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ABSTRACT: The dye-sensitized photoelectrosynthesis
cell (DSPEC) integrates high bandgap, nanoparticle
oxide semiconductors with the light-absorbing and
catalytic properties of designed chromophore−catalyst
assemblies. The goals are photoelectrochemical water
splitting into hydrogen and oxygen and reduction of CO2
by water to give oxygen and carbon-based fuels. Solar-
driven water oxidation occurs at a photoanode and water
or CO2 reduction at a cathode or photocathode initiated
by molecular-level light absorption. Light absorption is
followed by electron or hole injection, catalyst activation,
and catalytic water oxidation or water/CO2 reduction. The
DSPEC is of recent origin but significant progress has been
made. It has the potential to play an important role in our
energy future.

1. INTRODUCTION

The sun may be the ultimate energy source, but it comes with
strings attached. The energy input from the sun is 3 × 1024

joules per year, 10 000 times current global consumption, but it
is diffuse and requires large collection areas. To meet current
U.S. energy needs with a 10% device would require a collection
area of ∼60 000 square miles, roughly the size of the state of
North Carolina. The sun is also an intermittent light source
providing, on the average globally, only 6 h of useful input per
day. If it is to become a primary energy source, it will have to be
integrated with energy storage on unprecedented scales, well
beyond those available with current battery technologies, for
example.1

Energy conversion and storage occur during natural
photosynthesis, the solar-driven reduction of CO2 by water.
As shown in eq 1, in green plants, the products are
carbohydrates and oxygen.

ν+ + → +h6H O 6CO 48 C H O 6O2 2 6 12 6 2 (1)

Photosynthesis takes place on a massive scale with ∼1011 tons
of carbon stored annually as plant biomass. With oxygen as a
co-product and the use of respiration to produce ATP,
photosynthesis is the fundamental solar energy conversion
process supporting higher life forms on the planet. Nonethe-
less, as a way to keep pace with increasing energy demands,
natural photosynthesis is an inspiration, not a model. It is far
too complex to duplicate, and its ∼1% efficiency2 for biomass
production is too low to power the world’s large urban centers.

Artificial photosynthesis has the same goal as natural
photosynthesis: conversion of solar energy by driving high-
energy chemical reactions that convert and store energy. Water
splitting is shown as the example in eq 2, and CO2 reduction to
the carbon-based fuel methane is shown in eq 3.
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In artificial photosynthesis, the goal is to transform the Earth’s
energy future by producing “solar fuels”, hydrogen from water
splitting or reduced forms of carbon. As fuels, they are fully
compatible with existing technologies for energy utilization and
storage.

2. CHEMICAL APPROACHES TO ARTIFICIAL
PHOTOSYNTHESIS

In the 1970s, Honda and Fujishima reported water splitting by
ultraviolet bandgap excitation of anatase TiO2 in a photo-
electrochemical cell with a Pt cathode and a small pH gradient,
eq 4.3

ν+ ⎯ →⎯⎯⎯ +h2H O 4 2H O2
TiO

2 2
2

(4)

Since then, significant progress has been made by using
semiconductors and photoelectrochemical cells to carry out
water splitting, although practical devices have yet to
emerge.4−11 There are significant challenges in this approach,
including photocorrosion in water and rapid electron−hole
recombination which reduce efficiencies.12−16

A hybrid molecular−semiconductor approach to water
splitting is shown in the next section in Figure 1. The
underlying chemistry also emerged in the 1970s. It was based
on visible light excitation of the dπ6 Ru(II) polypyridyl complex
Ru(bpy)3

2+, with bpy = 2,2′-bipyridine, to give its 1(dπ5π*)
metal-to-ligand charge-transfer (MLCT) excited-state
RuIII(bpy−•)(bpy)2

2+*.17,18 In solutions containing both Ru
complex and methyl viologen (MV) dication, added as an
oxidative quencher, diffusional excited-state electron-transfer
quenching occurred, Scheme 1. Electron-transfer quenching of
the excited state resulted in conversion of the ∼2.1 eV of
transiently stored energy in the excited state into redox energy
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as Ru(bpy)3
3+ and MV+•. The potentials of the Ru(bpy)3

3+/2+

(1.26 V vs NHE) and MV2+/+• (−0.4 V vs NHE) couples were
sufficient to carry out water oxidation and proton reduction at
separate catalysts or at separate electrodes in acidic
solution.19−22 Yet without an architecture to separate the
redox equivalents as they form and use them to drive physically
separated half-reactions for water oxidation and reduction, the
transiently stored energy is given off as heat to the surroundings
as back electron transfer occurs, eq c in Scheme 1.

3. THE DYE-SENSITIZED PHOTOELECTROSYNTHESIS
CELL

The dye-sensitized photoelectrosynthesis cell (DSPEC)
provides an architecture to overcome the limitations of the
solution-based example of Scheme 1. The DSPEC is based on
the well-developed dye-sensitized solar cell (DSSC).23−25 Like
the DSSC, a DSPEC combines the properties of n- or p-type
semiconductor oxides with molecular-level light absorption and
catalysis by surface-bound molecular assemblies. The assembly
absorbs light and carries out the solar fuel half-reactions.

Figure 1 illustrates the elements of a photoanode in a
DSPEC for water splitting. Solar-driven water oxidation occurs
at the photoanode and proton or water reduction at the
cathode. A sequence of events occurs at the photoanode: (1)
light absorption to give an excited state or states; (2) electron
injection from the excited state(s) into the conduction band of
an n-type oxide; (3) electron transport to a transparent

conducting oxide (TCO) electrode for ohmic delivery to a
cathode or photocathode; (4) electron-transfer activation of a
catalyst for water oxidation; and (5) repetition of the activation
sequence four times with O2 evolution, returning the catalyst to
its initial state.
The first DSPEC was reported in 1999 for dehydrogenation

of iso-propanol to acetone, eq 5, and was based on a Ru(II)
polypyridyl chromophore-catalyst assembly.26

ν+ → = +h(CH ) CHOH 2 (CH ) C O O3 2 3 2 2 (5)

A water-splitting DSPEC with nanoparticle IrOx as the water
oxidation catalyst was reported by Mallouk and coworkers in
2009.27 The DSPEC is far less developed than semiconductor-
based water splitting, but significant progress has been made in
recent years at laboratories worldwide.20,26−64

Figure 2 illustrates a DSPEC photoanode based on the
chromophore−catalyst assembly, [(4,4′-PO3H2)2bpy)2Ru(4-
Mebpy-4′-bimpy)Ru(tpy)(OH2)]

4+, 1, (4-Mebpy-4′-bimpy =
4-(methylbipyridin-4′-yl)-N-benzimid-N′-pyridine; tpy =
2,2′:6′,2″-terpyridine). It is attached by phosphonate-surface
binding to a thin, 3−5 nm, layer of TiO2 which has been
conformally deposited onto the exposed surfaces of a
mesoscopic nanoparticle film of SnO2. Typically, the films
consist of ∼20−40 nm diameter nanoparticles deposited and
annealed as mesoporous, 5−15 μm thin films on the

Scheme 1. Oxidative Quenching of Ru(bpy)3
2+*

Figure 1. Schematic diagram for a dye-sensitized photoelectro-
synthesis cell (DSPEC) for solar-driven water oxidation at an
assembly-derivatized TiO2 photoanode with water or proton reduction
to H2 at a Pt cathode. Reproduced with permission from ref 33.
Copyright 2015 American Chemical Society.

Figure 2. (a) Transmission electron micrograph of SnO2/TiO2 core/
shell nanostructure. Reproduced with permission from ref 65. (b)
Depiction of core/shell nanoparticle along with a surface-stabilizing
overlayer of TiO2 or Al2O3 added by atomic layer deposition (ALD).
The drawing is based on a 20 nm diameter nanoparticle as the “core”
(black/brown speckled pattern), a 5 nm shell (light blue), and a 1.5
nm overlayer (semitransparent tan). A subset of molecular assemblies
bound directly to the shell are also depicted with blue circles as
chromophores and green, notched circles as catalysts. (c) Zoomed-in
view highlighting the structure of assembly 1 on the core/shell surface
stabilized by an ALD oxide overlayer. DSPEC photoanodes for solar-
driven water oxidation were produced by ALD of a TiO2 shell, 3−5
nm thick, on the exposed surfaces of a mesoporous SnO2
nanocrystalline film, 5−15 μm thick, on FTO to give FTO|SnO2/
TiO2−[RuaII−RubII−OH2]

4+, see text. Adapted with permission from
ref 65. Copyright 2015 Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences, USA.
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transparent conducting oxide (TCO) fluorine-doped tin oxide
(FTO). The molecular assembly is linked to the shell on the
outside of the nanoparticles by a simple solution soaking
procedure. In a final step, surface binding is stabilized by adding
an inert oxide overlayer of TiO2 or Al2O3 by atomic layer
deposition (ALD).65

Photocurrent and gas detection measurements of O2 in the
photoanode compartment and H2 in the cathode compartment
were made for DSPECs incorporating the photoanode
illustrated in Figure 2. The cell was operated at pH 7 at
room temperature in 0.5 M NaClO4, 0.1 M phosphate buffer,
with an applied bias of 600 mV vs NHE to maximize the
photocurrent with reduction of the buffer component H2PO4

−

to H2 at a Pt cathode. With monochromatic 445 nm light, the
absorbed photocurrent efficiency (APCE) for the assembly in
Figure 2 reached ∼20% for the cell, less than 1% of that for
solar production of H2, but a beginning nonetheless.65

4. DSPEC COMPONENTS
4.1. Chromophore−Catalyst Assembly. Assembly 1 is a

typical covalently bonded chromophore−catalyst assembly, one
of many that have been investigated which differ in linking
strategies. Other strategies that have been explored used
derivatized polymers66 and polyproline oligomers.67,68 The
latter are prepared by stepwise peptide synthesis;69 an
example,67,68 2, is illustrated below in Figure 3.

Preformed, covalently linked assemblies have been useful in
fundamental studies but require tedious, multistep procedures
and complex chromatographic separations which often result in
low yields. With the motto “keep it simple”, much of our
current effort is on assemblies prepared directly on oxide
surfaces. In the simplest “co-loaded” strategy, with an example
shown in Figure 4a, chromophore and catalyst are added
directly to the oxide surface by sequential or co-loading
procedures. In the “layer-by-layer” strategy shown in Figure 4b,

based on earlier work by Mallouk and Haga and their co-
workers,70−72 Zr(IV) or another metal cation is used as a bridge
to link phosphonate- or phosphate-derivatized substitu-
ents.73−80

Examples of electro-assembly structures are illustrated in
Figure 5.81−86 They are prepared by vinyl-bpy-based reduction

of Ru(II)−polypyridyl complexes with both vinyl- and
phosphonate-functionalized 2,2′-bipyridine ligands, e.g., [Ru-
(dvb)2(4,4′-(PO3H2)2bpy)]

2+, where dvb = 4,4′-divinyl-2,2′-
bipyridine. Reduction at ligand-based π* levels induces C−C
coupling with the vinyl-derivatized water oxidation catalyst in
the external solution. In the example shown in Figure 5a, the
water oxidation catalyst is [Ru(bda)(vpy)2] (bda = 6,6′-
dicarboxylato-2,2′-bipyridine dianion; vpy = 4-vinylpyridine).
Water oxidation by this class of catalysts is discussed in section
5.4. Figure 5b illustrates the structure of a multichromophore
assembly prepared within the cavities of a TiO2 nanoparticle
film. It was prepared by a stepwise procedure with initial surface
binding of Ru(4,4′-(PO3H2)2bpy)2(4-CH2Br-4′-Mebpy)]2+ (4-
CH2Br-4′-Mebpy = 4-(bromomethyl)-4′-methyl-2,2′-bipyri-
dine) followed by electrochemical reduction and Br− loss
with [Ru(bpy)2(4-Me-4′-vinylbpy)]2+ (4-Me-4′-vinylbpy = 4-
methyl-4′-vinyl-2,2′-bipyridine) in the external solution.86

4.2. Semiconductor Oxide. To be useful, a DSPEC
semiconductor oxide has to be stable in aqueous solutions over
an extended pH range and optically transparent in the visible
with a bandgap ≥3.2 eV, and it is to have conduction or valence

Figure 3. Assembly 2, an oligoproline functionalized with both a
Ru(II) chromophore and catalyst.33,68 Adapted with permission from
ref 33. Copyright 2015 American Chemical Society.

Figure 4. (a) Co-loaded assembly on TiO2. (b) Bilayer assembly with
Zr(IV) bridging on TiO2. Adapted with permission from ref 33.
Copyright 2015 American Chemical Society.

Figure 5. (a) Formation of an assembly by electropolymerization of
the vinyl-derivatized, surface-bound phosphonate chromophore [Ru-
(dvb)2((PO3H2)2bpy)]

2+ (blue spheres) by C−C coupling with the
water oxidation catalyst Ru(bda)(vpy)2 (green spheres) in the external
solution. Reprinted with permission from ref 85. Copyright 2015
Wiley-VCH Verlag. (b) Structures of the two chromophore building
blocks along with a depiction of the resulting 7-member chromophore
assembly in a cavity of a TiO2 nanoparticle film prepared by prior
surface binding of [Ru(4,4′-(PO3H2)2bpy)2(4-CH2Br-4′-Mebpy]2+ (4-
CH2Br-4′-Mebpy = 4-(bromomethyl)-4′-methyl-2,2′-bipyridine) and
stepwise reductive C−C bond coupling with [Ru(bpy)2(4-Me-4′-
vinylbpy)]2+ (4-Me-4′-vinylbpy = 4-methyl-4′-vinyl-2,2′-bipyridine) in
the external solution. Reprinted with permission from ref 86.
Copyright 2014 Wiley-VCH Verlag.
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band potentials, ECB or EVB, that are accessible for excited-state
electron or hole injection.32 Mesoporous nanocrystalline films,
typically 5−15 μm thick, are used with sufficient surface areas
for chromophore binding to maximize light absorption. Thin
films are advantageous in minimizing the distance to the inner
electrode by decreasing competition from back electron transfer
following injection.
TiO2 and SnO2 have dominated as photoanode materials

because of their low conduction band potentials, ease of
synthesis, and stability in water. For TiO2, ECB = −0.1 V vs
NHE at pH 0, with ECB decreasing by 59 mV/pH unit, and for
SnO2, ECB ≈ 0.28 V vs NHE at pH 0.35,43,87,88 A growing
number of p-type oxides have been investigated as photo-
cathodes,89−99 but their performance characteristics remain far
inferior to their n-type counterparts. NiO has been the most
commonly studied p-type oxide.91,100−113 Its marginal perform-
ance has been attributed to slow hole transport and unfavorable
interfacial electron-transfer kinetics.91,100,114−125

The lack of appropriate p-type oxides has greatly hindered
the development of photocathodes for CO2 or water/acid
reduction in tandem cell configurations.89−99 Progress has been
made by chemically modifying NiO113,126−128 and by using
more elaborate chromophore structures to help control
interfacial dynamics.91,100,101,104,105,107,116−120,129,130 The inte-
gration of bandgap excitation with molecular catalysis for other
p-type semiconductors has also been reported, including Cu2O
derivatized with a Re(bpy)-based catalyst for CO2 reduction by
Graẗzel and co-workers,131,132 and TiO2-protected p-GaInP2 for
water reduction to H2 by Turner and co-workers.133

4.3. Surface Binding and Stabilization. A variety of
linkage strategies have been used to bind molecules and
molecular assemblies to oxide surfaces.134−146 Carboxylic acid
(−COOH) derivatives have dominated DSSC studies in
nonaqueous solvents, but carboxylates typically hydrolyze
from the surface in water. Phosphonate-surface binding by
phosphonic acid derivatives (−PO3H2) is more ro-
bust134,147−149 but still suffers from long-term instability.150

Hydrolysis is catalyzed by added buffer bases such as HPO4
2−

and as the pH and concentration of OH− increase.134,147−149,151

Surface instability with added buffer is most unfortunate
because water oxidation rates typically increase with buffer base
concentration, see section 5.4.
Stabilization of the attachment between molecule and oxide

surface has been greatly improved by using hydrophobic
polymer overlayers,152 electro-assembly83−85,153 (Figure 5),
siloxane surface bindings,149,154 silatrane surface bind-
ings,155−158 and hydrophobic environments.159 The most
effective stabilization, though, has been achieved by using
ALD of oxide overlayers, such as Al2O3 or TiO2, after surface
binding has occurred.151,160−169 In the ALD technique, a
reactive gas-phase precursore.g., Al(CH3)3 for Al2O3, TiCl4
for TiO2is exposed to a pre-derivatized oxide surface.
Reaction of the ALD precursor with the surface followed by
hydrolysis yields an atomic layer or sublayer of the oxide.
Multilayers of the oxide are then used to “glue” the catalyst or
assembly to the surface.
Figure 6a compares the surface stability of the water

oxidation catalyst [Ru(Mebimpy)(4,4′-(PO3H2CH2)2bpy)-
(OH2)]

2+ (Mebimpy = 2,6-bis(1-methyl-1H-benzo[d]-
imidazol-2-yl)pyridine) with and without ALD stabilization
on an ITO electrode.162 For the stabilized electrode at pH 11
with 12 mM added PO4

3−, sustained water oxidation catalysis
occurs for >2.8 h at a turnover rate of ∼104 s−1.

ALD has also been extended as a synthesis tool for the direct
preparation of stabilized chromophore−catalyst assemblies
encased in the oxide by a “mummy” strategy.170 Figure 6b,c
illustrates calculated ALD overlayer structures for surface-
bound −RuP2+ and the corresponding “mummy” chromo-
phore−catalyst assembly, with the stepwise “mummy” synthesis
protocol outlined in Figure 6d.

Figure 6. (a) Current−time profiles for water oxidation catalysis by
[Ru(Mebimpy)(4,4′-(PO3H2CH2)2bpy)(OH2)]

2+ surface-bound to
ITO with and without a 1 nm TiO2 overlayer at pH 11 in 12 mM
PO4

3− and 0.25 M LiClO4 following a potential step to 1.40 V vs
NHE. Adapted with permission from ref 162. Copyright 2013
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, USA. (b)
Calculated overlayer structure of ALD-deposited TiO2 (0.76 nm) on
surface-bound [Ru(4,4′-(PO3H2)2(bpy)2]

2+ (−RuP2+). (c) Calculated
structure of a “mummy” chromophore−catalyst assembly constructed
as shown in (d) by (1) ALD overlayer deposition (labeled “ALD 1”)
following surface binding of −RuP2+, (2) addition of [Ru(Mebimpy)-
(4,4′-(PO3H2CH2)2bpy)(OH2)]

2+, and (3) ALD stabilization (labeled
“ALD 2”). Panel (c) is adapted with permission from ref 170.
Copyright 2015 Royal Society of Chemistry.
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5. DSPEC PROCESSES

5.1. Light Absorption. The sun is a relatively low-intensity,
wavelength-dependent light source. In a standard AM 1.5G
solar flux, a 1 nm dye molecule with a molar absorptivity of 2 ×
104 M−1 cm−1 can absorb only ∼2 photons per second in the
visible and near-IR regions and only ∼0.3 photon per second in
the UV.23,58,171,172 The maximum efficiency for solar water
splitting with an absorption cutoff of 500 nm is ∼12%, rising to
∼18% by 600 nm.
High light absorption by the chromophore is obviously

desirable to minimize oxide film thickness and, with it,
competition from back electron transfer following injection.
For [Ru(bpy)3]

2+ in CH3CN with λmax = 449 nm and ε = 1.4 ×
104 M−1 cm−1, the molar absorptivity decreases to 5.1 × 102

M−1 cm−1 by 550 nm. In a nanoparticle oxide film of the
phosphonate derivative [Ru(4,4′-(PO3H2)2bpy)(bpy)2]

2+

(RuP2+, Figure 6b) with a per-micron surface coverage of Γ
= 2 × 10−9 mol/(cm2·μm), the film thickness required for an
absorbance of 2 OD at 450 nm is ∼7 μm.
The usefulness of a dye is limited not only by its absorption

spectrum but also by free energy constraints. Once an excited
state is formed, it must be capable of undergoing electron or
hole injection. In addition, the oxidized or reduced forms of the
chromophore that result must be capable of driving water
oxidation or water/CO2 reduction to completion.35,43,87,88

An extensive and growing list of chromophores has been
investigated for applications in DSSC devices.23−25,173−184

Ru(II) polypyridyl chromophores have dominated DSPEC
investigations to date, but 3,4:9,10-substituted perylenes,182,184

porphyrins,174,176,178,181,183 and amine-thiophene-based
donor−acceptor dyes173,174 have also been used.
Antenna Effect: The Multichromophore Advantage. In the

absence of a solar concentrator, the output of a dye-sensitized
solar device is limited by the slow, 1−2 s−1, rate of solar
insolation, which poses a major challenge to achieving high
DSPEC efficiencies.23,58,171,172 In a DSSC, redox equivalents
appear and are used one photon at a time. In a DSPEC,
multiple redox equivalents have to be accumulated and stored for
seconds.
In natural photosynthesis, an antenna effect overcomes the

slow solar input. In photosystem II, a multichromophore−
antenna array absorbs light and rapidly and efficiently transmits
excited-state energy to a single terminal acceptor, chlorophyll
P680. Oxidative electron-transfer quenching of 1P680* and a
sequence of five electron-transfer steps deliver oxidative
equivalents to the Mn4Ca cluster in the oxygen-evolving
complex separated from photoproduced reductive equivalents,
initially in quinone QA, by ∼50 Å. The antenna enhances the
rate of solar insolation from (seconds)−1 to (milliseconds)−1,
thereby greatly reducing the time scale required for storage of
the oxidative equivalents as they appear.185−191 Related antenna
strategies may be available for DSPEC applications by
integration with independent solar concentrators or by using
derivatized, polychromophoric polymers. The latter approach is
currently under investigation by Kirk Schanze and John
Reynolds in the University of North Carolina Energy Frontier
Research Center.
5.2. Excited-State Injection. Following light absorption by

the chromophore, excited-state injection initiates the series of
redox events that ultimately lead to water oxidation or water/
CO2 reduction. Electron or hole injection depends on an
overlap between the energy of the excited state, acting as an

electron or hole donor, and a distribution of unfilled acceptor
levels on an n-type oxide, e.g., TiO2, or filled donor levels at a
p-type oxide, e.g., NiO. Injection is in competition with other
excited-state processes: non-radiative decay, emission, and non-
productive energy or electron transfer. To be useful, electron or
hole injection must occur with high efficiency, with the
resulting oxidized or reduced chromophore capable of driving
water oxidation or water/CO2 reduction through complete
multi-electron, multi-proton catalytic cycles.
With the MLCT excited state of [Ru(bpy)3]

2+ as the
example, the formal potential for the excited-state couple,
[Ru(bpy)3]

3+/[Ru(bpy)3]
2+*, with the excited state acting as a

reducing agent, E°′(Ru3+/2+*), is given by eq 6, with F being
Faraday’s constant. E°′(Ru3+/2+) (= 1.26 V vs NHE in water) is
the potential of the ground-state couple. ΔGES (∼2.1 eV) is the
free energy of the excited state above the ground state, which is
obtained by a Franck−Condon analysis of the emission spectral
profile in CH3CN.

21,29,192−195 For the excited state acting as an
oxidizing agent, E°′(Ru2+*/+) for the [Ru(bpy)3]

2+*/[Ru-
(bpy)3]

+ couple is given by eq 7.

°′ * = °′ − Δ °+ + + +E E G F(Ru ) (Ru ) /3 /2 3 /2
ES (6)

°′ * = °′ + Δ °+ + + +E E G F(Ru ) (Ru ) /2 / 2 /
ES (7)

Electron injection into TiO2, extensively stud-
ied,23,139−141,143,171,196−238 is kinetically complex, a character-
istic commonly attributed to heterogeneities in the
oxide.23,171,172,239 Electron injection can occur by direct light-
driven electron transfer from a donor level on the chromophore
to an acceptor level in the semiconductor139,204,240 or, more
commonly, from an excited state or states following light
absorption.172,196,197,200,202,207,228,231,235−238,241−246 From the
experimental data for −RuP2+ and its analogues on TiO2, the
initial electron injection process or processes occur on the
hundreds of femtoseconds to hundreds of picoseconds time
scale from the initially formed singlet MLCT state(s),
TiO2|−1{[(4,4′-(PO3H2)2bpy

−)RuIII(bpy)2]
2+*}, before

1MLCT → 3MLCT internal conversion can occur. Electron
injection can also take place from non-thermally equilibrated
3MLCT states before they undergo vibrational relaxation. The
remaining injection events occur from lowest-lying, thermally
equilibrated 3MLCT states.196,197,199,211,222,223,240 In acidic
solution with injection thermodynamically favorable, electron
injection into TiO2 by the MLCT excited states of phosphonate
derivatives like −RuP2+ is typically complete in <1 ns and
highly efficient. These excited states undergo electron injection
with low reorganizational barriers into a relatively high density
of acceptor levels in the oxide.
In a comprehensive recent study by Zigler and co-workers,

based on an extensive series of Ru(II) polypyridyl complexes,
electron injection into TiO2 was found to occur with biphasic
kinetics with time constants in the ranges 3−30 and 30−500
ps.238 The results for the slow component were interpreted by
use of the classical Gerischer theory for interfacial electron
transfer. On the basis of this analysis, it was concluded that
kinetic heterogeneity on longer time scales arises from a
competition between excited-state relaxation and injection as
the photoexcited dye relaxes through the lower 3MLCT
manifold to the thermally equilibrated excited state.247−254

Although not yet explored in detail, medium effects and
variations in pH play a significant role in electron injection. For
example, from the Nernstian pH dependence of ECB for
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TiO2,
202,255−259 the driving force for electron injection

decreases by ∼420 mV from pH 0 to 7.
Hole injection at a photocathode is significantly less well-

studied, with NiO the only oxide investigated in detail. In
transient absorption measurements, spectral features for the
appearance of reduced chromophores on NiO, an expected
product upon successful hole injection, are often not observed.
Evaluation of hole injection is typically based on indirect
observations, such as loss of stimulated emission features, and
not the appearance of reduced chromophores.117 Interpretation
of transient absorption results is even more challenging for
chromophores with elaborate donor−acceptor structures, such
as those used in the most successful p-type DSSC
applications.124,125 Nevertheless, time constants for hole
injection into NiO that vary from hundreds of femtoseconds117

to hundreds of picoseconds120 have been reported. As an
example, ultrafast transient spectra of [Ru(dceb)3]

2+ (dceb =
4,4′-bis(ethylcarboxy)-2,2′-bipyridine) on NiO show that the
appearance of the reduced complex occurs with τ ≈ 20 ps, but
the extent of hole injection is minimal.115

5.3. Assembly Injection and Catalyst Activation. Figure
7 summarizes the results of fs−ms transient absorption
measurements on a series of Ru(II) polypyridyl assemblies on
TiO2. The processes observed are illustrated in the figure for
chromophore−catalyst assembly 3, [(4,4′-(PO3H2CH2)bpy)2-
Rua(bpy-NH-CO-tpy)Rub(bpy)(OH2)]

4+.260−262 Visible-light
absorption by the chromophore leads to rapid, sub-nanosecond
electron injection followed by intra-assembly electron-transfer
activation of the catalyst with τintra = 145 ps in 0.1 M HClO4 at
room temperature.262

In assembly 3, the catalyst is a competitive, nonproductive
light absorber which decreases per-photon-absorbed injection
efficiencies for the first injection.262 Competitive light
absorption by the catalyst is not a factor after the catalyst is
oxidized past Ru(II) as the higher oxidation states of the
ruthenium catalyst are only weak light absorbers in the visible.
5.4. Water Oxidation. Semiconductor-based photoelectro-

chemical cells and commercial water electrolyzers use metal

oxide catalysts RuO2, NiO, and CoOx.
263−271 In a DSPEC,

water oxidation occurs at a molecular catalyst. Although less
robust than oxides, molecular catalysts have at least two
advantages: (1) chemical synthesis can be used to modify
structure to affect rates and reactivity, and (2) mechanisms can
be evaluated in detail by standard electrochemical and
spectroscopic techniques.
Water oxidation catalysis has been reported for molecular

complexes272 of Ru(II),273−279 Ir(III),280−286 Co(III),287−290

Cu(II),291−293 and Fe(II),294−297 with polypyridyl complexes of
Ru(II) dominating research in this area.276,278,298−305 The
underlying synthetic chemistry for these complexes is well
developed,28,299,306−315 and they offer access to coordinatively
stable oxidation states from Ru(II) to Ru(VI), with the higher
oxidation states stabilized by oxo and nitrido li-
gands.299,311−313,315−317

Demands on water oxidation catalysts are high. The catalyst
must be integrated with a chromophore or chromophores on a
semiconductor oxide surface. Rates of water oxidation need to
exceed the 1−2 s−1 rate of solar insolation by 10 or greater,
even higher with solar concentration. Long-term performance is
also essential. A figure of merit for commercialization of ≥106
turnovers per year has been cited,32,33,35,43 with turnovers of
10 000s reported for existing catalysts,162,276,279,318 as well as
one example of >100 000 turnovers for a molecular Ir catalyst.
The mechanism of water oxidation by Ru(II) polypyridyl

complexes has been investigated by voltammetric techniques
and by Ce(IV) oxidation with spectrophotometric monitoring.
A general mechanism is shown for [Ru(Mebimpy)(bpy)-
(OH2)]

2+ in Scheme 2.273,301,305 The sequence of reactions in
the cycle shown in Scheme 2 add up to meet the 4e−/4H+

demands of the half-reaction. Mechanisms involving initial 1e−

oxidation through the hydroxyl radical are not viable because of
the high potential of the OH•/H2O couple, with E° = 2.32 V at
pH 7.319

Depending on conditions and catalyst, the rate-limiting step
in water oxidation cycles can occur at the step for oxidative
activation of RuIII−OH2+ or RuIII−OH2

3+ to RuIVO2+, from

Figure 7. First photoactivation step comprising light absorption/photoinjection/electron-transfer catalyst activation and associated time scales for
(a) a generic and (b) an amide-linked Ru(II) polypyridyl chromophore−catalyst assembly 3 on nanoparticle TiO2. Adapted with permission from
refs 33 and 262. Copyright 2015 and 2013, respectively, American Chemical Society.
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loss of O2 from the RuIV(OO)2+ peroxide intermediate, and,
most commonly, from O---O bond formation.320 Evidence has
been found for related mechanisms using first-row transition
metal complexes of Cu(II)292,293,321−323 and Fe(II).324

In water oxidation cycles, in addition to being the substrate,
coordinated water plays a key role mechanistically. Oxidation
and proton loss by proton-coupled electron transfer (PCET),

− ⎯ →⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯ −

− ⎯ →⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯⎯

+ − − +

+ − − +

− +

− +



Ru OH Ru OH ,

Ru OH Ru O

II
2

2 e , H III 2

III 2 e , H IV 2 (8)

is important in avoiding charge buildup, allowing multiple
oxidative equivalents to accumulate at single sites or clusters
over a narrow potential range.303,325−328 The intermediate oxo
complexes have a well-established and extensive reactivity
chemistry based on concerted electron−proton transfer (EPT),
H-atom transfer, C−H insertion, hydride transfer, and O-atom
transfer mechanisms.185,273,279,299,301,305,311,329,330 The latter,
with O-atom transfer to a water molecule, is the rate-limiting
step for the catalyst in Scheme 2.
O---O bond formation occurs by concerted atom proton

transfer (APT) in which O-atom transfer occurs in concert with
loss of a proton to an external base, B. As shown in eq 9, B can

be a water molecule or water cluster, or an added proton
acceptor base.277,301,304,320,331,332 Although microscopically
complex, APT has the advantage of giving the hydroperoxide
intermediate RuIII(OOH)2+ directly while avoiding the higher
energy hydrogen peroxide intermediate, RuIII(OOH2)

3+, by
direct reaction with H2O.

320 At even higher pH, with the
concentration of OH− kinetically significant, direct reaction
between RuV(O)3+ and OH− plays an increasingly important
role, eq 9, dominating reactivity in highly basic solutions.162

By exploiting APT with added buffer bases, even catalysts
that are slow in acidic solution can approach and exceed the 1−
2 s−1 threshold rate for solar insolation. For surface-bound
[Ru(Mebimpy)(4,4′-(PO3H2CH2)2bpy)(OH2)]

2+ in Figure 6a,
the rate of water oxidation is enhanced by ∼106 on going from
pH 1 to pH 12, reaching a turnover rate of ∼104 s−1 with 12
mM added PO4

3−.162

Impressive catalytic rates and turnover numbers have been
reported for a family of catalysts based on Ru(bda)(L)2 (L =
neutral donor ligand), complexes introduced by Sun and co-
workers.55,276,333−338 Evidence has been found, from kinetic
measurements with Ce(IV) as the oxidant in acidic solution, for
a facile mechanism involving seven-coordinate RuV(O)+ and
bimolecular O---O coupling.278 For RuII(bda)(isoq)2, 5 (Figure
8, isoq = isoquinoline), oxidation and chelate ring opening give

RuIVO, and further 1e− oxidation gives RuV(O)+. As in the
cycle in Scheme 2, RuV(O)+ appears to undergo O-atom
transfer to water to give an intermediate hydroperoxide.337

5.5. CO2 Reduction. Electrocatalytic reduction of
CO2

339−342 is well advanced at metallic, alloy, and nanoparticle
electrodes,343−353 by pyridine/pyridinium catalysts as described
by Bocarsly and co-workers,354−363 and by a variety of
transition metal complexes.364−370 For the latter, CO2
reduction in water is typically in competition with proton
reduction to H2 and limited to the 2e− products HCOO−/
HCOOH or CO. In a DSPEC with water as the solvent, under
conditions appropriate for both DSPEC water oxidation and
CO2 reduction, the limited solubility of CO2, 0.034 M at 1 atm
pressure and 298 K, is a factor limiting reactivity, as is pH. CO2
is the reactive form, and with pKa = 6.3 for the equilibrium
H2CO3(CO2(aq)) ⇌ HCO3

− + H+ (298 K, I = 0), the
concentration of CO2 falls rapidly as the pH is increased above
6.3.
The Ir(III) pincer catalyst [(POCOP)Ir(CH3CN)2(H)]

+

(POCOP = 2,6-(OPtBu2)2C6H3)) is a selective electrocatalyst
for CO2 reduction to HCOO− in CH3CN with added water.
The mechanism is shown in Scheme 3. In this mechanism, the
rate-limiting step is CO2 insertion into the Ir−H bond with k =
20(2) M−1 s−1 in CO2-saturated solutions.

371 Catalysis has been
extended to water as the solvent with a high selectivity toward
formate by using the soluble aminium catalyst,372 shown in
Scheme 3, and to a pyrene derivative for CO2 reduction on high
surface area carbon nanotube electrodes.373

Fischer−Tropsch synthesis converts H2:CO (syngas)
mixtures into methanol or hydrocarbons, with the product
depending on the H2:CO ratio.374−381 In aqueous, CO2-
saturated solutions with the added weak acid H2PO4

−,
[Ru(tpy)(bpy)(OH2)]

2+ has been shown to act as an
electrocatalyst for syngas formation with the H2:CO ratio

Scheme 2. Mechanism of Water Oxidation by
[Ru(Mebimpy)(bpy)(OH2)]

2+

Figure 8. Structure of water oxidation catalyst [RuII(bda)(isoq)2], 5.
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controlled by varying the concentration of added acid. In the
mechanism in Scheme 4, reduction at the polypyridyl ligands

triggers solvent loss to give the 5-coordinate intermediate,
[Ru(tpy)(bpy)]0, which then reacts with CO2 to give the
metallocarboxylate intermediate, [Ru(tpy)(bpy)(CO2)]

0. For-
mation of the metallocarboxylate is in competition with
reaction with water to give the hydride, [Ru(tpy)(bpy)H]+.
The two intermediates react further under reducing conditions
to give CO and H2, respectively.

382,383

The carbene water oxidation catalyst in assembly 1,
[Ru(tpy)(Mebimpy)(H2O)]2+, is also a catalyst for CO2
reduction to syngas in aqueous HCO3

−/CO2 solutions.
Remarkably the same complex, in aqueous HCO3

−/CO2, has
been used as the sole catalyst for both electrocatalytic water
oxidation at the anode and CO2/HCO3

− reduction to syngas at the
cathode in an electrolysis cell. In these experiments, the syngas
ratio was quantified and ranged from ∼4:1 to ∼1:3 by varying
the electrolysis potential at a fixed concentration of HCO3

− or,
at Eapp = −1.2 V, from ∼4:1 to ∼1:2 by varying the
concentration of HCO3

−.384

6. DSPEC PHOTOANODES FOR WATER OXIDATION
An assembly oxide interface lies at the heart of a DSPEC
photoanode for water oxidation. Many factors interplay to meet

the energetic, time scale, and mechanistic demands for carrying
out the overall light-driven reaction:
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| − − −

+ +

− +
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6.1. Energetics. For assembly 1 in the DSPEC photoanode
in Figure 2, water oxidation at the carbene catalyst occurs by a
mechanism closely related to the single-site mechanism in
Scheme 2, including the requirement of oxidation to RuV(O)3+

at 1.6−1.7 V.385 For assembly 1 on a SnO2/TiO2 core/shell
photoanode, the initial electron injection event gives −[RuaIII−
Rub

II−OH2]
5+, eq 11a. With E°′(RuIII/II) = 1.36 V vs NHE for

the −RuaIII/II couple, it is capable of oxidizing the catalyst from
−RubII−OH2

2+ to −RubIII−OH2
3+, eq 11b, and then to

−RubIVO2+, eq 11c, with E°′ = 1.15 and 0.90 V for the
catalyst Ru(III/II) and Ru(IV/III) couples, respectively, at pH
1. Injection and loss of a third electron gives the 3e−/2H+-
activated assembly −[RuaIII−RubIVO]5+, eq 11d. At this stage,
access to RuV(O)3+ by intra-assembly electron transfer,
−[RuaIII−RubIVO]5+ → −[RuaII−RubV(O)]5+, is uphill by
∼300 mV. Even with the chromophore oxidized to Ru(III),
there is no basis for further photoactivation, and assembly 1
should be incapable of DSPEC water oxidation. Despite this,
water oxidation does occur thanks to a previously unknown,
assembly-based pathway for O---O bond formation involving
concerted electron/O-atom/proton transfer, with both oxidized
sites in the assembly acting as electron acceptors, eq 12.385

6.2. Dynamics.With the slow rate of solar input of 1−2 s−1,
and the requirement for storing oxidative equivalents for
seconds, time scale poses another significant challenge for
DSPEC water oxidation.
Figure 7 provides a time scale summary for the first of the

four light-driven activation steps for a typical assembly.
Injection and electron-transfer activation of the catalyst are
rapid, but a competition exists for the injected electron between
back electron transfer to the assembly and electron diffusion
through the nanoparticle film to the FTO electrode. On TiO2,
back electron transfer occurs on the microsecond to milli-
second time scale, with highly non-exponential kinetics
attributed to electron diffusion dynamics within and across
the oxide. The diffusion rate varies with applied bias, light
intensity, and other factors but typically occurs on the

Scheme 3. (a) Catalytic Cycle for CO2 Reduction to HCOO−

by [(POCOP)Ir(CH3CN)2(H)]+ and (b) Structure of a
Water-Soluble Aminium Derivative

aAdapted with permission from refs 372 and 373. Copyright 2013
Royal Society of Chemistry and 2014 Wiley-VCH Verlag, respectively.

Scheme 4. Electrocatalytic Reduction of CO2 to H2:CO
Mixtures by [Ru(tpy)(bpy)S]2+ (S is solvent) with the Added
Weak Acid H2PO4 as the Proton Source
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millisecond time scale. Distance-dependent, chemically rate-
limiting, back electron transfer has been observed for
assemblies with molecular spacers between chromophore and
catalyst.73−75,77,78 In an ongoing study on the assembly [(4,4′-
PO3H2)2bpy)2Ru(4,4′-CH3bpyCH2CH2bpy-4,4′-CH3)Ru(Me-
bimpy)(OH2)]

4+, 4 (Figure 9), with a −CH2−CH2− spacer,

back electron transfer was decreased in rate by a factor of ∼6
compared to that with −RuP2+. With the data fit to the
Williams−Watts−Kohlrausch stretched exponential function,
the average rate constant for back electron transfer was k = 3.3
× 103 s−1.386 Because back electron transfer occurs on the
microsecond to millisecond time scale, there is a significant and
deleterious mismatch in rates, even for the first photoactivation
step. From the dynamics of diffusion and back electron transfer,
the efficiency for building up multiple oxidative equivalents at
the catalyst should be negligible.
Core/Shell Advantage. In a DSSC, an ensemble of single

excitation events is sufficient to produce a photopotential and
photocurrent. Nevertheless, in both DSSCs and DSPECs, back
electron transfer is a major rate-limiting pathway to be
overcome, and many strategies have been investigated to slow
it.163,166−168,387−398 In DSPEC photoanodes, core/shell oxide
structures have proven to be sufficiently effective in controlling
back electron transfer.32,43,65,237,387,399−404 They are produced
by ALD of conformal oxide shells on exposed nanoparticle
surfaces. A transmission electron micrograph (TEM) of a
nanoITO/TiO2 core/shell structure is shown in Figure 10.
Typically, they consist of thin, 3−5 nm, shells of TiO2 on
nanoparticle films of either SnO2 or a TCO.

32,65,387,399−402 On
a TCO core, photoinjection is followed by rapid transfer to and
through the core to the FTO electrode for transmission to a
cathode or photocathode for water/acid reduction to H2. With
the SnO2/TiO2 core/shell in Figure 2, the per-photon-absorbed
efficiency is further increased above that observed for TCO
core/shells by a factor of 3−5. The increase is attributed to the
∼0.4 V potential offset between the conduction band edge
potentials for the two oxides, which creates a barrier to back
electron transfer from core to shell.65,387

6.3. DSPEC Photoanodes. The DSPEC concept is
relatively new and still evolving, with a growing literature
f r om a n umb e r o f r e s e a r c h g r o u p s w o r l d -
wide.20,26−64,91,237,272,277,279,311,405−410

As an example from our own work, sustained DSPEC water
splitting was demonstrated for covalently linked assembly 1 in
Figure 2 on nanoITO/TiO2 and SnO2/TiO2 core/shell
electrodes. In an initial set of experiments on nanoITO/TiO2,
an absorbed-photon-to-current efficiency (APCE) of 4.4% with
445 nm irradiation was obtained in a pH 4.6 acetate buffer with
an applied bias of 200 mV vs NHE. The photocurrent
decreased from 185 μA/cm2 to 20 μA/cm2 over an extended

photolysis period because of desorption of the assembly and
decomposition of the chromophore.387 For assembly 1 on
SnO2/TiO2 with ALD overlayer stabilization of assembly
binding to the surface, the APCE for water splitting increased
to ∼20%, with maximum photocurrents of 1.97 mA/cm2. There
was still long-term loss of photocurrent caused by decom-
position of the chromophore.150

For the vinyl-linked assembly in Figure 11 on a SnO2/TiO2
core/shell electrode, 1 sun (100 mW/cm2) illumination in 0.1

M H2PO4
−/HPO4

2− with an applied bias of 0.4 V vs SCE led to
sustained water splitting, with O2 produced with a Faradaic
efficiency of 22%, as measured by a collector-generator
method.411 With 450 nm (14 mW/cm2) LED illumination,
the solar efficiency for hydrogen production was ∼0.3%.402
The phosphonate-derivatized donor−acceptor dye, P-A-π-D

in Figure 12, undergoes rapid, efficient injection on SnO2/TiO2
core/shell electrodes.401 With 1 sun excitation in a phosphate
buffer at pH 7 and with 20 mM hydroquinone (H2Q) added as
a reductive scavenger, sustained photocurrents of ∼2.5 mA/cm2

were observed for >15 min, with a DSPEC solar efficiency for
dehydrogenation of H2Q, H2Q + 2hν → Q + H2, of ∼6%. On
surfaces co-loaded with [P-A-π-D] and the water oxidation
catalyst Ru(bda)(pyP)2 (pyP = pyridin-4-methylphosphonic

Figure 9. Chromophore−catalyst assembly [(4,4′-PO3H2)2bpy)2Ru-
(4,4′-CH3bpyCH2CH2bpy-4,4′-CH3)Ru(Mebimpy)(OH2)]

4+, 4.
Figure 10. Transmission electron micrograph of a nanoITO/TiO2
core/shell with a 3.6 nm thick outer shell of TiO2. Adapted with
permission from ref 387. Copyright 2013 Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, USA.

Figure 11. Vinyl-linked electro-assembly on a SnO2/TiO2 core/shell
electrode. Reproduced with permission from ref 402. Copyright 2015
American Chemical Society.
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acid), maximum photocurrents of 1.4 mA/cm2 were obtained
which decreased with time to 0.1 mA/cm2 because of
decomposition of the dye, giving a Faradaic efficiency for O2
of only 8.2%.401

7. DSPEC PHOTOCATHODES AND THE TANDEM
DSPEC

Our ultimate DSPEC goals are efficient bias-free water splitting
and reduction of CO2 to carbon-based fuels. Our research focus
to date has been on photoanodes for water oxidation. However,
a significant research effort is focused on DSPEC photo-
cathodes, bias-free water splitting, and integration of photo-
anodes and photocathodes in tandem cells for CO2 reduction.
An extended version of Figure 1, showing a DSPEC for CO2

splitting into CO and O2, is presented in Figure 13. It combines
two photoelectrodesthe photoanode in Figure 1 and a
photocathode for light-driven reduction of CO2 to COboth
integrated into a single device.
The sequence of events shown at the photocathode in Figure

13 is as follows:130,412 (1) light absorption; (2) electron transfer
from the conduction band of a p-type oxide to the excited state
or states (hole transfer from the excited state(s) to the
electrode); (3) hole diffusion through the oxide to an inner
TCO electrode; (4) 1e− activation of a catalyst for CO2
reduction; and (5) repetition of the cycle for reduction of
CO2 to CO.
In a tandem cell for water splitting, there are two

photoreactions, which requires twice as many photons as
water splitting at a single photoelectrode. However, properly
designed tandem cells offer much broader coverage of the solar
spectrum and higher solar efficiencies. They are also advanta-
geous energetically. As an example, at a single TiO2
photoanode with [Ru(4,4′-(PO3H2)2bpy)(bpy)2]

2+ (−RuP2+)
as the light absorber, excitation and electron injection give
−RuP3+ with E°′ = 1.3 V for the −RuP3+/2+ couple, but the
injected electron in the conduction band of TiO2 is weakly
reducing, with ECB ≈ −0.1 V vs NHE at pH 0.202,255−259 It is
insufficiently reducing to convert CO2 to CO or HCOOH, with

E°′ = −0.2 V for the CO2/HCOOH couple under the same
conditions.63,413−416 By contrast, reduction of RuP2+* by hole
injection at a p-type oxide photocathode gives −RuP+, which is
a powerful reducing agent, with E°′ = −1.2 V for the RuP2+/+

couple. In this example, a tandem cell configuration could
provide a boost of more than 1 V in reducing power compared
to that produced by a single electrode.
A tandem cell for water splitting based on an organic dye on

NiO with a transition metal catalyst for H2 evolution at the
photocathode has been reported by Sun and co-workers.47 We
are currently exploring other approaches based on bias-free
electrodes and other electrode configurations. An important
issue in these cells is maximizing efficiencies by balancing
current−potential output and wavelength of light between the
electrodes.35,408,409,417,418

8. LOOKING AHEAD: CHALLENGES FOR THE FUTURE
The DSPEC offers one approach to artificial photosynthesis
and solar energy conversion. Key elements and principles are
emerging, and the concept has been substantiated by early
experimental results. Progress has been made in integrating
light absorption and interfacial electron-transfer dynamics with
multi-electron, multi-proton catalysis of water oxidation and
CO2 reduction. Much has been learned about interfacial
dynamics and the role of surface structure, with the twin goals
of achieving higher solar efficiencies and long-term stabilities.
However, the DSPEC is still an ongoing research project.

Basic research challenges remain, and additional challenges are
waiting in device design and evaluation, engineering, and scale-
up.

8.1. Research Challenges. The stage is set for future
research in this area with significant challenges to be met:

• Enhancing catalytic activity and long-term catalyst
stability for key solar fuels half-reactions

• Integrating catalysts in photocathode assemblies for
water/acid or CO2 reduction

• Extending light absorption further into the visible and
near-IR regions while maintaining excited-state ener-
getics for injection and catalyst activation

• Stabilizing or avoiding decomposition of oxidized or
reduced chromophores and other components

Figure 12. Co-loaded donor−acceptor/catalyst assembly [P-A-π-D]/
[Ru(bda)(pyP)2] (5:1 ratio) on a DSPEC photoanode in a collector-
generator configuration for in situ O2 measurements.

401 Upper plot:
current−time trace with 1 sun illumination (100 mW/cm2; 400 nm
long-pass filter; 60−600 s) on FTO|TiO2 (black line) and FTO|SnO2/
TiO2(3 nm) core/shell (red line) electrodes in 0.1 M phosphate buffer
at pH 7 with an applied bias of 0.2 V vs SCE. Lower plot: current−
time traces at the FTO collector electrode of a collector-generator cell
for monitoring O2 at −0.85 V vs SCE. Reproduced with permission
from ref 401. Copyright 2016 Royal Society of Chemistry.

Figure 13. Schematic diagram of a tandem DSPEC for solar-driven
CO2 splitting into CO and O2 by the net reaction, 2CO2 + 4hν →
2CO + O2. Reproduced with permission from ref 33. Copyright 2015
American Chemical Society.
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• Improving interfacial electron-transfer dynamics by
modifying interfacial oxide and assembly structures

• Uncovering and implementing efficient designs for bias-
free water splitting, photocathodes for CO2 reduction,
and tandem cells for the integration of water oxidation
and CO2 reduction

• Exploring cell design and scale-up including proton
exchange membranes, zero gap configurations, gas
collection designs, and application of full cell modeling

• Achieving long-term stability under DSPEC operating
conditions

8.2. Target Metrics. It is also useful to summarize long-
term target metrics for a working DSPEC device:

• Converting solar photons into redox equivalents in
chromophore−catalyst assembly photoelectrodes with
>90% efficiency

• Accumulating multiple redox equivalents at catalyst sites
for water oxidation or CO2 reduction with efficiencies
>95% on the time scale of the light source, seconds for
ambient sunlight, less with solar concentration

• Achieving catalytic rates of >10 s−1 for the target half-
reactions, higher with solar concentration

• Achieving overall device efficiencies of 15% with 107

cycles/year and a 95% retention in photoreactivity

■ AUTHOR INFORMATION
Corresponding Author
*tjmeyer@unc.edu
Notes
The authors declare no competing financial interest.

■ ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This work was wholly funded by the UNC Energy Frontier
Research Center (EFRC) “Center for Solar Fuels”, an EFRC
funded by the U.S. Department of Energy, Office of Science,
Office of Basic Energy Sciences, under Award DE-SC0001011.

■ REFERENCES
(1) Sapunkov, O.; Pande, V.; Khetan, A.; Choomwattana, C.;
Viswanathan, V. Transl. Mater. Res. 2015, 2, 045002.
(2) Blankenship, R. E.; Tiede, D. M.; Barber, J.; Brudvig, G. W.;
Fleming, G.; Ghirardi, M.; Gunner, M. R.; Junge, W.; Kramer, D. M.;
Melis, A.; Moore, T. A.; Moser, C. C.; Nocera, D. G.; Nozik, A. J.; Ort,
D. R.; Parson, W. W.; Prince, R. C.; Sayre, R. T. Science 2011, 332,
805−809.
(3) Fujishima, A.; Honda, K. Nature 1972, 238, 37−38.
(4) Butler, M. A. J. Appl. Phys. 1977, 48, 1914−1920.
(5) Kudo, A.; Kato, H.; Tsuji, I. Chem. Lett. 2004, 33, 1534−1539.
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Graẗzel, M. Nano Lett. 2016, 16, 1848−1857.
(133) Gu, J.; Yan, Y.; Young, J. L.; Steirer, K. X.; Neale, N. R.;
Turner, J. A. Nat. Mater. 2016, 15, 456−460.
(134) Gillaizeau-Gauthier, I.; Odobel, F.; Alebbi, M.; Argazzi, R.;
Costa, E.; Bignozzi, C. A.; Qu, P.; Meyer, G. J. Inorg. Chem. 2001, 40,
6073−6079.
(135) Zou, C.; Wrighton, M. S. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1990, 112, 7578−
7584.
(136) McNamara, W. R.; Milot, R. L.; Song, H.-e.; Snoeberger, R. C.,
III; Batista, V. S.; Schmuttenmaer, C. A.; Brudvig, G. W.; Crabtree, R.
H. Energy Environ. Sci. 2010, 3, 917−923.
(137) Haller, I. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 1978, 100, 8050−8055.
(138) McNamara, W. R.; Snoeberger, R. C.; Li, G.; Schleicher, J. M.;
Cady, C. W.; Poyatos, M.; Schmuttenmaer, C. A.; Crabtree, R. H.;
Brudvig, G. W.; Batista, V. S. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2008, 130, 14329−
14338.
(139) Banerjee, T.; Kaniyankandy, S.; Das, A.; Ghosh, H. N. J. Phys.
Chem. C 2013, 117, 3084−3092.
(140) Banerjee, T.; Kaniyankandy, S.; Das, A.; Ghosh, H. N. Inorg.
Chem. 2013, 52, 5366−5377.
(141) Banerjee, T.; Biswas, A. K.; Sahu, T. S.; Ganguly, B.; Das, A.;
Ghosh, H. N. Dalton Trans. 2014, 43, 13601−13611.
(142) Zhang, L.; Cole, J. M. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2015, 7,
3427−3455.
(143) Ernstorfer, R.; Gundlach, L.; Felber, S.; Storck, W.; Eichberger,
R.; Willig, F. J. Phys. Chem. B 2006, 110, 25383−25391.
(144) Zhang, L.; Cole, J. M.; Waddell, P. G.; Low, K. S.; Liu, X. ACS
Sustainable Chem. Eng. 2013, 1, 1440−1452.
(145) Wang, D.; Mendelsohn, R.; Galoppini, E.; Hoertz, P. G.;
Carlisle, R. A.; Meyer, G. J. J. Phys. Chem. B 2004, 108, 16642−16653.
(146) Galoppini, E. Coord. Chem. Rev. 2004, 248, 1283−1297.
(147) Hanson, K.; Brennaman, M. K.; Ito, A.; Luo, H.; Song, W.;
Parker, K. A.; Ghosh, R.; Norris, M. R.; Glasson, C. R. K.; Concepcion,
J. J.; Lopez, R.; Meyer, T. J. J. Phys. Chem. C 2012, 116, 14837−14847.
(148) Hanson, K.; Brennaman, M. K.; Luo, H.; Glasson, C. R. K.;
Concepcion, J. J.; Song, W.; Meyer, T. J. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces
2012, 4, 1462−1469.
(149) Brown, D. G.; Schauer, P. A.; Borau-Garcia, J.; Fancy, B. R.;
Berlinguette, C. P. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2013, 135, 1692−1695.
(150) Hyde, J. T.; Hanson, K.; Vannucci, A. K.; Lapides, A. M.;
Alibabaei, L.; Norris, M. R.; Meyer, T. J.; Harrison, D. P. ACS Appl.
Mater. Interfaces 2015, 7, 9554−9562.
(151) Kim, D. H.; Losego, M. D.; Hanson, K.; Alibabaei, L.; Lee, K.;
Meyer, T. J.; Parsons, G. N. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys. 2014, 16, 8615−
8622.
(152) Wee, K.-R.; Brennaman, M. K.; Alibabaei, L.; Farnum, B. H.;
Sherman, B.; Lapides, A. M.; Meyer, T. J. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2014, 136,
13514−13517.
(153) Moss, J. A.; Yang, J. C.; Stipkala, J. M.; Wen, X.; Bignozzi, C.
A.; Meyer, G. J.; Meyer, T. J. Inorg. Chem. 2004, 43, 1784−1792.
(154) Szpakolski, K.; Latham, K.; Rix, C.; Rani, R. A.; Kalantar-zadeh,
K. Polyhedron 2013, 52, 719−732.
(155) Materna, K. L.; Rudshteyn, B.; Brennan, B. J.; Kane, M. H.;
Bloomfield, A. J.; Huang, D. L.; Shopov, D. Y.; Batista, V. S.; Crabtree,
R. H.; Brudvig, G. W. ACS Catal. 2016, 6, 5371−5377.
(156) Puri, J. K.; Singh, R.; Chahal, V. K. Chem. Soc. Rev. 2011, 40,
1791−1840.
(157) Materna, K. L.; Brennan, B. J.; Brudvig, G. W. Dalton Trans.
2015, 44, 20312−20315.
(158) Brennan, B. J.; Llansola Portoles, M. J.; Liddell, P. A.; Moore,
T. A.; Moore, A. L.; Gust, D. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys. 2013, 15,
16605−16614.
(159) Zakeeruddin, S. M.; Nazeeruddin, M. K.; Humphry-Baker, R.;
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NazeeruddinMd, Md. K.; Graẗzel, M. Nat. Chem. 2014, 6, 242−247.
(182) Li, C.; Wonneberger, H. Adv. Mater. 2012, 24, 613−636.
(183) Li, L.-L.; Diau, E. W.-G. Chem. Soc. Rev. 2013, 42, 291−304.
(184) Yao, Z.; Zhang, M.; Li, R.; Yang, L.; Qiao, Y.; Wang, P. Angew.
Chem., Int. Ed. 2015, 54, 5994−5998.
(185) Meyer, T. J.; Huynh, M. H. V.; Thorp, H. H. Angew. Chem., Int.
Ed. 2007, 46, 5284−5304.
(186) Brudvig, G. W. Philos. Trans. R. Soc., B 2008, 363, 1211−1218.
(187) Renger, G.; Renger, T. Photosynth. Res. 2008, 98, 53−80.
(188) Dau, H.; Zaharieva, I. Acc. Chem. Res. 2009, 42, 1861−1870.
(189) Renger, G. J. Photochem. Photobiol., B 2011, 104, 35−43.
(190) Renger, G. Biochim. Biophys. Acta, Bioenerg. 2012, 1817, 1164−
1176.
(191) Cox, N.; Pantazis, D. A.; Neese, F.; Lubitz, W. Acc. Chem. Res.
2013, 46, 1588−1596.
(192) Ito, A.; Meyer, T. J. Phys. Chem. Chem. Phys. 2012, 14, 13731−
13745.

(193) Balzani, V.; Bolleta, F.; Gandolfi, M. T.; Maestri, M.
Bimolecular Electron Transfer Reactions of the Excited States of
Transition Metal Complexes In Organic Chemistry and Theory;
Boschke, F. L., Ed.; Topics in Current Chemistry 75; Springer: Berlin,
1978; pp 1−64.
(194) Sutin, N.; Creutz, C. Pure Appl. Chem. 1980, 52, 2717−2738.
(195) Meyer, T. J. Excited-State Electron Transfer. In Progress in
Inorganic Chemistry; Lippard, S. J., Ed.; Wiley & Sons: New York,
1983; Vol. 30, pp 389−440 and references therein.
(196) Tachibana, Y.; Moser, J. E.; Graẗzel, M.; Klug, D. R.; Durrant, J.
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(227) Fakis, M.; Hrobaŕik, P.; Yushchenko, O.; Sigmundova,́ I.;
Koch, M.; Rosspeintner, A.; Stathatos, E.; Vauthey, E. J. Phys. Chem. C
2014, 118, 28509−28519.
(228) Furube, A.; Katoh, R.; Hara, K. Surf. Sci. Rep. 2014, 69, 389−
441.
(229) Hsu, H.-Y.; Cheng, C.-W.; Huang, W.-K.; Lee, Y.-P.; Diau, E.
W.-G. J. Phys. Chem. C 2014, 118, 16904−16911.
(230) Katoh, R.; Furube, A. J. Photochem. Photobiol., C 2014, 20, 1−
16.
(231) Rao, V. G.; Dhital, B.; He, Y.; Lu, H. P. J. Phys. Chem. C 2014,
118, 20209−20221.
(232) Borgwardt, M.; Wilke, M.; Kampen, T.; Maḧl, S.; Xiang, W.;
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Costas, M. Nat. Chem. 2011, 3, 807−813.
(297) Codola,̀ Z.; Garcia-Bosch, I.; Acuña-Pares, F.; Prat, I.; Luis, J.
M.; Costas, M.; Lloret-Fillol, J. Chem. - Eur. J. 2013, 19, 8042−8047.
(298) Liu, F.; Concepcion, J. J.; Jurss, J. W.; Cardolaccia, T.;
Templeton, J. L.; Meyer, T. J. Inorg. Chem. 2008, 47, 1727−1752.
(299) Concepcion, J. J.; Jurss, J. W.; Brennaman, M. K.; Hoertz, P.
G.; Patrocinio, A. O. T.; Murakami Iha, N. Y.; Templeton, J. L.; Meyer,
T. J. Acc. Chem. Res. 2009, 42, 1954−1965.
(300) Duan, L.; Fischer, A.; Xu, Y.; Sun, L. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2009,
131, 10397−10399.
(301) Concepcion, J. J.; Tsai, M.-K.; Muckerman, J. T.; Meyer, T. J. J.
Am. Chem. Soc. 2010, 132, 1545−1557.
(302) Hughes, T. F.; Friesner, R. A. J. Phys. Chem. B 2011, 115,
9280−9289.
(303) Gagliardi, C. J.; Vannucci, A. K.; Concepcion, J. J.; Chen, Z. F.;
Meyer, T. J. Energy Environ. Sci. 2012, 5, 7704−7717.
(304) Lin, X.; Hu, X.; Concepcion, J. J.; Chen, Z.; Liu, S.; Meyer, T.
J.; Yang, W. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 2012, 109, 15669−15672.
(305) Concepcion, J. J.; Jurss, J. W.; Templeton, J. L.; Meyer, T. J. J.
Am. Chem. Soc. 2008, 130, 16462−16463.
(306) Brandt, W. W.; Dwyer, F. P.; Gyarfas, E. D. Chem. Rev. 1954,
54, 959−1017.
(307) Sullivan, B. P.; Salmon, D. J.; Meyer, T. J. Inorg. Chem. 1978,
17, 3334−3341.
(308) Flamigni, L.; Barigelletti, F.; Armaroli, N.; Collin, J.-P.; Dixon,
I. M.; Sauvage, J.-P.; Williams, J. A. G. Coord. Chem. Rev. 1999, 190−
192, 671−682.
(309) Fanni, S.; Keyes, T. E.; O’Connor, C. M.; Hughes, H.; Wang,
R.; Vos, J. G. Coord. Chem. Rev. 2000, 208, 77−86.
(310) Spiccia, L.; Deacon, G. B.; Kepert, C. M. Coord. Chem. Rev.
2004, 248, 1329−1341.
(311) Zong, R.; Thummel, R. P. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2005, 127, 12802−
12803.
(312) Vos, J. G.; Kelly, J. M. Dalton Trans. 2006, 4869−4883.
(313) Sabo-Etienne, S.; Grellier, M. Ruthenium: Inorganic &
Coordination Chemistry. In Encyclopedia of Inorganic Chemistry, 2nd
ed.; King, R. B., Ed.; John Wiley & Sons, Ltd: New York, 2006; Vol. 7,
pp 4757−4778.
(314) Constable, E. C. Coord. Chem. Rev. 2008, 252, 842−855.
(315) Boyer, J. L.; Rochford, J.; Tsai, M.-K.; Muckerman, J. T.; Fujita,
E. Coord. Chem. Rev. 2010, 254, 309−330.
(316) Meyer, T. J.; Huynh, M. H. V. Inorg. Chem. 2003, 42, 8140−
8160.
(317) Winkler, J. R.; Gray, H. B. Electronic Structures of Oxo-Metal
Ions. In Molecular Electronic Structures of Transition Metal Complexes I;
Mingos, P. D. M., Day, P., Dahl, P. J., Eds.; Structure and Bonding
142; Springer: Berlin/Heidelberg, 2012; pp 17−28.

(318) Concepcion, J. J.; Jurss, J. W.; Hoertz, P. G.; Meyer, T. J.
Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2009, 48, 9473−9476.
(319) Wood, P. M. Biochem. J. 1988, 253, 287−289.
(320) Chen, Z.; Concepcion, J. J.; Hu, X.; Yang, W.; Hoertz, P. G.;
Meyer, T. J. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 2010, 107, 7225−7229.
(321) Chen, Z.; Kang, P.; Zhang, M.-T.; Stoner, B. R.; Meyer, T. J.
Energy Environ. Sci. 2013, 6, 813−817.
(322) Barnett, S. M.; Goldberg, K. I.; Mayer, J. M. Nat. Chem. 2012,
4, 498−502.
(323) Coggins, M. K.; Zhang, M.-T.; Chen, Z.; Song, N.; Meyer, T. J.
Angew. Chem., Int. Ed. 2014, 53, 12226−12230.
(324) Coggins, M. K.; Zhang, M.-T.; Vannucci, A. K.; Dares, C. J.;
Meyer, T. J. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2014, 136, 5531−5534.
(325) Cukier, R. I.; Nocera, D. G. Annu. Rev. Phys. Chem. 1998, 49,
337−369.
(326) Huynh, M. H. V.; Meyer, T. J. Chem. Rev. 2007, 107, 5004−
5064.
(327) Weinberg, D. R.; Gagliardi, C. J.; Hull, J. F.; Murphy, C. F.;
Kent, C. A.; Westlake, B. C.; Paul, A.; Ess, D. H.; McCafferty, D. G.;
Meyer, T. J. Chem. Rev. 2012, 112, 4016−4093.
(328) Mayer, J. M. Annu. Rev. Phys. Chem. 2004, 55, 363−390.
(329) Cady, C. W.; Crabtree, R. H.; Brudvig, G. W. Coord. Chem. Rev.
2008, 252, 444−455.
(330) Dau, H.; Limberg, C.; Reier, T.; Risch, M.; Roggan, S.; Strasser,
P. ChemCatChem 2010, 2, 724−761.
(331) Chen, Z.; Concepcion, J. J.; Meyer, T. J. Dalton Trans. 2011,
40, 3789−3792.
(332) Chen, Z.; Concepcion, J. J.; Hull, J. F.; Hoertz, P. G.; Meyer, T.
J. Dalton Trans. 2010, 39, 6950−6952.
(333) Tong, L.; Duan, L.; Xu, Y.; Privalov, T.; Sun, L. Angew. Chem.,
Int. Ed. 2011, 50, 445−449.
(334) Duan, L.; Araujo, C. M.; Ahlquist, M. S. G.; Sun, L. Proc. Natl.
Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 2012, 109, 15584−15588.
(335) Sheridan, M. V.; Sherman, B. D.; Fang, Z.; Wee, K.-R.;
Coggins, M. K.; Meyer, T. J. ACS Catal. 2015, 5, 4404−4409.
(336) Sheridan, M. V.; Sherman, B. D.; Marquard, S. L.; Fang, Z.;
Ashford, D. L.; Wee, K.-R.; Gold, A. S.; Alibabaei, L.; Rudd, J. A.;
Coggins, M. K.; Meyer, T. J. J. Phys. Chem. C 2015, 119, 25420−
25428.
(337) Song, N.; Concepcion, J. J.; Binstead, R. A.; Rudd, J. A.;
Vannucci, A. K.; Dares, C. J.; Coggins, M. K.; Meyer, T. J. Proc. Natl.
Acad. Sci. U. S. A. 2015, 112, 4935−4940.
(338) Sheridan, M. V.; Sherman, B. D.; Wee, K.-R.; Marquard, S. L.;
Gold, A. S.; Meyer, T. J. Dalton Trans. 2016, 45, 6324−6328.
(339) Costentin, C.; Robert, M.; Saveánt, J.-M. Chem. Soc. Rev. 2013,
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Nelson, J.; Li, X.; Long, N. J.; Durrant, J. R. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2004,
126, 5225−5233.
(399) Alibabaei, L.; Farnum, B. H.; Kalanyan, B.; Brennaman, M. K.;
Losego, M. D.; Parsons, G. N.; Meyer, T. J. Nano Lett. 2014, 14,
3255−3261.
(400) Michaux, K. E.; Gambardella, A. A.; Alibabaei, L.; Ashford, D.
L.; Sherman, B. D.; Binstead, R. A.; Meyer, T. J.; Murray, R. W. J. Phys.
Chem. C 2015, 119, 17023−17027.
(401) Wee, K.-R.; Sherman, B. D.; Brennaman, M. K.; Sheridan, M.
V.; Nayak, A.; Alibabaei, L.; Meyer, T. J. J. Mater. Chem. A 2016, 4,
2969−2975.
(402) Sherman, B. D.; Ashford, D. L.; Lapides, A. M.; Sheridan, M.
V.; Wee, K.-R.; Meyer, T. J. J. Phys. Chem. Lett. 2015, 6, 3213−3217.
(403) Diamant, Y.; Chappel, S.; Chen, S. G.; Melamed, O.; Zaban, A.
Coord. Chem. Rev. 2004, 248, 1271−1276.
(404) Grinis, L.; Ofir, A.; Dor, S.; Yahav, S.; Zaban, A. Isr. J. Chem.
2008, 48, 269−275.
(405) Rabten, W.; Kar̈kas̈, M. D.; Åkermark, T.; Chen, H.; Liao, R.-
Z.; Tinnis, F.; Sun, J.; Siegbahn, P. E. M.; Andersson, P. G.; Åkermark,
B. Inorg. Chem. 2015, 54, 4611−4620.
(406) Gust, D.; Moore, T. A.; Moore, A. L. Acc. Chem. Res. 2001, 34,
40−48.
(407) Sherman, B. D.; Vaughn, M. D.; Bergkamp, J. J.; Gust, D.;
Moore, A. L.; Moore, T. A. Photosynth. Res. 2014, 120, 59−70.
(408) Walter, M. G.; Warren, E. L.; McKone, J. R.; Boettcher, S. W.;
Mi, Q.; Santori, E. A.; Lewis, N. S. Chem. Rev. 2010, 110, 6446−6473.
(409) Trainham, J. A.; Newman, J.; Bonino, C. A.; Hoertz, P. G.;
Akunuri, N. Curr. Opin. Chem. Eng. 2012, 1, 204−210.

Journal of the American Chemical Society Perspective

DOI: 10.1021/jacs.6b06466
J. Am. Chem. Soc. 2016, 138, 13085−13102

13101

http://dx.doi.org/10.1021/jacs.6b06466


(410) McDaniel, N. D.; Bernhard, S. Dalton Trans. 2010, 39, 10021−
10030.
(411) Sherman, B. D.; Sheridan, M. V.; Wee, K.-R.; Song, N.; Dares,
C. J.; Fang, Z.; Tamaki, Y.; Nayak, A.; Meyer, T. J. Inorg. Chem. 2016,
55, 512−517.
(412) Ji, Z.; He, M.; Huang, Z.; Ozkan, U.; Wu, Y. J. Am. Chem. Soc.
2013, 135, 11696−11699.
(413) Rakowski Dubois, M.; Dubois, D. L. Acc. Chem. Res. 2009, 42,
1974−1982.
(414) Mikkelsen, M.; Jorgensen, M.; Krebs, F. C. Energy Environ. Sci.
2010, 3, 43−81.
(415) Takeda, H.; Ishitani, O. Coord. Chem. Rev. 2010, 254, 346−
354.
(416) Schneider, J.; Jia, H.; Muckerman, J. T.; Fujita, E. Chem. Soc.
Rev. 2012, 41, 2036−2051.
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