
Citation: Li, Z.; Yang, G.; Shen, Q.; Li,

S.; Wang, H.; Liao, J.; Jiang, Z.; Zhang,

G. Transient Multi-Physics Modeling

and Performance Degradation

Evaluation of Direct Internal

Reforming Solid Oxide Fuel Cell

Focusing on Carbon Deposition

Effect. Energies 2023, 16, 124.

https://doi.org/10.3390/en16010124

Academic Editors: Vladislav

A. Sadykov and Mogalahalli

V. Reddy

Received: 18 October 2022

Revised: 17 November 2022

Accepted: 19 December 2022

Published: 22 December 2022

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

energies

Article

Transient Multi-Physics Modeling and Performance
Degradation Evaluation of Direct Internal Reforming Solid
Oxide Fuel Cell Focusing on Carbon Deposition Effect
Zheng Li, Guogang Yang * , Qiuwan Shen , Shian Li , Hao Wang, Jiadong Liao, Ziheng Jiang
and Guoling Zhang

Marine Engineering College, Dalian Maritime University, Dalian 116026, China
* Correspondence: yanggg@dlmu.edu.cn

Abstract: The performance degradation issue caused by carbon deposition has limited the commer-
cial application of natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cells. Most previous corresponding studies
are based on thermodynamic equilibrium analyses, while long-term transient evaluation work is
lacking. Therefore, a transient multi-physics numerical model is developed in present work. The
corresponding long-term performance degradation evaluation is then conducted. The results show
that, for a direct internal reforming solid oxide fuel cell, the increase in carbon deposition and deterio-
ration of performance degradation were concentrated in the first 180 days of steady−state operation
and slowed down at the later stage. The electrode inlet rapidly developed a high concentration
of carbon deposition after 180 days of steady−state operation. The deposited carbon deteriorated
the gas transport and decayed reaction activity within the porous electrode, eventually inducing
a deactivation zone with 0 current density at the inlet. Key measures to inhibit carbon deposition
should be implemented within the first 180 days of operation, and the pre-reformed operation of
natural gas is encouraged for natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cells.

Keywords: solid oxide fuel cell; carbon deposition effect; transient multi-physics modeling; long-term
performance evaluation

1. Introduction

As a pillar of global trade, the maritime industry provides key support for the devel-
opment of the world economy, but it also brings serious pollution emissions. According to
the emission reduction roadmap proposed by the IMO (International Maritime Organiza-
tion), the maritime industry needs to achieve more than a 50% carbon emission reduction
by 2050 compared to the level of 2008 [1]. In the face of increasingly stringent emission
regulations, it is becoming more difficult for traditional internal combustion engines to
meet the requirements of energy use [2], while electric propulsion plants are enjoying a
renaissance. Due to their high power density, high thermal efficiency, and convenience to
adapt to marine natural gas fuel with existing fire-fighting measures, solid oxide fuel cells
are considered one of the most promising directions for new energy vessels [3].

Nonetheless, the performance degradation issue of natural-gas-fueled solid oxide
fuel cells caused by carbon deposition during long-term operation limits their marine
application, which inspires further research. In the open literature, there are two different
approaches to solving this problem. One is to develop new catalysts to inhibit carbon
deposition based on the elucidation of the carbon deposition mechanism. For example,
decorative fluorite or peroxidation could be adopted to enhance the coking resistance of
Ni/YSZ electrodes by increasing the flux of oxygen ions and accelerating the fuel cell
reaction [4,5]. Similarly, the decoration of perovskite with nano-sized exsolved metallic
particles could also be adopted to enhance the coking resistance of Ni/YSZ electrodes by
slowing down the generation of carbon fibers [6]. In addition, decorating alkaline earth
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metal oxides could be adopted to speed up the removal of carbon and enhance the coking
resistance of Ni/YSZ electrodes [7]. Rabuni et al. [8] incorporated a copper-ceria layer
inside the micro-channels of an anode scaffold and experimentally demonstrated their
stability resistance to carbon deposition. Zhao et al. [9] explored the effect of Ni-Mo catalyst
layers on inhibiting carbon deposition in Ni-YSZ anodes. Zhang et al. [10] elucidated
the carbon-resistant mechanism of Ni-Fe alloy catalysts in a solid oxide fuel cell. Similar
studies can also be found in Refs. [11–13]. The development of new catalysts has positive
implications for improving resistance to carbon deposition and extending the lifetimes of
solid oxide fuel cells, but further research is needed to confirm their commercial viability.
For example, most of the new catalysts face problems of extra costs. The catalytic activity
of copper-based catalysts differs significantly from that of nickel-based catalysts when
natural gas is fueled [14]. Additionally, the reaction of alkaline earth metal oxides under
high temperatures and CO2 operating conditions could distort electrode structure [15].
Moreover, the thermomechanical compatibility of new electrode materials with other cell
components still needs further confirmation, which is extremely important for the long-term
performance and commercialization of solid oxide fuel cells.

Taking implementation ability, durability, reliability, and cost into account, another
more practical approach is to conduct online monitoring of the state of carbon deposition
and corresponding long-term degradation performance evaluations of solid oxide fuel
cells. Based on this, we can identify potential degradation changes as early as possible
and, thus, adopt appropriate optimization strategies to monitor the health of solid oxide
fuel cells and regulate them online to avoid degradation. With regard to appropriate
optimization strategies, corresponding experiments and related kinetic studies provide a
key foundation. Yurkiv [16] reviewed the available literature and pointed out that carbon
deposition could be controlled optimally by operating temperature, fuel composition,
polarization state, and exposure type. Kirtley et al. [17] examined rates of carbon formation
and removal from Ni/YSZ cermet anodes by adjusting the oxygen-to-carbon molar ratio of
supply fuel during in situ operation. They compared the effects of H2O, O2, and CO2 on
the removal of carbon deposits. The corresponding results showed that the introduction
of H2O was the most effective in removing carbon deposits, while the introduction of
CO2 was the least effective. Schluckner et al. [18] demonstrated that carbon deposition
within solid oxide fuel cells was closely related to both the operating temperature and
fuel composition, which determined the form of deposited carbon. Their results indicated
that carbon deposition in the fibrous form began at around 400 ◦C, peaked at around
700 ◦C, and was dominated by the cracking reaction of methane. Carbon deposition in
the graphite form began at much lower temperatures, peaked at around 550 ◦C, then
decreased with increasing temperature, and was dominated by carbon-monoxide-induced
carbon deposition. According to the form and cause of the deposited carbon, some other
researchers [19,20] have further demonstrated the effects of H2O, H2, and CO2 on carbon
removal from solid oxide fuel cells.

As for the performance deterioration caused by inhibiting carbon deposition only by
adjusting fuel composition and temperature [17], many researchers have also conducted
further research. For example, Subotic et al. [21] demonstrated a method to simultaneously
remove carbon and recover the initial electrochemical performance. They first generated
carbon in load mode and then demonstrated that combining load mode adjustment and
hydrogen or steam addition could remove carbon while recovering the electrochemical
performance of a solid oxide fuel cell. The recovery time was only about 200 s when carbon
dioxide was used, making it more realistic and feasible [22]. In addition, Han et al. [23]
demonstrated that the use of oxygen ions supplemented with the addition of hydrogen
to prevent the reoxidation of metallic nickel was effective for carbon removal. Similar
results were also seen in the study of Reeping et al. [24]. The above literature provides
detailed appropriate optimization strategies by adjusting operating conditions to deal with
carbon deposition.
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However, with regard to the online monitoring of the state of carbon deposition and
corresponding long-term degradation performance evaluations of solid oxide fuel cells,
there is rather limited research in the open literature. This is because the high operating
temperatures and tight sealing requirements of solid oxide fuel cells make the in−situ
measurement of temperature and carbon deposition a recognized challenge. As a result, the
construction of a corresponding numerical model seems particularly important. Studies in
the literature dealing with long-term performance degradation have only started to appear
in recent years. For example, Yan et al. [24] evaluated the effect of change in porosity caused
by carbon deposition on the performance of solid oxide fuel cells. Ma et al. [25] further
evaluated the long-term performance of solid oxide fuel cells considering the unsteady
state variation in porosity caused by carbon deposition. Zhang et al. [26] conducted a
long-term performance evaluation of coal gasification syngas-fueled solid oxide fuel cells.
Zhu et al. [27] conducted a corresponding evaluation of biomass-gas-fueled solid oxide
fuel cells. These studies have evaluated the long-term performances of solid oxide fuel cells
over an operating time of around 200 days and provide a valuable basis for further research.

In the present work, we further develop a transient multi-physics numerical model
and conduct a long-term performance evaluation of a direct internal reforming solid oxide
fuel cell during 20,000 h of operation. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first
20,000 h long-term performance evaluation for a direct internal reforming solid oxide fuel
cell considering carbon deposition as of the work submission date. The corresponding
evaluation results may lead to new findings and provide a design reference for solid oxide
fuel cells in more demanding marine or power plant applications.

2. Physical Model and Numerical Method
2.1. Working Mechanism and Computational Domain Description

For a direct internal reforming natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cell, in addition
to electrochemical reactions, a methane steam reforming reaction, and a water–gas shift
reaction, the thorny problem of carbon deposition has to be considered. According to
the open literature, it is generally accepted that carbon deposition is mainly caused by a
methane decomposition reaction (Equation (5)) and a Boudouard reaction (Equation (6)).
Therefore, as shown in Equations (1)–(6), the following reactions occurring simultaneously
within solid oxide fuel cells were considered:

1/2O2+2e− → O2− (1)

H2 + O2− → H2O + 2e− (2)

CH4 + H2O→ CO + 3H2 (3)

CO + H2O→ CO2 + H2 (4)

CH4 → C(s) + 2H2 (5)

2CO→ C(s) + CO2 (6)

For the chosen computational domain, the half single cell shown in Figure 1 was used.
Although single cells are stacked to form a stack for sufficient power in engineering use
and there have been some stack-level simulation studies in the open literature [28–30],
stack-level simulations have drawbacks in terms of high computing resource requirements
and long computation times. In our study, as shown in Figure 1, single cells were stacked
neatly to form a stack, and the whole stack could be approximated as the repeated operation
of several single cells by imposing symmetry conditions. Therefore, half of a single cell was
used as the final computational domain in the present work.
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The detailed geometry parameters of the computational domain are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Geometry parameters of the computational domain.

Symbols Values (mm)

Cell length L 100
Cell width W 1.5

Gas channel width Wg 1
Interconnect height hi 1.15
Gas channel height hg 1

Anode support layer thickness has 0.4
Anode function layer thickness haf 0.015

Electrolyte layer thickness he 0.01
Cathode function layer thickness haf 0.02
Cathode support layer thickness haf 0.05

2.2. Basic Assumption

To ensure the validity and accuracy of the calculations, it should be highlighted that
this work was carried out based on the following basic assumptions.

(1) The gas flow within the fuel cell remained laminar based on the reality of the low flow
rate supply of the fuel channel.

(2) The gas mixture was considered a compressible ideal gas based on the facts of the
high-temperature and low-pressure operating conditions.

(3) The fuel cell material was treated as continuous and isotropic.
(4) The active sites involved in the thermochemical and electrochemical reactions were

uniformly distributed within the catalytic layer.
(5) Small amounts of extraneous gases in the fuel gas were ignored, e.g., the proportion

of air was treated as 79% N2 and 21% O2, and natural gas was treated as 100% CH4.

2.3. Governing Equations
2.3.1. Electrochemical Reaction and Thermochemical Reaction

The Butler–Volmer equation is one of the most widely used expressions to describe
the relationship between activation overpotential and current density and was also used in
the present work to calculate the local current density of the solid oxide fuel cell. It was
calculated as follows:

iv = ASA·i0
[

exp(
αnF
RT

ηact)− exp(− (1− α)nF
RT

ηact)

]
(7)

where iv is the current density in a specific volume, i0 is the exchange current density, ASA
is the active specific area, T is the local temperature, and ηact is the activation overpoten-
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tial. The corresponding calculation method for exchange current density and activation
overpotential can be found in our previous work [31].

For the thermochemical reaction shown in Equations (3) and (4), the corresponding
reaction rate was computed as follows:

rMSR = 63.6T2 exp(
−27063

T
)cCH4 cH2O − 3.7× 10−14T4 exp(

−232.78
T

)cCOc3
H2

(8)

rWGSR = 1199T2 exp(
−12509

T
)cCOcH2O − 6.77× 104T2 exp(

−16909
T

)cCO2 cH2
(9)

where r is the reaction rate, and c is the mole concentration of species.
For the methane decomposition reaction and the Boudouard reaction shown in

Equations (5) and (6), respectively, the corresponding reaction rate was computed as
follows [20,32]:

rMD = α
(

kMD

(
pCH4 − p2

H2
/KMD

)
/
(

MC·(1 + kH p0.5
H2
)

2
))

(10)

rBR = αkBRKCO

pCO − p
CO2

/KBR pCO

MC(1 + KCO p
CO

+ pCO2 /KCO2 KCO p
CO
)2 (11)

where α is the reaction activity coefficient, k is the reaction rate constant, K is the equilibrium
constant, p is the local pressure, and MC is the molar mass of carbon.

The resulting deposited carbon concentration was computed as follows:

rC =
dCC

dt
= rMD + rBR (12)

where t is the operation time, and CC is the concentration of deposited carbon.
The attenuation of the reaction activity caused by carbon deposition was expressed as

follows [32]:
dα

dt
= −αkar2

CCC (13)

The attenuation of the porous electrode porosity caused by carbon deposition was
expressed as follows:

dε

dt
=

εrCMC
ρC

(14)

The resulting attenuation of the porous electrode permeability was computed as follows:

κ = κ0

(
ε

ε0

)3.35
(15)

where ε is the porosity of the porous electrode, κ is the permeability of the porous electrode,
and the subscript 0 represents the original state.

2.3.2. Ion and Charge Transport

The ion and electron transport process within a solid oxide fuel cell can be expressed
according to Ohm’s law. It was expressed as follows:

ie = σeff,e∇ϕe (16)

ii = σeff,i∇]ϕi (17)

where ϕ is the potential, and the subscript e represents electron while i represents ion. σeff
is the effective ion or electron conductivity rate, which was computed as follows:

σeff,e,a = σNi
VNi,a

τe,a
(18)
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σeff,i,a = σYSZ
VYSZ,a

τi,a
(19)

σeff,e,c = σLSM
VLSM,c

τe,c
(20)

σeff,i,c = σYSZ
VYSZ,c

τi,c
(21)

σNi =
9.5× 107

T
exp

(
−1150

T

)
(22)

σYSZ = 3.34× 104 exp
(
−10300

T

)
(23)

σLSM =
4.2× 107

T
exp

(
−1200

T

)
(24)

where V is the volume fraction, τ is the tortuosity, and the subscript a represents anode
while c represents cathode.

2.3.3. Mass and Momentum Transport

Gas transport simultaneously occurs in the gas channel and porous electrode. Thus,
the corresponding mass and momentum transport needed to be described separately.

For the gas channel, it was expressed as follows:

∂ρ

∂t
+∇

(
ρ
→
u
)
= 0 (25)

∂
(

ρ
→
u
)

∂t
+∇·

(
ρ
→
u
→
u
)
= −∇p +∇·

[
µ(∇→u +∇→u

T
)− 2µ

3

(
∇·→u

)]
(26)

For the porous electrode, it was expressed as follows:

∂(ερ)

∂t
+∇

(
ρ
→
u
)
= Qs (27)

∂
(

ρ
→
u /ε

)
∂t

+∇
(

ρ
→
u
→
u

ε

)
= −ε∇p +∇

[
µ(∇→u +∇→u

T
)− 2µ

3

(
∇→u

)]
− ε

µ

κ

→
u (28)

where Qs is the mass source caused by the reaction, p represents the local pressure, and µ is
the dynamic viscosity.

2.3.4. Heat and Species Transport

The heat transfer within the solid oxide fuel cell was simulated based on the local
thermodynamic equilibrium method, which meant that the temperature difference between
the gas phase and the solid phase in the electrode was negligible. It could be expressed
as follows:

∂
(
ρcpT

)
∂t

+ ρ·cp·
→
u ·∇T −∇·(keff∇T) = Qh (29)

where keff represents the effective thermal conductivity, and cp represents the specific heat
capacity. Qh is the heat source term caused by the reaction, which was expressed as follows:

Qh = Qir + Qre + Qr (30)

where Qir is the irreversible heat source term during operation, Qre is the electrochemical
reaction heat source term, and Qr is the thermochemical reaction heat term. The detailed
calculation method can also be found in our previous work [31].
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The species transport within the solid oxide fuel cell could be described by the
convection–diffusion conservation equation. It could be expressed as follows:

∂(ρεωi)

∂t
+∇

(
ρωi
→
u
)
−∇

{
ρωi∑ Deff

[
∇xi +

1
p
[(xi −ωi)∇p]

]}
= Ri (31)

where, ωi represents the mass fraction of ith component, and xi represents its molar fraction.
Deff represents the effective diffusion coefficient, and Ri represents the corresponding mass
source caused by varied reactions.

3. Solution Method and Model Validation

A numerical solution requires appropriate boundary conditions to describe the oper-
ating state of a solid oxide fuel cell. In the present work, Dirichlet boundary conditions
were used for the gas inlet, while Neumann boundary conditions were used for the outlet.
The right-side surface of the calculation domain was applied as the symmetry boundary,
while the remaining external surfaces were insulation boundaries. More detailed boundary
conditions are shown in Table 2, wherein T0 is the inlet temperature with a value of 1073 K,
p0 is atmospheric pressure, the operating voltage Vcell is 0.7 V, the anode inlet velocity u0
is 0.3 m/s, and the cathode is 0.75 m/s. According to the typical engineering conditions
for direct internal reforming solid oxide fuel cells [33,34], the inlet fuel was a mixture of
methane and steam with a molar ratio of 2.5.

Table 2. The boundary conditions of the simulation model in the present work.

Boundary Surface Conditions

Inlet condition uy = u0, ux = uz = 0, T = T0, ω = ωi,0
Outlet condition p = p0, ∇T = 0, ∇ω = 0

Top surface condition ∇u = 0, ∇T = 0, ∇ω = 0, ∇i = 0
External surface of the anode-side interconnector φ = 0, ∇T = 0

External surface of the cathode-side interconnector φ = Vcell, ∇T = 0
Remaining external surfaces ∇T = 0, ∇i = 0

For the research content of this paper, the model validation work needed to focus
on two aspects: the first was the accuracy of the carbon deposition kinetic model, which
was the basic guarantee for the long-term performance evaluation considering the carbon
deposition effect; the other was the validation of the solid oxide fuel cell model. For
rationality of the carbon deposition reaction kinetics model, the simulation results were
compared with the experimental measured data from Zavarukhin et al. [32]. As shown in
Figure 2, the comparison between the experimental data and the simulation results showed
an overall satisfactory agreement. As for the validation of the solid oxide fuel cell model,
the simulation results were also compared with experimental data by Hsieh et al. [35],
which were also discussed in our previous work [31]. Based on the above comparisons, the
rationality of the transient multi-physics numerical simulation in the present work could
be confirmed.
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4. Results and Discussions

Before conducting the discussion, it should be noted that the typical inlet fuel condi-
tions for direct internal reforming solid oxide fuel cells [33,34], a mixture of methane and
steam with a molar ratio of 2.5, were adopted in the present work. Although increasing the
molar ratio may improve the carbon deposition within solid oxide fuel cells, it is outside the
scope of this paper, as that is not a typical engineering condition. As previously mentioned,
during long-term operation, carbon deposition inevitably occurs within direct internal
reforming natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cells. When a solid oxide fuel cell operates for
a short time, the effect of carbon deposition on the porous electrode can be neglected. With
an increase in operation time, carbon deposition has a non-negligible effect on long-term
performance [20].

In general, the corresponding effects on the long-term performances of solid oxide
fuel cells can be summarized into two main aspects [23,24]: (1) the effect on the microscopic
morphology and transport properties of the porous electrode and (2) the effect on the reac-
tion activity and the resulting output performance degradation. Therefore, the discussion
is divided into three sections. The first section clarifies the spatial-temporal evolution of
carbon deposition within the SOFC porous electrode during 20,000 h of steady−state oper-
ation. The resulting variation in porous electrode microscopic morphology and transport
properties is discussed in the second section, while the variation in the reaction activity and
current density are discussed in the third section.

4.1. The Spatial-Temporal Evolution of Carbon Deposition

As previously mentioned, carbon deposition inevitably occurs within direct internal
reforming natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cells during long-term operation. When
a solid oxide fuel cell operates for a short time, the effect of carbon deposition on the
porous electrode can be neglected, while it has a non-negligible effect on the long-term
performance of a solid oxide fuel cell with the increase in operation time. Therefore, the
spatial-temporal evolution of carbon deposition within an SOFC porous electrode during
long-term operation is the basis for the performance degradation evaluation of solid oxide
fuel cells.

The spatial distribution of carbon deposition within the porous anode electrode under
different operating periods is given in Figure 3. It is worth noting that the comparison
between different running times needed to be differentiated by their respective legends.
As can be seen from Figure 3, with regard to spatial distribution characteristics, carbon
deposition near the inlet of the solid oxide fuel cell was more serious than that near the
outlet, and carbon deposition near the left fuel channel was also more serious than that
near the right electrolyte, which is similar to the results of Wang [24]. Taking the carbon
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deposition condition after steady−state operation for 40 days as an example, the deposited
carbon concentration near the porous electrode outlet was around 29,000 mol/m3, while
near the inlet, it was as high as 59,000 mol/m3. This means that the deposited carbon
concentration within the porous electrode was extremely uneven. It differed by half after
40 days of steady−state operation.
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Figure 3. The spatial and temporal evolution of deposited carbon (mol/m3) within the porous anode
electrode of the solid oxide fuel cell during 20,000 h of steady−state operation.

With regard to temporal evolution characteristics, carbon deposition increased con-
tinually with the increase in operation time during 20,000 h of steady−state operation.
More specifically, taking the carbon deposition concentration near the inlet as an example,
it increased from 0.21 mol/m3 to 5.9 × 104 mol/m3 after operation for 40 days. During
the subsequent period from 40 days to 160 days of operation, the corresponding carbon
concentration further increased to a maximum of 1.1 × 105 mol/m3. With the increase
in operation time, carbon deposition continued to increase. Eventually, the continuous
carbon deposition formed a high concentration value of 2.04 × 105 mol/m3, which had a
non-negligible effect on electrode porous structure and transport properties, causing a more
deteriorated operation condition. It should be noted that the higher carbon deposition
near the left inlet fuel channel was caused by the higher methane concentration at the
inlet of the solid oxide fuel cell, which reflected the poor long-term performance of the
direct internal reforming operation. Moreover, the highest value of carbon deposition
concentration reached 2.04 × 105 mol/m3, which indicated that the deposited carbon could
be in the dense form of film carbon after 20,000 h of operation [16]. At this period, carbon
deposition may be difficult to remove, and key measures to inhibit carbon deposition
should be implemented early.
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In order to describe the evolution trend of carbon deposition concentration under
varied operating times more clearly, Figure 4 also demonstrates the detected values of local
carbon deposition concentration at the electrode midpoint based on Figure 3. As shown in
Figure 4, the 20,000 h performance evaluation captured the trend that carbon deposition
increased rapidly at first and slowed down at later stages. During the steady−state opera-
tion period from 0 days to 180 days, the carbon deposition reached 1 × 105 mol/m3 after
180 days of steady−state operation, with an average growth rate of around 556 mol/m3/d.
As for the operation period from 180 days to 360 days, the carbon deposition eventually
reached 1.35 × 105 mol/m3, with an average growth rate of around 194 mol/m3/d. A
further decreased growth rate was found with the increase in operation time. Overall, the
growth rate (the line slope) of carbon deposition was greater around the first 180 days
(around 4000 h) of steady−state operation. It could be inferred that high-speed carbon
deposition mainly occurred in the early stage of 180 days (around 4000 h) of operation.
Additionally, the carbon deposition rate gradually decreased with the increase in operation
time. This indicated that key measures to inhibit carbon deposition can be placed in the
early stage around 4000 h of solid oxide fuel cell operation.
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4.2. The Effect of Carbon Deposition on Microscopic Morphology and Transport Capacity of
Porous Electrode

Deposited carbon adsorbs onto the solid surface of the porous electrode and occupies
its void volume, causing changes in its microscopic morphology and the resulting dete-
rioration in transport properties. Due to the occupancy of the void volume by deposited
carbon, the porosity of the porous electrode is the first to be affected. Therefore, Figure 5
shows the spatial and temporal evolution of porosity within the porous anode electrode of
the solid oxide fuel cell considering the carbon deposition effect.
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Figure 5. The spatial and temporal evolution of porosity within the porous anode electrode of the
solid oxide fuel cell during 20,000 h of steady−state operation.

As shown in Figure 5, with regard to temporal evolution characteristics, the porosity
of the porous electrode remained at the initial value of 0.5 because there was no obvious
carbon deposition in the early stage of operation. As the operation time increased, the
porous electrode porosity gradually decreased corresponding to the increase in deposited
carbon shown in Figure 3. In terms of spatial maximum, the porosity of the porous electrode
gradually decreased from 0.5 (0 days) to 0.41 (40 days), 0.34 (80 days), 0.3 (120 days), 0.276
(160 days), 0.257 (200 days), 0.202 (400 days), 0.172 (600 days), and 0.148 (834 days). With
regard to spatial distribution characteristics, the porosity near the inlet of the porous
electrode was lower than that near the outlet, and the porosity near the left fuel channel
was also slightly lower than that near the right electrolyte. Taking the spatial distribution
after operation for 40 days as an example, the porosity near the inlet of the porous electrode
was 0.34, while that near the outlet was 0.41. The change in porosity was the direct result of
carbon deposition. Therefore, it could be found that the spatial distribution of porosity was
highly consistent with the carbon deposition shown in Figure 4. More specifically, taking
the porosity of the porous electrode near the inlet side as an example, the original gas phase
pores were heavily occupied by carbon deposition due to the higher deposited carbon
concentration, causing a decrease in the proportion of gas transport channels, which was
the direct cause of the decrease in porosity, while lower carbon deposition concentration
induced a relatively higher porosity near the outlet.
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In order to describe the variation trend of porous anode electrode porosity as varied by
operating time more clearly, Figure 6 also demonstrates the detected values of local porosity
at the electrode midpoint based on Figure 5. As shown in Figure 6, corresponding to the
variation in carbon deposition, the local porosity also decreased rapidly at first and slowed
down at later stages. In the early stages of operation, the local porosity remained at its
initial value of 0.5 because there was no obvious carbon deposition. After the first 180 days
of operation, the local porosity decreased rapidly to 0.26, almost half of the initial value. As
the operation time increased from 180 days to 360 days, the local porosity decreased from
0.26 to 0.2, reaching a 23% decrease. A further decreased decline rate was found with the
increase in operation time. Overall, the decrease in electrode porosity was concentrated in
the first 4000 h of steady−state operation. These results also confirmed that key measures
to inhibit carbon deposition within direct internal reforming solid oxide fuel cells can be
placed in the early operation stage around 4000 h.
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Figure 6. The variation in porous anode electrode porosity over operating time during 20,000 h of
steady−state operation.

The void volume occupancy caused by carbon deposition within a porous electrode
can deteriorate its transport properties. Therefore, taking permeability as the characteristic
index, Figure 7 demonstrates the spatial and temporal evolution of permeability within
the porous anode electrode of the solid oxide fuel cell caused by carbon deposition during
20,000 h of steady−state operation. As shown in Figure 7, with regard to temporal evolution
characteristics, the permeability of the porous anode electrode decreased continually with
the increase in operation time. More specifically, at the initial stage of operation, the
porous electrode permeability remained at its initial value of 1.76 × 10−11 m2. With the
increase in operating time, the permeability of the porous electrode decreased rapidly,
driven by the reduction in gas phase pore space. In terms of spatial maximum, the porous
electrode permeability decreased from 1.76× 10−11 m2 (0 days) to 8.9× 10−12 m2 (40 days),
4.5 × 10−12 m2 (80 days), 2.9 × 10−12 m2 (120 days), 2.1 × 10−12 m2 (160 days), 1.7 × 10−12

m2 (200 days), 7.1× 10−13 m2 (400 days), 4× 10−13 m2 (600 days), 2.5× 10−13 m2 (800 days),
and 2.3 × 10−13 m2 (834 days). It could be found that the permeability of the porous
electrode decreased by two orders of magnitude after 20,000 h of steady−state operation.
It was inferred that the long-term performance degradation of the solid oxide fuel cell
came not only from the decrease in reaction activity, but also from the deterioration of
transport capacity.
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Figure 7. The spatial and temporal evolution of permeability (m2) within the porous anode electrode
of the solid oxide fuel cell during 20,000 h of steady−state operation.

With regard to spatial distribution characteristics, the deterioration of porous electrode
permeability was consistent with its porosity. More specifically, the permeability near the
inlet of the porous electrode was lower than that near the outlet, and the permeability
of the porous electrode near the left fuel channel was also slightly lower than that near
the right electrolyte. Taking the results after 40 days of operation as an example, the
permeability near the inlet of the porous electrode was 4.4 × 10−12 m2, while that near the
outlet was 8.9 × 10−12 m2. This meant that the permeability within the porous electrode
also differed by half after 40 days of operation, which was similar to the increase in carbon
deposition. This was because gas transport within the porous electrode occurred in the void
volume. With the decrease in void volume within the porous electrode, the space for gas
transport was reduced, directly resulting in a decrease in permeability. The correspondence
between the doubling of carbon deposition and the halving of permeability indicated that
the deposited carbon may remain in the same structure during this period.

In order to describe the variation trend of permeability within the porous anode
electrode as varied by operating time more clearly, Figure 8 also demonstrates the detected
values of local permeability at the electrode midpoint based on Figure 7. As shown in
Figure 8, the decrease rate of permeability during the first 4000 h of steady−state operation
far exceeded the decrease rate of porosity. The local permeability remained at its initial
value of 1.76 × 10−11 m2 at the early stage, while it rapidly decreased to 1.69 × 10−12 m2

after 180 days of operation. In other words, the local permeability of the porous electrode
decreased by one order of magnitude after 180 days of operation. Combined with the
value of local permeability (1.87 × 10−13 m2) after 20,000 h of steady−state operation, this
means that the transport capacity deterioration of the porous electrode was concentrated in
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the first 180 days of steady−state operation when fuel starvation of a solid oxide fuel cell
may occur.
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4.3. The Effect of Carbon Deposition on Reaction Activity and Output Performance

As previously mentioned, deposited carbon adsorbs onto the solid surface of the
porous electrode. The resulting coverage of the catalytic active site directly decreases the
reaction activity within the porous electrode of a solid oxide fuel cell. To illustrate this
effect, Figure 9 demonstrates the spatial and temporal evolution of the reaction activity
within the porous anode electrode under varied operating time considering the carbon
deposition effect. Before conducting the discussion, it should be noted that the reaction
activity at the beginning of the operation was considered as the initial benchmark of 100%.

As can be seen from Figure 9, with regard to spatial distribution characteristics, the
reaction activity near the inlet of the solid oxide fuel cell electrode was lower than that
near the outlet, and the reaction activity near the left fuel channel was also lower than
that near the right electrolyte. Taking the reaction activity condition after operation for
40 days as an example, the reaction activity near the porous electrode outlet was around
77%, while it was as low as 29% near the inlet. In other words, the reaction activity within
the porous electrode was extremely uneven. After 40 days of steady−state operation, the
reaction reactivity difference within the porous electrode was more than double. It could
be inferred that the lower value of the reaction activity near the left inlet fuel channel was
related to higher methane concentration and the resulting more severe carbon deposition.
Similarly, on the opposite side, the higher hydrogen concentration and the lower methane
concentration led to a relatively higher reactivity value.

With regard to temporal evolution characteristics, the reaction activity decreased con-
tinually with the increase in operation time during 20,000 h of steady−state operation. As
shown in Figure 9, as the operating time increased, the reaction reactivity (spatial maxi-
mum) decayed rapidly from 100% (0 days) to 77% (40 days), 38% (80 day), 23% (120 days),
17% (160 days), 14% (200 days), 7.3% (400 days), 5.2% (600 days), 4.1% (800 days), and
4% (834 days). The reaction activity value was only 4% after 20,000 h of steady−state
operation, which reflected the poor long-term performance of the direct internal reforming
natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cell.
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Figure 9. The spatial and temporal evolution of reaction activity within the porous anode electrode
of the solid oxide fuel cell during 20,000 h of steady−state operation.

In order to describe the evolution trend of reaction activity under varied operating
times more clearly, Figure 10 also demonstrates the detected values of local reaction activity
at the electrode midpoint based on Figure 9. As shown in Figure 10, similar to the deteriora-
tion of permeability, the local reaction activity also experienced rapid decay during the first
4000 h of steady−state operation and slowed down at later stages. More specifically, the
local reaction activity remained at its initial value of 100% at the early stage, while it rapidly
decreased to 12.8% after 180 days of operation. As for the operation period from 180 days
to 360 days, the reaction activity further decreased to 7.13%. The subsequent period of oper-
ation saw a slow decay from 7.13% (day 160) to a minimum of 3% (834 days). Overall, the
decay was concentrated in the first 4000 h of steady−state operation, which also supported
the judgement that early intervention is required to suppress carbon deposition.
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Figure 10. The variation in reaction activity within the porous anode electrode over operating time
during 20,000 h of steady−state operation.

The combination of the decay of reaction activity and the deterioration of transport
capacity within the porous electrode led to performance degradation of the solid oxide fuel
cell. In order to elucidate the performance degradation of the solid oxide fuel cell caused
by carbon deposition during long-term operation, Figure 11 demonstrates the spatial and
temporal evolution of current density within the porous anode electrode of the solid oxide
fuel cell during 20,000 h of steady−state operation.

As shown in Figure 11, with regard to spatial distribution characteristics, the current
density near the inlet of the solid oxide fuel cell electrode was lower than that near the outlet,
and the current density difference between the left fuel channel and the right electrolyte
was not large. On one hand, the higher reaction reactivity and better fuel transport due to
lower carbon deposition promoted a local electrochemical reaction near the outlet of the
porous electrode. On the other hand, due to sufficient electrochemical reaction, a high local
temperature was created by the release of heat from the electrochemical reaction, which
in turn led to a further increase in current density. Taking the current density distribution
after operation for 40 days as an example, the current density near the porous electrode
outlet was around 4600 A/m2, while it was as low as 400 A/m2 near the inlet. This means
that the current density distribution within the porous electrode was extremely uneven.
Moreover, it is worth noting that, after 160 days of steady−state operation, a deactivation
zone of 0 current density began to appear in the electrode inlet of the solid oxide fuel cell.
Additionally, there was a tendency for the deactivation zone to gradually expand toward
the outlet, which further deteriorated the output performance of the fuel cell. This indicates
that the current density of the solid oxide fuel cell experienced a decrease of two orders
of magnitude across the entire space, reflecting the poor long-term stability of the direct
internal reforming natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cell.

In order to directly illustrate the long-term performance degradation of the direct
internal reforming solid oxide fuel cell, Figure 12 also demonstrates its variation in output
current density during 20,000 h of steady−state operation. As shown in Figure 12, cor-
responding to the increase in carbon deposition, the output current density of the direct
internal reforming solid oxide fuel cell deteriorated rapidly at first and slowed down at the
later stage. More specifically, the output current density remained at the initial value of
3258 A/m2 when the solid oxide fuel cell started operation because there was no obvious
carbon deposition. Then, it rapidly decreased to 428 A/m2 after 180 days (around 4000 h)
of steady−state operation and further decreased to 67 A/m2 after 20,000 h of operation.
This means that the steady−state operation degradation rate of the solid oxide fuel cell for
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180 days (around 4000 h) was relatively large, while the corresponding value for 834 days
(around 20,000 h) was relatively small due to the lower output performance.
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The steady−state operation degradation rate of the solid oxide fuel cell for 180 days
(around 4000 h) of operation in the present work was 20.1% per 1000 h, while the degra-
dation rate was 4.9% per 1000 h for 834 days (around 20,000 h) of operation. In fact, the
low current output after 4000 h of operation was not of engineering application value.
The rapid performance degradation reflected the poor performance of the direct internal
reforming solid oxide fuel cell, particularly with the appearance of the deactivation zone
with 0 current density. Therefore, to avoid performance deterioration at the fuel inlet
and maintain better long-term stability, we proposed an integrated system of a thermally
self-sustained methane steam reformer and a solid oxide fuel cell in our previous work. The
corresponding long-term performance degradation evaluation of this integrated system
should also be conducted in future work.

5. Conclusions

To conduct the evaluation of long-term performance degradation caused by carbon
deposition for a direct internal reforming natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cell, a transient
multi-physics numerical model coupled an electrochemical reaction and a thermochemical
reaction; the transport of ions, electrons, heat, mass, and momentum; and the carbon depo-
sition effect was developed. Then, the spatial and temporal evolution of carbon deposition
within the solid oxide fuel cell during 834 days (around 20,000 h) of steady−state operation
was elucidated for the first time, and the resulting effect on the output performance of the
solid oxide fuel cell was clarified. The following main conclusions were drawn.

(1) Rapid development of carbon deposition was concentrated in the first 180 days
(around 4000 h) of operation. The average growth rate of carbon deposition could
reach 556 mol/m3/d during the first 180 days of operation, while it was only
194 mol/m3/d for 180–360 days of operation. Additionally, the deposited carbon
concentration was extremely uneven within the porous electrode. The probe value
of deposited carbon concentration near the outlet was around 29,000 mol/m3, while
it was as high as 59,000 mol/m3 near the inlet. This indicated that key measures
to inhibit carbon deposition should be implemented early in the first 180 days of
operation and should focus on the anode inlet area of solid oxide fuel cells.

(2) Deposited carbon adsorbed onto the solid surface of the porous electrode and occupied
its void volume, causing decreases in porous electrode porosity and permeability. In
addition, the rapid deceases in local porosity and permeability were also concentrated
in the first 180 days (around 4000 h) of operation. The probe value of local porosity
decreased rapidly from 0.5 to 0.26, with a decrease rate of almost half during the first
180 days of operation, while it decreases from 0.26 to 0.2, with a decrease of 23% from
180 to 360 days of operation. Accordingly, the permeability of the porous electrode
near the inlet decreased by two orders of magnitude after 20,000 h of steady−state op-
eration. It was inferred that changes in the porous electrode microscopic morphology
and the resulting deterioration of transport properties could significantly affect the
long-term performance of a solid oxide fuel cell by inducing fuel starvation.

(3) Coverage of the catalytic active site caused by deposited carbon decayed the reaction
activity and led to the output performance degradation of the solid oxide fuel cell.
The corresponding deterioration of output current density was also concentrated in
the first 180 days operation. The output current density remained at 3258 A/m2 when
the solid oxide fuel cell started operation, but it rapidly decreased to 428 A/m2 after
180 days of operation. Moreover, it is worth noting that, after 160 days of operation,
a deactivation zone with 0 current density began to appear in the electrode inlet
of the solid oxide fuel cell. Additionally, there was a tendency for the deactivation
zone to gradually expand toward the outlet, which further deteriorated the output
performance of the fuel cell. The performance degradation reflected the poor long-
term stability of the direct internal reforming natural-gas-fueled solid oxide fuel cell
and the necessity of the pre-reformed operation of natural gas through the integrated
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system of a thermally self-sustained methane steam reformer and a solid oxide fuel
cell proposed in our previous work.
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21. Subotić, V.; Schluckner, C.; Stoeckl, B.; Preininger, M.; Lawlor, V.; Pofahl, S.; Schroettner, H.; Hochenauer, C. Towards practicable
methods for carbon removal from Ni-YSZ anodes and restoring the performance of commercial-sized ASC-SOFCs after carbon
deposition induced degradation. Energy Convers. Manag. 2018, 178, 343–354. [CrossRef]

22. Han, Z.; Yang, Z.; Han, M. Cell-protecting regeneration from anode carbon deposition using in situ produced oxygen and steam:
A combined experimental and theoretical study. J. Mater. Sci. Technol. 2018, 34, 2375–2383. [CrossRef]

23. Yan, M.; Zeng, M.; Chen, Q.; Wang, Q. Numerical study on carbon deposition of SOFC with unsteady state variation of porosity.
Appl. Energy 2012, 97, 754–762. [CrossRef]

24. Ma, T.; Yan, M.; Zeng, M.; Yuan, J.; Chen, Q.; Sundén, B.; Wang, Q. Parameter study of transient carbon deposition effect on the
performance of a planar solid oxide fuel cell. Appl. Energy 2015, 152, 217–228. [CrossRef]

25. Zhang, K.; Wang, S.; Li, B.; He, Y. Performance of solid oxide fuel cell with chemical looping gasification products as fuel. Int. J.
Hydrogen Energy 2021, 46, 30135–30144. [CrossRef]

26. Zhu, P.; Yao, J.; Wu, Z.; Huang, S.; Radzi Abu Mansor, M.; Yang, F.; Zhang, Z. Construction of a transient multi-physics model of
solid oxide fuel cell fed by biomass syngas considering the carbon deposition and temperature effect. Chem. Eng. J. 2022, 442,
136159. [CrossRef]

27. Li, A.; Song, C.; Lin, Z. A multiphysics fully coupled modeling tool for the design and operation analysis of planar solid oxide
fuel cell stacks. Appl. Energy 2017, 190, 1234–1244. [CrossRef]

28. Fang, X.; Zhu, J.; Lin, Z. Effects of electrode composition and thickness on the mechanical performance of a solid oxide fuel cell.
Energies 2018, 11, 1735. [CrossRef]

29. Guo, M.; Ru, X.; Lin, Z.; Xiao, G.; Wang, J. Optimization design of rib width and performance analysis of solid oxide electrolysis
cell. Energies 2020, 13, 5468. [CrossRef]

30. Li, Z.; Yang, G.; Cui, D.; Li, S.; Shen, Q.; Zhang, G.; Zhang, H. Modeling and evaluating of thermo-electro-chemo-mechanical
behavior for pre-reformed methane-fueled solid oxide fuel cell. J. Power Sources 2022, 522, 230981. [CrossRef]

31. Zavarukhin, S.; Kuvshinov, G. The kinetic model of formation of nanofibrous carbon from CH4–H2 mixture over a high-loaded
nickel catalyst with consideration for the catalyst deactivation. Appl. Catal. A Gen. 2004, 272, 219–227. [CrossRef]

32. Singhal, S.; Kendall, K. High-Temperature Solid Oxide Fuel Cells: Fundamentals, Design and Applications; Elsevier: Amsterdam, The
Netherlands, 2003. [CrossRef]

33. van Biert, L.; Visser, K.; Aravind, P. A comparison of steam reforming concepts in solid oxide fuel cell systems. Appl. Energy 2020,
264, 114748. [CrossRef]

34. Hsieh, Y.D.; Chan, Y.H.; Shy, S.S. Effects of pressurization and temperature on power generating characteristics and impedances
of anode-supported and electrolyte-supported planar solid oxide fuel cells. J. Power Sources 2015, 299, 1–10. [CrossRef]

35. Yurkiv, V. Reformate-operated SOFC anode performance and degradation considering solid carbon formation: A modeling and
simulation study. Electrochim. Acta 2014, 143, 114–128. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

http://doi.org/10.1016/S0021-9517(03)00152-0
http://doi.org/10.1021/ie010666h
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpowsour.2015.06.133
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.enconman.2018.10.022
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jmst.2018.04.011
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2012.02.055
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2014.11.061
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijhydene.2021.06.162
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cej.2022.136159
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2017.01.034
http://doi.org/10.3390/en11071735
http://doi.org/10.3390/en13205468
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpowsour.2022.230981
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.apcata.2004.05.044
http://doi.org/10.1016/B978-185617387-2/50025-8
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.apenergy.2020.114748
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpowsour.2015.08.080
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.electacta.2014.07.136

	Introduction 
	Physical Model and Numerical Method 
	Working Mechanism and Computational Domain Description 
	Basic Assumption 
	Governing Equations 
	Electrochemical Reaction and Thermochemical Reaction 
	Ion and Charge Transport 
	Mass and Momentum Transport 
	Heat and Species Transport 


	Solution Method and Model Validation 
	Results and Discussions 
	The Spatial-Temporal Evolution of Carbon Deposition 
	The Effect of Carbon Deposition on Microscopic Morphology and Transport Capacity of Porous Electrode 
	The Effect of Carbon Deposition on Reaction Activity and Output Performance 

	Conclusions 
	References

