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Abstract: Ambient light is an energy-harvesting source that can recharge a battery with less human
interaction and can be used to prolong the operational time of the Internet of Things, e.g., mobile
phones and wearable devices. Available light energy is insufficient for directly charging mobile
phones and wearable devices, but it can supplement batteries to power some low-energy-consuming
critical functions of the wearable device, especially in low-power consumption wearables. However,
in an emergency scenario when the battery’s operational time is not sufficient or a battery charging
source is unavailable, a solution is required to extend the limited battery span for mobile and wearable
devices. This work presents the bottlenecks and new advancements in the commercialization of
photovoltaics for smartphones and wearable technologies based on ambient light energy harvesting.
A new technique, in which a smartphone cover is used as a solar concentrator to enhance light energy
harvesting associated with algorithms, is experimentally demonstrated. Our research outcomes show
that solar concentrators can improve light intensity by approximately 1.85 and 1.43 times at 90◦

and 71◦ angles, respectively, thus harvesting more ambient light energy at 2500 lx light intensity
in a typical office environment. Type-1 PV and Type-2 PV cells were able to charge the additional
battery in 8 h under 2500 lx lighting intensity in an indoor office environment. A system and logic
algorithm technique is presented to efficiently transfer harvested light energy to perform low-energy
consumption operations in a device, in order to improve the operational time of the device’s battery.

Keywords: energy harvesting; ambient light; numerical modeling; non-linear

1. Introduction

New technologies integrate information and data into our lives using sensing, smart-
phones, and wearable devices. Most of these technological devices can communicate with
smartphones directly or use a gateway to provide information to the user. The power
consumption of these smart devices strains the device’s battery, which has a finite operating
time, requires charging, and has a limited battery life. In wearable devices and smartphones,
radio communication and memory storage are the most power-consuming functions [1].
Energy harvesting from human movement or interaction, ambient light, thermoelectric,
and electromagnetism are the current foci of research for utilization in these smart devices
in order to enhance battery time [2,3].

Current energy harvesting technologies can harvest energy from ambient sources to
recharge the battery or power up some important functions of the device. This additional
power can enhance the battery’s operational time and reduce frequent charging. In an
emergency scenario, insufficient battery operational time or the lack of availability of a
recharging source can render these smart devices useless. Therefore, some ambient energy
harvesting sources for recharging are required in locations with little or no electricity, which
would also save grid electricity [4].

To overcome these limitations, many researchers have studied ambient light energy
harvesting for smart devices [5–8]. In Iyer et al. [9] a laser-based system is presented
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to charge a smartphone and IoT devices inside a room. Similarly, a charging system
using a light beam is presented in Liu et al. [10]. An idea for smartphone charging using
photovoltaics is suggested in Kumar et al. [11]. A study and an experiment are performed
in Michaels et al. [12] for extending smartphone battery life using GaAs solar panels. In
Brito-Rojas et al. [4,7], different issues related to charging smartphones using light energy
are discussed. The challenges and prospects of solar energy harvesting for IoT devices
are discussed in Michaels et al. [13,14]. The integration of in situ battery storage in solar
modules and charging is discussed in Gurung et al. [15]. Devices are commercially available
to externally charge the batteries of mobile phones using photovoltaic (PV) cells [4,16–18].
These rechargers are external; they need to be carried at all times. Currently available
commercialized energy harvesters use the additional battery as an energy bank, which
occupies excessive space. The larger the photovoltaic cell area, the higher the harvested
power, and a higher capacity battery is required to store this high energy.

The solar energy harvesting charging system needs to efficiently work in both indoor
and outdoor environments. Outdoor sunlight intensity is much higher than indoor artificial
lights [19,20]. The spectral, intensity, and power information of indoor lighting conditions
are discussed in Ma et al. [21–23]. To make PV energy harvesting feasible, large sized cells
are required, such as 16 PV cells of 31 × 31 × 3.0 mm3 as used by Brogan et al. [24]. In
Scalia et al. [25] a flexible solar cell coupled with a supercapacitor was presented, which
can be utilized in IoT devices. An ultrathin GaAs solar cell with a broadband absorption
range and 19.9% efficiency was developed in Chen et al. [26]. Solar cells for indoor IoT
applications are discussed in Biswas et al. [27,28]. In Liu et al. [29] a flexible solar cell
for outdoor applications of wireless sensor nodes was demonstrated. Dye-sensitized
solar cells for indoor IoT applications are discussed in Devadiga et al. [30,31]. Research
and approaches to flexible and wearable solar cells are mentioned in Hashemi et al. [32].
Flexible and stretchable solar cells are discussed in Dauzon et al. [33]. The prospects of
thin-film, wide-bandgap halide perovskites, and metal/oxide/metal-based, organic, and
perovskite solar energy harvesters for indoor IoT devices are promising, but challenges still
exist [34–38].

The selection of photovoltaics depends on the incident light wavelength. Indoor lights
are designed in the human visible range, while the sunlight spectrum at ground level is
vast. The performance and selection of PV materials for both conditions make a choice com-
plicated [39]. The most commonly used solar cells outdoors are polycrystalline. For indoor
light energy harvesting, PV material amorphous silicon (which suits more ambient lighting,
low efficiency 3~7%) and mono-crystalline (which is suited for direct incandescent and
fluorescent lighting) are used, and these materials are efficient at different light intensities.
Different light sources, e.g., bulbs, LEDs, and the sun, have different spectral compositions
and are indistinguishable to the human eye. Light spectral composition information is
useful for increasing harvested energy [40]. It should be noted that the instantaneous power
harvested by PV cells is proportional to the area (A) and spectral irradiance (E(λ)) of an
ambient light source as shown in Equation (1).

Pinst = A × V
∫ ∞

0
R(λ)E(λ)dλ (1)

where R(λ) is the spectral responsivity, V is the PV cells operating voltage, and λ is the
ambient light wavelength.

For recharging and data communication, currently available mobile phones use USB
ports. This port allows a minimum current rating for charging: 2.5 mA in a suspended state,
100 mA when not configured and connected, and 500 mA to 1.5 A when configured [16].
When the current value drops from that threshold, the USB port is disconnected [41,42].
This means that the current USB port charging system does not support low-power energy
harvesting applications. The small sized photovoltaics cannot generate enough continuous
power to directly match the smartphone or its wearable device’s recharging requirements
via a USB port. However, light energy harvesting can power some small functions of
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the smartphone or its associated wearable device, thereby increasing the standby and/or
operating time [16]. In Ta et al. [43], device-to-device communication was proposed to
enhance smartphone battery life on LTE networks.

Wearable and personal body sensor network (BSN) devices, such as headphones,
watches, and medical and physiological monitoring sensors, use short-distance wireless
communication so that they can be powered autonomously [44]. For wearable devices, the
components should be small and thin in size, are able to be used at a convenient location,
have an application-specific shape to match human contour, and may require flexibility
or bending [45]. Wearable battery capacities range from 70 mAh to 300 mAh, and they
have limited operational lifespans with finite energy. Energy harvesting can be used to
prolong the operational lifetime of the device. In the case of wearable devices, PV cells
can be installed at appropriate locations on the device, taking into consideration space and
light intensity levels.

Flexible solar energy harvesting is proposed for biometric monitoring capable of work-
ing indoors at an average of 320 lx and generating 56 µW of electrical power [46]. A combi-
nation of a thermoelectric generator (TEG) and PV is recommended by Leonov et al. [47]
for wearable devices for the head, and it was shown that PV generates eight times more
power outdoors while TEG offers eight times more power in an office. PV can be used for
standby power or to compensate for battery self-discharge [47]. PV cannot compete with
TEG in wearable devices [24,47].

Light energy harvesting can be used for extending the time between recharging micro-
power electronics. Practically, PV energy harvesters can be used to supplement external
battery charging [48]. This can be helpful in a scenario where low-power devices record
and wirelessly transmit data after a long (~10 s) time interval [48].

OLED display requires 3 V and 20 mA pulse display-write currents [48]. For Blue-
tooth low energy (BLE) and ZigBee green power communication, data transmission re-
quires 15 mA and reception requires 18 mA of current. The irradiance measurement for
a person standing under an indoor light on different body conditions was performed by
Sarik et al. [40]; on a person’s hands, it was about 25 µW/cm2, while on the head it was
about 168 µW/cm2. The power consumption of different sensor nodes for BSN is discussed
in Poon et al. [1].

Previous studies discourage the possible applications of currently available solar cells
in smartphones and IoT devices, but consider PV energy charging with a supplemented
operating system (OS) in low-power mode that can enhance the user’s experience, behavior,
and utility [49,50]. The challenging task of converting PV energy to usable electrical
power depends on the efficiency of the PV cell, charging technique, available light energy,
variations in indoor and outdoor light energy levels, size, the location of PV, and its energy
management system. To be attractive for large-scale users, an energy harvesting solution
should therefore be of small size, user-friendly, and without an additional battery or
large capacitor.

In this paper, we use a commercialized PV cell, small enough to be installed on a
smartphone or wearable device surface, and analyze their output power under indoor
light conditions. Many people use a smartphone cover; an accessory to protect it from
external damage.

The paper is organized in the following ways. Section 2 discusses the material and
algorithm of integration methodology. Section 3 discusses a proposed design scheme, and
simulation results are presented in Section 4. A detailed discussion is also presented in
Section 5. Section 6 concludes this paper with the final remarks.

2. Material and Algorithm

In contrast to the traditional photovoltaic-based battery charger, which charges mobile
phones using a USB port, this work emphasizes a simple approach where PV is an integral
part of the smartphone and its wearable device. This intends to cut the size of the inter-
mediate storage device and to make the solution more attractive to the user. To become
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an integral part of the smartphone, the top side has some space around the display screen,
which is an area of interest for small sized photovoltaic installation, as shown in Figure 1.
If the PV cells are to be installed on smart devices, the energy harvested depends on the
incident light, the orientation of the phone, the efficiency of the PV cell, the duration of
exposure to light, and for the energy management system to work at the maximum power
point (MPP).
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Traditional circuits and systems can be used for converting photovoltaics output to
electrical energy to charge or run the functions of smart devices, as shown in Figure 1. To
harvest the optimum amount of energy, the DC-DC converter is used for converting the
power from PVs in order to charge a storage capacitor. The storage capacitor’s energy can
be used to recharge the primary device’s battery or supply energy to run part of the device’s
internal circuit by transferring the power in a pulse. Maximum power point tracking tech-
niques can be used to operate PVs at their optimum point. These components and systems
for utilizing solar energy harvesting techniques in smart devices are discussed below.

2.1. Ambient Light Sensor (ALS)

To get feedback for the maximum power point (MPP), the smartphone ambient light
sensor (ALS) can be used to measure the light intensity, and with the user’s help, the
optimum location and orientation so that light energy harvesting can be achieved. Although
orientation data is also available on the smartphone, no actuators are available other than
the human user to orient the smartphone towards the maximum energy harvesting point.

Usually, the ALS is located on the top side of the smartphone, above the display. The
main purpose of an ALS in a mobile phone is to optimize the backlight LEDs operation
under different light conditions, by measuring illuminance (lx). ALS are typically designed
to detect 380~780 nm range wavelengths visible to the human eye. Solar radiation levels
are measured in units of W/m2. The light sensor’s accuracy, calibration, and use for this
purpose are discussed by Schuss et al. [39,51]. Outdoors, it becomes difficult to measure
light intensity using ALS. If a PV cell is used, it can also replace the function of the ALS [52].

2.2. DC-DC Converter and Algorithm

For indoor light conditions, the output voltage is usually lower than what is required
by digital electronics and batteries. Thus, a boost DC-DC converter is required, which can
step up the PV cell’s output voltage to recharge the battery. The I–V (current–voltage) curve
of PVs is non-linear. MPP techniques are required to harvest maximum energy. A DC-DC
converter with a low-voltage start-up circuit is presented in Nakajima et al. [53,54]. The
energy accumulated by the DC-DC converter can be transferred to the load by activating
the switch when the storage capacitor reaches its maximum capacity limit, as shown in
Figure 1. The capacity of the intermediate buffer-capacitor can be chosen to have less
terminal voltage fluctuation, and to increase the efficiency along with size restrictions [18].
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The stop-and-go technique presented by Kline et al. [18] can be used for achieving
high efficiency in buffer-capacitor to smartphone battery charging. Currently, the presented
system is composed of three converters: solar to electrical energy, an MPPT-based DC-DC
converter for buffer-capacitor charging, and buffer-capacitor to the smart device’s battery
charger, or its internal circuit. The battery keeps its output voltage at a constant level
but the buffer-capacitor terminal voltage will vary, so techniques such as the maximum
power transfer tracking (MPTT) algorithm are required at the output converter. This will
result in increased system efficiency, but also increases circuit complexity and the number
of components.

2.3. Maximum Power Point Tracking (MPPT) Algorithm

The current–voltage curve of PV is non-linear, and algorithms are used to keep PV
operating at its maximum power point, which varies with light conditions and temperature.
Sensors, MCU, and actuators are used in conventional PVs to keep harvested energy at
the maximum [1]. In the traditional MPPT algorithm and controller, the open-circuit
voltage of the PV cell is measured periodically. MPP can be set at a certain fixed level
using simple circuits. For low-power PV applications, MPPT techniques are proposed by
López-Lapeña et al. [53].

Ambient light conditions in the smart device under usage may change rapidly depend-
ing upon the location or orientation (the alignment with a light source). These variables
are random and hard to predict, so a simple algorithm is required in the scheme presented
in Figure 1, which can attain a completely new maximum power point after a change in
orientation or from ALS data. A simple MPTT algorithm can be used when the smart
device is placed stationary under ambient light.

2.4. Embedded OS Support for Energy Harvesting

Power-saving mode is used in LTE devices by controlling the devices’ power in
states when it is not communicating data in either connected or idle states, known as
discontinuous reception (DRX) [55]. If a period of data inactivity of 6 s occurs in an LTE
smartphone, then a low-power interval can occur [55]. Many applications are available that
can turn off hardware functions, stop running applications, and turn off features for lower
battery consumption.

A special mode, ‘Energy Harvesting Mode’ needs to be created in the operating
system (OS) of the smartphone, when smartphone power-ON in this mode only allows
basic functions to be performed, such as calling and text messages. This allows for start-up
with minimal power consumption.

3. Proposed Design Scheme

In this section, different schemes are studied for the possible integration and use of
PV for light energy harvesting in smartphones. PVs can be installed on the space available
around the smartphone display. Smartphone accessories, such as a case (cover), are used to
protect its exterior from scratches and damage. This cover/case exterior surface can also be
used to install the PV cell. These techniques are more useful in charging the smartphone
when no battery recharging system is available.

This work proposes a miniaturized solar cells, which can be embedded inside the
front display side glass cover of the smartphone, where there is some space available
around the button, speaker, microphone, camera, and ALS, as shown in Figure 1 with
red rectangles. This specialized solar cell can be manufactured to take advantage of the
available contour area. The backside of the phone has a large empty area, but it faces the
dark or rests on surfaces most of the time. Furthermore, mirrors and lenses are used in
the photovoltaic system to concentrate the light on the PV cells, known as PV or solar
concentrators. By installing the mirror on the inner surface of a book-like smartphone cover,
a light concentrator can be produced. The user can change the angle of the mirrors to find
the optimum PV energy harvesting orientation using light sensors as feedback, as shown
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in Figure 2. Additionally, when adjusting the light concentrator, the feedback of the ALS
can be used together with PV cell output to find the maximum power point and inform the
user of a maximum energy harvesting position.
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Harvesting energy for both indoor and outdoor environments requires the use of two
types of solar cells optimized for each lighting condition [56]. A smartphone cover has a
large enough area to occupy two types of PV cells, a miniaturized electronic circuit, and a
small capacity battery, which will increase the thickness of the cover sheet to some extent.
This will enable the traditional circuit presented in Figure 1 to be feasible and efficient
enough to recharge the smartphone’s battery to a certain level.

The monocrystalline PV cell used for this design is model no. KXOB22-04 × 3 L (IXYS),
it can be used for both indoor and outdoor applications, and the rectangular-shaped cell
has a size of 22 × 7 × 1.8 mm3. The solar cell has an open-circuit voltage of 1.89 V and a
short circuit current of 15 mA, and typical efficiency of 22% at standard testing values of
λ = 1000 W/m2 and 25 ◦C temperature, which is much higher than actual room lighting
conditions. A total of four PV cells were used: two cells were connected in series to achieve
a higher voltage, and then connected in parallel with two series-connected cells. A single
power management circuit was used because small sized cells were used, and they were all
expected to be in similar light conditions. Furthermore, using a chip with each solar cell
increases the total power dissipation, lowering overall efficiency and requiring more space.
The BQ25504 ultra-low-power boost converter for power management and working in a
fractional open circuit voltage algorithm for MPPT was used [57].

4. Experimentation and Testing

To test the proposed system presented in Figure 2 for directly charging the smartphone
battery, the PV cell has to charge the high-capacity smartphone internal battery. The
battery’s open-circuit voltage was measured as compared to the battery status shown by
the two tested smartphone models (commercially available, LG-F180K and SHW-M420S)
in Figure 3. With the four PV cells used, it will take about 8 h at 2500 lx lighting conditions
to recharge the battery from 1% to 10% battery status, so that the smartphone can be
powered up and some emergency phone calls can be made, as shown in simulated graphs
in Figure 3. Both smartphone model batteries were different and have different voltages,
thus, we compared them using the battery status displayed on the smartphones as shown
in Figure 3. Furthermore, to validate and analyze the solar energy harvesting technique,
four Type-1 PV cells, similar to PV on a smartphone’s top surface, were installed on a
normal wristwatch, as shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Four Type-1 PV cells were fitted on this wristwatch for light energy harvesting.

Furthermore, for testing the system presented in Section 3, the commercial smartphone
models LG-F160K and SHW-M420S with internal ALS sensors were used. We did not
calibrate the sensor, and the error of the ALS sensor was found by comparing values with a
TES-1330A light meter under different indoor lighting conditions, as shown in Figure 5.
Under very close distances from the cathode fluorescent bulb (CFL), the maximum light
intensity of 2500 lx was found in an office environment.

The system for using a smartphone cover as a solar concentrator shown in Figure 2
was experimentally developed, as shown in Figure 6. By manually adjusting both mirror
angles at the same magnitude, θ, the light intensity from the smartphone’s internal ALS
sensor was compared with the reference light meter and open-circuit voltage of the four PV
cells, as shown in Figure 7.
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The main objective of this experiment was to use the internal ALS sensor data as an
input for the maximum power point calculation. However, due to its location inside the
smartphone, the ALS was only able to estimate CFL light intensity at angles greater than
80◦, making it impossible to use with MPPT. Therefore, to attain the maximum power point
while using a smartphone cover as a solar concentrator, open-circuit voltage or resistive
set-point techniques are more practical, where the former will occupy less space without
reference resistors.

The solar concentrator was able to enhance the light intensity by about 1.85 and
1.43 times at angles of 90◦ and 71◦, respectively, so that more ambient light energy could be
harvested at 2500 lx light intensity in a typical office environment.

For the idea presented in Section 3, to attain maximum light energy harvesting, the
optimum place is on the top of the smartphone cover where a maximal area is available for
PVs. Two types of PV were used in this scheme as shown in Figure 8; one was four PV cells
(Type-1) as previously discussed, and another was low-cost polycrystalline 60 × 65 mm2

with 15% efficiency (Type-2). The two types of PV have different output voltage levels. For
maximum power harvesting, each requires a separate controller and converter. The rest of
the available space was used for a small 3.7 V, 160 mAh, 31 × 24 × 2.9 mm3 Li-Polymer
battery. The Type-1 PV cells were able to charge the additional battery via BQ25504-EVM
under 2500 lx lighting intensity in an indoor office environment over 8 h. The Type-2 cells
also charged the same battery in 8 h.
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To demonstrate that light energy harvesting can support the power required for some
critical operations of the smart devices, as shown in the system proposed in Figure 1, an
experimental platform as shown in Figure 9 was developed. Four Type-1 PV cells were fitted
on a wristwatch and smartphone surfaces, and using the BQ25504 power management
module, electrical power was harvested under different light conditions. The harvested
energy was stored in the capacitor then transferred using a switch to a ZigBee green power
module (MeshBee). ZigBee modules are frequently used in smart and wearable devices.
Whenever the storage capacitor inside BQ25504-EVM had sufficient energy, the changeover
switch was used to utilize the harvested energy for ZigBee data transmission.
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harvesting.

5. Discussion

We utilized a smartphone cover as a solar concentrator to enhance harvested light
energy. The low-output harvested energy was studied as a supplement to primary battery
power in order to perform some essential functions such as wireless communication. The
presented scheme can be used in a variety of IoT nodes and wearables in the distant
future [50,51] in home networking environments. Using both indoor and outdoor lighting
conditions, a primary smartphone battery can be recharged using an energy harvesting
technique with operating system (OS) support, where emergency calls and functions can
be activated under a time limit. The energy harvested is discussed to show that when PV
technology efficiency will reach a critical efficiency point, it will be able to support the
functionality of smart devices with current load circuitry.

In order to show efficiency, we first connected two solar cells in series. Then, two
pairs were connected in parallel to form four PV cells, as shown in Figure 9. The four
solar cells were connected with the BQ25504-EVM circuit board and tested in different
light conditions, as shown in Figure 10, with the energy generated harvested in the 100 µF
capacitors. Within about 42 s of charging, inside a typical windowed office environment
under different ambient light conditions, the combination of open windows with sunlight
generated more power as compared to the electric lights only condition.
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As shown in Figure 10, the black line (i.e., room lights) showed charging in 42 s with
only indoor room lights, and the blue line (i.e., room lights with sunlight) showed charging
to a similar amount of power in the same amount of time. The red line (i.e., room lights
with sunlight) made by combining these shows an increased amount of charge for 42 s
when charging using indoor room lights and outdoor sunlight as a hybrid method. The
hybrid method discussed here does not simply mean a mixture of room lights and sunlight,
but is also the direction of the development of commercial products that can be highlighted
as having the biggest advantage in this paper. It is natural that cells vary depending on the
angle that they receive light from, and in order to develop this more scientifically in the
future, ideal hybrid methodology must be adopted in conjunction with an optimal angle.

Using the testing scheme in Figure 9, a 147 µF capacitor was connected to the output of
the BQ25504 circuitry board. After charging the capacitor, the VBAT_OK signal was used to
supply the energy from the storage capacitor to the ZigBee module. Initially, the capacitor
charged to 2.8 V (576 µJ), as shown in Figure 11. This energy was enough to bear the
inrush current, initialization, and data transmission of the module. After first-time data
transmission, the capacitor voltage varied from 1.8 V, the lower limit of the under-voltage-
lockout circuit, to 2.8 V, repeatedly. Thus subsequent data transmission requires less energy
(338 µJ) as compared to the first-time power-up procedure of the ZigBee module.
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6. Conclusions

In this work, an energy management system including an ambient light energy har-
vesting method is proposed, where different schemes are shown, utilizing PV cells to share
battery power consumption and to supplement it. Obtaining ambient light energy and
its intensity data can result in the viability of utilizing light energy harvesting technology
in low-power consumption devices. A novel scheme of utilizing solar concentrators in
smartphones is presented to enhance light energy harvesting in the smartphone. The small
sized PVs cannot power up the smartphone, but can be used in an emergency scenario. It is
shown that PV can share battery consumption in smartphones, wearables, and IoT devices
by powering the small low-power logic and algorithm of the smart wearable device. The
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PV cells used for this research were very small in size (a size of 22 × 7 × 1.8 mm3), had an
open-circuit voltage of 1.89 V and a short circuit current of 15 mA, and a typical efficiency
of 22% at standard testing values of λ = 1000 W/m2 and 25 ◦C temperature. A total of four
PV cells were used: two cells were connected in series to achieve a higher voltage and were
then connected in parallel with two series-connected cells.

It is also shown that the power-up sequence of the smartphone can be altered by
changing different settings in the operating system (OS) in order to keep power consump-
tion at a minimum. This will help in developing a low-energy mode with a basic function
to make emergency calls and conserve battery in critical situations when no other source of
battery recharging is available.

Currently available PV technology is advancing in terms of efficiency, size, and struc-
tural flexibility. Though the scheme presented in this paper is not yet viable, future advance-
ments in PV technology, along with algorithm improvements, can lead to its integration in
smart devices, as circuits and other required component technologies are available and can
be tuned easily for its application.
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