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Abstract In this study optical transmission measurements were performed in-situ during the growth of
microcrystalline silicon (μc-Si:H) layers by plasma enhanced chemical vapor deposition (PECVD). The
stable plasma emission was used as light source. The effective absorption coefficient of the thin μc-Si:H
layers which were deposited on rough transparent conductive oxide (TCO) surfaces was calculated from
the transient transmission signal. It was observed that by increasing the surface roughness of the TCO,
the effective absorption coefficient increases which can be correlated to the increased light scattering effect
and thus the enhanced light paths inside the silicon. A correlation between the in-situ determined effective
absorbance of the μc-Si:H absorber layer and the short-circuit current density of μc-Si:H thin-film silicon
solar cells was found. Hence, an attractive technique is demonstrated to study, on the one hand, the
absorbance and the light trapping in thin films depending on the roughness of the substrate and, on the
other hand, to estimate the short-circuit current density of thin-film solar cells in-situ, which makes the
method interesting as a process control tool.

1 Introduction

Light trapping in thin-film silicon solar cell devices
plays a major role at today’s research activities to increase
the efficiency of solar modules. Rough surfaces are com-
monly used to scatter the light in the thin absorber layer of
the solar cell. Therefore, random textures are used which
can be realized by e.g. the transparent conductive oxide
(TCO) window and front contact layer applied in thin-film
silicon solar cells [1–5]. By light scattering and diffraction,
the path of the light traversing through the absorber layer
is enhanced and the light absorption is increased [6]. It was
shown that different types of TCO with different rough-
nesses are able to scatter and diffract light in a different
way such that the scattering property can be varied over
a broad range [6–8]. This is important to adapt the in-
terface texture to different types of solar cells, e.g. single
junction or multi junction concepts, whereby always the
optimal texture for different absorber layer thicknesses is
used.

In the present study, we show a way to determine the
effective absorbance of silicon thin-films, which depends on
the light path enhancement and thus on the substrate tex-
ture. The transient signal of transmission measurements,
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which were performed in-situ during the deposition of mi-
crocrystalline silicon, was used. In our earlier work, we
have demonstrated that these transmission measurements
can be used to determine the thickness and the crys-
tallinity of the growing layers [9]. Additionally, we showed
that especially by in-situ controlling the thickness of the
deposited absorber layers, it was possible to fabricate tan-
dem solar cells in which the top and bottom cell generate
the identical short-circuit current density which is referred
to as “current matched” [10]. In these two studies, it was
demonstrated that in-situ transmission measurements are
very interesting to use them as process control in the in-
dustrial production line. In the present study, we focus
on the interpretation of the transient transmission signal
which can be correlated to the effective absorbance of the
silicon absorber layers and can be used to estimate the
short-circuit current density of solar cell devices.

2 Experimental setup

Figure 1 shows the setup of the in-situ transmission
measurement. Plasma enhanced chemical vapor deposi-
tion (PECVD) processes were used to fabricate silicon thin
films integrated in solar cell devices [11]. A parallel plate
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Fig. 1. Experimental setup. PECVD process including an op-
tical port on the backside of the substrate carrier for trans-
mission measurements. The plasma emission is used as light
source.

reactor with a showerhead electrode was used to deposit
the intrinsic microcrystalline silicon (μc-Si:H) absorber
layers at which the transmission measurements were per-
formed. The plasma emission was used as light source
for this purpose. The plasma emission spectrum contains
dominant peaks at wavelengths of 656 nm, 760 nm and
890 nm which were used in this study. An example of
such emission spectrum can be found in reference [10]. A
hole in the backing plate of the substrate holder allows
the light collection from the plasma via a lens through
the substrate and the growing silicon thin films. The lens
focusses the light into a glass fiber which is connected to
a spectrometer.

As substrate for the solar cell deposition, 10× 10 cm2

glasses (Corning Eagle X) were used on which ZnO:Al
layers were sputtered. The ZnO:Al layers were etched in
liquid HCl solution for texturing [4]. Thus, the textured
ZnO:Al films serve as front electrode of the solar cell and
also as scattering layer to increase the light absorbance in
the solar cell. By varying the etching time between 5 s and
40 s, various random surfaces textures were fabricated to
study the influence of the surface texture on the effective
absorbance of the silicon thin films.

Microcrystalline thin-film silicon solar cells in p-i-n
configuration were fabricated to investigate the influ-
ence of the in-situ determined effective absorbance of
the intrinsic layers on the short-circuit current density
of the device. In the PECVD processes, a gas mixture
of silane and hydrogen was used. The excitation fre-
quency was 13.56 MHz at a power of 1 W/cm2. The
deposition pressure was 10 Torr at a silane concentra-
tion (SCi = [SiH4]/([SiH4]+[H2]) of 0.58% resulting in
a Raman-crystallinity of about 60% for the intrinsic μc-
Si:H layers. The p-type and n-type layers of the solar cells
were deposited in separate chambers with cross flow con-
figuration using trimethyl-boron and phosphine as doping
gas, respectively. A ZnO:Al/Ag layer stack was deposited
through a shadow mask as back reflector and electrical
contact resulting in active solar cell areas of 1 × 1 cm2.

The ZnO:Al surface textures, on which the solar cells
were deposited, were characterized by atomic force mi-
croscopy (AFM). The Raman-crystallinity of the solar cell
material was measured after the deposition of the whole
layer stack through the n-layer using a laser wavelength of

Fig. 2. Transient transmission of the plasma emission line at
656 nm through a growing μc-Si:H film. An exponential fit
function (dashed curve) was applied at the last 400 nm of the
μc-Si:H layer deposition (see gray fitting region).

647 nm [12]. The microcrystalline silicon solar cells were
electrically characterized under AM1.5 illumination.

3 Results

Figure 2 shows an example of the transient optical
transmission signal at a wavelength of 656 nm which was
recorded during the deposition of μc-Si:H on an etched
ZnO:Al substrate with a root mean square roughness of
110 nm. The shape of the transient transmission curve is
known from our earlier studies [9, 10]. We show it here
again to briefly summarize the signal shape which helps
to follow our further evaluation and the discussion. The
lower axis of abscissae shows the film thickness of the
μc-Si:H layer and at the upper axis of abscissae the ac-
tual deposition time of the μc-Si:H layer is provided. Us-
ing the maxima and minima of the curve, the deposition
time can be transferred to film thickness as described in
reference [9]. The axis of ordinates shows the (normal-
ized) intensity of the plasma emission at a wavelength of
656 nm. The signal is normalized to the first minimum of
the curve. The fringes of the transient transmission sig-
nal result from interference effects due to multiple reflec-
tions inside the growing silicon layer. The exponential de-
crease of the transmission signal intensity is due to the
absorbance of the silicon which increases with increasing
film thickness.

By using an exponential function, the transient trans-
mission signal, which is plotted as function of film thick-
ness, was fitted for the last 400 nm of the silicon deposition
(see fit in Fig. 2 – a detailed discussion of the fit will fol-
low in the discussion section). With the fit function the
effective absorption coefficient (αeff) of the growing layer
was determined using the Lambert-Beers law:

I = I0e
−αeffd = I0e

−wαd. (1)
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Fig. 3. Effective absorption coefficient αeff and short-circuit
solar cell current density jsc as a function of RMS roughness
of the different ZnO:Al layers. The thickness of the cells is
∼1.4 μm.

In equation (1) I is the signal intensity, I0 is the initial
signal intensity, d is the film thickness and αeff is the effec-
tive absorption coefficient which is the product of the ab-
sorption coefficient α of the growing silicon (at a distinct
wavelength of 656 nm) and the light path enhancement
factor w which derives from the scattering of the light by
the textured ZnO:Al layer. The light path enhancement
factor w is known from reference [6] and will be further
discussed later.

In classical reflection-transmission (RT) measure-
ments, equation (1) is transformed into:

T

1 − R
= e−wαd. (2)

For layer thicknesses d large enough to prevent effects of
light coherence, a constant reflection R can be assumed.
Therefore, the light path enhancement factor w can be
determined with the transmission signal T only.

In the experiment five different ZnO:Al layers on glass
substrates with different root mean square roughnesses
(6.7 nm, 69.5 nm, 78.0 nm, 100.4 nm and 109.8 nm) were
investigated. On the different ZnO:Al layers, μc-Si:H solar
cells were fabricated. During the deposition of the intrin-
sic absorber layer, in-situ transmission measurements were
performed. After fabrication, the solar cells were charac-
terized using a class A sun simulator.

Figure 3 shows the effective absorption coefficient αeff

of the intrinsic absorber layer as a function of ZnO:Al
roughness for three different wavelengths. Additionally,
the short-circuit current density jsc of the solar cells as
a function of ZnO:Al roughness is plotted. (Please note,
that the roughness is used in this study to distinguish the
different ZnO:Al films by a simple parameter, though the
roughness is known to be insufficient to describe the sur-
face texture completely [4].)

By increasing the ZnO:Al roughness, the value of the
effective absorption coefficient αeff increases for all wave-
lengths. This is caused by the enhanced light scattering
effect of rougher interfaces and, thus, an enhanced light
path represented by w in equation (1). Also, the short-
circuit current density jsc of the solar cells is increased by

Fig. 4. Short-circuit current density jsc as a function of ef-
fective absorbance = αeffd. The short-circuit current density
of the cells was measured under standard AM1.5 illumination
(ex-situ). The effective absorption coefficient was determined
using exponential fits of the transient transmission signal at a
wavelength of 656 nm (in-situ). The final thickness d of the so-
lar cells was measured after deposition using a surface profiler
(Dektak).

increasing the roughness of the ZnO:Al which is in agree-
ment with earlier studies [4, 6].

With this experiment, it is demonstrated that an in-
creasing absorbance of the i-layer of the solar cell with in-
creasing substrate roughness can be detected in-situ and
that it is possible to correlate the increasing absorbance to
an increasing short-circuit current density of the solar cell
device. Figure 4 shows the correlation plot between these
two parameters. The absorbance (here) is the product of
the effective absorption coefficient determined at a wave-
length of 656 nm and the thickness of the solar cell which
was measured using a surface profiler (dektak). The cor-
relation shown in Figure 4 points out the attractiveness of
the in-situ method for a jsc prediction during the deposi-
tion of solar cells. It is interesting for an active process con-
trol in which the thickness of the solar cell absorber layer
can be controlled to generate a distinct current which is
important, e.g. for the fabrication of multi-junction solar
cells [10].

4 Discussion

The first part of the discussion covers the light path
enhancement factor w which is derived from the fitting
equation of the transient transmission signal (see Fig. 2
and Eq. (1)). The wavelength dependent absorption co-
efficient α is an intrinsic material property. In transmis-
sion and reflection measurements for example, α is derived
from well defined, flat sample geometries. The present ex-
periment on textured surfaces has shown a dependence of
the effective absorption coefficient αeff on the roughness
of the substrate surface. Since rough surfaces scatter the
light into the silicon, the optical path length of incident
light in the silicon is enhanced. In the past, it was shown
that the light path enhancement factor w can be derived
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Table 1. Light path enhancement factors as function of ZnO:Al roughness. The light path enhancement factors of three different
wavelengths (656 nm, 760 nm, 890 nm) were calculated from in-situ transmission measurements (win-situ) and quantum efficiency
measurements of the solar cells (wex-situ).

656 nm 760 nm 890 nm

ZnO:Al roughness [nm] win-situ wex-situ win-situ wex-situ win-situ wex-situ

6.7 1.3 1.36 1.6 2.31 3.1 3.09

59.5 1.56 1.61 3.33 3.96 5.09 5.81

78.0 2.05 1.77 4.92 4.49 11.08 6.61

100.4 2.61 1.92 5.80 5.45 16.51 8.49

109.8 2.99 1.97 7.22 5.97 18.13 9.16

from e.g. quantum efficiency (QE) measurements [6] ac-
cording to:

w (λ) = − ln(1 − QE (λ))
α(λ)d

. (3)

It was demonstrated that for certain textures, the light
path enhancement factor increases with increasing sur-
face roughness of the ZnO:Al, which is in agreement with
the observations in this study. But here, the light path
enhancement factor is derived from in-situ measurements
during the deposition of the intrinsic absorber layer of
μc-Si:H single junction solar cells (see Eq. (1)). Thus, the
absorbance of only the absorber layer is measured using
the in-situ method in contrast to QE measurements which
are performed after the accomplishment of the complete
solar cell device. Hence, the influence of the front contact
layer, the back reflector and the doped layers of the solar
cell device is not included using the in-situ transmission
measurements and thus, e.g. parasitic absorption has no
contribution. Furthermore, because only the change in the
in-situ transmission signal during the deposition of the in-
trinsic absorber layer is evaluated, the initial reflectance of
the solar cell device has no influence on the signal in con-
trast to the QE measurements were the initial reflectance,
which is in the range of 10%, has an significant impact
on the measurement signal. Another difference in the two
experiments is given by the layer stack and the direction
of light propagation. In the QE measurements, a complete
solar cell with back reflector is specular illuminated from
the glass side. This means that, for the rough samples,
light scattering at the front contact occurs at an interface
between TCO and silicon which morphology is only de-
fined by the texture-etched TCO. In contrast to the QE
measurement setup, at the in-situ transmission measure-
ment setup the sample is illuminated from the silicon layer
side by a diffuse (plasma) light source (see Fig. 1). Further-
more a layer stack without back reflector is investigated
in-situ. Here, light scattering at the in-coupling to silicon
occurs at an interface between air and silicon which mor-
phology is not only defined by the texture-etched TCO,
but also by the growth of the silicon layer [12, 13]. Light
scattering properties are mainly defined by the interface
morphology and the difference in refractive indices. Both
are different in the two experiments, in particular for
samples with large roughness. Furthermore, the in-situ

measurement detects light which is scattered within the
acceptance angle of the lens (see Fig. 1). Assuming a
change in the scattering properties with increasing sili-
con layer thickness (e.g. by changing surface morphology),
the portion of transmitted light, which is detected by the
setup, modifies. This issue is also addressed below in the
second part of the discussion.

Therefore, the light path enhancement factor win-situ

which is derived from the in-situ transmission measure-
ments at single absorber layers is not the same as the
light path enhancement factor wex-situ which is derived
from QE measurements at solar cell devices. Table 1 shows
examples of values for win-situ calculated from αeff in com-
parison to values for wex-situ calculated from QE measure-
ments of the considered cells according to equation (3).
The material specific absorption coefficient α was taken
from photo thermal deflection spectroscopy measurements
at μc-Si:H reference samples. The thickness d of the sili-
con was measured using a dektak surface profiler after the
solar cell fabrication.

It is found that for the samples with a small rough-
ness, the values of win-situ agree well with the light path
enhancement factors wex-situ, showing that for samples
with low light scattering properties, any differences in the
two experimental techniques are well compensated by the
transient approach of the in-situ measurement. With in-
creasing roughness, and therefore increasing light scatter-
ing, the light path enhancement factors determined by
in-situ transmission measurement are higher than those
determined by QE measurement. The higher difference
in refractive index at the front interface in the in-situ
experiment leads to an improved light scattering effi-
ciency compared to the configuration in the QE measure-
ment [14]. This effect is the strongest pronounced for the
largest wavelength (890 nm), since light scattering has the
strongest impact on absorption. Beside this effect, discrep-
ancies in the light path enhancement factor at a wave-
length of 890 nm for larger roughness can also be explained
by an increased parasitic absorption in the front TCO.
Although the effective absorbance of the intrinsic silicon
layer is strongly increased, parts of this improvement are
compensated in the QE measurement by the reduced light
intensity that reaches the silicon due to the absorbance in
the TCO which is increased as well with the roughness.
Since the in-situ measurement is directly sensitive to the
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effective absorbance in the intrinsic layer, higher values
are measured. In summary, different optical effects occur
which are hard to fully take into account but which are
reasonable to explain the discrepancies in the light path
enhancement factor determined by the two experiments.
Since a quantitative comparison of the light path enhance-
ment factors is difficult, the main focus will be on the cor-
relation of the effective absorbance, determined by in-situ
measurements, and the short-circuit current density of the
solar cells.

The second point of the discussion covers the fitting
procedure of the transient transmission signal which leads
to the determination of the effective absorption coefficient.
The estimation of αeff was found to be reasonable for the
deposition of the final 400 nm of the silicon where equa-
tion (1) was applied and αeff can be correlated to jsc of
the solar cells. In Figure 2, the region wherein the expo-
nential fit was performed is highlighted. In addition, it
can be observed in Figure 2 that the slope of the transient
transmission curve does not follow a single exponential
function over the whole thickness range and a single expo-
nential term is not sufficient to describe the whole curve.
We have to mention that only for the example shown in
Figure 2 the exponential fitting curve strikes the maxima
of the fringes in the beginning. For other roughnesses this
trend is different. The different slopes of the transmission
signal can be explained by the modification of the growing
surface of the μc-Si:H layer on the rough ZnO:Al.

First, in the beginning of the deposition, only a very
thin silicon film is on top of the ZnO:Al. In that case the
two interfaces, ZnO/Si and Si/air, are coplanar to a large
extend and most light coherently can interfere upon re-
flection at both interfaces, whereas after deposition of a
certain silicon thickness, these two interfaces are more and
more separated and the light rays do not necessarily hit a
parallel interface after passing through the thick absorber
layer. Thus, after a certain silicon thickness, the coher-
ence is destroyed, which is represented in the transient
transmission signal by vanished interference fringes and a
changed signal slope (see Fig. 2).

Second, the texture of the silicon surface which is de-
posited on the textured ZnO:Al gradually changes with
increasing the layer thickness of the silicon [12, 13]. At
the beginning, when only a very thin silicon layer is de-
posited, the ZnO:Al texture is present also on the silicon
surface due to the conformity of the thin silicon on the
rough ZnO:Al. At the end of the deposition, the texture
on the silicon surface changed in comparison to the orig-
inal ZnO:Al texture due to the non-conformal growth of
thick silicon layers. Thus, the light scattering texture on
the silicon surface is different at the beginning and at the
end of the absorber layer deposition.

Both effects change the scattering behavior events at
the silicon surface and, consequently, the light path en-
hancement during the silicon deposition. At the same
time, the spatial coherence of the light is destroyed and in-
terference fringes vanish with thickness of the silicon layer,
leading to a reflection at the air-silicon interface which is
independent on the layer thickness. For the usually quite

thick cells, the diminished interference fringes and the
steeper decay of transmission is already present, thus, it
is reasonable, in accordance to equation (2), to fit only
the last part of the transient transmission signal for the
calculation of the effective absorption coefficient and the
light path enhancement factor and this actual optical sys-
tem can be correlated to the photovoltaic parameters of
the accomplished device.

In summary, it is demonstrated in this study that
the transient transmission signal of the in-situ measure-
ments can be used for light scattering and light trap-
ping studies in silicon thin-film solar cells. The effective
light absorbance of only the absorber layer is investigated
what makes this method unique and useful. Additionally,
the correlation between the in-situ measured effective ab-
sorbance of the solar cell absorber layer and the result-
ing short-circuit current density of the solar cell device
makes this method attractive as an active process control
in which for example the deposition time of the absorber
layer can be adapted to produce solar cells generating a
restricted current.

5 Conclusion

It is shown that in-situ transmission measurements are
feasible for the determination of the effective absorbance
of the deposited intrinsic μc-Si:H absorber layers. The
measured effective absorption coefficient αeff can be cor-
related to the short-circuit current density of solar cell de-
vices. This demonstrates, on the one hand, a tool to study
optical scattering and light trapping effects at growing
thin-film silicon absorber layers and, on the other hand,
the possibility of an active process control.
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7. J.I. Owen, J. Hüpkes, H. Zhu, E. Bunte, S.E. Pust, Phys.
Stat. Sol. A 208, 109 (2011)

8. M. Boccard, P. Cuony, C. Battaglia, S. Hänni, S.
Nicolay, L. Ding, M. Benkhaira, M. Bonnet-Eymard, G.
Bugnon, M. Charrière, K. Söderström, J. Escarre-Palou,
M. Despeisse, C. Ballif, From single to multi-scale tex-
turing for high efficiency of micromorph thin film silicon
solar cells, in Proc. 37th IEEE Photovoltaic Specialists
Conference, Seattle, USA, 2011

9. M. Meier, S. Muthmann, A.J. Flikweert, G. Dingemans,
M.C.M. van de Sanden, A. Gordijn, Sol. Energy Mater.
Sol. Cells 95, 3328 (2011)

10. M. Meier, T. Merdzhanova, U.W. Paetzold, S. Muthmann,
A. Mück, R. Schmitz, A. Gordijn, IEEE J. Photovolt. 2,
77 (2012)

11. T. Roschek, T. Repmann, J. Muller, B. Rech, H. Wagner,
J. Vac. Sci. Technol. 20, 492 (2002)

12. L. Houben, M. Luysberg, P. Hapke, R. Carius, F. Finger,
H. Wagner, Philos. Mag. A 77, 1447 (1998)

13. V. Jovanov, U. Planchoke, P. Magnus, H. Stiebig, D.
Knipp, Sol. Energy Mater. Sol. Cells 110, 49 (2013)

14. C. Rockstuhl, S. Fahr, K. Bittkau, T. Beckers, R. Carius,
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