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We have custom-engineered dye-sensitized solar cells (DSCs) by
eliminating spacers and holes, fabricating hole-free, spacer-free (HF-
SF) DSCs with a 96% active area to total area ratio. These newly
engineered HF-SF dye cells provide better scalability, lower cost, and
improved aesthetics with enhanced device performance delivering
more than 30% efficiency under indoor/ambient illumination. Two
serially interconnected HF-SF DSCs fabricated using D35:XY1b co-
sensitized organic dyes and [Cu"(dmp).] electrolyte were able to
autonomously power an indoor temperature and humidity monitoring
unit free of batteries at realistic indoor illumination intensities below
200 lux.

DSCs have proved to be among the best photovoltaic technolo-
gies for indoor/ambient light harvesting applications, with effi-
ciencies reaching above 35%.” Even though polymer based
organic solar cells and perovskite solar cells have demonstrated
promising photovoltaic (PV) results, they are still far behind the
indoor PV capability of DSCs, especially from a sustainability
point of view.'>™* Since their inception in 1991, to date, these
molecular light harvesters have been designed and fabricated
using pre-drilled holes to facilitate electrolyte filling and poly-
meric films, epoxies and other insulating materials being used as
spacers to separate the working and counter electrodes.***>>*
Precise drilling of holes requires laser-based machinery, making
the module fabrication energy-consuming and less
economical.”*?° The long-term stability of these devices is also
significantly determined by how best the holes are being sealed;
hence, it critically limits the scale-up and commercialization
aspects of DSCs. Besides, using spacers to separate the electrodes
requires additional area, severely limiting the active area to total
area ratio in conventional dye-sensitized solar modules (DSMs)
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Sustainability spotlight

Our innovative development of hole-free, spacer-free (HF-SF) dye-
sensitized cells (DSCs) for indoor photovoltaic applications represents
a significant sustainable advancement. Achieving efficiencies above 30%,
our DSCs reduce the need for fluorine-doped tin oxide (FTO) glass
substrates by 40% and electrolyte by 50%, cutting production costs and
material use. This work aligns with UN Sustainable Development Goals 7
(affordable and clean energy) and 12 (responsible consumption and
production) by offering a sustainable alternative to battery-powered
devices. Our battery-free indoor weather monitoring unit mitigates
2440 g of CO, emissions by potentially reducing the need for 40 AAA
batteries over a period of 10 years showcasing the potential of DSCs to
reduce carbon emissions and environmental impact thereby promoting
cleaner, more efficient energy solutions for a sustainable future.

to around 50%. This demands new architectural innovations to
find alternate techniques that are more scalable and cost-
competitive. Earlier, Boschloo and team proposed the benefits
of reducing the inter-electrode spacing by fabricating devices
where the photoanode and the counter electrode are placed in
direct contact employing an insulating ZrO, layer.”” Gratzel and
co-workers also demonstrated using direct contact (DC) devices
employing co-sensitized organic dyes and copper (Cu) redox
mediators delivering higher PCEs under indoor illumination.*
We have taken this one step further by not only removing the
spacers but also eliminating the pre-drilled holes from the
counter electrodes [Fig. 1(a and b)], thereby realizing DSCs with
a 96% active area to total area ratio, better indoor photovoltaic
performance, improved stability and superior aesthetics. The
simplification of device fabrication, achieved by eliminating the
hole-drilling process and spacers, has resulted in a refined
procedure, enhancing its energy efficiency and economic
viability.”® This advancement opens up new avenues and
opportunities for the potential commercialization of dye-
sensitized light harvesters in indoor photovoltaics (IPV) and
building integrated photovoltaics (BIPV) applications, thereby
advancing their commercial viability.
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(a) Schematic representation of normal and HF-SF DSC device architectures, (b) image of normal and HF-SF DSCs, (c) efficiency plot for

D35:XY1b co-sensitized DSCs under WW CFL illumination (1000100 lux) employing [Cu""™(dmp),] and [Cu""(dmby).] electrolytes and (d)
efficiency error plot for normal and HF-SF DSCs under WW CFL illumination (1000 lux) employing [Cu""(dmp),] and [Cu""(dmby).] electrolytes.

For initial optimizations, we used XY1b as the sensitizer and
[cu®P(dmp),] as the redox electrolyte to compare the indoor
photovoltaic performance between normal and HF-SF devices.
The experimental section provides details on device fabrication
and characterization. A schematic showing the various fabri-
cation steps differentiating the two methods is also provided in
the ESIt (Schemes S1a and b). Using the newly developed HF-SF
device architecture and XY1b sensitizer, we were able to realize
better short-circuit current density, Js. (137.8 + 4.99 A cm ™ ?)
and fill factor, FF (82.9 + 1.5), contributing to an improved
power conversion efficiency (PCE) of 30.48 + 0.23% under
standard 1000 lux warm white (WW) CFL illumination (Fig. S3
and Table S1, ESI}). Further, using D35:XY1b co-sensitized dyes,
the PCE was improved to 31.33 £ 0.62% for the HF-SF DSCs
compared to 29.51 + 0.82% for the normal device (Fig. S4 and
Table S2, ESIT). To further check the compatibility of the HF-SF
device architecture with other alternative copper redox electro-
Iytes, we replaced [CuP(dmp),] with [Cu™(dmby),], and
observed a similar trend with the HF-SF device outperforming
the normal device with a PCE of 30.4 4+ 0.22% under 1000 lux
WW CFL illumination (Fig. S5 and Table S3, ESI{). A detailed
investigation of photovoltaic parameters under various indoor
illumination intensities (1000 lux, 700 lux, 500 lux, 200 lux, and
100 lux) using WW CFL and WW LED light sources is provided
in Fig. 1(c) and S6, and Tables S4-S12, ESIf. Under all illumi-
nation intensities, using both Cu electrolytes, the HF-SF DSCs
recorded better photovoltaic (PV) performance than the normal
devices, with the variation more pronounced at lower intensi-
ties. The improvement in power conversion efficiency (PCE) for

2840 | RSC Sustainability, 2024, 2, 2839-2843

the HF-SF DSCs under CFL and LED lights using both copper
electrolytes is mainly attributed to the improvement in short-
circuit current density (Fig. S7 and S8, ESIt). Also, the PCE
error plot (Fig. 1(d)) reveals better reproducibility for the HF-SF
devices than normal devices. The deviation in device perfor-
mance for the HF-SF devices arises from the variation in FF
using [Cu™(dmp),] and variation in Js. and FF employing [Cu”
(dmby),] electrolyte (Fig. S9, ESIf). Improvement in FF was
observed for the HF-SF DSCs fabricated using D35:XY1b co-
sensitized dyes compared to the reported DC devices made
using the Y123:XY1b combination, possibly due to the better
dye coverage offered by the D35:XY1b co-sensitized dyes used in
HF-SF DSCs.*

Extensive interfacial charge transfer measurements were
carried out using electrical and optical perturbation tools
(details provided in the experimental section) to probe the
origin of variation in PV performance for the HF-SF devices. The
shift in Fermi level was found to be negligible between the
normal and HF-SF DSCs using both the copper electrolytes
(Fig. 2(a)), and a similar trend was also observed for the trans-
port time (Fig. 2(b)). This suggests that introducing the HF-SF
architecture has little influence on the injection and electron
transport within the mesoporous semiconductor. The lifetime
measured using the Toolbox technique (Fig. 2(c)) showed
improvement for the HF-SF DSCs using both [Cu®”(dmp),] and
[cu™(dmby),] electrolytes which is a direct consequence of
reducing the inter-electrode spacing, thereby reducing excess
electrolyte in devices.”” The impedance measurements carried
out under dark conditions (Fig. 2(d)) reveal the first semicircle

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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devices using [Cu™"(

dmp)s] and [Cu®"(dmby),] electrolytes.

in the high frequency region (charge transfer at the counter
electrode/electrolyte interface) and the second semicircle in the
middle frequency region (charge transfer at the TiO,/dye/
electrolyte interface) to be overlapping for the normal and HF-
SF devices (for both copper redox systems), suggesting similar
charge transfer kinetics for both device architectures. The only
appreciable change visible is for the third semicircle, which
corresponds to the ion diffusion in the electrolyte. For both
copper redox systems, a larger third semicircle was observed for
the normal device compared to the HF-SF DSCs, indicating
higher diffusion resistance for the former.?*** The use of the
new HF-SF device architecture provides an opportunity to
address this bottleneck, improving the indoor PV performance
of DSCs under ambient/indoor light conditions.

Further, we fabricated large-area DSCs having an active area
of 1.92 cm? using the HF-SF architecture employing D35:XY1b
co-sensitized dyes and [Cu(dmp),] electrolyte. Large area
DSCs fabricated using the HF-SF architecture delivered an
impressive efficiency of 29.35 + 0.09% compared to 25.34 +
0.06% for the normal DSCs, as shown in Fig. 3(a). A detailed
examination of the PV performance under various illumination
intensities (1000 lux to 100 lux) was carried out for the large area
DSCs under both WW CFL (Fig. 3(b) and Tables S13-S17, ESI¥)
and WW LED (Fig. S10, Tables S18-S22, ESIT) illuminations.
Large area DSCs fabricated using the novel HF-SF architecture
outperformed normal devices with an improved PV perfor-
mance under all illumination conditions. The improvement in
current density by 17.31% for HF-SF DSCs resulted in an
enhancement in power output by 18.30% and an increase in
efficiency by 18.25% under WW CFL illumination (Fig. S11,

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry
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(a) Charge extraction, (b) transport time (Toolbox), (c) lifetime (Toolbox), and (d) Nyquist plot (EIS) measurements for normal and HF-SF

ESIf). A similar trend was observed under WW LED illumina-
tion with average increments of 14.39%, 13.93% and 14.98% for
current density, power output and efficiency (Fig. S12, ESIT).
The absolute error plots on the device parameters for large-area
DSCs are provided in Fig. S13, ESI,¥ which indicate that the
variation in current density for the normal devices was
successfully addressed by switching over to the HF-SF devices
using [Cu™™(dmp),] electrolyte. Fig. 3(c) demonstrates a direct
comparison of normal and HF-SF large-area DSCs for the same
active area. The HF-SF device architecture facilitated a notable
enhancement in the active area to total device area ratio,
increasing it from 53% (in normal DSCs) to 96% in HF-SF DSCs.
Consequently, this advancement resulted in a 40% reduction in
the required quantity of FTO (fluorine-doped tin oxide)
conductive glass substrates which accounts for ~80% of the
total cost of these devices and a 50% decrease in electrolyte
consumption, thereby contributing to a decreased production
cost (Tables S23 and S24, ESIt). We have also found that large
area HF-SF DSCs fabricated using conventional ruthenium dye
(2907) and commercial stable iodide/triiodide electrolyte (HSE)
delivered a PCE of 15.95% under standard 1000 lux WW CFL
illumination (Fig. S14 and Table S25, ESIT). This demonstrates
the superior capability of co-sensitized organic dyes and copper
electrolyte combination for indoor light harvesting applica-
tions. The stability of HF-SF DSCs was studied using accelerated
testing done using a custom-made indoor stability testing unit
(Fig. S15t) which maintained an average of 95% of its initial
value under LED soaking for 1000 hours (Fig. S16, ESIT).
Dye-sensitized modules (DSMs) were fabricated by serially
interconnecting two HF-SF devices. Under standard 1000 lux

RSC Sustainability, 2024, 2, 2839-2843 | 2841
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(a) J-V graph for large area DSCs under 1000 lux WW CFL illumination (J-V data in the inset), (b) device performance of large area DSCs

under WW CFL illumination (1000 lux—100 lux), (c) a comparison of normal large area DSCs with HF-SF large area DSCs and (d) a DSM made by
serially interconnecting two large area DSCs powering an indoor weather monitoring unit (temperature and humidity sensor) under 120 lux

indoor LED illumination.

WW CFL illumination, the serially connected HF-SF DSMs
delivered a V.. of 1.39 V, I, of 546.02 pA, and FF of 64%
contributing to a remarkable power output of 485.9 uW (Table
S26, ESIf) using D35:XY1b co-sensitized dyes and [Cul
(dmp),] electrolyte. The integration of DSMs was subsequently
undertaken with a tailor-made power management circuit to
create an autonomous indoor weather monitoring unit, specif-
ically designed for temperature and humidity measurements,
enabling us to completely replace two conventional AAA
batteries, which are originally required to power the device
(Scheme S2 and Fig. S17, ESIT). With a power output of 73 pW
under a much lower indoor illumination of 120 lux (LED), we
were able to autonomously power the sensor unit using our
DSCs (Fig. 3(d), Video S1t). By eliminating holes and back
sealing, HF-SF DSCs also open up new avenues to develop bi-
facial and multijunction DSCs. Using one layer of meso-TiO,
(3 pm), under 1000 lux WW CFL illumination, HF-SF devices
gave a remarkable PCE of 15.45% upon back side illumination
against 2.51% using a normal device (Fig. S18 and Table S27,
ESI}). Apart from better indoor device performance and lower
fabrication cost, work is ongoing in our lab to utilize the bi-
facial and multijunction DSC stacks with improved aesthetics
for building integrated photovoltaics.

The HF-SF DSCs with efficiencies above 30%, along with the
reduction in the cost of production and ease of fabrication, have
proven to be a preferable alternative to the existing normal
devices, which can accelerate the commercialization of DSCs for
indoor photovoltaics. To demonstrate the true potential of

2842 | RSC Sustainability, 2024, 2, 2839-2843

indoor HF-SF DSCs, we developed a self-powered indoor
weather monitoring unit which can potentially mitigate 2440 g
of CO, emission by eliminating the need for 40 AAA batteries
over ten years, significantly reducing the environmental impact
of discarded batteries and enabling a sustainable future
through indoor/ambient light recycling.
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