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Abstract: Nonaqueous redox flow batteries are promising candidates for large-scale energy storage
technologies. However, the effect of structural design and key factors limiting the performance
are still not thoroughly understood. In this work, we constructed a physical model to study the
effect of various design parameters on the performance of such a battery. It was found that the
kinetics of redox reaction was improved with active material concentration and electrode surface
area. The modeling results also showed that the local current density was much higher in the vicinity
of membrane than near the current collector due to relatively low ionic conductivity of electrolytes.
Furthermore, decreasing the electrode thickness and increasing the membrane conductivity both
reduced the voltage loss associated with ohmic resistance, thereby resulting in improved battery
performance. The obtained numerical simulation results would be helpful not only for understanding
the physicochemical process in nonaqueous vanadium flow batteries but also for future structural
optimization of these batteries.

Keywords: flow battery; energy storage; modeling; nonaqueous; design parameters; battery performance

1. Introduction

Due to the necessity of decarbonization, renewable energy technologies have wit-
nessed huge development over the past two decades. However, the intermittent nature
of renewable energy sources, such as wind and solar, poses spatial and temporal gaps
between the availability of energy and its consumption by the end-users. In order to
address these issues, it is necessary to develop suitable energy storage systems for the
power grid [1–3]. Unlike conventional solid-state batteries, RFBs are more promising for
storing electricity in large-scale energy systems as they offer high efficiency and excellent
scalability. Despite their attractive merits, the commercialization of RFB technology is still
hindered by technical and economic barriers, including relatively low energy and power
densities [4–6].

Currently, both aqueous and nonaqueous flow batteries are being studied. Aqueous
electrolyte systems, such as all-vanadium, iron–chromium, and zinc–bromide, offer sev-
eral advantages of high electrolyte conductivity, low viscosity, and potentially low cost of
aqueous electrolyte, especially for zinc- or iron-based flow batteries [7–10]. Hence, up to
now, most research in the field of flow batteries has focused on aqueous chemistry [11,12].
However, in aqueous systems, the achievable cell voltage is restricted by water electrolysis.
In addition, the options for redox-active materials are also quite limited. Switching to a
nonaqueous electrolyte enables an expanded potential window, which results in higher
cell voltage and thus higher energy density compared to aqueous flow batteries. Because
the restriction of redox potential caused by water electrolysis can be removed, nonaque-
ous electrolytes can also expand the selection range of redox-active materials and thus
highly soluble redox couple can be identified to offer the possibility of higher energy
densities [13–16]. Theoretically, using nonaqueous systems can also unlock the possibility
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of developing new redox-active materials with better reversibility and higher solubility,
which might contribute to reduced kinetic and mass-transport losses to somehow compen-
sate for the ohmic loss due to the lower ionic conductivity of nonaqueous electrolytes. In
this sense, nonaqueous redox flow batteries (NRFBs) may open a new pathway towards
achieving economically viable grid-level energy storage.

Compared to their aqueous counterparts, research on NRFBs is in its infancy. Studies
have been carried out on the electrochemical performance of newly developed redox-active
materials, salts, and solvent combinations [17–27]. However, most of these NRFBs were
evaluated and tested only in static cells or nonoptimized flow cells exhibiting a relatively
low power density (<50 mW cm−2). In order to reach the competitive cost target for large-
scale energy storage, NRFBs must meet the 3.5 V, 130 mA cm−2, and 91% voltage efficiency
requirements [28] if a coulombic efficiency of >90% is guaranteed by a highly selective
membrane [29,30]. Such a requirement is rather demanding as the typical concentration of
active materials in nonaqueous electrolyte and its ionic conductivity are only ~0.5 M L−1

and ~10 mS cm−1 [31,32], respectively. To date, there have been some experimental studies
on performance characteristics and optimization of NRFBs [31,32]. Due to the fact that
experimental investigations are costly and time-consuming, numerical modeling can act as
an alternative tool for optimizing the operational and structural parameters of batteries
and for identifying rate-limiting processes or factors [33,34]. A few numerical models
have already been developed to simulate the operation of aqueous flow batteries [35–52].
Shah et al. [35] developed a two-dimensional transport model for vanadium redox flow bat-
teries (VRFBs), which was utilized to investigate the effects of electrode porosity, flow rate,
and vanadium ion concentration on the battery performance. Zhang et al. [36] presented a
simplified two-dimensional model to explore the influence of operating current density
and electrode porosity on the charge–discharge performance of VRFBs. To study the effects
of temperature variations on the battery charge–discharge behavior, Shah et al. [37] also
built a nonisothermal model for VRFBs. Knehr et al. [38] developed a transient model
incorporating vanadium crossover and water transport through the membrane. With this
model, the effects of vanadium crossover and water transport on the battery performance
were investigated. Recently, Zhou and Zhao [39] presented a two-dimensional VRFB model
to investigate the effects of porous membrane properties and operational conditions on the
battery performance. However, there are no models of NARFBs of sufficient complexity to
simulate battery behavior during the charge–discharge process.

In this work, we present a two-dimensional, transient model to simulate the coupled
mass/ion/electron transport and electrochemical reactions in nonaqueous redox flow
batteries (NARFBs). The present model, which was developed based on the Darcy’s law
and conservation of mass and charge, enables study of the effects of electrolyte proper-
ties, membrane properties, and electrode structural parameters on battery performance.
Specifically, the nonaqueous vanadium flow battery was adopted as the model system as
this type of NARFB has been widely investigated. The redox reactions of vanadium (III)
acetylacetonate (V(III)(acac)3) at negative and positive half-cells are as follows [32]:

Negative electrode : [V(III)(acac)3] + e− ↔ [V(II)(acac)3]
− E0 = −1.75V vs. Ag/Ag+ (1)

Positive electrode : [V(III)(acac)3]↔ [V(IV)(acac)3]
+ + e− E0 = 0.45V vs. Ag/Ag+ (2)

V(III) is present in both the negative and positive electrolytes. During charge, V(III) is
reduced to V(II) in the negative electrode and oxidized to V(IV) in the positive electrode,
whereas V(II) is oxidized to V(III) in the negative electrode and V(IV) is reduced to V(III)
in the positive electrode during discharge [32]. The positive and negative electrolytes
are solutions of vanadium acetylacetonate and tetraethylammonium tetrafluoroborate
(TEABF4) dissolved in acetonitrile (CH3CN) [32].
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2. Model Formulation

As depicted in Figure 1, the present model considers a computational domain that
consists of two porous carbon electrodes separated by a membrane. The geometrical param-
eters and physical/chemical properties of the electrodes and membrane are summarized in
Table 1. To describe physical/chemical processes that occur in the battery, simplifications
and assumptions in the present model were made:

(1) Variations of redox-active species, solid/liquid potentials, pressure, and velocity in
the direction perpendicular to the x–y plane were neglected.

(2) The fluid flow through the porous electrodes was considered to be incompressible.
(3) The cell was assumed to be isothermal.
(4) Parasitic reactions were neglected.
(5) The membrane was a cation exchange membrane, and tetraethylammonium ions

(TEA+) were assumed to be the only charge carrier and transfer in the membrane; other
solvent and redox-active species crossover through the membrane was not considered.

Figure 1. The computational domains of the present study.

Table 1. Electrolyte properties.

Term Value

Electrolyte density 800 kg m−3

Electrolyte dynamic viscosity 0.34 Pa s
V(II) ion diffusivity, DV2 [53] 3.93 × 10−10 m2 s−1

V(III) ion diffusivity, DV3 [53] 3.93 × 10−10 m2 s−1

V(IV) ion diffusivity, DV4 [53] 3.93 × 10−10 m2 s−1

TEA+ ion diffusivity, DTEA+ [54] 1.88 × 10−9 m2 s−1

Tetrafluoroborate (BF4-) ion diffusivity, DBF4- [54] 3.33 × 10−9 m2 s−1

Adjusting factor, θ * 9
* Fitted parameter.

2.1. Governing Equations
2.1.1. Transport Processes in Porous Electrodes

During the operation of NRFBs, the electrolyte-containing solvent (CH3CN) and
solutes (dissolved redox-active species and charge carriers) are pumped to the porous
electrodes. The electrolyte flow through the porous carbon electrodes can be described by
Darcy’s law:
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v = − κ

µ
∇p (3)

where κ is the porous electrode permeability; µ denotes the viscosity of the anolyte or
catholyte; and p should be the liquid pressure of electrolytes, which can be obtained with
the law of overall mass conversation:

∇ · (ρv) = 0 (4)

where ρ denotes the density of electrolyte solutions, as provided in Table 2.

Table 2. Source terms of the governing equations.

Term Positive Electrode Negative Electrode

Mass conservation equation of V(II), SV(II) — j/F
Mass conservation equation of V(III), SV(III) j/F -j/F
Mass conservation equation of V(IV), SV(IV) -j/F —

For the redox-active species and charge carriers (exclude the BF4
−) in the electrolyte

solutions, the mass conservation can be formulated as follows:

∂εci
∂t

+∇ ·Ni = −Si (5)

where ε represents the electrode porosity; ci refers to the concentration of species i; Ni
denotes the concentration flux of species i, and Si refers to the source term, as indicated in
Table 3. The concentration of BF4

− can be calculated with the electro-neutrality condition:

∑
i

zici = 0 (6)

where zi refers to the valence of species i.

Table 3. Geometric parameters, material properties and operating conditions.

Parameter Value

Cell length, Hcell 0.026 m
Cell width, wcell 0.026 m

Electrode thickness, Le 0.0036 m
Membrane thickness, Lm 0.000125 m
Electrode porosity [39], ε 0.883

Electrode spicific surface area *, a 1.75 × 104 m2/m3

Electrode permeability [39], 6.0 × 10−11

Electrode electrical conductivity [39], σs 220 S m−1

Temperature, T 300 K
Membrane conductivity [32], σm 17 S m−1

Areal contact resistance [42], Rcon 74 mΩ cm−2

* Fitted parameter.

The concentration flux of species i, Ni, can be best expressed by the Nernst–Planck equation.

Ni = −De f f
i ∇ci − ziu

e f f
i ciF∇φe + vci (7)

where F is the Faraday constant; φe is the liquid electrolyte potential; and ue f f
i and De f f

i
denote the effective mobility and diffusivity of species i, which can be expressed as follows:

ue f f
i =

ui
NM · θ

(8a)
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De f f
i =

Di
NM · θ

(8b)

where Di and ui are the intrinsic diffusivity and mobility of species i, NM is the MacMullin
number [39], θ is the adjusting factor accounting for the effects of the viscosity [33].

With respect to charge conservation in the electrodes, the charge leaving (or entering)
the liquid electrolyte is balanced by that entering (or leaving) the solid porous matrix. We
thus have the following:

−∇ · is = ∇ · ie = j (9)

where j refers to the local current density, and is and ie are the electronic and ionic current
densities, respectively, which can be calculated as follows:

is = σs∇φs (10)

ie = F∑
i

ziNi (11)

where σs is the effective electronic conductivity, and φs is the potential in the solid matrix.

2.1.2. Transport Processes in the Membrane

A commercial microporous separator (Daramic 175 SLI flat sheet) with thickness of
250 µm and conductivity of 17 mS cm−1 in 0.5 M TEABF4

−CH3CN solution [32] was
used as the separator in the present modeling study. The other properties and operational
conditions are shown in Tables 1–5. Because TEA+ was assumed to be the only charge
carrier in the membrane, the transfer of TEA+ satisfies the following:

NTEA+ = −σm

F
∇φm (12)

where σm represents the ionic conductivity of the membrane, and φm denotes the potential
in the membrane.

Table 4. Kinetic parameters.

Term Value

Standard rate constant of negative reaction, k− [53] 1.25 × 10−5 m s−1

Standard rate constant of positive reaction, k+ [53] 1.18 × 10−5 m s−1

Cathodic transfer coefficient of negative electrode, α− 0.5
Cathodic transfer coefficient of positive electrode, α+ 0.5
Equilibrium potential of negative reaction, U

′
0,− [32] −1.75 V

Equilibrium potential of positive reaction, U
′
0,+ [32] 0.45 V

Table 5. Initial species concentrations.

Term Value at 10% SOC

V(II)+ concentration in negative electrolyte, c0
V(II) 10 mol m−3

V(III) concentration in negative electrolyte, c0
V(III), neg 90 mol m−3

V(III) concentration in positive electrolyte, c0
V(III), pos 90 mol m−3

V(IV) concentration in positive electrolyte, c0
V(IV)

10 mol m−3

TEA+ concentration in positive electrolyte, c0
TEA+ , pos 490 mol m−3

TEA+ concentration in negative electrolyte, c0
TEA+ , neg 510 mol m−3

BF4
− concentration in positive electrolyte, c0

BF4
− , pos 500 mol m−3

BF4
− concentration in negative electrolyte, c0

BF4
− ,neg 500 mol m−3
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2.1.3. Electrochemical Reactions in Porous Electrodes

With regard to both electrochemical reactions occurring at the negative (“−”) and
positive (“+”) electrodes, the local current density j can be obtained with the current-
overpotential equation described in [55]:

j− = εaFk−(cs
V(II))

(1−α−)(cs
V(III))

α−
[

exp(
(1− α−)Fη−

RT
)− exp(−α−Fη−

RT
)

]
(13a)

j+ = εaFk+(cs
V(III))

(1−α+)(cs
V(IV))

α+

[
exp(

(1− α+)Fη+
RT

)− exp(−α+Fη+
RT

)

]
(13b)

where a refers to the porous electrode volumetric surface area; k denotes the reaction rate
constant; α represents the charge transfer coefficient; and η is the overpotential, which can
be expressed as follows:

ηj = φs − φe −U0,j (14)

where U0,j is the equilibrium potential for the redox reactions in positive or negative
electrodes, which can be given as follows:

U0,+ = U
′
0,+ +

RT
F

ln

(
cV(IV)

cV(III)

)
(15a)

U0,− = U
′
0,− +

RT
F

ln

(
cV(II)

cV(III)

)
(15b)

where U
′
0,+ and U

′
0,− are the standard equilibrium potentials for the redox reactions in the

positive and negative electrodes, respectively. The electrokinetic parameters are summa-
rized in Table 4.

Through the balance of the electrochemical reaction rate and mass transfer rate of
reactants from bulk solutions to surfaces of electrodes, the term cs

i in Equation (13a) and
Equation (13b) can be correlated with the concentration of species i in the bulk solution.
Specifically, the balance at the positive electrode can be given as follows:

km

(
cV(III) − cs

V(III)

)
= Fk+(cV(III))

(1−α+)(cV(IV))
α+

[
(

cs
V(III)

cV(III)
)exp(

(1− α+)Fη+
RT

)− (
cs

V(IV)

cV(IV)
)exp(

−α+Fη+
RT

)

]
(16a)

km

(
cV(IV) − cs

V(IV)

)
= Fk+(cV(III))

(1−α+)(cV(IV))
α+

[
(

cs
V(IV)

cV(IV)
)exp(

−α+Fη+
RT

)− (
cs

V(III)

cV(III)
)exp(

(1− α+)Fη+
RT

)

]
(16b)

where km is the pore-level mass transfer coefficient, which can be obtained as follows [36]:

km = 1.6× 10−4v0.4 (17)

To better understand the framework of this model work, the flow chart of the present
model is shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. The flow chart of the present model.

2.2. Boundary Conditions

By referring to Figure 1, the boundary conditions in the present model can be given
as follows:

At x = 0, the nonslip boundary condition is adopted for the velocity.

∂φe

∂x
= 0, φs = 0 (18)

∂p
∂x

= 0,
∂p
∂y

= 0 (19)

Ni · n = 0, i = V(II), V(III), TEA+ (20)

At x = x1,
Ni · n = 0, i = V(II), V(III) (21)

ie · n = im
i · n

(
for TEA+

)
(22)

At x = x2, the interfacial conditions are similar to those at x = x1,

Ni · n = 0, i = V(III), V(IV) (23)

ie · n = im
i · n

(
for TEA+

)
(24)

At x = x3,
∂φe

∂x
= 0,−σs

∂φs

∂x
= I (25)

∂p
∂x

= 0,
∂p
∂y

= 0 (26)
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Ni · n = 0, i = V(III), V(IV), TEA+ (27)

At y = 0,
∂φe

∂y
= 0,

∂φs

∂y
= 0 (28)

ci = cin
i , i = V(II), V(III), TEA+ when 0 < x < x1 (29)

i = V(III), V(IV), TEA+ when x2 < x < x3 (30)

v · n = vin (31)

At y = Hcell,
∂φe

∂y
= 0,

∂φs

∂y
= 0 (32)

∂ci
∂x

= 0, i = V(II), V(III), TEA+ when 0 < x < x1 (33)

i = V(III), V(IV), TEA+ when x2 < x < x3 (34)

p = pout (35)

2.3. Electrolyte Tanks, Inlet Concentrations, and Initial Values

During the operation of NRFB, species concentration in the tanks varies with the
electrochemical reactions tacking place at the surface of porous electrodes. In order to model
the species concentration changes at the inlet, the mass conservation is given as follows:

∂cin
i

∂t
=

εwcell
Vtank

(∫
voutcout

i dl −
∫

vincin
i dl

)
cin

i (0) = c0
i (36)

where Vtank is the volume of the tank. The superscripts in and out represent the values at
the inlet and outlet of the porous electrode, respectively. The initial value c0

i is summarized
in Table 5. The state of charge (SOC) can be defined as follows:

Negative half-cell : SOC =
cV(II)

cV(II) + cV(III)
(37a)

Positive half-cell : SOC =
cV(V)

cV(IV) + cV(V)
(37b)

3. Results and Discussion
3.1. Model Validation

As depicted in Figure 3, we compared the simulated charge–discharge curve with
the experimental data of an NRFB that operated with electrolytes of 100 mM V(acac)3
in 500 mM TEABF4 at the current density of 10 mA cm−2. All electrode and membrane
properties and operational conditions were set to be the same as those in [32]. The electrode
thickness was 400 µm, and the membrane thickness was 250 µm. It was found that the
simulation results produced by the present model agreed well with the experimental
data, and the average margin of error for the cell voltage was less than 3.9%. The slight
discrepancy in cell voltage can be explained by the fact parasitic reactions and redox-active
species crossover were not considered in the present model. Such a small discrepancy was
somehow unexpected with the assumption of no crossover, and it possibly arose from the
fairly low concentration of active materials (i.e., 0.1 M/L) used in this work, which led to
a relatively small crossover rate due to weak concentration gradient. Hence, the effect of
species crossover on the reaction kinetics (e.g., exchange current density) and electrolyte
conductivity may not be pronounced. It is worth mentioning that the beginning and ending
SOCs of electrolytes adopted in the present simulation were fitted to match the beginning
and ending charge–discharge voltages.
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Figure 3. Validation of the present model with experimental data from [32]. Electrolyte:
100 mM V(acac)3 in 500 mM TEABF4; membrane: microporous separator (Daramic 175); flow rate:
25 mL min−1; current density: 10 mA cm−2; temperature: 300 K.

3.2. Concentration and Reaction Current Density Distributions in Electrodes

To gain a better understanding of underlying physical–chemical processes occurring
in the battery, we performed a case study with electrode thickness of 1.6 mm at each side,
current density of 10 mA cm−2, and 200 mM total vanadium concentration. Figure 4
displays the distribution of vanadium salt concentration and reaction current density at
SOC of 50%. It was found that the concentration of V(II) and V(IV) ions in the battery
both decreased significantly when approaching the membrane/electrode interface, which
was caused by nonuniform distribution of reaction current densities at both the negative
and positive electrodes, as shown in Figure 4b. With regard to the reaction current density
distribution in porous electrodes, it is mainly determined by the electrolyte conductivity or
electronic conductivity in cases where mass transport is not an issue. In the present case,
the mass transport should not be an issue as the flow rate was high and reaction current
density was low. The electrolyte conductivity (e.g., 34 mS cm−1) was several order of
magnitude lower than the electronic conductivity (e.g., 4000 mS cm−1), and thus the main
reactions occurred at the region near the membrane/electrode interfaces, where the length
of ion transport pathway from one half-cell to another half-cell was relatively shorter.

3.3. Effects of Vanadium Salt Concentrations

Electrolytes of NRFBs mainly consist of redox-active species, salts, and solvents. Non-
aqueous vanadium redox flow batteries utilize V(acac)3 as the redox-active species, TEABF4
as the salt, and CH3CN as the solvent. It should be noted that the properties of nonaqueous
electrolytes are much different from those of aqueous electrolytes. One of the differences is
the redox-active species solubility. The solubility of vanadium salts in the aqueous system
can be as high as 2.5 M, while the achievable vanadium salt solubility at room temperature
for the nonaqueous system is only 0.6 M. Apparently, the low solubility will result in a
relatively low energy density. Apart from that, it also exerts a significant influence on the
power density of the battery. Hence, we performed simulations of discharge polarization
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curves of batteries with different total vanadium concentrations at SOC of 50%, as shown
in Figure 5.

Figure 4. (a) Concentration distribution of V(II) at negative side and V(IV) at positive side and
(b) reaction current density distribution at SOC of 50% during discharging at 10 mA cm−2. Flow rate:
25 mL min−1; temperature: 300 K.

As can be seen, the voltage loss decreased significantly as the total vanadium con-
centration increased from 100 to 400 mM. The current density, at which the voltage ef-
ficiency achieves 91%, for the battery operating with 100 mM total vanadium salts was
only 18 mA cm−2. In contrast, current density of 33 mA cm−2 could be achieved by the
battery with 400 mM total vanadium salts. The difference in the cell performance should
be related to the reaction kinetics. Although previous investigations have revealed that the
reaction constant for nonaqueous systems is much higher than that for aqueous systems, the
concentration of redox-active species in the prototype of nonaqueous systems is extremely
low (e.g., 100 mM) [32], which results in low exchange current densities for both positive
and negative reactions. This result also suggests that the reaction kinetics should be one of
the key factors that limit the cell performance of nonaqueous flow batteries. Hence, the
solubility of redox-active species needs to be further increased not only for pursuing a high
energy density but also for achieving an excellent rate capability.
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Figure 5. Effect of different initial vanadium concentrations. SOC: 50%; flow rate: 25 mL min−1;
temperature: 300 K.

3.4. Effects of Electrode Surface Area

Because the reaction kinetics is one of the key factors that influence the performance,
the design of electrode structure is critically important for performance improvement.
Therefore, the effects of electrode surface area were examined. Figure 6 shows the polariza-
tion curves of batteries with different electrode surface areas. As can be seen, the voltage
loss decreased substantially with increased surface area. With voltage efficiency of 90%, the
battery with surface area of 3500 m−1 offered low current density of 17 mA cm−2, while a
current density of 32 mA cm−2 could be achieved by the battery with electrode surface area
of 87,500 m−1. For the typical pristine graphite felt and carbon felt, the surface area should
be around 17,500 m−1 [36]. As we have reported previously, a ten-fold improvement can
be expected after KOH activation, which means electrode surface modification should be
an effective strategy in improving the performance of NRFBs. In this sense, developing
catalysts with excellent catalytic activities for redox reactions is also important.

3.5. Effects of Electrode Thickness

As mentioned in Section 3.2, the main reactions occur in regions near membrane/electr-
ode interfaces, suggesting that the regions away from the membrane/electrode interfaces
are not well utilized. In this regard, thinning the electrode thickness may improve perfor-
mance. Therefore, the effects of electrode thickness were examined. As shown in Figure 7,
the polarization loss decreased significantly with reduced electrode thickness because
ohmic loss decreased and electrode utilization could also be improved. With voltage effi-
ciency of 90%, the battery with electrode thickness of 1.6 mm offered low current density of
33 mA cm−2, while current density of 47 mA cm−2 could be achieved by the battery with
electrode thickness of 0.2 mm. It should also be noted that reducing the electrode thickness
from 0.4 to 0.2 mm produced limited performance improvement because the electrode
reaction surface area was significantly reduced with reduced electrode thickness. If the
electrode thickness is reduced to the level of around 0.4 mm, the flow-by configuration
with serpentine flow-fields or interdigitated flow-fields should be adopted for NRFBs to
minimize pump work [6].
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Figure 6. Effect of different electrode specific surface areas. Electrolyte: 100 mM V(acac)3 in 500 mM
TEABF4; SOC: 50%; flow rate: 25 mL min−1; temperature: 300 K.

Figure 7. Effect of different electrode thicknesses. Electrolyte: 100 mM V(acac)3 in 500 mM TEABF4;
SOC: 50%; flow rate: 25 mL min−1; temperature: 300 K.

3.6. Effects of Electrolyte Conductivity

One major difference between aqueous and nonaqueous flow systems is the electrolyte
conductivity. For aqueous vanadium redox flow batteries, the electrolyte conductivity in
bulk solution, which incorporates 2–4 M sulfur acids, can be as high as ~400 mS cm−1. With
regard to nonaqueous flow systems, the electrolyte conductivity is as low as ~30 mS cm−1.
The difference in conductivity can be ascribed to the difference in properties of solvents
and motilities of charge carrier ions. To elucidate the effects of electrolyte conductivity
on battery performance, we performed a simulation of polarization curves of the battery
with different electrolyte conductivities. As depicted in Figure 8, the voltage loss was
significantly reduced with increased electrolyte conductivity. Specifically, the battery with
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electrolyte conductivity of 37 mS cm−1 only had the capability to work at 42 mA cm−2 with
voltage efficiency of 90%. With increased conductivity of 74 mS cm−1, the battery delivered
much better rate capability, enabling operations at 55 mA cm−2 with voltage efficiency
of 90%. It should be noted that electrolyte conductivity of 37 mS cm−1 can be achieved
by solutions of 0.5 M TEABF4 dissolved in CH3CN, which is commonly used in current
practical prototypes of nonaqueous flow batteries. With improved salt concentrations
and proper solvent selection, it is possible to achieve 74 mS cm−1, enabling significant
performance improvement of nonaqueous flow batteries.

Figure 8. Effect of different bulk electrolyte conductivities. SOC: 50%; flow rate: 25 mL min−1;
temperature: 300 K.

3.7. Effects of Membrane Conductivity

Apart from the influence of electrodes and electrolytes, the membrane is also a key
component and exerts a large influence on the battery rate performance. As the roles of
the membrane in an NRFB include transportation of charge carriers and separation of the
positive and negative electrolytes, it requires the membrane to be not only conductive but
also selective. Although the conventional Nafion membrane gives high selectivity, the
conductivity of this type of membrane in nonaqueous flow battery is very low, as reported
in [32]. In this regard, a porous membrane shows great potential as the conductivity
and selectivity can be tuned by the pore sizes. Hence, a porous separator was adopted
in the present study with a conductivity of 17 mS cm−1, as indicated in [32]. Because
membrane conductivity should have an influence on the rate capability of batteries, we
performed simulations of polarization curves of different batteries with different membrane
conductivities. The results showed that the battery with higher membrane conductivity
delivered higher performance with lower polarization, as shown in Figure 9. Increasing
the membrane conductivity from 17 to 25.6 mS cm−1 led to improvement in performance.
The current density, at which the voltage efficiency is 90%, could be increased from 54 to
61 mA cm−2. It is worth mentioning that it is possible to achieve 1.5 times improvement
in conductivity by tuning and adjusting the tortuosity and pore size of the membrane in
practical situations [39].
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Figure 9. Effect of different membrane conductivities. Electrolyte: 100 mM V(acac)3 in 500 mM
TEABF4; SOC: 50%; flow rate: 25 mL min−1; temperature: 300 K.

4. Concluding Remarks

Replacing an aqueous electrolyte with a nonaqueous one can extend the working
electrochemical window and increase the operating cell voltage and thus the energy density
of a flow battery. In this work, a physical model that considers electrolyte flow, transfer of
active materials, ions, and electrons as well as electrochemical reactions is proposed for a
nonaqueous vanadium flow battery in order to understand the effect of structural design
and key factors limiting battery performance. The concentration of active materials and the
electrode surface area were found to greatly influence the kinetics of redox reactions, and
the battery performance improved with increase in concentration and surface area. As a
result of the relatively low ionic conductivity of nonaqueous electrolytes, the local reaction
rate or current density exhibited highly uneven distribution with a much larger value
towards the membrane and a smaller value towards the current collector, suggesting low
utilization of the electrode. The simulation results also showed that reducing the electrode
thickness and increasing the membrane conductivity were both beneficial for decreasing
ohmic loss, thereby leading to improved flow battery performance. The proposed model
and the obtained numerical results may help gain in-depth understanding of the perfor-
mance characteristics of nonaqueous flow batteries and guide future optimization of their
design parameters.
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Nomenclature

a the specific surface area of the porous electrode, m−1

c concentration of species, mol m−3

d thickness of the electrode, m
D diffusivity of the species, m2 s−1

F Faraday’s constant, C mol−1

Hcell length of the porous electrode
I operational current density, A m−2

j local reaction current density, A m−2

k+/- reaction rate constant, m s−1

km pore-level mass transport coefficient, s−1

N superficial molar flux, mol m2 s−1

p pressure, Pa
R universal gas constant, J mol−1 K−1

S source term
t time, s
T temperature, K
u mobility, mol s−1 kg−1

v superficial velocity, m s−1 v
U0 equilibrium potential, V
U
′
0 standard equilibrium potential, V

V tank volume, m−3

wcell width of the porous electrode
z valence
Greek
ρ density, kg m−3

µ viscosity, kg m−1 s−1

ε porosity
κ hydraulic permeability, m2

σ conductivity, S m−1

potential, V
η overpotential, V
α charge transfer coefficient
ω volumetric flow rate, m3 s−1

Superscripts and subscripts
e electrolyte
eff effective
i species
in inlet
m membrane
out outlet
s solid
V(II) V(acac)3

−

V(III) V(acac)3
V(IV) V(acac)3

+
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