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Abstract: The angle dependent transmission of light trapping transparent electrodes is investi-
gated. The electrodes consist of triangular metallic wire arrays embedded in a dielectric cover
layer. Normal incidence illumination of the structure produces light trapping via total internal
reflection, virtually eliminating all shadowing losses. It is found that varying the external angle
of incidence can affect the light trapping efficiency n .t due to partial loss of internal reflection
and increased interaction with neighboring wires. Despite these effects, a judicious selection
of geometry and materials can reduce shadowing losses by more than 85% over a surprisingly
large angular range of 120°. It is demonstrated that the angle-averaged shadowing losses in an
encapsulated silicon solar cell under illumination with unpolarized light can be reduced by more
than a factor of two for incident angles between —60° and +60° off-normal across the entire
AM1.5 solar spectrum.

© 2021 Optical Society of America under the terms of the OSA Open Access Publishing Agreement

1. Introduction

Metallic front contacts are widely employed in optoelectronic devices such as photovoltaic devices
and high-speed photodetectors [1-13]. The major loss mechanisms in these devices are shading
losses, parasitic absorption, resistive losses and recombination losses [14]. The trade-off between
optical and electrical performance poses a key challenge to achieving high optical to electrical
power conversion efficiency [15,16]. For example, dense metallic front contacts on solar cells
reduce resistive losses, but adversely affect optical transmission. On the other hand, a sparse
array of thin metallic wires necessitates long charge carrier collection paths which causes strong
recombination losses in materials such as silicon [17-22]. To address these challenges, various
designs have been studied, including encapsulated front contacts [20,23-25], nanostructures with
graded refractive index [26—29] and electrodes that incorporate resonators to enhance absorption
[11,30,31]. For instance, Kuang et al. reported a type of encapsulated transparent electrodes with
60%—80% optical transmission at 300-1400 nm wavelength range at incident angles below 60°
[20]. Another type of high aspect ratio effective transparent contacts (ETC) without the top cover
layer has been reported by Saive et al. [13,32], showing near 100% transmission in the visible
regime at normal incidence. Meyer Burger’s Multiwire technology also showed the ability of
light trapping [33]. For all these approaches, a large transmission (T>~90%) [34,35] over a wide
angular response is desirable to enable efficient photovoltaic efficiency for different positions of
the sun, or to enable efficient signal collection with high numerical aperture optics.

A new design for achieving transparent electrodes has been introduced that makes use of
light trapping to mitigate shadowing losses [36]. In this design metallic front grid lines with
a non-coplanar surface are embedded in a dielectric cover layer. Light normally incident on
the inclined surfaces is reflected upward at an off-normal angle. When the upward angle is
larger than the critical angle (8.) of the cover layer, the incident light is trapped via total internal
reflection (TIR), almost entirely eliminating shadowing losses. The optical and electronic
performance of such structures has been studied as a function of wire size and shape for normal
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incidence illumination [37], showing great potential for use as transparent electrodes. Unlike
traditional metallic electrodes where shadowing losses scale linearly with metal coverage, the
normal-incidence transmission of light trapping electrodes can remain close to 100% for a metal
areal coverage well over 50% [36,37], allowing the realization of transparent electrodes with
extremely high electrical conductivity.

An as yet unexplored aspect is the angular response of such light trapping electrodes. In
this study we investigate the influence of electrode geometry on the angular response of the
transmission, using both analytical and numerical models. It is found that a light trapping
efficiency exceeding 85% can be achieved over a 120° angular range, showing the significant
promise of this light trapping design for use in photovoltaics and optical detectors that require
wide viewing angles and high power conversion efficiency.

2. Light trapping electrode geometry

Figure 1(a) shows a schematic of the interdigitated light trapping electrode structure under
consideration. It consists of a periodic array of triangular metallic grid lines embedded in a
dielectric cover layer. In real-world PV modules, metal wire electrodes are embedded in an EVA
cover layer, which is approximately index-matched with an additional glass cover layer. Light
reflected upward into the EVA layer transmits into the glass cover layer with high efficiency.
While in this device geometry the surface reflection would occur at larger distance from the
electrodes, light reflected at large angle would still undergo TIR at the glass-air interface. To
simplify the model, here the cover layer index above and the electrodes is assumed uniform. An
anti-reflection coating (ARC) is present on the cover layer. The metal grid lines are taken to be
silver [38].

(a) (b)

Trapped

Transmitted Trapped

Fig. 1. (a) Schematic of the metallic light trapping electrodes and (b) cross section of single
grid line including three example ray paths for off-normal illumination.

Figure 1(b) shows the principle of operation of the triangular light trapping electrode under
off-normal illumination. Light entering the cover layer refracts toward the surface normal and
either transmits through the electrode gap (cyan arrow) or is reflected upward by the metal line at
a modified internal angle (blue arrows). If the upward angle is larger than the critical angle 6. of
the cover layer, the rays subsequently undergo lossless total internal reflection (TIR), redirecting
the light into the substrate.

Based on Fig. 1(b) it is clear that varying the external angle of incidence will affect the ray
path, which could impact the efficiency of the light trapping process. To study the applicability
of this light trapping geometry for use over a wide angular range, the angular response of the
electrode transmission will be studied as a function of three electrode parameters: the cover
layer thickness, the cover layer index, and the electrode surface tilt angle. The transmission and
internal field distributions are investigated using CST Studio [39] and rigorous coupled wave
analysis (RCWA) [40], and the results are interpreted using a ray optics model.

3. Influence of cover layer thickness

We first investigate the angle-dependent transmission of an interdigitated light trapping electrode
as a function of the cover layer thickness D for a metal coverage of f=25%, with a cover layer
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index of n,=2.5, an electrode surface tilt angle of @;=20°, and a metal grid line width of W=2
pm. The incident wavelength is initially chosen to be 600 nm to represent a typical visible
wavelength, and the chosen ARC thickness of dgarc=95 nm and index narc=1.58 represent
the optimal normal-incidence values for this wavelength. The substrate is initially assumed to
be index-matched to the cover layer to facilitate analysis. A similar analysis with a non-index
matched substrate and broadband illumination is presented in the final section.

Figure 2(a) shows the transmission of unpolarized 600 nm light determined using RCWA as a
function of external angle of incidence 0 for cover layer thickness values D of 1.6 um, 2.2 um,
and 4.4 um, where D is the distance from the base of the grid line to the bottom of the ARC layer.
Note that two of the curves show transmission values as high as 98% for near-normal incidence
illumination, despite the fact that the sample has only 75% open area. This demonstrates near
complete recovery of shadowing losses through light trapping.
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Fig. 2. (a) Transmittance at A)=600 nm of light trapping electrodes with 25% metal coverage,
W=2pum, a;=20°, n.=2.5 three cover layer thickness values D=1.6 um (blue), 2.2 ym (red)
and 4.4 um (green). (b) Corresponding light trapping efficiencies from numerical calculations
(solid lines) and ray optics (dashed lines).

All three curves show a gradual drop in transmission as the external angle of incidence is
increased. For comparison, the black dotted line shows the analytically calculated transmission of
unpolarized light through the same structure in the absence of metallic lines. This curve, which
we will call T« (0) sets an upper limit to the transmission, accounting for reduced transmission
at high angle due to increased top surface reflection loss. The gray dotted line shows the related
quantity Tpin(0)=(1-f)-Tmax(6), which represents the expected transmission in the absence of any
light trapping. For cover layer thickness values of 1.6 um and 2.2 ym the low-angle transmission
lies remarkably close to the upper limit of the transmission, indicating very efficient light trapping.
As the incident angle is increased, the transmission curves deviate from the calculated upper
limit, but stay well above the expected transmission in the absence of light trapping.

To analyze the optical performance of the transparent electrode we introduce the light trapping
efficiency nir, defined as N r=(T-Tpin)/(Tmax-Tmin)- The denominator which is equal to f-Tax
represents the fraction of light incident on metal that may be recovered via light trapping, while
the numerator represents the actual fraction of light that was recovered. Defined this way, i is
equivalent to the reduction in shadowing losses. The corresponding light trapping efficiencies
for the three geometries from Fig. 2(a) are shown in Fig. 2(b) (solid lines). For electrodes with
D=1.6 pm and 2.2 um, the light trapping efficiency is close to 100% at small angles, indicating
that a large fraction of light incident on the metal is reflected upward at angles larger than the
critical angle followed by total internal reflection and transmission into the substrate. As the
external angle of incidence is increased, the light trapping efficiency drops gradually, reaching a
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value of ~25% at glancing angle illumination (6=90°). In contrast, the electrode with D=4.4 um
shows a relatively low light trapping efficiency of ~50% at normal incidence that briefly rises to
~75% followed by a gradual drop towards higher angles.

To understand the trends observed in Fig. 2(b) a simplified ray optics model was developed
where any ray that encounters a metal surface twice is considered lost. Reflection losses at
the metal surfaces and partial internal reflection at the top surface are taken into account. The
corresponding predicted transmission results are included in Fig. 2(b) as dashed lines. For all
three cases the ray optics model predicts a relatively sudden drop in the light trapping efficiency
at 0 =44°. This can be understood by considering the critical angle of the cover layer. As the
external angle of incidence is increased to positive angles (to the right side of the surface normal),
the internal refracted angle increases correspondingly according to Snell’s law. This in turn
increases the angle of the upward ray generated by the left half of the grid line (light blue ray
Fig. 1(b)) while decreasing the angle of the upward ray generated by the right half of the line
(dark blue ray in Fig. 1(b)). As the incident angle reaches 0 = 44° the angle of the latter ray drops
below the critical angle of the cover layer, causing a loss of TIR and precluding efficient light
trapping. A very subtle additional efficiency drop is seen to start at 8 = 72°, which corresponds
to the angle at which the left ray impinges on a neighboring grid line, a loss process which we
will call secondary shadowing. At a larger cover layer thickness (D=2.2 um) the same internally
reflected ray travels further before reaching the substrate, and consequently secondary shadowing
occurs at a smaller angle of incidence of 38°. At D=4.4 ym, secondary shadowing is already
present under normal incidence illumination, leading to the relatively low light trapping at small
angles.

Comparing the numerical results with the ray optics results in Fig. 2(b) it is evident that the
numerically predicted loss of light trapping occurs over a broader angular range than expected
from ray optics. This is attributed to diffractive effects: the upward reflected light is generated by
a relatively narrow grid line, which introduces significant angular spread in the reflected beam
[37]. A second key difference is the near-absence of any evidence of secondary shadowing in the
numerical data, which is also attributed to diffractive effects. The angular spread of the reflected
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Fig. 3. TE field distributions of 2 um wide light trapping electrodes in n.=2.5 at 25% metal
coverage with surface tilt ¢3=20° for (a) 6=0° and D=1.6 um, (b) 6=60° and D=1.6 pm and
(c) 6=60° and D=2.2 pm.
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beams results in a distance dependent width of the reflected beam that increasingly exceeds the
adjacent wire width at larger propagation distance. Consequently, only a small fraction of the
internally reflected light interacts with an adjacent wire at any given angle of incidence.

Figure 3 shows numerically simulated TE (s-polarized) field distributions around silver light
trapping electrodes under 600nm illumination, corresponding to key scenarios discussed above.
The wave propagation direction is indicated by the arrows. Figure 3(a) shows the case of
near-complete light trapping under normal incidence illumination. Note that while a shadow is
present under the wire as evidenced by a lack of wavefronts, there is very little loss of transmission
due to the fact that this missing light is recovered by TIR. Figure 3(b) demonstrates that at large
external angle of incidence, part of the light incident on the metal grid line is reflected upward at
relatively small internal angle. This is indirectly visible as the standing wave pattern above the
right half of the grid lines. The reflected light travels upward at an angle below the critical angle,
resulting in large transmission back into air, reducing the overall transmission (dark blue arrows).
Figure 3(c) shows the field distribution for the same angle of incidence as in Fig. 3(b) but with a
larger cover layer thickness of D=2.2 um, which can introduce secondary shadowing due to an
additional radiative loss pathway (light blue arrows).

4. Influence of cover layer index

The preceding section demonstrated that the light trapping efficiency drops significantly when
light is reflected at upward angles below the critical angle, causing a loss of TIR. Since the
internal angle is affected by the refractive index of the cover layer, the angular performance of
light trapping electrodes is expected to depend critically on the refractive index of the cover layer.
To evaluate this aspect, we investigate the angular response of the electrodes for three values of
the cover layer index: n.=1.5 representative of glass (6.=41.8°), n.=2.2 representative of e.g.
aluminum nitride (0.=27°) and n.=4 representative of e.g. silicon (8,=14.5°). The geometry is
kept fixed with f=0.25, @;=15°, W=2 um, and D=1 pm as shown in the inset of Fig. 4(a). The
small cover layer thickness was chosen to minimize the risk of secondary shadowing.
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Fig. 4. (a) Transmittance of light trapping electrodes with f=0.25, W=2 um, D=1 pm,
as=15° for three different cover index values n.=1.5 (blue), 2.2 (red) and 4 (black). The
dotted lines represent transmission in the absence of metal. (b) Corresponding light trapping
efficiencies from numerical calculations (solid lines) and ray optics (dashed lines).

Figure 4(a) shows the calculated angle-dependent transmission for the three choices of cover
layer index. Similar to the observations in Fig. 2, all transmission curves drop steeply at high
angle of incidence which is predominantly due to top surface reflection losses. This is confirmed
by the Trax(0) curves, representing the same structures without metal (dotted lines). Note that
all curves show a small-angle transmission larger than 75% with f=0.25, indicating that some
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degree of light trapping is achieved in all three cases. For incident angles below 45° the higher
index cover layers are seen to yield larger optical transmission.

Figure 4(b) shows the corresponding light trapping efficiency curves (solid lines) from
numerical calculations and based on the previously discussed ray optics model (dashed lines).
For a cover layer index of n.=1.5 (blue line) the numerically determined light trapping efficiency
at normal incidence is low (~12.8%), and near-zero according to the ray optics model. This is
due to the fact that TIR is not achieved for these parameter choices. Under normal incidence
illumination, the upward rays appear at an angle of 30° (twice the surface tilt, independent of
refractive index) which is below the critical angle of 42° at this index, resulting in transmission of
the reflected rays back into air. This case is illustrated for TE illumination in Fig. 5(a). Note the
significant lateral variation of the electric field strength outside the electrode structure, indicative
of interference of the incident plane wave and high-angle light exiting the structure. As the angle
of incidence is increased, the angle of the left upward ray increases, leading to the onset of light
recovery through TIR at an incident angle of 18°. TIR is not achieved for the right ray at any
positive external angle. An example field distribution for this scenario is shown in Fig. 5(b) for
0=30°. The lack of TIR for light incident on the right side of the grid line results in the observed
upper limit of 50% light trapping efficiency in the top panel of Fig. 4(b).

Fig. 5. TE field distributions of light trapping electrodes with f=0.25, W=2 um, as=15°,
D=1 pm for a cover layer index of n.=1.5 at (a) normal incidence and at (b) 30° angle of
incidence, and for a cover layer index of n.=4 at (c) normal incidence and (d) 30° angle of
incidence.

For intermediate cover layer index (n.=2.2) the normal incidence light trapping efficiency
starts at ~65.5% and drops gradually to ~50% as the incident angle is increased. The ray optics
model clarifies these observations: at normal incidence, the reflected rays again appear at 30°
which in this case is above the critical angle of 6.=27° for this refractive index. While this in
principle this would allow for efficient light trapping, the angular spread of the reflected beam
due to the previously discussed diffractive effects leads to significant radiative losses. As the
incident angle is increased beyond 6=12°, TIR is lost for the right upward ray, resulting in a
lower light trapping efficiency of ~50%.

Remarkably, when using a large cover layer index (n.=4) the simulated light trapping efficiency
exceeds 73% for all incident angles and is above 85% over a 120° angular range. This large
suppression of shadowing loss over such a wide angular range is the result of two related effects.
First, the high index causes strong refraction as the light enters the cover layer, and consequently
the light is incident on the grid line at near-normal incidence even for large external angles.
Second, due to the small critical angle of 0,=14.5°, light trapping is achieved even at small
internal angles. Figure 5(c) shows the corresponding TE field distribution for normal incidence
illumination. Note the absence of lateral variation of the external wavefronts, indicative of
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efficient light trapping. Figure 5(d) shows the same structure for 30° angle of incidence. Note
that even though the incident angle increased significantly, the changes in the internal ray paths
compared to Fig. 5(c) are relatively small due to the strong refraction, and thus trapping remains
efficient. The external wavefronts remain approximately planar even at this large angle of
incidence, indicative of small surface reflection and efficient light trapping.

5. Influence of surface tilt angle

In the preceding section, it was observed that normal incidence illumination for n.=1.5 and
as=15° TIR was not achieved, resulting in low light-trapping efficiency. This problem can be
mitigated by using larger surface tilt. In the following we evaluate the light trapping performance
for three surface tilt angles: 05=0°, 15°, and 30°. The remaining parameters are held fixed at
f=0.25, n.=1.5, W=2 um, and D=1 pm.

Figure 6(a) shows the simulated angle-dependent transmittance for all three choices of surface
angle. As before, the loss of transmission at high angle is largely due to top-surface reflection,
and all curves lie almost entirely between the estimated maximum (perfect light trapping, black
dotted line) and minimum transmittance (zero light trapping, gray dotted line) curves. Figure 6(b)
shows the corresponding light trapping efficiency curves, as well as the predicted light trapping
efficiency based on ray tracing. The top panel shows the results for flat embedded electrodes,
similar to standard flat top electrodes on silicon solar cells. As expected, flat electrodes exhibit
near zero trapping efficiency at small angles. A distribution of the TE field magnitude for an
incident angle of 0=30° is shown in Fig. 7(a), along with the propagation direction indicated
schematically by the white arrows. Note the bright standing wave pattern above the grid line and
outside the structure, showing that light trapping is largely absent. To highlight the importance
of light trapping we compare the performance of triangular wires with a flat-wire electrode. Note
that a commonly used dome-shaped wire would outperform a flat electrode due to some degree
of forward scattering by the inclined wire sides [37,41,42]. The case of intermediate surface
angle (middle panel in Fig. 6(b)) is identical to a previously shown result (top panel in Fig. 4(b)),
revealing the previously discussed onset of partial light trapping for an incident angle of 18°.
The lower panel shows the light trapping efficiency for a large electrode surface tilt angle of
a@;=30°. In this case the near-normal incidence results show ~85% light trapping efficiency even
with this low cover layer index. This value is lower than the prediction from the ray optics model
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Fig. 6. (a) Transmittance of light trapping electrodes with f=0.25, W=2 um, n.=1.5, and
D=1 pm for surface tilt angles a3=0° (blue), 15° (red) and 30° (green). (b) Corresponding
light trapping efficiencies from numerical calculations (solid lines) and ray optics (dashed
lines).
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(nearly 100%) because of diffractive effects, causing some of the reflected light to propagate at an
angle below the critical angle. At an external angle of 18° the ray optics model predicts the onset
of secondary shadowing, followed by loss of TIR at 28° and recovery of secondary shadowing
as some of the reflected light passes over the next grid line. These effects cannot be clearly
distinguished in the simulated data due to diffractive effects. The TE field magnitude distribution
for normal incidence illumination is shown in Fig. 7(b). Note that zero reflection loss would
produce a homogeneous field magnitude above the cover layer. The fact that a faint standing
wave pattern is visible indicates the presence of some reflection loss due to a combination of
diffractive effects and interactions with adjacent grid lines. Despite this small reflection loss, a
total normal incidence transmission of 96% is achieved at 25% metal areal coverage.

Fig. 7. TE field magnitude distributions for Ay=600 nm, f=0.25, W=2 um, D=1 um and
ne=1.5 for surface tilt angles of (a) ay=0° at 30° angle of incidence and (b) a surface tilt of
as=30° at normal incidence.

6. Discussion and outlook

Figure 8 summarizes the main identified contributions to non-ideal optical transmission in
interdigitated light trapping electrodes. First, any light incident at high angle will experience
some top surface reflection loss (dashed cyan ray) even in the presence of an AR coating. This
type of loss is also incurred in e.g. commercial encapsulated silicon solar cells. Second, for
off-normal illumination, internally reflected light may propagate at an angle below the critical
angle, resulting in a loss of TIR (dark blue ray). Finally, at large incident angle and small wire
spacing, internally reflected light may impinge on an adjacent electrode, potentially leading to
dissipation or escape from the light trapping structure (light blue ray). These effects can be
mitigated by using a large cover layer index, a large surface tilt, a large wire spacing, and small
cover layer thickness.

=
Reflection loss ™. Loss of TIR

Secondary shadowing

Transmitted

Fig. 8. Key optical loss mechanisms total transmission and light trapping efficiency. Dashed
lines indicate relatively weak contributions. The cover layer and substrate are assumed to be
index matched in this schematic.

Given the challenges discussed above, it is of interest to evaluate the complete spectrally
dependent performance of a system that more closely resembles a real world device, for example
an encapsulated silicon solar cell. Unlike the assumptions in the preceding discussions, here we
consider a realistic index mismatch between the cover layer and the substrate. To represent a
typical Si solar cell, we assume a glass cover layer [43] which has an index similar to typical
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encapsulation materials. The substate is represented by lossless but dispersive silicon. An ARC
consisting of MgF, [44] with a thickness of 109 nm is used at the top surface, and an AIN [45]
ARC is placed at the glass-silicon interface (62.5 nm thickness, n=2.2). The cover layer thickness
is set to D=1.1 pm, the metal coverage is set to f=0.1 with an electrode width W=2 ym and a
surface angle of a;=30°.

Figure 9(a) shows a schematic of a single grid line in the simulated structure. Figure 9(b)
shows the angle dependent reflection spectrum for this structure at f=0.1. The large reflection
losses at short wavelength are largely due to top surface reflection, due to the non-ideal AR
response of the thin MgF, layer at short wavelengths. Figure 9(c) shows the corresponding light
trapping efficiency spectra. Note that at angles up to 30° shadowing losses are reduced by more
than a factor two for all wavelengths (colors yellow through green). The spectrally averaged
shadowing reduction over a wide angular range (—60° to 60°) under AM1.5 solar irradiation [46]
is 56.1%. The simulated structure shows a nearly polarization-independent spectrally averaged
optical transmission of T=90.2% (Ttg=89.8% and T1Mm=90.7%). These results demonstrate
that even in a challenging real-world situation with large index mismatch between substrate and
cover layer, shadowing losses can be reduced by more than a factor two over a wide angular and
spectral range using compact light trapping electrodes. The effective sheet resistance of this
structure is Ry, =0.22 Q/sq., far below typical industrial requirements (Rg, <100 /sq.) [34,35],
demonstrating the unique possibility of simultaneously achieving low shadowing losses and high
electrical conductivity.
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Fig. 9. (a) Schematic of a light trapping transparent silver electrode on an encapsulated
silicon solar cell. (b) Reflectance and (c) light trapping efficiency of an encapsulated Si solar
cell with f=0.1, W=2um, D=1.1 pym and a,=30°.

7. Summary

The angle dependent optical response of triangular light trapping electrodes was investigated
numerically and analytically. A ray optics model was developed to predict the transmission of
light trapping electrodes. Three effects that adversely affect light trapping were identified: partial
loss of TIR at large angle of incidence and the absorptive and radiative loss due interaction with
the neighboring electrodes (secondary shadowing). Additionally, the light trapping performance
was evaluated in terms of the light trapping efficiency that represents the reduction of shadowing
losses. The influences of surface tilt angle, cover layer thickness and cover layer index on the
light trapping efficiency were investigated. Electrodes with higher cover layer index, larger tilt
angle and smaller cover layer thickness were found to enable high light trapping efficiency. Using
realistic materials it was found that shadowing losses in a silicon solar cell with 10% metal
coverage and an effective sheet resistance of 0.22 ()/sq can be reduced by 56% averaged over a
120° angular range and spectrally averaged over the AM1.5 solar spectrum.
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