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Cycle-dependent morphology and surface
potential of germanium nanowire anode
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Germanium nanowire (GeNW) electrodes have shown great pro-

mise as high-power, fast-charging alternatives to silicon-based

electrodes, owing to their vastly improved Li ion diffusion, electron

mobility and ionic conductivity. Formation of the solid electrolyte

interphase (SEI) on the anode surface is critical to electrode per-

formance and stability but is not completely understood for NW

anodes. Here, a systematic study characterizing pristine and cycled

GeNWs in charged and discharged states with SEI layer present and

removed is performed using Kelvin probe force microscopy in air.

Correlating changes in the morphology of the GeNW anodes with

contact potential difference mapping at different cycles provides

insight into SEI layer formation and growth, and the effect of the SEI

on battery performance.

Identifying ideal anode and cathode electrodes for lithium-ion
batteries (LIBs) is crucial given their widespread use in portable
electronic devices, electric vehicles, and energy storage systems
due to their high energy density and long cycle life.1–5 The
compatibility of an electrochemical system is governed by the
cell voltage, which is determined based on the anode, cathode,
and electrolyte. In particular, the difference in chemical
potential between the anode (mA) and the cathode (mC) is termed
as the working voltage, also known as the open circuit voltage,
VOC = ((mA) � (mC))/e, where e is the magnitude of an electronic
charge.5 The choice of electrode materials and thereby the
anode and cathode potentials with respect to the lowest unoc-
cupied and highest occupied molecular orbitals of the electro-
lyte, respectively, dictate whether the electrolyte will be reduced

on the anode or oxidized on the cathode to form a passivating
solid electrolyte interphase (SEI) film.6,7

Studying the compositional change and aging mechanism of
anode and cathode electrodes has significant importance as
they can give new insight into the aging of LiBs, and SEI layer
formation, which could help in addressing the ever-increasing
power demands and the need for more durable devices, thereby
prolonging the life of LIBs.8–10 The anode component of
current commercial LIBs is typically composed of graphite
(theoretical capacity of 372 mA h g�1);11 however, germanium
(Ge) and silicon (Si) boast multiples of this capacity due their
ability to form lithium-rich alloys.12 The formation of the
lithiated alloys Li15Ge4 (1384 mA h g�1) and Li15Si4 (3579 mA
h g�1) leads to considerable expansion of bulk Ge and Si
(4300%), which causes mechanical pulverization of the mate-
rial, ultimately limiting the cycle life of Li-alloying anodes. Ge
based materials have received less attention than Si based
materials due to their commercial cost, although it has a higher
rate of diffusivity of Li at room temperature (B400�) and a
greater electrical conductivity (B10 000�) making it suitable
for high power applications.12–16 Several studies have suggested
that nanoscale Ge and Si anodes are more robust than bulk
materials in terms of cyclic degradation. Among various kinds
of nanomaterials, nanowires (NWs) have demonstrated to be
capable of withstanding massive volume changes without
mechanical pulverization, benefiting from their unique 1D
nanostructure and enabling them to be promising anodes for
LIBs.15 Moreover, electrochemical cycling of these NW anodes
enables the formation of a porous mesh-like structure of
interconnected NWs that show excellent adhesion to the sub-
strate from which they are grown, thereby avoiding material
delamination typically seen in bulk Ge and Si.17 The challenges
involved with NWs include the radial expansion on lithiation
and SEI formation at the electrode surface mainly during the
first cycle leading to decrease in charge and discharge. Also, 1D
NW electrodes are stable over long cycling but progressively
lead to disintegration of NWs. The SEI layer aids stability and
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combined with disintegrated NWs reduces the formation of
cracks in SEI layer compared to typical LIB electrodes.7,12

The work function of a material, like the electrode potential,
is a measure of its chemical oxidation state. Thus, studying
work function can help in determining the state and composi-
tion change of an electrode in different cycling states. For pure
elements, the work function is proportional to their
electronegativities.18 Reduction of a solid material decreases
its work function, due to both lowering the Fermi level of the
substance and changes in the surface dipole.19 The electrode
potential is equal to the volta potential or contact potential
difference (CPD) between a metal and a reference metallic
electrode at the point of zero charge.20 In this aspect, scanning
probe microscopy (SPM)-based techniques, including the
family of voltage-modulated modes such as electrostatic force
microscopy, Kelvin probe force microscopy (KPFM), electroche-
mical atomic force microscopy, and electrochemical strain
microscopy can be used to study the localized information at
micro- to nanoscales.21–28 KPFM is a non-contact method used
to map the relative surface potential on a variety of electronic
and ionic devices, including LIBs, by measuring the CPD
between the conductive AFM tip and the sample surface. CPD
is defined as VCPD = (ftip � fsample)/e where ftip and fsample

are, respectively, the work functions of the tip and the sample.
The work function of the tip can be determined via calibration
against highly oriented pyrolytic graphite or other suitable
calibration samples. With this knowledge, the work function
of an unknown sample can be determined. While in the
absence of an electrolyte, these AFM techniques do not directly
measure the in-operando electrode potential of the sample,
they provide an alternative electrochemical representation in
the form of CPD and sample work function. The significance of
the similarity between VOC and VCPD has been investigated
using an NCA (LiNi0.80Co0.15Al0.05O2) electrode where a clear
correlation between local surface potential and macroscopic
electrochemical potential was demonstrated.29 Further, KPFM
has been applied to LIBs where most of the work has been
performed on the cathode electrode such as characterizing
LiCoO2 electrodes with different charge/discharge cycles,30

aged and nonaged LiFePO4 electrodes using an ex situ
method.31 Other works include in situ KPFM measurements
on solid state LIBs that focused on the local behaviour of the
cathode electrode and uneven de-lithiation on composite
electrodes.27 KPFM has also been used for in situ characterization
of surface potential distribution on TiO2 anode films within solid
state thin-film LIBs during reversible Li+ diffusion induced by
electric field.25 Most of the work to date on anode electrodes has
been performed on either thin-film or composite electrodes. One
work focused on individual single crystalline Si NWs which acted
as a model electrode to study the evolution of SEI film and the
electrode volume expansion/contraction during the first dischar-
ging/charging cycle is via in situ AFM; however, surface potential
was not measured.7,32 A clear understanding of expansion and
compression of NWs during cycling and SEI formation using
morphological imaging, coupled with electrochemical under-
standing via surface potential mapping, is therefore necessary.

In this work, we systematically characterized the morphologi-
cal changes of germanium nanowire (GeNW) electrodes from
their pristine state to charged and discharged states following
50 and 1500 cycles and correlated these findings with KPFM
measurements that mapped the CPD of the charged and dis-
charged electrodes with SEI layer present and removed to show
how the surface potential of the electrode changes with cycle time.
From this, we reveal how the SEI layer formation affects the
charge and discharge capacity in the initial cycle by diffusion of
Li+ ions and further helps retain the capacity over longer cycles by
maintaining uniform chemical composition of the electrode.

The AFM topography image of pristine GeNWs on a
stainless-steel substrate is shown in Fig. 1(A). The diameters
of the pristine GeNWs from the AFM topography image are
130.6 � 26.9 nm (n = 20 NWs), values likely exaggerated via tip
broadening. The AFM topography image of cycled GeNWs
shown in Fig. 1(B) reveals the surface morphology evolution
of the cycled GeNW anode during the first 50 cycles. A rough
and inhomogeneous layer of particle-like precipitates, corres-
ponding to the decomposition of electrolyte on the surface,
decorates the nanowires. The rough surface and the granular
deposits observed on the NWs indicate the growth of SEI layer
in initial few cycles, in agreement with literature.7 The AFM
topography image of cycled GeNWs with SEI removed following
the first 50 cycles is shown in Fig. 1(C). The AFM image shows
that the underlying GeNWs are still intact in the pristine state
without any change in the roughness or any granular deposi-
tion due to Li ion intercalation. The measured diameter of
143.8 � 24.3 nm (n = 15) of GeNWs is close to the pristine wires
mentioned earlier. This indicates that in the first few cycles
only the top layer closest to the electrolyte is participating in the
reaction and that the SEI layer growth from the initial cycles
reduces the interaction with the underlying GeNWs, which
could eventually help in maintaining the electrode charge
and discharge capacity over longer cycles.

Further investigation of the degradation of underlying
GeNWs after SEI layer removal is undertaken for samples cycled
50 and 1500 times. Fig. 2(A) shows the AFM topography image
of GeNWs cycled 50 times, which shows that the GeNWs are
still in a pristine state with no granular deposits. The AFM
topography image of GeNWs after 1500 cycles, shown in
Fig. 2(B) reveals agglomeration of disintegrated GeNWs result-
ing in the formation of ligaments of active material with an
increase in roughness to 200 nm. Such changes in morphology
are consistent with SEM-based studies described in literature.17

Fig. 1 AFM images of (A) pristine GeNWs, (B) the initial SEI layer formation
over GeNWs after 50 cycles, and (C) underlying GeNWs after the removal
of the initial SEI layer that formed after the first 50 cycles, respectively. The
scale bar in panel A is 600 nm; B and C are 1 mm.
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From the topography images after the SEI layer is removed,
the GeNWs did not undergo any dramatic morphological
changes even after the first 50 cycles. The underlying NWs
are still intact with no cracks, supporting the hypothesis that
GeNWs have the advantage of withstanding volume changes
during the first lithiation/de-lithiation cycles.

At 1500 cycles, all the nanowires are disintegrated to form a
porous alloy of Ge combined with lithium and other additives,
which is still stable without any evidence of cracks.

GeNW anode electrodes were characterized using KPFM to
investigate the change in the CPD over charging and dischar-
ging cycles in the presence and absence of the SEI layer.
Fig. 3(A) and (B) shows the results for the pristine GeNWs
sample. The measured CPD is 627.49 � 32.04 mV averaged over
the whole image. The measured CPD of partial porous GeNWs
cycled 50 times and left in the charged state with SEI present is
507.04 � 15.44 mV (Fig. 3(C) and (D)), whereas the measured
CPD of completely porous GeNWs cycled 1500 times and left in
the charged state with SEI layer present is 568.29 � 24.86 mV
(Fig. 3(E) and (F)). The CPD is reduced during the initial
50 cycles as the GeNWs become porous. This reduction in the
CPD could be due to the partial formation of the SEI layer and
the presence of some unreacted GeNWs and could be a reason
for the initial drop of charge capacity observed in the first few
cycles of charging reported in the literature.13,15 Subsequently,
while the CPD remains lower than that for the pristine case, the
CPD increases with complete formation of the SEI layer and

fully formed porous GeNW surface with no unreactive GeNWs
present in the top surface at the electrolyte interface. This could
be the reason for the stable charge capacity observed over the
electrode after longer cycling time observed in the literature.15

The completely formed SEI layer is helping in retaining the
continuous ionic movement over the electrode without further
decreasing the capacity. From these measurements, the change
in measured CPD from the pristine to the cycled state indicates
a change in the composition of the electrode due to the
presence of a partially formed SEI layer, consistent with a
reported charge capacity reduction.33 As the cycling is contin-
ued, the SEI layer is completely formed, and the charge capacity
is maintained for longer cycles.34 It is crucial to maintain the
stability of the SEI layer in order for the charge capacity of the
electrode to remain stable.

GeNWs electrodes were further studied in a discharged state
before and after 50 and 1500 cycles after SEI removal. Fig. 4(A)
and (B) shows the AFM topography and CPD images of the
pristine GeNW sample at a different location than Fig. 3. The
AFM topography images show bundles of stacked GeNWs. The
measured CPD over a 1 mm � 1 mm area is 600.92 � 39.96 mV, a
value within the uncertainty reported from Fig. 3(B) data.
Fig. 4(C) and (D) shows the AFM topography and CPD images
of the GeNWs after 50 cycles. For this sample, the SEI layer
formed in the initial 50 cycles was removed, revealing intact
GeNWs without any porous structure formation due to cycling
in the topography image.

The measured CPD over the 10 mm � 10 mm scan area shows
an average CPD of 265.54 � 9.09 mV, which is lower than the
pristine and porous GeNWs measured in the charged state.
The lower CPD could be due to the removal of the Li ions from
the electrode during the discharge process as well as residual
SEI layer and organic additives still present on the electrode.
The overall CPD value in the discharge process is more uniform
than the charged state, unlike the uneven distribution men-
tioned in the literature for de-lithiation.27 The topography and
CPD of the GeNWs after 1500 cycles are shown in Fig. 4(E) and
(F). The topography image shows the GeNWs completely disin-
tegrated. The porous structure disappeared, and only large

Fig. 2 AFM images of cycled GeNW samples after SEI removal following
(A) 50 and (B) 1500 cycles, respectively. The scale bar in panel A is 400 nm;
B is 1 mm.

Fig. 3 Topographic and CPD images of (A), (B) pristine GeNWs, (C), (D)
partial porous GeNWs with SEI present (50 cycles), and (E), (F) completely
porous GeNWs with SEI layer present (1500 cycles). The scale bars in
panels A and B are 600 nm; C–F are 1 mm.

Fig. 4 Topographic and CPD images of (A), (B) pristine GeNWs and cycled
and discharged GeNWs after SEI removal following (C), (D) 50 cycles and
(E), (F) 1500 cycles. The scale bars in panels A and B are 600 nm; C–F are
1 mm.

ChemComm Communication

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 0

3 
Ju

ly
 2

02
3.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 6

/2
3/

20
26

 4
:4

9:
44

 P
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 

3.
0 

U
np

or
te

d 
L

ic
en

ce
.

View Article Online

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d3cc02751a


9206 |  Chem. Commun., 2023, 59, 9203–9206 This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2023

agglomerate structures are present. The CPD image shows a
measured CPD of 46.68 � 9.47 mV. The decrease in CPD from
pristine and 50 cycles to 1500 cycles suggests unreacted GeNWs
are no longer present beneath the agglomerates and there is no
possibility for further growth of the SEI layer. The composition
of the material on the electrode is indicative of a LiGe compo-
site along with some organic additives, which was reported
from bulk measurements in previous studies.15 From these
measurements, the drop in the measured CPD in discharged
samples following cycling is indicative of the slow and contin-
uous disintegration of GeNWs during cycling. These results
demonstrate that the underlying GeNWs always plays a crucial
role in battery performance.

Overall, a similar trend in the measured CPD values from
the charged and discharged sample was observed, where the
measured CPD decreased with increased cycling, which is also
observed in the electrochemical charge and discharge of elec-
trodes shown in a previous publication with similar electrode
materials.15

In this work, the charging and discharging of GeNWs anode
electrodes over 1500 charging cycles was studied using KPFM.
The morphology and size of the GeNWs was monitored over
1500 cycles, during which the GeNWs at the surface mechani-
cally disintegrated and formed porous structures. The SEI layer,
formed partially in the first 50 cycles, grows into a continuous
layer over 1500 cycles.

Characterization of the SEI layer of samples after different
numbers of cycles helps understand the role of the SEI in the
battery performance. Once the SEI layer is completely formed, it
helps retain the battery charge and discharge capacity over
longer cycle times. Instability and cracking in the SEI layer
could induce a significant material composition change lead-
ing to drastic capacity loss and battery failure. Furthermore,
this work also shows the importance of KPFM in characterizing
the aging effects in battery electrodes. The correlation between
surface potential and bulk electrochemical potential could
provide new insight into physical and electrical processes,
which could help improve the performance and lifetime of
Li-ion batteries.
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