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Abstract 

 

The aim of this thesis is to comprehend and mitigate backside recombination in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar 

cells. The record Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell has the highest efficiency reaching up to 23.35%[1] at 

the time of writing this thesis. To achieve such an efficiency level, CsF post-deposition treatments 

are used to improve the absorber quality in the bulk and on the front surfaces. A good quality 

absorber and front interface is necessary to make a high efficiency solar cell. Meanwhile, the 

interface between the metal back contact (molybdenum) and the absorber must be passivated to 

avoid non-radiative recombination losses due to high backside recombination. Traditionally, this 

is accomplished by constructing a Ga gradient that creates a higher conduction band gradient 

towards the backside. Unfortunately, the Ga gradient also introduces an inhomogeneous absorber, 

leading to higher non-radiative and radiative losses in the solar cells, limiting further improvement 

in power conversion efficiency. To solve this issue, a functional hole selective transport structure 

is proposed in this work. One of the critical issues of using hole selective transport layers for 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 is that they must withstand the harsh growth condition of Cu(In,Ga)Se2, e.g. high 

temperature and Se pressure. It means that the introduced hole selective layers should have a good 

thermal stability to avoid massive diffusion. In this work, we developed a thermally stable hole 

transport layer which shows comparable passivation effects and transport of holes to the Ga 

gradient, but with a homogeneous absorber. Since the Ga gradient is not required with the hole 

selective transport structure, the absorber thickness can be reduced to less than 1.0 μm, thereby 

lowering manufacturing costs and making Cu(In,Ga)Se2 more cost-competitive with other solar 

cell technologies. 

Firstly, to gain a better understanding of how backside recombination affects the quasi-Fermi level 

splitting or open circuit voltage of solar cells, this study investigates the traditional backside 

passivation strategies of Ga gradient and metal oxide dielectric layers. The results confirm that 

reducing backside recombination can improve quasi-Fermi level splitting by at least 40 meV, even 

with a short minority carrier lifetime of only dozens of nanoseconds. These findings are supported 

by SCAPS simulations, which also demonstrate similar results. 

Secondly, after gaining an understanding of the quasi-Fermi level splitting losses caused by 

backside recombination, this study investigates several candidate hole selective transport layers, 
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which are supposed to mitigate the backside recombination and transport holes simultaneously. 

Some single layers prove to be thermally unstable due to the harsh growth conditions of 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2, which causes a negative impact on quasi Fermi-level splitting or open-circuit 

voltage on solar cells. Others show good thermal stability but provide negligible passivation. To 

address this issue, the study proposes a combination of a hole transport layer with a metal oxide 

stabilizer, CuGaSe2/In2O3, which significantly improves thermal stability and provides a good 

passivation effect that enhances quasi-Fermi level splitting by approximately 80 meV. Beside the 

good passivation effect, we found that the hole transport properties depend on the excess Cu of the 

hole selective transport layer. The Cu annealing of CuGaSe2/In2O3 can remove the current blocking 

effects, which improves the FF from ~40% to ~77%.  

Thirdly, backside recombination can also impact the optical diode factor, and thus fill factor of 

solar cells. The optical diode factor (ODF) discussed in this thesis is based on injection level 

dependent metastable defects that transition from donors to acceptor, which additionally shifts 

down the Fermi level of the holes, thus leading to a higher ODF. Both experiments and simulation 

found that the higher backside recombination and doping density can lower the optical diode factor.  

In general, a lower optical diode factor is desired to achieve a higher fill factor. However, it has 

been found that a lower optical diode factor resulting from higher backside recombination is 

unfavorable due to significant losses in quasi-Fermi level splitting. Conversely, improving the 

doping density has been found to be preferable, as it enhances quasi-Fermi level splitting while 

simultaneously lowering the optical diode factor. 

This thesis presents a thorough investigation of the impact of backside recombination on the quasi-

Fermi level splitting of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. Using this understanding, a novel hole selective 

transport structure is proposed that enables the construction of a high-efficiency solar cell with a 

homogeneous absorber, making a significant shift in the paradigm of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. 

With this shift, the non-radiative and radiative loss of solar cells due to inhomogeneity, e.g. Ga 

profile, can be removed. Additionally, the results presented in this thesis shed light on the 

relationship between the optical diode factor, backside recombination, and doping level, providing 

a direction for further optimization of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells to achieve even higher power 

conversion efficiency.  
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Chapter 1 INTRODUCTION: Why solar cells and What boundary 

have we pushed? 

 

There are various reasons why someone may choose to pursue a Ph.D., and these motivations are 

often shaped by an individual's unique personality and interests. For me, the driving force behind 

my decision to embark on this journey is my insatiable curiosity and passion for research. It is this 

deep-seated desire to explore and uncover new knowledge that fuels my focus and dedication to 

this project and the writing of this thesis. 

But why did I choose the topic about renewable energy, particularly solar cells that directly convert 

solar power into electricity? The answer is simply because photovoltaic power (PV) technology 

offers a low-carbon emission solution, promoting carbon neutralization and offering a viable 

pathway towards resolving the urgent environmental challenges we are facing. The responsibility 

to address the climate crisis falls on everyone, especially those who are well-educated and living 

in favorable conditions. Human activities, characterized by the massive emission of carbon-based 

greenhouse gases (GHGs) into the atmosphere, are the primary drivers of the climate crisis. These 

emissions contribute to the rise in global mean temperature, resulting in extreme weather events 

such as floods, droughts, hurricanes, wildfires, and more. Extensive research and statistical data 

consistently demonstrate the strong correlation between global warming and the concentration of 

CO2 in the atmosphere [2-4]. Despite the international commitment through agreements like the 

Paris Agreement, aimed at reducing GHGs emissions and limiting the global mean temperature 

increase to below 2°C compared to pre-industrial levels, the reality remains concerning. Reports 

from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) indicate that the global mean 

temperature continues to rise, and it is highly likely that the warming will exceed 1.5°C during the 

21st century, making it challenging to stay below the 2°C target. This discrepancy between 

projected emissions based on implemented policies and the nationally determined contributions 

(NDCs) results in the existing gap[5].  

The reality of climate change extends far beyond words on paper; it is a tangible presence in our 

daily lives. In 2022, China, the EU, and the US experienced a series of droughts, leading to the 

drying up of vital rivers and lakes[6]. Additionally, devastating wildfires, fiercer and faster than 

ever before, have become more frequent worldwide, resulting in deforestation and increased 
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carbon emissions[7]. Closer to where I am currently living, Luxembourg faced its worst flooding 

in history in 2021[8]. These events are not isolated incidents; rather, they are clear indications of 

the rising global mean temperature and the catastrophic consequences of climate change. It is 

imperative that we move beyond mere slogans and take immediate action. 

As an individual, I recognize that I cannot directly influence current policy implementation. 

However, I have chosen to contribute to the fight against climate change by studying Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

solar cells with the aim of achieving higher efficiency. Improving the efficiency of solar cells 

reduces the cost of production and installation of solar modules, thereby accelerating the adoption 

of PV applications. Among the various PV technologies available, thin-film-based technologies 

like Cu(In,Ga)Se2 have the lowest carbon footprint[9]. Furthermore, these solar cells represent the 

cutting-edge of technology and have proven to be stable for long-term use in large-scale power 

stations, boasting a record efficiency of 23.35%[1]. To achieve such high efficiency, it is essential 

to introduce a Ga lateral gradient in the absorber layer to minimize unwanted backside 

recombination. However, the presence of composition inhomogeneity resulting from the Ga 

gradient introduces higher non-radiative and radiative losses, which limit further improvements in 

solar cell efficiency. To address this challenge, the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 research community is 

advocating for a paradigm shift. They propose combining a homogeneous absorber layer with a 

hole selective transport layer to passivate the backside[10, 11]. However, constructing such a 

structure poses difficulties due to the harsh growth conditions of Cu(In,Ga)Se2, which can 

potentially damage the underlying hole transport layers. 

Addressing this issue leads to the initial propose and motivation of this thesis. But it is not a 

straightforward work that can be done at once. To essentially achieve this goal, the different 

scenarios at each phase of this project are conducted to understand the influence of the backside 

recombination on performance of solar cells and finally come up with a structure to mitigate the 

backside recombination. The results of these investigations are discussed in this thesis within 

different chapters, which is briefly summarized as bellow: 

Chapter 4: First of all, to have an impression about how much the backside recombination can 

influence the quasi-Fermi level splitting of the Cu(In,Ga)Se2. Chapter 4 involves the typical 

strategies such as Ga back grading and metal oxides dielectric layers to mitigate the backside 

recombination. The results suggest that both strategies can improve the quasi-Fermi level splitting 
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of ~50 meV even with a short lifetime of ~13 ns and a thick film of ~1.5 m. Moreover, the specific 

backside recombination of different samples is quantified by implementation of SCAPS simulation, 

which suggests that the backside recombination can be as low as ~103 cm/s by using Ga back 

grading or Al2O3. Meanwhile, the SCAPS simulation results also confirm the similar improvement 

in quasi-Fermi level splitting by reducing the backside recombination. And the higher quasi-Fermi 

level splitting improvement of ~100 meV can be realized by further reducing the front 

recombination and improving the minority carrier lifetime. 

Chapter 5: The achievable improvement in quasi-Fermi level splitting by reducing the backside 

recombination is clear, but it requires a good passivation. In this chapter, the different potential 

candidates to work as a hole selective transport layer are investigated. Some single layers like NiOx, 

CuCrOx and CuOx show an low thermal instability that can not withstand the harsh growth 

condition of Cu(In,Ga)Se2, leading to a interaction with the absorber. Consequently, on the one 

hand, the diffusion of Ni and Cr, which are unwanted impurities for Cu(In,Ga)Se2, completely 

degrades the quality of the absorber.  On the other hand, the diffusion of hole selective transport 

layers underneath also destroys their selectivity, meaning no obvious passivation effects can be 

observed. Other layer such as GaOx shows a good thermal stability but without clear passivation 

effects.  

To address the issue of thermal stability and passivation, a novel structure of hole selective 

transport layer covered with a metal oxide stabilizer is proposed. For the combination of CuGaSe2 

or CuOx/GaOx, it seems that GaOx prepared by solution combustion synthesis lacks the ability of 

stabilizing the layers underneath. Meanwhile, it may not have good enough electronic properties 

that are required for a functional HTL. As a result, no passivation effects are observed but rather 

causing higher non-radiative recombination loss. For CuGaSe2/In2O3, the two individual layers 

can be clearly identified after the absorber growth. But because of the element exchange between 

Ga and In, it is very likely that these two layers end up with CuInSe2/GaOx. With this element 

exchange, the layers at the backside show an impressive passivation effect, which most likely 

attributes to the high conduction band spike between GaOx and absorber. This spike reduces the 

minority carrier concentration at the backside, which consequently reduces backside 

recombination that is proportional to minority carrier concentration. Compared to reference sample 

without passivation, the quasi-Fermi level splitting is improved by ~80 meV in both CuInSe2 and 
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submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2. Moreover, a good hole selective transport layer is more than the 

passivation since the good hole transport property is also essential to maintain a high fill factor of 

solar cells. It is found out that the transport ability is highly related to excess Cu in this dual layer. 

The excess Cu likely modifies the electric properties of the oxides, which allows the hole 

transporting through and thus ensuring a good fill factor of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells up to 77%. 

Inversely, lack of Cu results in poor hole transport, leading to low current density and fill factor. 

Chapter 6: The influence of backside recombination and its mitigation have been figured out in 

previous chapters. But on other hand, the backside recombination can also influence the fill factor 

by dominating the optical diode factor since the lower diode factor leads to a higher fill factor. In 

this chapter, the theory of optical diode factor based on the metastable defects transition is 

explained. Based on which, the influence of backside recombination and doping density on the 

optical diode factor is investigated. The presented results suggest that both high backside 

recombination and doping density can lead to a lower optical diode factor. However, the low diode 

factor due to the high backside recombination is unfavorable because it causes massive losses in 

quasi-Fermi level splitting at the same time. The low diode factor due to the high doping density 

is preferable because it improves the quasi-Fermi level splitting. These discoveries are important 

because it points out the further optimization of our solar cells should focus on reducing backside 

recombination and improving the doping density. 

Chapter 7: This chapter is about efficiency loss analysis of our best submicron solar cell. To further 

improve efficiency of solar cells, it is important to figure out where do our solar cells loss the 

efficiency.  For Voc loss analysis, the analysis model based on detailed balance shows Voc loss due 

to non-radiative recombination is about 220 mV, which dominates the Voc loss. With further 

optimization of absorber and front surface, we predict a reduction in Voc loss of 100 mV, leading 

to a Voc of 753 mV (𝐸𝑔
𝐸𝑄𝐸 =1.15 eV). In terms of FF, the influence of Voc and diode factor on FF 

is simulated based on a one-diode model. With Voc of 753 mV and diode factor of 1.1, the 

simulation suggests that FF can be improved to 81%. In addition, according to our EQE 

simulations by SCAPS, it suggests that the Jsc can be potentially improved by adding anti-

reflection coating (ARC) and using Zn(O,S) buffer. The ARC and Zn(O,S) contributes to a Jsc gain 

of 2.1 mA/cm2 and 1.4 mA/cm2, respectively. With implementing both optimizations, the predicted 



17 

 

Jsc is 36.7 mA/cm2. Ideally, if all of these parameters can be further optimized, we predict an 

efficiency of 22.4% for a sub-micron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell. 
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Chapter 2 Basic knowledge 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to understand and mitigate the backside recombination in chalcopyrite 

[Cu(In,Ga)Se2] solar cells. To provide a comprehensive understanding of the topic, section 2.1 

discusses the fundamental working principles of solar cells. Section  2.2 focuses on the absorber 

layer and the typical structure of devices, which covers its properties and growth methods. As this 

work involves multiple characterization techniques, section 2.3 explains the setups and measuring 

conditions. Because the photoluminescence (PL) is widely employed in this work to characterize 

our samples. Specific details regarding PL are discussed in this section. Since diode factor 

presented in this thesis is an important indicator to show the dominant recombination and also has 

an impact on the fill factor of solar cells, Section 2.4 explains the model of high diode factor based 

on metastable defects transition. Meanwhile, backside recombination velocity and doping density 

of the solar cells will be widely discussed in this thesis, Section 2.5 shows the model involved in 

this thesis to estimate backside recombination velocity and doping density. 

 

2.1  Basics of solar cells 
 

Solar cells are semiconductor devices capable of converting solar energy into electricity. The 

absorber layer, a semiconductor material, plays a crucial role in the process of energy conversion. 

It absorbs photons, which generate electron-hole pairs as a function of absorber depth. However, 

the generation of electron-hole pairs alone is insufficient to generate current and power. The 

electrons and holes must be separated and collected at two contacts assisted by an asymmetry of 

chemical potential, band structure or conductivity, typically a p-n junction or carrier selective 

transport structure. Unfortunately, no ideal energy converter exists, including solar cells, which 

suffer from energy losses[12]. These losses lead to the Shockley-Queisser (SQ) limit[13] on the 

maximum efficiency of solar cells. Despite this limit, solar cells tend to lose even more efficiency 

due to additional radiative and non-radiative recombination processes. Compared to the radiative 

loss, non-radiative loss is more pronounced because its high recombination rate, which is usually 

assisted by defects in bulk and at interface. In this work, a significant achievement is the reduction 
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of non-radiative recombination at the backside of the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell by employing a hole 

selective transport layer (HTL). 

 

2.1.1 Absorption and Generation 

 

The initial step in generating current or power from solar cells involves the absorption of photons, 

which creates free electron/hole pairs that can be separated and collected[14-16]. Ideally, all 

photons from the sun would be absorbed, and their energy would be converted to electricity. 

However, in reality, a small percentage of incident photons reflects off the absorber's surface, while 

the remaining photons interacts with the absorber, where not all are absorbed, and their energy is 

not fully converted. Only photons with energy higher than the absorber's bandgap can be absorbed, 

and the energy equal to the absorber's bandgap can be utilized. As depicted in Figure 2.1 (a), the 

standard AM1.5G spectrum[17], with an integrated power of 1000 Wm-2, is used to assess the 

efficiency of terrestrial solar cells. The sun's photon energy ranges from approximately 0 eV to 

4 eV. The absorber interacts with the incident photons in three different ways, depending on the 

photons' energy compared to the absorber's bandgap. 

Ⅰ. When the energy of photons (Ephoton) is equal to the bandgap energy (Eg), the photons can excite 

electrons from the maximum of the valence band to the minimum of the conduction band, 

generating electron/hole pairs. Since there is no excess energy over the bandgap energy, all the 

energy of the photons can be utilized without thermalization losses. 

Ⅱ. When Ephoton is greater than Eg, the photons are strongly absorbed and generate electrons with 

energy higher than the conduction band minimum or holes below the valance band maximum. 

However, the excess energy over the bandgap energy is wasted, as the electrons or holes quickly 

thermalize back to the near conduction band minimum or valance band maximum. 

Ⅲ. When Ephoton is less than Eg, the photons with energy lower than the bandgap energy cannot be 

absorbed. They transmit through the absorber and are either reflected back into the absorber or 

absorbed by the metal contacts, such as molybdenum for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. 
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Figure 2.1(a) AM1.5G sun spectra with an integrated power intensity of 1000 Wcm-2, which is 

the standard sun spectra for the terrestrial solar cells to quantify efficiency; (b) The absorption of 

incoming photons: Ⅰ. when Ephoton = Eg, the photons have just enough energy to be absorbed and 

generate electron/hole pairs without losing energy. Ⅱ. when Ephoton > Eg, the photons have high 

enough energy to excite the electrons going beyond the bandgap energy. The excess energy 

beyond bandgap energy is lost by thermalization. Ⅲ. when Ephoton < Eg, the photons do not have 

enough energy to excite electron/hole pairs.  

The absorption of photons in a solar cell leads to the generation of free electrons and holes, which 

can be categorized as minority or majority carriers in a doped absorber. For most solar cells, 

including Cu(In,Ga)Se2, the photon-generated minority carrier density (1013~1014 cm-3) is 

significantly lower than the doping density (1015~1016 cm-3) under illumination at AM1.5G (one-

Sun intensity), which implies that the solar cells operate under low injection conditions. The 

photon-generated majority carriers have a negligible effect on the majority carrier density due to 

doping, whereas the minority carrier density is primarily influenced by the photon-generated 

minority carriers. It is critical background knowledge for us to subsequently understand and 

discuss the diode factor in Chapter 6. 

As discussed above, the absorption of photons in a semiconductor material depends on the energy 

of the photons and the properties of the absorber. Photons with energy greater than the bandgap 

energy can be absorbed by the absorber, with the strength of absorption increasing as the energy 

of the photons increases. The absorption coefficient (α) is a measure of the ability of the 

semiconductor to absorb photons and describes how far the photons can penetrate the absorber 
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before being absorbed. For CuInSe2 (as shown in Figure 2.2 [18]), the absorption coefficient 

exhibits a rapid increase as the photon energy approaching the bandgap energy. However, even for 

photons with energy higher than the bandgap, a certain thickness of absorber is required to 

efficiently absorb the photons. For example, for a photon with energy of 1.1 eV (where Eg = 

1.0 eV), a film thickness of ~0.33 μm is necessary for absorption (around 63% photons are 

absorbed, 1-1/e). In this work, the absorber thickness studied is above 0.8 μm, which is thick 

enough to absorb all high-energy photons and supports the assumption of absorptivity a(E)=1. 

This assumption is important for calculating ΔEF by fitting the high-energy wing of absolute PL 

spectra, which will be discussed in detail in Section 2.3.2. However, for photons with low energy 

that is almost equal to the bandgap, an absorber thickness of ~1.7 μm is needed for effective 

absorption.  

 

Figure 2.2 The absorption coefficient and absorption depth of photon with different energy for 

polycrystalline CuInSe2. The absorption depth is the inverse of the absorption coefficient. With 

this thickness around 63% of photons will be absorbed. This Figure is reproduced from Ref. [18]  

 

2.1.2  p-n junction: photon generated carrier separation 
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In solar cells, efficient separation and collection of the free electron/hole pairs generated upon 

photon absorption are crucial for generating useful power. To extract these carriers, an asymmetry 

in chemical potential for electrons and holes is essential to provide a driving force. Several 

approaches can be used to create this chemical potential, including p-n junctions and carrier 

selective transport contacts[19-22].For Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, p-n junction is the most 

commonly used and analyzed structure for building efficient solar cells. In recent years, a new 

approach based on hole selective transport has been called for shifting the paradigm of 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2, aiming to improve the efficiency of chalcopyrite solar cells[10, 11], which will be 

discussed in Chapter 5. 

The built-in potential of a p-n junction is established under thermal equilibrium conditions, but in 

the absence of illumination, the net current of the junction is zero. Consequently, solar cells cannot 

generate power in the dark because there is no electrochemical potential or fermi-level gradient to 

drive the flow of current. To induce the flow of current, illumination is required to create free 

carriers that will be separated by a p-n junction and then collected at the two contacts. A simulated 

band energy diagram of the CuInSe2 under illumination ant at maximum power point is shown in 

Figure 2.3. The excitation of free carriers by illumination splits the quasi-Fermi level of electrons 

(EFn) and holes (EFp), creating a quasi-Fermi level splitting (qFLs or ΔEF) equal to the difference 

between EFn and EFp, EF = EFn - EFp. The ΔEF sets the upper limit of the open-circuit voltage (qVoc) 

that can be achieved in the finished solar cells and is an important indicator of its performance 

before device fabrication. It is widely used in this work to quantify the quantity of the absorbers 

and predict the performance of solar cells. The ΔEF can be determined by absolute PL, as discussed 

in Section 2.3.2. To determine the maximum power output and efficiency of a solar cell under 

specific illumination conditions, it is necessary to determine the current density (J) as a function 

of generated or applied voltage (V). This requires solving three equations: 

Ⅰ. The Poisson’s Equation that shows the relation between the electric field and charges: 

d2𝑉(𝑥)

d𝑥2
=
ρ

ε
= −

q

ε
(𝑁D

+(𝑥) + 𝑝(𝑥) − 𝑁A
−(𝑥) − 𝑛(𝑥)) 2.1 

Ⅱ. The Transport Equation that describes the movement of the carriers. It shows that the flowing 

current is driven by the Fermi level gradient: 
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{
  
 

  
 
𝐽n = q𝜇n𝑛

d𝐸Fn
d𝑥

𝑛=𝑁cexp(
𝐸Fn−𝐸c
kb𝑇

)

→             q𝜇n𝑛
d𝐸c
d𝑥
+ q𝐷n

d𝑛(𝑥)

d𝑥

𝐽p = q𝜇p𝑝
d𝐸Fp

d𝑥

𝑝=𝑁vexp(
𝐸v−𝐸Fp

kb𝑇
)

→             q𝜇p𝑝
d𝐸v
d𝑥

+ q𝐷p
d𝑝(𝑥)

d𝑥
𝐽total = 𝐽n + 𝐽p

 2.2 

In which, the Jn(p) is the current density of electrons (holes), n(p) is the mobility of electrons (holes) 

and Dn(p) is the diffusivity of electrons (holes). The first term is the drift current, and the second 

term is the diffusion current. The drift term contains contribution from both electric field in space 

charge region (SCR) and band gradients, e.g. the conduction band gradients for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar 

cells as shown in Figure 2.9 (a). 

Ⅲ. The Continuity Equation that tracks the changes of carrier density by considering the current 

flow, generation rate (G’) and recombination rate (R) in the solar cells: 

{

d𝑛(𝑥)

d𝑡
=
d𝐽n
d𝑥
+ 𝐺′ − 𝑅 = 0

d𝑝(𝑥)

d𝑡
= −

d𝐽p

d𝑥
+ 𝐺′ − 𝑅 = 0

 2.3 

With some boundary conditions and rigorous derivation that can be found in Ref. [16, 23], the 

classical Shockley Equation that shows the current density is proportional to applied voltage. 

Assuming the photon generated current density (Jph) is independent of the applied voltage, the total 

current (J(V)) of solar cell follows the superposition of diode current and photon generated current. 

It is notable that the assumption of voltage independence of Jph may be incorrect for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

solar cells due to voltage dependent carrier collection[23]. Without considering the effect of 

parasitic resistance, the J-V behavior of a solar cell under illumination can be described by: 

𝐽(𝑉) = J0 [exp (
q𝑉

kkb𝑇
) − 1] − 𝐽sc 2.4 

Where the J0 is the saturation current density that depends on material properties and the 

recombination in solar cells, Jsc is the short circuit current density that equals to Jph, and k is the 

electric diode factor (EDF). The EDF is equivalent to optical diode factor (ODF) in case no 

additional recombination is introduced in finished devices, which is discussed in Section 2.4. The 

diode factor has a strong impact on FF, thus the efficiency of solar cells. The further discussion of 

its impact is shown in Chapter 7. 
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Figure 2.3 (a) The simulated band energy diagram of the CuInSe2 solar cell under illumination 

ant at the maximum power point. The excited free carriers result in splitting of the Fermi levels 

of electrons (EFn) and holes (EFp); (b) The typical current density (J) – applied bias voltage (V) 

curve of a solar cell under illumination. 

The J-V curve of a solar cell, as described by Equation 2.4, exhibits an exponential relationship 

between current density and applied voltage, as shown by the red curve in Figure 2.3 (b). Under 

short circuit conditions, the solar cell operates at zero voltage, producing the maximum current 

density, or short circuit current density (Jsc). Conversely, under open circuit conditions, the solar 

cell operates at zero current density, producing the maximum voltage, or open circuit voltage (Voc). 

However, neither condition generates any output power because power is the product of current 

density and voltage. To determine the maximum output power, the power curve of the solar cell is 

plotted using the equation P = J(V)×V, as shown by the green curve in Figure 2.3 (b). By 

calculating the maximum output power (Pmax), it is possible to determine the efficiency of the solar 

cell using a simple equation: 

  =
𝑃max
𝑃in

=
𝐽max𝑉max
𝑃in

=
FF ∙ 𝐽sc𝑉oc
𝑃in

 2.5 

Where the Pin is the incident power of the sun, the Jmax/Vmax is the current density/voltage at the 

maximum power point and the FF is the fill factor. FF is the geometric factor of the J-V curve, 

which is an important parameter to determine the efficiency of the solar cells. 
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Figure 2.4 (a) The equivalent circuit of the working solar cell with the influence of shunt 

resistance and series resistance; (b) The example of the influence of shunt resistance or series 

resistance on FF. When discussing the influence of one parameter, either Rs or Rsh, the influence 

of the other is screened. These results are simulated by SCAPS.  

In discussing the J-V curve of solar cells, the influence of parasitic resistance, such as shunt 

resistance (Rsh) and series resistance (Rs), is overlooked before. However, in realistic solar cells, 

parasitic resistance is a widespread issue that can significantly reduce the FF of solar cells, 

especially when Rs and Rsh do not have good enough values. Figure 2.4 (a) shows the equivalent 

circuit of a working solar cell with the influence of Rs and Rsh. To account for the impact of parasitic 

resistance on the J-V curve of solar cells, Equation 2.4 can be generalized as: 

𝐽(𝑉) = 𝐽0 {exp [
q(𝑉 + 𝐽(𝑉)𝑅s)

kkb𝑇
] − 1} +

𝑉 + J(𝑉)𝑅s
𝑅sh

− 𝐽sc 2.6 

The short-circuit path for current in Rsh results in reduced current flowing through the load at the 

same voltage, while the barrier for voltage in Rs shares the voltage from the load at the same current 

density, both causing a loss of FF, as depicted in Figure 2.4 (b). The results are from SCAPS 

simulation. Typically, a good solar cell has Rs values lower than 0.5 Ω·cm² and Rsh values higher 

than 1000 Ω·cm².  

 

2.1.3  Recombination  

 

As discussed earlier, solar cells operate under steady state, meaning that the excited electrons in 

the conduction band are metastable. To stabilize the system, these electrons return to the valence 
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band and recombine with holes, either by interacting with photons or phonons. Recombination is 

the inverse process to generation and occurs in both the bulk and surface of the absorber. There 

are two primary recombination mechanisms that occur in the bulk for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells: 

1. Radiative recombination by releasing photons. 

2. Shockley-Read-Hall (SRH) recombination via defects. 

Beside the recombination taking place in the bulk, the surface recombination is a defects-assisted 

recombination, which is the main issue discussed and solved in this thesis for the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

solar cells by using a carrier selective transport structure. 

 

Bulk Recombination  

For solar cells made with direct band semiconductors, such as Cu(In,Ga)Se2, the dominant 

recombination mechanisms are radiative and Shockley-Read-Hall recombination. Auger 

recombination is only considerable when the solar cells are working under high injection 

conditions, where the carrier concentration is high enough to make Auger recombination 

comparable to radiative and SRH recombination. Radiative recombination occurs due to the band-

to-band transition between carriers and is a reciprocal process of absorption. The rate of radiative 

recombination rate (Rr) is given by the following equation[16]: 

𝑅r = B(𝑛𝑝 − 𝑛i
2) 2.7 

Where B is radiative recombination coefficient. If the semiconductor is p-type with p0p>>n0, in 

the low injection condition (n0<<n<<p0), the Equation 2.7 can be simplified as: 

𝑅r ≈
∆𝑛

𝜏r
 2.8 

where r is the radiative lifetime: 

𝜏r =
1

B𝑝0
 2.9 

The similar relation can be gained for the n-type semiconductor. The Radiative recombination 

from a semiconductor can also be described by the Planck’s Generalized Law[14, 24], which will 

be discussed later in Section 2.3.2. 
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SRH recombination is a defects-assisted non-radiative recombination, which is one of the most 

import efficiency loss paths for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. Another important recombination path is 

surface recombination that will be discussed later. The SRH recombination (RSRH) rate is given by 

[16]: 

𝑅SRH =
𝑛𝑝 − 𝑛i

2

𝜏n [𝑝 − 𝑛iex p (
𝐸i − 𝐸t
kb𝑇

)] + 𝜏p [𝑛 − 𝑛iex p (
𝐸t − 𝐸i
kb𝑇

)]
 

2.10 

Where Ei and Et is the intrinsic Fermi level and defect energy level, n and p is electron and hole 

lifetime, respectively. The recombination rate via Shockley-Read-Hall mechanism is influenced 

by the Et, as well as the τn and τp. When Et is located deeper inside the bandgap and closer to Ei, 

RSRH increases. This is because when Et is shallow, captured carriers are readily released back to 

the conduction or valence band through thermal activation. Only with deep defects, the capturing 

time is long enough for recombination. Additionally, RSRH depends on carrier lifetime; longer 

carrier lifetime leads to lower RSRH. For p-type semiconductors with p0≈p>>n0, under low injection 

conditions (n0<<n<<p0), and with Et near Ei (Et ≈ Ei), Equation 2.10 can be simplified to: 

𝑅SRH =
∆𝑛

𝜏n
 2.11 

Where the n is: 

𝜏n =
1

𝜎n𝑣th𝑁t
 2.12 

And n is the electron capture cross-section of the corresponding defect, Nt is the defects 

concentration and vth is the thermal velocity of the electrons. The efficiency of a solar cell is greatly 

affected by the rate of SRH recombination, which is inversely proportional to the minority carrier 

lifetime. When non-radiative recombination increases, the minority carrier lifetime becomes short 

and results in higher efficiency deficits. This short lifetime is typically caused by abundant defects 

or large carrier capture cross-sections of the defects. To increase the efficiency of solar cells, it is 

necessary to grow high-quality absorbers with as few recombinant defects as possible. This will 

ensure a long enough minority carrier lifetime, comparable to the radiative lifetime, and minimize 

non-radiative recombination[11, 25, 26].  

Surface Recombination  
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The surface of a semiconductor is a region where the periodic crystal structure is disrupted, 

creating an interface that is prone to contamination from the environment or adjacent layers. The 

disruption of the crystal lattice generates discontinuity, which act as recombination centers. The 

high surface recombination depletes minority carriers at the surface, which in turn causes an influx 

of minority carriers from the bulk to diffuse towards the surface. This diffusion can result in a 

concentration gradient of minority carriers near the surface, which reduces minority carrier 

concentration and leads to a decrease in the ΔEF of the solar cells. For p-type semiconductors in 

low injection condition, the surface recombination rate (Rs) can be simplified as follows[16]: 

𝑅s ≈ 𝑆n∆𝑛 2.13 

Where Sn is surface recombination velocity of electrons. The surface recombination velocity of 

electrons is a measure of the rate at which electron-hole pairs recombine at the surface of a material. 

Compared to bulk recombination that represents recombination rate per unit volume, the surface 

recombination represents the recombination rate per unit area. In this research, the main objectives 

are to study the impact of backside recombination on the performance of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells 

and to develop strategies for mitigating this negative effect by using an HTL structure. Achieving 

a surface recombination velocity below 102 cm/s is critical for producing high-efficiency solar 

cells[11, 25, 27]. These topics will be discussed in more detail in the following chapters. 

 

2.1.4 The influence of recombination on Voc (EF)  

 

The non-radiative recombination assisted by the defects is the main loss path of solar cells 

compared to the radiative recombination. In a p-type semiconductor and in low injection condition, 

non-radiative recombination taking place in the bulk directly cases the carriers recombining in the 

bulk and lowering the bulk lifetime of minority carriers. For surface recombination, it shows an 

obvious impact when the bulk lifetime is long enough to guarantee a long diffusion length (Ln) of 

electrons that is comparable to the absorber thickness. The diffusion length of electrons can be 

determined by[15]: 

𝐿n = √𝐷n𝜏n
b 2.14 
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With both recombination taking place in the bulk and at the surface, the total recombination rate 

of the solar cell is: 

𝑅n
e = 𝑅n

b + 𝑅n
s =

∆𝑛

𝜏n
e =

∆𝑛

𝜏n
b
+
∆𝑛

𝜏n
s  2.15 

According to Equation 2.15, the effective lifetime of electrons is determined by: 

1

𝜏n
e =

1

𝜏n
b
+
1

𝜏n
s  2.16 

In which, 𝜏n
e, 𝜏n

b and 𝜏n
s  is effective lifetime, bulk lifetime and surface lifetime, respectively. The 

surface lifetime represents the inverse of the surface recombination velocity occurring in a small 

slice of δx, and it is influenced by the defects density and capture cross-section of carriers. Several 

strategies have been introduced to minimize the interface recombination rate, such as 

implementing a band gradient (Ga gradient), utilizing a dielectric layer, and incorporating a hole 

selective transport layer. These strategies primarily focus on reducing the minority carrier density 

(n) at the backside. Therefore, when referring to the longer surface lifetime achieved through 

these approaches, it essentially implies an equivalent extension of surface lifetime accomplished 

by reducing n. Consequently, the high non-radiative recombination lowers the effective lifetime, 

which reduces the excess electron density and makes solar cells deviate from the radiative limit in 

which the radiative recombination is the only recombination channel. Assuming the Fermi level 

in a p-type semiconductor is flat and in low injection condition, the excess carrier density generated 

by illumination is expressed as: 

∆𝑛 = 𝐺 ×
𝜏n
eff

𝑑
 2.17 

Where 𝜏n
eff is the electron effective lifetime and d is the absorber thickness, G is the generation 

flux that is usually equal to one-sun equivalent flux. The higher non-radiative recombination leads 

to a short effective lifetime, which results in a lower excess electron density. Since the electron 

Fermi level is logarithmically proportional to excess electron density, the higher non-radiative 

recombination leads to a lower electron Fermi level, thus reducing the Fermi-level splitting that is 

the upper limit of Voc.  
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If considering the influence non-radiative recombination on Voc from the devices, in an ideal case 

without considering the impact of parasitic resistance, at open-circuit condition, the Equation 2.4 

can be modified as: 

𝑉oc =
kkb𝑇

q
ln(
𝐽sc
𝐽0
) 2.18 

The J0 is a recombination related term which includes both contributions from radiative and non-

radiative recombination. The higher non-radiative recombination increases the J0, as a result, 

reducing the Voc of solar cells.  

 

2.2  Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells 

 

The solar cell studied in this work uses Cu(In,Ga)Se2 as an absorber layer, which is a Ⅰ-Ⅲ-Ⅵ2 

compound semiconductor composed of Copper (Cu), Indium (In), Gallium (Ga), and Selenium 

(Se). This semiconductor is a tetrahedrally bonded crystal with a chalcopyrite crystal structure and 

is discussed in more detail in Section 2.2.1. It is a solid solution of CuInSe2 and CuGaSe2, with a 

tunable bandgap between 1.02 eV and 1.68 eV depending on the ratio of Ga/(Ga+In) (GGI), as 

described in Section 2.2.2.With this advantage, a structure with a bandgap gradient towards both 

surfaces was developed by building a Ga gradient, which mitigates surface recombination and 

achieves a record efficiency of 23.35%[28-31]. Moreover, Cu(In,Ga)Se2 is a complex compound, 

and other phases can form depending on the growth conditions. Only the chalcopyrite phase is 

suitable for producing high-quality solar cells, as explained in section 2.2.3 with the Pseudo binary 

In2Se3-Cu2Se phase diagram. Then in Section 2.2.4, the 1-stage and 3-stage processes used to 

prepare the absorbers are explained. To achieve high efficiency, other functional layers such as 

contacts, window layers, and buffers are essential. The typical structure of a Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar 

cell is explained in Section 2.2.5. 

 

2.2.1  Crystal structure  
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The chalcopyrite crystal structure of CuInSe2 is derived from two zincblende unit cells, as shown 

in Figure 2.5. Zincblende belongs to the cubic crystal structure system, which has the same atomic 

arrangement as diamond but with alternative atoms occupying different lattice positions, as 

depicted in Figure 2.5 (a). It can also be viewed as a face-centered cubic lattice of atom A, where 

half of the tetrahedral voids are occupied by atom B. Each ion is 4-coordinated and exhibits local 

tetrahedral geometry. To form the chalcopyrite structure of CuInSe2 from the zincblende structure, 

the atom A in zincblende is replaced alternatively by Cu and In, as illustrated in Figure 2.5 (b). 

This replacement causes a distortion in the tetragonal structure, as the bond lengths between Cu-

Se and In-Se are different, resulting in a lattice distance “a” (5.784 Å) that is not exactly half of 

“c” (11.616 Å) [32]. The advantage of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 lies in its ability to form a solid solution 

between CuInSe2 and CuGaSe2 by replacing In with its congener, such as Ga, in all ranges of 

composition. This allows for the tuning of the optoelectronic properties of the absorber layer to 

achieve the desired characteristics for different solar cell applications by adjusting the GGI. 

Similarly, it is possible to replace Cu/Se by Ag/S, which enhances the versatility of this material[33, 

34]. 

 

Figure 2.5 (a) Two unit cells of zincblende crystal structure; (b) Tetragonal unit cell of 

chalcopyrite crystal structure. The chalcopyrite is formed by alternatively replacing cations in 

zincblende by Cu and In. The Figure is reproduced from Ref.[35] 

Zincblende Chalcopyrite

I: Cu(Ag)

Ⅲ: In(Ga)

Ⅵ: Se(S)

(a) (b)

A

B
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2.2.2  The tunable bandgap  

 

As discussed, the bandgap of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 is tunable from 1.02 eV to 1.68 eV by adjusting GGI 

from 0 to 1. The bandgap does not increase strictly linear with increase in GGI but follows a 

quadratic dependence, which cases a deviation to the linear relation and can be described by the 

following Equation[36]: 

𝐸g
CIGSe = 1.68 ∗ GGI + (1 − GGI) ∗ 1.02 − GGI(1 − GGI) ∗ 0.12 2.19 

The bowing factor, which is "0.12," represents the degree to which the relationship between the 

bandgap and composition deviates from linearity. It is worth to mention that Equation 2.19 is 

slightly different from the relations reported from other literatures[37, 38], in which, they are also 

slightly different from each other. In semiconductors, the bandgap can be increased by either 

raising the conduction band minimum or lowering the valence band maximum. For Cu(In,Ga)Se2, 

the increase in bandgap is mainly due to the upward shift of the conduction band, while the change 

in the valence band is negligible[39, 40]. This allows us making Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells with 

band gradients, which is critical for achieving high efficiency in conventional Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar 

cells.  

 

2.2.3  Phase diagram  

 

During the growth of Cu(In,Ga)Se2, several phases can form, but only the chalcopyrite phase 

serves as a suitable absorber for solar cells. A phase diagram provides valuable information on the 

optimal growth conditions for preparing high-quality absorbers. The binary phase diagram of 

Cu2Se and In2Se3 as a function of temperature and Cu content is depicted in Figure 2.6. The 

stoichiometric point, where Cu/In equals 1, occurs at 25% Cu. In Cu-rich conditions (Cu% > 25% 

or Cu/In > 1), the chalcopyrite phase (α) with the secondary phase Cu2Se forms over a wide 

temperature range. Some evidence suggests that Cu-rich films possess better transport and 

recombination properties than Cu-poor samples, but Cu-rich chalcopyrite solar cells typically 

exhibit lower efficiency than Cu-poor solar cells[41]. One of the reasons is the Cu2Se accumulation 

mostly on the chalcopyrite film surface, leading to significant surface recombination and reduced 

Voc of the solar cells[42]. To address this issue, the films are typically grown under Cu-poor 
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conditions within the red-colored region of the phase diagram, where only the single chalcopyrite 

phase is obtained. The largest tolerance of Cu content for obtaining a single chalcopyrite phase is 

growing sample with substate temperature of around 600 C. In addition, Cu-poor chalcopyrite 

can tolerate a high Cu deficit due to the formation of Cu vacancy-related defects (e.g., VCu and 

InCu)[43]. With low Cu concentrations and high temperatures, there is no ordering of Cu and In, 

which results in the formation of the δ phase with a zincblende crystal structure.  

With lower temperatures or very low Cu concentration around 16%, it starts forming the β phase 

also known as the ordered vacancy compound (OVC). Notably, another OVC phase (γ-CuIn5Se8) 

can form at even lower Cu content, though it is not shown in Figure 2.6. The similar binary phase 

diagram of Cu2Se-Ga2Se3 was also reported in Ref.[44]. Since Cu(In,Ga)Se2 is the solid solution 

of the two compounds, it behaves similarly to CuInSe2 and CuGaSe2. 

 

Figure 2.6 The binary phase diagram of Cu2Se and In2Se3. The single  phase that is marked in 

red shows the right temperature and Cu content range to grow chalcopyrite. The Figure is 

reproduced from Ref. [45]. 



34 

 

2.2.4  The growth of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

 

The phase diagram presented in Figure 2.6 indicates that a high substrate temperature and a Cu-

poor condition are crucial factors for producing suitable absorbers. In this study, both one-stage 

and three-stage processes were utilized to grow the samples in a PVD system, as illustrated in 

Figure 2.7 (a). The PVD system contains four crucial sources, including Cu, In, Ga and Se which 

provide a stable molecular beam flux. To ensure stable metal flux, the metals were loaded into a 

ceramic crucible, which was heated by a dual-filament heater. The Se source is unique, as it is 

composed of an individual crucible and a long Se cracker. The cracker is uniformly heated by the 

surrounding filaments and can be heated to 1000 C. The Se flux can be precisely controlled by 

adjusting the temperature of the crucible and cracker, as well as by manipulating the needle valve 

between them. These features ensure the PVD system's long-term stability, critical to guarantee 

the reproducibility of samples prepared using the same recipe but in different runs. Additionally, 

the system includes a NaF and KF source, which provides Na/K precursors or incorporates Na/K 

post-deposition treatment (PDT). The substrate temperature mentioned in this study refers to the 

setting temperature of the substrate heater, which is measured by the thermocouple at the center of 

the substrate holder without touching the samples. The pyrometer's temperature reading is usually 

lower than the setting temperature, and this temperature gap increases as the setting temperature 

increases. For instance, the temperature readings are similar when the setting temperature is below 

350 C, while the pyrometer's temperature is ~60 C lower than the setting temperature at 590 C. 

Figure 2.7 (b) shows the typical 1-stage process utilized in this work to grow CuInSe2 films. Prior 

to film deposition, the substrate is cleaned by ramping up the temperature in vacuum to 500°C 

with all sources closed. This process takes 20 minutes to remove any contaminants on the 

substrates. Cu, In(Ga) and Se are then supplied simultaneously to the substrate, with the 

temperature maintained at 40°C lower than the highest setting temperature. The highest growth 

temperature ranges from 540°C to 590°C, depending on the specific experiments. For instance, in 

Chapter 4, the lower growth temperature of 540°C is used to reduce the diffusion of Ga from the 

backside to the frontside.  

In contrast, the 3-stage process[46], depicted in Figure 2.7 (c), involves a similar cleaning process 

to the 1-stage process, but after the cleaning, the substrate temperature is cooled down to 356°C 
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and only Se is supplied for typically 5 minutes before first stage to promote the formation of a thin 

MoSe2 layer. In the first stage, an (In,Ga)2Se3 precursor layer is deposited by supplying In(Ga) and 

Se. The thickness of this layer is monitored using the signal from the pyrometer, which oscillates 

as a function of the film thickness due to the interference of the infrared light from the samples[47]. 

In this work, a 3.5 oscillation period is used to obtain a final absorber thickness of approximately 

2.0 μm. To obtain a thinner Cu(In,Ga)Se2 film with a thickness of 800-900 nm, the oscillation is 

reduced to 1.5. In the second stage, the substrate temperature is ramped up to the highest growth 

temperature, and only Cu and Se are supplied. The chalcopyrite phase forms as the Cu content 

increases, and the stoichiometry can be identified by the point where the substrate heating power 

begins to increase due to the formation of Cu2Se on the surface of the chalcopyrite, which has 

higher emissivity[47]. The Cu-rich growth duration lasts 15%-20% of the first stage, after which 

In(Ga) and Se are supplied again in the third stage to finish the film with a Cu-poor composition.  

 

Figure 2.7 (a) Sketch of the PVD system used to grow absorber layers, the Figure is reproduced 

from Ref.[48]; (b)(c) The growth procedure of the typical 1-stage and 3-stage processes. 

The 1-stage process is simple and straightforward, but compared to the 1-stage process, the 3-stage 

process with Cu-rich growth gives better absorbers that have larger grains and less defects[49-51]. 

Additionally, the 3-stage process can easier control the final Cu content by tuning the duration of 

the 3rd stage. With this advantage, it is easier to make slightly Cu-poor samples close to 
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stoichiometry, which has less defects compared to highly Cu-poor films[41, 50]. Because the 

diffusivity of Ga is lower than the In, 3-stage process is also generally applied to prepare high 

efficiency Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells with the Ga double gradient from the backside to the 

frontside[49, 52].  

 

2.2.5   Structure of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells 

 

In order to create functional solar cells, additional layers are required. As shown in Figure 2.8 

(left), a typical Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell with a substrate configuration is constructed from the 

bottom up. The substrate typically consists of soda-lime glass, which supplies Na during the 

growth of Cu(In,Ga)Se2. This dopant is essential for high-efficiency solar cells because it improves 

Voc[53-55]. Alternatively, Na-free glass or glass with a Na diffusion barrier can be used, but Na 

precursor or Na PDT is required to achieve high efficiency solar cells[56-58]. A layer of ~500 nm 

Mo is sputtered on top of the glass to serve as a back contact for the collection of free holes, 

followed by a layer of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 deposited using the 1-stage or 3-stage process described in 

Section 2.2.4. To reduce front surface recombination, a layer of ~50 nm CdS is deposited on top 

of the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 using chemical bath deposition (CBD). Prior to this deposition, a soft KCN 

etching is typically used to remove impurities and oxides from the surface of the Cu(In,Ga)Se2. To 

create a p-n junction for separating the photon-generated free carriers, ~80 nm intrinsic ZnO (i-

ZnO) and ~450 nm ZnO:Al (AZO) n-type window layers are deposited sequentially. Finally, Ni/Al 

grids are evaporated onto the top of the window layer to enhance the collection of free electrons. 

SEM cross-section film stacks corresponding to the sketch on the left side of Figure 2.8 are shown 

on the right side.  

Without specific explanation of solar cells preparation, the solar cells are made with baseline 

processes as described below: 

Mo: Roughly 500 nm Molybdenum is prepared by the DC sputtering with a power of 240 W and 

Argon gas pressure of 2 mTorr.  

KCN solution etching: The KCN solution etching process involves immersing the samples in a 5% 

KCN aqueous solution for 30 seconds, followed by rinsing with deionized (DI) water to remove 
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any residual KCN. The sample surface is then rapidly dried using a stream of dry N2 gas. This 

etching process is commonly used in our processes to remove impurities and oxides from the 

surface of materials before subsequent processing steps. 

CdS: Prior to deposition, all samples undergo chemical etching using a 5% aqueous KCN solution 

for 30 seconds to eliminate residual oxides. The CBD process involved depositing the CdS layer 

for 6-7 minutes at 67°C with a mixture of 2 mM CdSO4, 50 mM thiourea, and 1.5 M NH4OH. 

Typical growth rates suggest a resulting thickness of 40-50 nm. The CdS layer is crucial for 

passivating the front surface of the samples and preventing surface degradation during PL 

characterization. 

i-ZnO/AZO: The ~80 nm i-ZnO and 450 nm AZO are prepared by AC sputtering. The working 

power is around 125 W. And the Argon gas pressure is 4 mTorr and 1 mTorr for depositing i-ZnO 

and AZO, respectively. 

 

Figure 2.8 The general structure of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells (left); The typical SEM cross-

section image of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, the figure is captured from Ref.[59]. 

Corresponding to the structure of solar cells, Figure 2.9 shows band diagrams under thermal 

equilibrium, which are critical to understanding the design principles of efficient solar cells. 

Figure 2.9 (a) depicts the classical band diagram of a Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell with a Ga double 

gradient from the backside to the frontside. The Ga grading which leads to higher Voc forms during 
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the 3-stage process. This is attributed to the fact that In is more reactive with Cu than Ga, and the 

diffusivity of Ga is lower than In through Cu vacancies, as observed in previous studies[46, 60].  

In terms of front gradient, some experimental results have suggested that a sharp and steep front 

grading can impede electron transport and increase non-radiative recombination in SCR[28], later 

results from ZSW have indicated that a steeper front Ga grading can lead to record efficiency 

compared to flat grading samples[61]. The discrepancies in findings are thought to be strongly 

correlated with the presence of KF-PDF on the absorber's surface, which can heal surface 

defects[61]. Moreover, recent studies have shown that optimized results for solar cells with a Ga 

back single grading (GBG) exhibit similar Voc deficits compared to record solar cells with double 

gradients[62, 63]. Achieving the best results is likely to depend on optimizing the heavy PDT to 

improve surface quality, as well as implementing a high-quality buffer layer to reduce surface 

defects and ensure a suitable +ΔEc (spike) value of approximately 0.2 eV[64-66]. For the backside, 

the use of Ga grading can act as a back surface field (BSF) that drifts photon-generated carriers 

into the depletion region (Equation 2.2) and improves carrier collection[67]. By removing 

minority carriers from the backside, the backside recombination rate, which is proportional to 

minority carrier concentration (as shown in Equation 2.13), can be mitigated. 

Taking advantages of Ga gradient, the record Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells are generally built with this 

structure. However, the use of a gradient in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells can result in various losses, 

which limits its further improvement in efficiency to 29%[11]. These losses include: 

Ⅰ. Due to the thin zone of the minimum band gap, which determines the absorption edge, non-

absorption losses may occur in the short circuit current[37].  

Ⅱ. The gradual absorption onset can cause radiative losses in the open circuit voltage[68, 69].  

Ⅲ. High Ga regions near the back contact have shown to exhibit a carrier lifetime below 100ps[70], 

which can be attributed to additional deep defects in high bandgap chalcopyrite[43, 71].  

In addition, when it comes to homogeneous CuInSe2, as illustrated in Figure 2.9 (b), the absence 

of a Ga grading on the backside can lead to significant backside recombination, thereby limiting 

the efficiency of CuInSe2 solar cells. Despite this limitation, the photovoltaic community is 

particularly interested in CuInSe2 solar cells due to their low bandgap of approximately 1.0 eV, 

which is an ideal match for high bandgap solar cells in a tandem application[72, 73]. Moreover, 
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building a proper band gradient asks for a thick film which is unnecessarily thick in terms of 

absorption of photons, consequently increasing production costs. Given these shortcomings of the 

standard gradient in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, several investigations have called for a paradigm 

shift by replacing the gradient with a HTL at the back contact[10, 11]. 

 

Figure 2.9 Sketch of band diagrams: (a) the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 with double Ga gradient, which 

results in higher conduction band minimum toward backside and frontside; (b) The CuInSe2 with 

and without Ga back single grading; (c) the CuInSe2 with backside passivation of dielectric 

layers (Al2O3); (d)The CuInSe2 with backside passivation of hole selective transport layer. 

After evaluating the advantages and drawbacks of using a homogeneous absorber in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

solar cells, it is concluded that it can increase efficiency and reduce production costs, but backside 

recombination must be addressed. One strategy to mitigate this issue is to keep a homogenous low 

bandgap part on the front side and introduce a Ga single grading towards the backside, as shown 

in Figure 2.9 (b) with the red dashed line. While this approach has been shown to reduce backside 

recombination[62, 63], it still requires a thick film for the Ga grading and does not fully address 

the issue of inhomogeneity in the high-Ga content region. 

Another option for passivation is to use metal oxide dielectric layers, such as Al2O3, as shown in 

Figure 2.9 (c). These layers generate a negatively charged interface that repels minority carriers 
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away from the backside, reducing recombination[74]. However, the trade-off between hole 

transport and passivation must be considered, as a thicker layer offers better passivation but worse 

hole transport, and a thinner layer behaves in the opposite way[75]. 

The most promising method for achieving good passivation and hole transport simultaneously is 

to use an HTL. A high conduction band spike (>0.2 eV) between the absorber and HTL can lower 

minority carrier population at the backside, reducing recombination[11, 76], and a low valence 

band spike (<0.2 eV) allows holes to transport freely into the HTL[23]. In addition, good p-type 

conductance of this layer can improve hole transport and reduce series resistance[19].  

 

2.2.6 Submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells 

 

Reducing the thickness of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells offers several advantages, including shorter 

manufacturing time and increased cost-effectiveness. The investigation of submicron 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells began approximately 30 years ago with studies by Shafarman et al. in 

1997[77] and Negami et al. in 1998[78]. However, submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells prepared 

using a shorter 3-stage process exhibited a decrease in efficiency due to a decline in all parameters 

(FF, Voc, and Jsc). Several factors contribute to this reduction, such as insufficient absorption 

thickness resulting in low Jsc[79, 80], shunt-related lower FF[77], and backside recombination 

leading to lower Voc and Jsc[81], collectively resulting in decreased overall efficiency. 

Among these factors, mitigating the loss due to backside recombination presents one of the most 

challenging hurdles. In thicker Cu(In,Ga)Se2 absorbers, the longer deposition duration allows for 

the development of a suitable Ga gradient towards the backside, thereby reducing backside 

recombination. However, the deposition duration for submicron films is too short to create the 

necessary Ga grading, leading to significant losses in Voc and Jsc. M. Gloeckler et al. conducted 

simulations to explore the influence of backside recombination on the performance of 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells with varying thicknesses[81]. The results indicated that implementing 

effective passivation techniques, such as a conduction band gradient or electron reflector, could 

improve the Voc and Jsc of a solar cell with 500 nm Cu(In,Ga)Se2 by 100 mV and 5 mA/cm2, 

respectively. Additionally, the utilization of a hole selective transport structure proves to be one of 
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the most promising solutions to address this issue. This structure eliminates the need for concerns 

regarding the Ga gradient while simultaneously improving backside passivation. Further details 

regarding the implementation of the hole selective transport layer for submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

solar cells will be discussed in Section 5.3. 

 

2.3  Characterization techniques  

 

To quantify the quality of solar cells, various characterization techniques are employed. This 

section explains the measuring conditions for involved measurements. Given that 

photoluminescence (PL) is the most important method used in this thesis, relevant 

characterizations are discussed in detail. Section 2.3.1 explains the photoluminescence and 

Planck’s generalized law. Section 2.3.2 explains absolute PL, which is used to determine the ΔEF 

according to Planck’s generalized law. In Section 2.3.3, we introduce illumination-intensity 

dependent PL and explain how to determine the optical diode factor (ODF) based on it. 

Section 2.3.4 describes time-resolved PL (TRPL), which is widely used in this work to determine 

the effective minority carrier lifetime. Finally, we briefly introduce other characterization 

techniques involved in this study in Section 2.3.5. 

 

2.3.1 Photoluminescence 

 

The photoluminescence is the reciprocal process to generation as discussed in Section 2.1.1, in 

which excited free electrons in a semiconductor thermally stabilizing back to the conduction band 

minimum and recombine radiatively by emitting photons. This luminescence can be classified as 

photoluminescence (PL), electroluminescence (EL), and cathodoluminescence (CL), depending 

on the method of excitation (photons, electric field, or electrons, respectively). They are widely 

involved in photovoltaic research community to study optoelectronic properties of solar cells. 

Photoluminescence is the focus of this work, which allows for the measurement of spectral photon 

flux density emitted from the semiconductor absorber during the band-to-band transition.  
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Since semiconductor is a grey body, the absorptivity is a function of energy of photons, with EF, 

the photon flux emitted radiatively from the semiconductor can be described by Planck’s 

generalized law[14, 24]: 

∅(𝐸) =
1

4π2ℏ3c2
𝑎(𝐸)𝐸2

exp (
𝐸 − ∆𝐸F
kb𝑇

) − 1
 2.20 

Where the ∅(𝐸) is the radiation (photon) flux (cm-2s-1eV-1), c is the speed of light and a(E) is the 

absorptivity. It shows that the photon flux emitted from an excited semiconductor is determined 

by the black body radiation at each energy interval, absorptivity, and quasi-Fermi level splitting of 

the absorber.  

With the Boltzmann approximation that shows the exponential term is way larger than 1, the total 

radiation over the energy is given by: 

∅r = ∫ ∅(𝐸)d𝐸 = Cbexp (
∆𝐸F
kb𝑇

)
∞

0

 2.21 

Cb is a constant that represents the integrated black body radiation related term times absorptivity. 

 

2.3.2  Absolute Photoluminescence  

 

To get the EF under the absolute condition, e.g. the one-Sun equivalent illumination intensity, the 

home-built PL set-up must be calibrated. Basically, all the samples studied in this thesis are excited 

by a 660 nm diode layer with a spot diameter of ~2.6 mm in the air at ambient temperature. The 

photoluminescence from the sample is collected by two off-axis parabolic mirrors, and then 

redirected into a 550 m optical fiber. The focus lengths of two parabolic mirrors are carefully 

chosen to make the incident angle smaller than the acceptance angle of the fiber, which avoids the 

reflection loss of photons. In front the entrance of the fiber, the long pass filters are inserted to 

remove unwanted singles, e.g. the reflection of the laser from the sample surface. Through the 

coupling of the fiber, the photons are sent to monochromator that splits them into different energy 

intervals. Then, they are detected by the corresponding detectors, Si-CCD camera (200 nm-1100 

nm) or InGaAs-array detector (800 nm-1600 nm). The detector can only show the arbitrary number 
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with a unit of “Counts”. The arbitrary number of photons can be changed into absolute photon flux 

with a unit of “cm-2s-1eV-1” by calibrating the system, which is briefly discussed in this thesis (The 

specific details of calibration process is well explained in Ref.[82] ): 

1. A standard halogen lamp is measured, which gives us a spectrum with a unit of “Counts” (∅Hal). 

2. By comparing the ∅Hal with the standard spectrum of the Halogen lamp given by the supplier 

with a unit of “cm-2s-1eV-1” (∅Sd−Hal), the spectrum correction function [SF(E)] as a function of 

energy of photons can be determined: 

SF(𝐸) =
∅Sd−Hal
∅Hal

(cm−2s−1eV−1Counts−1) 2.22 

3. Applying SF(E) to the measured PL spectrum with a unit of “Counts” (∅PL−C), the relative 

photon flux (∅PL−F) from the sample with a unit of “cm-2s-1eV-1” is: 

∅PL−F = SF(𝐸)∅PL−C 2.23 

4. To know the absolute value of the photon flux, an intensity correction factor (IF) is needed 

because the lamp has the absolute intensity only in a certain distance and the light shined on the 

reflector within a certain angle. This is done by comparing the absolute photon flux of the laser 

(∅Abs−Laser) with a unit of “cm-2s-1eV-1” and the relative photon flux measured by the detector 

(∅Det−Laser) with a unit of “cm-2s-1eV-1”. Thus, the IF can be described by: 

IF =
∅Abs−Laser
∅Det−Laser

 2.24 

The ∅Abs−Laser  is determined by measuring the power of the laser by a power meter and its 

diameter from a CCD camera. ∅Det−Laser is measured by inserting a spectralon at the sample 

position, which reflects the laser to the detector. The measured spectrum is corrected by SF(E), 

which changes it into relative photon flux.  

5. By applying the IF to ∅PL−F, the absolute photon flux (∅𝐴𝑏𝑠−𝑃𝐿−𝐹) is obtained: 

∅Abs−PL−F = IF∅PL−F = IF ∙ SF(𝐸)∅PL−C 2.25 

With an absolute PL spectrum, the absolute EF can be determined according to the Planck’s 

generalized law under the certain illumination intensity. To have EF under the one-Sun equivalent 

illumination, the laser power and its diameter is measured, which gives us the photon flux of the 
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laser with respect to the laser power. Then the one-Sun equivalent laser power is chosen depending 

on the bandgap of the absorber, which determines the one-Sun equivalent incident photon flux. 

Basically, the AM1.5G spectrum is plotted as photon flux (∅AM1.5G, cm-2s-1eV-1) with respect to 

the energy of photons. The one-Sun equivalent photon flux (∅one−Sun ) is an integration of 

AM1.5G spectrum with energy of photons above the bandgap of the absorber: 

∅one−Sun = ∫ ∅AM1.5G(𝐸)d𝐸
∞

𝐸g

 2.26 

 

Figure 2.10 (a) The typical PL spectrum of the CuInSe2; (b) The transformed absolute PL within 

semi-logarithmic scale. By fitting the high energy wing of the spectrum where the a(E) is 

assumed to be 1, the EF can be determined based on Planck’s generalized law. 

With calibrated PL and one-Sun equivalent illumination, the absolute PL spectrum of a typical 

CuInSe2 under one-Sun illumination is shown in Figure 2.10 (a). With a rearranged Equation 2.20 

with Boltzmann approximation: 

ln [
4π2ℏ3c2 ∙ ∅(𝐸)

𝑎(𝐸) ∙ 𝐸2
] = −

𝐸 − ∆𝐸F
kb𝑇

 2.27 

The PL spectrum can be transformed into a semilogarithmic plot as shown in Figure 2.10 (b) with 

the black circled curve. As discussed in Section 2.1.1, Cu(In,Ga)Se2 with a thickness of ~2 m is 

thick enough to absorb almost all high energy photons with energy 0.1 eV higher that the bandgap 

energy. Thus, it is reasonable to assume the “a(E) = 1” for the high energy photons. With this 

assumption, the EF of the semiconductor under certain illumination can be linearly fitted at the 
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high energy wing of the semilogarithmic plot as shown in Figure 2.10 (b). The temperature 

involved in EF fitting is the ambient temperature that is measured by a thermometer. The ambient 

temperature is always under control, but a slight change of 2 K from 295 K to 297 K was generally 

observed in winter and summer. However, these differences were considered when we did a fixed 

temperature fitting. Additionally, the free temperature fitting can also be applied to estimate EF. 

However, in most of cases, the temperature is overestimated around 20 K to 50 K higher than the 

ambient temperature, which leads to a much lower EF. This higher temperature is not because the 

illuminated sample has a higher temperature. The temperature distribution of the sample surface 

was checked by an infrared camara, which shows the temperature difference is tiny enough (less 

than 1 K) to be ignored under the one-Sun equivalent illumination (based on AM1.5G). Indeed, 

we believe this difference of temperature is due to ignorance of reflection and non-absorption of 

photons. The ΔEF values presented in this thesis were computed by fixing the fitting temperature. 

This approach is chosen because the fixed temperature is close to realistic conditions and produced 

ΔEF values that are more reliable and higher than the Voc. This result is physically sensible because 

ΔEF represents the upper limit of achievable Voc. 

The absolute PL also allows us to determine photoluminescence quantum yield (PLQY), which is 

the ratio between integrated PL flux and generation flux. From PLQY, the non-radiative loss of 

Voc compared to the SQ value[83] can be calculated (the derivations can be found in [84, 85]): 

∆𝑉oc
nrad =

kb𝑇

q
ln(PLQY) =

kb𝑇

q
ln(
∅r
𝐺
) 2.28 

Besides, it also allows us to measure the PL or the EF of the samples under the different Suns 

(illumination intensity), which is involved to measure illumination intensity-dependent PL, and 

thus determining the optical diode factor of samples. The details of illumination intensity-

dependent PL are discussed in Section 2.3.3. 

 

2.3.3  Illumination intensity-dependent photoluminescence and the ODF  

 

With the PL system calibrated, it is possible to determine the absolute photon flux emitted from 

both the sample and the laser. This allows for investigation of illumination intensity-dependent 



46 

 

photoluminescence by changing the incident laser photon flux. Figure 2.11 (a) presents a typical 

illumination intensity-dependent PL, where the spectra, measured from bottom to top, correspond 

to increasing illumination intensity. By integrating the photon flux over the photon energy interval, 

the total radiation (r) from the sample can be acquired.  

 

Figure 2.11 (a) Illumination intensity-dependent photoluminescence: from the bottom to the top, 

the spectra are measured with increasing illumination intensity; (b) The relation between the 

radiation and the generation (illumination intensity). By linearly fitting the curve, the ODF is the 

slope. 

Empirically, r is found to follow a power law dependence on the illumination intensity or 

generation flux (G) over many orders of magnitude: 

∅r ∝ 𝐺
A 2.29 

combining Equation 2.21 and 2.29 gives: 

𝐺 = Cb
′ ex p (

∆𝐸F
Akb𝑇

) 2.30 

Where A is the optical diode factor and C’ is a constant. The ODF is the exponent of the exponential 

relation between radiation and generation, which can be determined by linearly fitting the slope of 

the logarithmic curve of radiation and generation as shown in Figure 2.11 (b).  

 

2.3.4  Time-resolved photoluminescence (TRPL) 
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Time-resolved photoluminescence (TRPL) is a technique that employs time-correlated single 

photon counting (TCSPC) to measure the decay of luminescence in the time domain. In this 

technique, samples are excited by a pulsed diode laser with a wavelength of 640 nm, and the 

repetition rate of the laser is adjusted based on the effective lifetime of the sample. The used laser 

has a diameter of 40.5 m which is determined from a beam profiler. The typical photon density 

per pulse is around 1.21013 cm-2 for repetition of 5MHZ and 4.81012 cm-2 for repetition of 2MHZ, 

which are estimated from the average power of the pulse laser. For samples with an effective 

lifetime shorter than 100 ns, a repetition rate of 5 MHz is used, while for samples with an effective 

lifetime longer than 100 ns, a repetition rate of 2 MHz is used. To avoid the pile-up effect, which 

can lead to the loss of long-lifetime photons, the ratio between the total counts rate and repetition 

rate is always kept below 2% by optimizing the laser intensity using a waveguide iris filter. The 

background of shown TRPL spectra is subtracted. And the background counts are accumulated 

dark counts. When the samples exhibit a 2-exponential decay, a 2-exponential decay function is 

used to fit the effective lifetime. If the samples exhibit a 1-exponential decay, both 1-exponential 

and 2-exponential decay functions are utilized to fit the effective lifetime. 

𝐼 = 𝐼0 + Aexp (
−𝑡

𝜏
) 2.31 

𝐼 = 𝐼0 + A1exp (
−𝑡

𝜏1
) + A2exp (

−𝑡

𝜏2
) 2.32 

The Equation 2.31 and 2.32 are 1-exponential and 2-exponential decay function, respectively. 

The I0 and A (A1 and A2) are fitting parameters and  (1 and 2) is the effective lifetime. If 2-

exponential decay function is used to fit the PL decay curve, and the weighted effective lifetime is 

considered: 

𝜏e =
A1𝜏1 + A2𝜏2
A1 + A1

 2.33 

Currently, the exact reason for the 2-exponential decay observed in some of our samples remains 

uncertain. Existing literature suggests a few possible explanations, including high injection 

levels[86, 87], carrier transport[88], and fast surface recombination[89], which can lead to 2-

exponential decay in TRPL spectra. However, the first two factors are not influenced by 

recombination under low injection condition. In this situation, incorporating the fast decay lifetime 
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(τ1) within Equation 2.33 may lead to a lower estimated effective lifetime, resulting in a lower 

estimated backside recombination velocity and a higher estimated doping density. To maintain the 

consistency of this study, we consistently utilize the weighted effective lifetime. Importantly, this 

choice does not alter the trends observed in lifetime, backside recombination, and doping density 

among the various samples, thus preserving the integrity of our final conclusions.  

Assuming the carriers are uniformly distributed, according to Equation 2.17 and 2.40, the change 

of EF due to change of weight effective lifetime can be expressed as: 

∆∆𝐸F = kb𝑇ln(
𝜏1
𝜏2
) 2.34 

In which, 1 and 2 is weight effective lifetime determined from TRPL. 

 

2.3.5  Others 

 

Secondary ion mass spectrometry (SIMS) 

SIMS was used to measure the element distribution of the samples. The CAMECA SC-ultra 

instrument (Ametek) was used to conduct measurements. A 1 keV focused Cs+ ion beam (with a 

current of 5 nA) was applied to sputter the surface of the sample over an area of 250 μm × 250 μm. 

Only ions from the central region, with a diameter of 60 μm, were detected as MCs+ or MCs2+. 

Here, M represents the ions of interest, such as Cu, In, Ga, Se, and Mo. The measurement presented 

here is a non-calibrated SIMS measurement. To determine the absolute intensity of each element 

and quantify the lateral bandgap grading based on the GGI, the data must be calibrated using the 

PL bandgap of the sample. We assume that this bandgap corresponds to the very front surface 

where the GGI is minimal. Using the dependency, 𝐸g
CIGS = 𝐸g

CIS+0.65(GGI), provided in Ref[36], 

𝐸g
PL can be used to calculate the In [C(In)PL

Front] and Ga concentration [C(Ga)PL
Front] concentrations 

at the front side. By comparing these concentrations with the intensity measured by non-calibrated 

SIMS [ 𝐼(In)SIMS
Front  or 𝐼(Ga)SIMS

Front ], a quantification factor 𝛼 = C(In)PL
Front/I(In)SIMS

Front and 𝛽 =

C(Ga)PL
Front/I(Ga)SIMS

Front can be determined to quantify the non-calibrated SIMS GGI profile and 

obtain the calibrated Ga profiles.  
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The error of this calibration may come from the small variation of the PL measured bandgap and 

the low Ga tracing signal of SIMS measurements. To remove the uncertainty of the calibration, 

the relative In and Ga yield values ( and ) are shown in Figure 2.12. These values for different 

samples are almost same, which confirms the reliability of this calibration.  

 

Figure 2.12 Relative yields of In and Ga for different samples. 

 

X-Ray diffraction (XRD) 

XRD was used to check the phase composition and crystal structure of SCS synthesized oxides. 

Grazing incidence X-ray diffraction (GIXRD) patterns with an incidence angle a of 0.5o are 

recorded on a Bruker D8 Discover diffractometer (Bruker) using Cu-Ka radiation in the 2θ range 

from 20 to 60o with the step of 0.02o. 

Differential Scanning Calorimeter (DSC) 

DSC was used to confirm the SCS reaction. The thermal behaviour of the combustion precursor is 

analyzed by Differential Scanning Calorimeter (DSC, Mettler Toledo 3+). The samples are 

prepared by drying the solutions at 100 oC overnight in ambient atmosphere. Measurements are 

performed from 25 to 350 oC with a heating rate of 10 oC/min in the air atmosphere. 

Illumination Current-Voltage (J-V)  

To determine the efficiency of solar cells, the illumination J-V was introduced. Measurements are 

carried out at 25 °C with a 4-probe configuration. A class AAA solar simulator supplies a simulated 
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AM1.5G spectrum that is calibrated by a Si reference cell. The forward scanning voltage is applied 

from -0.3 V to 0.6 V with a step of 0.01 V. 

Capacitance-Voltage (C-V) 

To determine the doping density of absorber, the C-V measurement was used. The capacitance of 

the solar cell as a function of applied DC voltage is recorded using an inductance capacitance and 

resistance meter in the frequency range f = 100 Hz to 1 MHz with a controlled small-signal AC 

voltage pulse of 30 mV rms. The capacitance-voltage measurements were performed at room 

temperature and low temperature after keeping the device in dark at 300K for 8 hours to ensure a 

relaxed state. 

External quantum efficiency (EQE) 

EQE measurements were conducted to some solar cells to determine the collection of photon-

generated carriers. The EQE measurements were done by a home-built set-up. The sample were 

measured at the ambient temperature (~296 K). 

 

2.4  Diode factor  
 

Diode factor is an important parameter that has an impact on the fill factor of the solar cells. With 

the same Jsc and Voc, the lower diode factor leads to a higher fill factor[23, 90, 91], efficiency loss 

due to diode factor related FF will be discussed in Chapter 7. When talking about diode factor[23, 

92, 93], electric diode factor (EDF) and optical diode factor (ODF) are discussed. The EDF is an 

exponent of the exponential relation between current density and voltage, Equation 2.4. When it 

is an open-circuit condition, from the Equation 2.4, the Jph can be expressed as: 

𝐽ph = 𝐽0 [exp (
q𝑉oc
kkb𝑇

) − 1] ≈ 𝐽0 exp (
q𝑉oc
kkb𝑇

) 2.35 

In which, k is the EDF. Because the Jph is proportional to the generation. The Equation 2.35 can 

be further transformed as: 

𝐽ph~𝐺~𝐽0 exp (
q𝑉oc
kkb𝑇

) 2.36 
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Meanwhile, as shown in Equation 2.30, the ODF is an exponent between generation and EF. 

Comparing Equation 2.30 and 2.36, they are indeed very similar formulas. Actually, in a J-V 

measurement, a voltage is applied and the resulting current is measured. In an illumination 

intensity-dependent PL measurement, the generation flux (i.e. the current) is defined by the 

experimental condition and the quasi-Fermi level splitting (i.e. the voltage) is measured.   

Despite the similarity of the EDF and ODF, they can be different depending on the recombination 

channels. For the EDF, it is a diode factor of the finished devices, which can be influenced by both 

recombination in the quasi-neutral region (QNR) and space charge region (SCR). For the ODF, it 

is diode factor in the QNR since the measured samples are only covered by a thin CdS layer (40-

50 nm), meaning the formation a narrow SCR that usually can be ignored. Theoretically, for a 

doped semiconductor in the low injection condition, e.g. p-type semiconductor (n<<NA), the 

generation can only shift the quasi-Fermi level of minority carrier in the QNR, which leads to a 

diode factor of 1[15, 23]. Due to carrier depletion in SCR, the density of electron and hole is equal, 

meaning the recombination in SCR can shift both quasi-Fermi levels of electron and hole 

simultaneously, which leads to a diode factor of 2 [15, 23]. Thus, the ODF from the QNR is the 

lowest diode factor that can be realized. In addition, if the recombination taking place at the front 

interface is sufficiently low, i.e. the differnece between EF and qVoc is negligible [92].  

As discussed above, theoretically, the ODF originating from the QNR is expected to be 1. However, 

the experimental value of ODF>1 is usually observed, indicating an additional increase in carrier 

density besides the band-to-band generation. This can be explained by a model proposed by Weiss 

et.al.[90]. This model is based on illumination intensity-dependent metastable defects transition 

theory[94], which shows that the donors can transform to acceptors depending the illumination 

intensity. Because of this transition, the hole density increases upon the increase in illumination 

intensity, resulting in an extra down shift of Fermi level of hole and thus the ODF>1. The presented 

results in Chapter 6 that are about the influence of backside recombination and doping on the 

ODF is based on this model. 

Metastable behavior of defects has been observed in Cu(In,Ga)Se2, which allows donors (acceptors) 

to convert to acceptors (donors) by capturing free electrons (holes)[94-96]. One of the most well-

known metastable defect pairs is (VSe-VCu) vacancy complex. For the p-type CuInSe2 or CuGaSe2, 

group Ⅲ metal atoms (In or Ga) next to the Se vacancy contributes to the formation of metal dimer 
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bonds[97]. The isolated VSe in CuInSe2 or CuGaSe2 introduces two states, a bonding state and 

antibonding state. From example in CuInSe2, the In-In bonding state contributes to a lower energy 

state “a”, while a high energy state “b” is resulted from the In-In antibonding state. And the 

metastability of anion (Se) vacancies in CuInSe2 compounds is primarily attributed to the 

significant alterations in atomic and electronic structures resulting from the occupation and de-

occupation of the symmetric state formed by the cation (In) dangling bonds. It means that the 

energy states of VSe depends on its charges. For the neutral VSe
0 , the bonding state “a” is occupied 

by two electrons with two neighbors In atoms are bond and the distance between them (dIn-In) is 

short. In this defect configuration, the “a” level is around 2 eV below the VBM, and the “b” level 

locates at upper part of the VBM. By capturing two holes, the positively ionized state VSe
2+results 

in breaking up the bond of two neighbor In atoms and a longer distance between them. In this 

defect configuration, both “a” and “b” are shifted upward above the CBM. Unlike VSe, VCu always 

introduce shallow acceptor level (VCu
− ) just above the VBM, which is independent on the position 

of Fermi level.  

Since, on the one hand, the VCu density will excess the VSe even in stoichiometric CuInSe2[23]. 

On the other hand, the pair binding energy of the (VSe-VCu) complex is negative[94, 98, 99]. Other 

calculations also show a weak bounding in case of the (VSe-VCu) complex in CuInSe2, which may 

attribute to metastability in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 [100]. It is expected that VCu will equilibrate to form the 

(VSe-VCu) complex at room temperature. In other words, the most of the VSe is bound to the VCu, 

thus the density of (VSe-VCu) complex will be much higher than VSe and the metastability of (VSe-

VCu) rather than VSe should be considered. From the DFT calculation[97], the “a” and “b” defect-

localized states of (VSe-VCu) complex occurs at the similar energies compared to the isolated VSe. 

It means that the similar metastability of (VSe-VCu) complex compared to the isolated VSe should 

take place, but the corresponding charge of (VSe-VCu) complex are shifted by -1 relative to the 

isolated VSe due to VCu
− . According to the calculation[94], for a p-type CuInSe2 (the Fermi level is 

close to VBM), the (VSe-VCu)
+ state in the donor configuration has the longest In-In bonds and 

lowest energy. Assuming an electron-hole pair is generated by using light or voltage bias, after 

thermal activation, the (VSe-VCu)
+ state in the donor configuration can convert to the (VSe-VCu)

- 

state in acceptor configuration by capturing one electron and releasing one hole: 

(𝑉Se − 𝑉Cu)
+ + e → (𝑉Se − 𝑉Cu)

− + h 2.37 
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During this transition, the bonding state “a” is populated by two electrons with forming the In-In 

bonds, leading to a short dIn-In. Similarly, after overcoming the corresponding thermal activation, 

the reverse reaction can take place by capturing two holes: 

(𝑉Se − 𝑉Cu)
− + 2h →  (𝑉Se − 𝑉Cu)

+ 2.38 

During this transition, the bonding state “a” is de-populated by capturing two holes with breaking 

up the In-In bonds, leading to a long dIn-In. 

 

 

Figure 2.13 (a) In the low injection condition, for a p-type semiconductor, the photon-generated 

free carriers can only shift the quasi-Fermi level of electron in the QNR which leads to the ODF 

of 1; (b) With the metastable defects, the extra holes from the metastable defects transition from 

the donors to acceptors additionally shift the quasi-Fermi level of hole, which leads to 

ODF=ODF+1>1. The figure is recaptured from Ref. [90].  

The additional holes from the metastable defects transition shift the quasi-Fermi level of the 

majority carrier, which increases the ODF. The transition of (VSe-VCu) complex discussed above 

can be the reason, but any other potential metastable defects transition from donor to acceptor 

would contribute to the ODF. As shown in Figure 2.13 (a), in the low injection condition without 

metastable defects and generation dependent lifetime, the photon generated free carriers can only 

shift the quasi-Fermi level of electron for a p-type semiconductor in the QNR, which leads to the 

ODF of 1 (Equation 2.45) . With the metastable defects transition as shown in Figure 2.13 (b), 

the extra holes increased by metastable defects converting (from donors to acceptors) additionally 

shift the quasi-Fermi level of holes, leading to the ODF>1. This ODF can be quantified by 

EF,dark EFp

EFn

ΔEF ODF = 1

EF,dark

EFp

EFn

ΔEF ODF = 1

ΔODF 
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considering the ODF as a function of p and eff (effective lifetime). As discussed above, the ODF 

is the exponent of the exponential relation between radiation flux (r) and generation flux (G), 

which can be determined by the slop of the logarithmic PL flux-Generation flux characteristics 

(Section 2.3.3): 

A =  
dln(∅r)

dln(𝐺)
 2.39 

For a p-type semiconductor with uniform distribution of doping and free carriers, meaning the 

quasi-Fermi levels are straight. In the low injection condition (n<<p, n0 << n  n), the position 

of the electron quasi-Fermi level can be calculated by: 

𝐸F
n − 𝐸c = kb𝑇 ln (

𝑛

𝑁c
) ≈ kb𝑇 ln (

∆𝑛

𝑁c
)  2.40 

Where Nc is the conduction band effective density of states, n is the electron density, Δn is the non-

equilibrium (free) electron density, 𝐸F
n is the quasi-Fermi level of electrons and 𝐸c is the energy of 

the conduction band minimum. Similarly, for a p-type semiconductor in the low injection condition 

(p  NA), the position of the hole quasi-Fermi level can be calculated by: 

𝐸v − 𝐸F
p
= kb𝑇 ln (

𝑝

𝑁v
) ≈ kb𝑇 ln (

𝑁A
𝑁v
) 2.41 

Where Nv is the valence band effective density of states, p is the hole density, NA is the doping 

density, 𝐸F
p
 is the quasi-Fermi level of holes and 𝐸v is the energy of the valence band maximum. 

Then with the bandgap (Eg), the EF is: 

∆𝐸F = 𝐸g + (𝐸F
n − 𝐸c) + (𝐸v − 𝐸F

p
) = 𝐸g + kb𝑇 ln (

𝑁A ∙ ∆𝑛

𝑁v ∙ 𝑁c
) 2.42 

According to Equations 2.39, 2.21 and 2.42, the ODF is: 

A =
dln𝑝

dln𝐺
+ 
dln𝑛

dln𝐺
≈
dln𝑁A
dln𝐺

+ 
dln∆𝑛

dln𝐺
  2.43 

By combining Equations 2.17 and 2.43, assuming the eff is independent on NA , the ODF can be 

expressed as a function of NA and eff: 

A = 1 +
dln𝑝

dln𝐺
+
dln𝜏eff
dln𝐺

≈ 1 +
dln𝑁A
dln𝐺

+
dln𝜏eff
dln𝐺

 2.44 
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If the eff is injection level independent or only weakly dependent, meaning that the change of eff  

upon illumination intensity is small enough to be neglected[101], the ODF is determined only by 

the change of the NA upon illumination intensity, which is due to metastable defects transition: 

A = 1 +
dln𝑝

dln𝐺
≈ 1 +

dln𝑁A
dln𝐺

 2.45 

 

Figure 2.14 The NA and EFp position as a function of generation: (a) Without metastable defects. 

When there were no metastable defects, the p is independent with generation in the low injection 

condition; (c) With metastable defects, the additional holes from the metastable defects transition 

from donors to acceptors increase the hole density, thus shifting down the EFp; The ODF and 

“d lnp/d lnG” as a function of generation: (b) Without metastable defects, there is no additional 

increase in NA in the low injection condition, thus leading to the ODF of 1; (d) With metastable 

defects, the additional holes from the metastable defects transition shift down the EFp, thus 

leading to the ODF>1. In the high injection condition, the photon generated free holes and 

electrons are enough to shift both quasi-Fermi levels, which results in a higher ODF 
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The change of p as a function of generation is simulated by SCAPS[102], the results are shown in 

Figure 2.14. The details about the simulation set-ups will be discussed in Section 3.2. In case there 

were no metastable defects, the p is independent of generation in the low injection condition as 

shown in Figure 2.14 (a). As a result, the p related derivative term in Equation 2.45 can be 

removed, which leads to the ODF of 1 in the low injection condition as shown in Figure 2.14 (b). 

In the high injection condition, the amount of photon-generated free holes is comparable to doping 

level, which shifts both the quasi-Fermi levels of electrons and holes, thus increasing the ODF. 

When there are metastable defects as shown in Figure 2.14 (c), the hole density increases (shift 

down of EFp) with the increase in generation due to the metastable defects transition in the low 

injection condition, which leads to the ODF>1 as shown in Figure 2.14 (d). Like the situation 

without metastable defects, in the high injection condition, both quasi-Fermi levels of electrons 

and holes can be shifted, thus leading to a higher ODF. In addition, the Equation 2.45 is 

demonstrated by the simulation as shown in Figure 2.14 (b) (d), which shows the relation between 

A and “d lnp/d lnG” follows Equation 2.45.  

 

2.5 Doping density and backside recombination velocity 
 

In this thesis, the doping density and backside recombination velocity are critical in determining 

the efficiency of a solar cell. The doping density of a solar cell refers to the concentration of 

majority carriers that affects the EF, while the backside recombination velocity refers to the rate 

at which charge carriers are lost due to recombination at the backside of the cell. 

 

2.5.1  Determining doping density  

 

With assumptions that doping density and carriers uniformly distribute, the lifetime is independent 

with doping density, and it is not affected by de-trapping, an optical method based on PL is used 

to determine the doping density of these samples. Under the steady state, non-equilibrium electron 

density (n) can be estimated by Equation 2.17. And the relation between EF and doping density 
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is described by Equation 2.42. Combining Equation 2.17 and Equation 2.42, the doping density 

of the absorber can be determined by: 

𝑁A ≈ 𝑝 =
d ∙ 𝑁c𝑁v

𝐺 ∙ 𝜏n
eff
exp (

∆𝐸F − 𝐸g

kb𝑇
) 2.46 

Assuming Fermi-levels are flat and doping are homogeneous, the improvement in Voc due to higher 

doping density can be estimated by[23]: 

∆𝑉oc =
kb𝑇

q
ln(
𝑁A1
𝑁A2

) 2.47 

NA1 is improved doping density compared to NA2. 

 

2.5.2   Determining backside recombination velocity  

 

Solving backside recombination velocity graphically from diffusion equation 

The lifetime measured by TRPL is an effective lifetime that is influenced by both surface and bulk 

lifetimes. However, distinguishing between the two can be a significant challenge. To address this 

issue, a model was previously proposed[103, 104] which provides a mean to separate the 

contributions of surface and bulk lifetimes. In this section, we summarize the main steps of the 

derivation for a homogeneous absorber, while the full details can be found in the cited 

reference[104]. 

To solve this problem, it is necessary to solve the following equation which describes the transient 

behavior of carriers: 

∂∆𝑛

∂𝑡
= 𝐷∇2(∆𝑛) −

∆𝑛

𝜏b
+ 𝐺′ 2.48 

In which, n is the minority carrier density and G’ is the generation rate. D is the diffusivity of 

minority carrier, which is determined by the Einstein relation, 𝐷 =
𝜇ekb𝑇

q
, q is elementary charge 

and μe is electron mobility. The μe = 100 cm2V-1s-1 used for the calculation is the same as the value 

involved in the SCAPS simulation. Similar values of μe were found in Hall measurement on 

epitaxial n-type films[105].  
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With two boundary conditions given as: 

{
 
 

 
 𝐷

∂∆𝑛

∂𝑧
|
𝑧=d/2

= 𝑆f∆𝑛|𝑧=d/2

𝐷
∂∆𝑛

∂𝑧
|
𝑧=−d/2

= −𝑆b∆𝑛|𝑧=−d/2

 2.49 

The z-direction corresponds to the depth of the film, with the film thickness denoted by d. The 

midpoint of the film is set to 0, while the front and back surfaces of the film are located at d/2 and 

-d/2, respectively. Equation 2.49 states that the surface recombination rate at the semiconductor 

surface is equal to the minority carrier diffusion flux. The general solution of Equation 2.48 is: 

𝑛z(𝑡) =∑exp [−𝑡 ∙ (
1

𝜏b
+ αi

2𝐷)]Ai co s(αi𝑧 + ∅i)

∞

i=1

 2.50 

Where α𝑖  and ∅i is spatial frequencies and phases, respectively. Ai is a coefficient. They can be 

determined by putting the general solution into boundary conditions, Equation 2.49, which gives: 

tan(αi𝑑) =
𝐷αi(𝑆f + 𝑆b)

(𝐷αi)2 − 𝑆f𝑆b
 2.51 

The Equation 2.50 indicates the total process consists infinitely exponential decay processes. But 

in most of cases, exponential decay with i > 1 is much faster compared to i = 1, meaning the 

transient with i > 1 can be ignored. And i = 1 leads to the so-called fundamental mode of 

recombination. With i = 1, the following equation is given according to Equation 2.50: 

1

𝜏b
+ α1

2𝐷 =
1

𝜏e
=
1

𝜏b
+
1

𝜏s
 2.52 

Then s is given by: 

1

𝜏s
= α1

2𝐷 2.53 

By implementing another assumption that Sb >> Sf, Equation 2.51 (i = 1) and 2.53 can be 

simplified as[106]: 

𝜏s =
𝑑

𝑆b
+
4

𝐷
(
𝑑

π
)
2

 2.54 
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The Sb of the reference sample without passivation is assumed to be 106 cm/s, based on previous 

studies[101, 107, 108]. By covering CBD CdS, the Sf can be reduced to 1.4103 cm/s[101]. The 

ratio of the backside to the front side recombination velocity (Sb/Sf) is approximately 3 orders of 

magnitude, which satisfies the condition that Sb>>Sf. Using Equation 2.54, the s of the reference 

sample can be estimated. Then, by inputting this value of s and the TRPL e into Equation 2.52, 

b of the reference sample can be estimated. Assuming that the b of the studied samples (backside 

passivated samples) is same to that of the reference sample, as the absorber is prepared using the 

same method and conditions. Then the b and TRPL measured e of the studied samples can be 

inputted back into Equation 2.52 to estimate the s of the studied samples. With the s of the 

studied samples known, the 1 of the studied samples can be determined by inputting this value 

into Equation 2.53. To determine the Sb of the studied sample, it is necessary to solve 

Equation 2.51 graphically. Using the calculated 1, the left-hand term of Equation 2.51 can be 

plotted, while the right-hand term of Equation 2.51 can be plotted as a function of Sb on the same 

scale. The intersection that makes the left-hand term equal to the right-hand term corresponds to 

the Sb of the studied samples. The experimental results are discussed in Section 4.4. 

The errors of the Sb estimation 

As previously discussed, the model proposed in Ref[103, 104] can be used to estimate b and Sb. 

However, in realistic cases, not all assumptions of this model are met, leading to potential errors 

in estimating b and Sb. These deviations include: 

1. The model assumes a homogeneous absorber excited by low-energy photons with energy 

slightly higher than the bandgap of the absorber, meaning a constant generation through the film 

thickness. However, in our TRPL measurements, we used a laser with a higher energy (1.94 eV) 

than the bandgap of the absorber (1.0 eV to 1.2 eV), which may result in a non-homogeneous 

initial carrier generation profile. 

2. The model only considers the first term in the summation (i=1) to represent the dominant 

recombination, resulting in a so-called fundamental lifetime (F). However, it is common in 

realistic cases to observe biexponential decays, indicating two recombination processes. In this 

case, a weighted effective lifetime is used to represent the fundamental lifetime. 
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Although errors in estimating b and Sb may occur, they do not negate the conclusions presented 

in this thesis. This is supported by the fact that Sb estimated graphically or from SCPAS simulations 

are similar, and their influence on EF from experiments agrees well with the simulations. 
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Chapter 3  Preparation of samples and SCAPS set-ups 

 

Section 3.1 explains the structure of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells studied in this work, along with the 

preparation methods and the function of each layer. Among them, the carrier selective transport 

structure is particularly interesting and is believed to represent a critical paradigm shift that aims 

to push efficiency beyond the current record of 23.35%[10, 11, 31]. Additionally, SCAPS 

simulations give us more insights about working mechanism of solar cells. Therefore, they are 

widely used in this work to understand the physics of solar cells. The setups for the SCAPS 

simulation are briefly discussed in section 3.2. 

 

3.1 Samples’ preparation 
 

This section provides an overview of the samples analyzed in this study. Specifically, we focus on 

samples with Ga single grading, dielectric layers, and hole selective transport layers. The 

information presented in this section provides a concise overview of the workflow of this thesis. 

Subsequent chapters will delve into the results and discussions of these samples in detail. 

 

3.1.1  Samples with Ga back grading (GBG)  

 

To gain insight into the potential improvements in terms of Voc or ΔEF resulting from reduced 

backside recombination in our typical 1-stage process prepared CuInSe2, we prepared samples 

with varying Ga single grading. As illustrated in Figure 3.1, we achieved Ga grading by depositing 

CuGaSe2 precursor layers at a substrate temperature 40°C lower than the highest temperature, 

followed by 1-stage CuInSe2 deposition. The different Ga gradings were achieved by adjusting 

either the duration of CuGaSe2 deposition or the highest substrate temperature. Longer periods of 

Ga supply resulted in a higher Ga content at the backside, producing a higher bandgap gradient 

towards the backside. Lower substrate temperatures limited the diffusion of Ga from the backside 

to the frontside, leading to a similar increase in bandgap towards the backside. We prepared three 

distinct samples, denoted 6m-590, 6m-540, and 8m-590, corresponding to different durations of 



62 

 

CuGaSe2 deposition and highest substrate temperatures, as shown in Figure 3.1 (b). All PL 

measurements were conducted on samples coated with CBD CdS to minimize frontside 

recombination. 

After annealing our samples on a pre-heated hot plate in air at 200 °C for 2 minutes, we observed 

an improvement of around 30 meV in Voc (ΔEF). This annealing was done by putting the samples 

with CdS on the pre-heated hot plate at the temperature of 200 °C in air. After 2 minutes, the 

samples were removed from the hot plate onto a glass at the ambient temperature. Then it cooled 

down naturally in air until reaching ambient temperature. Therefore, the results presented in 

Chapter 4 are based on these annealed samples. We also observed a similar improvement in 

dielectric layer-passivated 1-stage CuInSe2, as discussed in Section 3.1.2. However, this 

improvement was only observed for 1-stage process prepared samples in the early stages of this 

work and was not involved in the preparation of the other samples studied in Section 3.1.3. 

To fabricate the solar cells, we deposited the window layers and electrodes sequentially. While not 

shown in the figure, we also prepared a CuInSe2 reference sample using the same 1-stage process. 

The results for these samples are discussed in Chapter 4. 

 

Figure 3.1 (a) The structure of CuInSe2 with a Ga single grading. 6/6/8m-590/540/590: 6/6/8 

minutes deposition of CuGaSe2 followed by CuInSe2 growing with substrate temperature of 

590/540/590 C; (b) The preparation process of CuInSe2 with Ga single grading. 
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3.1.2  Samples with dielectric layers 

 

In addition to the GBG samples, dielectric layers such as Al2O3, TiO2, and glass are used to 

investigate the effect of backside recombination on the EF of CuInSe2 solar cells. Dielectric metal 

oxides have already been widely used in Si solar cells to reduce interface recombination, which 

shows a decent passivation effect due to the negative fixed charges at the interface, which keeps 

the carriers away from the metal[109, 110]. For Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, a high negative fixed 

charges Qf of approximately 1013 cm-2 is experimentally detected between Cu(In,Ga)Se2/Al2O3 

interface, which lowers the minority carrier density at this interface by roughly 8 orders of 

magnitude, thus reducing interface recombination[74].  

 

Figure 3.2 The structure of samples passivated by dielectric layers: 5 nm Al2O3, 4 nm TiO2 and 

soda-lime glass. 

To achieve this, a 5 nm layer of Al2O3 or a 4 nm layer of TiO2 is inserted between Mo and CuInSe2, 

as shown in Figure 3.2. Additionally, a sample with CuInSe2 directly grown on soda-lime glass is 

also prepared, using the same 1-stage process as the GBG samples. To measure PL, all samples 

are coated with CBD CdS. To improve the Voc (ΔEF), the same fast annealing process used for the 

GBG samples is applied to these samples. Because the current blocking effects of thick dielectric 

layers, no finished solar cells are prepared. The results are discussed in Chapter 4. 

To make continuous and dense Al2O3 or TiO2 films within thickness of few nanometers, the 

samples were prepared in Institute for Solar Energy Research in Hamelin (ISFH) by atomic layer 
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deposition (ALD). The Al2O3 layers are deposited via plasma-assisted ALD, with a substrate 

temperature of 200 °C, using trimethyl aluminum (TMA) as the aluminum precursor and an 

inductively coupled remote oxygen plasma for oxidation. The applied plasma-assisted ALD 

process has a growth rate of 1.2 Å per cycle, resulting in an Al2O3 layer thickness of 5 nm after 42 

cycles. 

For the TiO2 layers, a thermal ALD process is used at the same substrate temperature of 200 °C. 

The process is carried out using a FlexAl reactor from Oxford Instruments and involves the use of 

tetrakis (dimethylamino) titanium (TDMAT), H2O, and N2 as the titanium precursor, oxidant, and 

purge gases, respectively. The layer thicknesses are determined by the growth rate of 0.43 Å per 

cycle, with 100 cycles yielding a thickness of 4 nm. 

 

3.1.3  Samples with hole selective transport layers (HTL) 

 

The primary objective of this study is to identify an effective HTL that can suppress backside 

recombination and facilitate hole transport. To accomplish this goal, various candidate materials 

with potential for use as high-quality HTLs are explored, as illustrated in Figure 3.3. 

 

Figure 3.3 The structure of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells with different HTLs. 
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NiOx: Nickel oxide is a p-type semiconductor with a wide bandgap, making it well-suited for use 

in solar cells due to its favorable band alignment with materials like Cu(In,Ga)Se2[111, 112]. 

Specifically, the conduction band spike of NiOx is high enough to minimize backside 

recombination, while the valence band barrier is not so high as to impede hole transport. This 

combination of good passivation and transport properties has been observed in various solar cell 

designs, including those using CdTe[112], Sb2Se3[111, 113], and perovskite materials[114, 115]. 

In this study, a 40 nm-thick layer of NiOx was deposited onto a Mo substrate using an e-beam 

evaporator operating at room temperature. The further results are discussed in A5.1. 

CuCrOx and CuOx: They are similar to NiOx, as both are p-type semiconductors with wide 

bandgaps. They also has a favorable band alignment with Cu(In,Ga)Se2[116], which makes them 

potentially useful as working HTLs in solar cells. These material have already demonstrated 

successful applications as HTL in various types of solar cells, including CdTe[117], 

perovskites[118-120], and organic solar cells[121]. The further results are discussed in A5.3. 

MoOx: While molybdenum oxides do not have an ideal band alignment with CuInSe2, they have 

been shown to exhibit some passivation effects[122]. In this study, we investigate the passivation 

effects of thermal evaporated MoOx thin films at room temperature, and the results are discussed 

in A5.4. 

GaOx: Gallium oxides have been found to have an improper valence band alignment with 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2, leading to an excessively high transport barrier for holes[123]. This creates 

additional series resistance, which ultimately reduces the FF[124]. Despite this limitation, it has 

also been used as an alternative window buffer layer for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells to mitigate 

interface recombination[125]. In this thesis, we investigate the passivation and blocking effects of 

GaOx, which are presented and discussed in A5.5. 

During the long-period and high-temperature growth of the absorber, it can be challenging for 

single layers to remain stable at the backside. In many cases, these layers interact strongly with the 

absorber by diffusion, leading to damage to either the hole transport layer or the absorber. For 

example, Cr and Ni have been found to be particularly detrimental to Cu(In,Ga)Se2[126]. To 

address this issue, we have developed bilayer HTLs in this study. Specifically, oxides such as 

In2O3 or GaOx are deposited on top of CuGaSe2 or CuOx to act as stabilizer layers that can prevent 

the diffusion of the underlying layers. We investigate and compare the blocking ability of In2O3 
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and GaOx and discuss the transport ability and passivation effect of CuGaSe2/In2O3, 

CuGaSe2/GaOx, and CuOx/In2O3 individually in Section 5.2. 

To gain these oxides layers, different technologies are involved: 

CuCrOx: They were prepared by chemical vapor transportation (CVD) with help of Luxembourg 

Institute of Science and Technology (LIST). The films were grown using a MC200 Metal Organic 

Chemical Vapour Deposition (MOCVD) system, commercially available from Annealsys. Copper 

bis (2,2,6,6-tetramethyl-3,5-heptanedionate) and Chromium (III) tris(2,2,6,6-tetramethyl-3,5-

heptanedionate) (from Sigma Aldrich) were used as precursors while cyclohexane was chosen as 

solvent for preparing solutions with different concentrations. The solutions were mixed in an 

equimolar Cu/Cr ratio and then introduced in the canister of the reactor. Nitrogen was used as 

carrier gas with a flow rate of 350 sccm (standard cubic centimeter per minute) while for the 

precursor solution a delivery rate of 2 g/min was used. The system uses a tight feedback closed 

loop which controls the frequency and opening time of injectors/vaporizers in order to ensure a 

precise quantity of the delivered solution. During the whole deposition process the injectors are 

kept at 225 °C in order to vaporize the liquid solution coming from the reactor canisters. The 

substrate temperature for deposition is 400 C.  

In2O3 and GaOx: They were prepared by solution combustion synthesis (SCS) with help of 

Luxembourg Institute of Science and Technology (LIST). In our case, the solution was prepared 

by dissolving 1203.2 mg of In(NO3)3·xH2O in 20 mL of 2-methoxyethanol (2-MOE) to form 0.2 

M solutions. 800 µL of acetylacetone (C5H8O2) was added as a fuel to the solutions. 90 mL of 14.5 

M NH3 (aqueous) was added to raise the pH and promote the formation of In(acac)x (acac = 

C5H7O2) complexes of In ions. The solutions were then stirred until they became clear. With this 

clear solution, the In2O3 films were prepared by spin coating the solutions at 3000 rpm for 60 s on 

the substrates, followed by hot-plate heating at 130 C for 1 min. The process of spin-coating-

drying was repeated four times to achieve 50 nm thickness. Finally, the crystallization of films was 

performed by placing the samples on hot-plate in air with the setting temperature varying from 

200 to 350 C for 3 min. The GaOx was prepared by the same method and procedure, the only 

difference was replacing In(NO3)3·xH2O by Ga(NO3)3·xH2O 
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CuOx: Prepared by SCS with help of Luxembourg Institute of Science and Technology (LIST). 

For the SCS, the overall preparation process is similar to In2O3 or GaOx, in which the 

In(NO3)3·xH2O or Ca(NO3)3·xH2O is replaced by Cu(NO3)2·xH2O.  

 

3.2  SCAPS simulation setups 
 

SCAPS means Solar Cell Capacitance Simulator which is a one-dimensional solar cell simulator 

developed at the Department of Electronics and Information Systems of the University of Gent by 

Prof. Dr. Marc Burgelman and his colleagues[102, 127, 128]. And it is specially optimized for 

simulating Cu(In,Ga)Se2 and CdTe solar cells. In this work, the SCAPS is widely used to 

understand or explain the mechanism of solar cells. Basically, there are two sets of parameters are 

involved in this work for simulation.  

In Chapter 4 and Chapter 6, the simulation of influence of backside recombination on EF and 

the ODF: 

Table 3.1 Critical parameters used in SCAPS simulation[90]. The 1 m CuInSe2 is only applied 

to simulate the influence of back surface recombination on the ODF. 

Parameters CuInSe2 

Thickness d (m) 1 or 3 

Band gap E
g
 (eV) 1.02 

Electron affinity  (eV) 4.5 

Dielectric permittivity  (relative) 13.6 

Effective density of states 

in the conduction band 
N

c
 (cm

-3

) 7.78×1017 

Effective density of states 

in the valence band 
N

v
 (cm

-3

) 2.1×1019 

Electron thermal velocity e-V
th
 (cm/s) 1×107 

Hole thermal velocity h-V
th
 (cm/s) 1×107 
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Electron mobility 
e-mobility 

(cm
2

/Vs) 
100 

Hole mobility 
h-mobility 

(cm
2

/Vs) 
25 

Shallow acceptor density N
A
 (cm

-3

) 8.8×1015 – 3×1016 

Shallow donor density N
D
 (cm

-3

) / 

Effective radiative 

recombination coefficient 
B (cm3/s) / 

1.4×10-13 

 (1 um) 

4.3×10-13  

(3 um) 

Defect type / 
Single 

donor(0/+) 

Single 

acceptor(0/-) 
neutral 

Electron and hole capture 

cross section 
 (cm

2

) / 1×10-15 

Defects density N
t
 (cm

-3

) / 
8×1015 

(Metastable defects ) 
1×1015 

Defects position / 
Middle 

gap 

Above Ev 

0.2 eV 

Middle 

gap 

Defects distribution 
E

t
 

distribution 
/ Uniform 

Surface condition 

Parameters Back surface Front surface 

Surface recombination 

velocity of electron 
Sn (cm/s) 1×100 -1×106 1.4×103 

Surface recombination 

velocity of hole 
Sp (cm/s) keep the same with Sn 1.4×103 

Work function W (eV) Auto-flat band 
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Table 3.2 Metastable defects setting[90] 

 

Name 

Individual 

capture/emission 

processes 

Expression 
Energy 

barrier 
Type 

‘Electron 

capture’ 

Electron capture 

hole emission 
𝜏EC
−1 =

1

𝜈ph
𝑐n𝑐p𝑛𝑁v exp (−

Δ𝐸EC
kb𝑇

) 
Δ𝐸EC

= 0.40 eV 

donor-to-

acceptor 

‘Hole 

emission’ 

Double hole 

emission 
𝜏HE
−1 =

1

𝜈ph
𝑐p
2𝑁v

2 exp (−
Δ𝐸HE
kb𝑇

) 
Δ𝐸HE

= 0.81 eV 

donor-to-

acceptor 

‘Hole 

capture’ 

Double hole 

capture 
𝜏HC
−1 =

1

𝜈ph
𝑐p
2𝑝2 exp (−

Δ𝐸HC
kB𝑇

) 
Δ𝐸HC

= 0.35 eV 

acceptor-

to-donor 

‘Electron 

emission’ 

Electron emission 

hole capture 
𝜏EE
−1 =

1

𝜈ph
𝑐n𝑐p𝑝𝑁C exp (−

Δ𝐸EE
kB𝑇

) 
Δ𝐸EE

= 0.94 eV 

acceptor-

to-donor 

 

SCAPS is primarily utilized for device simulations, although it is still possible to investigate the 

ΔEF and ODF of an individual semiconductor layer. The ΔEF can be obtained by computing the 

difference between the electron and hole quasi-Fermi levels (∆𝐸F = 𝐸F
n − 𝐸F

p
). To conduct ODF 

simulations, the neutral density (ND) parameter is changed to realize illumination or generation 

flux ranging from 1012 cm-2s-1 to 1021 cm-2s-1. 

While SCAPS does not directly provide radiation flux, it is feasible to calculate it by equating the 

number of photons emitted via radiation with the number of electrons that recombine radiatively. 

The radiation flux can then be computed using the radiative recombination current density, ∅r =

𝐽r

q
, where ∅r is the radiation flux, Jr is the integrated radiation recombination current density and q 

is the elementary charge. All parameters used in these simulations are current state-of-the-art 

values that are available in studies[90]. It is worth noting some specific settings: 

Ⅰ. The standard thickness of the CuInSe2 layer is 3 µm, while the 1 µm layer is used to simulate 

the impact of back surface recombination on the ODF, as the thinner CuInSe2 layer exhibits a more 

pronounced effect. 
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Ⅱ. The effective radiative recombination coefficient in this study is determined by equating the 

radiative recombination flux to the generation flux under one sun, if radiative recombination as the 

sole recombination pathway (i.e., surface and bulk recombination are set to 0). To achieve this, we 

set ∆EF equal to ∆𝐸F
SQ

[83]: 

∅r =
𝐽r
q
= 𝐺 = 𝑑 ∙ B𝑛i

2 exp(
∆𝐸F

SQ

kB𝑇
) 3.1 

Where G is the generation flux, d is the thickness of the absorber, B is the effective radiative 

recombination coefficient and ni is the intrinsic charge carrier density. The SCAPS simulator 

provides us with a thickness-dependent effective radiative recombination coefficient (as shown in 

Table 3.1) that is nearly three orders of magnitude smaller than the actual radiative recombination 

coefficient[129]. One reason for this is that the model used in this study does not fully satisfy the 

assumptions of the SQ model, which include a step function of absorptivity, infinite carrier 

mobility, or zero absorber thickness. Another significant factor is that the radiation flux provided 

by the SCAPS simulator is an internal radiation flux that does not take into account light 

outcoupling and photon recycling. Photon recycling occurs because the interface only allows 

photons within the escape cone to be emitted, while the rest are reflected back into the absorber 

and absorbed again. As a result, the internal radiation flux obtained from the SCAPS simulator is 

a factor of 4n2 larger than the external radiation flux, where n is the refractive index[24]. To 

consider both the effects of deviation from the SQ model and the difference between internal and 

external photon flux, we use this smaller effective B in all simulations. 

Ⅲ: In these simulations, metastable defects with a density of 8×1015 cm-3 are used, which is 

comparable to the net doping density that varies from 8.8×1015 cm-3 to 3×1016 cm-3. This is 

particularly crucial for the metastable transition theory discussed in Chapter 6 since observing 

ODF values greater than 1 in the low injection regions is only possible when the number of holes 

gained from metastable defects conversion is comparable to the net doping density. The donor 

state of the metastable defects is located in the middle of the band gap, while the acceptor state is 

positioned 0.2 eV above the valence band edge. Setting both of these states as shallow defects 

consistently leads to convergence issues in our simulations. It is also essential to note that these 

metastable configurations are only working when the absorber is considered in equilibrium at each 

illumination intensity. This implies that the measurement working point and initial working point 
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of different illumination intensities should be chosen and simulated simultaneously in the “batch” 

setup of SCAPS. 

Devices’ simulation in Chapter 5 and Chapter 7: 

For the devices’ performance simulation, the parameters are based on the Ref[130]. 

Table 3.3 the parameters for the devices’ simulation 

Parameters AZO i-ZnO 
CdS/ 

Zn(OS) 
CI(G)Se2 GaOx 

Thickness d (m) 0.2 0.06 0.04 2/0.9 0.04 

Band gap E
g
 (eV) 3.3 3.3 2.4/3.2 1.0/1.15 4.7 

Electron 

affinity 
 (eV) 4.6 4.6 4.2/4.4 4.5 3.2 

Dielectric 

permittivity 
 (relative) 9 9 10 13.6 9 

Effective 

density of 

states in the 

conduction 

band 

N
c
 (cm

-3

) 2.2×1018 

Effective 

density of 

states in the 

valence band 

N
v
 (cm

-3

) 1.8×1019 

Electron 

thermal 

velocity 

e-V
th
 (cm/s) 107 

Hole thermal 

velocity 
h-V

th
 (cm/s) 107 
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Electron 

mobility 

e-mobility 

(cm
2

/Vs) 
100 

Hole mobility 
h-mobility 

(cm
2

/Vs) 
25 

Shallow 

acceptor 

density 

N
A
 (cm

-3

) / / / 1016 1015 

Shallow donor 

density 
N

D
 (cm

-3

) 1020 1018 1017 / / 

Effective 

radiative 

recombination 

coefficient 

B (cm3/s) / / / 2.8×10-13 / 

Absorption 

coefficient 
 (cm-1) 

From file 
From Model 

Equation 7.6 

ZnO.abs ZnO.abs 

CdS-

base.abs, 

ZnS.abs 

 

− 

 meV 

 

− 

Defect type D D A Neutral Neutral 

Electron  

capture cross 

section 

 n(cm
2

) 10-15 10-15 10-17 10-15 10-15 

hole capture 

cross section 
 h(cm

2

) 10-13 10-13 10-12 10-15 10-15 

Defects 

density 

(Neutral) 

N
t
 (cm

-3

) 1017 1017 1018 21014  1017 

Defects position Middle gap 

Defects 

distribution 

E
t
 

distribution 

 

Uniform 
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Surface condition 

Parameters Back surface Front surface 

Surface 

recombination 

velocity of 

electron 

Sn (cm/s) 102 /106 1.4×103  

Surface 

recombination 

velocity of hole 

Sp (cm/s) 102 /106 1.4×103 

Work function W (eV) Auto-flat band 

Front Transmission 0.93/0.99 (wavelength independent) 

Back reflection 0.6/0.95 (wavelength independent) 
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Chapter 4 The role of backside recombination  

 

This chapter is based on the published paper[131], in which the influence of backside 

recombination on the EF and ODF is discussed. In this chapter, results about influence on EF 

are presented. In Chapter 6, results about the ODF are discussed. 

The interface recombination can dominate the efficiency loss of solar cells, especially when the 

minority carrier lifetime in the bulk of the absorber is long enough to guarantee a comparable 

minority carrier diffusion length to the absorber thickness. The backside recombination velocity 

(Sb) of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 depends on structure or dopants of the sample, for example, the shape of Ga 

gradient and Na doping. A literature value of backside recombination velocity of 8104 cm/s was 

estimated from modeling electron beam induced current (EBIC) characterization[132, 133]. It was 

also reported that the backside recombination velocity of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 is related to the amount of 

NaF supplied during the post-deposition treatment (PDT)[107]. The TRPL simulations were 

introduced to estimate the backside recombination velocities, which suggest the Na leads to a 

reduction in backside recombination from >105 to <102 cm/s[107]. For the homogeneous absorber, 

e.g. pure CuInSe2, without the alkalis post-deposition treatment, the backside recombination 

velocity is believed to be higher than 105 cm/s. This was proved by Ref.[101], in which the 

simulated effective minority carrier lifetime matches well with the experimental results when the 

backside recombination velocity is higher than 105 cm/s. It is noted that the similar results were 

obtained with backside recombination velocity of 105, 106 and 107 cm/s, meaning the influence of 

backside recombination is saturated. Other evidence can be found by EBIC modeling, which shows 

that minority carrier diffusion length is almost the same with backside recombination velocity of 

105 and 107 cm/s[108]. In this chapter, the reasonable value of 106 cm/s is implemented to do the 

simulations and calculations. Therefore, the pure CuInSe2 without Ga lateral gradient suffers a 

significant EF(Voc) losses due to the dominant non-radiative recombination taking place at the 

backside. The development of Ga gradient achieved by a 3-stage process is discussed in Chapter 

2.  

In this chapter, SCAPS simulations and experiments quantitatively show the influence of back 

surface recombination on the performance of CuInSe2 solar cells. In section 4.1, SCAPS 
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simulation results suggest how much EF or Voc can be theoretically improved by reducing 

backside recombination depending on minority carrier lifetime and frontside recombination. In 

section 4.2, the narrow bandgap Cu(In,Ga)Se2 (Eg = ~1.01 eV) with a Ga back grading (GBG) is 

discussed, which shows the good passivation effects of GBG. In section 4.3, ALD-prepared 

dielectric thin layers (Al2O3 and TiO2) are introduced to suppress backside recombination, and 

their effects of reducing backside recombination are discussed. In section 4.4, the specific backside 

recombination velocities of GBG and dielectric layer passivated samples are determined and 

discussed. The passivation effect of GBG will be shown to be comparable to dielectric layers. 

 

4.1 Overview of EF loss from SCAPS simulations   
 

The simulation baseline parameters are based on previous studies[90, 130], and they are also 

summarized in Table 3.1. For the typical Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell without the alkalis PDT, the 

lifetime is in the range of 25 to 50 ns[134, 135]. With an advanced and optimized growth 

technology or an alkalis post-deposition treatment, the lifetime longer than 200 ns is achievable[62, 

63, 136-138]. Thus, as shown in  

Figure 4.1, the EF as a function of a lifetime (1 to 200 ns) and Sb (1 to 106 cm/s) was simulated 

and plotted.  

 

Figure 4.1 SCAPS simulation results of the influence of the backside recombination on EF 

depending on minority carrier lifetime: EF as a function Sb and lifetime. The Eg, NA and Sf 
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involved in this simulation are fixed to 1.02 eV, 11016 cm-3 and 1.4×103 cm/s. The second 

figure is an enlargement of the first figure with a lifetime range from 25 ns to 50 ns. In the right 

bottom region and along the arrow, EF barely depends on the bulk lifetime due to the frontside 

recombination. With an experimental lifetime of 37 ns for Cu poor CuInSe2 grown by 1-stage 

process, the EF can be improved from 487 meV to 541 meV by reducing Sb to 102 cm/s. 

The EF is simulated because, on the one hand, it is the upper limit of the Voc. On the other hand, 

it is easier to compare with the experimental EF determined by transformed absolute PL without 

need to consider additional non-radiative losses due to the front contact. The EF in SCAPS 

simulation is calculated by considering the energy difference between Fermi level of electron and 

hole at the middle of the absorber (∆𝐸F = 𝐸Fn − 𝐸Fp). In this simulation, the bandgap (Eg), doping 

density (NA) and frontside recombination velocity (Sf) are fixed to 1.02 eV, 11016 cm-3 and 

1.4×103 cm/s.  The Eg of 1.02 eV is close to the value of stoichiometric sample (Cu/In=1). In a 

realistic case, the Eg of samples, specifically the sample without Ga (~0.99 eV), is slightly lower 

than 1.02 eV due to the tail states introduced by Cu deficits (Cu/In<1)[139]. The sample with GBG 

has bandgap of ~1.01 eV that is higher than Ga free samples due to the diffusion of Ga. The higher 

bandgap contributes to higher EF in simulations. But it will not change the conclusion because 

the EF improvement is considered. The doping density of 1016 cm-3 is a moderate value that is 

widely reported[140]. By applying a CdS covering, it is possible to achieve a low frontside 

recombination velocity at a magnitude level of three (~103 cm/s) [101]. The EF of the absorber is 

proportional to the logarithm of the effective lifetime, meaning the longer effective lifetime leads 

to a higher EF. This lifetime depends on recombination taking place on the surfaces and bulk, the 

higher recombination leads to a short effective lifetime. As suggested by the simulation results, 

with a high Sb>104 cm/s, then increasing the bulk lifetime does not effectively improve EF. This 

is because the effective lifetime is primarily affected by backside recombination, meaning that the 

EF loss is dominated by the backside recombination. With Sb<103 cm/s, the dominant 

recombination shifts from the backside to the bulk, thus the EF increases obviously from 470 meV 

to 550 meV with the increase in lifetime until 100 ns. As shown in right bottom region of  

Figure 4.1 with the arrow, when the lifetime is beyond 100 ns, EF barely depends on bulk lifetime 

because the EF loss is dominated by the frontside recombination, which will be discussed later in 

Figure 4.2. For the best 1-stage CuInSe2 prepared up to now in this work, the bulk lifetime is 
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around 37 ns. The estimation of the bulk lifetime will be discussed in section 4.4. With this lifetime, 

the simulation results predict an improvement in EF of ~50 meV from 487 meV to 541 meV by 

lowering Sb to 102 cm/s. 

 

Figure 4.2 The influence of the frontside recombination on EF depending on minority carrier 

lifetime, simulation is done by SCAPS: (a) EF as a function Sf and lifetime. The Eg, NA and Sb 

involved in this simulation are fixed to 1.02 eV, 11016 cm-3 and 102 cm/s. The second figure is 

an enlargement of the first figure with a lifetime range from 100 ns to 200 ns and the Sf range 

from 1.4×103 to 102 cm/s, which more clearly shows this improvement is from 548 meV to 586 

meV (b) The EF as a function of lifetime corresponding to the dashed lines with same the color 

in Figure 4.2 (a). 

The influence of frontside recombination on EF is shown in Figure 4.2, which has a similar effect 

as the backside recombination. However, it has an even stronger impact on EF loss because most 

of photons are absorbed in the near frontside where the generation of minority carrier is higher and 

recombination takes place before carriers’ diffusion. As a result, the high Sf of 106 cm/s can lead 

to an even lower EF of 420 meV compared to the situation with Sb of 106 cm/s. When the bulk 

lifetime is extremely short, for example it is lower than 10 ns, changing Sf from 100 to 104 cm/s 

only has tiny influence on EF because the loss due to non-radiative recombination is dominated 

by the short bulk lifetime. With increase in bulk lifetime, the lower Sf leads to a much higher EF, 

which means the front surface recombination starts taking over the main non-radiative losses. 

Figure 4.2 (b) corresponds to the dashed lines in Figure 4.2 (a) with the same color, which shows 

a specific case of front surface recombination.   For the case with Sb of 1.4104 cm/s that is 1 order 

magnitude larger than the value can be achieved by CdS covering, the improvement in EF is 
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almost saturated when the bulk lifetime is longer than 30 ns. Meanwhile, reducing Sf can obviously 

improve EF, and this improvement is higher with a longer bulk lifetime, meaning the dominant 

recombination starts shifting from the bulk to the front surface. With the experimental lifetime of 

37 ns, the further decrease in Sf by one order of magnitude to 1.4102 cm/s doesn’t make much 

difference as shown between the green and the red curves in Figure 4.2 (b). But when increasing 

Sf by one order of magnitude, the decrease in EF is around 25 meV which is not negligible as 

shown by the black curve. 

 

4.2 Passivation by Ga back grading (GBG) 
 

Even with a thick absorber of 3 m and a moderate lifetime of 37 ns, the SCAPS simulation results 

suggest that another ~50 meV improvement in EF can be achieved by reducing the backside 

recombination. Then it is interesting to check how much improvement in EF can be achieved 

experimentally. The easiest and most accessible strategy to suppress backside recombination is 

using Ga back grading (GBG) in which the narrow bandgap Cu(In,Ga)Se2 (Eg = ~1.01 eV) is 

grown with a high Ga profile towards the backside. To realize such a Ga gradient, thus a 

conduction band minimum gradient, a CuGaSe2 precursor was introduced before the CuInSe2 

deposition. The reference sample is a pure CuInSe2 grown by 1-stage process with substrate setting 

temperature of 590°C. The other three samples have different Ga profiles as shown in Figure 4.3. 

The different Ga profiles are achieved either by changing the amount of the CuGaSe2 or the 

CuInSe2 deposition temperature as discussed in Section 3.1.1. The notation 6m-540, 6m-590, or 

8m-590 refers to the deposition process of a sample consisting of two layers: first, a pre-deposition 

of CuGaSe2 for either 6 or 8 minutes, followed by deposition of 1-stage CuInSe2. The highest 

setting temperature for the substrate during the CuInSe2 deposition step is either 540 °C or 590 °C, 

depending on the case. Notably, the substrate temperature during the CuGaSe2 pre-deposition step 

is 40 °C lower than the maximum temperature used for the CuInSe2 deposition. Cu/Ⅲ ratio of 

these samples are around 0.96 that was determined by EDS. All samples are covered by CBD CdS 

to minimize frontside recombination. In addition, all the samples had a 2-minutes fast annealing 

in air on a pre-heated hot plate at the temperature of 200 °C. The details about samples’ preparation 

are discussed in Section 3.1.1. 
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The Ga lateral profile was measured by non-calibrated secondary ion mass spectrometry (SIMS) 

and then the absolute value of Ga/(Ga+In) (GGI) is calibrated by the corresponding PL, which is 

discussed in section 2.3.5. The calibrated results of GGI and correlated Eg are shown in Figure 

4.3 (b). The 8m-590 sample with the thickest CuGaSe2 precursor layer has the highest Eg at the 

backside. To have a higher Ga at the backside with a thinner CuGaSe2, we can reduce the diffusion 

of Ga by reducing the substrate temperature from 590 C to 540 C. As a result, the 6m-540 sample 

has a similar but slightly lower Eg even with a thinner CuGaSe2 precursor layer. Among the 

samples tested, the 6m-590 sample exhibits the flattest Ga profile, resulting in a flatter Eg. This 

can be attributed to the thinner CuGaSe2 precursor layer and higher CuInSe2 deposition 

temperature, the thinner CuGaSe2 reduces the total amount of Ga and the higher temperature 

promotes its diffusion from the backside into the bulk. A higher content of Ga towards the backside 

results in a higher Eg and a corresponding increase in the conduction band minimum. This leads to 

a reduction in minority carrier (electron) density, enabling lower backside recombination that is 

proportional to the minority carrier density. This relation can be described by the simplified 

Equation 4.1:  

𝑈s
gra
≈ 𝑆b∆𝑛gra = 𝑆b∆𝑛flatexp (

−∆𝐸c
kb𝑇

) = 𝑆b
eff∆𝑛flat 4.1 

Where ∆𝑛gra and ∆𝑛flat are minority carrier density of GBG and Ga free sample, respectively. Sb 

is the backside recombination velocity of the Ga free sample, which is 106 cm/s[101]. ∆𝐸c is the 

conduction band minimum offset when compared to Ga free sample with a flat band. 𝑆b
eff is the 

effective backside recombination velocity that is equal to 𝑆bexp (
−∆𝐸c

kb𝑇
), which is an equivalent 

backside recombination velocity by considering the minority carrier density. However, it does not 

satisfy the definition of the backside recombination velocity that is only determined by defects 

density and carrier capture cross-section. By doing this, the backside recombination of samples 

with different passivation can be easily compared. Then according to the Eg depth profile shown 

in Figure 4.3 (b), the effective backside recombination velocities of samples are determined based 

on Equation 4.1. The 8m-590 sample with the highest Eg has the lowest backside recombination 

velocity around 6.2×103 cm/s. The 6m-590 sample with the flattest Eg has the highest backside 

recombination velocity of around 4.3×104 cm/s. The 6m-540 sample has a moderate value that is 

around 9.2×103 cm/s. The estimated values are based on the assumption that the Fermi level of 
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electrons is flat. However, this assumption might lead to an overestimation of the effective 

backside recombination velocity, especially in cases where the electron's diffusion length greatly 

exceeds the absorber's thickness, which causes the Fermi level bending towards the backside. 

Nevertheless, for 1-stage process prepared sample with a relatively shorter bulk lifetime and thus 

a shorter diffusion length, the bending of the Fermi level is not significant. As a result, the error in 

estimation using this method remains acceptable. This is supported by similar backside 

recombination velocities determined through alternative approaches. The details of backside 

recombination velocities’ determination and comparison of different samples are discussed in 

section 4.4. 

 

Figure 4.3 (a) The different Ga profiles of studied samples were realized by tuning the thickness 

of CuGaSe2 or the substrate temperature. The reference sample was produced using a one-stage 

process in which CuInSe2 was directly grown on Mo. 6m/8m means the deposition duration of 

CuGaSe2 precursor is 6/8 minutes, because the fluxes of sources are fixed, the longer deposition 

time means a thicker CuGaSe2 layer. And 540/590 means the highest substrate setting 

temperature of CuInSe2 grown by 1-stage process is 540/590 C. It is noted that the setting 
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temperature of CuGaSe2 is 40 C below the highest setting temperature of CuInSe2; (b) The Ga 

lateral depth profile and correlated Eg, which is determined by non-calibrated SIMS and PL The 

details can be found in method Section2.3.5. 

Theoretically, the backside recombination is suppressed by a higher conduction band minimum 

toward the backside. The experimental proof of passivation by GBG is firstly given by the time-

resolved photoluminescence (TRPL) that shows the PL counts decay as a function of time. 

According to the 2-exponential decay function, the lifetime 1 and 2 with their weight factor A1 

and A2 can be fitted. Then, the weighted effective lifetime is determined based on Equation 2.33. 

Before the measurements, the samples are covered by CBD CdS and experienced a 2-minute 

annealing in air at temperature of 200 C. As shown in Figure 4.4, the Ga free sample with a flat 

band has the fastest decay which leads to the shortest effective lifetime around 3.0 ns. The lifetime 

of GBG sample depends on the Ec, meaning the higher Ec results in a longer lifetime up to 

13.3 ns. For the absorber grown by the same process and covered with the same CdS, the bulk and 

frontside lifetime among different samples can be assumed to be rather similar, the longer effective 

lifetime means a longer backside lifetime with less backside recombination. It agrees with the 

effective backside recombination velocity determined by Equation 4.1. The 6m-540 sample has a 

lower backside recombination velocity than the 6m-590 sample, but because the lower growth 

temperature gives a lower-quality absorber[141], its effective lifetime is a bit shorter than the 6m-

590 sample.  

With the same doping density, the longer effective lifetime indicates a higher EF. The EF can 

be determined by absolute PL as shown in Figure 4.4 (c). Based on Planck’s Generalized Law, 

the absolute PL spectra can be transformed according to Equation 2.27, by fitting the high photon 

energy part of the transformed absolute PL spectra where the fitting temperature is fixed to ambient 

temperature and absorptivity a(E) = 1, the EF is obtained as an intercept. More details about 

absolute PL and EF determination are discussed in Section 2.3.2. The EF of different samples 

are summarized in Figure 4.4 (d). It shows that the Ga free reference sample has the lowest EF 

of ~499 meV, and the EF is obviously improved for samples with GBG. The highest EF of ~547 

meV is achieved by the 8m-590 sample, which suggests an improvement in EF of ~50 meV 

compared to the reference sample. This improvement fits very well with the prediction of the 
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SCAPS simulation, meaning the improvement in EF by reducing the backside recombination is 

confirmed by both experiments and simulations.  

 

Figure 4.4 (a) TRPL of the samples with or without GBG; (b) The weighted effective lifetime 

(Equation 2.33) of different samples with respect to the Sb that is determined by the SCAPS 

simulation (Section 4.4); (c) The absolute PL spectra of different samples with One-Sun 

equivalent illumination intensity; (d) The EF of different samples acquired by fitting high 

energy part of absolute PL spectra according to the Planck’s Generalized Law. 

In the case of solar cells, GBG samples underwent a fast-annealing process for 2 minutes at a 

temperature of 200 °C in air. These samples exhibited a lower Voc of around 20 mV compared to 

the measured EF /q. This reduction in Voc can be attributed to additional recombination caused by 

unoptimized front surface (contacts)[142]. It’s worth noting that no fast-annealing treatment was 

applied to the reference solar cells without GBG, which resulted in significantly lower Voc 

compared to EF/q of the reference sample with fast annealing. Assuming that the observed 30 
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meV improvement in EF due to fast annealing contributes equally to the Voc improvement of the 

reference solar cells, the best GBG solar cells (6m-540) show a 45 mV higher Voc than the reference 

solar cells. This improvement supports the previously discussed enhancement in EF and validates 

the effectiveness of GBG’s backside passivation. 

Because of the unoptimized Ga gradient or contacts, J-V curves of 6m-540 and 6m-590 samples 

show a high series resistance (Rs) which leads to a low FF of ~50%. In an optimized case, e.g. the 

8m-590 sample, a high FF up to 75% can be achieved. The high FF is due to a decent low Rs and 

a rather low diode factor which will be discussed later in Section 7.3. Regarding Jsc, no obvious 

differences are found among these samples. With the highest Voc and FF, the 8m-590 sample 

achieves the highest efficiency of around 15.6%. 

 

Figure 4.5 (a) Illuminated J-V curves of samples with or without GBG; (b) The box plot, in 

which the box represents the interquartile range (25th to 75th percentile), the line is the mean 

value and the whisker is based on 1.5 IQR (interquartile range) value: Statistical results of Voc, 

FF, Jsc and Eff. 
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4.3 Passivation by metal oxides (Al2O3 and TiO2) 
 

Besides introducing a GBG, dielectric metal oxides, e.g. Al2O3 and TiO2, were also used to 

suppress backside recombination for CuInSe2 solar cells.  Passivation effects have already been 

confirmed in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 devices, as improvements in Voc have been observed with the use of 

patterned Al2O3 or fully covered TiO2[75, 143, 144]. 

 

Figure 4.6 The structures of samples that are used to study the passivation effects of Al2O3, TiO2 

and SiO2 (glass).  

To verify the passivation effects of dielectric layers for CuInSe2, ALD prepared 5 nm Al2O3 and 

4 nm TiO2 are used to suppress the backside recombination of pure CuInSe2. These Al2O3 and 

TiO2 were prepared by Institute for Solar Energy Research in Hamelin (ISFH). The conditions of 

preparation are explained in Section 3.1.2. The sample structures studied are shown in Figure 4.6, 

three samples are passivated by 5 nm Al2O3, 4 nm TiO2 or sola-lime glass, and the reference sample 

is directly grown on Mo. The sample grown on soda-lime glass is considered to be passivated by 

SiO2. The CuInSe2 is grown by a one-stage process with the Cu/In = 0.87, which is determined by 

the EDS. The highest substrate setting temperature during the CuInSe2 deposition is 590 °C. All 

the samples are covered by CBD CdS to minimize the frontside recombination and avoid the 

degradation because of oxidization. And then the samples are annealed in air at temperature of 

200 C for 2 minutes. The passivation effect is first confirmed by the TRPL measurements shown 

in Figure 4.7 (a). The Mo reference sample has the fastest PL counts decay with respect to the 

time, thus the shortest effective lifetime around 6 ns. This lifetime is a bit longer than the lifetime 

of the reference sample of the GBG series (3 ns), which is likely due to a more Cu-poor 

absorber[145]. Improvement in lifetime is observed after using different dielectric layers. Among 
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them, the passivation effect of Al2O3 is the best, which leads to the longest lifetime of 29 ns. The 

TiO2 and glass are less effective to reduce recombination, but they also have a good capacity to 

suppress backside recombination that results in a longer lifetime of 16 ns and 20 ns, respectively. 

The longer lifetime is attributed to the lower backside recombination velocity. Figure 4.7 (b) 

shows that the lower Sb leads to a longer lifetime, which again proves the good passivation of 

dielectric layers. The backside recombination velocity is estimated by SCAPS simulation, which 

will be discussed later in Section 4.4. 

 

Figure 4.7 (a) TRPL of the different samples with or without dielectric layers (Al2O3, TiO2 or 

soda-lime glass); (b) The weight effective lifetime of different samples with respect to the 

corresponding Sb. The Sb is estimated from SCAPS simulation as discussed in Section 4.4; (c) 

The absolute PL spectra of different samples under one-Sun equivalent illumination intensity; (d) 
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The EF is calculated by fitting high energy wing of transformed absolute PL spectra according 

to the Planck’s Generalized Law. 

Another proof of passivation is the improvement in EF. As shown in Figure 4.7 (c), the EF is 

obtained by fitting the high energy wing of the transformed absolute PL spectra with the fitting 

temperature fixed to ambient temperature. The results summarized in Figure 4.7 (b)(d) show that 

the increase in EF relies on the lifetime, the longer lifetime leads to a higher EF. The highest EF 

of ~513 meV can be achieved by using Al2O3. Compared to the Mo reference sample without any 

passivation, the improvement in EF is around 50 meV which is similar the result of GBG samples. 

A similar improvement suggests that the passivation effect of GBG is comparable to dielectric 

metal oxides.  

 

Figure 4.8 The comparison of EF, effective lifetime and doping density of different samples. 

The GBG samples have shorter lifetime, but higher doping density compared to the dielectric 

layer passivated samples. Consequently, the GBG samples have higher EF compared to 

dielectric layer passivated samples. 

Assuming the Fermi levels of electron and hole are flat across the absorber, with the same doping 

density, the longer lifetime means a higher EF. However, as shown in Figure 4.8, the metal oxides 

passivated samples have longer lifetime but lower EF, indicating they have lower doping density 
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compared the GBG series. The lower doping density is likely due to the low Cu/In ratio, which 

results in a higher density of InCu antisite defect that is a shallow donor[43, 146-148]. To verify 

this, an optical method based on PL is used to determine the doping density of these samples. 

According to Equation 2.46, the estimated doping density of dielectric series and GBG series are 

around 8.0×1015 cm-3 and 1.8×1016 cm-3. The doping density of each sample is shown in Figure 

4.8, which confirms the higher doping density of GBG samples. 

 

4.4 Comparing the passivation of GBG and dielectric layers 
 

Although, the comparable passivation effects of GBG and dielectric oxides are indicated by the 

similar improvement in EF. The backside recombination velocity is a better parameter to show 

the quality of the interface. Unlike GBG samples where the backside recombination velocity can 

be straightforwardly estimated by Equation 4.1, the backside recombination velocity of dielectric 

layer passivated sample can be solved graphically or numerically by SCAPS simulation. To make 

the simulations reliable and based on realistic experiments, we need three experimental parameters 

that are doping density (NA), thickness (d), and bulk lifetime (b) of the absorber.  

 

Figure 4.9 SEM cross-section of the reference sample of the dielectric layer and GBG passivated 

series. From the top to the bottom, there are CuInSe2, Mo and soda-lime glass. 

For the doping density, it has been already calculated via PL based methods as discussed in 

Section 4.3. The thickness of the absorber layer is confirmed by an SEM cross-section image as 

shown in Figure 4.9. The absorber thickness of the dielectric layer and GBG series is around 2.0 
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m and 1.5 m. While we did not verify the thickness of every sample using SEM cross-section, 

we are confident that the thickness is consistent within each series. This is because each series was 

prepared using the same recipe and within a short time frame. Within this period, the 

reproducibility of the samples is guaranteed by our stable PVD system. 

 

Figure 4.10 The EF as a function Sb depending on different bulk lifetime and doping density: 

the solid lines are SCPAS simulated results. The symbols are experimental results. By comparing 

the experimental EF to the simulated results, the corresponding Sb of each sample can be 

determined. 

For the bulk lifetime, it can be estimated from the reference sample that has a backside 

recombination velocity around 3 orders of magnitude higher than the frontside. With the boundary 

condition Sback  Sfront, the s of the reference sample without backside passivation can be 

estimated according to Equation 2.54. Usings and weighted effective lifetime (e) measured from 

the TRPL, the bulk lifetime (b) can be determined by the Equation 2.52. The b of the reference 

samples for the GBG and dielectric layer passivated series are estimated to be 27 ns and 37 ns, 

respectively. It was assumed that the backside passivated samples have the same b as their 

corresponding reference samples, since they were prepared under similar conditions. Using the 
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experimentally determined values of NA, d, and b, we conducted SCAPS simulations to predict 

the EF as a function of Sb. The simulation results, represented by solid lines in Figure 4.10, are 

compared to the experimentally determined EF to estimate the Sb of the backside passivated 

samples. It should be noted that the assumption of using the same b for all samples may be 

problematic for the 6m-540 sample, as it was prepared under a lower substrate setting temperature 

compared to the reference sample. This lower temperature can result in a shorter b for this sample, 

which would require a lower Sb to achieve the same EF. Therefore, the higher b involved in the 

simulation may overestimate the Sb of this sample. However, this error is considered acceptable, 

as the Sb calculated from Equation 4.1 is very close to the value estimated from the SCAPS 

simulation (Table 4.1). Additionally, this suggests that decreasing the substrate setting 

temperature from 590°C to 540°C may not have a significant influence on b. Otherwise, a clear 

difference in the estimated Sb between the two methods would have been expected.  

Considering the Sb estimates obtained from SCAPS simulation, it can be inferred that the GBG 

samples exhibit Sb values that are of the same order of magnitude as those of the dielectric layer 

passivated samples. This finding serves to reinforce the notion that both passivation methods have 

similar levels of effectiveness. 

 

Figure 4.11 (a) The right side termof Equation 2.51 as a function of Sb. (b) Plot the left and 

right sides of Equation 2.51 in the same figure. The intersection of the two curves corresponds 

to the Sb of the backside passivated sample.   

Besides solving the backside recombination velocity by simulation, graphical methods are also 

used to further prove the accuracy of Sb estimated by SCAPS simulation. For the backside 
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passivated samples, the boundary condition Sb >> Sf that leads to Equation 2.54  is no longer valid. 

In this case, the general solutions can be solved grapicaly based on Eqation 2.51 and 2.53. Using 

the assumption that the bulk lifetime of the backside passivated samples is similar to their 

unpassivated reference sample, we can use the previously estimited values of b and eff to 

determine the α1 of different samples using Equation 2.53. To determine the Sb of different 

samples by using Equation 2.51, we first plot the left side of this equation as a function of Sb in 

Figure 4.11 (a). In Figure 4.11 (b), we add the right side of  this Equation as dashed lines. The 

intersection of the dashed line and its corresponding curve (with the same color) represents the 

solution of Equation 2.51, which is the graphically determined value of Sb. By determining the Sb 

at the different intersection points, we can calculate the Sb of the different samples, which are 

summarized in Table 4.1. The grapitical results are found to be in close agreement with the 

simulation results, with a maximum difference of a factor of 3. To maintain consistency throughout 

this work, we refer to Sb values discussed in other chapters as those obtained from SCAPS 

simulation, unless otherwise specified. 

Table 4.1 Voc, EF, lifetime, doping density and (effective) back surface recombination velocity. 

The Voc is the highest value obtained among solar cells. The EF is the mean value with an error. 

Sample 
Voc 

(mV) 

EF 

(meV) 

Lifetime 

(ns) 

NA 

(cm-3) 

Sb-

graphical 

(cm/s) 

Sb-

Eqn.4.1 

(cm/s) 

Sb-SCAPS 

(cm/s) 

8m-590 Ga 524 5474 13.3 1.9×1016 4.5×103* 6.2×103* 3.2×103* 

6m-590 Ga 503 5324 8.5 1.7×1016 1.4×104* 4.3×104* 1.3×104* 

6m-540 Ga 525 5385 7.5 2.4×1016 1.8×104* 9.2×103* 8.2×103* 

No-Ga Re 453 4993 3.4 1.9×1016 1.0×106 

Al2O3 

/ 

5135 28.8 7.8×1015 3.0×102 

 

1.2×103 

Glass 5015 19.9 8.6×1015 3.7×103 5.9×103 

TiO2 4933 16.1 7.2×1015 6.9×104 1.3×104 

Mo-Re 4774 6.0 7.6×1015 1.0×106 
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*: The Sb of the GBG sample is an effective surface recombination velocity. The Sb of reference 

sample is assumed to be 1.0106 cm/s. Our simulations and calculations are based on this value. 

 

4.5 Summary 
 

In this chapter, we investigate the impact of backside recombination on the ΔEF through SCAPS 

simulations and experiments. Our findings indicate that reducing backside recombination can 

enhance ΔEF by approximately 50 meV, even for a thick absorber of about 2 μm. Furthermore, the 

higher improvement in ΔEF can be achieved by employing a higher quality absorber with an 

extended lifetime and by minimizing frontside recombination. For the GBG samples, we observe 

that the 8m-590 sample, with the highest Eg at the backside, yields the highest ΔEF of ~547 meV. 

Similarly, for the dielectric layer passivated samples, the Al2O3 passivated sample exhibits the best 

passivation effect among the various dielectric layers, with the highest ΔEF of ~513 meV. The 

superior ΔEF of GBG samples compared to the dielectric layer passivated samples is primarily 

attributed to the higher doping density. When comparing the improvement in ΔEF relative to their 

corresponding reference sample, both GBG and dielectric layer passivated samples show a 

comparable enhancement of ~50 meV, indicating similar passivation effects. We also quantify the 

surface Sb of different samples using both simulation and graphical methods, which yield values 

in close proximity with each other, providing evidence for the reliability of the estimated Sb values. 

Both GBG and dielectric layer passivated samples exhibit the lowest Sb around 103 cm/s, 

suggesting a similar passivation effect, as implied by the improvement in ΔEF. 
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Chapter 5 Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells with HTLs 

 

As previously discussed in Chapter 4, Cu(In,Ga)Se2  solar cells suffer from significant losses in 

ΔEF(Voc) due to severe backside recombination. This problem can be mitigated by introducing a 

higher Ga gradient towards the backside that creates a conduction band gradient. However, the 

inhomogeneity of the Ga profile can introduce additional radiative and non-radiative 

recombination, which limits the efficiency of the solar cell beyond current records. To address 

these challenges, a new structure with a homogeneous absorber and hole selective transport layers 

is highly desirable to remove Ga gradient and mitigate the backside recombination at the same 

time. In this chapter, we have investigated the impact of various HTL candidates on the 

performance of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. 

In our pursuit of identifying a suitable material or structure to function effectively as a hole 

selective transport layer, we conducted a series of screening experiments. However, it is important 

to note that we encountered numerous challenges and several setbacks during this process. In 

Section 5.1, the study focuses on investigating the stability and passivation effects of various 

single layers such as NiOx, CuCrOx, CuOx, MoOx, and GaOx. It is crucial to ensure the thermal 

stability of HTLs during the growth of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 in order to achieve functional efficiency. In 

Section 5.2, HTLs with metal oxide stabilizers are examined, as they show promise in enhancing 

stability and reducing backside recombination. Specifically, the blocking effect of In2O3 on the 

diffusion of Ga has been found. Section 5.3 further investigates the application of dual-layer HTLs 

in submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. In such cells, backside recombination plays a critical role, 

as the diffusion length of minority carriers is often longer than the thickness of the absorber. The 

use of stable HTLs with metal oxide stabilizers is essential to reduce backside recombination and 

improve efficiency. And in this section, it is found that the excess Cu is critical for the presented 

HTL to realize a good hole transportation, which ensures the high FF. Finally, Section 5.4 

summarizes the main findings and conclusions of the study on HTLs. 

 

5.1 Single layer HTL: Stability VS Passivation 
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This section explores the use of single layers as potential HTLs for enhancing the efficiency of 

solar cells. Single layers, referring to a single layer deposited onto the Mo substrate, are 

investigated in detail. Specifically, the thermal stability of the single layers is assessed, followed 

by an evaluation of its impact on solar cell performance. The single layer is deposited prior to the 

CuInSe2 layer, and its thermal stability to function as an effective HTL is examined. By studying 

the photoelectric performance of different samples, this study aims to provide insights into the 

feasibility of using single layers as HTLs and their potential for enhancing solar cell efficiency.  

Unfortunately, the extensive investigation of single layers, including NiOx, CuCrOx, CuOx, MoOx, 

and GaOx, as HTLs has proven to be unsuccessful. In most cases, during the initial stages of the 

investigation, it becomes evident that these layers are either thermally unstable or exhibit very 

weak passivation effects. As a result, further investigations are terminated once it becomes clear 

that good passivation cannot be achieved. Consequently, the results obtained are limited, as the 

underlying reasons for these failures have not been thoroughly investigated. These findings are 

presented in A5 Annex of Chapter 5. 

Nevertheless, these failures serve as crucial steppingstones toward success. They highlight the 

significance of improving the thermal stability of HTLs in order to achieve functional HTLs. 

Additionally, they demonstrate the excellent thermal stability exhibited by metal oxides, such as 

GaOx. This observation triggers the idea of utilizing GaOx or In2O3 as thermal stabilizers to prevent 

the diffusion of underlying layers, which may consist of a p-type wide bandgap semiconductor. 

The results of dual-layer HTLs incorporating these concepts will be discussed in the following 

sections. 

 

5.2  HTL with a metal oxide stabilizer 
 

As demonstrated in the previous Section 5.1, certain HTL candidates such as NiOx, CuCrOx, CuOx 

and CuGaSe2 exhibit inadequate thermal stability, leading to diffusion of these layers during 

absorber deposition that may degrade the absorber layer due to the introduction of impurities like 

Ni and Cr. And the diffusion may destroy the HTL layer, rendering the passivation ineffective. 

Conversely, metal oxides such as GaOx demonstrate good thermal stability, maintaining a 

relatively constant thickness before and after absorber deposition. However, despite its thermal 
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stability, GaOx does not show a clear passivation effect, rather resulting in a higher loss of ΔEF 

due to the introduction of additional non-radiative recombination. Moreover, from previous 

studies[149-152], it was reported that the GaOx between the back contact and the absorber results 

in a roll-over of J-V curve, contributing to higher Voc loss and lower FF. This is because the 

improper band alignment between the absorber and GaOx hinders hole transport[149, 152, 153]. 

Meanwhile, the n-type GaOx may also form a reversed junction compared to the main junction, 

which limits the current density of the diode[154]. Therefore, further research is required to address 

these issues and find more suitable HTL candidates for enhancing device performance. 

Taking advantage of the thermal stability of metal oxide such as GaOx, we propose to use GaOx 

and the similar In2O3 as stabilizers to prevent the diffusion of the underlying HTL layer. Our initial 

speculation is that CuGaSe2 can be kept at the backside with help of the oxide capping layers, 

which is expected to improve the thermal stability and passivation of the HTL layer. But the results 

go beyond our expectation, especially in term of the sample with In2O3 capping layer. In this 

section, we will investigate different combinations of HTL candidates with GaOx or In2O3. Among 

these combinations, the CuGaSe2/In2O3 combination demonstrates effective passivation and hole 

transport property. 

 

5.2.1  CuOx/GaOx   

 

As discovered in previous works[126], the presence of impurities such as Cr and Ni in 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 can lead to a significant reduction in the quality of absorbers due to high non-

radiative recombination. Therefore, it is preferable to implement HTLs that are free of poisonous 

impurities to avoid compromising the absorber’s performance. CuOx and CuGaSe2 are promising 

candidates for HTL materials as their diffusion into Cu(In,Ga)Se2 does not significantly alter its 

optoelectronic properties. Moreover, these materials are reported to be p-type semiconductors and 

exhibit good band alignment with Cu(In,Ga)Se2[123]. In this section, we investigated the use of 

GaOx as a stabilizer for CuOx to improve its thermal stability. The thickness of CuOx is ~40 nm, 

which was prepared by SCS with annealing temperature of 300 C in air. The thickness of GaOx 

layers are 40 nm, 60 nm, and 80 nm, respectively, which were prepared by SCS and annealed at 

300 °C in air. The thickness of the oxides is estimated from the preparing process, details are 
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discussed in Section 3.1.3. Figure 5.1 shows the SEM cross-section image of the structure with 

HTL (40 nm CuOx/80 nm GaOx) and ~1.5 m CuInSe2. The CuInSe2 was prepared by a 3-stage 

process with the maximum substrate setting temperature of 580 C. While the interface between 

the HTL and CuInSe2 is not very clear in the image, an inter-layer around 100 nm is visible between 

the Mo and CuInSe2 layers. The thermal stability of GaOx ensures that it can maintain its thickness 

before and after the absorber deposition (Figure A5.8). However, we are unable to clearly identify 

individual CuOx and GaOx layers, implying a diffusion of CuOx or its interaction with GaOx. This 

suggests that GaOx may not be a sufficient diffusion-blocking layer to keep the HTL at the backside, 

at least not for CuOx.  

 

Figure 5.1 The sketch of sample structure and its corresponding SEM cross-section image. From 

the SEM cross-section image, a thin layer around 100 nm is between CuInSe2 and Molybdenum. 

Further evidence of CuOx diffusion is observed in the PL spectrum, as depicted in Figure 5.2 (a). 

In comparison to the reference sample, the PL bandgap of the sample with CuOx/GaOx exhibits a 

slight blue shift, indicating that the sample is closer to stoichiometric due to Cu diffusion. Previous 

studies have reported that the bandgap of Cu poor Cu(In,Ga)Se2 increases with increasing Cu 

content [155]. While Ga diffusion can also increase the bandgap of the material, as discussed in 

Section A5.5 (Figure A5.9), the presented results show that SCS prepared GaOx is quite thermally 

stable and no blue shift of bandgap of CuInSe2 was observed due to adding GaOx at the backside. 

In addition to the PL bandgap shift, the absolute PL intensity of the samples with CuOx/GaOx is 

lower, and this effect becomes more pronounced with increasing GaOx layer thickness, indicating 

higher non-radiative recombination. This leads to lower EF and higher EF deficits, one of the 

possible reasons is likely due to a degraded back contact. But we can not exclude this layer may 

Glass

GaOx

Mo

CuOx
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also result in a lower quality absorber. These results are actually similar to the impact of a single 

GaOx layer on the performance of CuInSe2 as discussed in Section A5.5, indicating adding a CuOx 

layer in this case will not improve the passivation effects compared to the case only with single 

GaOx layer. Nevertheless, it is essential to acknowledge that the potential for enhanced passivation 

of this structure cannot be ruled out, as further optimization of the properties of the CuOx and GaOx 

layers may yield improved results. The discussions and conclusions drawn in this thesis are 

bounded by the observations made within this research and the existing knowledge available in 

the literature. Although it has been shown in Section A5.5 that amorphous GaOx does not likely 

block Na diffusion from the soda-lime glass to the absorber, the same NaF PDT (5 nm NaF, 

annealed at Tsb = 350 C for 10 minutes in a Se atmosphere) is applied to these samples. The EF 

difference between the samples before and after the NaF PDT is illustrated in Figure 5.2 (c), where 

no significant improvement in EF is observed. The EF remains almost unchanged or decreases 

up to 20 meV. But it is worth to mention that the ineffectiveness of NaF PDT may also be a result 

of the unoptimized PDT process. 

 

Figure 5.2 (a) The absolute PL spectra of samples with different thickness combination of CuOx 

and GaOx. The slight blue shift of the PL maximum peak of samples with HTL compared to the 

reference sample may indicate the diffusion of Cu. The lower PL intensity of samples with HTL 

suggests a higher non-radiative recombination; (b) EF and EF deficits: the samples with 

CuOx/GaOx show a lower EF that deceases with the thicker GaOx. The EF is acquired by 

fitting the high energy wing of transformed absolute PL spectra with fixing the fitting 

temperature to the ambient temperature. 𝐸g
PL is the PL band gap which is the energy 
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corresponding to the PL flux maximum; (c) After the NaF PDT, no improvement in EF is 

observed. 

In conclusion, the GaOx layer shows a good thermal stability in harsh environments with Se and 

high temperature. However, it may be insufficient in blocking the diffusion of CuOx underneath, 

leading to inefficient passivation of the CuOx/GaOx combination. The effects of CuOx/GaOx on 

the performance of CuInSe2 are similar to those of GaOx, with both demonstrating inadequate 

passivation and causing a reduction in the EF, due to additional non-radiative losses. 

 

5.2.2  CuGaSe2/GaOx 

 

As discussed in Section 5.2.1, it is likely that the passivation efficiency of GaOx is limited due to 

its inability to block the diffusion of CuOx layers. To address this limitation, we have investigated 

the thermal stability and passivation effect of CuGaSe2/GaOx in this section.  

 

Figure 5.3 The structure sketch of the CuInSe2 with CuGaSe2/GaOx. SEM cross-section image 

on the right side shows 80 nm CuGaSe2 on top of Mo before GaOx deposition. SEM cross-

section image on the left side shows ~120 nm layer between Mo and CuInSe2 

Specifically, 80 nm of CuGaSe2 was thermally evaporated onto a Mo substrate at substrate setting 

temperature of 356 °C, followed by deposition of GaOx synthesized by SCS with the annealing 

temperature of 300 °C in air. The thicknesses of these films are 40 nm, 60 nm, and 80 nm. The 

CuInSe2 was prepared by a standard 3-stage process at maximum substrate setting temperature of 

580 C. The sketch shows a sample structure of 80 nm CuGaSe2 and 60 nm GaOx. The thickness 

of CuGaSe2 was checked by the SEM cross-section image as shown in right side Figure 5.3. The 

thickness of the GaOx is an empirical value based our preparation process. These empirical values 

Glass

60 nm-GaOx
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agree well with our measured thickness by SEM as discussed in Section 3.1.3. The SEM cross-

section image after the absorber deposition shows an inter-layer of ~120 nm between Mo and 

CuInSe2 with very fine grains. However, similar to the situation with CuOx/GaOx, no distinct layers 

can be identified, implying diffusion and interaction between the two materials. 

The PL spectra in Figure 5.4 (a) provide evidence of the unfavorable diffusion of Ga through the 

CuGaSe2/GaOx interface. Specifically, the bandgap of the sample with CuGaSe2/GaOx shifts to a 

higher energy compared to the reference sample, indicating an increase in the bandgap of the 

absorber due to Ga diffusion. While the increase in Cu content can also slightly shift the bandgap 

to a higher energy, in this case, the shift of 30 meV is more pronounced and likely due to Ga 

diffusion. Furthermore, increasing the thickness of GaOx does not effectively block CuGaSe2, as 

the bandgap of samples with different thicknesses of GaOx is almost the same. The absolute PL 

intensity shown in Figure 5.4 (a) decreases with an increase in thickness of GaOx, which is likely 

related to this unfavorable diffusion. Meanwhile, ineffectiveness of passivation may be also related 

to the optoelectronic properties of SCS synthesized GaOx, which are not optimized. Consequently, 

the ΔEF deficit of samples with CuGaSe2/GaOx increases with an increase in GaOx thickness, as 

shown in Figure 5.4 (c). To rule out the influence of Na on ΔEF, the NaF PDT treatment, as applied 

to the samples with CuOx/GaOx and GaOx, was performed on these samples. However, no 

significant improvement in ΔEF is observed after the NaF PDT, implying that GaOx does not 

significantly block Na diffusion from the soda-lime glass, or other non-radiative losses just 

overcompensate any improvement due to doping. 

 

Figure 5.4 (a) The absolute PL of sample with different thickness combination of 

CuGaSe2/GaOx. The thickness of CuGaSe2 is the same of 80 nm. The thickness of GaOx is 40, 60 
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and 80 nm, respectively; (b) The EF and EF deficits of different samples. The EF is acquired 

by fitting the high energy wing of transformed absolute PL spectra with fixing the fitting 

temperature to the ambient temperature. 𝐸g
PL is the PL band gap which is the energy 

corresponding to the PL flux maximum. (c) The difference of EF of samples before and after 

the NaF PDT. 

In conclusion, the SCS synthesized amorphous GaOx is not a proper stabilizer that can block the 

diffusion of Cu or Ga. No passivation effect is observed for CuGaSe2/GaOx, inversely, it increases 

non-radiative recombination with an increase in GaOx thickness, which leads to the higher EF 

deficits.  

 

5.2.3  CuGaSe2/In2O3 

 

The previous sections have explored the thermal stability and passivation effects of the CuOx/GaOx 

and CuGaSe2/GaOx combinations. It was found that GaOx exhibits high thermal stability with 

minimal thickness changes (Annex Figure A5.8) observed before and after absorber deposition. 

However, the blocking effect of GaOx for both CuOx and CuGaSe2, more specifically the blocking 

of Ga and Cu, was found to be inefficient. As a result, no passivation was observed, and instead, 

there was an increase in EF loss due to additional non-radiative recombination as the GaOx 

thickness increased. 

Given the unsatisfactory blocking and passivation effects of GaOx, this section focuses on using 

In2O3 as a blocking layer for CuGaSe2. The presented results in this thesis show that In2O3 has a 

good blocking effect to Ga, resulting in comparable passivation to Ga grading. Furthermore, solar 

cells with the CuGaSe2/In2O3 combination show good FF because of the good hole transport 

property of the HTL. Therefore, the use of In2O3 as a stabilizer for CuGaSe2 is a promising 

alternative to Ga gradient, providing improved backside passivation and hole transport for the 

development of high-efficiency solar cells. 

The preparation of the HTL, CuGaSe2 covered by a thin In2O3 layer, is discussed first. Figure 

5.5 (a) shows the sample preparation procedure, in which a 100 nm CuGaSe2 was co-evaporated 

onto Mo-covered soda-lime glass substrates at a substrate setting temperature Tsb of 356 °C in a 
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PVD system. Subsequently, the sample was removed from the vacuum system, and a 50 nm In2O3 

layer was deposited onto the CuGaSe2 layer in ambient atmosphere using the SCS method with 

three different annealing temperatures (200 °C, 250 °C, and 300 °C). Following this, a ~1.8 μm 

homogeneous CuInSe2 was grown in the PVD system using a three-stage process, with the 

substrate setting temperature in the second and third stages set to Tsb = 570 °C. The samples for 

PL measurements were covered with CBD CdS to prevent surface degradation and reduce front 

surface recombination. To finish the devices, an i-ZnO/Al-ZnO double window layer and Ni/Al 

grids were deposited sequentially using sputtering and electron beam evaporation techniques. 

Further details of the sample preparation procedure can be found in the Chapter 2. 

 

Figure 5.5 (a) The sample preparation procedure: 100 nm CuGaSe2 was thermally evaporated 

onto Mo substrate with setting temperature of 356 C in the PVD system. Then the sample was 

taken out to be covered by 50 nm SCS synthesized In2O3 in ambient with annealing temperature 

of 200 C, 250 C and 300 C. Subsequently, PVD was used to grow a CuInSe2 absorber with a 

three-stage process; (b) The structure of sample with CuGaSe2/In2O3 and its corresponding SEM 

cross-section, which shows that the thickness of the CuGaSe2/In2O3 layer does not change after 

the CuInSe2 deposition, which demonstrates the good thermal stability of the HTL 

(CuGaSe2/In2O3). 
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Prior to applying In2O3 as a stabilizer on the surface of CuGaSe2, we investigated the properties of 

the layers synthesized by SCS with different annealing temperatures on Si substrates. We 

performed Differential Scanning Calorimetry (DSC) and Grazing Incidence X-ray Diffraction 

(GIXRD) analyses to characterize these layers, and the results are presented in Figure 5.6. The 

thermal behavior of an oxidizer (NO3
-) and fuel (acetylacetone) mixture precursor during In2O3 

formation was investigated using DSC (Figure 5.6 (a)). The DSC results show an intense and 

sharp exothermic signal at 190 C, attributed to the onset of the combustion reaction between NO3
- 

and acetylacetone, leading to the formation of an In-O-In framework[156, 157]. A small and broad 

exothermic peak in the range of 250-300 C is also observed, likely due to further decomposition 

of residual organic components[158]. The heat flow signal remains constant beyond 300 C, 

indicating complete removal of organic components. 

 

Figure 5.6 (a) Differential Scanning Calorimetry analysis was performed to investigate the 

thermal behavior of the In2O3 precursor deposited on a Si substrate. The DSC results showed that 

the first combustion reaction occurred at approximately 190 °C, indicating the formation of In-O-

In bonds, while the second reaction took place in the temperature range of 250 °C-300 °C, 

suggesting a further decomposition of organic components; (b) Grazing incidence X-ray 

diffraction measurements were conducted for samples with different annealing temperatures. The 

GIXRD patterns revealed that the width of the (222) reflection peak in the low temperature 

(200 °C and 250 °C) annealed samples was indicative of the formation of cubic In2O3 
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nanograins. As the annealing temperature increased, the intensity of the (222) reflection peak 

became more pronounced, meaning the better crystallization of In2O3 which is likely due to 

further decomposition of organic components. 

Grazing Incidence X-Ray Diffraction (GIXRD) was used to gain insight into In2O3 formation, as 

shown in Figure 5.6 (b). The GIXRD patterns of the films prepared with different annealing 

temperatures reveal the formation of cubic In2O3 nanograins at 200 C, indicated by the broad 

signal of the (222) planes of In2O3, which is identified by PDF card No. 71-2194 at 31. The 

intensity of the peaks improve significantly as the crystallization temperature increases to 300 C, 

which is unlike the situation of GaOx that has an amorphous structure with the same annealing 

temperature (Figure A5.8). The diffractogram of the 350 C-heated film stays comparable with 

that of the 300 C-heated film, supporting the complete decomposition of organic components as 

previously observed in the DSC results[156]. Therefore, annealing temperature of 300°C is chosen 

as the highest annealing temperature for the In2O3 stabilizer films. These findings provide valuable 

insights into the thermal behavior and structural evolution of In2O3 formation, which are essential 

for the development of efficient In2O3-based devices. 

 

Figure 5.7 (a) The TPRL was measured for reference samples on Mo in comparison to samples 

with a CuGaSe2 layer (100 nm) and an In2O3 layer (50 nm). The In2O3 layer was subjected to 

annealing at three different temperatures, namely, 200°C, 250°C, and 300 °C. In order to 

enhance Na doping, a 4 nm NaF precursor was added to one of the samples with In2O3 annealed 

at a temperature of 300 °C; (b) The EF and EF (EF deficits) of the samples were determined 

based on the absolute PL spectra. The EF is acquired by fitting the high energy wing of 
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transformed absolute PL spectra with fixing the fitting temperature to the ambient temperature. 

The EF deficits are calculated based on PLQY, which accounts for the non-radiative losses in 

the samples. The gray dashed lines in the figures represent the expected EF and EF deficits 

based on the TRPL measured lifetimes of the HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3) passivated samples 

compared to the reference sample. 

One of the critical issues that need to be addressed is the thermal stability of the CuGaSe2/In2O3 

combination. To investigate this, we used SEM to obtain cross-section images of the 

CuGaSe2/In2O3 before and after the absorber deposition, as shown in Figure 5.5 (b). The images 

reveal that the initial thickness of the In2O3 and CuGaSe2 layers before the deposition of CuInSe2 

is approximately 50 nm and 100 nm, respectively. Upon deposition of CuInSe2, we observed that 

the individual stack of two layers remained intact and their thickness remained unchanged, which 

is completely different with the case of using GaOx where only one single layer can be observed. 

Having established the thermal stability of the HTL, we proceeded to investigate its optoelectronic 

properties because a proper HTL is more than thermal stability as we discussed previously. 

Effective passivation of the HTL is crucial to mitigate backside recombination in solar cells, which 

is expected to lead higher EF by reducing non-radiative recombination. To evaluate the 

passivation effect of the HTL, time-resolved photoluminescence (TRPL) measurements of the 

absorbers were performed to determine the effective lifetime of the reference sample and samples 

with HTL. The results in Figure 5.7 (a) demonstrate that the PL transients of the HTL passivated 

samples are slower than those of the reference sample, indicating longer effective lifetimes. Figure 

5.7 (b) shows the EF and EF deficits of samples with respect to their corresponding lifetime 

values, obtained from the weighted average of the two-exponential fits to the PL transients 

(Equation 2.33). The EF deficits are determined by photoluminescence quantum yield (PLQY, 

Equation 2.28), which refers to the non-radiative losses[69, 84, 159]. For the sample with In2O3 

annealed at a low temperature (200°C), the lifetime improved from 5 ns to 20 ns. Further increasing 

the In2O3 annealing temperature (300°C) improves the lifetime to 73 ns. The shorter lifetime of 

the sample annealed at a lower temperature may be attributed to the presence of organic residues 

in the In2O3, as indicated by the differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) measurements. Organic 

residues have been shown previously to diminish the quality of the absorbers[160]. Since the 

absorbers in all samples were prepared using the same process and covered with the same CdS 
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layer, it is reasonable to assume that these samples have similar bulk lifetimes (b) and front surface 

recombination velocities (Sf). Therefore, the longer effective lifetime measured by the TRPL 

indicates a lower backside recombination velocity (Sb), thus a lower backside recombination. 

 

Figure 5.8 (a) Illumination intensity dependent PL is used to determine the ODF of different 

samples: Reference sample without HTL and samples with HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3). The 

annealing temperature of In2O3 changes from 200 C to 300 C. Another 4 nm NaF precursor 

was added to one HTL passivated sample, and In2O3 annealing temperature for this sample is 

300 C; (b) The ODF of Mo reference sample is lower due to the serious backside 

recombination. The radiation is the integrated PL flux over photon energy. The higher ODF of 

HTL passivated samples suggest a reduction in backside recombination. The decreasing trend 

observed in the ODF with an increase in In2O3 annealing temperature or the addition of extra 

NaF is attributed to the improvement in doping density. 

The passivation effect is also confirmed by measuring the optical diode factor, which is determined 

by the illumination intensity dependent PL measurements, as shown in Figure 5.8 (a). In this study, 

the ODF theory based on metastable defects transition, which is discussed in Chapter 6, is used 

to interpret the results. The methodology for measuring ODF is described in Section 2.3.3. 

According to the theory, both serious backside recombination and low doping density of the 

absorber can result in low ODF values. The Mo reference sample exhibits a low ODF (1.16), 

indicating that backside recombination dominates its non-radiative recombination loss. The 
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introduction of the HTL results in an increased ODF value of 1.43, suggesting that the HTL 

provides decent passivation that shifts the dominant non-radiative recombination from the 

backside to the bulk of the absorber. These findings support the conclusion that the passivation 

effect of the HTL improves the performance of the absorber. The ODF then gets lower with 

increasing annealing temperature of In2O3 and adding NaF precursor. The lower ODF in this case 

is due to higher doping density, as discussed in following, improving annealing temperature of 

In2O3 and adding NaF precursor can improve the doping density of the absorber. The higher doping 

density of the absorber improves the hole reservoir, which flattens the influence of extra holes 

converting from metastable defects transition (e.g. from donors to acceptors), thus results in a 

lower ODF. The more details about the influence of backside recombination and doping density 

on the ODF will be discussed in Chapter 6.  

 

Figure 5.9 (a) C-V measurements:  the depth profile of apparent doping density. The doping 

density presented in (b) refers to the value observed at zero bias, as highlighted in the figure with 

a sphere. The measurements were carried out at low temperature with a high frequency of 100 

kHz to remove the capacitance contributed by deep defects in the material; (b) The doping 

densities are determined by methodology based on PL and C-V. The doping density estimated by 

PL is a bit lower than that estimated by the C-V. But the presented trend is the same. Both show 

lower doping density in HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3) passivated sample, which can be improved by 

increasing the In2O3 annealing temperature or adding additional NaF precursor.   

Although the HTL offers reasonable passivation effects, which lead to a longer lifetime compared 

to the Mo reference sample, the improvement in ΔEF is lower than expected. According to the 

theoretical prediction, assuming a homogeneous carrier distribution and a flat Fermi level, an order 
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of magnitude longer lifetime should result in an increase in ΔEF of 59 meV at room temperature 

(Equation 2.34), as depicted by the grey dashed line in Figure 5.7 (b). However, the ΔEF of 

samples with the HTL is below this grey dashed line, indicating that the improvement in ΔEF is 

less than expected. This deficit in EF is most likely due to insufficient doping. To assess the 

doping density of the samples, both PL and C-V methodologies were used. The doping density 

obtained from C-V measurements is determined by the value at zero bias and was carried out at 

low temperature to minimize the influence of deep defects on capacitance. The PL method assumes 

that quasi-Fermi levels are flat throughout the absorber depth, and doping density is determined 

from the lifetime and ΔEF (Equation 2.46). The details of these characterization methods are 

discussed in Section 2.5.1. As shown in Figure 5.9 (b), both methods yield similar doping 

densities within an error range, confirming lower doping density of the HTL-passivated samples. 

This lower doping density is likely due to residues of organic compounds in In2O3 containing 

carbon and nitrogen, as previously discussed. This also explains the increase in doping density for 

the samples with the higher annealing temperature of In2O3 since the higher annealing temperature 

promotes the decomposition of organics, which reduces the amount of carbon and nitrogen.  

 

Figure 5.10 The EQE of Mo reference sample, HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3) passivated sample with 

NaF precursor and Ga single grading sample from our previous work (Chapter 4). The HTL 

passivated sample has the best EQE response to long wavelength photons, indicating the best 

collection of long wavelength photon generated carriers, thus the best backside passivation. 
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The other reason is that the In2O3 is not only a barrier for Ga but also a barrier for Na diffusing 

from soda-lime glass. The introduction of a 4 nm NaF precursor between CuGaSe2 and In2O3 

further enhances the doping density of the sample, as shown in Figure 5.9 (b), bringing it to a 

level comparable to that of the Mo reference sample. This improvement in doping density results 

in a higher ∆EF, while also reducing the ODF, as illustrated in Figure 5.8 (b), which is beneficial 

for obtaining a higher FF[23, 90, 91]. However, even with an ODF of 1.32 for the best sample with 

the highest Voc, it remains too high to achieve a high FF. In addition, adding NaF precursor leads 

to a longer lifetime of the sample, up to 113 ns. Overall, the sample with NaF precursor achieves 

the highest value of ∆EF, reaching 530 meV, due to the combined improvements in doping density 

and lifetime.  

 

Figure 5.11 (a) The J-V curves of different samples; The box plot, in which the box represents 

the interquartile range (25th to 75th percentile), the black line with a circle is the mean value and 

the whisker is based on 1.5 IQR (interquartile range) value: (b) The Voc of different samples: the 

increase in Voc is consistent with the improvement in EF; (c) The FF of different samples: 

except the sample with In2O3 annealed at the temperature of 250 C, other HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3) 

passivated samples show the FF more than 70%, indicating good hole transport abilities. 
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So far, the passivation effects of the HTL are demonstrated by the higher EF and longer lifetime 

of unfinished devices. Additionally, the passivation effects are confirmed by finished devices, as 

shown in Figure 5.10, which presents the EQE of the Mo reference and HTL passivated samples 

in comparison to the GBG sample discussed in Chapter 4. The reference sample with the Mo back 

contact exhibits a more gradual EQE edge due to the lower chance of carriers generated near the 

back contact to be collected, resulting in an overall lower EQE. In contrast, the sample with 

backside gradient has lower absorption for long wavelength irradiation due to the low bandgap 

region is considerably thinner than the whole film thickness, and the steepest onset of absorption 

and collection is observed for the HTL sample, indicating the best passivation of the back contact, 

which is comparable and even better than the GBG. Furthermore, the passivation effect of the HTL 

is also supported by J-V characterization of solar cells. As shown in Figure 5.11 (b), the 

improvement in Voc is consistent with the improvement of ∆EF. As shown in Figure 5.12,  all other 

samples exhibit a lower Voc than the measured ∆EF/q[69]. Around 10 meV higher (∆EF-qVoc) 

deficit of the solar cells with additional NaF compared to, for example, the reference solar cells, is 

most likely due to slightly higher front surface recombination[142], suggesting that the front 

interface with the buffer layer requires further optimization, despite the reduction in backside 

recombination.  

 

Figure 5.12 Comparison of EF and qVoc. Around 10 meV higher (EF - qVoc) of some solar 

cells compared to others is most likely due to slightly higher front surface recombination.  
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The good passivation effects of CuGaSe2/In2O3 combination are demonstrated by multiple 

characterizations. However, to achieve high-performance solar cells, a functioning HTL must not 

only have good passivation properties that improve the Voc but also demonstrate good hole 

transport properties, which ensures a high FF. Fortunately, all CuGaSe2/In2O3 samples, except for 

the sample with In2O3 annealed at 250 °C, exhibit smooth J-V curves with an exponential shape, 

resulting in FF values greater than 70%. These findings provide evidence for the good hole 

transport ability of this HTL structure. 

 

Figure 5.13 (a) Cross-section High-resolution TEM (HRTEM) image taken from Mo (bottom) to 

CuInSe2 (Top); (b) The bright filed scanning TEM (STEM) image from the same cross-section, 

in which the corresponding element mapping was measured by EDS; (c),(d),(e),(f),(g) and (h) 

shows the distribution of Mo, Se, Cu, O, In and Ga, respectively. 

From the SEM cross-section, it clearly shows that there are two individual layers staying at the 

backside after the absorber deposition. This observation proves the thermal stability of the HTL 

which can potentially mitigate the backside recombination and transport holes. The good 

passivation of this HTL is confirmed by the improvement in EF as well as Voc when comparing 
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HTL involved samples to the reference samples. Meanwhile, it also gives good FF of solar cells, 

which indicates a good transport property of holes. However, there is still a lack of clarity regarding 

the subsequent processes occurring in these two layers during the absorber deposition, as well as 

the mechanisms behind their effective functioning as a HTL with good passivation and hole 

transport properties. To address these concerns, a transmission electron microscopy (TEM) 

measurement was conducted to investigate the processes occurring at the near backside interface. 

 

Figure 5.14 The element distribution along the cross-section measured by the EDS line 

scanning. 

Figure 5.13 (a) (b) is the TEM cross-section image taken from near backside interface, Mo 

(bottom) to CuInSe2 (Top). Figure 5.13 (a) is the high-resolution TEM (HRTEM) image and 

Figure 5.13 (b) is the bright filed scanning TEM (STEM) image, these are three same images. The 

checked sample is the same sample in Figure 5.5 (b), which shows two layers between Mo and 

CuInSe2 in SEM cross-section image. The corelated elemental distributions of  Figure 5.13 (b) 

were also determined by EDS and results are shown in Figure 5.5 (c), (d), (e), (f), (g) and (h) 

corresponding to Mo, Se, Cu, O, In and Ga, respectively. From the bottom to top, the TEM image 

firstly shows a Mo layer, which is responsible for the highest sign of Mo as shown in Figure 
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5.13 (c). The second layer on the top of the Mo is not very clear in Figure 5.13 (b), in which the 

corresponding element mapping was measured. But this layer is shown very clear in Figure 5.13 

(a), which is most likely a MoSe2 layer that has been widely observed in previous studies[161-

163]. This speculation is supported by Figure 5.13 (c) and (d), which shows this layer is Mo and 

Se rich. In addition, Figure 5.14 shows a DES line scan of Figure 5.13 (b) from the bottom to the 

top, it also shows a clear accumulation of Mo and Se in this region (at thickness of ~0.1 m), 

which confirms the formation of MoSe2. 

Above the MoSe2 layer, there are two layers in sequence from the bottom to top corresponding to 

the two layers shown in Figure 5.5 (b). Depending on the position, the thickness of these two 

layers could be a bit thicker than the thickness determined from the SEM cross-section image. The 

thickness difference is most likely due to the inhomogeneity. In Annex Figure A5.12, the TEM 

image gained from another position shows a very close thickness of these layers compared to the 

values obtained from SEM image. Meanwhile, we can not exclude the possibility that the thickness 

of these layers could change due to inter-diffusion during the absorber deposition. From the 

element mapping, it shows a strong inter-diffuse did take place, leading to an exchange of In in 

In2O3 by Ga. It is notable that we had CuGaSe2 covered by In2O3 before the absorber deposition. 

The oxygen rich region in Figure 5.13 (f) should represent the In2O3 if there is no massive 

interdiffusion taking place. However, the metal element in this specific region is no longer In but 

Ga, because no significant amount of In can be found in this region as shown in Figure 5.13 (g), 

but a large amount of Ga is detected in this region as shown in Figure 5.13 (h). Meanwhile, in the 

region where it should be CuGaSe2 before the absorber deposition, Figure 5.13 (h) shows that no 

Ga can be detected. Inversely, a significant amount of In can be detected in this region as shown 

in Figure 5.13 (g). The clearer element depth profile is shown in Figure 5.14, the comparison of 

different elements shows that the oxide layer is Ga rich and other elements, e.g. Cu, In and Se can 

be barely detected. The layer under the oxide layer is an accumulation of Cu, In and Se, inversely, 

no significant Ga can be found. This element distribution indicates a strong exchange of In and Ga 

taking place during the absorber layer deposition, which likely results in formation of 

CuInSe2/GaOx which changes the combination of CuGaSe2/In2O3 before the absorber deposition. 

The exchange of In and Ga may be explained by the free energy differences of involved 

compounds. The following chemical reaction can be used to describe the process of exchange 

taking place between In and Ga: 
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2CuGaSe2 + In2O3 = 2CuInSe2 + Ga2O3 

According to the free energy values reported by Guillemoles[164], the free energy difference of 

this reaction is around -125 kJ/mol, which is a rather high driving force to promote the exchange 

of In and Ga. With other free energy values reported by David Cahen et.al.[165], this value is a bit 

lower. However, it still gives a free energy difference of -91 kJ/mol, which is enough to drive the 

exchange of In and Ga. 

These results suggest that the In2O3 does block Ga diffusing into the absorber, but with a strong 

exchange of In by Ga, which changes the composition of these layers, leading to a formation of 

CuInSe2 and GaOx. Despite the exchange of In and Ga, the oxide is a good block layer to stop Ga 

diffusing into the absorber. As shown in Figure 5.13 (h) (top region of the figure) and Figure 5.14 

(within distance above 0.4 m), almost no Ga can be detected in the absorber layer, meaning the 

Ga is well blocked by the oxide layer. As we discussed before, a homogeneous absorber is 

favorable to reduce the non-absorption of longwave-length photons and the radiative loss of Voc, 

thus the blocking effect of the oxide to the diffusion of Ga is very important to avoid forming Ga 

lateral profile. No diffusion of Ga into the absorber means the bandgap of the absorber will not be 

shifted to a higher value. And this blocking effect depends on the thickness of the original In2O3. 

In Section 5.3.2, the influence of reducing thickness of In2O3 will be discussed. 

 

Figure 5.15 (a) The simulated band structure of CuInSe2 solar cell; (b) The magnification of the 

back contact part. Theoretically, the high valance band valley is a hole transport barrier that 
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blocks the transport of holes. The Cu-related deep defects levels of GaOx are close to the valance 

band maximum of CuInSe2, which may assist the transport of holes. 

The good passivation and hole transport ability of the HTL has been demonstrated experimentally. 

However, the formation of GaOx due to exchange between In and Ga is not beneficial for transport 

of holes in principle. The GaOx has a wide bandgap with a large electron affinity, which results in 

deep valance band barrier with energy above 2 eV compared to the Cu(In,Ga)Se2. According to 

previous works, the bandgap and electron affinity of GaOx was found to be around 4.7 eV[123, 

166-169] and 3.2 eV[167-169], respectively. These values can be a little different depending on 

the different methods of preparing and measuring samples. But not matter in which case, it will 

not significantly change the band alignment between GaOx and Cu(In,Ga)Se2, thus will not change 

the following discussion. Based on bandgap of 4.7 eV and electron affinity of 3.2 eV, the potential 

band diagram of our solar cell is plotted as shown in Figure 5.15. It is clearly shows that the high 

hole transport barrier above 2 eV will not allow holes going through, thus limiting the diode current 

density and thus lowering the FF. 

Meanwhile, experimentally, the GaOx has been widely believed as a hole transport blocking layer, 

which seriously limits the diode current density and results in a low FF. The formation of GaOx is 

well-known issue for high temperature growth of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 on TCO contact. With substrate 

temperature above 450 C[152, 170, 171], it was found thermodynamically favorable for Ga to 

react with TCO leading to formation of GaOx at the interface between TCO and Cu(In,Ga)Se2. It 

is believed that the existence of this GaOx is typically amorphous with a high bandgap and 

resistance, which forms a serious barrier for extracting holes[149, 152, 170, 172]. As a result, the 

J-V curves show a S-shape or roll-over behavior due to the hole transport blocking caused by GaOx. 

Actually, the similar hole transport blocking was observed in our experiments. An obvious hole 

transport blocking effect of GaOx was found for submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells (Figure 

5.19 (d)), which leads to a very limited current density and FF. The details will be discussed in 

Section 5.3.1. To solve the problem of hole transport blocking due to GaOx, adding NaF or Ag 

precursor before the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 deposition is an effective way. It is very likely that the hole 

transport ability depends on the compensation of GaOx, for example the Na[150, 173] or Ag[149] 

doping.  
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However, the Na or Ag doping is not very likely the explanation for our case because the samples 

without NaF precursor, e.g. the samples with In2O3 annealed at temperature of 200 C and 300 C, 

show a good FF, and we did not introduce any Ag precursor in our experiments. Thus, there must 

be some other mechanisms improving its hole transport property. And we believe the hole transport 

property of GaOx is related to excess Cu doping. Some works reported that the Cu can introduce 

deep acceptor states that are close to the valance band maximum of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 as shown in 

Figure 5.15 (b). In this figure, the valance band alignment will not change significantly by varying 

GGI, because the increasing Ga can barely change the position of valence band maximum[39, 40, 

43], meaning the valance band alignment in this figure can represent case of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 with 

GGI form 0 to 1. From reported literatures, two Cu-related deep acceptor states were predicted by 

DFT calculation[174, 175]. And these deep acceptors states were also observed from PL and 

photoinduced absorption. Jiejing Zhang et.al. reported two Cu introduced deep acceptors in 

hydrothermal method synthesized GaOx:Cu nanocrystals by PL measurements, and the emitted 

photons from these defects have an energy of 2.34 eV and 2.43 eV [176]. Yijun Zhang et.al. 

reported a Cu related deep acceptor state in sputtering prepared GaOx:Cu thin film. This defect 

level was observed by room temperature PL measurements, which contributes to a PL emission 

with corresponding photon energy of 2.6 eV[177]. In addition, two Cu related deep acceptor states 

were reported in Cu-doped GaOx crystal that was prepared by Czochralski (CZ) and vertical 

gradient freeze (VGF) methods. These two defect levels were observed by photoinduced 

absorption, in which the corresponding absorption energy was found to be 2.1 eV and 2.6 eV[178]. 

Therefore, as shown in Figure 5.15 (b), it is possible that the Cu-related defect levels near the 

valance band maximum of the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 supply an additional hole transport channel that helps 

the transport of holes. The defect levels assisted carrier transport was reported previously, the 

transport of holes is most likely helped by the Cu-related defects in GaOx [176] and InxGa2-xO3 

[179]for perovskite solar cells. Additional evidence for the hole transport property depending on 

Cu doping is discussed in Section 5.3.3, the presented results show that the extra Cu annealing of 

oxides layer before the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 deposition can effective remove hole blocking effect, leading 

to a high FF of 77%. More details will be discussed in Section 5.3.3. 

On one hand, the presence of defects may play a significant role in facilitating hole transport, 

offering a plausible explanation for the observed good hole transport property. On the other hand, 

both DFT calculations and experimental findings indicate that Cu doping can enhance the p-type 
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conductivity of GaOx. This suggests that the improved p-type conductivity could be another 

contributing factor to the favorable hole transport ability. However, it is important to note that a 

definitive conclusion regarding the exact mechanism responsible for the enhanced hole transport 

property remains elusive at this stage. Further in-depth investigations are necessary to unravel the 

precise underlying mechanism. But we can conclude that the hole transport ability is very likely 

depending on the excess Cu or Cu doping, this will also be proved in Section 5.3.3. 

 

Figure 5.16 (a) The simulated band diagram under open-circuit condition, which shows the 

influence of conduction band spike on the electron Fermi level; (b) The electron density as a 

function of distance under open-circuit condition. 
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The effective passivation observed in our study can be attributed to the presence of a high 

conduction band spike between GaOx and Cu(In,Ga)Se2, leading to a reduction in the density of 

minority carriers at the backside and subsequently minimizing backside recombination, which is 

directly proportional to the minority carrier density. Previous research has demonstrated that the 

introduction of a conduction band spike by a hole transport layer (HTL) significantly reduces 

interface recombination[180]. However, our case differs slightly due to the presence of an 

additional CuInSe2 layer beneath the wide bandgap GaOx layer. Consequently, the device with the 

HTL exhibits the same CuInSe2/Mo interface as the reference sample. To investigate the 

passivation mechanism potentially contributed by the conduction band spike, we conducted 

SCAPS simulations. To clearly observe the influence of backside recombination on the Voc, the 

absorber's bulk lifetime was set to 500 ns, ensuring a sufficiently long minority carrier diffusion 

length of 11 μm compared to the 2 μm thickness (e = 100 cm2/Vs, T = 300 K). The recombination 

velocities of electrons and holes at the back and front contacts were set to 106 cm/s and 103 cm/s, 

respectively, while no additional interface defects were considered. Other general parameters are 

summarized in Table 3.3. To simplify the simulation and avoid the complexity of introducing 

valence band barrier, the valence band is kept flat artificially by tuning the electron affinity of the 

HTL. In this case, only the influence of conduction band spike is considered. 

Figure 5.16 (a) shows the band diagram of the simulated devices under illumination and open-

circuit condition. The right figure is the magnification of the left figure within distance (film 

thickness) between 0 and 0.3 m. It includes two different situations: one has no conduction band 

spike (Ec = 0 eV) and another has conduction band spike of 0.5 eV (Ec = 0.5 eV). For the 

simulated device with HTL (Ec = 0.5 eV), the electron Fermi-level (EFn) of CuInSe2 thin layer 

contacting with metal contact (contacting layer) is lower compared to that of simulated device 

without HTL (the orange dashed line is lower than the gray dashed line). The conditions with Ec 

between 0 and 0.5 eV do not show in the Figure 5.16 (a), because it is too hard to compare with 

too many curves. But EFn increasingly getting lower with increase of Ec, meaning minority carrier 

(electron) density in this contacting layer depending on the Ec. The higher Ec leads to a lower 

electron carrier density. And this can be verified by Figure 5.16 (a) that shows the electron density 

with respect to the film thickness. The magnified figure (right) clearly shows that the electron 

density in this contacting layer is lower with higher Ec. The reduction in electron density starts 
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getting saturated when Ec = 0.3 eV, and it keeps almost same when Ec = 0.4 eV and 0.5 eV. 

Because the serious backside recombination velocity of 106 cm/s, the electron density depth profile 

bends downward to the contact. The conduction band spike can reduce the electron density in this 

contacting layer because it is an electron transport barrier which blocks the electron current. This 

blocking effect is proportional to the exponential of Ec/kbT [23], which explains the lower 

electron density in the contacting layer. The small amount of electron in this layer is mostly from 

generation.  

 

Figure 5.17 (a) The simulated back contact recombination current density (Jr-bc) as a function of 

voltage. In this simulation, the backside recombination velocity is set to be 106 cm/s. The 

conduction band spike (Ec) reduces the back contact recombination current density, and it starts 

to saturate when this spike is higher than 0.3 eV. The sphere represents the back contact 

recombination current density at Voc; (b) The influence of Ec on Voc. 

Since the backside recombination is proportional to the electron density, Equation 2.13, the lower 

electron density at the backside lowers the backside recombination between metal contact and 

contacting layer. Figure 5.17 (b) shows the back contact recombination current density (Jr-bc) as a 

function of voltage in situations with different Ec. The sphere on each curve represents the Jr-bc 

at Voc for each case with different Ec. In low voltage region (Voltage<0.4 V), the Jr-bc of simulated 

device is significantly reduced by increasing Ec. With a higher voltage, the Jr-bc of the case with 

high Ec increases much slower compared to the case without Ec or with low Ec. Consequently, 
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Jr-bc of the case with high Ec at the Voc is much lower compared to that of the case without Ec or 

the low Ec. The lower Jr-bc means lower backside recombination which leads to a higher Voc. As 

shown in Figure 5.17 (a), the Voc can be improved by around 100 mV by increasing Ec from 0 to 

0.4 eV. Because the Jr-bc is low enough when Ec reaching beyond 0.3 eV, the impact of backside 

recombination on Voc becomes very small, thus the improvement in Voc by reducing back contact 

recombination starts getting saturated when Ec = 0.3 eV.  

In summary, the conduction band spike reduces the back contact recombination because it is an 

electron transport barrier that lowers the electron density at metal contact interface. However, it is 

notable that this HTL with a conduction band spike can only reduce the interface recombination 

between metal contact and CuInSe2. The new interface between the HTL and the absorber can be 

another problematic interface that introduces an extra recombination channel. In other simulations 

(not shown in here), even with Ec of 0.5 eV, introducing interface recombination between HTL 

and absorber with recombination velocity of 106 cm/s can lead to low Voc of 520 mV, which is the 

same low Voc due to serious backside recombination taking place at metal contact interface. This 

may potentially be the reason for that GaOx layers introduced by different methods show different 

passivation effects since they may have different interfaces with the absorbers. This will be 

discussed in the following. 

There are still two things which are not very clear and can be argued. Firstly, if the excess Cu 

doping in GaOx is critical to improve the hole transport property, it is expected that some Cu should 

accumulate in GaOx then can be detected by the element mapping. However,  Figure 5.14 shows 

that it is hard to find Cu accumulating in GaOx layer. High amount of Cu can be detected at the 

two interfaces of GaOx, but simultaneously with high amount of In and Se. Because the resolution 

of the EDS measurement in this case is around 10 nm, it is most likely that the Cu is from CuInSe2 

rather than the doped Cu in GaOx. However, we can not exclude the possibility of Cu doping from 

EDS measurements because the sensitivity may be insufficient to detect the small amount of doped 

Cu. Therefore, it is interesting to have a SIMS measurement on this sample, which gives us a 

higher sensitivity. Secondly, the TEM results imply the formation of GaOx due to element 

exchange between In and Ga. The backside passivation effect of GaOx may attribute to the 

conduction band spike as shown in Figure 5.15 (b). But, in Section 5.2.2, GaOx prepared directly 

by SCS does not show significant passivation effect. Perhaps, the passivation effect of GaOx relies 
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on the morphology, composition (e.g. Ga/O ration, the amount of Cu doping) and crystallization. 

Indeed, we peeled the absorber from the substrate and measured the XRD from the backside, it 

shows a broad diffraction peak at 2 of 19.3 which seems correlated to the (201) orientation of 

-GaOx (Annex Figure A5.13). These properties may have an impact on interface recombination 

between GaOx and absorber, which can not be suppressed by the conduction band spike. 

Unfortunately, so far, the evidence is not enough to explain the different passivation effect between 

the GaOx formed by element exchange and the one prepared directly by SCS. But it is interesting 

to have a further experiment in which adding excess Cu to SCS prepared GaOx and check the 

passivation and hole transport property. 

The CuGaSe2 with an In2O3 stabilizer forms a stable and efficient hole selective transport structure 

with promising passivation and transport properties. This HTL structure withstands the harsh 

growth conditions of the chalcopyrite. However, due to element exchange between In and Ga 

taking place during the growth of absorber, the two layers at the backside are converted from 

CuGaSe2/In2O3 to CuInSe2/GaOx. The good passivation effects can attribute to the conduction 

band spike between GaOx and CuInSe2. And good hole transport ability is most likely related to 

Cu introduced defects in GaOx, which assists the transport of holes. However, the further works 

and evidence are required to support the proposed speculations. Despite the not exactly clear 

working mechanism of the HTL, it does improve the performance of our solar cells. The HTL 

enhances the lifetime of CuInSe2 samples from 5 ns to 113 ns, with an associated increase in ΔEF 

of ~80 meV, demonstrating the passivating effect of this novel HTL. The device built with this 

HTL exhibits a high FF of >71%, indicating good hole transport property without obvious current 

blocking effects. 

 

5.3  Application of dual-layer HTL to submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells  
 

5.3.1  Passivation VS hole transportation 

 

In Section 5.2, we demonstrate how the CuGaSe2/In2O3 combination acts as a functional HTL 

with good properties of passivating and transporting holes. In this Section, we will focus on 

submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 (with thickness less than 1 m), because the HTL developed in previous 
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section has potential applications in submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells which offers cost savings 

by reducing material consumption. Furthermore, submicron solar cells with thickness less than 

100 nm on TCO glass can make semi-transparent modules that are well-suited for building-

integrated photovoltaic (BIPV) and agrivoltaic applications. For example, they could be used to 

create energy-efficient windows or to power agricultural greenhouses. 

To produce high-efficiency submicron solar cells, mitigating backside recombination is 

essential[181-183]. For submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 films with a thickness of less than 1.0 µm, 

backside recombination is a more significant issue as more charge carriers are generated in the 

near backside region and can easily diffuse to the backside. In thick Cu(In,Ga)Se2, a higher Ga 

gradient towards the backside can typically suppress backside recombination. However, 

optimizing the growth process to build such a gradient in a limited thickness is a major challenge 

that researchers are currently facing in the production of high-efficiency submicron solar 

cells[184]. 

Fortunately, the HTL structure developed in this work provides a solution for mitigating backside 

recombination without the need to optimize the Ga gradient. By utilizing the passivation and hole 

transport ability of the HTL developed in this thesis, the backside recombination of submicron 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 can be effectively suppressed. This approach provides a practical solution for 

producing high-efficiency submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. 

 

Figure 5.18 The sample structure and its corresponding SEM cross-section image: The SEM 

image shows the thickness of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 is around 800 nm. Additionally, two distinct layers 

of GaOx (~40 nm) and CuInSe2 (~100 nm) are located beneath of Cu(In,Ga)Se2. The element 

exchange taking place in CuInSe2 samples implies the formation a CuInSe2/GaOx stack, which is 

likely happening to Cu(In,Ga)Se2 as well because of the similar preparing process. 

Glass

Mo

Cu(In,Ga)Se2

CuInSe2
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Cu(In,Ga)Se2 with a thickness of approximately 800 nm is prepared using a 3-stage process 

(maximum Tsb = 580 °C) that results in a Ga gradient. However, the growth process of the absorber 

is suboptimal, leading to significant EF losses due to the backside recombination. To mitigate this 

issue for submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2, a layer of 100 nm CuGaSe2 covered with 40 nm In2O3 is used. 

The CuGaSe2 was deposited onto the Mo coated soda-lime glass at substrate temperature of 356 °C 

and the In2O3 was synthesized by SCS with an annealing temperature of 300 °C in air. The 

reference sample means the submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 directly grown on Mo substrate.  

The structure of the sample, along with its corresponding SEM cross-section image are shown in 

Figure 5.18. The growth duration of the submicron absorber is only one-third of that required for 

a standard absorber. Reducing the growth duration reduces the Cu-rich growth duration, which 

can, in turn, may reduce absorber quality by decreasing the grain sizes. However, the SEM cross-

section image shows a film with grain sizes of 1-2 μm. This suggests that reducing the growth 

duration will not decrease the crystal quality, ensuring a long minority carrier lifetime of the bulk 

and the potential to create an efficient solar cell. Additionally, the SEM image reveals two distinct 

layers of GaOx (~40 nm) and CuInSe2 (~100 nm). The EDS mapping results in Section 5.2.3 imply 

the formation of a CuInSe2/GaOx stack in CuInSe2 due to element exchange during the sample 

preparation. Due to the similar preparation process of CuInSe2 and Cu(In,Ga)Se2, it is highly 

probable that this element exchange also occurs during the preparation of Cu(In,Ga)Se2. 

The presence of a good HTL underneath is indicative of a favorable passivation effect that can 

result in longer minority carrier lifetime and higher EF. To investigate this passivation effect, 

TRPL was employed to determine the minority carrier lifetime. As shown in Figure 5.19 (a), the 

sample with the HTL exhibits a much slower decay of PL counts compared to the reference sample, 

indicating a longer weight effective lifetime of 125 ns compared to that of reference sample of 

11 ns. This passivation effect is further corroborated by the reduction in EF deficits 

(- kbTln[PLQY]) as shown in Figure 5.19 (b), the samples with the HTL displaying a significantly 

higher EF and lower EF deficit by around 80 meV compared to the reference sample.  

Furthermore, the passivation effect is also demonstrated through the ODF in Figure 5.19 (d). The 

ODF of the sample with the HTL (1.35) is higher than that of the reference sample (1.17), 

confirming effective mitigation of backside recombination, which shifts the loss of EF to the bulk 

recombination. Further discussion of the ODF is presented in Chapter 6. The high ODF value of 
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1.35 also suggests that the doping density of the sample is low. The doping density of the absorber 

can be estimated using Equation 2.46, based on the PL measurements. The estimated doping 

density is approximately 1-2×1015 cm-3, which is one order of magnitude lower than the highest 

doping density measured from the GBG samples (Table 4.1), which is around 1.8×1016 cm-3. This 

significant difference in doping density results in a lower ΔEF of approximately 60 meV, indicating 

that the doping density must be improved with an aim to gain solar cells with higher efficiency. 

Additionally, the higher ODF value leads to a lower FF, which limits the efficiency of the solar 

cells. Therefore, improving the doping density is crucial to optimize the performance of the solar 

cells. One way to achieve this is introducing alkalis PDT[185-187]. Further details about the 

efficiency loss of solar cells are discussed in Chapter 7. 

 

Figure 5.19 (a) To identify the samples, the HTL passivated sample is named by the deposition 

sequence of the HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3), but it is worth to mention that the exchange of In an Ga 

may convert the CuGaSe2/In2O3 to CuInSe2/GaOx. The TRPL measurement of the reference 

sample and the sample with HTL revealed a significantly slower decay rate in the latter, 

indicating a longer lifetime as a result of backside passivation; The box plot, in which the box 
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represents the interquartile range (25th to 75th percentile), the inside the box is the mean value and 

the whisker is based on 1.5 IQR (interquartile range) value: (b) Compared to the reference 

samples, the good passivation provided by the HTL leads to significantly higher EF and lower 

EF deficits; (d) The 40 nm GaOx leads to a hole transport blocking effect which results in loss 

of Jsc, Voc and extremely low FF; (e) The higher ODF observed in samples with HTL compared 

to the reference sample provides further evidence of backside passivation achieved by 

implementing HTL. 

The longer effective lifetime and thus higher EF demonstrate the effectiveness of HTL in 

passivating the backside recombination. However, as previously discussed, a functional HTL is 

not only required for its passivation capabilities but also for its ability to transport holes smoothly. 

The smooth transportation of holes is crucial to prevent current blocking effects and achieve a 

good FF and Jsc, which determine the efficiency of solar cells. Unfortunately, the strong blocking 

effects of holes due to the 40 nm GaOx layer are observed in the submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar 

cells. Figure 5.19 (d) shows a typical illumination J-V characteristic of a reference sample and a 

sample with HTL. The best reference solar cell (best FF) exhibits FF of ~77%. This good FF 

suggests a smooth transport of carrier without obvious barriers of transportation. Inversely, the J-

V curve for the sample with HTL shows a linear rather than an exponential relation, indicating that 

GaOx generates a significant hole transport barrier that behaves like a resistor in series. As a result, 

this leads to an extremely low FF and a reduction in Jsc. In addition, this hole transport barrier 

saturates the forward diode current, leading to a higher Voc deficits compared to the EF/q as shown 

in Figure 5.19 (c). 

To ensure proper functioning of the HTL, it is crucial to improve its hole transport property. When 

having even thicker GaOx for CuInSe2 in Section 5.2.3, no apparent hole transport blocking effect 

was observed. Two hypotheses are proposed to explain the blocking effect observed in the 

submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 cells. The thickness of the In2O3 layer may be excessive for the 

submicron absorber due to the shorter growth duration, which limits its interaction with other 

layers, for example the element exchange between In and Ga shown by EDS mapping. This 

suggests that a thinner In2O3 layer may be more suitable for optimizing the performance of the 

submicron absorber. To investigate this, the optimization of the In2O3 thickness was carried out, 

and its impact on the solar cells’ performance is studied in Section 5.3.2. Secondly, the presence 
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Cu doping in GaOx is very likely important for enhancing the hole transport. It is possible that the 

insufficient interaction between the oxides and Cu may result in current blocking. This insufficient 

interaction may be caused by the short absorber deposition duration or low amount of Cu in 

CuGaSe2 layer. To address this issue, we introduced an extra Cu annealing step before the absorber 

deposition, allowing sufficient interaction of oxides with Cu to modify the properties of GaOx. The 

details of the Cu post-annealing are discussed in Sections 5.3.3. 

 

5.3.2  Thickness optimization of In2O3  

 

Section 5.3.1 presents the implementation of 100 nm CuGaSe2 and 40 nm In2O3, exhibiting good 

passivation effects that reduce EF loss by approximately 80 meV. However, it also shows a strong 

hole transport blocking effect which leads to a very low FF. Because of the short preparation 

duration of submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 compared to the thick absorber, it is possible that the 

interaction duration for these layers is insufficient, especially in case of a thick oxide layer, to form 

a properly Cu doped GaOx layer. Consequently, it introduces high hole transport barrier, leading 

to a very low FF. To address this issue, thinner In2O3 layers of 20 nm and 10 nm were introduced 

and their effects of passivation and hole transport were investigated. 

 

Figure 5.20 (a) Influence of In2O3 thickness on EF deficits compared to the reference samples 

(without backside passivation). Three samples with a combination of ~100 nm CuGaSe2 and 
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40/20/10 nm In2O3 were tested. The presented bandgap corresponds to the PL flux maximum, 

and EF was obtained by fitting the high energy wing of transformed absolute PL spectra while 

fixing the fitting temperature to ambient temperature; (b) The blue shift of the PL maximum 

indicates the diffusion of Ga from backside to the bulk, which increases the GGI of the bulk, thus 

leading to a higher bandgap. 

Figure 5.20 (a) shows submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 prepared using a three-stage process at maximum 

substrate setting temperature of 580 C. The absorber preparation process is the same as the one 

used in previous section, thus the thickness of these samples is estimated to be around 800 nm 

according to SEM cross-section image shown in Figure 5.18. The PL bandgap of these samples 

are different from 1.08 eV to 1.2 eV due to the different GGI. In2O3 capping layers were prepared 

using SCS with an annealing temperature of 300°C in air, and the studied thicknesses were 40, 20, 

and 10 nm. The reference samples were not passivated by HTL. All samples with HTL exhibit 

lower ΔEF deficits than the reference sample, indicating a mitigation of backside recombination 

and reduction in non-radiative recombination. The ΔEF deficits were calculated based on PLQY, 

which represents the non-radiative losses. With 40 nm In2O3, the lowest ΔEF deficit of -210 meV 

was achieved. However, thinning In2O3 layer to 10 nm results in an increase in ΔEF deficit by 

approximately 50 meV, from 210 meV to 260 meV, suggesting a degradation of passivation effects. 

This degradation of backside passivation is very likely related to the diffusion of Ga in CuGaSe2, 

which can not be fully blocked by the oxide layer. Since the In2O3 layer is thinner, it can be 

expected that the GaOx formed by element exchange is thinner. It is possible that, in this case, the 

GaOx is not thick enough to have a good enough passivation. 

Figure 5.20 (b) shows shift of the PL bandgap depending on the thickness of In2O3. For samples 

with 40 nm In2O3, the bandgap is slightly lower than the reference sample, likely due to slight 

diffusion of In from In2O3. As discussed before, the EDS line scanning (Figure 5.14) shows that 

50 nm In2O3 is thick enough to block the diffusion of Ga to CuInSe2 absorber. In case of submicron 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2, a thinner In2O3 of 40 nm is used, but considering the short deposition time of the 

absorber, it is reasonable to believe that 40 nm In2O3 is thick enough to block the diffusion of Ga. 

If it is not exact the case (meaning the Ga may be not fully blocked), the amount of Ga diffusion 

should be very tiny compared to the potential diffusion of In from In2O3. Consequently, it results 

in a red shift of the PL bandgap of samples with 40 nm In2O3. When reducing In2O3 to 20 nm, the 
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PL bandgap of samples with HTL is roughly the same as the reference sample. This is most likely 

because reducing In2O3 to 20 nm allows more Ga diffusing to the absorber, which compensates 

the diffusion of In. The only significant blue shift of the PL bandgap was observed in samples with 

10 nm In2O3, indicating more diffusion of Ga from the backside to the bulk compared to the case 

with 20 nm In2O3. The degradation of backside passivation is probably related to the diffusion of 

Ga, and more importantly, the thinner oxide layer may be not enough to effectively block the 

electrons reaching back contact, thus increasing the backside recombination.  

 

Figure 5.21 (a) The J-V characteristics of different samples (the one with best FF) are shown: 

the reference sample grown directly on Molybdenum and samples with HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3), 

where 100 nm CuGaSe2 is covere by In2O3 with three different thicknesses (40, 20, and 10 nm). 

Reducing the thickness of In2O3 layer results in a reduction of Rs and an improvement in FF, 

indicating enhanced hole transport property. The Voc, FF and Jsc as a function of 𝐸𝑔
𝑃𝐿: (b) The Voc 

of the samples with different thickness of In2O3; (c) Samples with 40 and 20 nm In2O3 have poor 

hole transport, leading to low FF. Reducing the thickness of In2O3 layer improves hole transport, 
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resulting in an improvement in FF. The highest FF of 77.3%, close to 90% of the SQ value, is 

achieved by reducing the thickness of In2O3 layer to 10 nm; (d) The hole transport is blocked by 

thick oxides, which results in a decrease in Jsc. In the worst case, the current is entirely blocked, 

leading to an extremely low current density. 

To clearly indicate which sample will be discussed, the thickness of In2O3 (according to deposition 

sequence) will be literally used in the following discussion. However, it is notable that the In2O3 

was most likely converted to GaOx after the absorber deposition due to element exchange as we 

discussed before. The effectiveness of using a HTL to mitigate backside recombination is also 

demonstrated by the improved performance of solar cells, as depicted in Figure 5.21 (b). The Voc 

of samples with HTL aligns well with the discoveries observed in EF, which again proves a 

significant reduction in backside recombination. The solar cells with 40 nm In2O3 (𝐸g
PL = 1.08 eV) 

exhibit a Voc that is approximately 77% of the SQ Voc. And solar cells passivated by 20 nm In2O3 

exhibit higher Voc losses, which are roughly similar to those of the samples with 10 nm In2O3. Solar 

cells with 20 nm In2O3 have low FF and Jsc compared to the reference samples, which implies a 

hole transport blocking. The higher deficits of Voc may be a result of the hole transport blocking 

since it saturates the forward bias current. Besides, small Voc variations can also take place due to 

different runs of solar cell fabrication, owing to differences in frontside recombination resulting 

from issues of reproducibility. Despite these variations, the behavior of Voc does not contradict the 

EF trend with respect to thickness of In2O3. 

The mitigation of backside recombination by introducing a HTL has been demonstrated by 

improvements in both EF and Voc. However, the thickness of In2O3 needed for passivation affects 

the performance of the solar cells. In terms of hole transport, the results show an improvement in 

FF with a thinner In2O3, as indicated by the “squareness” of the J-V curve in Figure 5.21 (a). For 

instance, the FF of the sample with 20 nm In2O3 is improved compared to the sample with 40 nm 

In2O3. However, it seems that the hole blocking of the 20 nm In2O3 is still worse than the reference 

sample, resulting in FF loss. To fully eliminate the FF loss due to hole transport blocking, a thinner 

In2O3 of 10 nm is investigated. The transportation of holes is clearly improved, resulting in the 

highest FF of 77.3%. However, this improvement in hole transport comes at the cost of losing EF 

and Voc, which creates a trade-off between FF and Voc. Achieving high efficiency solar cells 

requires both high FF and Voc. For instance, with FF of 77.3%, to achieve an efficiency higher than 



128 

 

20%, both Jsc and Voc must be higher than 82% of the SQ value (e.g., 0.82 ∙ 𝐽sc
SQ
(𝐸g = 1.21 eV) =

32.3 mA/cm2, 0.82 ∙ 𝑉oc
SQ(𝐸g = 1.21 eV) = 788 mV), as suggested by Figure 5.21 (c) (d). This 

requires improving Voc by at least 80 mV, which is challenging without a fully passivated backside. 

In addition, Jsc should be improved by about 3 mA/cm2, which could be potentially realized by 

introducing photon recycling (in terms of submicron absorbers), reducing the parasitic absorption 

of CdS, and adding an anti-reflection coating, as discussed in Chapter 7.  

To achieve high-efficiency solar cells, it is crucial to find a way to keep both good passivation and 

hole transport properties of the HTL. As previously discussed, a thick In2O3 layer (40 nm) 

effectively blocks the diffusion Ga from CuGaSe2, leading to the best passivation of the backside 

recombination, thus the lowest deficits in EF. However, this thickness strongly inhibits hole 

transport, resulting in low FF and reduced Jsc. Conversely, reducing the thickness of In2O3 

improves hole transport but compromises the backside passivation. These trade-offs limit the 

maximum achievable efficiency of the solar cell. 

Therefore, optimizing the thickness of In2O3 alone may not provide a comprehensive solution. To 

achieve high efficiency, it is necessary to modify the electrical properties of the HTL while 

maintaining a fully passivated backside and decent hole transport property simultaneously. One 

approach to achieve this is by introducing an excess Cu post-annealing on the In2O3 layer, as 

discussed in the next section. 

 

5.3.3  Cu annealed In2O3 

 

In the previous section, it is shown that tuning the thickness of In2O3 results in a trade-off between 

backside passivation and hole transport. A thick In2O3 provides good backside passivation but 

blocks hole transport, while a thin In2O3 improves hole transport but sacrifices backside 

passivation. Achieving both high Voc and FF simultaneously is critical for achieving high-

efficiency solar cells. Thus, a thick In2O3 with modified electrical properties is required to 

guarantee both good backside passivation (Voc) and hole transport (FF). 

In Section 5.2.3, Figure 5.15 (b) shows a high valence band barrier between CuInSe2 and GaOx, 

which should block the transport of holes in principle. And we did see this blocking effect for 
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submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells in Section 5.3.1, but not for CuInSe2 solar cells discussed in 

Section 5.2.3. Based on the indication from literatures[176, 179], we speculate that  the Cu doping 

for GaOx plays an important role on hole transport. The different behavior of GaOx may be related 

to the excess amount Cu, e.g. the amount of Cu in CuGaSe2 under layers, which leads to a different 

amount of Cu doping in GaOx. Unfortunately, due to lack of understanding at beginning, the 

amount of Cu in CuGaSe2 was not carefully controlled and checked. To address the question of 

whether Cu matters, in this section, the effects of Cu annealing on In2O3 are investigated.  

Four different samples were prepared, the reference sample without HTL and the other three 

samples with CuGaSe2/In2O3. 100 nm CuGaSe2 was deposited onto Molybdenum-coated soda-

lime glass at a substrate setting temperature of 356 C, which were prepared by the same conditions 

as the one used for solar cells discussed in Section 5.3.1. The three samples were then covered by 

In2O3 with thicknesses of 20 nm, 30 nm, and 40 nm, respectively. They were synthesized by SCS 

with an annealing temperature of 300 C in air. To carry out the Cu annealing process, around 30-

40 nm Cu was deposited onto the surface of the In2O3 by thermal evaporation in PVD, and the thin 

film stacks of Mo/CuGaSe2/In2O3/Cu were heated from 200 C to 500 C in 6 minutes, followed 

by another 20 minutes of annealing at 500 C in vacuum. After the Cu annealing of In2O3, the 

substrates were cooled down to 356 C and a submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 was grown by a 3-stage 

process at maximum substrate setting temperature of 580 C.  

 

Figure 5.22 (a) The EF deficits of the samples are plotted as a function of PLQY, with the 

reference sample having the absorber directly grown on Mo, and the backside of the other three 
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samples is passivated by Cu-annealed HTLs (CuGaSe2/In2O3), with a CuGaSe2 thickness of 

approximately 100 nm and In2O3 stabilizer thicknesses of 20 nm, 30 nm, and 40 nm, 

respectively; (b) The EF and Voc of the different samples are shown. The EF was obtained by 

fitting the high-energy wing of transformed absolute PL spectra while fixing the fitting 

temperature to ambient temperature; (c) 𝐸g
PL of the samples is presented, which is the energy 

corresponding to the maximum PL flux. 

Figure 5.22 (a) depicts the relationship between the EF deficit and PLQY of the samples. The 

EF deficit represents the non-radiative losses calculated by kbTln(PLQY). The reference sample, 

without an HTL, exhibits the worst PLQY of approximately 710-6, resulting in the highest EF 

deficit of around 300 meV. This high EF deficit indicates a substantial backside recombination, 

which causes high non-radiative loss at the backside. Upon adding the HTL, i.e., 100 nm 

CuGaSe2/20 nm In2O3, the PLQY is improved significantly by over one order of magnitude, 

leading to a reduction in EF deficit of around 60 meV. This significant reduction in non-radiative 

recombination is comparable to the passivation effect of the HTL without Cu annealing, as 

discussed in Section 5.3.2. This demonstrates the good passivation effect of the Cu-annealed HTL, 

and more importantly, suggests that Cu annealing does not compromise the passivation effect. 

Otherwise, the unwanted trade-off between passivation and hole transport would need to be 

reevaluated, which cannot result in high-efficiency solar cells. 

Furthermore, by increasing the thickness of In2O3 to 30 nm, an additional EF deficit reduction of 

approximately 15 meV is achieved, indicating better passivation of the backside. This better 

passivation is very likely related to the better block of Ga diffusion from CuGaSe2, and thus 

formation of thicker GaOx layer. However, this plausible passivation effect is not confirmed by 

the TRPL characteristics, which will be discussed later. Increasing the thickness of In2O3 to 40 nm 

does not further improve the EF deficit, implying that 30 nm of In2O3 is sufficiently thick to 

passivate the backside. Therefore, further optimization of the solar cells’ performance should be 

based on the 30 nm In2O3. 

In summary, the HTL can reduce the EF deficit by approximately 80 meV compared to the 

reference sample without passivation. Figure 5.22 (b) illustrates that the improvement in EF is 

around 65 meV, where EF is determined by fitting the high energy wing of the transformed 
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absolute PL spectra using Planck’s generalized law, assuming a(E) = 1 and fixing the fitting 

temperature to the measured ambient temperature. This improvement in EF is slightly lower than 

the reduction in EF deficit, which is due to the slightly lower bandgap of the samples with thicker 

In2O3 (30 nm and 40 nm), as shown in Figure 5.22 (c). The bandgap presented in Figure 5.22 (c) 

corresponds to the PL bandgap, i.e., the energy corresponds to the PL flux maximum. The lower 

bandgap is most likely due to the slight diffusion of In in In2O3, which slightly lowers the GGI 

value of the absorber. The thicker In2O3 leading to a lower bandgap implies this diffusion.  

The passivation effect of Cu-annealed HTL is supported not only by the reduction in EF deficit, 

but also by the results of TRPL and ODF. Figure 5.23 (a) shows the TRPL characteristic, which 

shows that the normalized PL counts decay more slowly in the HTL passivated samples than in 

the reference sample, indicating a longer effective lifetime. Since the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 and CdS were 

prepared using the same process, the bulk lifetime and front surface lifetime should be essentially 

the same within an error due to inhomogeneity. Therefore, the longer effective lifetime of the HTL 

passivated samples suggests a longer back surface lifetime with less non-radiative recombination 

at the backside. By fitting the PL counts decay with a 2-exponential decay function and considering 

the weighted lifetime according to Equation 2.33, the estimated weighted effective lifetime of the 

HTL passivated samples is around 115 ns. The PL counts decays among samples passivated by 

HTL with different thicknesses of In2O3 are very similar, indicating that the difference in weighted 

effective lifetime is less than 5 ns. Therefore, the 15 meV difference in EF deficit between these 

samples cannot be attributed to backside passivation, but rather to doping density. However, 

beyond attributing the difference in doping densities to inhomogeneity, it is unclear why samples 

prepared under identical conditions would have distinct doping densities. In contrast, the reference 

sample exhibits a much faster PL counts decay and a much shorter weighted effective lifetime of 

8 ns, which is around 15 times lower than that of the HTL passivated samples. Assuming a uniform 

distribution of free carriers (flat Fermi levels across the depth of the film), this difference in 

weighted effective lifetime leads to a higher EF of around 70 meV according to the relation of 

kbTln(1/2) (Equation 2.34), where 1 and 2 are the weighted effective lifetimes of the HTL 

passivated and reference samples, respectively. 70 meV improvement in EF estimated from 

weighted effective lifetime is similar to measured results from the absolute PL, which confirms 

the good passivation effect of Cu-annealed HTL. 
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Figure 5.23 (a) TRPL decay curves of the reference sample and samples with Cu-annealed HTL 

(CuGaSe2/In2O3). The TRPL curves show the decay of PL counts as a function of time, 

indicating the carrier lifetime. The reference sample is not passivated by Cu-annealed HTL, 

while the other three samples are passivated by Cu-annealed HTL with different thicknesses of 

In2O3 (20 nm, 30 nm, and 40 nm) on top of a 100 nm CuGaSe2 layer. The slower decay of PL 

counts in the HTL-passivated samples suggests a longer carrier lifetime due to reduced non-

radiative recombination at the backside of the absorber; (b) PL intensity or radiation as a 

function of illumination intensity for the reference sample and samples with Cu-annealed HTL. 

The PL intensity or radiation is the integrated PL flux over photon energy. The higher ODF of 

the HTL-passivated samples indicates a reduction in backside recombination. 

The passivation effect of Cu-annealed HTL is further supported by the ODF values. The reference 

sample exhibits the lowest ODF of 1.13, which is attributed to the high backside recombination. 

Adding HTL reduces backside recombination and shifts the dominant non-radiative recombination 

from the backside to the bulk, resulting in a higher ODF of around 1.31. It is important to note that 

the low ODF may also be a consequence of the high doping density. However, the doping density 

of these samples are rather low, which can not be the reason for the low ODF. Based on the PL 

characteristics and Equation 2.46, the estimated doping density is around 1~21015 cm-3, which 

is relatively low compared to the optimal doping density of our solar cell that is ~1.81016 cm-3. 

Furthermore, due to the low doping density, the backside passivated samples exhibit relatively 
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high ODF, thereby limiting the FF of solar cells. These observations emphasize the necessity of 

enhancing the doping density of solar cells by adding additional alkali PDT to achieve highly 

efficient solar cells. 

 

Figure 5.24 (a) Illumination J-V characteristics of the best reference solar cell and solar cell 

passivated by Cu-annealed HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3). The reference solar cell is without passivation 

of Cu-annealed HTL, and the other solar cells are passivated by the Cu-annealed HTL. The HTL 

is combination of 100 nm CuGaSe2 covered by In2O3 with different thickness of 20 nm, 30 nm 

and 40 nm; (b) EQE characteristics of solar cells with and without HTL passivation. The 

backside passivation provided by the HTL improves the collection efficiency of long-wavelength 

photons generated carriers. 

The passivation effect of Cu-annealed HTL is demonstrated to be effective without any reduction 

after annealing, which is crucial for solar cells to overcome the trade-off between Voc and FF. 

Figure 5.24 (a) illustrates the illumination J-V characteristic of solar cells prepared by standard 

solar cell fabrication processes discussed in Section 2.2.5. It is evident that the Voc of HTL 

passivated samples is approximately 65 mV higher than the reference sample, which is consistent 

with the improvement in EF. Figure 5.26 (a) summarizes the statistical results of Voc 

improvement, confirming the significant 65 mV enhancement by passivation of Cu-annealed HTL. 

Additionally, the difference between EF/q and Voc in Figure 5.22 (b) suggests that the front 

surface passivation is well-maintained with a Voc loss of less than 10 mV. 

Moreover, the HTL passivated solar cells exhibit a higher Jsc of around 1.5 mA/cm2, as shown by 

the J-V curves in Figure 5.24 (a) and the statistical results in Figure 5.26 (c). The improvement 
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in Jsc is attributed to the effective backside passivation, which enhances the collection of long 

wavelength photons generated free carriers. The EQE results in Figure 5.24 (b) provide evidence 

for the improved response to long wavelength photons ranging from 750 nm to 1050 nm for HTL 

passivated samples. Although the sample with 30 nm In2O3 shows a slightly lower bandgap, which 

slightly shifts the EQE absorption edge to a longer wavelength, all HTL passivated samples with 

different thicknesses of In2O3 display similar EQE responses. This observation indicates that either 

these solar cells have similar backside recombination or the difference in backside recombination 

is insufficient to have a discernible effect on EQE. 

 

Figure 5.25 SMIS measurement: the normalized counts of Ga, In, Mo and oxygen (O) 

distribution with respect to sputtering time. This is non-absolute measurement, which means the 

normalized counts ratio does not represent the accurate compensation. The samples with Cu 

annealed HTL (CuGaSe2/In2O3) show a very flat Ga and In towards the back contact, meaning 

the observed backside passivation effect is due to HTL rather than Ga gradient. 

The good passivation effect of HTL compared to the reference sample has been conclusively 

verified. We attribute this favorable passivation to the HTL, although the potential influence of the 

Ga gradient formed during the absorber preparation through 3-stage processes may have been 

overlooked. Nevertheless, the reference sample exhibits unfavorable ∆EF (Figure 5.22) and short 

lifetime (Figure 5.23), suggesting an unoptimized Ga gradient that possibly does not contribute 
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significantly to the backside passivation. To further substantiate this hypothesis, we conducted 

SIMS analysis on the sample with Cu-annealed HTL, and the results are depicted in Figure 5.25. 

The resolution limitations of SIMS made it challenging to distinguish between the oxide layer and 

CuInSe2 layer at the backside. However, the oxygen-accumulated region displays higher Ga, 

indicating that Ga from the CuGaSe2 layer is primarily confined within the oxide layer, consistent 

with TEM measurements (Figure 5.13). The most crucial finding from this SIMS measurement is 

the uniform Ga and In of the absorber, with only a slight elevation in Ga grading towards the 

frontside. This result suggests that there is no significant backside passivation contributed by Ga 

grading towards the backside. The observed backside passivation can be attributed to the 

introduced HTL. 

 

Figure 5.26 The figure presents a box plot with a clear depiction of the statistical distribution of 

the illumination J-V characteristics of the solar cells. The box represents the interquartile range 

(25th to 75th percentile), while the black line inside the box indicates the median value. The small 

circle denotes the mean value. The whisker extends up to 1.5 times the interquartile range (IQR) 
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and identifies the maximum and minimum values. The statistical parameters of the illumination 

J-V characteristics are as follows: (a) Voc (b) FF, (c) Jsc and (d). 

In addition to achieving high Voc through sufficient passivation, good HTL must also provide 

sufficient hole transport to ensure high FF. In this study, the Cu-annealed HTL demonstrated good 

hole transport, leading to improved FF of the solar cells. As shown in Figure 5.24 (a), the J-V 

curves of solar cells with Cu-annealed HTL exhibit better FF. Among the solar cells with HTL, 

the best FF of around 76% was achieved with 20 nm In2O3, which is similar to the reference solar 

cells and much higher than that of solar cells without Cu annealing (Figure 5.21 (a)). However, 

increasing the thickness of In2O3 leads to higher Rs, resulting in increased hole transport blocking 

and reduced FF. As shown in Figure 5.26 (b), the FF reduction for solar cells with 30 nm In2O3 is 

only 1%~2%, leading to a slightly lower efficiency than the solar cells with 20 nm In2O3 (Figure 

5.26 (d)). A more significant loss of FF (>20%) is observed for the solar cells with 40 nm In2O3, 

resulting in the lowest efficiency among the different series of solar cells. Optimization of the Cu 

annealing process is required to improve FF for solar cells with thicker In2O3. Nonetheless, our 

results demonstrate that Cu annealing efficiently improves hole transport without compromising 

backside passivation compared to HTL without Cu annealing. By implementing the Cu-annealed 

HTL with 20 nm In2O3, we achieved the highest efficiency of ~17%. We anticipate that further 

optimization of the Cu annealing process for solar cells with thicker In2O3 could result in even 

higher efficiency. 

 

5.4  Summary 
 

In this chapter, we investigate the passivation effects and hole transport properties of various HTLs 

for solar cells. We begin by exploring single layers such as NiOx, CuCrOx, and CuOx, which are 

found to be thermally unstable due to their strong interaction with the absorber during absorber 

deposition at high substrate temperatures. This interaction disrupts the integrity of these layers, 

leading to a loss of their passivation effects. Furthermore, the diffusion of impurities like Ni and 

Cr from these layers into the absorbers negatively impacts the quality of the absorbers, resulting 

in extremely poor solar cell performance. Another monolayer, GaOx, shows a higher level of 

thermal stability with minor diffusion. However, it provides only weak passivation effects, which 
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increases the EF of the absorber by less than 15 meV. This level of passivation is insufficient to 

achieve high efficiency solar cells. Moreover, GaOx exhibits low hole transport property, leading 

to a decrease in FF when compared to reference samples without GaOx. Additionally, our studies 

on MoOx suggest that thin MoOx layers with thicknesses less than 6 nm provide weak passivation 

effects, resulting in an improvement in EF of less than 10 meV. Thicker MoOx layers with 

thicknesses larger than 10 nm, on the other hand, cause a decrease in EF of around 20 meV. 

However, in both cases, there is no clear indication that MoOx can function effectively as an HTL. 

This lack of improvement in EF could be attributed to the absence of Na, as oxides are known to 

block Na diffusion from the soda-lime glass to the absorbers. However, NaF PDT for samples with 

GaOx and MoOx did not significantly improve their EF, indicating that Na blocking is not the 

primary issue. 

It has been found so far that single layers investigated in this thesis do not function properly as 

HTLs due to either their thermal instability or their insufficient passivation effect. To overcome 

these shortages, a dual-layer structure of HTL covered by thermal stable oxides, such as GaOx and 

In2O3, has been proposed. The goal is to use thermal stable oxides as stabilizers to stabilize the 

single layers that have the potential to work as a good HTL. Initially, the combinations of 

CuOx/GaOx and CuGaSe2/GaOx were investigated. However, the presented results imply a 

significant diffusion of the underlying layer (CuOx or CuGaSe2), indicating that GaOx prepared by 

SCS is ineffective in blocking the diffusion of the underlying layers. And these layers do not 

improve the EF of absorbers, indicating that the passivation effects of these layers are too low to 

achieve high-efficiency solar cells. The successful HTL structure was developed by combining 

100 nm CuGaSe2 with 50 nm In2O3. However, after the absorber deposition, the element exchange 

between In and Ga was observed, which results in formation of CuInSe2/GaOx from 

CuGaSe2/In2O3. With CuInSe2/GaOx, it improvs the EF of CuInSe2 by approximately 80 meV 

compared to the reference without backside passivation. Moreover, this combination showed good 

hole transport ability, which maintains a good FF of 71%. The passivation effect of HTL may 

attribute to the GaOx introduced conduction band spike, which reduces the minority carrier density 

at backside, thus reducing the backside recombination. But the passivation effects may also reply 

on the morphology, composition (e.g. Ga/O ration, the amount of Cu doping) and crystallization 

of GaOx, which could be the reason why SCS prepared GaOx does not work properly. The good 
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hole transport may be related to Cu doing of GaOx since it can improve the p-type conductivity of 

GaOx and introduce defects levels close the valence band maximum of the absorber, which assists 

the transport of holes. 

Beside CuInSe2 solar cells, the introduction of a 100 nm CuGaSe2/ 40 nm In2O3 structure reduces 

backside recombination in submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 with a thickness of approximately 800 nm. 

This structure shows an improvement in EF of 80 meV compared to the reference without 

backside passivation, indicating its good passivation effects. However, this structure also 

experiences hole transport blocking, resulting in a reduction in Jsc and an extremely low FF of 

approximately 30%. Reducing the thickness of In2O3 helps to remove the hole transport barrier 

and maintain a high FF of solar cells. The highest FF of approximately 77% is achieved by 

reducing the thickness of In2O3 to 10 nm, but this improvement comes with a compromise of 

backside passivation, leading to an increase in Voc deficit of around 30 mV. The degradation of 

backside passivation is likely due to the inability of the thinner In2O3 to efficiently block the 

diffusion of Ga and thus formation of a thinner GaOx. These observations suggest an unwanted 

trade-off between FF and Voc, which is unfavorable to making high-efficiency solar cells. 

Therefore, reducing the thickness of In2O3 is not an ultimate solution for achieving high efficiency 

solar cells. Additionally, the excess Cu in this structure is found to be crucial to obtaining good 

enough hole transport property. Introducing Cu annealing to this HTL is a promising approach to 

improving the hole transport property without degrading the backside passivation. This approach 

allows solar cells with 20 nm In2O3 to achieve an FF of approximately 76% and Voc of 

approximately 656 meV (𝐸g
PL=1.13 eV). Increasing the thickness of In2O3 to 30 nm or 40 nm 

results in approximately 15 meV lower EF deficits but with a price of losing FF. The FF of solar 

cells with 30 nm In2O3 is slightly reduced by 1% to 2%, while the loss of FF of more than 20% 

occurs in solar cells with 40 nm In2O3. This reduction in FF indicates that optimizing the Cu 

annealing process is necessary for thicker In2O3. Finally, with Cu annealed HTL, the submicron 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 with a thickness of approximately 800 nm achieves an efficiency of approximately 

17%. 
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Chapter 6 ODF: the influence of backside recombination and 

doping density 

 

This chapter is based on the diode factor model, which considers the effects of metastable defects 

transition[90]. In section 6.1, we investigate the impact of backside recombination on the ODF. 

Through a combination of experimental measurements and simulation analysis, we demonstrate 

that significant backside recombination results in a decrease in the ODF. To understand the 

underlying mechanism behind this reduction, we employ SCAPS simulations, which provide 

valuable insights into the process. Furthermore, in section 6.2, we focus on the influence of doping 

density on the ODF. This examination explores how variations in doping density affect the ODF. 

To consolidate our findings, section 6.3 presents a comprehensive summary that encompasses both 

the impacts of backside recombination and doping density on the ODF. 

 

6.1  Influence of backside recombination on the ODF 
 

In Chapter 4, we extensively discussed the issue of serious backside recombination in CuInSe2 

solar cells, primarily caused by poor semiconductor and metal (Mo) contact interfaces. However, 

we explored several strategies to mitigate this problem, such as incorporating Ga to induce a 

conduction band gradient, implementing metal oxide dielectric layers, or employing the hole 

transport layer (HTL) described in Chapter 5.  

Regarding the dielectric layers, we found that the lowest backside recombination velocity was 

achieved by Al2O3, followed by bare soda-lime glass (SiO2) and TiO2. The Sb values shown in 

Figure 6.1 (c) were estimated through SCAPS simulations, as discussed in Chapter 4 (Table 4.1). 

It is important to note that the samples investigated in this chapter are the same ones analyzed in 

Chapter 4. To determine the ODF, we employed the illumination intensity-dependent 

photoluminescence technique, which is thoroughly detailed in Section 2.3.3. Empirically, we 

observed that the radiation emitted from the sample exhibited a linear relationship with respect to 

generation over a logarithmic scale spanning two orders of magnitude. Based on Equation 2.39, 

the fitted ODF represents the average value within the studied generation range. 
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The experimental findings demonstrate that the Mo reference sample exhibits the lowest ODF of 

1.10. However, after the introduction of dielectric layers, the ODF increases, accompanied by a 

decrease in backside recombination, as depicted in Figure 6.1 (c). Among the various dielectric 

layers tested, Al2O3 proves to be the most effective in passivation, resulting in the highest ∆EF of 

513 meV, as discussed in Section 4.3. With the significant reduction in backside recombination 

achieved by Al2O3, the ODF increases from 1.10 to 1.28. The SCAPS simulation also shows a 

similar influence of backside recombination on the ODF. In the simulation, the setting doping 

density (NA) is 8.81015 cm-3, which closely aligns with the experimental results presented in 

Table 4.1. Other simulation parameters are listed and discussed in Section 3.2 (Table 3.1 and 

Table 3.2). 

The density of metastable defects considered in the simulation is 81015 cm-3, which is comparable 

to the doping density. Only a sufficient transition of metastable defects can shift the Fermi level 

of the holes downwards, consequently increasing the ODF. The specific value of 8.81015 cm-3 is 

chosen because it yields ODF values consistent with our experimental results. However, the 

precise density of metastable defects in our samples remains uncertain. Nonetheless, the SCAPS 

simulation exhibits the same trend as observed in the experiments. As discussed in Section 3.2, 

the radiation flux can be determined in SCAPS by considering the radiation recombination current 

density (Jr) divided by the elementary charge (q). By adjusting the ND filter setting in SCAPS, the 

generation can be controlled. Consequently, the radiation-generation curves obtained from the 

SCAPS simulation can be plotted, as shown in Figure 6.1 (b). Through linear fitting of these 

curves on a logarithmic scale, the average ODF from the SCAPS simulation is determined. Besides 

fitting the average ODF from the radiation-generation curves, the local ODF, as depicted in Figure 

6.2 (a), can be derived from the d lnRr to d lnG ratio (A = d lnRr/d lnG) obtained from SCAPS 

simulation. This derivative reveal that the ODF is not a constant value across the studied generation 

range, which aligns with our expectation due to the generation-dependent metastable defects 

transition. Nevertheless, the change in the ODF is relatively moderate, as evidenced by the flat and 

broad peak, allowing for a reasonable linear fitting within a logarithmic scale, as shown in Figure 

6.1 (b). 

Among different backside recombination velocities considered in simulations, the highest velocity 

of 106 cm/s results in the lowest ODF of 1.12. Although only the results for a backside 

recombination velocity of 106 cm/s are presented, similar ODF values are obtained for backside 
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recombination velocities of 105 or 107 cm/s. When the backside recombination velocity (Sb) is 

below 103 cm/s, the highest ODF of 1.26 is achieved. Further reduction in Sb does not significantly 

influence the ODF, suggesting that Sb below 103 cm/s has a negligible impact. The influence of Sb 

on the experimental and simulated ODF is compared and summarized in Figure 6.1 (c). Both show 

a similar trend, confirming that high backside recombination leads to a lower ODF. Having a low 

diode factor is beneficial for achieving a higher fill factor (FF) [90, 91], which ultimately leads to 

improved efficiency. However, the low ODF resulting from backside recombination is unfavorable 

due to high non-radiative recombination occurring at the backside reduces the Voc, which, in turn, 

reduces the FF. The influence of diode factor and Voc on the FF of solar cells will be discussed in 

Chapter 7. 

 

Figure 6.1 Logarithmic plot of radiation flux as a function of generation flux. The slope of the 

linear fitting provides the average ODF of the sample across the measured generation range. (a) 

Experimental results of the ODF for the Mo reference sample and dielectric layer passivated 

samples; (b) SCAPS simulation results of the ODF with different backside recombination 

velocities. The front surface recombination velocity is set to be 1.4103 cm/s; (c) Comparison of 

simulated and experimental ODF values in relation to the backside recombination velocity. The 

backside recombination velocity of the dielectric layer passivated sample is estimated from the 

SCAPS simulation, as discussed in Chapter 4. 

Based on the comprehensive analysis of experimental and simulated results, it becomes evident 

that high backside recombination leads to a decrease in the ODF. The simulation provides further 

insights into the underlying reasons for this reduction. Figure 6.2 (a) shows a simulated local ODF 

as a function of generation flux with backside recombination velocity changing from 106 cm/s to 
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100 cm/s. Local ODF is the first order derivative of logarithm of radiation flux over generation 

flux (d lnR/d lnG). In this simulation, the front surface recombination velocity is set to be 

1.4103 cm/s and doping density of 8.81015 cm-3. Other parameters for the simulation can be 

found in Table 3.1. It is observed that increasing the backside recombination velocity results in a 

flatter change in the local ODF with respect to generation, thereby reducing the average ODF under 

low injection conditions. One plausible explanation suggests that the significant backside 

recombination lowers the ODF by diminishing the free electron density through non-radiative 

recombination via interface defects. Consequently, there is an insufficient number of electrons 

available to be captured by metastable donors, which is a crucial step for the transition from donors 

to acceptors. As a result, this reduces the value of “d lnp/d lnG” and, subsequently, the ODF, which 

is dependent on the additional change in hole concentration. 

However, Figure 6.2 (b) presents an interesting observation. In this figure, it shows the change of 

electron density (n) and hole density (p) with respect to the generation flux at the middle of the 

absorber. It demonstrates that while serious backside recombination can shift the peak of 

“d lnp/d lnG” to higher injection levels, it does not lower the maximum value of “d lnp/d lnG”. If 

we assume that the lifetime is independent of generation (“d lnn/d lnG” can be ignored), 

Equation 2.45 suggests that backside recombination should not decrease the ODF. In fact, it 

implies that similar ODF values could be achieved even with high backside recombination. As 

long as the generation is sufficiently high, the same maximum of “d lnp/d lnG” can be achieved. 

However, this result contradicts our experimental and simulation results regarding the lower ODF. 

 

Figure 6.2 (a) Simulated results of the local ODF as a function of generation for various 

backside recombination velocities. Local ODF is the first order derivative of logarithm of 
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radiation flux over generation flux (d lnR/d lnG). In this simulation, the front surface 

recombination velocity is set to be 1.4103 cm/s and doping density of 8.81015 cm-3. High 

backside recombination results in a lower local ODF, leading to a lower average value under low 

injection conditions; (b) Solid lines are “d lnn/d lnG” and dashed lines are “d lnp/d lnG” with 

respect to generation flux with different backside recombination velocities. 

As discussed earlier, it has been observed that high backside recombination does not significantly 

reduce the “d lnp/d lnG” (change in hole density with respect to generation flux), indicating that 

the absolute amount of metastable transition remains the same as long as the generation flux is 

sufficiently high. This observation is further supported by the electron occupation on donor states. 

The occupation of a metastable donor state by an electron signifies a transformation to an acceptor 

state and the release of a hole ([Metastable donor]+ + e- →[Metastable acceptor]- + h+). 

Figure 6.3 (a) presents simulated results of the electron occupation on metastable defects, with 

the y-axis representing generation and the x-axis representing the position of the absorber layer 

within the film. The color scale indicates the level of electron occupation. In both cases of low and 

high backside recombination velocities, the backside region consistently exhibits lower electron 

occupation due to band bending caused by the higher work function of the back contact (Figure 

6.4 (a) (b)). This band bending reduces electron density at the backside. When comparing the 

situation with low Sb (Sb=100 cm/s) to the high Sb situation (Sb=106 cm/s), it is observed that the 

high Sb situation shifts the same level of electron occupation to a higher generation flux by 

approximately one order of magnitude. However, this shift does not result in a flattening of the 

change(derivative) in occupation with respect to generation flux. For instance, at the middle of the 

film, Figure 6.3 (b) displays the change in electron occupation and its corresponding derivative 

with respect to generation flux. The solid and dashed lines represent electron occupation as a 

function of generation flux with Sb values of 100 cm/s and 106 cm/s, respectively. The lines with 

symbols represent the derivatives of occupation with respect to generation flux. With a high 

backside recombination velocity of 106 cm/s, the curve depicting the increase in electron 

occupation is shifted to higher generation flux compared to the situation with a low backside 

recombination velocity of 100 cm/s. This shift results in a shift of their derivative curves with 

respect to generation flux, but without lowering the maximum value. This is confirmed by the 

derivative curves with symbols in Figure 6.3 (b). As mentioned previously, the occupation of 
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electrons on metastable defects corresponds to the transition from donors to acceptors, and thus 

the derivative of electron occupation with respect to generation flux dominates the “d lnp/d lnG” 

(change in acceptor concentration with respect to generation). Therefore, this shift observed in the 

derivative of electron occupation with respect to generation flux supports the shift in “d lnp/d lnG” 

as shown in Figure 6.2 (b). It should be noted that although the derivative curve of high backside 

recombination is slightly lower than that of the low backside recombination case, this small change 

does not significantly reduce the ODF, especially considering that the studied ODF represents the 

average local ODF over a range of two orders of magnitude in generation flux. 

 

Figure 6.3 (a) The electron occupation on the metastable donor states increases with generation 

flux. The comparison between low Sb (left side, Sb=100 cm/s) and high Sb (right side, 

Sb=106 cm/s) shows that the high Sb shifts the occupation level to higher generation flux. The 

lower occupation at the backside is attributed to band bending caused by the fixed work function; 

(b) The electron occupation changes with generation at the middle of the film, as indicated in the 

figure. High back surface recombination causes a shift in the maximum of the derivative curve to 

the higher generation flux, but there is no significant reduction in the maximum value. 

Therefore, there are additional factors contributing to the lower ODF in samples with significant 

backside recombination. So far, our discussion has been based on the assumption that the influence 

of effective lifetime in Equation 2.44 is negligible. However, the dashed lines in Figure 6.2 (b) 

reveal that serious backside recombination leads to a sublinear increase in minority carrier density 

with generation, resulting in “d lnn/d lnG<1” and consequently lowering the ODF. This behavior 
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indicates that the effective lifetime of minority carriers is generation-dependent due to the 

pronounced back surface recombination. 

Previous studies on silicon solar cells have shown that the effective lifetime can exhibit generation 

dependence, attributed to the asymmetry in electron and hole capture cross-sections at interfaces 

such as the Si-SiO2 interface[188]. In our simulation, we have assumed equal electron and hole 

capture cross-sections (Table 3.1), thus ruling out the introduction of generation-dependent 

effective lifetime through this asymmetry. However, for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells with the model 

discussed in this work, this dependence can be explained by changes in the transport of minority 

carriers towards the back contact, which become generation-dependent due to band bending 

influenced by metastable defects transitions 

The band bending observed in the simulation is a result of the high work function of the contact, 

which increases the hole density and reduces the electron density at the backside of the 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2. In SCAPS simulation, the “auto-flat bands” function was utilized to maintain a flat 

band structure at the two contacts. The work function of the contacts is calculated based on the 

presence of shallow uniform acceptor density, which represents a natural defect. However, the 

impact of charged metastable donors on the doping density is not taken into account. Consequently, 

the automatically calculated work function, determined by the shallow uniform acceptor density, 

results in a higher work function compared to the scenario where the doping density is reduced by 

the presence of metastable donors. This discrepancy leads to band bending in low injection 

conditions. However, as the generation flux increases, this band bending is alleviated due to the 

transition of metastable defects, which enhances the hole density. Further elaboration on this 

phenomenon will be provided in the subsequent discussion. In actual Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, it 

is believed that the formation of MoSe2 at the interface between Cu(In,Ga)Se2 and Mo contributes 

to an ohmic contact with an upward bended band structure[189]. To investigate this issue, the 

sketch of the band diagrams are presented in Figure 6.4 (a) and (b), illustrating the cases with and 

without metastable defects, respectively. In both cases, the backside recombination velocity is low, 

for example, 100 cm/s. 

It is important to note that the terms “low generation” and “high generation” in Figure 6.4 (a) 

and (b) refer to relative values within the context of low injection conditions. Both cases 

correspond to low injection, but the high generation condition results in a higher population of free 
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carriers. In the case without metastable defects (Figure 6.4 (b)), compared to the low generation 

flux, the high generation flux shifts up the Fermi level of electrons while the Fermi level of holes 

remains unchanged. This is because, in low injection conditions, the density of excited holes is 

significantly lower than the doping density of the absorber. As a result, the band bending remains 

unchanged since the hole density remains nearly constant. In contrast, in the case with metastable 

defects (Figure 6.4 (a)), the high generation not only shifts up the Fermi level of electrons but also 

shifts down the Fermi level of holes due to metastable defects transitions that enhance the hole 

density. This increase in hole density leads to a reduction in band bending. With the same 

generation level, the Fermi level of electrons in both cases remains at the same level within the 

bulk. However, the less pronounced band bending of the conduction band at the backside reduces 

the distance between the conduction band minimum and the Fermi level of electrons, indicating 

an increase in electron density at the backside. Even with a higher backside recombination velocity, 

the downward bending of the Fermi level of electrons towards the back contact does not change 

the conclusion. This is because a similar metastable defects transition introduces analogous band 

bending relaxation, depending on the generation level.  

Figure 6.4 (c) provides evidence for the increase in electron density at the backside. For instance, 

with Sb = 100 cm/s, the dashed blue line illustrates an extra increase in electron density with respect 

to generation in a logarithmic scale. Notably, at generation levels below 1016 cm-2s-1, the electron 

density in the case with metastable defects is lower than that in the case without metastable defects. 

This disparity arises because, at low generation levels, the metastable defects reside in donor states, 

resulting in a reduction in hole density. Consequently, the conduction band experiences a 

significant bending, leading to a lower electron density compared to the case without metastable 

defects. The extra increase in electron density, caused by metastable defects transition, corresponds 

to the variation observed in “d lnn/d lnG” with respect to generation, as depicted in Figure 6.4 (d). 

Moreover, this variation aligns with the values calculated for the ODF using “d lnRr/d lnG,” 

implying that the change in electron density at the back interface dominates the ODF. Because the 

electron density is generation-dependent, the backside recombination that is proportional to it will 

be generation-dependent as well. 

One might raise a concern regarding the ODF model discussed in this thesis, which pertains to the 

additional hole contribution from metastable defects transitions leading to a downward shift of the 

Fermi level of holes, resulting in ODF>1. However, at the backside interface, the ODF is 
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determined by the change in electron density, which appears inconsistent with the discussed model. 

This discrepancy can be attributed to two factors. Firstly, the hole density at this interface remains 

fixed due to the work function of the contact in low injection conditions, resulting in 

“d lnp/d lnG = 0” (as shown by the black lines in Figure 6.4 (d)). Secondly, the extra increase in 

electron density at the backside interface is caused by metastable defects transitions, which 

increase the hole density in the bulk and reduce the band bending at the backside. Therefore, the 

model based on metastable defects transitions remains valid. Consequently, the ODF>1 arises from 

the effects of metastable defects transitions rather than band bending. This is evident from the case 

without metastable defects. Even with the similar band bending as shown in Figure 6.4 (c), a linear 

increase in electron density is observed under low injection conditions. And this linear increase 

leads to a constant “d lnn/d lnG” value of 1 under low injection conditions, as depicted in Figure 

6.4 (d). Additionally, “d lnn/d lnG” and “d lnp/d lnG” may vary at different depths within the film. 

However, according to the definition of the ODF presented in Equation 2.43, the ODF is the sum 

of these two derivative terms. Due to carrier continuity, regardless of the position within the film, 

the sum of "d lnn/d lnG” and “d lnp/d lnG” must be constant, indicating the same ODF value. 

With a high backside recombination velocity, such as 106 cm/s, the electron density is generally 

reduced due to increased backside recombination, as depicted in Figure 6.4 (c). Additionally, the 

extra increase in electron density diminishes as a consequence of the high backside recombination, 

which is proportional to the backside recombination velocity and electron density. This implies 

that the high backside recombination velocity can suppress the extra increase in electron density 

until reaching a balance between higher recombination and the extra increase in electron density. 

As a result, the high backside recombination flattens the “d lnn/d lnG” curve, as shown in Figure 

6.4 (d). It is now evident that the backside recombination is generation-dependent due to 

metastable defects transition. More specifically, it exhibits an extra increase with an increase in 

generation. In terms of electrons within bulk, e.g. at the middle of the absorber, more electrons 

diffuse towards the backside compensating for the higher recombination. Consequently, it results 

in an extra reduction in electrons in the bulk (middle) as shown in Figure 6.2 (b). And this 

diffusion or extra reduction of electrons is higher with a higher backside recombination velocity. 

In terms of the ODF, as discussed earlier, it is the sum of “d lnn/d lnG” and “d lnp/d lnG”. In the 

middle of the film, the hole density is not fixed and changes depending on the metastable defects 

transition. Furthermore, it has been established that backside recombination does not reduce 
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“d lnp/d lnG” in the middle of the film. As long as a sufficient number of electrons are excited, the 

same number of metastable defects can convert, resulting in “d lnp/d lnG” reaching nearly the 

same maximum value. However, due to the sublinear increase in “d lnn/d lnG” explained earlier, 

the ODF decreases due to higher backside recombination. 

The conclusion of a low ODF resulting from generation-dependent backside recombination is 

drawn based on the findings from SCAPS simulation. It should be noted that there may be 

additional mechanisms in reality that contribute to lowering the ODF, which are presently beyond 

our current understanding. Nevertheless, we would like to emphasize that the presented model is 

capable of explaining our experimental and simulation results. 

 

Figure 6.4  The band structure sketch illustrates a p-type absorber with a high work function 

contact. It should be noted that the low generation and high generation shown in (a) and (b) are 

relative values, both indicating a low injection condition. These results are specifically discussed 
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in the context of a low injection condition. Importantly, the same generation corresponds to the 

same electron density in the bulk. (a) In the presence of metastable defects, the band bending 

becomes generation-dependent. Higher generation levels result in reduced band bending due to 

metastable defects transition, which increases the doping density of the absorber; (b) Conversely, 

in the absence of metastable defects, the doping density remains generation-independent; (c) It 

presents the carrier density at the back interface as a function of generation. In the low injection 

condition, the hole density at the backside is fixed by the work function of the metal, rendering it 

generation-independent. Without metastable defects, the electron density exhibits a linear 

increase in a logarithmic scale. However, in the presence of metastable defects, the electron 

density increases first super-linearly and then sub-linearly in a logarithmic scale. Notably, 

serious backside recombination hampers the increase in electron density; (d) It displays the 

derivatives “d lnn/d lnG” and “d lnp/dlnG,” as well as the local ODF, which is calculated using 

“d lnRr/d lnG.” These quantities are plotted as functions of generation. 

In summary, the ODF is reduced by the serious backside recombination, which is influenced by 

the generation-dependent backside recombination associated with metastable defects transition 

related band bending. It is essential to emphasize that this discussion relies on the model of 

metastable defects transition, which attributes generation-dependent backside recombination to 

such transitions. However, it is worth noting that other explanations or factors may also contribute 

to this phenomenon. For instance, a significant asymmetry in the capture cross-sections of 

electrons and holes could also play a role in generation-dependent recombination[190]. With the 

model of metastable defects transition, the simulation results indicate a significant decrease in the 

ODF when the backside recombination velocity (Sb) exceeds 103 cm/s, suggesting that the ODF 

may not be sensitive to Sb values below 103 cm/s. While achieving a low ODF is generally desirable, 

it becomes problematic when it arises from backside recombination. This situation can lead to 

substantial Voc deficits and a loss of solar cell efficiency. Therefore, it is crucial not only to attain 

a low ODF but also to identify the specific recombination mechanism responsible for driving the 

low ODF. In the next section, we will further explore the impact of doping density on the ODF 

and propose a specific approach to discern the dominant recombination process governing the 

ODF. 
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6.2  Influence of doping density on the ODF 
 

In this section, we explore the influence of the doping density of the absorber on the ODF, in 

addition to the backside recombination discussed in the previous section. Previous studies in 

Chapter 4 (Table 4.1) have shown that the samples with GBG passivation exhibit similar backside 

recombination velocities compared to the samples with dielectric layer passivation. According to 

the findings presented in Section 6.1, a low backside recombination velocity corresponds to a 

higher ODF. However, Figure 6.5 (a) reveals that the GBG samples have slightly higher ODFs 

compared to the reference sample without Ga grading, contrary to what was expected based solely 

on their lower backside recombination. 

Therefore, it can be inferred that factors other than backside recombination also play a role in 

influencing the ODF. As discussed earlier, the ODF>1 in low injection is explained by the 

additional shift downwards of the Fermi level of holes due to metastable defects transition. The 

magnitude of this shift determines the value of the ODF, with a larger shift resulting in a higher 

ODF. Since the samples were consistently prepared under the same Se over flux (pressure), it 

suggests that the samples have a similar density of VSe, which is responsible for the 

metastability[23, 97]. Assuming that the density of metastable defects is relatively constant, the 

doping density of the sample should influence the shift of the Fermi level of holes. In the presence 

of the same amount of metastable defects transition, a higher doping density makes it more difficult 

to shift the Fermi level of holes downwards, resulting in a lower ODF. Conversely, a lower doping 

density leads to a higher ODF. 

To address this, the doping density of the samples was calculated using Equation 2.46, and the 

results are summarized in Chapter 4 (Table 4.1). It is observed that the GBG samples have a 

doping density of approximately 1.8×1016 cm-3, which is higher than that of the dielectric layer 

passivated samples (8.0×1015 cm-3). This experimental result confirms our earlier discussion that 

a higher doping density reduces the ODF. In addition to the experimental results, SCAPS 

simulations provide further evidence supporting the decrease in ODF with an increase in doping 

density. This is illustrated in Figure 6.5 (b), where the results of the SCAPS simulation show a 

similar trend. In the simulation, the backside recombination velocity is set to 103 cm/s, which has 

a negligible influence on the ODF as discussed in Section  6.1. Starting with the lowest setting of 
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doping density at 8.8×1015 cm-3, the simulation yields the highest ODF of 1.26. This value is close 

to that of the Al2O3 passivated sample, which has a similar doping density and backside 

recombination velocity. As the setting doping density increases, the ODF consistently decreases, 

reaching 1.03 when the doping density is raised to 3.0×1016 cm-3. Notably, when the setting doping 

density is close to that of the GBG samples (1.4×1016 cm-3), the ODF obtained from the SCAPS 

simulation aligns well with the experimental result of 1.1. Figure 6.5 (c) summarizes the 

correlation between the ODF and doping density for both simulations and experiments, 

demonstrating good agreement between the two. Thus, the results from both simulations and 

experiments consistently indicate that a higher doping density leads to a lower ODF. 

 

Figure 6.5 Logarithmic plot of radiation as a function of generation: (a) Experimental results 

demonstrate that GBG samples exhibit low ODFs despite their low backside recombination. The 

lower ODF compared to the dielectric layer passivated sample, such as Al2O3, can be attributed 

to the higher doping density; (b) SCAPS simulation results align with the experimental findings, 

confirming that a higher doping density corresponds to a lower ODF; (c) Summary of simulated 

and experimental ODFs with backside passivation, illustrating the correlation between ODF and 

doping density. Both simulations and experiments consistently show a decreasing trend in ODF 

with an increase in doping density. 

In addition to the GBG samples, the HTL passivated samples exhibit similar trends. As discussed 

in Section 5.2.3, the implementation of a CuGaSe2/In2O3 HTL effectively reduces the backside 

recombination in CuInSe2 solar cells. However, the doping density of the absorber is compromised 

by organic residues in the SCS-synthesized In2O3 layer and the insufficient presence of Na caused 

by the blocking effect of the oxide layer. To improve the absorber’s doping density, the annealing 
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temperature of In2O3 is increased, and additional NaF precursors is introduced. Figure 6.6 shows 

the ODF results for different samples. The Mo reference sample, characterized by significant 

backside recombination, exhibits the lowest ODF. This low ODF is primarily influenced by non-

radiative recombination occurring at the backside, which is unwanted as the high backside 

recombination leads to high Voc deficits. Upon insertion of the HTL layer, the ODF significantly 

increases from 1.16 to 1.42, indicating a shift in the dominating recombination from the backside 

to the bulk of the absorber. With a higher doping density of the absorber, the ODF further decreases 

to 1.32, providing further evidence that both serious backside recombination and doping density 

contribute to a lower ODF. Despite these observations, it is important to note that the HTL 

passivated samples still exhibit higher ODF values compared to GBG or dielectric layer passivated 

samples, which is likely attributed to their lower doping density. The higher ODF values in these 

samples lead to lower fill factors (FF). The impact of ODF on FF will be further discussed in 

Chapter 7. 

 

Figure 6.6 (a) The doping density of different samples determined through C-V and PL 

measurements. CuGaSe2/In2O3 passivated samples exhibit lower doping density attributed to the 

presence of organic residues in the In2O3 layer and the Na blocking effect caused by the oxide 

layer. Increasing the annealing temperature of In2O3 can mitigate the impact of organic residues 

and enhance the doping density. Additionally, the addition of NaF precursor aids in 

supplementing Na that is a p-type dopant; (b) The ODFs of various samples and their correlation 

with doping density. The Mo reference sample exhibits the lowest ODF due to severe backside 

recombination. As the doping density increases, the ODF decreases. 
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Based on the experimental and simulation findings, it has been observed that higher doping density 

leads to a lower ODF. In cases where the backside recombination velocity is relatively low, around 

103 cm/s, the impact of backside recombination on the ODF can be disregarded. In such cases, the 

lifetime is independent of generation, and the ODF is solely determined by “d lnp/d lnG.” 

Considering that the density of metastable defects is assumed to be the same (set value in 

simulations), a higher initial doping density hinders the downward shift of the Fermi level of holes. 

This reduced shift results in a smaller “d lnp/d lnG,” leading to a lower ODF. Figure 6.7 provides 

evidence supporting this explanation. In Figure 6.7 (a), the solid lines represent the change in hole 

density as simulated by SCAPS concerning generation. With a higher initial doping density, a 

higher generation is required to generate a sufficient number of additional holes that can 

significantly impact the hole density. This shift in the peak of “d lnp(NA)/d lnG” to higher 

generation is due to the increased hole reservoir. Moreover, the maximum achievable 

“d lnp(NA)/d lnG” is reduced. Consequently, the local ODF shown in Figure 6.7 (a) is shifted to 

a higher generation and flattened due to the higher doping density. Additionally, Figure 6.7 (a) 

displays the hole density of two backside passivated samples as a function of generation with 

spherical markers, the hole density is determined by Equation 2.46. The hole density shows an 

additional increase with generation, confirming the experimental occurrence of metastable defects 

transition. When compared to simulation results, the experimental results exhibit a similar trend. 

The sample with higher doping density (8m-590, 1.9×1016 cm-3) displays a flatter increase in hole 

density compared to the less doped sample (5nm-Al2O3, 8.6×1015 cm-3), indicating a reduction in 

“d lnp/d lnG” and consequently resulting in a lower ODF. It is worth mentioning that, even with a 

similar initial doping density (e.g., 8.8×1015 cm-3 in simulation compared to 8.6×1015 cm-3 in the 

experiment), the hole density in simulation shown in Figure 6.7 (a) is lower. This disparity is 

attributed to the presence of metastable defects in the donor configuration in SCAPS simulation, 

which reduces the hole density. 

As previously discussed, both serious backside recombination and higher doping density can 

contribute to a low ODF. It is crucial to determine which recombination mechanism is responsible 

for the low ODF. While low ODF caused by backside recombination is undesirable due to its 

negative impact on Voc, low ODF resulting from higher doping density is preferred as it can 

improve Voc. Besides, the behavior of the Radiation-Generation curves provides valuable insights 

for identifying the origin of the low ODF. In the case where backside recombination dominates 
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the low ODF, the Radiation-Generation curves exhibit divergent behavior. Figure 6.1 (b) 

demonstrates that as backside recombination velocity (Sb) increases, the differences among 

radiation fluxes are small under very low injection conditions, but these differences progressively 

increase with higher generation. This phenomenon arises because backside recombination for 

samples with high Sb is generation-dependent, leading to sub-linear increase in radiation flux. 

 

Figure 6.7 (a) The plot shows the variation of hole density and “d lnp/d lnG” as a function of 

generation. The solid lines represent SCAPS simulated hole density for different doping 

densities, while the spheres depict experimental results obtained using Equation 2.46. The 

lifetime, measured through time-resolved photoluminescence (TRPL), is assumed to be 

independent of generation. The dashed lines correspond to SCAPS simulated “d lnp/d lnG” 

values for different doping densities; (b) The plot illustrates the influence of doping density on 

the local ODF with respect to generation, as simulated by SCAPS. 

On the other hand, when the low ODF is attributed to higher doping density, the Radiation-

Generation curves exhibit a convergent behavior, opposite to the backside recombination-

dominated case. As depicted in Figure 6.5 (b), the convergence implies that the differences among 

the curves are significant at very low generation, but these differences gradually diminish as 

generation increases. At extremely low generation, where most metastable defects reside in donor 

states, the variation in doping density among samples is substantial, resulting in notable 

discrepancies in radiation flux. However, as generation increases, the holes originating from 

metastable defects transition mitigate the differences in doping density, leading to reduced 

discrepancies in radiation flux. 
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In conclusion, both the ODF itself and the behavior of the Radiation-Generation curves provide 

valuable indications of the dominant recombination mechanism. This section highlights that higher 

doping density can contribute to a lower ODF by flattening the additional increase in hole density 

caused by metastable defects transition. Unlike the low ODF resulting from serious backside 

recombination, the lower ODF due to higher doping density is favorable as the high doping density 

improves Voc. While achieving a lower ODF is desirable for enhancing FF, it remains crucial to 

determine the dominant recombination mechanism at play. 

 

6.3  Summary 
 

In this chapter, we extensively discuss the influence of backside recombination and doping density 

on the optical diode factor (ODF), utilizing a model based on metastable defects transition. Even 

under low injection conditions, the presence of illumination intensity-dependent metastable 

defects transition from donors to acceptors leads to an ODF greater than 1. The additional holes 

resulting from the metastable defects transition further shift down the quasi-Fermi level of holes, 

contributing to an extra increase in ODF (∆ODF). The ODF serves as a reliable indicator for 

identifying the dominant efficiency loss mechanism in solar cells, as it varies depending on the 

prevailing recombination mechanism. 

Both serious backside recombination and high doping density can contribute to a low ODF. 

Backside recombination diminishes the ODF due to generation dependent backside recombination, 

which results in generation dependent lifetime. The resulting low ODF associated with serious 

backside recombination is undesirable due to high backside recombination results in substantial 

Voc loss. On the other hand, high doping density facilitates a lower ODF by enlarging the hole 

reservoir, thereby reducing the impact of extra holes resulting from metastable defects transition. 

The lower ODF achieved through increased doping density is favorable, as higher doping density 

improves Voc. While a low ODF is generally preferred to ensure a high fill factor (FF), it is crucial 

to avoid low ODF caused by non-radiative recombination. 

Besides, the behavior of radiation-generation curves provides valuable insights into the dominant 

recombination mechanism at play. In the case where the low ODF arises from serious backside 
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recombination, the radiation-generation curves of different samples exhibit divergent behavior. 

Conversely, when the low ODF is attributed to high doping density, the radiation-generation 

curves demonstrate convergent behavior. These distinctive behaviors of the Radiation-Generation 

curves serve as indicative signals of the underlying dominant recombination mechanism. 
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Chapter 7 Efficiency loss analysis  

 

This chapter mainly focuses on discussing efficiency loss of submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell 

with the HTL structure as discussed in Section 5.3.3. The best solar cell currently we made has a 

efficiency around 17%, which is far below the record efficiency of 23.35% of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 [1]. 

To improve the efficiency of our solar cells, it is important to figure out where do we loss the 

efficiency. These analyses of efficiency loss are based on the existing results that are either from 

us or from the literatures. We are not going to discuss how to go beyond the current record 

efficiency but rather practically discussing how to get close to record efficiency with an aim of 

achieving efficiency beyond 20%.  

Section 7.1 gives an overview of efficiency loss of our best solar cell compared to the SQ limit. 

From this comparison, it shows the weakness of solar cell, and thus figuring out a path to improve 

efficiency of solar cells. Section 7.2 will concentrate on discussing the Voc loss based on radiative 

and non-radiative loss[68, 84, 191, 192]. Meanwhile, some practical methods are mentioned to 

further improve Voc according to the literature results, which allows us predicting an improvement 

in Voc around 100 mV attributing to longer effective lifetime and higher doping density. 

Section 7.3 will discuss improving of FF based on the diode factor and Voc. Section 7.4 shows the 

potential improvement in Jsc by optimizing the reflection, e.g. implementing anti-reflection coating 

(ACR), reducing parasitic absorption from the CdS and using backside reflector (BR).  

 

7.1 The overview of efficiency losses 
 

To address the issue about efficiency loss and figure out the weakness of the solar cells, it is 

necessary to compare the efficiency of real solar cells to their SQ limit. The comparison shows it 

clear how much losses the solar cells have for each parameter, e.g. Voc, FF and Jsc, which 

determines the efficiency of solar cells. Figure 7.1 shows the comparing results between our 

current best solar cell and its SQ limit. The values of SQ limit are based on the calculation by 

considering the radiative emission  from front side due to a prefect backside reflector[83]. The 

bandgap of the absorber involved in this calculation is 1.15 eV that is the corresponding energy of 

the inflection point of the derivative of EQE over energy of photons [dEQE(E)/dE]. The absorption 
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edge of EQE, normalized PL and dEQE(E)/dE are shown in Figure 7.2. The band gap form the 

PL is slightly lower (30 meV) than the bandgap from the inflection point of dEQE(E)/dE (Figure 

7.2 (b)), which is due to radiative losses and will be discussed in details in Section 7.2. The 

previous study proposed to use the weighted average bandgap to represent the bandgap of the 

absorber[68], particularly in case with an obvious radiative loss. This weight average bandgap is 

considered based on the probability function of the bandgap distribution, which gives a statistical 

bandgap. In case of Cu(In,Ga)Se2, the difference between weighted average bandgap and bandgap 

form the inflection of dEQE(E)/dE is very tiny about 1 meV[68], which is tiny enough to allow us 

directly using the bandgap from the inflection point of dEQE(E)/dE. 

 

Figure 7.1 The overview of efficiency loss compared to the SQ limit. The SQ values are based 

on the calculation of considering radiative emission only from the front side due to a prefect 

backside reflector[83].The bandgap involved in this analysis is 1.15 eV, which is the 

corresponding energy of the inflection point of dEQE(E)/dE. The orange parts are the values 

from our best solar cell and the blue parts are the losses compared to the SQ values. 

As shown in Figure 7.1, our measured best Voc (653 mV) is only 72% of the SQ value (906 mV), 

which contributes to the most severe loss in efficiency. Then followed by Jsc (34.2 mA/cm2) that 

is 81% and FF (76%) that is 87%. In Section 7.3, we will show that the FF can be further improved 
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by reducing the diode factor and improving Voc. Despite the further improvement can be made, 87% 

of FF compared to the SQ value is indeed a rather good value when compared to the record solar 

cell (93% of SQ value[FF=80.4%])[1]. Assuming the further optimization will not improve our 

FF, to achieve our goal of having efficiency more than 20%, the Voc and Jsc must be equivalently 

improved to more than 83% of its SQ value (Voc = 752 mV and Jsc = 35 mA/cm2). This means we 

must gain another 100 mV and 0.8 mA/cm2 in Voc and Jsc, respectively. The severe loss in Voc 

indicates a high non-radiative recombination that our solar cells are still facing. We believe this 

non-radiative recombination loss can be overcame by introducing alkalis PDT, e.g. NaF, KF and 

RbF PDT, which will improve effective lifetime and doping density of the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar 

cells[63, 185, 186, 193, 194]. The details about Voc loss and its further optimization will be 

discussed in Section 7.2. In terms of Jsc, SCAPS simulation is used to predict how much Jsc can be 

gain by using ARC and reducing parasitic absorption of CdS. These results will be discussed in 

Section 7.4. 

 

7.2 Voc loss analysis 
 

The Voc loss analysis is based on the previous work[68], in which the Voc loss is considered by 

detailed-balance analysis. The Voc of a solar cell can be regarded as the radiative recombination 

limited Voc of a real solar cell subtracts the non-radiative loss: 

𝑉oc =
kb𝑇

q
ln (

𝐽SC
REL

𝐽0
REL
) =

kb𝑇

q
ln (

𝐽SC
REL

𝐽0,rad
REL

×
𝐽0,rad
REL

𝐽0
REL
) =

kb𝑇

q
ln (

𝐽SC
SQ

𝐽0
SQ
×
𝐽SC
REL

𝐽SC
SQ
×
𝐽0
SQ

𝐽0,rad
REL

×
𝐽0,rad
REL

𝐽0
REL
)

= 𝑉oc
SQ − ∆𝑉oc

SC − ∆𝑉oc
rad − ∆𝑉oc

nrad 

7.1 

The 𝐽SC
REL, 𝐽0

REL and 𝐽0,rad
REL  are the short-circuit current density, recombination current density and 

radiative recombination current density form a real solar cell, respectively. The recombination 

term ( 𝐽0
REL) contains radiative recombination and non-radiative recombination. 𝐽SC

SQ  and 𝐽0
SQ

 is 

short-circuit current density and recombination current density of SQ values, respectively. The 𝐽0
SQ

 

only contains the radiative recombination with a step-like absorption function, which is the 

assumption of SQ model.  𝑉oc
SQ

 is the Voc of SQ limit. ∆𝑉oc
SC is the Voc loss due to difference in real 



160 

 

short-circuit current density and SQ-approach value. ∆𝑉oc
rad  is the radiative loss of Voc, which 

results from the absorptivity (a(E)) of a real solar cell deviating from the step function like 

absorptivity of SQ model. The further a(E) of a real solar cell deviates from a step function like 

absorptivity, meaning the less steep absorption and more sub-bandgap absorption. Consequently, 

the solar cell will have higher radiative loss of Voc. ∆𝑉oc
nrad is the non-radiative recombination 

which includes SRH and Auger recombination. In case of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell, the SRH 

recombination dominates the non-radiative loss. 

A solar cell is a diode which can work only when there is recombination taking place. In a SQ 

model, the only and minimal recombination is radiative recombination that is determined by the 

black body radiation. Thus, the  𝐽0
SQ

 of an ideal solar cell in SQ model is given by: 

𝐽0
SQ = q∫ ∅bb(𝐸)d𝐸

∞

𝐸g

 7.2 

Where ∅bb(𝐸) is the black body radiation. In a well performed solar cell, the external quantum 

efficiency (EQE(E)) approximately equals to the absorptivity, meaning EQE(E)a(E). This is valid 

with an assumption that the solar cell does not have a serious transport loss of carriers. Meanwhile,  

for the backside passivated samples, the backside recombination is small enough to allow us to 

ignore the influence of recombination loss due to backside recombination[191, 192]. With this 

approximation, the 𝐽0,rad
REL  from the sample is given by: 

𝐽0,rad
REL = q∫ 𝑎(𝐸)∅bb(𝐸)d𝐸

∞

0

≈ q∫ EQE(𝐸)∅bb(𝐸)d𝐸
∞

0

 7.3 

Thus, the radiative loss of Voc is determined by the ratio between Equation 7.2 and 7.3: 

∆𝑉oc
rad =

kb𝑇

q
ln(
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) 7.4 

Equation 7.4 shows clear that the radiative loss of Voc is due to a(E) of a real solar cell is not a 

step like function. To minimize the radiative loss of Voc, it requires a steep absorption edge that is 

close to step like function as much as possible. For Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, the non-ideal a(E) is 

about sub-bandgap absorption and non-absorption of long wavelength photons. The sub-bandgap 

absorption is mainly contributed by the bandgap fluctuation[195] due to inhomogeneities in 
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composition, stress distribution and stoichiometry, and electrostatic fluctuation due to charged 

defects[129, 196]. Meanwhile, for a gradient Cu(In,Ga)Se2,  the narrow notch position with the 

lowest bandgap has insufficient thickness to absorb all of low energy photons, contributing to the 

nonideal absorptivity. In case of submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2, the limited thickness also contributes to 

the nonideal absorptivity. Regarding non-radiative loss of Voc, it can be determined from PLQY, 

Equation 2.28. 

 

Figure 7.2 (a) Voc loss analysis based on the Equation 7.1 for the best submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

solar cell we prepared so far; (b) The red shift of PL bandgap compared to the inflection point of 

EQE(E), which is related to the radiative loss of solar cell. 

With this Voc loss analysis model discussed above, the specific Voc loss of our solar cells can be 

calculated and shown in Figure 7.2 (a).  The Voc loss due to the difference in short-circuit current 

density is as small as 6.3 mV. In this calculation, the Jsc from the solar cell is calculated from the 

integration of the product of sun spectrum (sun) and EQE(E) spectrum over the energy of photons: 

𝐽sc = q∫ ∅sun(𝐸)EQE(𝐸)d𝐸
∞

0

 7.5 

The Jsc of SQ-approach is based on the bandgap of 1.15 eV that is the corresponding energy of the 

inflection point of dEQE(E)/dE. There is a very tiny Voc of ~2 mV can be potentially improved by 

increasing the Jsc from 33.2 to 36.8 mA/cm2 as discussed in Section 7.4. 
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Compared to the tiny loss in Voc due to Jsc, we have much higher Voc loss due to non-radiative and 

radiative recombination. Regarding radiative loss of Voc, Equation 7.4 is implemented for 

calculation. The results in Figure 7.2 (a) shows a loss in Voc of 25.2 mV. This is a moderate 

radiative loss of Voc because a value around 20-50 mV was observed for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar 

cells[68, 197]. And this radiative loss of Voc is consistent with the red shift of PL bandgap 

compared to EQE bandgap, which is 32 meV. The radiative loss theoretically can be reduced by 

growing a homogeneous thick absorber that is close to stoichiometry. The homogeneous absorber 

reduces the Ga profile introduced band fluctuation, and it improves the absorption of long-

wavelength photons. And stoichiometry sample reduces the tail states because of Cu deficits[155, 

198]. In addition, the higher growth temperature and alkalis (Na and Rb) PDT can also reduce the 

tail states[199]. However, considering this practical case, the radiative loss may not be reduced 

significantly, because we are working on submicron absorber which is not thick enough to absorber 

longwave-length photons. Thus, the contribution of reducing radiative loss to improvement of Voc 

is not included in Figure 7.3. But we want to emphasize that it does not mean eliminating the 

radiative loss is not important. It can be a very important improvement in Voc when we consider a 

homogeneous thick absorber or a thin absorber with a good backside reflector (BR). 

 

Figure 7.3 The potential improvement of Voc by improving effective lifetime and doping density 

of our solar cell to state-of-art values.  
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In term of non-radiative recombination, it is the main Voc loss channel, which leads to a Voc loss of 

around 220 mV. This loss is attributed to the fact that our solar cells do not have sufficient long 

effective lifetime and high doping density. Since compared to the Mo reference samples, 

introducing HTL at the backside improves Voc by 80 mV and effective lifetime from 8 ns to 115 ns, 

it indicates that the backside is well passivated. Therefore, we believe that the dominant non-

radiative channel shifts from the backside to the bulk and front surface. To improve quality our 

absorber and front surface, it is necessary to introduce proper alkalis PDT, e.g. NaF, KF and RbF 

PDT, which has been shown to improve effective lifetime and doping density of the Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

solar cells[63, 186, 193, 198, 200]. By considering the state-of-art values of effective lifetime and 

doping density, we can estimate the potential improvement in Voc for our solar cells. The best 

effective lifetime in our case is around 115 ns that is roughly 5 times shorter than the reported 

effective lifetime of the state-of-art Cu(In,Ga)Se2 which is around 500 ns[62, 63]. Meanwhile, the 

doping density of our solar cells is around 11015 cm-3, compared to the state-of-art value of around 

11016 cm-3, the doping density of our solar cells is around 1 order of magnitude lower[62, 200]. 

Assuming Fermi-levels are flat and doping are homogeneous, the improvement in Voc due to longer 

effective lifetime and higher doping density can be estimated by Equation 2.34 and Equation 2.47. 

With this estimation, Figure 7.3 shows that the Voc can be improved by 41 mV with a 5 times 

longer effective lifetime and 59 mV with 1 order of magnitude higher doping density. The total 

Voc can be potentially improved by 100 mV, leading to Voc of 753 mV that is 83% of the SQ-

approach value. The 83% of the SQ-approach value guarantees that it is possible to achieve an 

efficiency higher than 20% as we discussed in Section 7.1. 

 

7.3 FF loss analysis 
 

The FF loss analysis is based on considering the influence of Voc and diode factor on FF according 

to the one diode equation with influence of Rsh and Rs, as shown by Equation 2.6. To do this 

simulation, the “2-3 diode Fit” tool developed by Suckow et.al[201] is used. This tool is based on 

a 2-diode model; however, the saturation current density of the second diode (J02) is set as small 

as 10-16 mA/cm2, which means the effect of the second diode is negligible, and thus it can be treated 

as a 1-diode model. The Rs, Rsh and Jsc used in simulation is fixed to 0.4 Wcm2, 1000 Wcm2 and 



164 

 

34.2 mA/cm2 that are from our experimental results. The different Voc with specific diode factor is 

manipulated by adapting J01, then the corresponding FF is given. 

 

Figure 7.4 The color map is the dependence of FF on Voc and diode factor. The green sphere is 

our best submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells so far. The black sphere is the reference sample (on 

Mo without backside passivation) of the best submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. The purple 

sphere is the higher FF can be potentially achieved by lowering diode factor and improving Voc. 

Figure 7.4 is simulated influence of Voc and diode factor on FF. The black sphere is the 

experimental result of Mo reference sample with Voc of ~580 mV and diode factor of 1.12, and the 

green dot is the experimental result of HTL (20 nm In2O3 with Cu annealing) passivated sample 

with Voc of ~650 mV and diode factor of 1.33 (Section 5.3.3). The diode factors of solar cells 

plotted in Figure 7.4 are ODFs, in which we assume the recombination taking place in SCR is 

limited, which will not impact significantly on the EDF. Because of this, the ODF is believed to 

be close to EDF. The results show that the higher Voc and lower diode factor lead to a higher FF. 

And the influence of Voc and diode factor on FF can compensate each other, which means the same 

FF can be achieved either by low Voc and diode factor or high Voc and diode factor. When 

comparing the experimental results of Voc and diode factor to the simulation, the simulation 

indicates the FF of Mo reference sample and HTL passivated sample is around 77.5% and 76.5%, 

respectively. These results agree well with the experimental FF of Mo reference sample and HTL 
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passivated sample, which are around 77% and 76% for the best sample. The FF of the Mo reference 

sample and HTL passivated sample is close because their Voc and diode factor compensate with 

each other. To gain a higher FF, it is necessary to have high Voc and low diode factor simultaneously. 

As we discussed in Section 7.2, by introducing alkalis PDT, it is very likely that another 100 mV 

of Voc can be improved by having longer effective lifetime and higher doping density, resulting in 

a Voc of 753 mV. Additionally, as we showed in Section 6.2, with doing density higher than 

1016 cm-3, it is possible to have a lower diode factor of around 1.1. By considering both contribution 

of the higher Voc and the lower diode factor to FF, the purple sephere in Figure 7.4 suggests a 

potential achievable FF of ~81%, which is ~93% of the SQ-approach limit.  

 

7.4 Jsc loss analysis 
 

To evaluate how much current density can be potentially improved for the submicron solar cell 

with a thickness 800-900 nm, we did EQE simulation by using SCAPS. The basic device structure 

for simulation is Cu(In,Ga)Se2/CdS/i-ZnO/AZO. The general parameters for the simulation are 

summarized in Table 3.3. Particularly, a homogeneous Cu(In,Ga)Se2 with a thickness of 900 nm 

and setting bandgap of 1.15 eV is used. It is notable that the absorption coefficients of AZO, i-

ZnO and CdS are default values from the SCAPS database. The experimentally measured EQE 

has a bit higher response from 350 nm to 390 nm, this is likely due to our AZO/i-ZnO has a bit 

higher transmission for photons with energy close to its bandgap. Despite this small difference, 

the simulated parasitic absorption loss for high energy photons as shown in Figure 7.5 (a), 

between black dashed line and light green solid line, from the wavelength of 350 nm to 550 nm 

agrees well with our experimental results.  

To make the absorption edge of the simulation EQE match with our experimental results, the 

absorption coefficient of the absorber is given by a model which contains two terms[202]: 

𝛼 =

{
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Where E is energy of photons and Eg is setting bandgap. 0 and 0 are model parameters that can 

tune . 0 is proportionality constant that is chosen to make  is smooth and continuous at point 

where E=Eg. E0 is the tail decay energy. The first term of Equation 7.6 describes the 

approximation of absorption coefficient with photon energy higher than Eg, which is proportional 

to (E – Eg)
1/2. The second exponential term is a tail states correlated term which determines how 

much sub-bandgap absorption will be involved. By setting proper values of these parameters as 

shown in Table 3.3, we make the simulation EQE absorption edge matches well with the 

experimental result. 

 

Figure 7.5 (a) Experimental and simulated EQE spectra: black dashed line is form one of our 

best submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells; The light green solid line is the simulated EQE which 

gives the integrated current density closed to experimental result. The dark green dashes line is 

optimized by reducing front surface reflection, increasing front surface transmittance from 93% 

to 99%. The purple dashed line is optimized by eliminating the parasitic absorption of CdS, 

replacing CdS by Zn(O,S). The orange dashed line is optimized by increasing the backside 

reflection from 60% to 95%. The pink dashed line is the case with using 3 m absorber; (b) The 

simulated results of current density that may be potentially improved by doing each optimization. 

A front surface transmission of 0.93 (constant value, wavelength independent) is used in 

simulation to make simulated EQE roughly agrees with the experimental result from wavelength 

550 nm to 1000 nm. Because the limited options for optical simulation, the simulated EQE can not 

reproduce the interference observed in real solar cells. But it will not change our general conclusion 
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about Jsc optimization, because the simulated Jsc is very close to the experimental result as shown 

in Figure 7.5 (b).  

First, to simulate how much refection loss can be potentially reduced by adding an anti-reflection 

coating (ARC), we increase the front surface transmission from 0.93 to 0.99. The light green area 

in Figure 7.5 (a) corresponds to the gain in EQE by reducing front surface reflection, which 

contributes to an increase in Jsc about 2.1 mA/cm2 as shown in Figure 7.5 (b).  

Second, by replacing CdS buff by a higher bandgap buffer, e.g. Zn(O,S), it reduces the parasitic 

absorption loss due to CdS as shown in Figure 7.5 (a) with the purple area. The improvement in 

this arear leads to an increase in Jsc about 1.4 mA/cm2 as summarized in Figure 7.5 (b).   

Third, because we are working with a thin Cu(In,Ga)Se2 with thickness around 800-900 nm, this 

thickness is insufficient to absorb, especially, longwave-length photons. Using a good backside 

reflector (BR) can improve the equivalent absorption length, thus reducing the transmission loss. 

The Mo back contact used in experiments is not a good enough reflector which can only reflect 

60% photons with wavelength between 300 nm-1100 nm[203]. But by using a better reflector like 

Cu or Ag, the reflectivity can be improved to more than 95% with wavelength between 500 nm to 

1100 nm[203]. To estimate how much Jsc can be improved by using a good BR, the backside 

reflectivity is improved from 0.6 to 0.95, which results in a better collection of photons as shown 

in Figure 7.5 (a) with orange area. The correlated increase in Jsc is about 1.7 mA/cm2 as shown in 

Figure 7.5 (b). 

In addition, we checked the effect of using a rather thick absorber with all optimizations discussed 

above. In this simulation, the thickness of absorber is set to 3 m. The EQE in Figure 7.5 (a) 

shows an improvement in pink area, suggesting a better collection of long-wavelength photons. 

This better collection leads to an increase in Jsc of 1.9 mA/cm2 as shown in Figure 7.5 (b). It means, 

at least with the absorption coefficient modeled by Equation 7.6, the 900 nm absorber plus a 

backside reflector with reflectivity of 0.95 is still insufficient to absorber all the photons. But we 

could use light trapping structure as is usually applied in other solar cells to improve absorption. 

In practice, adding ARC and using Zn(O,S) to replace CdS are more handleable for us, because 

we have correlated technologies and knowledges in storage. Considering the Jsc improvement 

based on using ARC and Zn(O,S), the Jsc of 36.7 mA/cm2 (𝐸g
EQE

1.15 eV) seems achievable. In 
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terms of BR[183, 204], it is more complicated because this structure requires developing 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 on transparent contact. But we will not exclude the possibility of implementing a 

better BR in the future with Cu(In,Ga)Se2 on transparent contact. Some previous works have 

shown its possibility, the key issue is about taking time to optimize the fabricating processes[183, 

204, 205]. 

 

7.5 Summary  
 

This chapter starts with efficiency loss analysis by comparing our best solar cell to its SQ-approach 

limit. The weakest part of our solar cell is Voc that is only 72% of the SQ value. Then followed by 

Jsc that is 81% of the SQ value. The FF is 87% of the SQ value, which is best among these three 

parameters. The high loss in Voc indicates a dominant non-radiative recombination. The Voc loss 

analyses according to the detailed balance model suggest that the Voc loss due to lower Jsc 

compared to the SQ value is 6.3 mV, the Voc loss due to radiative recombination is 25.2 mV and 

non-radiative loss is 220 mV. We predict that the optimized alkalis PDT will likely reduce the 

non-radiative loss by up to 100 mV, leading to a Voc of 753 mV (𝐸g
EQE

=1.15 eV). In terms of FF, 

from the results of one-diode model-based simulation, FF can be potentially improved by keeping 

high Voc and low diode factor. With Voc of 750 mV and diode factor of 1.1, it shows a higher FF 

of 81%. Additionally, the potentially improved in Jsc is estimated by applying EQE simulations. 

The presented results suggest that current density of 2.1 mA/cm2 can be improved by adding an 

ARC and 1.4 mA/cm2 can be improved by using Zn(O,S) to replace CdS. Considering 

implementation of both strategies, it leads a predictable Jsc of 36.7 mA/cm2. Finally, with these 

predicted improvements in Voc, FF and Jsc, the efficiency of 22.4% is predicted.  
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Summary and outlook  

 

This thesis aims to investigate and address the issue of backside recombination in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 

solar cells. The focus is on understanding the extent of Voc improvement achievable by reducing 

backside recombination through a combination of experimental and simulation approaches. By 

implementing classical backside passivation strategies such as Ga single gradient and dielectric 

layers, significant improvements of at least 40 meV ∆EF are observed in CuInSe2 solar cells due 

to reduced backside recombination. These findings are supported by simulation results, which also 

show similar enhancements. Furthermore, simulations predict that by improving the bulk lifetime 

of the absorber from 37 ns to 200 ns and reducing the backside recombination velocity from 

106 cm/s to 102 cm/s, a remarkable ∆EF improvement of approximately 80 meV can be achieved. 

These results underscore the significance of mitigating backside recombination for the attainment 

of high-efficiency solar cells.  

Traditionally, backside recombination in high-efficiency Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells has been 

addressed by passivating the backside with a Ga gradient, which introduces a higher conduction 

band gradient towards the backside. This conduction band gradient facilitates the migration of 

minority carriers away from the back contact, thereby reducing backside recombination. However, 

this approach has limitations such as inhomogeneous distribution of Ga, leading to radiative and 

non-radiative losses that hinder further efficiency improvements. To overcome these limitations, 

the integration of a homogeneous absorber with a hole selective transport layer between Mo and 

the absorber is proposed. This structure enables simultaneous mitigation of backside 

recombination and efficient hole transport. Overall, this research highlights the importance of 

mitigating backside recombination for the development of high-efficiency Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, 

and presents a novel approach involving a homogeneous absorber and a hole selective transport 

layer to address the limitations of previous methods 

In the context of a hole selective transport structure, the primary challenge lies in developing a 

layer that can effectively mitigate backside recombination while facilitating efficient hole transport. 

One of the difficulties is finding a suitable layer that can withstand the harsh deposition conditions 

of the absorber, as these conditions often lead to the destruction of the hole selective transport 

layer through high-temperature-induced diffusion. In this study, we have successfully developed 
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a novel hole selective transport layer with good thermal stability, allowing it to withstand the 

challenging growth conditions of the absorber. This layer combines CuGaSe2 and In2O3 and 

exhibits promising passivation effects and hole transport properties. Our findings reveal a 

significant elemental exchange between In and Ga during the absorber preparation, resulting in the 

conversion of CuGaSe2/In2O3 to CuInSe2/GaOx. Additionally, the 50 nm oxide layer serves as an 

effective barrier, preventing Ga diffusion into the absorber layer. This is crucial for achieving a 

homogeneous absorber without a Ga gradient. The improved backside passivation significantly 

enhances the ∆EF/q(Voc) of CuInSe2 and submicron Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, leading to an 

improvement of Voc up to approximately 80 mV. However, the presence of a thick layer also 

introduces notable hole-blocking effects, resulting in a significantly reduced FF. Although 

reducing the thickness of In2O3 layer can improve hole transport, it compromises the passivation 

effect. This reduction in backside passivation is likely attributed to Ga diffusion into the absorber, 

as the thin oxide layer cannot entirely impede Ga diffusion. Furthermore, a thin In2O3 layer results 

in the formation of a thin GaOx layer, which may not provide sufficient passivation. Therefore, the 

efficiency improvement of solar cells by reducing the thickness of In2O3 is constrained by the 

trade-off between backside passivation (Voc) and hole transport (FF). The introduction of an 

additional Cu annealing for CuGaSe2/In2O3 before absorber deposition shows that the hole 

transport properties of HTL depend largely on the Cu doping within the GaOx layer. This Cu-

assisted annealing process effectively enhances hole transport while maintaining passivation. 

Through the incorporation of the Cu annealing process, we have achieved a submicron 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cell with an efficiency of approximately 17% (𝐸g
EQE

=1.15 eV, Voc = 656 mV, 

FF = 76%, and Jsc = 34.1 mA/cm2). 

Furthermore, our investigation also encompasses the analysis of the impact of backside 

recombination and doping density on the ODF. The ODF discussed in this thesis is based on the 

metastable defect transitions, such as the transition from donors to acceptors, which contribute to 

a high ODF. However, it is preferable to achieve a low ODF as it leads to a high FF. Both 

experimental and simulated results consistently demonstrate that high backside recombination and 

high doping density result in a low ODF. The decrease in ODF caused by backside recombination 

leads to a loss in Voc, which should be mitigated. Conversely, the reduction in ODF due to high 

doping density can enhance Voc, offering a direction for future optimization to achieve higher 

efficiency with improved FF and Voc.  
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Within the scope of this work, we have substantiated a crucial concept that demonstrates the 

viability of a hole selective transport structure for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. This structure exhibits 

a comparable passivation effect and hole transport property to the conventional Ga gradient 

approach. This finding represents a significant milestone of this research, providing a conclusive 

answer to the question of whether a hole selective transport layer can effectively replace the Ga 

gradient in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. This breakthrough opens the door to a new structural 

paradigm for Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells, but it also raises further important questions that warrant 

exploration. While the successful implementation of the hole selective transport structure 

represents a major advancement, there are still open questions and avenues for future investigation. 

Continued research is necessary to explore and optimize the novel structure further, including 

understanding the passivation mechanism of this HTL. This work serves as a foundation, 

stimulating further inquiry and paving the way for continued advancements in the field of 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells. 

As discussed in Section 5.2.3, the hole transport property is likely influenced by Cu doping. We 

have proposed several hypotheses, such as the ability of Cu to enhance p-type conductivity and 

introduce defect states near the valence band maximum, thereby improving hole transport. 

However, direct evidence is still required to confirm changes in conductivity and the formation of 

Cu-related deep defects. Investigating the properties of the hole selective transport layer through 

specific experiments would be intriguing. For instance, growing thick oxide layers and 

incorporating different Cu annealing processes could be explored. Measuring photoluminescence 

to evaluate defects and performing current-voltage measurements to assess conductivity could 

provide valuable insights. 

The integration of a hole selective transport structure alleviates the need for extensive optimization 

of the Ga gradient, thus simplifying the fabrication process of the absorber. If given the opportunity 

to continue this research, my focus would be on transferring the fabrication of solar cells onto 

transparent conductive oxide contacts using the HTL developed in this study. This HTL offers the 

advantage of enabling reducing the thickness of absorber, which has potential applications in 

semitransparent solar cells, bifacial solar cells, and thin solar cells with photon recycling. The 

utilization of the HTL may not only simplify the fabrication process but also opens up new 

possibilities for advanced solar cell designs and applications. 
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A5 Annex of Chapter 5 

 

A5.1  NiOx 
 

NiOx is a p-type wide bandgap semiconductor that has demonstrated promising results as an 

effective material for integration into various solar cells, including CdTe[112], Sb2Se3[111, 113], 

and perovskites[114, 115]. NiOx has been found to exhibit excellent passivation and hole 

transportation properties in these applications. Theoretical studies of its band structure have 

revealed that NiOx possesses favorable band alignment with Cu(In,Ga)Se2, which enables it to 

mitigate backside recombination without impeding the transport of holes[111, 112]. Consequently, 

the use of NiOx as a HTL seems a promising strategy for improving the performance of 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2-based solar cells. 

 

Figure A5.1 (a) The transmission spectra of NiOx deposited on soda-lime glass with different 

annealing processes; (b) The tauc-plots of NiOx converted from the transmission spectra; (c) The 

appearance of NiOx/Mo before and after annealing in the air. 
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In this study, a 40 nm layer of electron beam evaporated NiOx was deposited on Mo and soda-lime 

glass, followed by two different post-deposition annealing processes in air. The reason for 

introducing post annealing is that previous studies have shown that annealing can enhance the solar 

cell efficiency by improving its conductivity[206] or band alignment via changing its work 

function[207]. The annealing was performed at temperatures of 300 °C and 500 °C for 20 and 10 

minutes, respectively, by placing the samples on a pre-heated hot plate and then allowing them to 

cool down naturally in air on a 2 mm thick soda-lime glass. The transparency of the annealed 

samples slightly decreases compared to the as-deposited sample, as shown Figure A5.1 (a) with 

transmission spectra. The Tauc-plot is converted from the transmission spectra and shown in Error! 

Reference source not found. (b). By fitting the linear part of the tauc-plot, the intercept shows that 

the bandgap of NiOx with different annealing is around 3.65 eV, which is consistent with the 

reported values[208, 209].  This suggests that the bandgap of thermally evaporated NiOx is likely 

independent of post annealing in air.  

 

Figure A5.2 (a) The surface appearance of CuInSe2 with and without NiOx. The Mo reference 

(Mo-Re) sample does not contain NiOx. The other sample has a 40 nm e-beam evaporated NiOx 

on the Mo; (b) The EDS measurement of sample with and without NiOx. To obtain the 

information without disturbance of NiOx layer, the low energy electron beam with accelerating 

voltage of 5 kV is used. The L-line of Ni is detected in NiOx involved sample, which represents 

Ni content of 0.47% (at%). 
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NiOx on Mo substrates is also annealed with the same process, but the appearance of the samples 

changes significantly, as shown in Figure A5.1 (c). Without any annealing, the sample has a light 

brown color. With 300 °C annealing for 20 minutes, the color becomes darker, and with 500 °C 

annealing for 10 minutes, the sample shows a rather bluish color. The change in appearance 

suggests that annealing NiOx with Mo in air results in a strong interaction between Mo and NiOx 

or O2, likely leading to the formation of MoOx. This observation indicates a negative influence on 

solar cell performance because oxidation can destroy the Mo back contact and lead to lower 

conductivity and a lower fill factor (FF) due to higher series resistance. Thus, annealing NiOx in 

air with Mo is an unwanted issue for making efficient solar cells. However, the critical issue of 

using NiOx is not oxidation of Mo since it can be easily avoided by annealing NiOx in a vacuum 

or N2 atmosphere. The real problem is the thermal instability of NiOx, which causes Ni to diffuse 

into Cu(In,Ga)Se2 during the growth process. Ni with a concentration above 0.26% (at%) is enough 

to result in very low efficiency of Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells[126]. 

 

Figure A5.3 (a) The J-V characteristics of solar cells with and without NiOx; The box plot, in 

which the box represents the interquartile range (25th to 75th percentile), the line inside the box is 

the mean value and the whisker is based on 1.5 IQR (interquartile range) value: (b) The 

statistical efficiency of solar cells with and without NiOx.  

Figure A5.2 (a) shows the surface appearance of CuInSe2 with and without a NiOx layer. The Mo 

reference sample appears homogeneous with a greyish color, whereas the sample grown with the 

NiOx layer exhibits an inhomogeneous color distribution over the film. Since these CuInSe2 were 

prepared at the same condition by a typical 1-stage process at the substrate setting temperature of 
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580 C, meaning the absorbers are essential same if there is no influence of NiOx. However, the 

black and greyish parts alternate on the surface of the sample with NiOx, indicating that the NiOx 

or the diffusion of Ni has a significant influence on the growth of CuInSe2. Further evidence for 

the diffusion of Ni comes from EDS measurements shown in Figure A5.2 (b). These measurements 

were taken using a low-energy electron beam with an accelerating voltage of 5 kV, which only 

detects information from the few hundred nanometers at the front surface, and thus cannot reach 

the NiOx layer beneath the ~1.5 µm film. Despite this limitation, the measurements still detect 

around 0.47% (at%) of Ni in the sample involving NiOx, which is sufficient to completely destroy 

the absorber and the solar cell[126].  

The photovoltaic effects and efficiency of solar cells with and without a NiOx layer are shown in 

Figure A5.3. The results reveal that solar cells with NiOx exhibit weak photovoltaic effects and 

low efficiency, whereas the reference sample, which is Cu-rich, has lower efficiency due to excess 

Cu but still significantly outperforms the NiOx involved samples. Therefore, it is essential to solve 

the thermal instability of these layers to make them work properly as HTLs. Additionally, the 

similar consequences of using CuCrOx are found and presented in the next section. 

 

A5.2  CuCrOx  
 

As reported previously, CuCrOx is a promising candidate as a wide bandgap p-type semiconductor 

for use as an HTL layer in Cu(In,Ga)Se2 solar cells due to its good band alignment with the 

absorber material[116]. Previous studies has demonstrated excellent hole selective transport 

properties of CuCrOx in other solar cells, such as CdTe[210] and perovskites[118]. However, as 

discussed earlier, the thermal instability of HTLs is a critical issue that can lead to diffusion and 

degradation of the layer during the absorber growth process. To evaluate the thermal stability of 

CuCrOx films grown by chemical vapor deposition (CVD), a 130 nm thick layer was deposited on 

a Mo substrate, followed by the standard 3-stage process to deposit ~2 μm of CuInSe2 at the 

maximum substrate setting temperature of 580 C. 

The cross-sectional SEM image presented in Figure A5.4 (a) reveals that inter-diffusion occurs 

between CuCrOx and CuInSe2, resulting in morphological changes at the interface. Although the 

CuCrOx layer is not completely destroyed, its interaction with the Mo surface appears to be strong 
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and non-uniform, as evidenced by the winding morphology of the Mo layer (thickness change). 

Furthermore, the formation of extremely small grains is observed at the interface between CuInSe2 

and CuCrOx, indicating that Cr diffusion into the absorber may have a detrimental impact on solar 

cell performance, similar to the previously observed effects of Ni diffusion. To confirm this, the 

EF of samples covered by CBD CdS is determined by fitting the high energy wing of transformed 

absolute PL spectra with fixing the fitting temperature to the ambient temperature. The results 

depicted in Figure A5.4 (b) reveal that the introduction of CuCrOx causes a significant reduction 

in EF, amounting to approximately 60 meV when compared to the reference sample without 

CuCrOx. Because the absorbers were prepared under identical conditions, it was expected that they 

would be identical regardless of the presence of CuCrOx. The substantial decrease in EF indicates 

the increase in non-radiative recombination, which is likely due to diffusion of Cr. Consequently, 

it can be inferred that CuCrOx is not thermally stable enough to prevent the diffusion of Cr, which 

adversely affects the performance of both the absorber and thus the solar cells. 

 

 

Figure A5.4 (a) The sample structure with CuCrOx and the corresponding SEM cross-section; 

(b) The EF of samples with and without CuCrOx: the EF of the sample with CuCrOx is around 

60 meV lower than that of  the Mo reference sample without CuCrOx, indicating a strong non-

radiative recombination due to diffusion of Cr. The EF is acquired by fitting the high energy 

wing of transformed absolute PL spectra with fixing the fitting temperature to the ambient 

temperature.  
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A5.3  CuOx  
 

CuOx is another promising candidate for an effective hole transport layer that can meet the criteria 

of efficient passivation and transport of charge carriers. Its successful application in other types of 

solar cells has been demonstrated to result in higher Voc and FF[119, 121, 211]. In this section, a 

50 nm layer of CuOx was deposited on the surface of the Mo substrate by SCS, followed by a 

deposition of ~1.5 μm CuInSe2 using the standard 3-stage process.  

 

Figure A5.5 (a) The sketch of the sample structure with CuOx and its corresponding SEM cross-

section after the CuInSe2 deposition. There is no individual layer between Mo and CuInSe2, 

which suggests the strong diffusion of CuOx during the growth of the absorber. The component 

of the samples determined by EDS shows the higher Cu content of sample with CuOx, indicating 

the diffusion of the CuOx; (b) The absolute PL of samples with and without CuCrOx. The lower 

PL of sample with CuCrOx suggests that there is no passivation effect. All the measured samples 

were covered by CdS. 

The SEM cross-section image in Figure A5.5 (a) shows no obvious interlayer existing between 

Mo and CuInSe2, indicating that the CuOx is extremely thermally unstable. The higher Cu/In ratio 

of the sample with CuOx compared to the reference sample suggests the diffusion of CuOx, which 

increases the amount of Cu in the bulk. The dissolution of CuOx results in no expected passivation 

effect, which is confirmed by the absolute PL spectra in Figure A5.5 (b). The PL intensity of the 

sample with CuOx is slightly lower than that of the reference sample, resulting in a lower ΔEF of 

around 420 meV compared to the reference sample's ΔEF of 435 meV. These observations further 

emphasize that the critical issue in making HTLs work effectively is to ensure their stability during 

0.85 0.90 0.95 1.00 1.05 1.10 1.15
0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

 50 nm CuOx

 Mo-Re

P
L

 F
lu

x
 1

0
1

2
 (

cm
-2

s-1
)

Photon Energy (eV)

(a) (b)

Glass

CuOx

Mo

Mo

CuInSe2

CuInSe2



184 

 

the absorber growth process. Therefore, it is crucial to develop HTL materials that can withstand 

the harsh conditions of the absorber growth, e.g., high substrate temperature and Se vapor pressure, 

while maintaining their intended properties. 

 

A5.4  MoOx  
 

Compared to the candidates are discussed above, previous researches have indicated that MoOx 

may not have good band alignment with Cu(In,Ga)Se2 when used as a hole transport layer[122, 

212]. However, MoOx has demonstrated passivation effects in solar cells such as 

Cu(In,Ga)Se2[122], CdTe[213]and Si[214-216].  

 

Figure A5.6 (a) The sketch of the sample structure; The box plot, in which the box represents 

the interquartile range (25th to 75th percentile), the line with a circle is the mean value and the 

whisker is based on 1.5 IQR (interquartile range) value: (b) The EF of samples with difference 

thickness of the MoOx. The EF is acquired by fitting the high energy wing of transformed 

absolute PL spectra with fixing the fitting temperature to the ambient temperature. 

In order to investigate the passivation of MoOx for CuInSe2, thermal evaporated MoOx layers with 

thicknesses ranging from 2 nm to 30 nm were introduced onto Mo substrates. Then ~1.5 μm 

CuInSe2 was deposited on the substrates that are covered by MoOx with different thickness. The 

CuInSe2 was prepared by a standard 1-stage process at the substrate setting temperature of 580 C. 

The reference sample was prepared with the identical conditions but without MoOx. Figure 

A5.6 (b) shows the ΔEF of samples with varying MoOx thicknesses and CdS covering, which is 
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determined by fitting the high energy wing of transformed absolute PL spectra with fixing the 

fitting temperature to the ambient temperature. Samples with 2 nm and 4 nm MoOx exhibit roughly 

the same ΔEF as the reference sample, suggesting no significant passivation effect from very thin 

MoOx layers. A slight improvement in ΔEF of ~10 meV is observed with 6 nm thickness, but 

thicker MoOx layers above 10 nm result in a reduction in ΔEF by 20-30 meV. The reason for this 

sudden decrease in ΔEF is not clear, but it is possible that thick MoOx may block the diffusion of 

Na from the soda-lime glass, resulting in lower doping density. Overall, the minimal improvement 

in ΔEF appears that thermal evaporated MoOx does not provide significant passivation, thus it can 

not work as a proper HTL. 

 

Figure A5.7 The box plot, in which the box represents the interquartile range (25th to 75th 

percentile), the white line inside the box is the mean value and the whisker is based on 1.5 IQR 

(interquartile range) value: (a) (c) EF of samples with thin/thick MoOx after the NaF PDT. The 

EF is acquired by fitting the high energy wing of transformed absolute PL spectra with fixing 
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the fitting temperature to the ambient temperature. (b) (d) The improvement in EF after the NaF 

PDT.   

To investigate the doping effect of Na, we performed NaF PDT on all the samples. Firstly, the 

sample surfaces were refreshed by immersing them in a 5% KCN aqueous solution for 30 seconds, 

followed by DI water rinsing and compressed N2 drying. Next, the samples were covered with a 

10 nm NaF layer by E-beam evaporation at ambient temperature. The samples were then annealed 

at 350 C in the Se atmosphere for 10 minutes in the PVD system. The influence of the NaF PDT 

on the samples are shown in Figure A5.7 (b)(d), which displays the change in EF for each sample 

after treatment. The reference sample showed an increase in EF of around 30 meV, whereas the 

improvement for samples with thin MoOx was only slightly higher than the reference sample at 

less than 10 meV. However, this small difference may be due to sample inhomogeneity, so it is 

difficult to draw any conclusion that thin MoOx can passivate the backside recombination. Even if 

this small improvement is attributed to thin MoOx, the passivation effect is too low to yield an 

efficient solar cell. For samples with thick MoOx, the improvement in EF was very similar to the 

reference sample, indicating a general lack of Na in these samples. Moreover, the thick MoOx 

layers do not specifically reduce the Na content; otherwise, a much higher EF improvement would 

have been observed for these samples. In fact, the EF of the sample with thick MoOx was still 

lower than the reference sample after the NaF PDT, suggesting that the lower EF was not due to 

lack of Na, but rather to an increase in non-radiative recombination. 

In summary, we have investigated the passivation effect of MoOx for CuInSe2 and its relationship 

with Na doping. The presented results indicate that the thin MoOx layers with a thickness lower 

than 6 nm have negligible influence on the EF compared to the reference sample, implying no 

significant passivation effect. On the other hand, thicker MoOx layers with a thickness higher than 

10 nm not only fail to passivate the backside recombination, but also result in a decrease in EF 

due to increased non-radiative recombination. Furthermore, the observed increase in the ∆EF by 

approximately 30 meV following the NaF PDT across all samples suggests a general deficiency 

of Na in these samples. Therefore, based on these findings, we conclude that MoOx is not an 

effective passivation layer for CuInSe2 solar cells, and further research is required to explore 

alternative passivation materials. 
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A5.5  GaOx  
 

Besides MoOx, GaOx is also investigated in this work to study its thermal stability and passivation. 

Sputtered GaOx is studied as an alternative buffer for the CdS to reduce the parasitic absorption of 

blue photons because has wider bandgap than the CdS. However, the Voc and FF of the optimized 

sample is still much lower than CdS covered reference sample, which leads to a lower 

efficiency[125]. It suggests that the surface passivation of GaOx is not as efficient as CdS, because 

of the potential surface damage from the sputtering. However, putting GaOx at the backside could 

be another scenario. It is motived to check how stable they are and how much passivation they can 

provide. If they were stable, it can be probably used as a stabilizer to block the diffusion of unstable 

HTLs underneath as discussed in session 5.2. Another important reason of trying GaOx is that it 

does not contain pernicious impurities to Cu(In,Ga)Se2. Even in the worst case that the whole layer 

disappears due to diffusion, it will not change so much the optoelectronic properties of the 

absorbers, which can completely destroy the solar cells. 

 

Figure A5.8 (a) The sketch of sample structure with GaOx layer and its corresponding SEM 

cross-section of the sample. The SEM image on the left side is Mo/GaOx before the deposition of 

CuInSe2. The SEM image on the right side is image after the deposition of CuInSe2; (b) The 

XRD of the GaOx prepared by SCS with an annealing temperature of 300 C. 
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As shown in Figure A5.8 (a), SEM cross-section image on the left side, a thick GaOx layer around 

150 nm is firstly deposited on the surface of the Mo substrate by SCS with annealing temperature 

of 300 C in air. The thick layer is favorable to clarify the thermal stability of GaOx by comparing 

the change of the thickness before and after the absorber deposition. As suggested by the SEM 

cross-section image on the right side of Figure A5.8 (a), there is clearly a GaOx interlayer with 

fine grains between Mo and CuInSe2. The as-deposited GaOx by SCS with an annealing 

temperature of 300 C is an amorphous film because no diffraction peaks can be detected by XRD 

as shown in Figure A5.8 (b). The thickness of this layer is almost unchanged compared to as-

deposited GaOx layer, which means the thermal stability of GaOx is good that almost no diffusion 

happens during the growth of the CuInSe2. Another evidence is that the PL bandgap of the 

absorbers with different thickness of GaOx stays almost the same as shown in Figure A5.9 (a). 

The PL band gap is the energy corresponding to the maximum of PL flux. If Ga diffused during 

the growth of the CuInSe2, the bandgap of the absorber is expected to continuously shift to the 

higher energy with increase in the thickness of GaOx. The roughly constant PL bandgaps among 

different samples demonstrate again the good thermal stability of GaOx. 

 

Figure A5.9 (a) The absolute PL of samples with different thickness of GaOx; (b) The EF and 

EF deficits for samples with different thickness of GaOx without the NaF PDT. The EF is 

acquired by fitting the high energy wing of transformed absolute PL spectra with fixing the 

fitting temperature to the ambient temperature. 𝐸g
PL is the PL band gap which is the energy 

corresponding to the PL flux maximum.  
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Currently, the good enough thermal stability of GaOx is confirmed and a GaOx layer stays between 

Mo and CuInSe2. But good HTLs are not only thermal stable but also should have good passivation 

effects that can reduce the backside recombination, thus improving the EF. Unfortunately, as 

shown in Figure A5.9 (a), the absolute PL intensity of samples continue deceasing with increase 

in thickness of GaOx, which suggests a higher non-radiative recombination of samples with GaOx. 

As a result, the EF of sample increasingly decreases with the thicker GaOx layer as shown in 

Figure A5.9 (b). Because of this unwanted non-radiative recombination, the efficiency of solar 

cells is getting worse with the increase in thickness of GaOx as shown in Figure A5.10 (a). The 

Voc of the reference sample is slightly (~10 meV) lower than its EF/q, which means the front 

surface recombination of the finished devices is rather low. However, for the samples with GaOx, 

the Voc deficit compared to EF/q is higher than the reference sample and getting higher from 

30 mV to 40 mV with increase in the thickness of the GaOx. It was reported that serious front 

surface recombination bends down the electron Fermi-level of the absorber towards the front 

contact, which results in high Voc deficit compared to EF/q[142]. However, it is not likely the case 

because these samples are prepared with the same procedure at the same time, meaning they should 

have a very similar front surface recombination. Additionally, the Voc deficit is higher for samples 

with a thicker GaOx, which is basically not relevant to the front surface. The current evidence 

indicates that the issue is most likely caused by an improper band alignment between the GaOx 

layer and the absorber[123], which makes the hole Fermi-level bend upwards to the back contact 

and thus increasing the Voc deficits. It could explain the observation that the thicker GaOx leads to 

higher Voc deficits due a larger hole Fermi-level bending introduced by the thicker layer. This can 

also be proved by the shape of the J-V curves of solar cells. The solar cells were prepared by the 

standard procedures discussed in Section 2.2.5. To fabricate the solar cells, the bare absorbers 

were initially treated with a 5% KCN solution for 30 seconds to remove any impurities on the 

surface. The absorbers were then rinsed with DI water to prepare them for the subsequent 

deposition processes. The CBD method was employed to deposit a layer of CdS on the surface of 

the absorber. Subsequently, an i-ZnO/AZO window layer was deposited onto the CdS layer by 

sputtering. Finally, the electron beam evaporation method was used to deposit Ni/Al grids, which 

act as the electrical contacts for the solar cell. The finished solar cells had a surface area of 

approximately 0.25 cm2. For the reference sample, the J-V curve is smooth and gives the FF ~65%. 

However, in the samples with GaOx, an increase in GaOx thickness results in a decrease in the 
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squareness of the J-V curve and thus a decrease in FF as shown in Figure A5.10 (a)(c). The 

decrease in FF proves again an inappropriate band alignment between GaOx and absorber, which 

is a hole transport barrier that blocks the transportation of holes. Regarding the current density, it 

is roughly the same among different samples, indicating that the barrier does not completely block 

the hole transport. The reduction in FF and Voc leads to a decrease in the power conversion 

efficiency of solar cells, which drops from 11% to 6% as the thickness of GaOx is increased to 80 

nm.  

In summary, the observation of minimal change in GaOx thickness before and after absorber 

deposition confirms the thermal stability of GaOx, which is crucial for ensuring an effective HTL. 

However, no passivation of GaOx is observed, resulting in increased non-radiative losses and a 

corresponding decrease in EF. The observed higher Voc deficits compared to EF are likely due 

to an improper band alignment between the GaOx layer and the absorber, which also acts as a 

barrier to hole transport and reduces FF of the solar cells. Because of loss in FF and Voc, the 

efficiency of solar cell drops obviously with an increase in GaOx thickness. 

 

Figure A5.10 (a) Illumination J-V characterization of devices with GaOx: the efficiency 

decreases with the increase in thickness of GaOx; The box plot, in which the box represents the 

interquartile range (25th to 75th percentile), the line inside the box is the median value, the small 
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circle is the mean value and the whisker is based on 1.5 IQR (interquartile range) value: (b) The 

Voc of devices decreases with the thicker GaOx; (c) The loss of FF is possibly due to improper 

band alignment between GaOx and CuInSe2, which blocks the hole transport; (d) The current 

density among different samples stays roughly the same; (d) The thicker GaOx results in a lower 

efficiency. 

The observed decrease in ∆EF and Voc in the samples with GaOx can be attributed to additional 

non-radiative recombination and improper band alignment at the backside. Additionally, the GaOx 

layer may act as a barrier to the diffusion of Na from the soda-lime glass substrate, leading to a 

reduction in the p-type doping of the absorber and further contributing to higher ∆EF and Voc losses. 

To check this, The NaF PDT is done by thermal evaporating 5 nm NaF to the surface of the bare 

absorbers, then annealed them in a Se atmosphere at the setting substrate temperature of 350 C 

for 10 minutes and finally cooled down in the same Se atmosphere. The EF and its deficits 

compared to the 𝐸g
PL are summarized in Figure A5.11, which does not show clear improvement 

in EF after the NaF PDT. A marginal increase of approximately 10 meV in the ΔEF is observed 

for samples containing 40 nm GaOx, while the ΔEF of the remaining samples remains relatively 

constant, indicating that they already contained sufficient amounts of Na. However, it should be 

noted that the NaF PDT may not have been optimized in this particular case, and its inefficacy 

cannot be ruled out as a contributing factor to the lack of significant improvement. Further 

investigation is required to determine the precise cause of the observed results. 

 

Figure A5.11 (a) The EF and its deficits compared to the 𝐸g
PLof sample before and after the 

NaF PDT. The EF is acquired by fitting the high energy wing of transformed absolute PL 
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spectra with fixing the fitting temperature to the ambient temperature. 𝐸g
PL is the PL band gap 

which is the energy corresponding to the PL flux maximum; (b) The EF difference of samples 

before and after the NaF PDT. The EF of samples remains relatively constant. 
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A5.6 Thickness of HTL from TEM 
 

 

A5.12 TEM cross-section image from the sample discussed in Section 5.2.3. It shows the almost 

the same thickness of interlayers (CuInSe2 and GaOx) as suggested by the SEM cross-section 

image. Thus, the thicker layers shown in Section 5.2.3 by other TEM image may be due to the 

inhomogeneity of the sample. 
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A5.7 XRD measured from the backside  
 

The sample discussed in Section 5.2.3 was peeled off from the substrate, then the XRD was 

measured from the backside. The result in Figure A5.13 shows a broad peak around 2 of 19.3, 

which may be related to the (201) orientation of -Ga2O3. It likely that the -Ga2O3 was formed 

after the element exchange. However, more evidence is required to proof the formation of -Ga2O3. 

 

Figure A5.13 The XRD measured from backside of the film. The film stack was peeled off from 

the Mo. It shows a broad peak around 2 of 19.3, which may be related to (201) orientation of 

-Ga2O3. 
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