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Abstract

In this study, a uniform nanoporous NiO film, with a thickness of up to 2.6 μm, was prepared using polyethylene
glycol (PEG). The addition of PEG significantly decreased the cracks in the NiO film and prevented the peeling of
the NiO film from a fluorine-doped tin oxide substrate. The NiO cathode was prepared using CdSeS quantum dots
(QDs) as the sensitizer, with an optimized photoelectric conversion of 0.80%. The optimized QD-sensitized NiO films
were first assembled with the TiO2 anode to prepared QD-sensitized p–n-type tandem solar cells. The open circuit
voltage was greater than that obtained using the separated NiO cathode or TiO2 anode.
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Background
Solar energy demonstrates potential as the primary source
of energy in the future because of its cleanliness, high
power, rapid processing, and wide availability [1, 2]. Since
the development of solar cells in the past 30 years, sensi-
tized solar cells have become efficient devices for the
utilization of solar energy. However, these studies focus on
n-type solar cells, which are based on a sensitized n-type
photoanode, e.g., TiO2, ZnO, and SnO2 [2–6]. The short-
circuit current density was greater than 15 mA cm−2, and
the photoelectric conversion efficiency was approximately
13% [5]. He et al. have reported the use of p–n-type tandem
dye-sensitized solar cells (DSSCs) [7], which possibly afford
a higher open-circuit voltage (OCV) and photoelectric con-
version efficiency. Nakasa et al. have reported an OCV of
0.918 V by the combination of merocyanine NK-2684-
sensitized NiO and TiO2 photoanode [8]. Nattestad et al.
have reported a decrease in the charge recombination of
the NiO photocathode by the optimization of donor–ac-
ceptor dyes and achieved an absorbed photon-to-electron
conversion efficiency greater than 90% over a spectral range
of 400–500 nm [9], with an open-circuit voltage of
1079 mV. This value is the highest value reported thus far
for p–n-type tandem DSSCs.

To obtain higher photocurrents comparable to n-type
photoanodes, one way is preparing new p-type cathode
[10, 11]. Another way is to prepare thick mesoporous
photocathodes which are preferable for adsorbing a large
amount of dye molecules. Some attempts have been
made to improve the thickness of NiO films; however,
the photocurrent density generated is still an order of
magnitude less than that observed for n-type DSSCs,
and thick films often suffer from poor mechanical stabil-
ity. Wu et al. have prepared NiO films by the hydrother-
mal method and improved their properties by the
optimization of the film thickness and specific surface
area [12]. Qu et al. have fabricated layered NiO films
from wrinkled porous NiO nanosheets and reported sig-
nificantly improved photocurrent and photovoltage [13].
Zhang et al. have improved the photovoltage by the ap-
plication of highly crystalline NiO [14]. Powar et al. have
obtained a high photocurrent of 7.0 mA cm−2 using
nanostructured NiO micro-balls as active materials for
the photocathode [15]. Sumikura et al. have prepared
nanoporous NiO films by the hydrolysis of NiCl2 in a
water/ethanol mixed solution using a series of polyethy-
leneoxide–polypropyleneoxide–polyethyleneoxide
(PEO–PPO–PEO) triblock copolymers as the template
[16]. They investigated the effects of the PEO–PPO–
PEO template in detail. Li et al. have adopted the prep-
aration method used by Sumikura et al. and prepared
thick NiO films by a two-step doctor blading method
[17]. They obtained a record incident photon-to-current
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efficiency (IPCE) of 64% and a short circuit current (JSC)
of 5.48 mA cm−2. However, the photoelectric conversion
efficiency of the p-type NiO electrode is maintained be-
tween 0.02 and 0.3% using different dyes. In this experi-
ment, precursor solutions of NiO were prepared using
F108 (polyethyleneoxide–polypropyleneoxide–polyethy-
leneoxide (PEO–PPO–PEO) triblock co-polymers, MW:
ca. 14,600) as the template following Sumikura et al.’s
method. Polyethylene glycol (PEG; MW: ca. 20,000) was
added into the precursor solution, and its effects on the
NiO film were investigated in detail. Finally, a p–n-type
quantum dot (QD)-sensitized tandem solar cells were
also assembled.

Experimental
A precursor solution of NiO was prepared according
to a previously reported method [17]. First, anhyd-
rous NiCl2 (1 g) and F108 (1 g) were dissolved in a
mixture of deionized water (3 g) and ethanol (6 g).
Second, the solution was left to rest for 3 days.
Third, a specific content of polyethylene glycol (MW
of 20,000) was added into the NiO precursor solu-
tion. Next, the mixture was stirred for 4 h and

centrifuged at 8000 rad/min. The PEG content was
controlled at 0.03, 0.075, 0.15, and 0.3 g. The above
solution was deposited on a fluorine-doped tin oxide
(FTO) glass substrate by the doctor blading method
and dried at room temperature. The films were sin-
tered at 400 °C for 30 min under air. CdSeS QDs
were prepared by hot-injection synthesis according
to previous experiments reported by our group [18].
The prepared NiO films were sensitized by CdSeS
QDs by the electrophoretic method using a mixed
acetonitrile/toluene (1:2.5 v/v) solution by applying a
DC of 50 V for a specific time. TiO2 films were co-
sensitized with CdS/CdSe using the conventional
successive ionic layer adsorption and reaction
(SILAR) method [19]. QD-sensitized TiO2 films were
used as the anode instead of CuS to assemble p–n-
type QD-sensitized solar cells.
The morphology of the NiO films was examined using

a JSM-7001F field-emission scanning electron micro-
scope (FE-SEM). Photocurrent density–voltage (J–V)
characteristics were measured using a Keithley 2440
source meter under AM 1.5G illumination from a New-
port Oriel solar simulator with an intensity of 1 Sun.
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Fig. 1 SEM micrographs of the NiO films: a, c, and e were fabricated from the precursor solution without polyethylene glycol. b, d, and f were
fabricated from the precursor solution with polyethylene glycol
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Results and Discussion
The NiO film was prepared by the doctor blading
method. The film would peel off in case of the NiO pre-
cursor solution without PEG when the blading time was
greater than four times. Figure 1a, c, e shows the surface
and cross morphology of the NiO films bladed four
times. The NiO films, which exhibited several micro-
ravines, curled up from the FTO substrate. Figure 1b, d,
f shows the surface and cross section of the NiO films
prepared using PEG. The films were bladed seven times.
Almost no cracks in the NiO films were observed. The
particle size was less than that of the NiO film prepared
without PEG. In addition, clear changes were observed
in the cross sections of these two NiO films prepared
with or without PEG. The NiO film prepared using the
NiO precursor solution without PEG was apparently
composed of nanosheets. In fact, these nanosheets
should appear as curled NiO films, which could peel off
from the FTO substrate. However, the NiO films pre-
pared using the NiO precursor solution with PEG com-
prised several layers, with each NiO film layer being
bound to the other layers. There were no obvious cracks
between different layers, with a thickness of approxi-
mately 2.6 μm. PEG might have two effects in the forma-
tion process of NiO film. One was that PEG might
improve the joint between these NiO particles and de-
crease the appearing of cracks at the drying process after
the NiO gels were bladed on the FTO substrate. Mean-
while, PEG can be used as structure-directing agent. The
addition of PEG can improve the specific surface area
and pore volume of NiO film.
The prepared NiO films with two layers were sensi-

tized with CdSeS QDs by electrophoretic deposition.
The photocurrent–voltage (J–V) curves were recorded
under an intensity of 1 Sun using the Newport Oriel
solar simulator as the light source. Figure 2 shows the J–
V curves thus obtained. As can be observed from Fig. 2,
with the addition of 0 to 0.15 g PEG, the conversion effi-
ciency was significantly improved from 0.08 to 0.32%.
The OCV, JSC, and fill factor (FF) for the best NiO
photocathode was 0.158 V, 4.40 mA cm−2, and 0.46, re-
spectively. The property would sharply decay with the
change in the PEG content from 0.15 to 0.3 g. Hence,
the concentration of PEG in the NiO precursor solution
significantly affected the property of the NiO cathode.
The effects of the NiO film thickness were also investi-

gated. In this experiment, the content of PEG was fixed
at 0.15 g. Figure 3 shows the curves of photoelectric
properties. With the increase in the film thickness from
0.6 to 2.1 μm, the OCV and JSC increased. Both these
factors tended to decay with the further increase in the
film thickness. The FF exhibited almost no changes with
the increase of film thickness. These weak changes
might be related to the increase in the photocurrent

density. As a result, the photoelectric conversion effi-
ciency increased with the initial thickening of the NiO
film. Weak changes were observed for a film thickness
greater than 1.5 μm, related to the low hole transport
rate and short hole lifetime [20].
The prepared NiO cathode was assembled together

with the TiO2 anode to prepare QD-sensitized p–n-type
tandem solar cells. Figure 4 shows the J–V curves of the
NiO cathode and the TiO2 anode, as well as the tandem
TiO2(down)/NiO(up) and TiO2(up)/NiO(down) solar
cells. The p–n-type tandem solar cells with TiO2(down)/
NiO(up) configuration exhibited significantly enhanced
OCV as compared to the separated NiO cathode or
TiO2 anode. The photoelectric conversion efficiency was
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Fig. 2 Current density–voltage characteristic curves of the NiO
photocathodes with different content of PEG in the precursor solution

Fig. 3 Effect of film thickness on the photovoltaic characteristics of
the NiO photocathodes
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0.43%, with an OCV of 0.594 V, JSC of 2.0 mA cm−2, and
an FF of 0.36. This is the first study about the QD-
sensitized p–n-type tandem solar cells. However, the JSC
of the tandem solar cells was significantly less than those
of the NiO cathode and TiO2 anode. In addition, the
photoelectric conversion efficiency was less than those
of the NiO cathode and TiO2 anode. In the future, more
studies should be conducted to enhance the high per-
formance of QD-sensitized p–n-type tandem solar cells.

Conclusion
Polyethylene glycol (PEG) was used to prepare NiO films.
The addition of PEG significantly decreased the cracks in
the NiO films. A uniform 2.6-μm-thick nanoporous NiO
film was prepared. The optimized photoelectric conver-
sion efficiency was 0.80%. The optimized quantum dot-
sensitized NiO film was first assembled with the TiO2

anode to prepared QD-sensitized p–n-type tandem solar
cells. The open-circuit voltage (OCV) was greater than
that exhibited by the separated NiO cathode or TiO2

anode. The TiO2(down)/NiO(up) tandem solar cells
afforded a total photoelectric conversion of 0.43%, with an
OCV, short circuit current density, and fill factor of
0.594 V, 2.0 mA cm−2, and 0.36, respectively.

Acknowledgements
This study was supported by the Natural Science Foundation of China (Nos.
U1404202 and 21403056), Program for Science and Technology Innovation
Talents in Universities of Henan Province (18HASTIT031), and the Young Core
Instructor Foundation from the Education Commission of Henan Province
(2014GGJS-028).

Authors’ Contributions
ZC, WK, XJ, JC, and SD carried out the experiment; SL and ZC analyzed the
data and finished figures in the manuscript; SL modified the manuscript.
All authors read and approved the final manuscript.

Competing Interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interest regarding the
publication of this paper.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Received: 7 June 2017 Accepted: 5 August 2017

References
1. Prvulovic S, Lambic M, Matic M, Tolmac D, Josimovic RL (2016) Energy

Sources Part. B Econ Plan Policy 11; 1111–1117
2. Stambouli AB, Koinuma H, Flazi S, Khiat Z, Kitamura Y, Optoelectronics Adv J

(2013) Mater 15:361–367
3. Hagfeldt A, Boschloo G, Sun LC, Kloo L, Pettersson H (2010) Dye-sensitized

solar cells. Chem Rev 110:6595–6663
4. Grätzel M (2001) Photoelectrochemical cells. Nature 414:338–344
5. Yella A, Lee HW, Tsao HN, Yi CY, Chandiran AK, Nazeeruddin MK, Diau EWG,

Yeh CY, Zakeeruddin SM, Grätzel MM (2011) Porphyrin-sensitized solar cells
with cobalt (II/III)-based redox electrolyte exceed 12 percent efficiency.
Science 334:629–634

6. Yin X, Guo YJ, Xue ZS, Xu P, He M, Liu B (2015) Performance enhancement
of perovskite-sensitized mesoscopic solar cells using Nb-doped TiO2

compact layer. Nano Res 8:1997–2003
7. He J, Lindstrom H, Hagfeldt A, Lindquist SE (1999) Dye-sensitized

nanostructured p-type nickel oxide film as a photocathode for a solar cell.
J Phys Chem B 103:8940–8943

8. Nakasa A, Usami H, Sumikura S, Hasegawa S, Koyama T, Suzuki E (2005) A
high voltage dye-sensitized solar cell using a nanoporous NiO
photocathode. Chem Lett 34:500–501

9. Nattestad A, Mozer AJ, Fischer MKR, Cheng YB, Mishra A, Bäuerle P, Bach U
(2010) Highly efficient photocathodes for dye-sensitized tandem solar cells.
Nat Mater 9:31–35

10. Shi ZW, Lu H, Liu Q, Cao FR, Guo J, Guo J, Deng KM, Li L (2014) Efficient p-
type dye-sensitized solar cells with all-nano-electrodes: NiCo2O4

mesoporous nanosheet counter electrodes directly converted from NiCo2O4

photocathodes. Nanoscale Res Lett 9:608
11. Shi ZW, Lu H, Liu Q, Deng KM, Xu LY, Hu JQ, Bando Y, Golberg D, Li L

(2014) NiCo2O4 nanostructures as a promising alternative for NiO
photocathodes in p-type dye-sensitized solar cells with high efficiency.
Energ Tech 2:517–521

12. Wu QS, Shen Y, Li LY, Cao M, Gu F, Wang LJ (2013) Morphology and
properties of NiO electrodes for p-DSSCs based on hydrothermal method.
Appl Surf Sci 276:411–416

13. Qu Y, Zhou W, Miao XH, Li Y, Jiang L, Pan K, Tian GH, Ren ZY, Wang GF, Fu
HG (2013) A new layered photocathode with porous NiO nanosheets: an
effective candidate for p-type dye-sensitized solar cells. Chem Asian J 8:
3085–3090

14. Zhang XL, Huang FZ, Nattestad A, Wang K, Fu DC, Mishra A, Bäuerle P, Bach
U, Cheng YB (2011) Enhanced open-circuit voltage of p-type DSC with
highly crystalline NiO nanoparticles. Chem Commun 47:4808–4810

15. Powar S, Wu Q, Weidelner M, Nattestad A, Hu Z, Mishra A, Bäuerle P, Spiccia
L, Cheng YB, Bach U (2012) Improved photocurrents for p-type dye-
sensitized solar cells using nano-structured nickel(II) oxide microballs.
Energy Environ Sci 5:8896–8900

16. Sumikura S, Mori S, Shimizu S, Usami H, Suzuki E (2008) Syntheses of NiO
nanoporous films using nonionic triblock co-polymer templates and their
application to photo-cathodes of p-type dye-sensitized solar cells. J
Photochem Photobia: Chemistry 199:1–7

17. Li L, Gibson EA, Qin P, Boschloo G, Gorlov M, Hagfeldt A, Sun LC (2010)
Double-layered NiO photocathodes for p-type DSSCs with record IPCE. Adv
Mater 22:1759–1762

18. Kong WP, Li SJ, Chen Z, Wei CC, Li W, Li T, Yan Y, Jia XY, Xu BH, Zhang WF
(2015) p-Type dye-sensitized solar cells with a CdSeS quantum-dot-
sensitized NiO photocathode for outstanding short-circuit current. Part Part
Syst Charat 32:1078–1082

19. Chen Z, Wei CC, Li SJ, Diao CL, Li W, Kong WP, Zhang ZL, Zhang WF (2016)
CdS/CdSe co-sensitized solar cells based on hierarchically structured SnO2/
TiO2 hybrid films. Nanoscale Res Lett 11:295

20. Odobel F, Pellegrin Y (2013) Recent advances in the sensitization of wide-
band-gap nanostructured p-type semiconductors. Photovoltaic and
photocatalytic applications. J Phys Chem Lett 4:2551–2564

0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6
0.0

2.5

5.0

7.5

10.0

ytisne
Dtnerru

C
(

mc
A

m
-2

)

Voltage(V)

NiO
TiO

2

TiO
2
(down)/NiO(up)

TiO
2
(up)/NiO(down)

Fig. 4 Current density–voltage characteristic curves of p–n-type
quantum dot-sensitized p–n-type tandem solar cells
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