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Abstract: Our previous work on an air-cooled stack of five pouch-format lithium-ion (Li-ion) cells
showed that non-uniform temperature can cause accelerated degradation, especially of the middle
cell. In this work, a stack of five similar cells was cycled at a higher C-rate and water-cooled to create
a larger temperature gradient for comparison with the air-cooled stack. It was hypothesized that the
larger temperature gradient in the water-cooled stack would exacerbate the degradation of the middle
cell. However, the results showed that the middle cell degraded slightly slower than the side cells in
the water-cooled stack. This trend is opposite to that in the air-cooled stack. This difference could be
attributed to the combined effects of a smaller temperature rise and larger temperature gradient in the
water-cooled stack than in the air-cooled stack. Post-mortem analysis of cycled cells and a fresh cell
showed that the degradation mainly came from the anode. Increased lithium plating and decreased
porosity in the side cells are possible mechanisms for the faster degradation compared with the
middle cell. It was also found that all the cells in the water-cooled stack experienced a phenomenon
of capacity drop and recovery after a low C-rate reference performance test and extended rest. This
phenomenon can be attributed to lithium diffusion between the anode active area and the anode
overhang area.

Keywords: Li-ion battery; degradation; temperature distribution; liquid cooling; anode overhang

1. Introduction

Li-ion batteries have been widely used in various applications. However, their dura-
bility still needs to be further improved, especially for electric vehicle (EV) and grid-scale
energy storage applications. There are many mechanisms of degradation, such as through
growth of the solid–electrolyte interphase (SEI) layer, lithium plating, electrode particle
fracture, and transition metal dissolution [1–3]. Most of these degradation mechanisms are
temperature dependent [2]. High temperatures can accelerate the SEI layer growth and
transition metal dissolution. Low temperatures can increase the risk of lithium plating and
electrode particle fracture.

Due to the heat generation during operation [4,5] and the low thermal conductivity of
Li-ion cell components [6–8], temperature distributions in Li-ion cells are generally non-
uniform across the cell thickness [9–14], especially in large-format cells during higher-rate
operation. Due to the dependence of Li-ion battery degradation on temperature, the non-
uniform temperature distribution could cause non-uniform and accelerated degradation.
Hunt et al. compared the effects of surface cooling and tab cooling on the degradation
of single Li-ion cells [15]. The research showed that strong surface cooling accelerated
degradation, which was attributed to large temperature gradients across the cell thickness.
Carter et al. [16] studied the influence of a non-uniform temperature distribution by impos-
ing a temperature gradient externally and also observed accelerated degradation. Some
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other experimental results showed that non-uniform temperature distribution can lead
to non-uniform resistance and current distribution [17–19], which would also accelerate
degradation because a higher current can exacerbate particle cracking and lithium plating.

In most of the above-mentioned experimental studies on the degradation effects of
non-uniform temperature distribution, the temperature differences were applied externally.
To confirm that non-uniform temperature distribution due to heat generation inside large
Li-ion cells can cause non-uniform and accelerated degradation, Cavalheiro et al. [20]
tested a stack of five parallel-connected pouch cells for 2215 cycles and compared their
degradation with a baseline cell. The temperature distributions, individual cell degradation,
and current distributions of the stack were measured simultaneously. It was found that
all five cells in the stack experienced a higher temperature rise and degraded faster than
the baseline cell. In particular, the capacity retention of the middle cell in the stack, which
experienced the largest temperature rise, decreased to 51% after 2215 cycles. In comparison,
the capacity retention of the side cells was still above 82%, and that of the baseline cell was
nearly 88%. These results clearly supported the hypothesis that a non-uniform temperature
distribution causes non-uniform and accelerated degradation. To confirm the degradation
mechanisms of the cells in the work by Cavalheiro et al. [20], Gonzalez Malabet et al. [21]
performed electrochemical impedance spectroscopy (EIS) and post-mortem analysis of
the cycled cells for comparison with a fresh cell. While the EIS implied that the main
degradation mechanism for the middle cell was SEI layer growth, post-mortem analysis
using X-ray diffraction (XRD), optical microscopy, and scanning electron microscopy (SEM)
with energy dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDS) revealed the presence of lithium plating,
especially in the middle cell. The analysis also implied that fast SEI layer growth in the
middle cell induced lithium plating and caused abrupt failure of the middle cell near the
end of the cycling. The analysis was consistent with a previous modeling study [22].

While the studies by Cavalheiro et al. [20] and Gonzalez Malabet et al. [21] confirmed
that a non-uniform temperature distribution during operation can cause non-uniform and
accelerated degradation, the Li-ion cells in the studies were air-cooled using natural con-
vection. Compared with air cooling, liquid cooling has a much stronger cooling capability
and is much more widely used in EV applications [23]. But stronger cooling would lead
to a larger temperature gradient and exacerbate the effects of a non-uniform temperature
distribution. Therefore, it is hypothesized that the degradation of liquid-cooled Li-ion
cells will be more non-uniform than that of air-cooled cells. To test this hypothesis and
to enhance our understanding of the effects of non-uniform temperature distribution that
is more relevant for practical applications, a stack of five parallel-connected Li-ion cells,
similar to those in our previous study [20], are cycled under water-cooled conditions in
this study. The discharging rate during cycling is set to twice that in the previous study to
further increase the temperature gradient. Surprisingly, however, the water-cooled stack
of Li-ion cells shows very different behaviors to the air-cooled stack. More details are
described in the following sections. Section 2 describes the experimental setup and test
protocol. Section 3 describes and discusses the experimental results. Finally, Section 4
briefly summarizes the new findings.

2. Experimental
2.1. Experimental Setup

As schematically shown in Figure 1a, five pouch-format 3-Ah Li-ion cells (30107-0,
Tenergy, Fremont, CA, USA) were stacked together and placed between a pair of cooling
plates (ATS-CP-1001, Advanced Thermal Solutions, Norwood, MA, USA). The dimension
of each cell is 102 mm (L) by 50 mm (W) by 6 mm (H). The pair of cooling plates was
connected to a water circulator (Refrigerated/Heated Bath Circulator, Thermo Fisher
Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) to keep the water temperature at a set value (set to 24 ◦C
in this study to be comparable to our previous study with the air-cooled stack [20]). Six
T-type thermocouples (5TC-TT-T-30-72, Omega Engineering Inc., Norwalk, CT, USA) were
used to measure temperature distributions across the thickness of the stack, labelled as T1
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through T6 from the top to the bottom. As shown in Figure 1b, the sides of the cells were
thermally insulated by polystyrene foam to reduce heat loss. The five pouch cells were
connected in parallel and then connected to a battery tester (LBT 21084, Arbin Instruments,
College Station, TX, USA). Shunt resistors (PLV7AL, 2 ± 0.005% mΩ, Precision Resistor
Company Inc., Clearwater, FL, USA) were used for the measurement of individual cell
currents (I1, I2, I3, I4, I5), while the total stack current (Itotal) was controlled and measured
by the battery tester.
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Figure 1. (a) Schematic of a water-cooled stack of five Li-ion cells connected in parallel (reused with
permission from The Electrochemical Society [24]); (b) A photo of an experimental stack.

2.2. Selection of Experimental Li-Ion Cells

To ensure comparable performance of cells in the stack, five cells were selected from
the same batch. The selected cells had a similar high-frequency resistance (7.9 ± 0.35 mΩ)
as measured by a resistance tester (BATTERY HiTESTER 3561, HIOKI USA, Dallas, TX,
USA), similar DC internal resistance (19.2 ± 0.7 mΩ, as determined by the open-circuit
voltage and the cell voltage after 10 s of 2C discharge [25]), and similar discharge capacity
(3.34 ± 0.03 Ah, according to 1C discharge testing).

2.3. Test Protocol

As shown in Figure 2a, the stack was first rested for 40 min, then charged at a constant
current of 1C (corresponding to 15 A) up to a voltage of 4.2 V, followed by a constant
voltage step of 4.2 V until the current decreased to C/20 (corresponding to 0.75 A). After a
rest of 20 min, the stack was discharged at a constant current of 2C (corresponding to 30 A)
until a voltage of 2.8 V was reached. After another rest of 40 min, the stack was charged
again in a new cycle. Reference performance testing (RPT) was performed after every 50 or
100 cycles. The charging protocol during RPT was the same (1C, 4.2 V max, C/20 cut-off),
but the discharging rate was C/3 (corresponding to 5 A) so that the cells could be fully
discharged. After each RPT, the stack experienced an extended rest (at least 4 h) before the
resumption of normal cycling.
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Figure 2. Representative test protocol and temperature profiles during cycle 10. (a) Stack voltage
and current; (b) Variation in local temperatures; (c) Temperature distribution during CC charging;
(d) Temperature distribution during discharging (reused with permission from The Electrochemical
Society [24]).

2.4. Post-Mortem Analysis

Cell 3, cell 4, and cell 5 in the stack were disassembled for post-mortem analysis.
A fresh cell was also disassembled as a reference. The cells were first fully discharged and
then disassembled in an argon-filled glovebox (LABstart pro, MBRAUN USA, Stratham,
NH, USA). Electrode layers, including 15 anode layers and 14 cathode layers in each cell,
were separated from the tabs. Individual electrode layers were washed twice using 99%
dimethyl carbonate (DMC, Thermo Scientific Chemicals, Waltham, MA, USA) and dried
before being moved out of the glovebox for further examination. Pictures of dried electrodes
were taken using a phone camera. Some regions of the electrodes were further examined
using a JEOL 7000 field-emission scanning electron microscope (JEOL Ltd., Tokyo, Japan) at
the University of Alabama Analytical Research Facility. The FE-SEM system has an Oxford
energy dispersive spectroscopy (EDS) system attached, which was used for the analysis of
elemental content in the electrodes.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Temperature Distribution Behaviours

As a representation, Figure 2b shows the variation in local temperatures in the stack
during cycle 10. It can be seen that the local temperatures T2 to T5 decreased slightly at the
beginning of charging. This slight decrease can be attributed to the negative entropic heat
generation, which is discussed in Section 3.2. Then, the local temperatures T2 to T5 started
to increase because the heat generation became positive at higher SOC levels. After a few
minutes into the constant voltage (CV) charging stage, local temperatures began to decrease
due to the decline in charging current and the heat generation rate. The temperatures went
back to 24 ◦C shortly after the end of charging. Local temperatures T1 and T6 showed
little change during this period because they were located between the outside cells and
the cooling plates that were kept at a constant temperature. All the local temperatures
increased to higher levels and more rapidly during discharging than during charging,
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which can be attributed to the higher current during discharging (30 A) than that during
charging (15 A). Even T1 and T6 showed obvious increases during discharging.

The temperature distribution across the thickness of the stack is better seen in Figure 2c,d,
which show the rise in local temperatures at different times of charging and discharging.
T1 and T6 show very small changes due to their contact with the cooling plates, while local
temperatures closer to the center of the stack show larger changes due to heat generation
inside the cells. Note that the largest temperature difference occurs between T1 and T2 as
well as T5 and T6. The differences between T2 and T3 as well as T4 and T5 are smaller
but still noticeable. There is not an obvious temperature difference between T3 and T4
due to the symmetry of their locations although they increased the most. These results of
the temperature rise and temperature difference indicate that side cells (cell 1 and cell 5)
experienced the smallest average temperature rise but the largest temperature gradient.
In comparison, the middle cell (cell 3) experienced the largest temperature rise but the
smallest temperature gradient.

3.2. Heat Generation Analysis

In order to understand the temperature behavior of the stack, heat generation was
analyzed. Irreversible heat generation due to ohmic heating and reversible heat generation
due to entropy change were considered. Other sources of heat generation, such as mixed
heat generation, were assumed to be negligible [26,27]. Then the heat generation rate qgen
during the charging of a Li-ion cell could be estimated from Equation (1):

qgen = qgen,irr + qgen,rev = |I(V − U)|+ IT
(

∂U
∂T

)
(1)

where I is the current and its value is positive during charging, V is the cell voltage, U is
the open-circuit voltage (OCV), T is the absolute temperature in the Kelvin scale, and

(
∂U
∂T

)
is the entropic coefficient. The term |I(V − U)| represents the irreversible heat generation
rate qgen,irr, which is always positive. The term IT

(
∂U
∂T

)
represents the reversible heat

generation rate qgen,rev, which can be positive or negative depending on the signs of the
current and the entropic coefficient.

The open-circuit voltage at different SOC was estimated as the average of the charging
voltage and discharging voltage at C/30 (0.1 A), which nearly overlapped due to the small
current. The results are shown in Figure 3a. The entropic coefficient was obtained with a
baseline cell using a procedure similar to that in an earlier study [13]. The cell was first fully
charged at 25 ◦C and then discharged at C/30 to different SOC levels (~5% interval). At
each SOC level, the cell was rested for at least four hours for its OCV to become stable, then
the cell was heated from 25 ◦C to 40 ◦C or cooled from 40 ◦C to 25 ◦C and rested for another
four hours to reach a new stable OCV. Then, the entropic coefficient was determined by
assuming a linear change in the OCV between 25 ◦C and 40 ◦C. The variation in the entropic
coefficient with SOC levels is shown in Figure 3b. It can be seen that the entropic coefficient
is negative for a wide range of SOCs, especially below a 40% SOC. Then, according to
Equation (1), the entropic heat generation at the beginning of charging is negative, which
can offset the positive irreversible heat generation and thus cause the cell temperature
to decrease slightly, as shown in Figure 2b. Then, during discharging when the current
is negative, the entropic heat generation is mostly positive. Combined with the always
positive irreversible heat generation and the higher discharging current rate, the heat
generation during discharging would be much higher than that during charging.
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3.3. Degradation of Cells in the Stack

Figure 4a shows the capacity retention of cells in the stack over 1600 regular cycles
(2C discharging), which indicates the usable capacity during 2C discharging. Figure 4b
shows the capacity retention determined by RPT (C/3 discharging), which indicates the
retention of true capacity during low-current discharging. The gap between cycles 1100 and
1200 was due to a failure in data recording by the battery tester. The abnormally higher
capacity between cycles 1300 and 1400 was due to insufficient water and insufficient
cooling of the water circulator, which happened during the winter break. Note that these
malfunctions did not change the general trend of degradation or the conclusion of this work.
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Three interesting phenomena can be observed from Figure 4a,b. First, the capacity
retention in regular cycles was significantly lower than that in RPT cycles. This trend is
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expected. It indicates that the cells in the stack suffered power fade as well as capacity
fade. Power fade is associated with an increase in cell internal resistance, which reduces
the usable capacity during high-current discharging. To confirm this, the variations in DC
resistance at the beginning of discharge (BOD) and at the end of discharge (EOD) with
cycle number are shown in Figures 4c and 4d respectively. Note that the BOD resistance
was determined by using the difference between the open-circuit voltage (UOCV, ~4.18 V)
and the cell voltage at 10 s of discharging (V10s) divided by the individual cell current
(I10s). The EOD resistance was determined by using the difference between the open-circuit
voltage at 10 s after discharge (U10s after discharge) and the cell cut-off voltage (Vcut-off; 2.8 V
in this study) divided by the individual cell current at cut-off (Icut-off). It can be seen
that the resistance of the cells indeed increased significantly with cycling. Note that the
EOD resistance of all the cells was much higher than the BOD resistance, which can be
attributed to the electrolyte concentration gradient and the high diffusion resistance near
the end of discharge [28]. The BOD resistance was similar among the five cells because
the temperature distribution was uniform at the beginning. The EOD resistance was very
different, with cell 3 resistance being the lowest while those of cells 1 and 5 were the highest.
The difference can be attributed to cell 3 having the highest temperature, while cells 1 and
5 had the lowest temperatures at the end of discharge, as shown in Figure 2d. Second, the
middle cell (cell 3) showed slightly slower degradation than the outside cells (cells 1 and
5). This trend can be more clearly seen in Figure 5a, which shows the detailed capacity
retention during cycles 1590 to 1600. This trend is unexpected because it is the opposite of
what was observed in our earlier study with air-cooled stacks [20], in which the middle cell
degraded the quickest. More discussion on this phenomenon is presented in Section 3.4.
Third, the capacity retention of every cell experienced a significant drop after each RPT
cycle, but this recovered in a few cycles and then decreased again. This phenomenon is
more clearly shown in Figure 5b, with details before and after the RPT at around cycle 1500.
More discussion on this phenomenon is presented in Section 3.5.
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3.4. Non-Uniform Degradation Due to Temperature Differences

As mentioned above in Figure 4a, the middle cell in the stack degraded slightly more
slowly than the outside cells. This trend is opposite to the trend observed in our earlier
study of an air-cooled stack. A few factors could influence the non-uniform degradation of
cells in the stack. The first factor is the non-uniform current distribution across the stack
due to a non-uniform temperature distribution, but this was ruled out as discussed below.
As shown in Figure 6, cell 3 always had the highest current due to having the highest
temperature. Li-ion cells degrade faster at a higher C-rate. Therefore, non-uniform current
distribution is unlikely to be the cause of slower degradation for cell 3. The second factor is
non-uniform lithium plating. Considering that cell 3 had the highest temperature during
cycling, it would have a lower risk of lithium plating than the side cells. Post-mortem
analysis in Section 3.6 indicated a greater presence of lithium plating in cell 5 than in cell 3,
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which supported this explanation. The third factor is the temperature gradient across the
cell. An earlier work by Carter et al. [16] showed that the temperature gradient across the
thickness of Li-ion cells can accelerate degradation. As shown in Figure 7, the temperature
gradient is smallest in the middle cell and largest in the side cells. Note that the temperature
gradient of the side cells in this water-cooled stack (~10 ◦C) is much larger than that of the
side cells in the previous air-cooled stack (~4 ◦C) [20]. Therefore, the larger temperature
gradient across the side cells in this water-cooled stack could cause faster degradation than
for the middle cell. The fourth factor is the maximum temperature of the middle cell. As
shown in Figure 7, the maximum temperature of the middle cell stayed below 44 ◦C in
this water-cooled stack. In comparison, the value ranged from 44 ◦C to 50 ◦C in our earlier
air-cooled stack. The reduction in the maximum temperature of the middle cell would slow
down degradation. Further investigation is needed in the future to examine these factors
more closely.
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3.5. The Phenomenon of Capacity Drop and Recovery after RPT

As mentioned earlier and as clearly shown in Figure 5b, all the cells in the stack
experienced a capacity drop and recovery after an RPT cycle. The discharge rate was C/3
during the RPT cycle, which is much lower than that during regular cycling. Therefore, it is
possible that the phenomenon of capacity drop and recovery was related to the RPT cycles.
To understand this phenomenon, individual 3-Ah cells from the same batch as cells in the
stack were tested. These individual cells were cycled similarly to the cells in the stack using
a constant current, constant voltage charge, and 2C discharge. However, the charging rate
during cycling, the rest time after RPT, and the starting SOC for the reference performance
test were adjusted.

Figure 8a shows the results of a cell with different charging rates during cycling. The
cell was charged at 1C, C/2, C/3, and C/4 for 20 cycles before one RPT cycle. The rest



Batteries 2024, 10, 274 9 of 16

time after RPT was kept at 2 h. It can be seen that the phenomenon of capacity drop and
recovery exists in all cases. This result indicates that the charging rate or lithium plating
was not the cause of the capacity drop and recovery.
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Figure 8b shows the results of a cell with different rest times after RPT. The charging
rate is 1C. It can be seen that rest time after RPT influences the capacity drop and recovery.
Generally, longer rest time is associated with more capacity drop.

Figure 8c shows the results of a cell with different SOCs after RPT. In the 0% SOC
case, the cell was simply discharged at the C/3 rate to 2.8 V during the RPT cycle and
rested for two hours before regular cycling. In the 10% and 20% starting-SOC cases, the cell
was first discharged to 0% SOC in the RPT cycle, then charged to 10% SOC or 20% SOC
at the C/3 rate, and then rested for two hours before regular cycling. It can be seen that
the phenomenon of capacity drop and recovery was less obvious in the 10% SOC case and
completely disappeared in the 20% SOC case. The discharge capacity actually increased
after resting in the 20% SOC case, which was opposite to the trend observed in the 0% SOC
case. This result clearly showed that the 0% SOC after the C/3 RPT cycle was related to
the phenomenon of capacity drop and recovery of cells in the water-cooled stack. During
regular cycling, the cells were discharged at 2C to 2.8 V, and the average SOC would be
higher than 20% SOC.

Based on the results in Figure 8b,c, it is clear that the low SOC and rest time after each
RPT cycle are related to the phenomena of capacity drop and recovery. A literature search
indicates that anode overhang effects [29] are the likely causes of the phenomenon. Anode
overhang refers to the area of the anode outside the coverage of the cathode. The anode
electrode sheet is typically manufactured to be slightly larger than the cathode sheet in
Li-ion cells to avoid over-lithiation and lithium plating at the anode edge. Depending on
the SOC of a Li-ion cell, the lithium concentration in the anode active area (covered by the
cathode) and anode overhang area (outside the cathode) can be different. The concentration
difference can cause diffusion between the active area and the overhang area, which can
influence the usable discharge capacity. During the regular 1C charge/2C discharge cycling,
the SOC of the cell varied from 100% SOC to ~30% SOC, so the SOC in the anode overhang
would be in that range. When the cells experienced a C/3 discharge during the RPT cycles,
the SOC in the anode active area would reach ~0%, which is significantly lower than that
in the anode overhang area. This difference would cause diffusion of lithium from the
overhang area to the active area. After extended rest, the diffusion would cause the lithium
concentration in the overhang area to be much lower than that during regular cycling.
Then, after the first charge after RPT, the lithium concentration in the anode active area
would be much higher than that in the anode overhang, causing lithium diffusion to the
anode overhang. The diffusion would continue during rest and discharge, reducing the
amount of lithium that can be transported to the cathode, thereby causing the reduction in
usable capacity as compared with that before RPT. Diffusion from the anode active area to
the anode overhang would still occur during the following cycles until a new equilibrium
is reached. However, the amount of diffusion would be less, and therefore the “reduced
capacity” would be less, and the dischargeable capacity during cycling would recover until
capacity degradation started to dominate again.
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Based on the above explanation, the phenomenon of capacity drop and recovery would
disappear if there were no RPT. To test this hypothesis, the stack was further cycled with
rests of more than 24 h after every 100 cycles but without RPT. The capacity retention from
cycles 1601 to 1900 is shown in Figure 9. The phenomenon of capacity drop and recovery
indeed disappeared, suggesting that the above explanation based on anode overhang
effects was reasonable. Note that the capacity increase after rest is commonly observed
in Li-ion cell cycling with extended rest, which can be attributed to relaxation effects [30].
Lithium diffusion from the anode overhang area to the active area during rest with a higher
starting SOC may have also played a role in the capacity increase [29].
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3.6. Post-Morterm Analysis

Cells 3, 4, and 5 in the stack, as well as a fresh cell, were fully discharged and then
disassembled in an argon-filled glovebox for further analysis. Each cell has 15 double-
coated anode layers and 14 double-coated cathode layers. Figure 10 shows pictures of
representative cathode layers, while Figure 11 shows representative anode layers. A
complete set of anode pictures is shown in Supplementary Figures S1–S8. All the cathode
layers from the cycled cells and the fresh cell look very similar. This similarity is further
supported by the SEM images in Figure 12. In comparison, the anode layers from the
cycled cells look very different from each other and from the fresh cell. This implies that
the degradation of the cycled cells mainly came from the anode, which is consistent with
our earlier work of the air-cooled stack [20,21]. Therefore, the following discussion focuses
on the differences of the anode layers.
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Figure 10. Comparison of the cathode layer of a fresh cell, cell 3, cell 4, and cell 5. Each cell has
14 cathode layers. There was no obvious difference among the different cathode layers in a cell.



Batteries 2024, 10, 274 11 of 16Batteries 2024, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 16 
 

 

Figure 11. Front side (top row) and back side (bottom row) of anode layers from a fresh cell, cell 3, 
cell 4, and cell 5. Each cell has 15 anode layers. For cells 3, 4, and 5, the front side faces the top of the 
stack, and the back side faces the bottom of the stack in Figure 1a. The yellow squares indicate re-
gions for SEM or EDS analysis. 

 

Figure 12. SEM images of the front side of the cathode from a fresh cell, cell 3, and cell 5 at 2000× 
magnification. 

Figure 11 and Supplementary Figures S1–S8 show a few interesting differences in the 
anode layers. First, some anode coating was tightly attached to the separators and delam-
inated from the Cu foil in cell 3 and cell 4 during disassembly. This phenomenon was not 
observed in cell 5. This difference indicates that the anodes were easier to delaminate from 
the Cu foil in cell 3 and cell 4 than in cell 5. This is consistent with earlier studies that 
attributed anode delamination to high temperatures [31,32]. Second, the color of the anode 
layers is lighter near the edge compared with that in the center. The color difference is 
most obvious for cell 3 and least obvious for cell 5. According to an earlier study [33], the 
light-colored edge is associated with anode overhang effects, which can lead to lithium 
plating at the cell edge. Third, there is significantly more light-colored deposition on the 
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Figure 11. Front side (top row) and back side (bottom row) of anode layers from a fresh cell, cell 3,
cell 4, and cell 5. Each cell has 15 anode layers. For cells 3, 4, and 5, the front side faces the top of
the stack, and the back side faces the bottom of the stack in Figure 1a. The yellow squares indicate
regions for SEM or EDS analysis.
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Figure 12. SEM images of the front side of the cathode from a fresh cell, cell 3, and cell 5 at 2000×
magnification.

Figure 11 and Supplementary Figures S1–S8 show a few interesting differences in
the anode layers. First, some anode coating was tightly attached to the separators and
delaminated from the Cu foil in cell 3 and cell 4 during disassembly. This phenomenon was
not observed in cell 5. This difference indicates that the anodes were easier to delaminate
from the Cu foil in cell 3 and cell 4 than in cell 5. This is consistent with earlier studies that
attributed anode delamination to high temperatures [31,32]. Second, the color of the anode
layers is lighter near the edge compared with that in the center. The color difference is most
obvious for cell 3 and least obvious for cell 5. According to an earlier study [33], the light-
colored edge is associated with anode overhang effects, which can lead to lithium plating
at the cell edge. Third, there is significantly more light-colored deposition on the anode
surface in cell 5 than in cell 3 and cell 4, which indicates that there is more lithium plating
in cell 5. Fourth, there is some white deposition on most of the anode surface in cell 3. This
white deposition looks unusual and very different from the deposition generally associated
with lithium plating in terms of color and distribution. Most of this white deposition
seemed to appear after evaporation of the liquid electrolyte during cell disassembly. This
phenomenon is also noticeable in cells 4 and 5 but in much smaller amounts. Fifth, there
is a tendency for deposition in the grooves caused by thermocouples between the cells,
which indicates the effects of non-uniform compression on lithium plating [34]. Smaller
thermocouples should be used in future research to reduce this effect.
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It is worth comparing the anode layers in Figure 11 with those in the air-cooled
stack [21]. The side cell showed increased lithium plating compared with that in the air-
cooled stack, which can be attributed to the stronger cooling capability of the liquid, which
maintained a lower temperature. The lithium plating of the side cells in the water-cooled
stack may have contributed to the slightly faster degradation than for the middle cell.

Figure 13 shows SEM images of the front side of the anodes in the upper middle
areas without deposition from a fresh cell, cell 3, and cell 5 at different magnifications. The
anode surface looks smoother and less porous in the cycled cells compared with the fresh
cell, indicating increased buildup on the anode surface of the cycled cells. Cell 5 seems
to have a little more buildup on the graphite particles and lower porosity compared with
cell 3, which may have contributed to the slightly faster degradation. However, further
investigation is needed to determine the difference in chemical compositions of the buildup
and the mechanisms.
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Figure 14 shows SEM images of the front side of the anode near the top edge of layer
8 in cell 3 and layer 14 in cell 5, which had nearly the highest and the lowest temper-
ature in the stack during cycling, respectively. Depositions can be clearly seen in both
cells, indicating the occurrence of lithium plating at the edge [35]. The mossy deposition
in cell 3 looks similar to the deposition on the anode of the middle cell in the previous
air-cooled stack [21], which was attributed to lithium plating. This is consistent with
the earlier study showing that lithium plating can occur near the cell edge due to an-
ode overhang effects [33]. The morphology difference in the depositions between cell
3 and cell 5 could be attributed to the non-uniform temperature distribution and current
distribution across the stack, but further investigation is needed.

Figure 15 shows EDS images of the deposition in the lower middle region of layer
2 in cell 5. Elemental oxygen is rich in the deposition area, while element carbon is rich
in the area without deposition. The distribution of elemental oxygen supports the earlier
discussion that the deposition in cell 5 was from lithium plating, which can react with
components in air to form products enriched in oxygen (Li2O, LiOH, Li2CO3, etc.) [36,37].
There is a uniform distribution of the elements fluorine and phosphorus, which are likely
from the residue of the electrolyte salt in the pores of the anode that could not be easily
washed off. The elements cobalt and copper were also detected but in very low amounts.
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Supplementary Figure S9 shows EDS images of a region with deposition and delamination
in the upper middle area of layer 8 in cell 3. The deposition is also rich in elemental
oxygen but lower in elemental fluorine compared with the deposition in Figure 14. Further
investigation is needed to understand the difference in deposition between cell 3 and cell 5.

Batteries 2024, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 16 
 

 

Figure 14. SEM images of the front side of the anode near the top edge of cell 3 and cell 5 at 250×, 
500×, and 2000× magnification. 

Figure 15 shows EDS images of the deposition in the lower middle region of layer 2 
in cell 5. Elemental oxygen is rich in the deposition area, while element carbon is rich in 
the area without deposition. The distribution of elemental oxygen supports the earlier 
discussion that the deposition in cell 5 was from lithium plating, which can react with 
components in air to form products enriched in oxygen (Li2O, LiOH, Li2CO3, etc.) [36,37]. 
There is a uniform distribution of the elements fluorine and phosphorus, which are likely 
from the residue of the electrolyte salt in the pores of the anode that could not be easily 
washed off. The elements cobalt and copper were also detected but in very low amounts. 
Supplementary Figure S9 shows EDS images of a region with deposition and delamina-
tion in the upper middle area of layer 8 in cell 3. The deposition is also rich in elemental 
oxygen but lower in elemental fluorine compared with the deposition in Figure 14. Fur-
ther investigation is needed to understand the difference in deposition between cell 3 and 
cell 5. 

Figure 14. SEM images of the front side of the anode near the top edge of cell 3 and cell 5 at 250×,
500×, and 2000× magnification.

Batteries 2024, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 14 of 16 
 

 

Figure 15. EDS images of deposition in the lower middle region of layer 2 in cell 5. 

3.7. Future Work 
This study has shown that the degradation behaviors of parallel-connected Li-ion 

cells in a liquid-cooled stack behave differently from those cells in an air-cooled stack. 
Although efforts have been made to understand the different degradation behaviors and 
the phenomenon of capacity drop and recovery due to RPT, further investigation is still 
needed. In particular, it is noticed that anode delamination only occurred in the upper 
part (close to tabs) of the anode layers in cell 3 and cell 4, and not in the lower part. In 
comparison, the lithium plating in cell 5 occurred more often in the lower part of anode. 
Such non-uniformity could be related to the non-uniform distribution of the local current 
density and local temperature in the in-plane direction, which is higher closer to the tabs. 
These observations, as well as the lithium plating at the edge of the anodes, implies that 
non-uniform degradation occurs in both the through-plane direction and the in-plane di-
rection for large-format Li-ion cells. A more systematic post-mortem analysis of anode 
samples in the cycled cells is needed. Due to the interactions of multiple parameters, such 
as local current density, local temperature, and local compression, numerical modeling 
would be useful to understand the coupled effects.  

4. Conclusions 
A water-cooled stack of five pouch-format Li-ion cells was assembled and cycled for 

comparison with a previous air-cooled stack. Two unexpected phenomena were observed. 
First, it was observed that the middle cell in the water-cooled stack degraded slightly more 
slowly than the side cells. This trend is opposite to that of cells in the air-cooled stack. The 
opposite degradation trends of the water-cooled stack and the air-cooled stack could be 
attributed to the combined effects of the temperature rise and temperature gradient. Sec-
ond, it was observed that all the cells in the water-cooled stack experienced the phenom-
enon of capacity drop and recovery after a low C-rate reference performance test and ex-
tended rest. This phenomenon was attributed to lithium diffusion between the anode ac-
tive area and the anode overhang area. In addition, post-mortem analysis showed the oc-
currence of lithium plating at the edge of the cell, which can also be attributed to the anode 
overhang effects. Further investigation is needed to confirm the mechanisms. 

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: 
www.mdpi.com/xxx/s1, Figure S1: Fresh cell anodes front side; Figure S2: Fresh cell anodes back 
side; Figure S3: Cell 3 anodes front sides; Figure S4: Cell 3 anodes back sides; Figure S5: Cell 4 anodes 
front sides; Figure S6: Cell 4 anodes back sides; Figure S7: Cell 5 anodes front sides; Figure S8: Cell 
5 anodes back sides; Figure S9: EDS images of deposition in the upper middle region of layer 8 in 
cell 3 (at 100× magnification). 

Figure 15. EDS images of deposition in the lower middle region of layer 2 in cell 5.



Batteries 2024, 10, 274 14 of 16

3.7. Future Work

This study has shown that the degradation behaviors of parallel-connected Li-ion
cells in a liquid-cooled stack behave differently from those cells in an air-cooled stack.
Although efforts have been made to understand the different degradation behaviors and
the phenomenon of capacity drop and recovery due to RPT, further investigation is still
needed. In particular, it is noticed that anode delamination only occurred in the upper
part (close to tabs) of the anode layers in cell 3 and cell 4, and not in the lower part. In
comparison, the lithium plating in cell 5 occurred more often in the lower part of anode.
Such non-uniformity could be related to the non-uniform distribution of the local current
density and local temperature in the in-plane direction, which is higher closer to the tabs.
These observations, as well as the lithium plating at the edge of the anodes, implies that
non-uniform degradation occurs in both the through-plane direction and the in-plane
direction for large-format Li-ion cells. A more systematic post-mortem analysis of anode
samples in the cycled cells is needed. Due to the interactions of multiple parameters, such
as local current density, local temperature, and local compression, numerical modeling
would be useful to understand the coupled effects.

4. Conclusions

A water-cooled stack of five pouch-format Li-ion cells was assembled and cycled for
comparison with a previous air-cooled stack. Two unexpected phenomena were observed.
First, it was observed that the middle cell in the water-cooled stack degraded slightly more
slowly than the side cells. This trend is opposite to that of cells in the air-cooled stack. The
opposite degradation trends of the water-cooled stack and the air-cooled stack could be
attributed to the combined effects of the temperature rise and temperature gradient. Second,
it was observed that all the cells in the water-cooled stack experienced the phenomenon
of capacity drop and recovery after a low C-rate reference performance test and extended
rest. This phenomenon was attributed to lithium diffusion between the anode active area
and the anode overhang area. In addition, post-mortem analysis showed the occurrence of
lithium plating at the edge of the cell, which can also be attributed to the anode overhang
effects. Further investigation is needed to confirm the mechanisms.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://www.
mdpi.com/article/10.3390/batteries10080274/s1, Figure S1: Fresh cell anodes front side; Figure S2:
Fresh cell anodes back side; Figure S3: Cell 3 anodes front sides; Figure S4: Cell 3 anodes back sides;
Figure S5: Cell 4 anodes front sides; Figure S6: Cell 4 anodes back sides; Figure S7: Cell 5 anodes
front sides; Figure S8: Cell 5 anodes back sides; Figure S9: EDS images of deposition in the upper
middle region of layer 8 in cell 3 (at 100× magnification).
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