
INORGANIC CHEMISTRY
FRONTIERS

RESEARCH ARTICLE

Cite this: Inorg. Chem. Front., 2023,
10, 6622

Received 25th June 2023,
Accepted 13th September 2023

DOI: 10.1039/d3qi01178j

rsc.li/frontiers-inorganic

Developing a gradient titanium dioxide/
amorphous tantalum nitride electron transporting
layer for efficient and stable perovskite solar cells†

Yue Gou,a Haoyan Wang,a Yutao Li,a Chenyu Zhao,a Lin Fan, a,b Maobin Wei,a,b

Huilian Liu,a,b Jinghai Yang, a,b Fengyou Wang *a,b and Lili Yang *a,b

Metal oxides are extensively applied as one of the most potential electron transport layers (ETLs) in per-

ovskite solar cells (PSCs). However, their inherent surface oxygen vacancies and imperfect energy level

alignment with the perovskite layer usually result in photogenerated charge recombination at the ETL/

perovskite heterointerface. Managing the interface defects and band alignment is significant to decrease

energy loss and improve the power conversion efficiency of PSCs. Herein, we develop a gradient TiO2/

a-TaNx (TOAN) ETL, which not only eliminates interfacial defects and improves the crystallization of per-

ovskite films, but also displays good energy level alignment and charge transport characteristics. The

MAPbI3 solar cells based on TOAN ETLs achieve an efficiency of 21.41% with an open-circuit voltage of

1.20 V and a short-circuit current density of 22.87 mA cm−2. In addition, the device with a TOAN ETL

maintains 95% initial efficiency after 30 days in N2 without encapsulation and retains 91% of its initial

efficiency after storing for 30 days in an atmospheric environment. This result demonstrates the effective-

ness of an inorganic metal nitride as an interface modification layer and provides a reference for the

further development of metal nitride electron transport layers.

Introduction

Organic–inorganic halide perovskite solar cells (PSCs) have
rapidly evolved over the past few decades as a promising next-
generation photovoltaic technology, owing to their benefits
including small exciton binding energy, long carrier diffusion
length, high absorption coefficient, ambipolar charge trans-
port, and strong defect tolerance.1–5 The power conversion
efficiency (PCE) of PSCs has risen from 3.8% (in 2009) to
26.1% (certified in 2023) via the strategies of thin film crystalli-
zation regulation, interface engineering, effective light man-
agement, and so on.6–12

The electron transfer layer (ETL)/perovskite interface of
PSCs plays a key role in tuning the crystallinity of the perovs-
kite layer and promoting the overall charge transport
efficiency.13,14 However, the widely used metal oxide ETLs
often have surface oxygen vacancies and undesirable conduc-
tion band offsets with the perovskite, resulting in interfacial

charge recombination loss. Meanwhile, the hydroxyl group
introduced during the ETL fabrication process is easily
absorbed into the surface oxygen vacancies, which may trigger
the deprotonation reaction with the perovskite layer and
degrade the long-term stability of the device. Many strategies
are proposed to eliminate the oxygen vacancies and rearrange
the energy levels at the ETL/perovskite interface for achieving
better cell performance and stability. For instance, several elec-
tron-donor groups such as amino (–NH2), carboxyl (–COOH),
and carbon–oxygen double bonds (CvO) have been utilized to
reduce the uncoordinated dangling bonds at the ETL/perovs-
kite interface,15–17 which inhibit the non-radiative recombina-
tion and cation migration, improving the PCE and retarding
the decomposition of the devices. Notably, Sonmezoglu et al.
adopted a series of modifiers, including 2-methylbenzimid-
azole, acetylacetone, biopolymer Caf1, and DNA molecules, to
modify the ETL surface. These modifiers suppressed the inter-
face-dependent nonradiative recombination and aligned the
interface energy levels, leading to a remarkable improvement
of the solar cells.18–21 Furthermore, a common method to
strengthen the charge transfer at the ETL/perovskite interface
is adjusting the energy level alignment, which could enhance
the PCE by reducing the energy loss.22–24 For example, doping
with metals ions, such as lithium, sodium, potassium, and
tungsten, can change the bandgap alignment of ETL/
perovskite,25,26 thus improving the conductivity and short-
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circuit current ( Jsc) of the devices. The interfacial bandgap
alignment can also be adjusted by constructing hybrid ETLs.
Chen et al. developed a SnO2/2D-Bi2O2Se hybrid electron trans-
porting layer, which possesses a better cascade band align-
ment with the perovskite layer compared to a single SnO2,
resulting in low-hysteresis and high-performance PSCs.27

Zhang et al. strengthened the SnO2–perovskite buried interface
by a strategy involving pre-grafted halides to manipulate per-
ovskite defects and carrier dynamics, thereby resulting in both
favorable perovskite crystallization and minimized interfacial
carrier losses.28 Ghosh et al. demonstrated a low temperature
solution-processed TiO2/AZO bilayer thin film as an ETL in a
planar PSC configuration. The corresponding efficiency is
improved owing to the reduction of trap-assisted recombina-
tion at the interface and better energy level alignment.29

Previously, we used an a-WOx/SnO2 ETL to adjust the energy
level of the ETL/perovskite interface, which improves the free
energy of the ETL/perovskite interface from 0.34 to 0.6 eV and
enhances the driving force of charge transfer, yielding a PCE
of 20.52%.30 All the above interface modulators contribute to
the development of PSCs from different aspects, but some
shortcomings are gradually exposed along with thorough
research. For example, the organic modulators are usually sub-
jected to solvent erosion from perovskite precursors and face
the thermal instability issue, destroying the interface connec-
tion; moreover, the inorganic modulators are more stable but
have no ideal passivation capability due to the lack of functio-
nalized groups. Exploring a stable material that can not only
reduce interface defects but also accelerate charge extraction at
the ETL/perovskite interface is very significant for raising the
PSC efficiency.

Transition metal nitrides, as stable inorganic compounds,31

with abundant N atoms and a tunable bandgap, may satisfy the
above requirements simultaneously by donating lone pair elec-
trons as well as forming gradient energy alignment with the per-
ovskite layer. Herein, we developed a gradient titanium dioxide/
amorphous tantalum nitride (TiO2/a-TaNx, TOAN) hybrid ETL to
suppress ETL/perovskite interfacial energy loss and improve the
photovoltaic performance of the PSCs. The TOAN possesses
higher conductivity and a more suitable interface energy-level
cascade compared to traditional TiO2which contributes to redu-
cing the ETL/perovskite interfacial charge accumulation and the
electron transfer barrier. Meanwhile, the N-rich surface of the
TOAN ETL can eliminate the ETL/perovskite interfacial defects
by forming N–Pb electron transfer channels with the perovskite
layer, thus decreasing the non-radiative recombination loss.
Concomitantly, the Gibbs free energy of the TOAN substrate is
elevated compared with that of the TiO2 ETL, promoting the
crystallization and growth of perovskite films. Pinhole-free and
compact perovskite films could enhance the environmental
stability and photostability of the devices. Consequently, the
PSC based on a TOAN ETL showed a higher PCE of 21.47% with
negligible hysteresis compared with the TiO2 device that had a
PCE of 19.42%. In addition, the PSC based on the TOAN ETL
retained 91% of its original efficiency after aging for 30 days
under an ambient atmosphere.

Results and discussion

An ∼80 nm tantalum nitride film was prepared at room temp-
erature by radio-frequency magnetron sputtering.
Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) and X-ray diffraction
(XRD) were conducted to explore the film microstructure. The
TEM image shows no microcrystallite, and the diffusion rings
are weak and broad, implying the characteristics of an amor-
phous metallic compound (Fig. S1†).32 Meanwhile, we only
find a wide and degenerated peak of glass at 24.42° from the
XRD patterns, which further proves the amorphous nature of
the TaNx (a-TaNx) (Fig. 1a). To study the surface chemical
states of a-TaNx film, X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS)
was performed. The Ta 4f peak can be divided into three doub-
lets, belonging to the Ta 4f7/2 (24.7, 25.5, and 26.2 eV) and the
Ta 4f5/2 (26.5, 27.4, and 28.2 eV) orbits (Fig. 1b). The dominant
Ta 4f7/2 peak and Ta 4f5/2 peak at binding energies of 24.7 and
26.5 eV are associated with Ta–N bonding, respectively. The Ta
4f7/2 and Ta 4f5/2 subcomponents centered at 25.5 and 27.4 eV
are attributed to the Ta-ON species, and the remaining pair of
peaks at 26.2 and 28.2 eV represents the Ta–O.33 These
different chemical bonds and valence states of Ta imply that
the a-TaNx films are non-stoichiometric. The reason for the
formation of amorphous and non-stoichiometric TaNx films is
that the sputtered TaNx precursor radicals have a low
migration energy on the room-temperature substrate, making
them only able to stay in the position where they hit the sub-
strate and leading to a disordered network matrix. Moreover,
XPS shows that the atomic ratio of Ta–N is 1 : 2.5, which is
higher than the usual 1 : 0.5 and 1 : 1.6 (Fig. 1c).34,35 This
N-rich surface is beneficial to eliminate the trap states at the
ETL/perovskite interface and will be discussed later.

We then constructed the TiO2/a-TaNx (TOAN) film by depos-
iting 5 nm a-TaNx on the TiO2 surface. The uniform distri-
bution of Ta and N elements indicates that the a-TaNx is finely
distributed on the TiO2 surface (Fig. S2†). The surface mor-
phologies of TiO2 and TOAN films were studied by scanning
electron microscopy (SEM, Fig. 1d and e) and atomic force
microscopy (AFM, Fig. S3†). The images show that the TOAN
film is slightly smoother than the TiO2 film, with the root-
mean-square (RMS) roughness reduced from 23.4 nm to
21.7 nm. In addition, since the Ta of a-TaNx has many more
valence electrons compared with the Ti of TiO2, Ta has extra
electronic donor centers, which may lead to higher conduc-
tivity of TOAN.36 The electrical properties of TiO2 and TOAN
films were characterized in the dark using the vertical current
density–voltage ( J–V) test with an FTO/TiO2 (or TOAN)/Ag struc-
ture. As shown in Fig. S4,† the increased slope of the TOAN
films shows that the resistance values are reduced compared
with those of TiO2 for a similar thickness. The conductivity of
the films can be calculated using the following equation: σ = d/
(AR), where σ is the conductivity, A is the active area (0.09 cm2),
R is the resistance calculated from the dark I–V curves, and d
is the thickness of the films (∼200 nm).37 The values of σ are
∼1.2 × 10−2 mS cm−1, ∼2.04 × 10−2 mS cm−1 and ∼3.8 × 10−2

mS cm−1 for TiO2, TOAN and a-TaNx films, respectively, which
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show that the TOAN film has a better charge transport capa-
bility than the TiO2 film. Besides that, the efficiency of PSCs is
affected by the generation of photogenerated carriers, which is
associated with the ETL optical properties. Fig. 1f shows the
optical transmittance spectra of TiO2 and TOAN films, both of
which exhibit high transmittance in the visible region. The
high conductivity, together with the excellent optical transmit-
tance, makes the TOAN a suitable material for thin-film photo-
voltaic devices.

Ultraviolet–visible (UV–vis) spectroscopy was performed to
further study the optical absorption of perovskite films grown
on different substrates. Fig. 2a shows that the optical absorp-
tion of the two perovskite films is analogous, indicating that
the TOAN layer has no additional parasitic absorption, which
matches the results in Fig. 1f. The perovskite crystallization is
also a key factor influencing the photovoltaic performance of
PSCs. Fig. 2b and Fig. S5† present the SEM and AFM images
of perovskite films based on TiO2 (TiO2-perovskite) and TOAN
(TOAN-perovskite). Interestingly, the TOAN-perovskite shows
a uniform surface and lower roughness in contrast to the
TiO2-perovskite. Fig. S6† shows that TOAN-perovskite pos-
sesses a larger grain size (∼800 nm) than TiO2-perovskite
(∼450 nm). The X-ray diffraction (XRD) peak of TOAN-perovs-
kite is stronger and sharper than that of TiO2-perovskite, and
the corresponding full width at half-maximum (FWHM)
reduces from 0.228° to 0.182° at the main (110) crystallo-
graphic plane, consistent with the increased grain size shown
by SEM (Fig. 2c). The favorable crystallization of perovskite
films can help reduce their bulk defects. We then measured
the Urbach tail energy (Eu) of the two perovskite films. A

reduced Eu of the TOAN-perovskite film is shown in Fig. 2d,
indicating a smaller energetic disorder within the bulk of the
film.38 In order to quantitatively clarify the defect density of
the perovskite films, the space-charge limited current (SCLC)
was assessed with the device structure FTO/TiO2 (or TOAN)/
perovskite/PCBM/Ag (Fig. 2e). The defect density can be cal-
culated using the following equation: Ntrap = (2εε0VTFL)/(eL

2),
where ε is the MAPbI3 permittivity (ε = 32 F cm−1), ε0 is the
vacuum permittivity, VTFL is the trap-filled voltage, e is the
unit charge, and L is the thickness of the perovskite.39 As
expected, compared with the TiO2 device (VTFL = 0.89 V, Ntrap

= 2.57 × 1016 cm−3), the TOAN device shows smaller VTFL (0.33
V) and Ntrap (8.8 × 1015 cm−3). Moreover, as shown in Fig. 2f,
the photovoltage decay lifetime of TOAN-perovskite (104 μs) is
also higher than that of TiO2-perovskite (32 μs), confirming a
decreased non-radiative recombination at the ETL/perovskite
interface.40

Considering that the preparation process of all of the per-
ovskite films is identical, we deduce that the enhanced crystal-
lization of the perovskite is probably correlated with the
surface properties of the substrate. Generally, perovskite
nucleation and growth largely depend on the Gibbs free energy
(ΔG) of the substrate surface, and the heterogeneous nuclea-
tion barrier ΔGhe can be represented by the following
equation:41

ΔGhe ¼ ΔGh0 � f ðθÞ ð1Þ

f ðθÞ ¼ 2� 3 cos θ þ ðcos θÞ3
4

ð2Þ

Fig. 1 Construction and characterization of the TOAN ETL. (a) XRD pattern of the ∼80 nm a-TaNx film deposited on glass. XPS patterns of (b) Ta 4f
and (c) a-TaNx films. The SEM images of (d) TiO2 and (e) TOAN layers on FTO substrates. (f ) The optical transmittance of the TiO2 and TOAN layers.
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where ΔGho is the Gibbs free energy of homogeneous nuclea-
tion and θ is the contact angle of the precursor solution.
According to eqn (1), ΔGhe is related to ΔGho and f (θ). ΔGho is
invariant in this study since the components of the perovskite
precursor have not changed.42 Consequently, we could con-
clude that ΔGhe is positively correlated with f (θ). Fig. 3a shows
that the contact angles of the precursor solution on TiO2 and
TOAN surfaces are 46° and 69°, respectively, yielding the
corresponding f (θ) values of 0.06 and 0.24, respectively. A
small f (θ) results in a low ΔGhe, which contributes to the
heterogeneous nucleation process, and thus numerous nuclei
are formed, but with smaller grains. Conversely, a larger f (θ)
means a higher ΔGhe, which could reduce the nucleation
density and leave more space for grain expansion (Fig. 3b).
Therefore, the perovskite film based on TOAN possesses larger
grain size than the TiO2 counterpart.

The change in ΔGhe may be attributed to the difference in
dangling bonds on the substrate surface.43 Fig. 3c shows that
the TiO2 film has three O 1s peaks at 529.79, 531.18, and 531.9
eV, which belong to the lattice oxygen, oxygen deficiency, and
O–H bonding, respectively.44 However, for the TOAN film, the
O 1s peak of the oxygen deficiency is apparently weakened,
suggesting that the oxygen deficiency defects are passivated by
the surface N atoms. We have conducted electron spin reso-
nance (EPR) measurements on both the TiO2 and TOAN films
(Fig. S7†). The g-value calculated from the resonance magnetic
field is 2.006, which is similar to the g-value of the free elec-
tron (2.008) that corresponds to an oxygen vacancy. The higher
peak intensity observed in the TOAN film compared to that in

the TiO2 film indicates that the oxygen vacancies on the TiO2

surface are effectively passivated by the a-TaNx layer.
45–47 This

result demonstrates that the redistribution of surface bonds
affects the electron configuration of the substrate surface,
thereby changing the ΔGhe and the substrate wettability.48

Apart from modulating perovskite crystallization, the N-rich
surface of the TOAN may also passivate the uncoordinated
Pb2+ at the perovskite buried interface, reducing the interfacial
recombination loss. Fourier transform infrared (FTIR) spectra
show that the stretching vibration of the N–H bond in the
TiO2-perovskite located at 1499 and 3492 cm−1 is obviously
shifted to 1491 and 3468 cm−1 for the TOAN-perovskite
(Fig. S8†). XPS was also conducted for the TOAN-perovskite
and TiO2-perovskite. In order to accurately reflect the bonding
situation at the ETL/perovskite interface, ion beams were uti-
lized to etch the perovskite films (from the top surface) to
∼10 nm before the measurement (Fig. 3d). The Pb 4f7/2 and Pb
4f5/2 peaks of the TOAN-perovskite film show a large shift
towards lower binding energies compared to those of the TiO2-
perovskite. This downshift in peaks in the TOAN-perovskite
implies Pb–N coordination between TOAN and perovskite
because N can donate electrons to Pb2+ dangling bonds, weak-
ening the binding energy of electrons outside the Pb
nucleus.49,50 Therefore, from the overall analysis of the
bonding situation, it can be seen that the N in TOAN can not
only effectively eliminate the oxygen vacancy defects on the
ETL surface, but also passivate the dangling bonds of the per-
ovskite buried interface, polishing the microstructure of the
ETL/perovskite interface (Fig. 3e).

Fig. 2 Perovskite films grown on TiO2 and TOAN substrates. (a) The UV-vis absorption patterns of the perovskite films grown on TiO2 and TOAN
layers. (b) SEM images and (c) XRD patterns of the TiO2- and TOAN-perovskite, respectively. (d) The hv versus ln(α) for the TiO2- and TOAN-perovs-
kite films. The Eu can be obtained from the following equation: α = α0 exp(E/Eu), where α0 is a constant. (e) The SCLC curves of the TiO2- and TOAN-
devices; the inset exhibits the device structure. (f ) Transient photovoltage decay curves for the TiO2- and TOAN-perovskite films.
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The dynamics of charge transfer at the ETL/perovskite inter-
face was measured and is shown in Fig. 4a and b. The photo-
luminescence (PL) intensity of the TOAN-perovskite film was
suppressed compared with that of the TiO2-perovskite film,
which is attributed to the more efficient extraction of photo-
generated charges from the perovskite to the TOAN layer. The
time-resolved PL (TRPL) shows that the decay time of the
TOAN-perovskite film is smaller than that of the TiO2-perovs-
kite film (Table S1†), implying that the TOAN film accelerates
the charge extraction at the ETL/perovskite interface. The rapid
transfer of charges is closely linked with the improved contact
properties and the well-matched energy level at the ETL/perovs-
kite interface. We explored the band alignment between the
different ETLs and the perovskite layer by UV-vis absorption
spectroscopy and ultraviolet photoelectron spectroscopy (UPS).
The bandgaps of a-TaNx and TiO2 calculated by UV-vis absorp-
tion spectroscopy are 2.93 and 3.15 eV, respectively (Fig. S9†).
The calculated conduction band minima are −4.14 eV for
a-TaNx and −4.25 eV for TiO2 (Fig. 4c and d). Therefore, we
can conclude that the TOAN can establish a gradient energy
level arrangement with the perovskite photo-absorber layer,
promoting charge transport and maintaining a high built-in
field for PSCs (Fig. S10†).

Devices with a structure of FTO/TiO2 (or TOAN)/perovskite/
spiro-OMeTAD/Ag were fabricated. The cross-sectional SEM
image and the structure diagram of the complete device are
shown in Fig. 5a and b. Fig. 5c shows the reverse and forward
J–V curves of the TiO2- and TOAN-PSCs. The TOAN device dis-
plays an open circuit voltage (Voc) of 1.20 V, a short-circuit
current density ( Jsc) of 22.87 mA cm−2, a fill factor (FF) of
78.03%, and a champion PCE of 21.41%. In contrast, the
device based on the TiO2 ETL yields a Voc of 1.14 V, a Jsc of
21.75 mA cm−2, an FF of 76.74%, and a PCE of 19.02%. The
detailed photovoltaic parameters are summarized in
Table S2.† The credibility of Jsc was confirmed by external
quantum efficiency (EQE) tests (Fig. 5d). The integrated Jsc
values (21.77 mA cm−2 for the TOAN device and 19.61 mA
cm−2 for the TiO2 device) obtained from EQE curves were
found to exhibit the same trend as the Jsc values gained from
the J–V measurement. The output photocurrent is also taken
from the maximum power point of the champion devices
(Fig. 5e). The TOAN device shows a higher current density and
a smaller attenuation compared with the TiO2 device. The
stabilized PCE at the maximum power point voltage (Vmpp) of
the champion PSCs was also tested. The TOAN device achieved
a steady-state PCE of 19.88% at a Vmpp of 1.02 V, whereas the

Fig. 3 The TOAN/perovskite interface. (a) Comparison of the f (θ) values for TiO2-perovskite and TOAN-perovskite. Inset: the θ of the perovskite pre-
cursors on TiO2 and TOAN substrates. (b) Mechanism diagram of perovskite nucleation on the TiO2 and TOAN substrates, respectively. The XPS pat-
terns for the (c) O 1s and (d) Pb 4f peaks. (e) Schematic of defect reduction at the TOAN/perovskite interface.
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TiO2 device reached 16.05% at 0.97 V. The statistical distri-
butions of 20 TiO2 and 20 TOAN devices are shown in Fig. 5f
(Tables S3 and S4†), which shows that the TOAN devices have

a tighter distribution with better repeatability than the TiO2

devices. We also analyzed the reasons and physical mecha-
nisms behind the device performance improvement. The

Fig. 4 Carrier transport at the TOAN/perovskite interface. (a) Steady-state PL and (b) TRPL spectra of the TiO2- and TOAN-perovskite films, respect-
ively. (c) The onset and (d) the cutoff of the UPS spectra for the TiO2 and a-TaNx films, respectively.

Fig. 5 Device performance. (a) Cross-sectional SEM and (b) schematic structure of the PSCs. (c) J–V curves and (d) EQE spectra of the champion
TiO2 and TOAN devices. (e) The output photocurrent is taken from the maximum power point of the champion devices. (f ) PCE distribution of 20
TiO2 and 20 TOAN devices, respectively.
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improvement of Jsc can be attributed to the enhanced ETL/per-
ovskite interface charge transfer. Also, the high electrical con-
ductivity of a-TaNx facilitates efficient electron transfer from
the perovskite layer to the ETL, thereby increasing Jsc. With
regard to Voc, the use of TOAN as the ETL contributes to a
reduction in interface defects between the TiO2 and perovskite
layers. By minimizing the energy barriers and charge trapping
sites at this interface, TOAN promotes more effective charge
separation and reduces non-radiative recombination, resulting
in an enhanced Voc. TOAN assists in improving the FF of the
device because the superior electrical conductivity of TOAN
helps reduce charge accumulation and resistive losses within
the device, leading to improved charge extraction and reduced
series resistance. These factors collectively contribute to
improving the charge collection efficiency, leading to a
reduction in hysteresis behavior.

The built-in potential (Vbi) of both cells was studied using
capacitance–voltage (C–V) measurements to analyze the poss-
ible mechanism for the improvement in Voc (Fig. S11†). The
TOAN device has a larger Vbi (1.08 V) than the TiO2 device (Vbi
= 1.02 V). A higher Vbi of the TOAN device indicates a stronger
electric field in PSCs, which contributes to the charge separ-
ation and collection, thus enabling a larger Voc.

51 Meanwhile,
the relationship between light intensity and Voc was studied to
illustrate the enhancement of the FF. The slope of the fitting
line was minimized from 1.53kT/q for the TiO2 device to
1.37kT/q for the TOAN device, which implies that the trap-
assisted surface recombination obviously decreased in the
TOAN device (Fig. S12†).52 We further performed electro-
chemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) for both devices to
investigate the charge-transfer dynamics under dark con-
ditions. The TOAN device holds a smaller transport resistance
(Rtr, high-frequency component) and a larger recombination
resistance (Rrec, low-frequency component) than the TiO2

device, which demonstrates that the carrier extraction and
transport at the interface are enhanced while the interfacial
recombination is suppressed by applying the TOAN ETL
(Fig. S13†).53,54 Furthermore, the capacitance–frequency (C–f )
curves of PSCs were drawn to evaluate the defect-induced
capacitance value. Fig. S14† shows that the TOAN device has
smaller values in the low-frequency region, which means a
lower series resistance at the TOAN/perovskite interface than
that at the TiO2/perovskite interface, consistent with the
reduced interface defects.55 Therefore, as shown in Fig. S15,†
the improved performance of the TOAN-based devices can be
attributed to two aspects: (1) the N in TOAN reduces the
defect density at the ETL/perovskite interface and regulates
the crystallization of the perovskite film, thereby ultimately
inhibiting the non-radiative recombination of photogenerated
charges; and (2) the TOAN device forms a gradient energy
alignment at the ETL/perovskite interface, which promotes
charge transfer and strengthens the built-in field of the
device.

The PSC stability was also assessed at a relative humidity
(RH) of ∼35% and a temperature of 25 °C (Fig. S16a†). After 30
days of aging, both the TiO2 device and the TOAN device dis-

played good stability under a nitrogen atmosphere, which
could retain 93% and 95% of the initial PCE, respectively.
However, for devices in ambient environment, the TOAN cell
shows a higher stability than the TiO2 cell. Moreover, we also
studied the operational stability of the PSCs under MPP track-
ing with continuous light irradiation (Fig. S16b†). The control
device shows a downward PCE to 51.5% of the initial PCE after
being irradiated for 12 h, and the TOAN-based device presents
better long-term stability, keeping more than 80.7% of the
original PCE after 12 h of irradiation. To figure out the reason
for this improved stability, the XRD patterns of TiO2- and
TOAN-perovskite films were further recorded (Fig. S17†). We
can observe that none of the fresh perovskite films showed the
PbI2 peak (Fig. 2c), but after placing in an atmospheric
environment for 3 days at a temperature of 25 °C and a humid-
ity of ∼42%, the PbI2 phase was observed in the TiO2-perovs-
kite film. Moreover, Fig. S18† shows the UV-vis absorption
spectra of the unencapsulated perovskite film deposited on
TOAN and TiO2 substrates. After storing for 15 days in the
ambient environment with ∼42% humidity at room tempera-
ture, the aged TOAN-perovskite film closely resembles the pris-
tine TOAN-perovskite film. However, the absorption of the
TiO2-perovskite decreases significantly after 15 days of aging
under the same conditions, indicating that this film starts to
decompose. The improved stability may be related to the favor-
able crystallization and the ordered structure of perovskite
films, which resist the invasion of oxygen and water molecules,
delaying the degradation of the devices. In addition, the
reduction of dangling bonds could weaken the deprotonation
effect at the ETL/perovskite interface, thus stabilizing the
structure of perovskite films.

Conclusion

In summary, we have developed a gradient TOAN ETL for
achieving efficient and stable PSCs. TOAN can not only effec-
tively eliminate the oxygen vacancy defects on the ETL surface,
but also passivate the dangling bonds of the perovskite buried
interface, polishing the microstructure of the ETL/perovskite
interface. Moreover, TOAN can form a gradient bandgap align-
ment with the perovskite, thereby enhancing the built-in field
and interfacial charge transfer. These benefits result in a high
PCE of 21.41% and negligible hysteresis for MAPbI3 solar cells.
Furthermore, the device based on the TOAN ETL retains 91%
of its initial PCE after 30 days under an ambient atmosphere.
We believe that this work not only presents the potential of an
inorganic metal nitride as an interface modification layer for
PSCs, but also provides a reference for the further develop-
ment of metal nitride electron transport layers for other opto-
electronic devices.
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