedment, as well as paintable C-PSCs. The research
results of previous works show that the PCE of C-PSCs is still
not comparable to that of M-PSCs. The main reason is the
inferior interface contact between the perovskite and the carbon
electrode. Second, the square resistance and charge recombination
of carbon electrodes are also the reasons for the low values of JSC

and FF. The currently reported solutions show that the interface
engineering of C-PSCs has become a hot topic in the photo-
voltaic field. Scientists are trying to homogenize the photo-
electronic properties of the perovskite and carbon electrodes
and then passivate the interface defects to accelerate charge
transfer and reduce recombination.

To further improve the efficiency, the main challenge facing
C-PSCs in the future is still the problem of interface contact.
This problem stems from the inherent physical properties of
carbon materials, e.g. crystal structure, size, electrical conduc-
tivity. Simultaneously, the morphology of the perovskite layer
also has a great influence on the device. This can be improved
through the following strategies. (i) The other materials (e.g.
copper phthalocyanine, MXene) doped with carbon electrodes are
used to accelerate charge transfer, enhance charge collection and
reduce charge recombination. (ii) The high-quality perovskite

Fig. 12 (a) Schematic of the fabrication of the TOPO capped carbon-
based MPSCs. (b) The corresponding energy level of TiO2, perovskite, ZrO2

and carbon. The TS represents trap state. (c) Schematic of the interaction
of the TOPO and perovskite defects. (d) Cross-sectional SEM image of
TOPO capped meso C-PSCs. (e) The expanded TiO2/ZrO2 region in white
solid frame. (f) Elemental distribution mapping images for the white dashed
frame.180 Copyright 2018, Royal Society of Chemistry. (g) Device archi-
tecture of C-PSCs with implanted PEI/CNT bridging at the perovskite/
carbon electrode interface. (h) Schematic of the charge transfer process
from perovskite to carbon electrode via PEI/CNT as both the bridge and
perovskite surface trap state passivation molecule.181 Copyright 2019,
Royal Society of Chemistry.
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films are prepared by a room temperature solvent exchange
method, melt-assisted growth method and top seed method to
reduce surface defects and improve interfacial contact. (iii) The
interlayer (e.g. copper phthalocyanine and polyethyleneimine-
functionalized) is added to the carbon electrode/perovskite inter-
face with improving the work function, reducing the energy level
mismatch and increasing the contact area.

The low-temperature carbon electrode discussed in the
literature has good interfacial contact and a series of studies can
be carried out. These are good research directions. Furthermore,
based on the light absorption properties of carbon materials, the
development of new characterization methods of C-PSCs is also a
very important direction. This can increase the light absorption
capacity of carbon materials, resulting in more electron–hole pairs
and increased efficiency. Overall, there is much room to enhance
their stability and efficiency for future practical applications.
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