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Dual-functional inorganic CuSCN for efficient
hole extraction and moisture sealing of MAPbI3

perovskite solar cells†

Battula Ramya Krishna, abc Ganapathy Veerappan,a P. Bhyrappa, b

C. Sudakar c and Easwaramoorthi Ramasamy *a

Most high-performing organic–inorganic hybrid perovskite solar cells (PSCs) are fabricated using

expensive organic hole-transporting materials (HTMs). The poor moisture- and thermal-stability of

organic HTMs are significant factors contributing to the degradation of PSCs. Inorganic HTMs are

promising cost-effective alternatives to achieve high efficiencies with enhanced stability. Here, we report

PSC devices fabricated using a MAPbI3 perovskite film made by a one-step solution process and coated

with inorganic CuSCN (PSC-CuSCN) and organic spiro-OMeTAD (PSC-spiro) HTMs in an n–i–p device

configuration. This device performance is compared with that of the HTM-free (PSC-HTM-free) devices.

The as-prepared devices were stored under dark ambient conditions (25 � 3 1C and 50 � 10% RH) for

1500 h, and their structural and morphological changes were investigated. The PSC-HTM-free and

PSC-spiro devices showed a significant conversion of MAPbI3 to PbI2 phase. In contrast, MAPbI3 retained

its perovskite structure in the PSC-CuSCN device and exhibited better photovoltaic performance for

more than two months. Fresh PSC-spiro and PSC-CuSCN devices showed similar power conversion

efficiencies (PCEs) of around 10%, while the PSC-HTM-free device showed a PCE of 6.1%. To compare

the impact of atmospheric conditions on the stability of the device, they were stored under dark

ambient conditions, and their performance was recorded for 1500 h. PSC-CuSCN retained nearly 70% of

its initial PCE for more than 1500 h, whereas both the PSC-HTM-free and PSC-spiro devices exhibited

similar performance degradation and retained only 30% of their initial PCE. The moisture resistance of

the CuSCN film is understood from the high water contact angle (1001) between the film and the water

droplets. We demonstrate that the inherent stability and the absence of dopants in the inorganic CuSCN

HTM decelerate the degradation compared to its organic counterparts.

Introduction

Organic–inorganic hybrid perovskite solar cells (PSCs) have
gripped the attention of the solar research community as their
power conversion efficiencies (PCEs) accelerated to 25.5% in
2021, in just over a decade.1 Such a high photovoltaic perfor-
mance has been attributed to good ambipolar charge transporting
properties, long carrier recombination lifetimes, high optical
absorption of the material in films as thin as 500 nm, and long
diffusion lengths.2 The efficiency and flexibility in the choice of

materials and substrates with good optoelectronic properties have
made PSCs a tough competitor to the prevailing technologies.
However, the instability of perovskite materials under
atmospheric conditions is holding back PSCs from being
commercialized. In a conventional n–i–p device configuration,
the absorber material is sandwiched between the electron
transport and hole transport layers. Usually, the electron
transport layer is an inorganic material, and the hole transport
layer is an organic material. The most frequently used
perovskite absorber material in solar cells is methylammonium
lead triiodide (MAPbI3). The striking feature of the MAPbI3 PSC
is its optimum bandgap (1.55 eV) which results in a high open-
circuit voltage. Hence, in this study, we have employed the
workhorse material of the PSC, MAPbI3, as the absorber
material.

Spiro-OMeTAD or spiro is the most commonly employed
hole transporting material (HTM) in conventional PSCs due to
its high conductivity. This can be attributed to the extensively

a Centre for Solar Energy Materials, International Advanced Research Centre for

Powder Metallurgy and New Materials (ARCI), Hyderabad, India.

E-mail: easwar@arci.res.in
b Department of Chemistry, Indian Institute of Technology Madras, Chennai, India
c Multifunctional Materials Laboratory, Department of Physics, Indian Institute of

Technology Madras, Chennai, India

† Electronic supplementary information (ESI) available. See DOI: 10.1039/
d1ma00861g

Received 17th September 2021,
Accepted 14th December 2021

DOI: 10.1039/d1ma00861g

rsc.li/materials-advances

Materials
Advances

PAPER

O
pe

n 
A

cc
es

s 
A

rt
ic

le
. P

ub
lis

he
d 

on
 1

6 
D

es
em

ba
 2

02
1.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

on
 2

0/
07

/2
02

5 
06

:4
5:

09
. 

 T
hi

s 
ar

tic
le

 is
 li

ce
ns

ed
 u

nd
er

 a
 C

re
at

iv
e 

C
om

m
on

s 
A

ttr
ib

ut
io

n-
N

on
C

om
m

er
ci

al
 3

.0
 U

np
or

te
d 

L
ic

en
ce

.

View Article Online
View Journal  | View Issue

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0943-2737
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1237-5304
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2863-338X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2149-2572
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1039/d1ma00861g&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-01-10
http://rsc.li/materials-advances
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://doi.org/10.1039/d1ma00861g
https://rsc.66557.net/en/journals/journal/MA
https://rsc.66557.net/en/journals/journal/MA?issueid=MA003004


© 2022 The Author(s). Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry Mater. Adv., 2022, 3, 2000–2010 |  2001

employed dopants (bis(trifluoromethane), sulfonimide lithium
salt (LiTFSI), and tert-butyl pyridine (t-BP)), which intensify the
free carrier generation.3 However, its application is restricted
due to high cost and dopant infiltration into the ETM layer,
affecting its charge extraction capability leading to hysteresis
and instability.3,4 CuSCN has emerged as a stable HTM to
replace spiro as it exhibits good chemical stability. With
good transparency in the visible and near-infrared regions,
appropriate band positions of CuSCN based devices show
matching efficiencies. Furthermore, solution based low-
temperature processability, cost-effectiveness, and reproducibility
have made industrial viability feasible.

Ito et al. first reported the use of CuSCN as a HTM for n–i–p
configured MAPbI3 based PSCs.5 They demonstrated a PCE of
4.85%, with 40% retention in PCE after 16 h when stored under
ambient conditions at a relative humidity (RH) of 30–90%.5

In another study, Ito et al. studied the degradation under
the light illumination of MAPbI3 PSCs using a CuSCN HTM.
By incorporating the Sb2S3 layer at the TiO2-perovskite inter-
face, they obtained 5.03% PCE with 65% retention in PCE when
exposed continuously to AM 1.5 G irradiation for 12 h.6

However, the effect of CuSCN on device stability was not
reported. Baranwal et al. studied the influence of a CuSCN
HTM on non-vacuum carbon-based device performance and
stability. They reported 12.4% PCE with 68% PCE retention in
the CuSCN-incorporated carbon-based device for 4500 h when
stored in the dark under ambient conditions.7

Few studies in the literature have explored CuSCN as a HTM
in metal cathode, MAPbI3 based PSCs; however, emphasis on
device stability is scarce.8–10 Liu et al. reported the stability of
the CuSCN HTM in MAPbI3 based PSCs using the Al2O3

mesoporous electron transport layer and compared it with
the spiro HTM at elevated temperatures.11 A PCE of 13%
for the CuSCN device and 14% for the spiro device were
demonstrated. The CuSCN cells encapsulated with a polymeric
material were shown to be stable, even at high temperatures of
85 1C and at 50% RH for 1080 h, with 77% retention in PCE.11

Without encapsulation, the device stability reduced to 50%
within one day. This was shown to be inferior to the spiro
device, which retained less than 28% PCE over 45 days. Zhou
et al. studied the effect of CuSCN on MAPbI3 based PSCs
wherein devices were sandwiched with macromolecules
(CRA-TPA or poly-TPD) between the CuSCN and Ag back contact.
They reported 11.97% and 10.36% PCEs for the poly-TPD and
CRA-TPA macromoleculues, which are two times higher than
that of the control device tested without any macromolecules
(PCE of 5.96%). A PCE retention of 70–80% at 25 1C and 50% RH
was reported only when an additional triphenylamine layer was
introduced. Without this layer, the device degraded within
5 days.12 Yang et al. studied the impact of spiro and CuSCN on
MAPbI3 based PSCs. In their study, the MAPbI3 layer was
modified with various functional molecules to enhance the
stability of the devices. A mixture of 3-pyridyl isothiocyanate
(Pr-ITC) and phenylene-1,4-diisothiocyanate (Ph-DITC) has two
functional groups to interact with the perovskite as well as the
CuSCN layer. An average efficiency of 18.5% was reported for the

CuSCN device and 19% for the spiro device. The spiro device
retained 50% and the CuSCN device retained 86% PCE for
200 days at 25 1C and 30 � 5% RH under ambient conditions
due to the specific interfacial treatment.13 Yang et al. compared
the stability of the spray deposited CuSCN and spin-coated spiro
devices on MAPbI3 based PSCs with 17% and 18% PCEs,
respectively.14 Their studies demonstrated that the CuSCN based
device retained more than 94% of its PCE for 100 days, whereas
the spiro-based device retained 70% of its PCE when stored at an
RH of 30%.

Other than the MAPbI3 absorber, CuSCN has also been
employed in a few other perovskite absorbers where the superior
stability of CuSCN has been reported.15–17 However, modification
in the perovskite or the HTM layer was inevitable. Here, we
explore the CuSCN layer’s dual function as a HTM and moisture
sealant and correlate it with the device performance and stability
in MAPbI3 based devices.18–22 Also, the aging characteristics of
efficient working devices for more than 1500 h under ambient
conditions (25 � 3 1C and 50 � 10% RH ) without interfacial and
perovskite compositional modifications are not reported. In this
study, we have investigated (i) the MAPbI3 film formation by a
one-step method, without any modifications of the MAPbI3

perovskite or charge transport layers, and the structural and
morphological evolution of the devices when stored under
ambient conditions for 1500 h; (ii) the device fabrication in an
n–i–p configuration using an FTO/compact TiO2/mesoporous
TiO2/MAPbI3/HTM(spiro/CuSCN/HTM free)/Au architecture; (iii)
the aging of the devices at 25 � 3 1C and 50 � 10% RH under
ambient conditions for 1500 h. CuSCN HTM based PSC devices
are found to have superior stability than spiro devices without
compromising on the performance.

Experimental
A. Chemicals used

Titaniumbis(acetylacetonate) di-isopropoxide (75 wt% in
isopropanol), hydroiodic acid (57 wt% in H2O), hydrochloric
acid (37 wt% in H2O), diethyl ether (99.0%), toluene (99.8%
anhydrous), lead iodide (PbI2, 99%), 2-propanol (98%), N,N-
dimethylformamide (DMF, 99.8%), dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO,
99.9%), 1-butanol (99.8%), 2,20,7,70-tetrakis[N,N-di(4-methoxyphenyl)
amino]-9,90-spirobifluorene (spiro, 499%), 4-tert-butylpyridine (t-BP)
(98%) and LiTFSI (Z99%) were purchased from Sigma-Aldrich.
Methylamine (40% in methanol) was purchased from TCI
Chemicals.

B. Device fabrication

TiO2 coated FTO electrodes were prepared as reported in our
earlier work.23 MAI was prepared as reported by Im et al.24

To 28 mL of methylamine in a round bottom flask kept at 0 1C,
30 mL of HI was added slowly. After 2 h of stirring, the salt
was precipitated at 60 1C in a rotary vacuum evaporator,
and washed with diethyl ether 3–4 times to remove the traces
of HI. Finally, the MAI salt was dried in a vacuum for 18 h at
60 1C.
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MAPbI3 films were deposited by a one-step process; 461 mg
of PbI2 and 159 mg of MAI were taken in a mixed solvent of
600 mg of dimethylformamide (DMF) and 78 mg of dimethyl
sulfoxide (DMSO). This solution was spin-coated onto TiCl4

treated TiO2 substrates at 4000 rpm for 25 s with 100 mL of
toluene antisolvent dripped in the last 15 s. The films were
annealed at 60 1C for 1 min and 100 1C for 2 min to ensure the
formation of a crystalline MAPbI3 film. The organic HTM was
prepared by dissolving 75.2 mg of spiro-OMeTAD in 1 mL of
chlorobenzene, to this 28.8 mL of t-BP and 17.5 mL of LiF
(520 mg in 1 mL of acetonitrile) were added and stirred until
completely dissolved. The inorganic HTM was prepared by
dissolving 35 mg of CuSCN in 1 mL of diethyl sulfide and
stirred at room temperature until completely dissolved. The
perovskite films were then spin-coated with the hole transport-
ing material, followed by the thermal evaporation of Au at a
pressure of 10�6 mbar. For the HTM-free architecture, the
MAPbI3 films were coated with gold without any HTM deposition.
The different device configurations used in the present study, viz.,
FTO/TiO2/perovskite/Au, FTO/TiO2/perovskite/organic(spiro)HTM/
Au and FTO/TiO2/perovskite/inorganic(CuSCN)HTM/Au, are
denoted as PSC-HTM-free, PSC-spiro and PSC-CuSCN, respectively.

C. Characterization techniques

The structural characterization of the films was explored using an
X-ray diffractometer (D8 Advanced Bruker) with monochromatic
Cu-Ka radiation (l = 1.5406 Å). The surface and cross-sectional
morphologies of the perovskite films were analyzed using field

emission scanning electron microscopy (FESEM) (ZEISS Gemini-
SEM 500) along with energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDX)
for composition analysis. The I–V characteristics of the devices
were measured under one sun illumination (AM 1.5) using an AAA
solar simulator (Oriel instruments) under ambient conditions.
For all stability studies, the samples were stored under dark
ambient conditions at 25 � 3 1C and 50 � 10% RH for 1500 h.

Results and discussion

Fig. 1(a–c) show the different device configurations used in the
present study with (spiro and CuSCN) and without the HTM,
employing the n–i–p architecture. Fig. 1(d) shows the energy
band diagram depicting the charge transfer mechanism in the
PSC. When light shines on the perovskite absorber material,
free charge carriers are generated and swept away by the
respective charge transport layers due to the suitable band
alignment and are collected by the front and back contacts.
In Fig. 1(d), the energy level positions of both spiro and CuSCN
are shown for easy comparison. The valence band edge position
of CuSCN is very close to that of the organic HTM. This
highlights its suitability as a competitor for efficient hole
extraction. Employing spectroscopic characterization, it was
found that hole transfer was 3 times higher in CuSCN based
PSCs compared to that in spiro-based PSCs due to the strong
interactions between the CuSCN-perovskite interface.16,25 Since
hybrid perovskite materials are ambipolar, they can selectively
transport charge carriers to their respective contacts without

Fig. 1 n–i–p Device configurations of (a) PSC-HTM-free, (b) PSC-spiro and (c) PSC-CuSCN. (d) Energy-level diagram highlighting the band edge values
of different layers.
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the need for a charge transport layer. This study utilized this
unique ambipolar property of perovskites to transport holes to
the back-contact in the HTM-free device architecture.

Fig. 2 shows the schematic of the device fabrication process
(a–c) and cross-sectional FESEM morphologies (d–f) of PSC-
HTM-free, PSC-spiro, and PSC-CuSCN, respectively; the details
are discussed in the Experimental section. We can see the
dense, tightly packed MAPbI3 grains on the mesoporous TiO2

layer with a 600–700 nm combined uniform thickness from the
cross-sectional morphologies. The HTM thickness is around
50 nm in both PSC-spiro and PSC-CuSCN (Fig. 2(e and f)), and
the metal electrode is around 80 nm to 100 nm in all the cases.

To examine the effect of aging, the as-prepared devices were
stored under ambient conditions at 25 � 3 1C and RH of 50 �
10% for 1500 h. Structural and morphological changes were
studied before and after exposing to the ambient atmosphere.
Fig. 3(a–f) show the surface morphological images of the fresh
(a–c) and ambient-aged (d–f) PSC-HTM-free, PSC-spiro, and
PSC-CuSCN, respectively. The PSC-HTM-free shows compact
well-packed grains, as depicted in Fig. 3(a), but multiple pin-
holes were observed upon ambient-aging for 1500 h, as seen in
Fig. 3(d). This is due to the reaction of the MAPbI3 perovskite
with atmospheric oxygen and water molecules. This leads to the
transformation of MAPbI3 to PbI2 as evidenced from the XRD
peak at 2y = 12.61 (Fig. 4(a)).26 In PSC-spiro, we could see the
uniform coverage of the spiro-OMeTAD on the perovskite
film (Fig. 3(b)). Features like circular blobs on the film are
also noted. A similar phenomenon is also observed in the PSC-
CuSCN, as shown in Fig. 3(c). Thermal expansion mismatch

between the coating and the underneath layer can prevail, such
that, as the film relaxes it leaves circular regions, where the film
is bulged out of the substrate. In the worst case, cracks are
formed in these regions. Also, evaporation of solvent or other
gases such as HI, which is a degradation product from the
underneath layer, could also be the reason. This could be
avoided by carefully optimizing the absorber and HTM
deposition parameters and/or perovskite surface treatment
before deposition. From Fig. 3(e), we can see foreign materials
segregating to form lumps; this could be due to the penetration
of moisture into the perovskite, aided by the hygroscopic nature
of the organic HTM dopants.

The organic HTM might have partially dissolved when
stored under ambient conditions, clearing the shield and
aiding easy penetration of moisture and oxygen into the
MAPbI3 layer. This has resulted in PbI2 formation, which is
also confirmed by the strong diffraction of PbI2 compared to
the very weak diffraction of the (110) plane of MAPbI3 as
depicted in Fig. 4(b), where the PbI2 and MAPbI3 diffraction
intensities are normalized. However, in the PSC-CuSCN, even
though there are pinholes in the aged film, as seen in Fig. 3(f),
the chemically stable CuSCN layer formed a protective shield
over the MAPbI3 film. The little ingress of moisture through
the pinholes could have been the source for the degradation of
the absorber material. The majority of the MAPbI3 phase
remains intact as CuSCN does not interact adversely with the
water molecules. This robustness of the inorganic HTM can
also be attributed to the water-splitting quality of CuSCN, where
the CuSCN layer not only acts as a predator to the water

Fig. 2 Schematic of n–i–p PSC device fabrication (a–c) and the corresponding cross-sectional morphologies (d–f) of the respective devices: (a and d)
PSC-HTM-free, (b and e) PSC-spiro and (c and f) PSC-CuSCN.
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molecules but also alters the water molecules into harmless
species.27

Fig. 4(a) shows the structural characterization of the as-
prepared and ambient-aged devices highlighting the PbI2 and
(110) peak of MAPbI3. The PbI2:MAPbI3 intensity ratios
normalized w.r.t. the ratio found in PSC-spiro of the aged
devices are plotted in Fig. 4(b). The complete XRD pattern is
shown in Fig. S1 of the ESI.† We can see that the MAPbI3 phase
primarily oriented in the (110) plane has almost converted to
PbI2. It is negligibly present in the aged PSC-HTM-free and PSC-
spiro devices. However, the chemical stability of the CuSCN
film is reiterated in its structural stability. The CuSCN film
prevented the degradation of the perovskite film, and the
conversion MAPbI3 to PbI2 is minimal, as shown in Fig. 4(b).

Fig. 5(a–c) show the current–voltage (I–V) characteristics of
the as-prepared devices in all three configurations. PSC-spiro
devices are fabricated as control to understand the performance
and stability of inorganic HTM devices. An HTM-free archi-
tecture is employed to understand the impact of the HTM on
device performance and stability. The photovoltaic parameters of
the device are listed in Table 1. The PSC-HTM-free device
exhibited a PCE of 6.1% with an open-circuit voltage (Voc) of
0.8 V, short circuit current density ( Jsc) of 17.5 mA cm�2, and a
fill factor (FF) of 44%, as shown in Fig. 5(a). The inferior
performance highlights the importance of an HTM on the device
performance. It is seen that on par with the PSC-spiro device
performance of 10%, the PSC-CuSCN performed with 10.1% as
shown in Fig. 5(b and c) respectively. The PSC-CuSCN showed a

Fig. 3 FESEM morphological images of (a and d) PSC-HTM-free, (b and e) PSC-spiro and (c and f) PSC-CuSCN, under as-prepared (a–c) and aged (d–f)
conditions, respectively.

Fig. 4 (a) XRD pattern highlighting the PbI2 and (110) peak of MAPbI3 fresh and aged PSC-HTM-free, PSC-spiro and PSC-CuSCN devices. (b) Normalized
PbI2:MAPbI3 peak intensity ratios of the aged devicess.
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Voc of 0.93 V, Jsc of 17.2 mA cm�2, and a FF of 63%, while the
PSC-spiro showed a Voc of 1 V, Jsc of 19.4 mA cm�2 and a FF
of 51%. Comparing the performances of PSC-CuSCN and
PSC-spiro, we observe a slight decrease in Voc and Jsc in the
PSC-CuSCN. The increase of Voc in PSC-spiro can be attributed to
the additives in spiro (mainly t-BP), which play a crucial role in
Voc enhancement.14 The decrease of Jsc in PSC-CuSCN can be
attributed to the fractional dissolution of the CuSCN and MAPbI3

layers leading to an amorphous phase hampering the movement
of charges.28 However, the combined detrimental effect of Voc

and Jsc in PSC-CuSCN is nullified by the improvement in FF. This
can be due to the uniform, well-adhered CuSCN film negating
any shunting pathways for charge extraction.

Hysteresis is majorly caused due to the unbalanced charge
extraction rates at the perovskite/ETL and perovskite/HTM
interfaces.29 Since the electron mobility is better than the holes,
the holes are more often left behind to accumulate in the
device. The pronounced hysteresis effect can be seen for PSC-
HTM-free and PSC-spiro compared to PSC-CuSCN. The energy
offset between the valence band (VB) level of the perovskite and
the highest occupied molecular orbital (HOMO) energy level of
the spiro is higher than the VBs of the perovskite and CuSCN,
as depicted in Fig. 1(d). This energy level alignment facilitates
better charge extraction, reduced charge accumulation and
recombination, leading to reduced hysteresis in PSC-CuSCN.
Also, the number of charges trapped at the perovskite/Au and
perovskite/spiro interfaces is much higher than that at the
perovskite/CuSCN interface. Hence, the trapped charges can
be released faster when the bias is reversed. Compared to
PSC-HTM free and PSC-spiro, this leads to better charge
extraction at the perovskite/CuSCN interface.30

After the devices were fabricated and tested, they were left
under ambient conditions (25 � 3 1C and 50 � 10% RH) for
1500 h. The photovoltaic parameters were recorded at regular
intervals, and the changes in the parameters as a function of
storage time are plotted normalized w.r.t. to the initial values
(Fig. 6). The parameters for fresh and aged devices are listed in
Table 1. The I–V plots of aged devices in the forward and reverse
bias are shown in Fig. S2 of the ESI.† The Voc and FF have not
significantly been affected during the aging process, as shown
in Fig. 6(a and c), respectively. However, we can see that the
PCE shown in Fig. 6(d) majorly follows the trend observed in
the Jsc as seen in Fig. 6(b). From Fig. 6(d), we can infer that in
the PSC-HTM-free and PSC-spiro devices, the performance has
deteriorated dramatically due to the drastic drop in all the
photovoltaic parameters. In contrast, in the case of PSC-CuSCN,
we have observed that even though there is a slight drop in Jsc,
Voc and FF were more or less unaffected. This decrease in Jsc is
mainly due to the conversion of MAPbI3 to an amorphous and
optically inactive PbI2 phase in the PSC-HTM-free and PSC-
spiro devices, as depicted in Fig. 4(a). In the case of PSC-HTM-
free, there is no layer on the MAPbI3 film to shield it from
the attack of moisture and oxygen, whereas for PSC-spiro, the
hygroscopic nature of the organic dopants adds up to the
already hostile environment.31 The PbI2 formation results in
lower absorption leading to inadequate charge generation,
hence the reduction in Jsc. Also, during the degradation of
MAPbI3 to PbI2, HI leaves as gas from the film surface,
potentially forming pin holes.32 These pinholes act as recom-
bination centres and shunting pathways resulting in a reduced
FF. Even though this effect is less pronounced, it adds to the
overall decrease in PCE of the PSC-HTM-free and PSC-spiro
devices. In PSC-CuSCN, the degradation of MAPbI3 to PbI2 is
not as significant as its counterparts. This is because of the
robust shielding effect of the chemically stable inorganic
CuSCN layer protecting the underneath MAPbI3 layer from
the adverse effects of atmospheric conditions. We can see that
Jsc has not reduced for almost up to 1000 h of storage under
ambient conditions showing the chemically inert nature of the
CuSCN layer. It was observed that PSC-CuSCN retained B70%
of its initial PCE, whereas only B30% and B15% PCE retention
was observed in the PSC-spiro and PSC-HTM-free devices,
respectively. The degradation effect can also be seen visibly in

Table 1 Photovoltaic parameters of the fresh and aged devices for 1500 h
at 25 � 3 1C and 50 � 10% RH

Device ID
Duration
(h)

Voc
(V)

Jsc
(mA cm�2)

FF
(%)

PCE
(%) HI

Retention
in PCE (%)

PSC-HTM-free 1 0.8 17.5 44 6.1 0.3 —
1350 0.4 7.3 35 1 0.24 16

PSC-spiro 1 1 19.4 51 10 0.45 —
1500 0.5 8.4 39 2.7 0.22 27

PSC-CuSCN 1 0.93 17.2 63 10.1 0.18 —
1500 0.9 13.5 58 6.9 0.36 68

Fig. 5 I–V characteristics of the as-prepared (a) PSC-HTM-free, (b) PSC-spiro and (c) PSC-CuSCN.
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the pictorial images of Fig. 7, where the colour transformation
from brown to yellow is noticed in the PSC-HTM-free and PSC-

spiro devices. In contrast, PSC-CuSCN fairly retained its
perovskite phase.

Fig. 6 Normalized (a) Voc, (b) Jsc, (c) FF and (d) PCE of the PSC-HTM-free, PSC-spiro and PSC-CuSCN with respect to time when aged under ambient
conditions (25 � 3 1C and 50 � 10% RH) for 1500 h.

Fig. 7 Visual images of PSC-HTM-free (a and d), PSC-spiro (b and e), and PSC-CuSCN (c and f) devices under fresh (a–c) and ambient-aged (d–f)
conditions.
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The blanketing effect of CuSCN is very pronounced in the
real-time images of the as-prepared and aged devices stored
under ambient conditions after 1500 h, as shown in Fig. 7. The
fresh and aged devices have converted majorly into the PbI2

phase, as evident from Fig. 7(a, b, d and e), due to the
susceptibility of the MAPbI3 perovskite absorber layer and the
hygroscopic dopants of the organic HTM layer. The films are
affected by the moisture and oxygen under ambient conditions.
With time, the films convert to their initial precursor state.
Only PbI2 remains in the film as an identifiable product and
MA escapes as gas. However, the same is not the case in the
inorganic CuSCN material, which is more resilient to atmo-
spheric conditions, acting as a capping layer to the underneath
perovskite film and thus preventing degradation, as apparent
from Fig. 7(c and f).

In order to understand this high moisture stability of PSC-
CuSCN, the water contact angle (WCA) of the fabricated devices
was recorded to understand the interface between the HTM and
perovskite. Fig. 8(a–c) show the WCA on both the non-Au
(left-hand side) and the Au covered areas (right-hand side) of
the device in all three cases, i.e., PSC-HTM-free, PSC-spiro and
PSC-CuSCN, respectively. From Fig. 8(a and b), it is observed
that the WCA on the device is more or less similar and close to
B601. However, in PSC-CuSCN, as shown in Fig. 8(c), a highly
hydrophobic WCA of 1001 was recorded, which is nearly a 40%
increase in WCA, compared to those of the PSC-HTM-free and
PSC-spiro coating layers. The real-time images of the water
droplets on all the three respective configurations are also

presented in Fig. 8. In the live images, we can see the bead-
like water droplets on PSC-CuSCN. The droplets were more
flattened on PSC-HTM-free and PSC-spiro, which is also
consistent with the WCA measurements. For the PSC-spiro
device, the t-BP dopant in spiro increases the polarity of the
material leading to better wettability and easier penetration of
the moisture into the device.33 The same is the case with
PSC-HTM-free due to the polar nature of MAI.34 On the
contrary, the non-polar surfaces of CuSCN make the cohesion
forces in the water molecules dominate the adhesion forces
with the substrate leading to a high contact angle making it
hydrophobic.35 Interestingly, the WCAs recorded on the Au
strip of the device were also found to be affected by the layer
underneath, as depicted in the right-hand images of Fig. 8(a–c).
Such observation is not reported so far. It was seen that there is
a significant improvement in the WCA on the Au strip
compared to the film in all the three cases, highlighting the
metal cathode’s robustness to moisture penetration. However,
the exact reason for this behaviour could not be understood
entirely. There is a good chance that the underneath surface
influences the WCA of the Au layer.36 For better understanding,
the homogeneity and composition of the Au layer on the device
were analyzed by FESEM and EDX, as shown in Fig. S3(a and b)
(ESI†), respectively. It was found that the Au layer is homo-
genous and that the underneath layer’s nanostructure can
influence the WCA on the Au surface. There is an excellent
scope to carry out studies in this direction of how the HTM-Au
interface prevents moisture penetration into the device.

Fig. 8 WCA of (a) PSC-HTM-free, (b) PSC-spiro and (c) PSC-CuSCN. The left-hand side image shows the WCA on the non-gold portion of the device, the right-
hand side image shows the WCA on the Au strip of the device and the centre image shows the pictorial image of the device with water droplets on the film.
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The high WCAs, as observed in Fig. 8(c), were reported for ultra-
hydrophobic fluorine-based 2D/3D perovskite materials where
the devices were stable for 1000 h when stored at 40% RH.37

Here, we observe a similar trend without modifying the per-
ovskite material or the CuSCN layer for highly stable devices
retaining 30% of their initial PCE for over 1500 h when stored
at 50 � 10% RH. The CuSCN–Au interface, which is known as a
source of degradation, is not evidenced in this study, and the
reason for degradation is due to the MAPbI3–HTM interface.
Hence, no interfacial layer is required, and CuSCN itself is
shown to act as a protective layer to the perovskite film.

Conclusion

In this work, we have shown the superior dual-functional
property of CuSCN, both as a HTM and a moisture resistor, for
PSCs. The stability of the one-step processed MAPbI3 PSCs
covered with and without HTM, the photovoltaic performance
and the aging effect of the PSCs in an n–i–p device configuration
were studied in detail. We have successfully fabricated devices
using the CuSCN inorganic HTM with a PCE of more than 10%,
which is at par with the conventional organic spiro HTM based
devices. We have studied the device stability under dark, ambi-
ent conditions at 25 � 3 1C and 50 � 10% RH for 1500 h. The
PCE is majorly dependent on the Jsc of the device. The PSC-HTM-
free and PSC-spiro devices showed poor stability, majorly due to
the decrease in Jsc owing to the formation of PbI2 when exposed
to the ambient atmosphere. In contrast, PSC-CuSCN retained
70% of its initial PCE due to the robust nature of the CuSCN
HTM, which is reflected in the devices exhibiting a high water
contact angle. We have correlated the degradation of the cells
with respect to the device’s structural and morphological evolu-
tion over time. From the discussions, as evidenced by the XRD,
FESEM, and WCA results, it can be reasonably concluded that
the primary reason for the instability of the device is the
moisture penetration leading to the destruction of the perovskite
material. The role of the CuSCN–Au interface here is shown to
only act as a protective layer to the perovskite film by preventing
moisture ingress, unlike the spiro–Au and MAPbI3–Au interfaces,
which facilitate easy penetration. This study shows that blanket-
ing the perovskite with the CuSCN HTM serves as a moisture
protection layer without any modification at the interface or in
perovskite absorber layer. In this study, the decrease in efficiency
with time is only due to the decomposition of the perovskite,
which is demonstrated experimentally, and CuSCN has a pro-
tective role. Also, a new research direction on the role of the Au
metal cathode layer in the stability of PSCs can be further
explored with this work as a base. This approach, with further
optimization, is promising for fabricating large-area solar cell
devices for real-time applications.
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