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Reverse dark current in organic photodetectors and
the major role of traps as source of noise
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Vasileios C. Nikolis 1,4, Christina Kaiser5, Donato Spoltore1, Hans Kleemann1, Axel Fischer1, Frank Ellinger2,3,

Koen Vandewal 6✉ & Karl Leo1,3

Organic photodetectors have promising applications in low-cost imaging, health monitoring

and near-infrared sensing. Recent research on organic photodetectors based on

donor–acceptor systems has resulted in narrow-band, flexible and biocompatible devices, of

which the best reach external photovoltaic quantum efficiencies approaching 100%. How-

ever, the high noise spectral density of these devices limits their specific detectivity to around

1013 Jones in the visible and several orders of magnitude lower in the near-infrared, severely

reducing performance. Here, we show that the shot noise, proportional to the dark current,

dominates the noise spectral density, demanding a comprehensive understanding of the dark

current. We demonstrate that, in addition to the intrinsic saturation current generated via

charge-transfer states, dark current contains a major contribution from trap-assisted gen-

erated charges and decreases systematically with decreasing concentration of traps. By

modeling the dark current of several donor–acceptor systems, we reveal the interplay

between traps and charge-transfer states as source of dark current and show that traps

dominate the generation processes, thus being the main limiting factor of organic photo-

detectors detectivity.
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Light sensing and imaging1 are important technological fields
and create high demand for photodetectors (PDs). Besides a
high responsivity, a low-noise spectral density (Sn), resulting

in a high specific detectivity (D*), is a key requirement. Currently,
PDs for the visible and near-infrared spectral region are mainly
based on silicon (Si) and indium gallium arsenide (InGaAs)
alloys. While their performance is outstanding, devices and
imagers are expensive and inflexible. On the other hand, organic
photodetectors (OPDs) can be significantly cheaper, but these
devices still suffer from a high Sn, resulting in rather low detec-
tivities. Among the many sources of noise, the shot noise, pro-
portional to the dark current, has been suggested to play a major
role2, especially because OPDs usually operate in reverse bias
voltages, where the measured reverse dark current (JD) strongly
deviates from its ideal value.

Dark current suppression in organic diodes has been the
subject of several reports in the literature3. Most frequently used
approaches are charge selective layers4,5, contact alignment6,7,
prevention of shunt paths via layer thickness increase8, and
interlayers to smoothen the bottom contact9,10, as well as charge
transport layer structuring11. While the above-mentioned JD
suppression approaches lead to an improved OPD performance, a
comprehensive understanding of the intrinsic and extrinsic
sources of dark current is still missing, which would provide
insights for future device optimization using improved materials
or architectures.

In an ideal diode, in addition to the diffusion current, the dark
saturation current (J0) comprises a thermally activated compo-
nent as a result of thermal generation of charges over the gap of
the material12. However, in organic diodes formed by a
donor–acceptor (D–A) structure, charge-transfer (CT) states are
present at the interface13. Being usually lower than the gap of the
single components, the effective gap of the blend is the char-
acteristic charge-transfer state energy (ECT). Therefore, the acti-
vation energy of the ideal dark current of organic diodes, based
on D–A blends, is determined by ECT.

In this work, we show that JD indeed scales with ECT and values
as low as 10−7 mA cm−2 are achieved for an ECT of 1.58 eV at
−1 V. However, the measured JD is orders of magnitude higher
than the ideal, thermally generated dark current, J0, calculated
within the radiative limit14. This discrepancy is commonly
observed in OPDs and is the main limiting factor for achieving
higher detectivities. By employing drift-diffusion simulations,
we show that these higher JD values can be explained when a

distribution of trap states, present in the D–A blend, is taken into
account. Using impedance spectroscopy (IS), we detect mid-gap
trap site distributions in several OPD devices. As predicted by the
simulations, a systematic/controlled decrease of the trap con-
centration from ~3.5 × 1015 to ~1.0 × 1015 cm−3 indeed results in
a one order of magnitude decreased JD. Noise measurements
performed on a number of OPDs show a weak, if not absent,
frequency dependence from 10 Hz onwards, and a proportion-
ality to

ffiffiffiffiffi
JD

p
, highlighting the major role played by the dark

current in OPDs. The discovery of the relations between mid-gap
traps and JD, reported in this paper, refocuses the current opti-
mization routines, targeting material properties rather than
device engineering. Moreover, ECT determines the thermal lower
limit of JD to seek for and provides a metric for judging how far JD
is from this fundamental limit.

Results
The role of dark current on detectivity. The specific detectivity
is proportional to the external photovoltaic quantum efficiency
(EQE) and inversely proportional to Sn:

D* ¼ qλ
ffiffiffiffi
A

p

hc
EQE
Sn

: ð1Þ

With q as the elementary charge, λ the wavelength, h the
Planck constant, c the speed of light, and A the device area. The
best organic systems show EQEs approaching 100%, narrowing
the room for improvement by increasing EQE. Despite these high
EQEs, D* is limited to around 1013 Jones8,15–22, far below the
background-limited infrared photodetection limit (BLIP limit),
which assumes EQE of 100% and the background radiation as the
only source of noise. This discrepancy is a consequence of the
high Sn observed in OPDs and represents the main limiting factor
for this device class to approach the BLIP limit. In Fig. 1a, this
issue is visualized for two of the systems studied in this work: the
role of EQE and Sn are compared for P4-Ph4-DIP:C60 and ZnPc:
C60, which, besides having representative CT energies among the
studied systems, better represent the state-of-the-art EQE of
current diode-based OPDs. See Supplementary Table 2 for details
about the materials. The BLIP limit is shown as a black dot-
dashed line. Symbols indicate D* given in literature and they are
typically many orders of magnitude below this limit. The real D*

of the P4-Ph4-DIP:C60 device (solid line) would improve only by
one order of magnitude if an EQE maximum of 100% would be

Fig. 1 Specific detectivity and spectral noise density. a D*of two donor:C60 (6mol%) material systems assuming shot noise at −1 V and EQE as measured
(solid lines), shot noise at −1 V and normalized EQE at the maximum of the spectrum (hatched region), and shot noise in the radiative limit and EQE as
measured (dashed lines). Symbols show data from literature8,15–22. b Sn of four donor:C60 (6mol%) material systems. Dashed lines represent the shot
noise calculated at Ibias. See Supplementary Figs. 15 and 16 for more results. (*) Hamamatsu K1713-05.
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reached. On the other hand, if Sn is assumed to be dominated by
the shot noise and is calculated in the radiative limit, D*can be
improved by six orders of magnitude, considering the real EQE. A
similar behavior is also shown for ZnPc:C60. From these
examples, it is clear that there is large room for improvement,
and noise current has to be significantly improved in order to
achieve a higher detectivity.

The measured Sn embraces several unknown sources. However, a
comparison of Sn to the shot noise contribution (colored dashed
lines in Fig. 1b) reveals that, above the noise corner fc, i.e., the
frequency at which the noise assumes a 1/f dependence, the dark
current represents the dominant noise source in OPDs. As shown
in Fig. 1b, Sn approaches the theoretical shot noise level, calculated
as

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
2qIbias

p
, where Ibias represents the current driven through the

device at a bias voltage of −0.8 V. This highlights the importance of
studying dark currents in OPDs. Because Sn is mainly determined
by JD, suppressing JD translates directly into higher D*.

Diode saturation current generated via charge-transfer states.
In order to understand the origin of the dark current, we have
reviewed the present perspective on how JD is generated. The dark
current as well as the open-circuit voltage (VOC) have been shown
to relate to the energy difference between the highest occupied
molecular orbital (HOMO) of the donor and the lowest unoc-
cupied molecular orbital (LUMO) of the acceptor23,24. In fact, at
open-circuit conditions, free charge carriers recombine through
CT states, connecting VOC and ECT25. While ECT is linked to the
energy levels of donor and acceptor, a direct relation cannot be
drawn as it hides polarization effects and binding energies, which
can strongly modify the energy value, depending on the materials
and mixing ratios26.

In an ideal diode under illumination, the dark saturation
current J0 and VOC are linked by

J0 � JSC exp �qVOC

kBT

� �
; forVOC >>

kBT
q

: ð2Þ

JSC is the short-circuit current of the photodiode under
illumination, kB the Boltzmann constant and T the absolute
temperature. The following relation between VOC and ECT was
derived on the basis of the detailed balance theory27. It has been
successfully employed to explain the dependence of VOC on CT
state properties, including the often observed correlation between
VOC and ECT, the dependence of VOC on D–A interface area28

and non-radiative recombination:29

VOC � ECT
q

� kBT
q

ln
2πq
h3c2

ECT � λCTð Þ
JSCEQEEL

fCT

� �
; ð3Þ

where EQEEL is the external quantum efficiency of electrolumi-
nescence, λCT the reorganization energy of the CT state and fCT is
proportional to the oscillator strength of the CT transition and
the density of CT states in the blend27.

While Eq. (3) successfully explains VOC in organic solar cells, it
is not clear whether J0, linked to VOC by Eq. (2), corresponds to
the measured dark current at negative bias voltages (JD). To
investigate this, we fabricate a series of devices optimized in terms
of dark currents (selective contacts, appropriate blocking layers
and optimized device engineering), based on different donors
blended with C60 at 6 mol%. Here, low donor content bulk
heterojunctions (BHJs) have been chosen to ensure a comparable
morphology, which is known to depend on D–A mixing
ratio26,30, miscibility31, and aggregation properties32. Details
about the series of donors and materials used to fabricate the
devices can be found in Supplementary Tables 2 and 3.

In Fig. 2a, the experimental dark JV characteristics of seven
different devices employing different donor molecules combined
with C60 are shown. In this series, ECT is increased from 0.85 eV
(TTDTP:C60) to 1.58 eV (P4-Ph4:DIP:C60), as indicated in the
legend. At reverse voltages, the dark current indeed decreases
with increasing ECT, however, not as predicted by Eq. (2), from
which an exponential dependence is expected. For the blend
with the highest ECT (P4-Ph4-DIP:C60), dark currents as low as
10−7 mA cm−2 at −1 V bias were achieved, which is among the
lowest values reported for state-of-the-art OPDs3. To accomplish
such a low dark current, several optimization strategies were
performed, described in Supplementary Note 1. These approaches
are also reflected in the remarkably low noise corner achieved in
these devices, in the range of 0.3–150 Hz, c.f. see Fig. 1b and
Supplementary Fig. 15, which are lower than that for recently
reported high-performance OPDs33,34.

For the sake of comparison, we kept the same structure for
all devices shown in Fig. 2, see also the inset. This implies that
for high-ECT combinations, from Spiro-MeO-TPD towards
lower HOMOs, an injection barrier for holes under forward
bias is formed between donor and electron blocking layer (EBL:
MeO-TPD). Such a barrier only affects the forward regime of
the JV curves up to the space-charge-limited-current region. For

Fig. 2 Experimental and ideal dark JV characteristics versus ECT. a Experimental dark JV characteristics of different blends with different ECT. b JD
extracted from (a) at –1 V (black left y-axis) and ideal J0, calculated through Eqs. (2) and (3) (red right y-axis). For the calculation of J0, we extracted
ECT, λCT, and fCT from sensitively measured EQE spectra by fitting the CT state feature with a Gaussian function, and EQEEL was estimated from the non-
radiative voltage losses, both as described previously14 (see Supplementary Table 4 and Supplementary Fig. 9). Inset shows the device stack used. Legend
from (a) is also valid in (b). Dash-dotted lines in (b) are guides to the eye.
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low-ECT combinations, having TTDTP, TPDP, or m-MTDATA
as donor, an extraction barrier under reverse bias is formed at the
same interface. This barrier can only decrease the reverse JD, as
holes are prevented from being extracted. However, even for these
systems, the same trend of JD versus ECT is observed. In the
absence of extraction barriers, this relation between ECT and JD
would only be strengthened. The extraction barrier also affects
the forward region of the JV curves, which is reflected in Fig. 2
and will be discussed later in more detail.

Despite these low dark currents and the observed scaling of
JD(−1 V) with ECT, there are two main issues that need to be
pointed out: (i) JD at reverse voltages of all OPDs is at least three
orders of magnitude higher than the ideal diode dark saturation
current (see Fig. 2b) and (ii) Eqs. (2) and (3) do not account for any
field dependence of the dark current at reverse bias. However, the
experimental data presented in Fig. 2a clearly show an increasing
dark current upon increasing the absolute reverse voltage. In the
following sections, we address fundamental characteristics of
organic diodes based on the fullerene C60 that help us to clarify
the two aforementioned points and understand why the experi-
mentally measured JD deviates from J0 calculated via Eq. (2).

Traps are the main source of reverse dark current in OPDs.
Trap states with intra-gap energies are commonly observed in
organic materials and devices due to their disordered nature35,
structural defects and the presence of impurities36. Several pub-
lications address the limitations on charge transport36–38,
increase of recombination rates39 and change of recombination
dynamics40 caused by these states. However, only very few studies
investigated the influence of trap states on JD41. Drift-diffusion
models with band-tail42 and mid-gap43 trap states were employed
to reproduce the experimental JV characteristics of organic solar
cells and OPDs, respectively. However, the trap density of states
was not characterized and thus it is unclear whether the number
of traps assumed corresponds to that of the real device. Moreover,
the field dependence was either ignored or described by an

electronic band structure model, making its application for
organic materials questionable. A consistent experimental
observation of the impact of traps on JD, supported by a theo-
retical modeling, is still missing.

The microscopic properties of a D–A system are related to the
electronic characteristics of the device, e.g., donor concentration
usually affects VOC, because the number of CT states and their
energy change. This gives us also insight into trap states, which
could likewise arise from the D–A interaction and depend,
therefore, on the D–A mixing ratio. If a correlation between
mixing ratio and concentration of traps exists, also the impact on
JD can be investigated. From Fig. 2, we know that ECT strongly
influences JD, which means that a D–A system and a range of
mixing ratio has to be found in which ECT is constant. A careful
analysis of the material systems shown in Fig. 2 revealed that in
the TPDP:C60 system, from 6mol% to around 27 mol%, this
condition is fulfilled.

To enlighten the relation among mixing ratios, trap and JD, we
fabricated devices comprising different concentrations of TPDP:
C60 using the same device architecture as shown in the inset in
Fig. 2b. As the concentration of TPDP in C60 decreases from 26.7
to 6.0 mol%, JD also decreases by approximately one order of
magnitude, as shown in Fig. 3a. At the same time, ECT increases
less than 20 meV (see Supplementary Table 5 and Supplementary
Fig. 10), which, according to Eqs. (2) and (3), cannot explain the
significant decrease of JD. In addition to the improved JD, this
result raises the question whether a correlation with the amount
of traps can be found.

Measuring traps in organic solids is a rather difficult task due
to the lack of simple techniques to access their concentration and
energetic characteristics. Nonetheless, a widely applied method
was proposed by Walter et al. based on the capacitive response of
these states, whose occupation varies with the modulation of the
signal44. On the one hand, this enables the characterization of
defects by a straightforward technique, such as IS. On the other
hand, such a technique probes many different effects in the

Fig. 3 Increasing the trap density in TPDP:C60 devices. a Dark JV curves, b normalized capacitance, and e Nt at 293.15 K of TPDP:C60 blends with different
D–A mixing ratios. Due to the small capacitive contribution of the traps at very low concentrations, the method fails in reconstructing the trap density of
states. Therefore, the results of the 6.0 mol% device are not shown. c Capacitance and f Nt for 26.7 mol% at different temperatures reconstructed as
proposed previously44. d Trap density (left black y-axis) and |JD(−1.0 V | (right red y-axis) versus donor concentration. Trap energies represents the energy
difference from C60 LUMO (LUMOC60 - Et)62. The hatched areas in (b) show the frequency ranges excluded from the trap analyses as discussed in the
text. Cgeom. refers here to the capacitance at 100 kHz, where the geometric capacitance dominates.
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device, especially in an organic one, which can show identical
capacitive spectra to those generated by traps, inspiring discus-
sion in the community whether such a measurement can in fact
reveal the trap characteristics45–47. Special caution should be
taken when using this method in low-mobility materials and in
devices where energetic transport barriers are present. As both are
the case in our devices, in Supplementary Note 3 we discuss the
limitations of the method and show that for our devices, IS can
show meaningful results.

Excluding the range below 10 Hz, where the capacitance spectra
are dominated by resistance of the layers, which, as expected,
increases for lower concentrations; and above 10 kHz, where the
geometric capacitance and the series resistance of the contacts
controls the spectra, Fig. 3b shows an increase in the capacitance,
which we attribute to traps. By studying this region in more detail
at different temperatures, as depicted in Fig. 3c for 26.7 mol%, and
overlapping the data by the appropriated choice of ν0, we can
reconstruct the trap density plot, as shown in Fig. 3f for this
concentration and in Fig. 3e for one temperature per concentra-
tion. The reconstructed trap densities for every concentration have
been fitted with a single Gaussian distribution function each,
similar to Fig. 3f, from which Nt, Et, and the broadness of the
Gaussian, σ, were extracted (see inset, Supplementary Note 2, and
Supplementary Figs. 11 and 12). Nt is summarized in Fig. 3d and
compared to the absolute value of JD(−1.0 V). The increase of JD
with increasing Nt suggests that extra-dark current is produced by
the generation of charges via trap states.

As the TPDP concentration decreases in the blend, the amount
of trap states becomes lower, as shown in Fig. 3e. For
concentrations below 10.5 mol%, the sensitivity limit of the
measurement is reached and the method fails in reconstructing
the density of trap states for this material system. Nevertheless,
the presence of traps cannot be excluded.

While from Fig. 3 it is clear that traps are connected to JD, we
can also model the thermal generations of charges contributing to
JD via these traps to reveal their role on D*. This can be done in
the framework of the Shockley-Read-Hall (SRH) theory48. In a
p-i-n diode, the generation rate in reverse bias can be written as:

G ¼ βSRHNtni

2cosh Et�Ei
kBT

� � : ð4Þ

Here βSRH, ni, and Ei are the recombination rate, the intrinsic
charge carrier concentration, and the mid-gap energy, respec-
tively12. Equation 4 describes, as observed experimentally, that
the generation increases linearly with Nt and is more efficient
when Et= Ei, i.e., mid-gap traps are more relevant for JD. This is a
consequence of the trapping/detrapping probability of a charge in
a two-step process: an electron is firstly excited from the valance
band to the trap state, followed by a second excitation, which
releases it to the conduction band. A charge contributes to JD only
after a double thermal excitation and the final rate depends on
both activation energies. As schematically shown in Supplemen-
tary Fig. 7, if r2 increases as Et approaches the conduction band, r4
decreases concomitantly. In fact, the highest generation rate is
achieved around Ei, decreasing exponentially towards valence and
conduction band (see Supplementary Note 4 for more details).

The experimental reverse current densities are generally not
constant, but increase with the magnitude of the reverse voltage.
This behavior is not reproduced by the simple models of SRH
generation or thermal generation of the effective gap, which do
not contain a field dependence. However, in thin-film devices, i.e.,
vertical dimensions, at −1 V, electric fields of around 105 V cm−1

can be achieved. In this electric field regime, it is reasonable to
assume that, due to energy level bending, the trap energy depth is
lowered by the applied electric field.

The Poole-Frenkel model describes field-dependent generation by
stating that, if a carrier is bound in a trap state, the energy landscape
can be bent by an external field such that the effective energy
necessary for escaping the trap is diminished. For a trap of zero-field
depth Et, an approximation for this effective depth Et,eff is49

Et;eff ¼ Et �
q3F
πϵϵ0

� �1
2

; ð5Þ

with the absolute value of the electric field F and the relative
and vacuum permittivity, ϵ and ϵ0, respectively. By implementing
the modified trap depth for calculating the SRH efficiency in a
single-layer drift-diffusion simulation with ohmic contacts, where
F is calculated locally, taking the internal charge distributions into
account, we study the contribution of the traps on JD for this D–A
system. Fig. 4a shows these simulations and compares them with
the experimental data. See Supplementary Table 6 for parameters
used in the simulations. Using the trap parameters extracted from
the trap distribution as input in the simulation, the model
describes the increase in JD upon increase of the amount of traps,
achieving a good agreement in the voltage dependence and
magnitude of the dark current. As discussed by Fallahpour et al., a
generic trap distribution at mid-gap is also able to reproduce the
magnitude of JD observed in many OPDs43. However, besides
failing in reproducing the field dependence, such approach is
debatable, given the major influence of Nt and Et on JD. The
impacts of σ and Et are discussed in Supplementary Fig. 22.

At low forward voltages, the simulated current densities are
higher than the experimental values, which is a consequence of
the extraction barrier for holes in these devices (see the schematic
energy diagram in Fig. 4c). This barrier arises from the difference
of HOMO level of the donor TPDP15 and the EBL, MeO-TPD50.
The effect vanishes when the EBL thickness is decreased to 5 nm,
as shown in Fig. 4a, indicating that holes can be extracted,
possibly because the underneath layer is not completely covered.
However, this also affects the blocking property of the layer,
which ultimately precludes the study of JD versus trap
concentration, as a larger amount of electrons is injected under
reverse bias. Besides causing S-shapes on JV curves of organic
solar cells51, the extraction barrier modifies the onset of the
forward current52. The voltage at which current starts to flow
depends on the built-in field, which is determined by MeO-TPD
in this device. Moreover, as thickness of the EBL increases, the
electric field becomes weaker for thicker EBLs, which reduces the
current (see Supplementary Fig. 18).

The extraction limitation in TPDP:C60 devices also becomes
evident when simulating a barrier-free device, such as the well-
studied ZnPc:C60 (50 wt%) system, shown in Fig. 4b. The model (red
dashed line) is able to describe entire experimental dark JV curve
with a good agreement (see Supplementary Fig. 17 for the trap
characterization of this device). Since only the D–A systems were
changed, it explains the deviation observed in Fig. 4a. The extraction
barrier affects also the reverse region, mainly in the low-field regime
as shown in the inset of Fig. 4a, where the experimental current
density is lower than the simulated one, due to the extraction barrier
faced by holes. See Supplementary Fig. 18 for more details.

It is common to associate the ideality factor, i.e., the slope of
the exponential region of the JV curve (nid) to recombination
processes, and it should approach two when trap-assisted
recombination dominates. From a first analysis, one could
conclude that as the trap concentration increases, in Fig. 3a, nid
decreases. However, because of the extraction barrier, the
information given by nid is misleading and its analysis non-
trivial. In fact, by locally accessing nid at different temperatures,
we can define a more meaningful region where nid can be
characterized53. As shown in Supplementary Fig. 20, nid is
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between 1.7 and 1.8 for all devices, indicating that trap-assisted
recombination is the dominating process. However, no clear
trend with the amount of traps could be observed, which can still
be a result of the extraction barrier, whose effect seems to get
more pronounced for high-concentration devices. This observa-
tion is in agreement with Supplementary Fig. 10, where ECT
slightly decreases with the TPDP concentration, indicating that
the extraction barrier increases.

At higher voltages, the JV curves eventually reach the space-
charge-limited-current regime, where the current density is
primarily determined by the carrier mobility and the device
thickness49,54. In this regime, our simulations match the
experiments for both the ZnPc and the TPDP device, confirming
that the mobilities assumed for the simulations are adequate.

The importance of the energy level bending and the traps can be
visualized in Fig. 4b. In the absence of traps, only charge carriers
thermally excited over the effective gap, i.e., ECT, contribute to current
in reverse bias. This leads to values of around 10−9 mA cm−2, similar
to the J0 estimated from the quantum efficiency measurements of this
device (see Supplementary Table 4). By including SRH generation
through the measured trap states, the simulated JD increases almost
three orders of magnitude, however, still not fully reproducing the
experimental data, as both magnitude and field dependence are not
reached solely by the SRH generation. Ultimately, the experimental
data can be reproduced by including the Poole-Frenkel effect.

The simulations and the experimental data suggests that
activation energy for charge detrapping is field-dependent (see also
Supplementary Fig. 19). This energy Ea can also be accessed via

temperature-dependent measurement of the dark current. In Fig. 4c,
the Arrhenius analysis of Ea for TPDP:C60 at different voltages
reveals that its magnitude decreases when higher fields are applied to
the device. This is a direct consequence of the Poole-Frenkel effect:
the higher the applied voltage, the lower the barrier and, therefore,
the lower the activation energy. Note also that Ea is very similar to Et
measured via IS, which is consistent with the model developed here.

A quantitative agreement of the absolute Ea values is however
not possible, since the experimental values are affected by other
thermally activated processes that we did not take into account in
the simulations, such as charge transport and overcoming energy
barriers. We speculate that charge transport is also responsible for
the decrease of the activation energy in low-bias regime for low-
concentration devices.

The interplay between CT states and trap states. Besides
quantitatively describing the dark current of ZnPc and TPDP
donors, by a variation of ECT, our model is also able to reproduce
the entire range of experimental JD, depicted in Fig. 2a. This
variation is shown in Fig. 5, where ECT is increased from 0.9 to
1.3 eV. Here, we targeted the effect of ECT versus traps, therefore
all parameters were kept constant, except for ECT, explaining the
deviation of the absolute value of JD versus ECT. Nonetheless, it is
clear that, with the inclusion of traps in the model, the experi-
mental JD can be reproduced. To support this finding, the trap
concentration of all devices was characterized. For all of them, Nt

ranges from 1015 to 1016 cm−3, obtained from the fit of the

Fig. 4 Simulated JV characteristics of different D–A systems. Simulated (dashed lines) compared to experimental (symbols and solid lines) for devices
based on: a TPDP:C60 at three representative concentrations and b ZnPc:C60 (50 wt%). Also shown in (b) are the JV characteristics for SRH process in the
absence of Poole-Frenkel effect and bimolecular generation over ECT. Inset in (a) shows the reverse region in detail and in (b) a schematic representation of
a mid-gap trap distribution in the donor–acceptor system. Mobilities and recombination rates were optimized to achieve a good agreement with the
experimental data (see Supplementary Table 6). c Schematic representation of the energy level of the three systems showing an extraction and an injection
barrier. A barrier-free system is also shown. d Activation energy for TPDP:C60 extracted from temperature-dependent JV measurements. The current was
measured at temperatures varying from 223.15 to 303.15 K with ΔT= 10 K. For each bias, the logarithm of the current was plotted versus 1/T, and Ea was
extracted from the slope of the curve. The fit for V=−1.5 V is shown in Supplementary Fig. 21.
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measured spectra to a Gaussian distribution, indicating a rather
general trend for donor:C60 BHJs (see Supplementary Figs. 13 and
14). While many reports describe an exponential density of trap
states, for the materials investigated within this work and the
energy range probed by IS, the measured spectra resemble a
Gaussian distribution (Fig. 3f), which is in agreement with pre-
vious investigations in organic systems based on different pre-
paration techniques55–58. Given that traps have been observed
not only in small molecule fullerene-based BHJs, but also in many
polymer-based D–A structures38,59,60 and non-fullerene-based
devices58, it is reasonable to assume trap-assisted dark current
generation is an important source of non-idealities in the
experimental dark JV curves reported in literature. The final dark
current is dominated by trap-assisted generation, which is
determined by the trap properties, as shown in Supplementary
Fig. 22. These findings highlight that, in addition to optimization
routines to reduce JD from a device engineering perspective,
future research should also focus on understanding the origin of
such states and parameters governing trap creation.

We also want to point out that the trap states characterized
above are not observed in sensitive optical measurements of the
photocurrent or EQE spectra, as previously reported61. The
sensitivity EQE spectra reveals only characteristic absorption peak
attributed to CT states (see Supplementary Fig. 9). These states
are accounted for when calculating J0, as described above.

Discussion
In this paper, we develop a comprehensive model, which can
quantitatively explain the reverse currents in BHJ photodiodes. JD
follows the same trend with ECT as its theoretical value J0, but is
orders of magnitude higher. This can be explained by trap-assisted
generation in a field-dependent version of the SRH model. By
characterizing the trap distribution of different materials and blend
concentrations, we show that JD scales with the total trap density
and forms the main generation path in the studied OPDs. The
commonly observed voltage dependency can be understood as the
enhancement of emission rates assisted by the energy-barrier low-
ering caused by the reverse applied bias. By using different
approaches, we reduce JD to around 10−7 mA cm−2 and demon-
strate that shot noise dominates the noise current. The shot-like
behavior can be attributed to the detrapping of charge carriers,
where an energy barrier of Et must be overcome for the generation.

Although our results point to an interfacial interaction between
donor and acceptor, the origin of trap states is still unknown and
further research needs to be done to clarify this aspect. Detectivity

is limited by high noise currents, especially in the NIR regime.
Understanding the molecular and morphological parameters rul-
ing the formation of trap states is essential to pave a path towards
its suppression and, therefore, a major increase in detectivity.

Methods
Device preparation. Organic layers used in the devices were thermally evaporated
on glass substrates covered by pre-structured ITO contact (thin-film devices) at
ultrahigh vacuum (pressure <10−7 mbar). Before use, the organic materials were
purified 2–3 times via sublimation. The overlap of the bottom and top contact (Al,
100 nm, Kurt J. Lesker) defines the device active area (6.44 mm²).

JV characteristics. Illuminated JV characteristics were measured using a source
measurement unit (Keithley SMU 2400). The devices were illuminated with a
spectrally mismatch-corrected intensity of 100 mW cm−2 (AM 1.5 G) provided by
a sun simulator (Solarlight Company Inc., USA). The intensity is controlled by a
Hamamatsu S1337 silicon photodiode. Dark JV characteristics were measured with
a high-resolution SMU (Keithley SMU 2635). Every measurement data point was
acquired after steady-state conditions were achieved. The measurement is con-
trolled by the software SweepMe! (https://sweep-me.net/).

External quantum efficiency (EQE). The current generated by the device under
monochromatic light (Oriel Xe Arc-Lamp Apex Illuminator combined with Cor-
nerstone 260 1/4 m monochromator (Newport, USA)) is measured with a lock-in
amplifier (Signal Recovery SR 7265). A mask (2.78 mm2) is used to avoid edge
effects. The same procedure is followed to monitor the light intensity, measured
with a calibrated silicon diode (Hamamatsu S1337 calibrated by Fraunhofer ISE).
EQE is obtained by the ratio of charge carriers generated by the device with the
number of incoming photons.

Sensitive external quantum efficiency (sEQE). A chopped monochromatic light
(140 Hz, quartz halogen lamp (50W) used with a Newport Cornerstone 260 1/4 m
monochromator) is shined to the device. The current generated at short-circuit
conditions is amplified before being measured by a lock-in amplifier (Signal
Recovery 7280 DSP). The time constant of the lock-in amplifier was chosen to be
500 ms and the amplification of the pre-amplifier was increased to resolve low
photocurrents. Light intensity was obtained by using a calibrated silicon (Si) and
indium-gallium-arsenide (InGaAs) photodiode.

Impedance spectroscopy. Capacitance-frequency spectra were measured by an
Autolab PGSTAT302N at 0 V bias using a sinusoidal signal with 20 mV of
amplitude, from 10 KHz to 1 Hz. The sample was measured at different tem-
peratures in the sample setup described above for JV. Because the reconstructed
density of traps is proportional to dC/dω, minor noise effects in the measurement
leads to a considerable scattering in the density of traps. For better data visuali-
zation, relative deviations higher than 30% were excluded. More details can be
found in Supplementary Note 2.

Noise measurements. An input stage transimpedance amplifier is used to convert
the current through the OPD into the voltage vo1, followed by two stages of high-
pass filters (HPF) and two stages of signal amplification (gain) plus low-pass fil-
tering (LPF). The output signal vout is then sampled at 4‒12 million points in real-
time using Rohde&Schwarz RTO 2044 oscilloscope with 16-bit of resolution. The
spectrum of vout is calculated using the Welch’s power spectral density (PSD)
estimate method in MATLAB. The LPFs and HPFs significantly attenuate the
signal power content outside of the target frequency bandwidth. This prevents any
mistranslation of nontarget signal power into the target measurement bandwidth.
More details can be found in Supplementary Note 5.

Data availability
The data that support the findings of this study are available in Materialscloud with the
identifier doi:10.24435/materialscloud:sq-wv

Code availability
All code used to generate the data that support the findings of this study are available
from the corresponding authors upon reasonable request.

Received: 4 March 2020; Accepted: 17 December 2020;

References
1. Yokota, T. et al. A conformable imager for biometric authentication and vital

sign measurement. Nat. Electron. 3, 113–121 (2020).

Fig. 5 Simulated dark JV characteristics for different ECT. Nt, Et, and βSRH
were kept constant as described in Supplementary Table 6.

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20856-z ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |          (2021) 12:551 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20856-z | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 7

https://sweep-me.net/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


2. Gong, X. et al. High-detectivity polymer photodetectors with spectral response
from 300 nm to 1450 nm. Science 325, 1665–1667 (2009).

3. Simone, G., Dyson, M. J., Meskers, S. C. J., Janssen, R. A. J. & Gelinck, G. H.
Organic photodetectors and their application in large area and flexible image
sensors. Adv. Funct. Mater. 30, 1904205 (2019).

4. Gong, X. et al. Semiconducting polymer photodetectors with electron and
hole blocking layers: high detectivity in the near-infrared. Sensors 10, 6488–6496
(2010).

5. Valouch, S. et al. Solution processed small molecule organic interfacial layers
for low dark current polymer photodiodes. Org. Electron. 13, 2727–2732
(2012).

6. Kielar, M., Dhez, O., Pecastaings, G., Curutchet, A. & Hirsch, L. Long-term
stable organic photodetectors with ultra low dark currents for high detectivity
applications. Sci. Rep. 6, 1–11 (2016).

7. Kim, J. S. et al. Schottky-barrier-controllable graphene electrode to boost
rectification in organic vertical P–N junction photodiodes. Adv. Funct. Mater.
27, 1–7 (2017).

8. Tang, Z. et al. Polymer:fullerene bimolecular crystals for near-infrared
spectroscopic photodetectors. Adv. Mater. 29, 1702184 (2017).

9. Friedel, B. et al. Effects of layer thickness and annealing of PEDOT:PSS layers
in organic photodetectors. Macromolecules 42, 6741–6747 (2009).

10. Fostiropoulos, K., Vogel, M., Mertesacker, B. & Weidinger, A. Preparation and
investigation of phthalocyanine/C60 solar cells. In Proc. SPIE 4801, Organic
Photovoltaics III (ed. Zakya H. K.) (SPIE, 2003); https://doi.org/10.1117/12.456323.

11. Zheng, Y., Fischer, A., Sergeeva, N., Reineke, S. & Mannsfeld, S. C. B.
Exploiting lateral current flow due to doped layers in semiconductor devices
having crossbar electrodes. Org. Electron. 65, 82–90 (2019).

12. Sze, S. M. & Ng, K. K. Physics of Semiconductor Devices (Wiley, Hoboken, NJ,
2007).

13. Goris, L. et al. Absorption phenomena in organic thin films for solar cell
applications investigated by photothermal deflection spectroscopy. J. Mater.
Sci. 40, 1413–1418 (2005).

14. Vandewal, K., Benduhn, J. & Nikolis, V. C. How to determine optical gaps and
voltage losses in organic photovoltaic materials. Sustain. Energy Fuels 2,
538–544 (2018).

15. Kaiser, C. et al. Manipulating the charge transfer absorption for narrowband
light detection in the near-infrared. Chem. Mater. 31, 9325–9330 (2019).

16. Zimmerman, J. D. et al. Porphyrin-tpe/C60 organic photodetectors with 6.5%
external quantum efficiency in the near infrared. Adv. Mater. 22, 2780–2783
(2010).

17. Zimmerman, J. D. et al. Use of additives in porphyrin-tape/C60 near-infrared
photodetectors. Org. Electron. 12, 869–873 (2011).

18. Lin, Q. et al. Near-infrared and short-wavelength infrared photodiodes based
on dye–perovskite composites. Adv. Funct. Mater. 27, 1–7 (2017).

19. Xiong, S. et al. Universal strategy to reduce noise current for sensitive organic
photodetectors. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 9, 9176–9183 (2017).

20. Zheng, Y. et al. A solid-state effect responsible for an organic quintet
state at room temperature and ambient pressure. Adv. Mater. 27, 1718–1723
(2015).

21. Young, M. et al. Organic heptamethine salts for photovoltaics and detectors
with near-infrared photoresponse up to 1600 nm. Adv. Opt. Mater. 4,
1028–1033 (2016).

22. Biele, M. et al. Spray-coated organic photodetectors and image sensors with
silicon-like performance. Adv. Mater. Technol. 4, 1–6 (2019).

23. Potscavage, W. J., Yoo, S. & Kippelen, B. Origin of the open-circuit voltage
in multilayer heterojunction organic solar cells. Appl. Phys. Lett. 93, 193308
(2008).

24. Perez, M. D., Borek, C., Forrest, S. R. & Thompson, M. E. Molecular and
morphological influences on the open circuit voltages of organic photovoltaic
devices. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 131, 9281–9286 (2009).

25. Vandewal, K., Tvingstedt, K., Gadisa, A., Inganäs, O. & Manca, J. V. On the
origin of the open-circuit voltage of polymer-fullerene solar cells. Nat. Mater.
8, 904–909 (2009).

26. Vandewal, K. et al. Absorption tails of donor:C60blends provide insight into
thermally activated charge-transfer processes and polaron relaxation. J. Am.
Chem. Soc. 139, 1699–1704 (2017).

27. Vandewal, K., Tvingstedt, K., Gadisa, A., Inganäs, O. & Manca, J. V. Relating
the open-circuit voltage to interface molecular properties of donor:acceptor
bulk heterojunction solar cells. Phys. Rev. B 81, 1–8 (2010).

28. Vandewal, K. et al. Increased open-circuit voltage of organic solar cells
by reduced donor-acceptor interface area. Adv. Mater. 26, 3839–3843 (2014).

29. Benduhn, J. et al. Intrinsic non-radiative voltage losses in fullerene-based
organic solar cells. Nat. Energy 2, 17053 (2017).

30. Vandewal, K., Himmelberger, S. & Salleo, A. Structural factors that affect the
performance of organic bulk heterojunction solar cells. Macromolecules 46,
6379–6387 (2013).

31. Ye, L. et al. Quantitative relations between interaction parameter, miscibility
and function in organic solar cells. Nat. Mater. 17, 253–260 (2018).

32. Che, X. et al. Donor–acceptor–acceptor’s molecules for vacuum-deposited organic
photovoltaics with efficiency exceeding 9%. Adv. Energy Mater. 8, 1–6 (2018).

33. Huang, J. et al. A high-performance solution-processed organic photodetector
for near-infrared sensing. Adv. Mater. 32, 1906027 (2020).

34. Yoon, S. et al. High-performance near-infrared-selective thin film organic
photodiode based on a molecular approach targeted to ideal semiconductor
junctions. J. Phys. Chem. Lett. 10, 5647–5653 (2019).

35. Kang, J. H., Da Silva Filho, D., Bredas, J. L. & Zhu, X. Y. Shallow trap states in
pentacene thin films from molecular sliding. Appl. Phys. Lett. 86, 1–3 (2005).

36. Nicolai, H. T. et al. Unification of trap-limited electron transport in
semiconducting polymers. Nat. Mater. 11, 882–887 (2012).

37. Kotadiya, N.B., Mondal, A., Blom, P.W.M., Andrienko, D. & Wetzelaer, G.A.
H. A window to trap-free charge transport in organic semiconducting thin
films.Nat. Mater. 18, 1182–1186 (2019).

38. Sergeeva, N., Ullbrich, S., Hofacker, A., Koerner, C. & Leo, K. Structural
defects in donor-acceptor blends: influence on the performance of organic
solar cells. Phys. Rev. Appl. 9, 24039 (2018).

39. Cowan, S. R., Leong, W. L., Banerji, N., Dennler, G. & Heeger, A. J. Identifying
a threshold impurity level for organic solar cells: enhanced first-order
recombination via well-defined PC84BM traps in organic bulk heterojunction
solar cells. Adv. Funct. Mater. 21, 3083–3092 (2011).

40. Hofacker, A. & Neher, D. Dispersive and steady-state recombination in
organic disordered semiconductors. Phys. Rev. B 96, 245204 (2017).

41. Wu, Z. et al. Noise and detectivity limits in organic shortwave infrared
photodiodes with low disorder. npj Flex. Electron. 4, 1–6 (2020).

42. Bouthinon, B. et al. Impact of blend morphology on interface state
recombination in bulk heterojunction organic solar cells. Adv. Funct. Mater.
25, 1090–1101 (2015).

43. Fallahpour, A. H., Kienitz, S. & Lugli, P. Origin of dark current and detailed
description of organic photodiode operation under different illumination
intensities. IEEE Trans. Electron. Devices 64, 2649–2654 (2017).

44. Walter, T., Herberholz, R., Müller, C. & Schock, H. W. Determination of
defect distributions from admittance measurements and application to Cu(In,
Ga)Se2 based heterojunctions. J. Appl. Phys. 80, 4411–4420 (1996).

45. Xu, L., Wang, J. & Hsu, J. W. P. Transport effects on capacitance-frequency
analysis for defect characterization in organic photovoltaic devices. Phys. Rev.
Appl. 6, 1–10 (2016).

46. Werner, F., Babbe, F., Elanzeery, H. & Siebentritt, S. Can we see defects in
capacitance measurements of thin-film solar cells? Prog. Photovolt. Res. Appl.
27, 1045–1058 (2019).

47. Wang, S., Kaienburg, P., Klingebiel, B., Schillings, D. & Kirchartz, T.
Understanding thermal admittance spectroscopy in low-mobility
semiconductors. J. Phys. Chem. C. 122, 9795–9803 (2018).

48. Shockley, W. & Read, W. T. Statistics of the recombination of holes and
electrons. Phys. Rev. 87, 835–842 (1952).

49. Murgatroyd, P. N. Theory of space-charge-limited current enhanced by
Frenkel effect. J. Phys. D. 3, 151 (1970).

50. Tietze, M. L. et al. Elementary steps in electrical doping of organic
semiconductors. Nat. Commun. 9, 1–8 (2018).

51. Tress, W., Leo, K. & Riede, M. Influence of hole-transport layers and donor
materials on open-circuit voltage and shape of I-V curves of organic solar
cells. Adv. Funct. Mater. 21, 2140–2149 (2011).

52. Tress, W. Organic solar cells. In Organic Solar Cells. Ch. 3, 67–214 (Springer,
Switzerland, 2014).

53. Wu, J., Fischer, A. & Reineke, S. Investigating free charge-carrier
recombination in organic LEDs using open-circuit conditions. Adv. Opt.
Mater. 7, 1–10 (2019).

54. Mott, N. F. & Gurney, R. W. Electronic Processes in Ionic Crystals (Oxford
University Press, New York, NY, 1940).

55. Nikitenko, V. R., Heil, H. & Von Seggern, H. Space-charge limited current in
regioregular poly-3-hexyl-thiophene. J. Appl. Phys. 94, 2480–2485 (2003).

56. Burtone, L., Fischer, J., Leo, K. & Riede, M. Trap states in ZnPc:C60 small-
molecule organic solar cells. Phys. Rev. B 87, 1–8 (2013).

57. Kuik, M. et al. Optical detection of deep electron traps in poly(p-phenylene
vinylene) light-emitting diodes. Appl. Phys. Lett. 99, 2009–2012 (2011).

58. Zhang, J. et al. Sequentially deposited versus conventional nonfullerene
organic solar cells: interfacial trap states, vertical stratification, and exciton
dissociation. Adv. Energy Mater. 9, 1902145 (2019).

59. Carr, J. A. & Chaudhary, S. On the identification of deeper defect levels in
organic photovoltaic devices. J. Appl. Phys. 114, 064509 (2013).

60. Khelifi, S. et al. Investigation of defects by admittance spectroscopy measurements
in poly (3-hexylthiophene):(6,6)-phenyl C61-butyric acid methyl ester organic
solar cells degraded under air exposure. J. Appl. Phys. 110, 094509 (2011).

61. Shekhar, H., Solomeshch, O., Liraz, D. & Tessler, N. Low dark leakage current
in organic planar heterojunction photodiodes. Appl. Phys. Lett. 111, 223301
(2017).

62. Zhao, W. & Kahn, A. Charge transfer at n-doped organic-organic
heterojunctions. J. Appl. Phys. 105, 123711 (2009).

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20856-z

8 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |          (2021) 12:551 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20856-z | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

https://doi.org/10.1117/12.456323
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


Acknowledgements
This work was supported by the German Federal Ministry for Education and Research
(BMBF) and by the German Research Foundation (DFG) within the Cluster of Excellence
Center for Advancing Electronics Dresden (cfaed) and the DFG projects HEFOS (Grant No.
FI 2449/1-1) and Photogen (Grant No. VA 1035/5-1). B.K.B. acknowledges funding from
DFG Priority Programme FFlexCom under the project FlexARTwo (LE 747/52-2 and EL
506/22-2). J.K. acknowledges funding by the Deutsche Akademische Austausch Dienst
(DAAD). J.B. thanks for the financing from Sächsische Aufbaubank through project
InfraKart (Grant No. 100325708). Furthermore, we acknowledge N. Sergeeva, Prof. Dr.
T. Kirchartz, and Prof. Dr. B. E. Pieters for fruitful discussions.

Author contributions
J.K., D.S., H.K., K.V., and K.L. designed the experiments, prepared the photodetectors
and optimized the devices for dark current. J.K. performed the standard characterization
of detector and measured the trap density. A.H. performed the drift-diffusion simula-
tions. J.K. and J.B. measured sensitive EQE spectra and V.C.N. calculated the voltage
losses of the devices. C.K. synthetized TTDTP. B.K.B. developed the noise measurement
setup, performed the noise measurements, and F.E. supervised this work. J.B., D.S., A.F.,
H.K., and K.V. supervised their team members involved in the project, K.V. and K.L.
supervised the overall project. All authors contributed to analysis and writing.

Funding
Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt DEAL.

Competing interests
Dr. Axel Fischer is co-founder of “Axel Fischer und Felix Kaschura GbR” which provided
the measurement software “SweepMe!” (sweep-me.net). The name of the program is
given in the manuscript. The other authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-
020-20856-z.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to J.K., A.H. or K.V.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks Gerwin Gelinck, Dae Sung
Chung, and the other, anonymous, reviewer(s) for their contribution to the peer review
of this work. Peer reviewer reports are available.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2021

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20856-z ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |          (2021) 12:551 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20856-z | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 9

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20856-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-20856-z
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Reverse dark current in organic photodetectors and the major role of traps as source of noise
	Results
	The role of dark current on detectivity
	Diode saturation current generated via charge-transfer states
	Traps are the main source of reverse dark current in OPDs
	The interplay between CT states and trap states

	Discussion
	Methods
	Device preparation
	JV characteristics
	External quantum efficiency (EQE)
	Sensitive external quantum efficiency (sEQE)
	Impedance spectroscopy
	Noise measurements

	Data availability
	Code availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Competing interests
	Additional information




