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Dynamic tuning of optical absorbers for
accelerated solar-thermal energy storage
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Jianbo Wu1, Jun Wang3, Hua Bao2, Peng Tao 1 & Tao Deng 1

Currently, solar-thermal energy storage within phase-change materials relies on adding high

thermal-conductivity fillers to improve the thermal-diffusion-based charging rate, which often

leads to limited enhancement of charging speed and sacrificed energy storage capacity. Here

we report the exploration of a magnetically enhanced photon-transport-based charging

approach, which enables the dynamic tuning of the distribution of optical absorbers dispersed

within phase-change materials, to simultaneously achieve fast charging rates, large phase-

change enthalpy, and high solar-thermal energy conversion efficiency. Compared with

conventional thermal charging, the optical charging strategy improves the charging rate by

more than 270% and triples the amount of overall stored thermal energy. This superior

performance results from the distinct step-by-step photon-transport charging mechanism

and the increased latent heat storage through magnetic manipulation of the dynamic

distribution of optical absorbers.
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A
mong various energy conversion processes1,2, solar-
thermal technology3–8 has emerged as an attractive way
to harness solar energy, particularly for heat-related

applications, due to its extraordinary high energy conversion
efficiency2, low cost6, environmental friendliness, and more
importantly, the distinct storage capability of solar-thermal
energy7–11. Solar-thermal energy storage has been developed as
one of the key technologies to overcome the intermittency of solar
radiation and to enable important solar-thermal applications
ranging from managing building temperatures12 to directly
driving various industrial processes such as solar drying, steam
generation, distillation, pasteurization, and electricity
generation13–17. Similar to other energy storage technologies, the
widespread utilization of solar-thermal energy storage lies in
energy harvesting efficiency, storage capacity, and cost of the
storage systems5–8.

Compared to sensible thermal storage, latent heat storage with
phase-change materials (PCMs) has much larger (5–14 times)
storage capacity per unit volume, which significantly shrinks the
size of storage materials and thus considerably reduces the cost of
storage systems18,19. So far, most of the reported solar-thermal
PCM systems were charged through thermal-diffusion-based
thermal charging (TC) (Fig. 1a), in which a solar receiver is used
to absorb and convert the solar energy into thermal energy,
and the thermal energy is then transferred inside the PCMs
through thermal diffusion. However, the low thermal con-
ductivity (kPCM, 0.1–1Wm−1 K−1)19 of PCMs severely impedes
the effective thermal energy transfer between the solar receiver
and the PCMs, and in turn results in a slow movement of the
charging interface and thus a slow charging rate. The slow
charging process not only limits the real-time energy harvesting
and the overall power stored during the available charging
periods20,21, but also causes serious safety concerns22. Past efforts
addressing this slow charging problem have focused on improv-
ing kPCM through the addition of inorganic high-k fillers23, and
more recently through the use of carbon nanotube (CNT)
sponges24, graphite and graphene foams25–33 with high con-
centrations. Such high loadings often sacrifice the advantageous

features of organic PCMs, such as the large energy storage
capacity, light weight, and good processibility. The obtained
composites also only showed moderate improvement in both the
kPCM and the charging rates24–33. Moreover, these composites
often displayed unstable dispersion and abrupt drop of kPCM
during the solid/liquid phase transition34.

Besides using solar receivers, there has been exploration on
solar-thermal energy harvesting through direct solar illumination
on the surface of the PCM composites filled with light-absorbing
carbon nanomaterials24,25,27,28,33 or organic dyes35,36. However,
these composites were not specifically designed to facilitate the
light penetration into the storage media, and thus they still relied
on thermal diffusion to accomplish the charging process. We
recently demonstrated the rapid charging of transparent sensible
heat storage materials (gel wax) via direct solar illumination of
the composites doped with plasmonic gold nanoparticles (NPs)37.
In such charging process, the energy transfer relies on fast
transportation of photons within the transparent media to excite
photothermal converters to optically charge the storage materials.
This photon-transport-based optical charging (OC) approach is
efficient for optically transparent storage media and application of
such OC strategy to the PCM systems was considered to be
challenging due to the opaqueness of the PCM37.

In this work, we demonstrate that such photon-transport-
based OC can still be applicable to rapid charging of the
non-transparent PCMs through a step-by-step charging
mechanism (Fig. 1b). More importantly, we show that the
charging rate can be further speeded up by dynamic tuning the
distribution of the Fe3O4@graphene optical absorbers with
magnetic field (Fig. 1c), which can overcome the attenuated
photon transport in normal OC (Fig. 1b) and lead to ~3 times
improvement of the charging rate for the PCM composites. In
addition to unparalleled fast charging rates, the extremely low
loading requirement from this approach fully retains the large
energy storage capacity of the PCM matrices, offers excellent
stability of thermophysical properties and helps achieving high
photothermal energy storage efficiency. In particular, the
dynamic tuning strategy can be easily applied to solar-thermal
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Fig. 1 Solar-thermal energy storage within phase-change material composites. a Thermal-diffusion-based thermal charging. The incident light was

converted into thermal energy by a black absorber film to charge thermal storage composites through thermal diffusion. Movement of charging interface

was limited by slow thermal diffusion. b Photon-transport-based optical charging. The quick attenuation of incident light in the charged (liquid) state limits

further light penetration. Movement of the charging interface was limited by attenuated photon transport. c Magnetically enhanced photon-transport-

based optical charging. The dynamic removal of the optical absorbers from the optical charging path enables continuous photothermal conversion at the

charging interface. Movement of charging interface was accelerated by the dynamic tuning of the distribution of the optical absorbers
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harvesting with other different PCM systems or many other
energy processes that involve optical absorption and conversion.

Results
Optical charging of PCM composites. In this work we prepared
the PCM composite model system by using the Fe3O4@graphene
NPs as the photothermal converters, and paraffin wax, one of the
common commercially available and widely used organic PCMs
as the matrix. The Fe3O4@graphene hybrid NPs were used due to
the good optical absorption of graphene and also the good
magnetic response of Fe3O4 NPs. They were synthesized through
direct nucleation and controlled growth of Fe3O4 NPs on the
surfaces of graphene oxide (GO) sheets, and followed by in situ
reduction with oleylamine (OLA)38 (Supplementary Note 1).
Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) observation shows

dense decoration of Fe3O4 NPs (7± 2 nm) on the surface of the
graphene sheets (Fig. 2a). X-ray diffraction (XRD) patterns show
the diffraction peaks of Fe3O4 and the disappearance of GO
characteristic (001) peak in the hybrid NPs (Supplementary
Fig. 1), indicating the successful reduction of GO into graphene.
This transformation is further confirmed by the increased Raman
spectral intensity ratio of the D band and G band (ID/IG) from the
GO to the hybrid NPs39 (Supplementary Fig. 1). The X-ray
photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS) spectrum of Fe 2p level shows
the existence of both Fe2+ and Fe3+ binding states in the hybrid
NPs indicating the formation of Fe3O4 NPs40 (Supplementary
Fig. 2). The XPS spectrum of C 1s level also shows the decrease
of C–O and C=O binding peak intensity from GO to Fe3O4@-
graphene NPs (Supplementary Fig. 2). After the reduction
process, the black-colored Fe3O4@graphene NPs thus can effi-
ciently absorb light and convert it into heat. Meanwhile, owning
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Fig. 2 Charging of paraffin composites filled with Fe3O4@graphene nanoparticles. a Transmission electron microscopy (TEM) image of hybrid

Fe3O4@graphene optical absorbers. The scale bar is 200 nm. The inset TEM image at a higher magnification shows the dense decoration of Fe3O4

nanoparticles on the surface of graphene sheets. The scale bar of the inset TEM image is 50 nm. b Schematic of experimental setup for charging of paraffin

composites. A green laser (532 nm) with a power density of 4W cm−2 is used to illuminate a black aluminum foil in thermal charging (TC) mode or directly

illuminate the surface of composites of paraffin-Fe3O4@graphene (0.02 wt%) in optical charging (OC) mode. c, d Infrared (IR) image of a thermally and

optically charged sample after illumination for 100 s. The dashed line marks the boundary of the sample within the cuvette. e, f Time-sequential

temperature distribution profiles of thermally charged sample and optically charged sample. The temperature profiles were extracted from the central line

of the IR images. g Differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) curves of paraffin and paraffin composites with different loading of Fe3O4@graphene

nanoparticles (composite 1: 0.02 wt%, composite 2: 0.04 wt%, composite 3: 0.1 wt%). h Comparison of fusion phase-change enthalpy, melting, and

solidification temperatures of neat paraffin and paraffin-Fe3O4@graphene composites
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to surface passivation with OLA ligands the synthesized
Fe3O4@graphene NPs can be uniformly dispersed within paraffin
to prepare PCM composites.

To explore the application of OC to this PCM system, light
transmission of the PCM composites under both solid state and
liquid state was measured. With 0.02 wt% of Fe3O4@graphene
NPs, the paraffin composite (with a thickness of 3 mm) has a
transmittance of about 80% and about 30% for the melted liquid
state and the solid state, respectively (Supplementary Fig. 1). The
increased transmission of light in the liquid state of the composite
material provides the possibility for the penetration of the
charging light through the melted PCM and thus enables the OC
process. We first compared the charging behavior of these PCM
composites under both the TC mode and the OC mode. The
charging process of the paraffin composites was investigated by
monitoring the temperature evolution of the sample placed
within a quartz container that is surrounded by the thermal-
insulating polystyrene foam with an infrared (IR) camera
(Fig. 2b). Under the TC mode, a black aluminum absorber in
direct contact with the sample was used as the light receiver to
charge paraffin. Limited by the low thermal conductivity of the
paraffin composite, the converted thermal energy is accumulated
at the conversion front and tends to be easily lost to the
surrounding. The IR image in Fig. 2c shows a large heat-affected
zone surrounding the conversion front. Under the OC mode, the
thermal energy converted by the hybrid Fe3O4@graphene NPs
can be timely stored within the paraffin matrix, thus the
associated heat loss from the optically charged PCMs is reduced
(Fig. 2d).

Figure 2e presents that the thermally charged sample has a
large temperature gradient near the absorber and only about 1/4
of the solid paraffin transits into liquid state. By prolonging the
charging time from 100 to 300 s, the temperature profile has
relatively small change, which shows that the converted thermal

energy cannot be effectively stored into the PCM. By comparison,
in the optically charged sample the temperature is more evenly
distributed and much larger portion of the paraffin composite
was melted into liquid to store the solar-thermal energy (Fig. 2f).
As delineated by the green boundaries in Fig. 2e, f, the position of
the charging interface was tracked by intersecting the temperature
distribution profile with the onset melting temperature of
the PCM (50 °C). With 0.02 wt% loading of Fe3O4@graphene
NPs, the advancement of the charging interface within the same
300 s charging duration is increased by 148%. The thermal
conductivity of paraffin composites with 0.02 wt% of hybrid
NPs was measured by a transient hot bridge analyzer to be nearly
the same as the neat paraffin (0.23Wm−1K−1). Thermal-
conductivity enhancement thus has negligible contribution to
the observed higher charging rates in the optically charged
samples.

Differential scanning calorimetry (DSC) curves in Fig. 2g reveal
that the composite samples have almost the same melting
temperature and solidification temperature as the neat paraffin
wax owning to the low loading of the hybrid NPs and also the
surface capping of NPs with OLA that improves the compatibility
between the hybrid NPs and the matrix, and minimizes potential
interruption of the movement of alkane chains in paraffin wax.
Unlike thermal-conductivity enhancement approach, the loading
requirement in OC process is at least one order of magnitude
lower. Such extremely low loading is beneficial for achieving high
energy storage capacity, as the phase-change enthalpy of the
composite is strongly dependent on the volume fraction of the
organic PCM24,26,30,32. In contrast to the widely reported serious
reduction of thermal storage capacity after addition of fillers, it
was found that the solid-liquid fusion enthalpy of the neat
paraffin (163 J g−1) was even increased by more than 10% in the
composite sample with 0.04 wt% of hybrid NPs (182 J g−1)
(Fig. 2h). When the particle loading was higher than 0.1 wt%,
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we observed the decrease of the latent heat with the increase of
the particle loading, which has been more commonly
reported26,32. When the particle loading was < 0.1 wt%, we
observed the increase of the latent heat as the particle loading
increased. Recently there have been several reports of the increase
of the latent heat as the loading increases, especially with carbon-
based nanofillers24,41–47. The favorable intermolecular interaction
between paraffin and carbon nanofillers was proposed as the
possible reason to account for the increase of the latent heat, but
the exact mechanism is still under debate24,43,44.

To gain theoretical insights into the observed different
charging behaviors, we used a classical analytic method that does
not consider heat losses30,48 to model the TC and OC process
(Supplementary Note 2). Under the TC mode, a constant heat
flux is fixed in the front portion to induce temperature rise and
phase transition in PCM (Fig. 3a). In the OC model, we proposed
a step-by-step charging mechanism, in which the phase-change
domain is divided into many small slices with a step size of Δx
(Fig. 3b). The thin solid PCM slice is melted by the photothermal
conversion of the Fe3O4@graphene NPs within the PCM. As soon
as the solid PCM slice is melted to liquid, the incident laser beam
can pass through the relatively transparent liquid PCM composite
slice and move forward to melt the next solid PCM slice. In this
case, a moving heat source is applied on the solid PCM during the
simulation.

The simulated temperature distribution profile in Fig. 3c
reveals a large temperature gradient in the melted liquid region
under the TC mode because most of the energy is absorbed by the
PCM as sensible heat in the front liquid region rather than latent

heat. Due to the low kPCM, the converted heat cannot be timely
transferred to the solid paraffin therefore resulting in a
continuous temperature rise of the melted paraffin liquid. In
contrast, for the step-by-step OC process, most of the energy has
been used to induce the desired phase change of solid PCMs, and
only a small amount of optical energy input is absorbed by the
liquid region and stored as sensible heat. This step-by-step
charging mechanism leads to significantly increased latent heat
storage of the PCM and much more uniform temperature
distribution within the PCM. To have a clear comparison of the
physics of the TC mode and OC mode, we did not include the
heat loss in Fig. 3. With the consideration of the heat loss, the
calculated temperature distribution is closer to the measured
temperature distribution (Supplementary Note 3).

Based on energy conservation principle, i.e., the solar-thermal
energy input equals the sensible and latent heat stored within the
PCM, we also simulated the propagation of solid/liquid interface
as a function of charging time. To simulate OC process,
appropriate selection of step size is critical. By trying with
different step sizes, it was found that when Δx approaches
0.01 cm the simulation results converge and further decreasing
Δx does not change much the simulated interface movement
(Supplementary Fig. 3a). As shown by Fig. 3d, the simulation
results confirm the much faster charging rates in the OC mode
and match well with experimental data within the initial 60 s.
With prolonged charging time, the theoretical model tends to
overestimate the movement of charging interface and tempera-
ture due to the increase of heat loss as the temperature of the
composites increases30,47,48 (Supplementary Fig. 3b). With a
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hypothetical high kPCM of 3Wm−1 ·K−1, which is close to the
highest kPCM (3.5Wm−1 ·K−1) reported so far for organic PCM
composites without severely decreasing the storage capacity30,32,
the calculated charging rate in TC mode is still lower than that in
the OC mode. Whereas, both the measured and simulated
interface movement in Fig. 3d shows that the charging rate in OC
mode gradually slows down as the charging process further
proceeds. As schemed by Fig. 3b, the reduction in charging rate
can be attributed to the fact that as more PCM composites are
melted, the light absorption in liquid PCM region increases, the
amount of optical energy accessible for photothermal conversion
in solid PCM decreases. This attenuation effect becomes more
pronounced with increasing loading of NPs, which explains the
slowed charging observed in the 0.4 wt% sample (Supplementary
Fig. 4). It can be expected that further increasing the loading of
optical absorbers in the PCM matrix, such as the composites
reported previously24–28,33, would finally result in slow charging
similar to the TC mode since all the light is absorbed by the
optical absorbers at the front portion of the samples and further
penetration of light is impeded for the OC mode.

Optical charging with dynamic tuning of the distribution of
optical absorbers. Theoretical analysis of the OC mechanism
reveals that by minimizing the light absorption in the melted
liquid-phase PCMs more light can reach the liquid–solid charging
interface after its penetration through the liquid phase, and the
charging rates should be further improved. One way to minimize
the light absorption in the liquid-phase PCMs is to remove the
optical absorbers, in our system the hybrid Fe3O4@graphene NPs,
from the liquid-phase PCMs during the charging process. In this
work, we introduced external magnetic field to manipulate the
dynamic distribution of the optical absorbers during the OC
process by taking advantage of the quick magnetic response from
the Fe3O4 NPs on the graphene surfaces. Figure 4a presents that
the hybrid Fe3O4@graphene NPs have exhibited stable

magnetization behavior within the tested temperature range of
300–390 K. The zero-field cooling (ZFC) and field-cooling (FC)
magnetization curves indicate that the Fe3O4@graphene NPs have
a superparamagnetic blocking temperature of 110 K that is
associated with the superparamagnetic Fe3O4 NPs40,49 (Supple-
mentary Fig. 5). Once the PCM composites are melted, within 6 s
the hybrid NPs are fully attracted to the side wall by a permanent
magnet with a magnetic field strength of about 0.3 Tesla. The
timely removal of Fe3O4@graphene optical absorbers in the
melted paraffin from the light path would help further advance
the solid/liquid charging interface of the composite.

Figure 4b compares the charging process of the PCM
composites with 0.02 wt% loading of Fe3O4@graphene NPs under
three different modes: TC, OC, and magnetically enhanced OC
(MOC) with the magnet placed at the side wall. The IR images in
Fig. 4b present that attracting the hybrid NPs in the melted
paraffin to the side wall significantly accelerates the propagation
of the charging interface. Simultaneously, the overall temperature
distribution within the charged PCMs becomes more uniform,
thus effectively suppressing the potential overheating in the TC
mode. The difference in the charging mechanisms led to the
difference in the temperature profiles, which also resulted in the
differences in the temperature-dependent heat losses that include
the radiation and convection heat losses at the front and top
surfaces, and the conduction heat losses to the side walls of the
container (Supplementary Note 3 and Supplementary Fig. 6).
Based on the temperature distribution curves, we can also
estimate the portion of sensible and latent heat storage within the
charged samples (Supplementary Note 4 and Supplementary
Fig. 7). Figure 4c shows that because of the strong heat
localization in the TC mode, the amount of stored sensible heat
is even larger than the latent heat and about 1/3 of sensible heat is
stored within the solid PCM. By comparison, OC and MOC
modes have shown significantly larger melted zone and thus
larger latent heat storage than the TC mode, and the overall
stored thermal energy was increased by 118% and 195% for OC
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and MOC processes, respectively. For the desired latent heat
storage, the MOC mode has led to ~300% increase over the TC
mode and about 60% increase over the OC mode. Figure 4d
indicates that the MOC mode has a higher charging rate from
the beginning and the enhancement effect becomes more
pronounced with longer charging duration. After charging for
270 s, the MOC, OC, and TC modes lead to an advancement of
solid/liquid interface by 2.0, 1.24, and 0.53 cm, respectively
(Fig. 4c), meaning more than 60% and 270% increase of the time-
average charging rate by the MOC mode over the OC and TC
mode. The heat loss analysis (Supplementary Figs. 6 and 8) shows
that the heat loss in MOC mode is much smaller than that in TC
and OC mode during the charging process. With the considera-
tion of the heat losses, the simulated temperature distribution
profiles are closer to the measured temperature distributions in
Fig. 4b (Supplementary Fig. 9).

Solar-thermal energy harvest. The hybrid Fe3O4@graphene NPs
have exhibited broad-band absorption of solar light ranging from
300 to 2000 nm (Supplementary Fig. 10). Such effective absorp-
tion of solar radiation enables the paraffin-Fe3O4@graphene
composites to be directly employed to harvest and store solar-
thermal energy as well. The concentrated solar light (1W cm−2)
from a solar simulator was directly shed on the composites to
harvest solar-thermal energy (Fig. 5a). The temperature dis-
tribution profiles in Fig. 5b show that under the same solar
illumination the average charging rate of MOC mode is twice of
that of OC mode for the PCM composite with 0.1 wt% of hybrid
NPs. The overall stored energy or the instant energy harvesting
efficiency was increased by 64.3% in the MOC mode. The time-
sequential IR images in Fig. 5c show the gradual movement of the
charging interface under the OC mode and faster advancement
under the MOC mode. Furthermore, upon completing the
charging process under the MOC mode, the dispersion state of
hybrid NPs within PCMs can be easily recovered to the initial
homogeneous mixing state by simply applying the alternating
magnetic field (Supplementary Fig. 11).

To compare the charging performance of the PCM composite
systems developed in this work to other PCM composite systems,
we measured the temperature rising curves of thin samples
(with a thickness ~3 mm, Supplementary Note 5). Under MOC
charging mode, the composite sample with 0.1 wt% NPs has
shown a high energy storage efficiency of 92.4% (Supplementary
Fig. 12), which is much higher than the reported efficiency of
40–60% in paraffin CNT sponge systems24 and is comparable to
the highest value reported so far but with much lower loading
concentrations25,27,33,35,37,40. The achieved high storage effi-
ciency, for one thing, should be related to the excellent solar
absorption capability and high photothermal conversion effi-
ciency of graphene50. More importantly, our approach intrinsi-
cally offers higher charging rates, much more uniform
temperature distribution, and less heat loss from the charged
composites, thus benefiting for achieving higher storage
efficiency.

Additionally, the amount of fillers has been minimized in our
system and their surfaces have been modified with matrix
compatible ligands. The OLA-capped Fe3O4@graphene hybrid
NPs have shown excellent dispersion stability against agglomera-
tion and precipitation. The good dispersion enables the effective
solar absorption with the extremely low loading concentration of
the absorbers. The PCM composites demonstrated stable
photothermal energy storage performance in terms of phase
transition enthalpy, photothermal storage efficiency, transition
temperature, thermal cycling stability as evidenced by the
overlapped DSC curves after repeated heating/cooling tests and

repeated MOC process for 100 cycles (Supplementary Fig. 13).
Other advantages associated with the low filler-loading require-
ment for the MOC process include good processability, low cost,
and the reduced weight of overall solar-thermal storage system.

Discussion
Effective tuning of the distribution of photothermal converters
within melted PCM is the key to realizing accelerated charging
process. During solar charging experiment, it was found that the
Fe3O4@graphene NP loading up to 0.1 wt% could be effectively
attracted to the side wall of a Petri dish with a diameter of ~4 cm.
Increasing loading higher than 0.1 wt% leads to lowering the heat
of fusion after the initial enhancement of heat fusion with loading
lower than 0.1 wt%. Further increasing NP loading would also
increase the viscosity of the melted PCM composites43,51, which
would limit the movement of the hybrid NPs. Developing hybrid
photothermal converters with stronger magnetic response and
applying stronger magnets such as electromagnets would enable
effective manipulation of the absorbers within large size charging
systems. In addition to the low-temperature applications by using
paraffin as the PCM, the MOC approach could also be applicable
for rapid high-temperature solar-thermal energy charging with
the development of high-temperature dual-functional solar-
thermal converters such as low-cost carbon-based absorber and
using molten salt as the PCM matrix. The demonstrated advan-
tageous features including extremely low loading requirement,
effective tuning distribution with external magnets, and facile
preparation process hold the promise of scaling up the charging
system for practical solar-thermal applications.

In this work, we have shown that dynamic tuning the
distribution of the optical absorbers realizes the simultaneous
achievement of fast charging rates, large phase-change enthalpy
and high solar-thermal energy conversion efficiency for the
thermal storage PCMs. The validated step-by-step theoretical
model enables the photon-transport-based charging in the
non-transparent storage media and the application of magnetic
field to manipulate the dynamic distribution of optical absorbers
during the phase-change process to further improve the charging
rate. Tunable distribution of the optical absorbers offers another
route to improve solar-thermal harvesting performance and this
strategy also holds the great potential for many other applications
that involve the absorption and conversion of photonic energy.

Methods
Preparation and charging of PCM composites. Oleylamine-capped Fe3O4@-
graphene hybrid NPs were synthesized as optical absorbers and mixed with
melted paraffin wax followed by removal of the chloroform dispersing solvent
to prepare PCM composites with stable dispersion during photothermal
conversion. The obtained solid PCM composites were then cut into a cuboid
(0.4 cm × 0.4 cm × 2 cm) and loaded into a quartz container. The whole sample was
thermally insulated by polymer foams except the front light incident side and the
top temperature monitoring window. The sample was thermally charged by using a
black aluminum foil (0.4 cm × 0.4 cm × 50 μm, Thorlabs) as the solar absorber or
optically charged by direct illumination of a green laser (532 nm) with a beam
diameter of 5 mm or simulated solar light onto the sample. To realize magnetically
enhanced optical charging, a magnet was placed at the sidewall of the container
before illumination. The temperature evolution of the whole samples was recorded
by a thermal infrared camera (T620, FLIR Systems Inc.) operated under a video
mode from the top surface.

Characterization and property measurement. The morphology and size of
as-synthesized Fe3O4@graphene NPs were observed with a TEM (Tecnai G2 Spirit
Biotwin, FEI) operating at 120 KV. XRD patterns were collected by an X-ray
polycrystalline diffractometer (D8 Advance, Bruker). Raman spectra were collected
by a dispersive Raman microscope (Senterra R200-L, Bruker). XPS spectra were
measured by an X-ray photoelectron spectrometer (AXIS, UltraDLD). Magneti-
zation curves of the Fe3O4@graphene NPs were measured by a physical property
measurement system (PPMS-9T, Quantum Design). Thermal conductivity of
paraffin and paraffin-Fe3O4@graphene composite samples was measured by a
transient hot bridge analyzer (Linseis THB-1). Optical spectra were measured by a
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UV-Vis spectrometer (Lambda 950, PerkinElmer) equipped with an integrating
sphere. TGA and DSC analysis was conducted in a differential scanning calori-
meter (Netzsch 204 F1) and a thermo gravimetric analyzer (Pyris 1) under nitrogen
atmosphere with a heating and cooling rate of 5 °Cmin−1, respectively.

Theoretical simulations. Thermal charging process was modeled as one-
dimensional heat diffusion problem. The dynamic temperature distribution of
paraffin composites T(x, t) in liquid phase and solid phase was obtained by ana-
lytically solving the standard heat diffusion equations in liquid region and solid
region. To simulate optical charging process, we developed a step-by-step model.
As shown in Fig. 3b, the simulation domain was divided into numerous slices with
a step size of Δx. During optical charging process, the whole PCM composites were
melted slice by slice. After illumination for certain duration, only single slice was
melt. After deducting the liquid absorption loss, the remained optical energy fur-
ther induced uniform heating and melting of the next slice. The temperature in
liquid region can be obtained by solving the energy conservation equation between
energy input from the absorbed optical energy in the control volume and the
energy needed to melt the solid PCM in the control volume, including both sen-
sible heat and latent heat. Both the theoretical simulation without considering the
heat losses and the theoretical simulation considering the heat losses are included
in the Supplementary Information. All the experimental parameters and the
physical properties of the materials used in the simulation are listed in Supple-
mentary Table 1.

Data availability. The data that support the findings of this study are available
within the paper and its Supplementary Information File, or from the corre-
sponding authors on request.

Received: 7 February 2017 Accepted: 4 October 2017

References
1. Chu, S. & Majumdar, A. Opportunities and challenges for a sustainable energy

future. Nature 488, 294–303 (2012).
2. Crabtree, G. W. & Lewis, N. S. Solar energy conversion. Phys. Today 60, 37–42

(2007).
3. Dalvi, V. H., Panse, S. V. & Joshi, J. B. Solar thermal technologies as a bridge

from fossil fuels to renewables. Nat. Clim. Chang. 5, 1007–1013 (2015).
4. Weinstein, L. A. et al. Concentrating solar power. Chem. Rev. 115, 12797–12838

(2015).
5. Thirugnanasambandam, M., Iniyan, S. & Goic, R. A review of solar thermal

technologies. Renew. Sust. Energy Rev. 14, 312–322 (2010).
6. Lewis, N. S. Toward cost-effective solar energy use. Science 315, 798–801

(2007).
7. Gur, I., Sawyer, K. & Prasher, R. Searching for a better thermal battery. Science

335, 1454–1455 (2012).
8. Kucharski, T. J. et al. Templated assembly of photoswitches significantly

increases the energy-storage capacity of solar thermal fuels. Nat. Chem. 6,
441–447 (2014).

9. Kolpak, A. M. & Grossman, J. C. Azobenzene-functionalized carbon
nanotubes as high-energy density solar thermal fuels. Nano. Lett. 11, 3156–3162
(2011).

10. Neale, N. R. Solar energy: packing heat. Nat. Chem. 6, 385–386 (2014).
11. Zhang, X., Hou, L. & Samorì, P. Coupling carbon nanomaterials with

photochromic molecules for the generation of optically responsive materials.
Nat. Commun. 7, 11118 (2016).

12. Zhou, D., Zhao, C. Y. & Tian, Y. Review on thermal energy storage with phase
change materials (PCMs) in building applications. Appl. Energy 92, 593–605
(2012).

13. Ni, G. et al. Steam generation under one sun enabled by a floating structure
with thermal concentration. Nat. Energy 1, 16126 (2016).

14. Kalogirou, S. The potential of solar industrial process heat applications. Appl.
Energy 76, 337–361 (2003).

15. Mekhilef, S., Saidur, R. & Safari, A. A review on solar energy use in industries.
Renew. Sust. Energy Rev. 15, 1777–1790 (2011).

16. Kalogirou, S. A. Solar thermal collectors and applications. Prog. Energy
Combust. Sci. 30, 231–295 (2004).

17. Tian, Y. & Zhao, C. Y. A review of solar collectors and thermal energy storage
in solar thermal applications. Appl. Energy 104, 538–553 (2013).

18. Sharma, A., Tyagi, V. V., Chen, C. R. & Buddhi, D. Review on thermal energy
storage with phase change materials and applications. Renew. Sust. Energy Rev.
13, 318–345 (2009).

19. Pielichowska, K. & Pielichowski, K. Phase change materials for thermal energy
storage. Prog. Mater. Sci. 65, 67–123 (2014).

20. Xiao, X. & Zhang, P. Numerical and experimental study of heat transfer

characteristics of a shell-tube latent heat storage system: part I–charging

process. Energy 79, 337–350 (2015).
21. Zhang, P., Xiao, X., Meng, Z. N. & Li, M. Heat transfer characteristics of a

molten-salt thermal energy storage unit with and without heat transfer
enhancement. Appl. Energy 137, 758–772 (2015).

22. Rathod, M. K. & Banerjee, J. Thermal stability of phase change materials used

in latent heat energy storage systems: a review. Renew. Sust. Energy Rev. 18,

246–258 (2013).
23. Fan, L. W. & Khodadadi, J. M. Thermal conductivity enhancement of phase

change materials for thermal energy storage: a review. Renew. Sust. Energy Rev.

15, 24–46 (2011).
24. Chen, L. J. et al. Electro- and photodriven phase change composites based on wax-

infiltrated carbon nanotube sponges. ACS Nano 6, 10884–10892 (2012).
25. Wang, Y., Tang, B. & Zhang, S. Single-walled carbon nanotube/phase

change material composites: sunlight-driven, reversible, form-stable phase transitions

for solar thermal energy storage. Adv. Funct. Mater. 23, 4354–4360 (2013).
26. Shi, J. N. et al. Improving the thermal conductivity and shape-stabilization of

phase change materials using nanographite additives. Carbon 51, 365–372 (2013).
27. Li, Y., Samad, Y. A., Polychronopoulou, K., Alhassan, S. M. & Liao, K.

From biomass to high performance solar-thermal and electric-thermal

energy conversion and storage materials. J. Mater. Chem. A 2, 7759–7765

(2014).
28. Huang, X. Y., Xia, W. & Zou, R. Q. Nanoconfinement of phase

change materials within carbon aerogels: phase transition behaviours

and photo-to-thermal energy storage. J. Mater. Chem. A 2, 19963–19968

(2014).
29. Yang, J. et al. Cellulose/graphene aerogel supported phase change composites

with high thermal conductivity and good shape stability for thermal energy

storage. Carbon 98, 50–57 (2016).
30. Ji, H. X. et al. Enhanced thermal conductivity of phase change materials with

ultrathin-graphite foams for thermal energy storage. Energ. Environ. Sci. 7,
1185–1192 (2014).

31. Kholmanov, I., Kim, J., Ou, E., Ruoff, R. S. & Shi, L. Continuous carbon

nanotube–ultrathin graphite hybrid foams for increased thermal conductivity

and suppressed subcooling in composite phase change materials. ACS Nano 9,

11699–11707 (2015).
32. Xin, G. Q. et al. Advanced phase change composite by thermally annealed

defect-free graphene for thermal energy storage. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 6,

(15262–15271 (2014).
33. Zhang, L., Li, R., Tang, B. & Wang, P. Solar-thermal conversion and thermal

energy storage of graphene foam-based composites. Nanoscale 8, 14600–14607
(2016).

34. Zheng, R., Gao, J., Wang, J. & Chen, G. Reversible temperature regulation of

electrical and thermal conductivity using liquid–solid phase transitions. Nat.

Commun. 2, 289 (2011).
35. Wang, Y., Tang, B. & Zhang, S. Novel organic solar thermal energy storage

materials: efficient visible light-driven reversible solid–liquid phase transition. J.

Mater. Chem. 22, 18145–18150 (2012).
36. Wang, Y., Tang, B. & Zhang, S. Organic, cross-linking, and shape-stabilized

solar thermal energy storage materials: a reversible phase transition driven by
broadband visible light. Appl. Energy 113, 59–66 (2014).

37. Wang, Z. et al. Rapid charging of thermal energy storage materials through

plasmonic heating. Sci. Rep. 4, 6246 (2014).
38. Pang, D. W. P., Yuan, F. W., Chang, Y. C., Li, G. A. & Tuan, H. Y. Generalized

syntheses of nanocrystal–graphene hybrids in high-boiling-point organic

solvents. Nanoscale 4, 4562–4570 (2012).
39. He, H. & Gao, C. Supraparamagnetic, conductive, and processable

multifunctional graphene nanosheets coated with high-density Fe3O4

nanoparticles. ACS Appl. Mater. Interfaces 2, (3201–3210 (2010).
40. Wang, W. et al. Fe3O4-functionalized graphene nanosheet embedded phase

change material composites: efficient magnetic-and sunlight-driven energy

conversion and storage. J. Mater. Chem. A 5, 958–968 (2017).
41. Shaikh, S., Lafdi, K. & Hallinan, K. Carbon nanoadditives to enhance

latent energy storage of phase change materials. J. Appl. Phys. 103, 094302

(2008).
42. Warzoha, R. J. & Fleischer, A. S. Improved heat recovery from paraffin-based

phase change materials due to the presence of percolating graphene networks.

Int. J. Heat Mass Transf. 79, 314–323 (2014).
43. Xia, L., Zhang, P. & Wang, R. Z. Preparation and thermal characterization of

expanded graphite/paraffin composite phase change material. Carbon 48,

2538–2548 (2010).
44. Sun, H., Xu, Z. & Gao, C. Multifunctional, ultra‐flyweight, synergistically

assembled carbon aerogels. Adv. Mater. 25, 2554–2560 (2013).
45. Fan, L. W. et al. Effects of various carbon nanofillers on the thermal

conductivity and energy storage properties of paraffin-based nanocomposite

phase change materials. Appl. Energy 110, 163–172 (2013).

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-017-01618-w

8 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |8:  1478 |DOI: 10.1038/s41467-017-01618-w |www.nature.com/naturecommunications

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


46. Harish, S., Orejon, D., Takata, Y. & Kohno, M. Thermal conductivity
enhancement of lauric acid phase change nanocomposite in solid and liquid
state with single-walled carbon nanohorn inclusions. Thermochim. Acta 600,
1–6 (2015).

47. Liu, X. & Rao, Z. Experimental study on the thermal performance of graphene
and exfoliated graphite sheet for thermal energy storage phase change material.
Thermochim. Acta 647, 15–21 (2017).

48. Shidfar, A., Alinejadmofrad, M. & Garshasbi, M. A numerical procedure for
estimation of the melt depth in laser material processing. Opt. Laser Technol.
41, 280–284 (2009).

49. Goya, G. F., Berquó, T. S., Fonseca, F. C. & Morales, M. P. Static and dynamic
magnetic properties of spherical magnetite nanoparticles. J. Appl. Phys. 94,
3520–3528 (2003).

50. Geim, A. K. & Novoselov, K. S. The rise of graphene. Nat. Mater. 6, 183–191
(2007).

51. Potts, J. R., Dreyer, D. R., Bielawski, C. W. & Ruoff, R. S. Graphene-based
polymer nanocomposites. Polymer 52, 5–25 (2011).

Acknowledgements
The work was supported by National Natural Science Foundation of China (51403127,

51521004, 51420105009, 21401129, and 51676121), National Key R&D Program of

China (No. 2017YFB0406100), “Chen Guang” project from Shanghai Municipal Edu-

cation Commission and Shanghai Education Development Foundation (Grant No.

15CG06), the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities and the Zhi-

Yuan Endowed fund from Shanghai Jiao Tong University. We also thank all the

reviewers for their helpful comments in improving the manuscript.

Author contributions
T.D., P.T., and H.B. conceived, planned, and supervised this study. Z.W., Q.Y., H.H., and

X.N. carried out experimental work. Z.T. and C.Y. performed numerical simulation

analysis. Z.W., Z.T., and Q.Y. contributed equally to this work. All authors discussed the

results and contributed to the writing of the manuscript.

Additional information
Supplementary Information accompanies this paper at doi:10.1038/s41467-017-01618-w.

Competing interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.

Reprints and permission information is available online at http://npg.nature.com/

reprintsandpermissions/

Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons

Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give

appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative

Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party

material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless

indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the

article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory

regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from

the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/

licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2017

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1038/s41467-017-01618-w ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |8:  1478 |DOI: 10.1038/s41467-017-01618-w |www.nature.com/naturecommunications 9

http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41467-017-01618-w
http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://npg.nature.com/reprintsandpermissions/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Dynamic tuning of optical absorbers for accelerated solar-thermal energy storage
	Results
	Optical charging of PCM composites
	Optical charging with dynamic tuning of the distribution of optical absorbers
	Solar-thermal energy harvest

	Discussion
	Methods
	Preparation and charging of PCM composites
	Characterization and property measurement
	Theoretical simulations
	Data availability

	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


