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SUMMARY

The emerging triboelectric nanogenerator (TENG) network shows great potential
in harvesting the ocean wave energy, which can help to achieve large-scale clean
wave power generation. However, due to the lack of an effective networking
strategy and theoretical guidance, the practicability of the TENG network is heavi-
ly restricted. In this paper, based on the typical spherical TENG, we investigated
the networking design of TENGs. Four fundamental forms of electrical networking
topology are proposed for large-scale TENG networks, and the influences of cable
resistance and output phase asynchrony of each unit to the network output were
systematically investigated. The research results show that the forms of electrical
networking topology can produce an important influence on the output power of
large-scale TENG networks. This is the first strategy analysis for the TENG
network, which provides a theoretical basis and a universal method for the optimi-
zation design of large-scale power networks.

INTRODUCTION

With the fast development of human society, non-renewable energy such as fossil fuel is being exhausted,

and the environment surrounding us is becoming worse and worse (Gielen et al., 2016; Kamat, 2007; Schier-

meier et al., 2008). Humans could face an unprecedented survival crisis in the future, thus it will be urgent to

develop a green and renewable energy (Brown, 1999; Chen et al, 2013, 2016, 2020a; Chen andWang, 2017;

Clery, 2008; Tollefson, 2011; Zhang et al., 2016b, 2020; Zhou et al., 2020a). Covering about 70% of Earth’s

surface, the ocean is magnificent and contains plenty of energy (Cho, 2015; Wang, 2017; Xi et al., 2019). The

ocean wave energy has great latent capacity for development and application, while the current technol-

ogy can not efficiently harvest it for various defects such as complex structure, low energy conversion effi-

ciency, and high maintenance costs (Falcão, 2010; Scruggs and Jacob, 2009; Taylor et al., 2001; von

Jouanne, 2006; Wolfbrandt, 2006). Thus, a new energy harvesting technology is needed to efficiently scav-

enge the energy of the ocean wave.

In 2012, Wang’s group invented the triboelectric nanogenerator (TENG) based on contact electrification

and electrostatic induction (Li et al, 2020a, 2020b; Wang, 2013). With the gifted advantages such as simple

structure, abundant material options, and low fabrication cost (Wang, 2014; Wang et al., 2015; Zhang et al.,

2014; Zhao et al., 2019), the TENGs have made remarkable achievements in the application field of micro-

power/nanopower sources (Ahmed et al., 2020; Chandrasekhar et al., 2017; Deng et al., 2020; Jin et al.,

2020; Liu et al., 2020a; Lu et al., 2019; Quan et al., 2015; �Sutka et al., 2020; Yan et al., 2020; Yang et al.,

2013, 2014; Zou et al., 2020), self-powered sensors (Bu et al, 2018a, 2018b; Fu et al., 2017; Guo et al.,

2018; Meng et al., 2020; Pang et al., 2015; Su et al., 2020a, 2020b; Wang et al., 2018a; Zhou et al., 2020b,

2020c), high-voltage power sources (Bu et al., 2019; Fan et al., 2015; Nie et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2019a),

and large-scale blue energy (Chen et al., 2020b; Liang et al., 2019; Rodrigues et al., 2020; Xu et al, 2017,

2018; Yang et al., 2019b; Zhang et al., 2016a), which is to harvest the low frequency, irregular, and multidi-

rectional water wave energy. Recently, some remarkable works have been developed to improve the per-

formance of TENGs (Liu et al., 2020b, 2020c; Wang et al., 2018b). To further improve the efficiency of the

TENG for harvesting water wave energy, some literatures focus on the new structures of TENGs. However,

to develop large-scale water wave energy harvesting, the strategy analysis of TENG network remains to be

investigated, particularly for the influence of cable resistance and output phase asynchrony of each unit.
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In this work, based on the typical ball-shell-structured TENG, we investigated the networking design of

TENGs. Different forms of electrical networking topology are proposed for large-scale TENG networks,

and the influences of cable resistance and output phase asynchrony of each unit to the network output

were systematically investigated. The research results show that the network forms have an important effect

on the out power of large-scale TENG networks. This is the first strategy analysis for the large-scale TENG

network, which provides a theoretical basis and a universal method for optimization design of large-scale

power networks.

RESULTS

Characterization of a Single TENG Unit

Figure 1A shows a schematic illustration of a large-scale TENG network on the sea for harvesting ocean blue

energy. The structure of the spherical TENG is shown in Figure 1B (more details are listed in Methods). The

working principle of the TENG is shown in Figure 1C. Triggered by the water wave, the Teflon ball can produce

a relative motion with the shell, and the ball rolls back and forth on two copper electrodes. Based on the con-

tact electrification, net positive charges are generated on the surface of copper which is easy to lose electrons,

and net negative charges are generated on the surface of Teflonball which has a strong ability to get electrons.

During the rolling of the Teflon ball, potential difference will be built between the electrodes, driving charge

transfer between them through the external circuit to maintain the equilibrium state. To simulate the

Figure 1. Structure, Working Principle, and Output Characteristics of the Spherical Triboelectric Nanogenerator

(A) Imaginary picture of future large-scale TENG network for harvesting water wave energy.

(B) Schematic structure of the spherical TENG.

(C) Working mechanism of the spherical TENG. Variation of the short-circuit transferred charges (D), the short-circuit

current (E), and the shifted open-circuit voltage (F) with a water wave frequency of 1.25 Hz.
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fluctuation of the sea, wave generators were fixed in a tank with water to generate water waves, as shown in

Figure 1S. The frequency of water waves can be adjusted by controlling the wave generator. To present the

characteristic of the spherical TENG, the short-circuit transferred charges QSC, the short-circuit current ISC
and the open-circuit voltage VOC of the spherical TENG were experimentally tested with a water wave fre-

quency of 1.25 Hz (The measuring instruments are list in Methods). The maximum short-circuit transferred

charges QSC is 65.13 nC; the maximum short-circuit current ISC is 0.66 mA, and the maximum peak-to-peak

open-circuit voltage VOC is 139.46 V, as shown in Figures 1D–1F, respectively. Here, themeasured open-circuit

voltage is shifted to above zero for demonstrating the peak-to-peak value more clearly.

Characterization of the TENG Network

To investigate the output performance of the TENGnetwork, a 43 4 array is fabricated based on the spherical

TENG, which is illuminated in Figure 2A. The electrical connection of the network is shown in Figure 2B, every

unit in the network is rectified before being connected in parallel. Figure 2C describes the influence of the unit

amount on the maximum peak-to-peak open-circuit voltage for the network with different frequencies. The

voltage almost keeps invariant as the amount increases, which is due to the parallel connection of the units.

Figure 2. Output Characteristics of the Spherical TENG Network

(A) Photograph of the fabricated network.

(B) Schematic diagram of the circuit for the TENG network.

(C) The output voltage of the network when the unit amount increases from 2 to 16.

(D) The influence of unit amount on the charging performance of the TENG network.

(E) The short-circuit current of the network when the unit amount increases from 2 to 16.

(F) The effects of unit amount on the matched resistance and average power of the TENG network.
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Another notable characteristic is that the output voltage of the network increases first and then decreases with

the rising of the frequency. This is because that the resonance frequency of the spherical TENG is about

1.25 Hz. When the water wave frequency gets to the resonance frequency, the motion amplitude of the Teflon

ball between the two electrodes ismaximum.Considering that the open-circuit voltage of the device is directly

related to the motion amplitude, it will also get maximized at the resonance frequency. When the water wave

frequency is far away from the resonance frequency, the relative motion between the Teflon ball and the shell

gets weakened, and the output also decreases. To characterize the effect of the unit amount on the transferred

charges of the network, we used the TENG network to charge a capacitor of 47 mF for 30 s, and the voltage of

the capacitor is shown in Figure 2D. With the increase of the unit amount, the voltage increases gradually. The

maximum voltage is 1.97 V with a water wave frequency of 1.25 Hz and a unit amount of 16. As the unit amount

increases, the peak of short-circuit current also improves, which is shown in Figure 2E.Moreover, themaximum

short-circuit current is achieved with a wave frequency of 1.75 Hz, which is a bit higher than the resonance fre-

quency. The reason is that the short-circuit current is the ratio between the amount of transferred charges and

the charge transfer time, according to I = dQ/dt. When the water wave frequency increases from 1.25 Hz to

1.75Hz, the amount of transferred charges and the charge transfer time decrease at the same time. The charge

transfer time decreases larger than the amount of transferred charges, so the maximum short-circuit current is

achieved with a water frequency of 1.75 Hz. As illustrated in Figure 2F, the output power of the TENG network

has positive correlation with the unit amount, while the matched resistance of the network descends with the

increasing of the unit amount, which is attributed to the parallel connection of the units in the TENG network.

Effect of Cable Resistance and Networking Topology

A large-scale TENG network for blue energy can include hundreds or thousands of TENGs distributed in a

wide area of water, and the cables used to connect the TENGs in the network have a considerable lengthwhich

should have a great impact on the output due to cable impedance. Thus, the electrical networking topology,

which largely decides the cable impedance, should be optimized to minimize the negative effect. Here, four

fundamental forms of networking topologies are investigated by theoretical calculations. For simplicity, we

assume that all the TENGs in the network uniformly distributed in the ocean and output in the same phase.

The inductance and capacitance of the cables are neglected considering the relatively low values. The period

of output, open-circuit voltage, capacitance, andmaximum average power of the single TENG are noted as T,

VOC, C, and P0, respectively. The external load resistance of the TENG network is RL.

The first electrical networking topology is shown in Figure 3A. According to the Fundamentals of Electric

Circuits (Alexander and Sadiku, 2012), the maximum average power of the first electrical networking topol-

ogy can be deduced, as shown in the following Equations 1–11. Every two adjacent TENG units are con-

nected by cables. The length of the cable used to connect the two adjacent TENGs is la, and the resistance

of the cable can be given as follows:

Ra =
rla
S

(Equation 1)

where S and r are the cross-sectional area and resistivity of the cable, respectively. The schematic diagram

of the lumped parameter model for the first networking topology is depicted in the left of Figure 3B, which

can be simplified to the right circuit of Figure 3B based on Thévenin’s theorem. Since that all the TENGs are

connected in parallel, the open-circuit voltage of the entire TENG network can be described as follows:

Va;n = VOC (Equation 2)

where n denotes the integrated number of TENG units in the network. The effective open-circuit voltage of

the TENG network is given as follows:

Ua =

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
1

T

Z T

0

V2
a;ndt

s
(Equation 3)

The relationship between the internal impedance of the TENG network Za,n and the amount of integrated

TENG units n can be given by the following iteration equations:�
Za;1 =ZC

Za;n = ðZa;n�1 +RaÞ
��

ZC
(Equation 4)

where == denotes the parallel connection operation. The internal impedance (ZC) of each TENG in the

network can be given as follows:
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ZC =
1

juC
(Equation 5)

The internal impedance of the TENG network can be expressed as follows:

Za;n = Ra;n + jXa;n (Equation 6)

where Ra,n is the resistance and Xa,n is the capacitive reactance of the TENG network.

The effective current of the TENG network can be calculated as as follows:

Ia =
Uaffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

ðRL +Ra;nÞ2 +X2
a;n

q (Equation 7)

Then, the average power of the TENG network can be given as follows:

Figure 3. The First and Second Networking Topologies of the TENG Network

(A–F) Cable connection (A) and circuit model (B) for the first networking topology. (C) The dependence of the maximum

average power, optimum load resistance, and retention efficiency on the amount of integrated units for the first

networking topology. Cable connection (D) and circuit model (E) for the second networking topology.

(F) The dependence of the maximum average power, optimum load resistance, and retention efficiency on the amount of

integrated units for the second networking topology.
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Pa = I2aRL =
U2

aRL

ðRL +Ra;nÞ2 +X2
a;n

(Equation 8)

The optimum load resistance Ropt, which can absorb the largest power, satisfies the following equation:

vPa

vRL
= U2

a

2
4

�
R2
a;n +X2

a;n

�
� R2

Lh
ðRL +Ra;nÞ2 +X2

a;n

i2
3
5= 0 (Equation 9)

Thus, the expression of Ropt can be given as follows:

Ropt =
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
R2
a;n +X2

a;n

q
=
��Za;n

�� (Equation 10)

Consecutively, the maximum average power of the network with the above condition is given as follows:

Pamax =
U2

a

2
�
Ropt +Ra;n

	= U2
a

2
� ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

R2
a;n +X2

a;n

q
+Ra;n

�=
U2

a

2ð��Za;n

��+Ra;nÞ
(Equation 11)

We define a retention efficiency as in (Equation 12), which can characterize the effect of cables and

networking on the output power for the TENG network

aa =
Pamax

nP0
3100% (Equation 12)

The dependence of Ropt, Pamax, and aa on the amount of integrated unit n can be obtained by iterative

numerical calculations. To get the results of numerical calculations, we set the initial value which can be got

by experimental tests and write Python scripts according to the formula. Then, we run the scripts to get the re-

sults of numerical calculations. According to experiment results, with a water wave frequency of 1.25 Hz, the

average power of a single TENG P0 is 5.953 10�6 W and the capacitanceC is 6.403 10�10 F. The cable length

la needed to connect two adjacent units is 220 mm considering a spacing of 20 mm. The resistance of such ca-

bles is 2.203 10�3Uwith a typical cross-sectional area S = 2mm2 and a typical resistivity r= 23 10�8U,m. The

calculated results are depicted in Figure 3C. For the first networking topology, the optimum load resistanceRopt
decreases rapidly with an increasing amount of TENG units and approaches a saturated value of about 760 U

around the quantity of 1.09 3 106. The average power shows a non-monotonic variation, achieving maximum

value of 0.80Wwith the amount of 5.743 105. The retention efficiencyaa decreases rapidly with the initial rise of

the number of integrated units and then gradually saturates with the further increase of the amount.

The second electrical networking topology is shown in Figure 3D. According to the Fundamentals of Elec-

tric Circuits (Alexander and Sadiku, 2012), the maximum average power of the second electrical networking

topology can be deduced, as shown in the following Equations 13–18. All the TENG units are connected at

two points through cables. The length of the cable is noted as lb,n The schematic diagram of the lumped

parameter model of the second networking topology and the simplified model is shown in Figure 3E.

Supposing that all the TENGs are organized into a network of y 3 y array, the resistance of each cable

can be expressed as follows: 8><
>:

lb;n = yla = la
ffiffiffi
n

p

Rb =
rlb;n
S

(Equation 13)

where n is the amount of integrated TENG units.

The relationship between the internal impedance of the TENG network Zb,n and the amount of integrated

units n is given as follows:

Zb;n =
Rb +ZC

n
=
Rb

n
+

1

jnuC
(Equation 14)

Since that all the TENGs are connected in parallel, the capacitive reactance of the second electrical

networking topology can be expressed as follows:

Xb;n =
1

nuC
(Equation 15)
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The computing method of the maximum average power for this electrical networking topology is the same

as that of the first electrical networking topology. Therefore, for themaximum average power of the second

networking topology, the network can be expressed as follows:

Pbmax =
U2

b

2ð��Zb;n

��+Rb;nÞ
(Equation 16)

The retention efficiency for the second electrical networking topology can be expressed as follows:

ab =
Pbmax

nP0
3 100% (Equation 17)

The dependence of Ropt, Pbmax, and ab on the amount of integrated units n can be obtained by numerical

calculations, as depicted in Figure 3F. With the increase of unit amount, the optimum load resistance Ropt

decays rapidly, while the maximum average power increases almost linearly. The retention efficiency ab

almost remains at 100%. Theoretical calculation results indicate that the resistance of the cable, for the sec-

ond networking topology, has little effect on the output power of the TENG network. Thus, the maximum

average power of the TENG network can be approximately given as follows:

Pb = nP0 (Equation 18)

The above results show that the first networking topology can lead to a significant decrease in the output

power of the TENG network. However, the cables used in the first networking topology should bemuch less

than the second topology, which are easier to be arranged and integrated with lower cost.

To take advantage of the first and the second networking topology, the third electrical networking topol-

ogy is proposed with a hierarchy structure, in which the TENG network is divided into several modules (h)

and each module includes multiple TENGs (m). Figure 4A shows the cable connection of the third

networking topology, and the schematic diagram of the lumped parameter model and the simplified

model is depicted in Figure 4B. In each module, the first networking topology is adopted for connection,

and the second networking topology is used for connections among modules. The third networking topol-

ogy can provide a compromising strategy between the two fundamental topologies. According to the

Fundamentals of Electric Circuits (Alexander and Sadiku, 2012), the maximum average power of the thied

electrical networking topology can be deduced, as shown in the following Equations 19–25.

As an example, we optimized a TENG network distributing in a water area of 1 km2 based on the third to-

pology. The amount of the TENGs in the network is K = 8.26 3 107 considering a spacing of 2 cm between

two adjacent TENGs. All the TENG modules are connected at two points through equal length cables lc,

which is the side length of the TENG network. The resistance of the cable used to connect each module

can be given as follows: 8><
>:

lc = la
ffiffiffi
n

p

Rc =
rlc
S

(Equation 19)

and the resistance of the cable used to connect the two adjacent TENGs for eachmodule can be expressed

as follows:

Rcim =
rla
S

(Equation 20)

The relationship between the internal impedance of the TENG network Zc,h and the amount of integrated

modules h is given as follows:

Zc;h =
Rc +Zm

h
(Equation 21)

The relationship between the internal impedance of the TENG network module Zm and the amount of

TENGs (m) in each module can be given by the following iteration equations:�
Z1 =ZC

Zm = ðZm�1 +RcimÞ==ZC
(Equation 22)

The internal impedance of the TENG network can be expressed as follows:

ll
OPEN ACCESS

iScience 23, 101848, December 18, 2020 7

iScience
Article



Figure 4. The Third and Fourth Networking Topologies of the TENG Network

(A and B)Cable connection (A) and circuit model (B) for the third networking topology.

(C) The dependence of the maximum average power, optimum load resistance, and retention efficiency on the amount of

integrated modules for the third networking topology.

(D) The dependence of retention efficiency and cable length on the amount of TENGs in each module for the third

networking topology.

(E and F) Cable connection (E) and circuit model (F) for the fourth networking topology.

(G) The dependence of the maximum average power, optimum load resistance, and retention efficiency on the amount of

integrated modules for the fourth networking topology.

(H) The dependence of retention efficiency and cable length on the amount of TENGs in each module for the fourth

networking topology.
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Zc;h = Rc;h + jXc;h (Equation 23)

where Rc,h is the resistance and Xc,h is the capacitive reactance of the TENG network.

The computing method of the maximum average power for this electrical networking topology is the same

as that of the first electrical networking topology. Therefore, the maximum average power of the third

networking topology the network can be expressed as follows:

Pcmax =
U2

c

2
�
Ropt +Rc;h

	= U2
c

2ð��Zc;h

��+Rc;hÞ
(Equation 24)

The retention efficiency for the third networking topology is defined as follows:

ac =
Pcmax

nP0
3100% (Equation 25)

where Pcmax is the maximum average power of the network for the third topology. To achieve a

relatively high retention efficiency of 99%, it can be calculated using the amount of the modules (h) in

the TENG network and the amount of TENG units (m) in each module. For this case, h is 2.56 3 104 and

m is 3224.

With a certain amount of TENG units (3224) in each module, the dependence of Ropt, Pcmax, and ac on

the amount of integrated modules h can be obtained by numerical calculations, as depicted in

Figure 4C. With the increase of module amount, the optimum load resistance Ropt decays rapidly,

while the maximum average power increases almost linearly. The retention efficiency ac almost remains

at 99%.

Furthermore, with a certain amount of TENGs (8.263 107) in the TENG network, the dependence of reten-

tion efficiency and cable length on the amount of TENGs in each module for the third networking topology

were calculated in Figure 4D. With the increasing of the amount of TENGs in each module, the retention

efficiency shows little decline at first, then decreases rapidly. The cable length used in this whole TENG

network shows fast decline. The point of N2 represents that there is only one TENG in each module, so

all the TENG units are connected at two points through cables as the second electrical networking topol-

ogy. At this moment, the third electrical networking is equivalent to the second networking topology. The

point of N1 represents that all the TENGs are contained within a single module. For this case, the third elec-

trical networking is equivalent to the first networking topology. The point of N3 represents that there are

3224 TENG units in each module. In this case, the retention efficiency is 99% which has been calculated,

while the cable length dropped by three orders of magnitude. This is significant for large TENG networks,

with the decrease of the cable length, the production costs and the complexity of the TENG networks can

be reduced, and the energy loss can be very low for the third networking topology.

The fourth electrical networking topology is schematically illustrated in Figure 4E, in which the TENG

network is divided into several modules (g) and each module includes multiple TENGs (q). The schematic

diagram of the lumped parameter model and the simplified model is depicted in Figure 4F. In each mod-

ule, the second networking topology is adopted for connection, and the first networking topology is used

for connections among modules. According to the Fundamentals of Electric Circuits (Alexander and Sa-

diku, 2012), the maximum average power of the fourth electrical networking topology can be deduced,

as shown in the following Equations 26–32. The length of the cable used to connect the two adjacent mod-

ules is ld,q, and the resistance of the cable can be given as follows:8><
>:

ld;q = la
ffiffiffi
q

p

Rd =
rld;q
S

(Equation 26)

All the TENG units in each module are connected at two points through equal length cable, which is the

side length of the module, so the resistance of the cable used in each module can be expressed as

follows:

Rdim =
rla

ffiffiffi
q

p
S

(Equation 27)
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The relationship between the internal impedance of the TENG network Zd,g and the amount of integrated

modules g is given as follows: �
Zd;1 =Zq

Zd;g =
�
Zd;g�1 +Rd

	��
Zq

(Equation 28)

The relationship between the internal impedance of the TENG network module Zq and the amount of

TENGs (q) in each module can be given by the following equation:

Zq =
Rdim +ZC

q
=
Rdim

q
+

1

jquC
(Equation 29)

The internal impedance of the TENG network can be expressed as follows:

Zd;g = Rd;g + jXd;g (Equation 30)

where Rd,g is the resistance and Xd,g is the capacitive reactance of the TENG network.

The computing method of the maximum average power for this electrical networking topology is the same

as that of the first electrical networking topology. Therefore, for the maximum average power of the fourth

networking topology, the network can be expressed as follows:

Pdmax =
U2

d

2
�
Ropt +Rd;g

	= U2
d

2
���Zd;g

��+Rd;g

	 (Equation 31)

The retention efficiency for the fourth networking topology is defined as follows:

ad =
Pdmax

nP0
3 100% (Equation 32)

For the sake of comparison and evaluation, with the same amount of TENG units (3224) in each module as

the third networking topology, the dependence of Ropt, Pdmax, and ad on the amount of integrated mod-

ules g can be obtained by numerical calculations, as depicted in Figure 4G. The optimum load resistance

Ropt decreases rapidly with an increasing amount of TENG units and approaches a saturated value of about

100.71 U. The average power shows a non-monotonic variation, achieving a maximum value of 6.09 W with

the module amount of 1397. The retention efficiency ad decreases rapidly with the initial rise of the number

of integrated modules and then gradually saturates with the further increase of the amount and reaches to

1.2% at last.

What’s more, with a certain amount of TENGs (8.26 3 107) in the TENG network, the dependence of

retention efficiency and cable length on the amount of TENGs in each module for the fourth networking

topology were calculated in Figure 4H. With the increasing of the amount of TENGs in each module, the

retention efficiency increases rapidly, and the cable length used in this whole TENG network rises. With

the increase of the cable length, the production costs and the complexity of the TENG networks can

grow, while the retention efficiency of the network would also be improved. The point of N1 represents

that there is only one TENG in each module, so all the TENG units are connected as the first electrical

networking topology. At this moment, the fourth electrical networking is equivalent to the first networking

topology. The point of N2 represents that all the TENGs are contained within a single module. For this case,

the fourth electrical networking is equivalent to the second networking topology. The point of N4 repre-

sents that there are 3224 TENG units in each module. In this case, the retention efficiency for this case is

1.2% which is much lower than that of the third networking topology.

Networking Topology Resistance (U) Power (w) Efficiency Cable Length (m)

First (N1) 759.56 0.78 0.16 1.823107

Second (N2) 2.41 494.47 100 1.6731011

Third (N3) 2.41 489.11 99 6.943107

Fourth (N4) 100.71 5.91 1.2 1.033109

Table 1. List of Merits and Demerits for the Four Networking Topologies
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To clearly show the merits and demerits of these four networking topologies, the optimum load resistance,

the maximum average power, the retention efficiency, and the cable length used in TENG networks are

summarized in Table 1 for above calculated cases with the same TENG unit and network scale. With the

third networking topology, the TENG network can maintain high efficiency with relatively less amount of

cables. For example, at the point of N3, the retention efficiency of the TENG network only decreases

1%, while the cable length used in the TENG network dropped by three orders of magnitude. That is mean-

ingful to large-scale TENG networks because the decrease of cable length can not only reduce the produc-

tion costs of the TENG networks but also lower the complexity of the TENG networks. Therefore, the third

networking topology can facilitate the practical application of TENG networks in large-scale water wave

energy, further implementing the blue energy dream.

The above topology optimization methods can be applied in TENG networks of any scale to improve

the performance. The reason is that the scale of TENG networks will not affect the optimization

process of electrical networking topology. It can be optimized, once the amounts of the units in

TENG networks are determined. For TENG networks with multiple layers, the efficiency can be calculated

similarly.

The network topology optimizationmethod can also be applied to other structures of TENGs, as a universal

method. The reason why we use the spherical TENG here is that it is a typical structure in water wave energy

harvesting, which can make the theoretical work more easily understood. The structures of TENGs can only

influence the initial values of numerical optimization calculation such as the period of output, open-circuit

voltage, and capacitance of the single TENG, while those values of TENG output do not affect the major

optimization process of the networking.

Effect of Output Phase Asynchrony

The TENG has an alternative output; thus, the output phase asynchrony for all the TENG units in the

network should greatly influence the total output of the network, which is theoretically analyzed here.

We consider a simplified situation where the cable resistance is neglected, and the lumped parameter

model of the TENG network is illustrated in the left of Figure 5A, with a purely resistive load. The model

should be a linear system with independent sources and linear components, so the superposition theorem

Figure 5. Influence of the Output Phase Asynchrony

(A) Schematic diagram of the circuit model for the TENG network.

(B) The fitting curve for the output voltage of the spherical TENG.

(C) Dependence of the correction factor b on the amount of integrated units.
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can be applied and the model is equivalent to the superposition of a series of models demonstrated in the

right of Figure 5A. According to the Fundamentals of Electric Circuits (Alexander and Sadiku, 2012), the

influence of output phase asynchrony for all the TENG units can be deduced, as shown in the following

Equations 34–41. The stable current output of the TENG network through the load resistor can be ex-

pressed as follws:

in = iR;1 + iR;2 +/+ iR;n (Equation 33)

where iR,n is the current in the nth model for superposition. The experimental measured output voltage of a

single TENG can be fitted well by a sinusoidal curve, as shown in Figure 5B. Therefore, similarly, we

describe the voltage on a load using the following expression:

uk = U sinðut + fu;kÞ (Equation 34)

whereU is the amplitude of the output voltage, u is the angular frequency, and fu,k is the initial phase angle of

the kth TENGunit. The amplitudeU and the angular frequencyu are assumed to be the same for all the TENG

units for simplification. For the linear circuit shown in Figure 5A, such voltage corresponds to a current of

sinusoidal form with the same angular frequency. Therefore, the current can be described as follows:

iR;k = I sinðut + fi;kÞ (Equation 35)

where I is the amplitude of the current and fi,k is the initial phase angle of the current. When the output of all

the TENG units in the TENG network is completely synchronous with the same phase, the average output

power can be calculated as follows:

Pe =

R T

0 i2nRLdt

T
=
RLn2I2

R T

0 ½sinðut +fi;nÞ�
2
dt

T
=
n2I2RL

2
(Equation 36)

where T is the period of the output current for each unit. Considering the practical application of the TENG

network in water, the TENG units can hardly output in a synchronized way. While the amount of the TENGs

increases, the phase angles tend to uniformly distribute within (0, 2p) with asynchrony. In such a case, rec-

tifiers are often used in the circuit for each unit. According to (Equation 33), the current of the TENG

network through the resistor RL can be described as follows:

in = I

����sin


ut +

2p

n

����� + I

����sin


ut +

4p

n

����� + I

����sin


ut +

6p

n

����� + / + Ijsinðut + 2pÞj

= I
Xn

k = 1

����sin


ut +

2kp

n

����� (Equation 37)

In a single period of T, the absorbed energy by the load resistor can be calculated as follows:

E =

Z T

0

i2nRLdt=RLI
2

Z T

0

"Xn

k = 1

����sin


ut +

2kp

n

�����
#2

dt (Equation 38)

Therefore, the average power of the TENG network can be expressed as follows:

Pf =
E

T
=

RLI2
R T

0

� Pn
k = 1

����sin


ut + 2kp

n

�����

2
dt

T
(Equation 39)

In order to clearly characterize the effect of the output phase asynchrony in the TENG network, a correction

factor b is defined as follows:

b =
Pf

Pe
=

2
R T

0

� Pn
k = 1

����sin


ut + 2kp

n

�����

2
dt

Tn2
(Equation 40)

The parameter b is the ratio between the average output power of TENG networks with phase asynchrony

and the average output power of TENG networks without phase asynchrony. The dependence of the

correction factor b on the amount of TENG units n can be obtained by numerical calculations, as shown

in Figure 5C. The correction factor b decreases rapidly with an initial increase of the quantity of integrated

TENGs, then saturates at about 0.81 with the further increase of the amount.

ll
OPEN ACCESS

12 iScience 23, 101848, December 18, 2020

iScience
Article



Considering the cable resistance and the output phase asynchrony, the maximum average power

of the TENG network with the third networking topology and matched resistance can be expressed as

follows:

P = nacbP0 (Equation 41)

According to the above theoretical analyses, with a water wave frequency of 1.25 Hz, the maximum average

power is expected to be 14.22 kW from a TENG network that covers 1 km2 water area with a depth of 5 m.

The amounts of the TENG network layers are 45 with setting the spacing between every two adjacent layers

as 2 cm.

DISCUSSION

In summary, we have fabricated TENG networks based on spherical TENG units and then demonstrated the

effects of water wave frequency and the amount of TENG units on the performance of the TENG network.

Moreover, four fundamental forms of electrical networking topology have been proposed for large-scale

TENG networks, and the influences of cable resistance and output phase asynchrony of each unit to the

network output were systematically investigated. The research results show that the network forms can pro-

duce an important influence on the output power of large-scale TENG networks. This is the first strategy

analysis for the TENG network, which provides a theoretical basis and a universal method for optimization

design of large-scale power networks.

Limitations of the Study

Four fundamental forms of electrical networking topology were proposed for large-scale TENG networks,

and the influences of cable resistance and output phase asynchrony of each unit to the network output were

systematically investigated, which have provided a theoretical basis and a universal method for the optimi-

zation design of large-scale power networks. However, experimental investigation can be conducted to

further validate, refine, and extend the theoretical calculation models for the four fundamental forms of

electrical networking topology.
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Figure 1S, related to Figure 2. Setup for experimental test 

 

Transparent Methods 

Experimental Section 

Fabrication of the TENG Unit.  

The spherical TENG is composed of a shell, a Teflon ball and two copper electrodes, 

as depicted in Figure 1b. In the fabrication of the device, firstly, two copper electrodes 

were attached to the inner face of two polystyrenes (PS) hemisphere (with a radius of 

4 cm), respectively. Secondly, a Teflon ball was put into one of the hemispheres, then 

the two hemispheres were stuck together with an adhesive, forming a spherical shell. 

Finally, the spherical shell is wrapped by another spherical shell (with a radius of 4.5 

cm) to ensure waterproof performance. 

Fabrication of the Network. There exist 16 spherical TENG units, integrated them 



 

 

with 4×4 arrays. Every two neighboring TENG units in the network are mechanically 

connected by nylon cable ties. The gap in every two neighboring TENG units is 2 cm. 

Electrical Characterization.  

The voltage, the transferred charges and the currents were measured by an 

electrometer (Keithley 6514). The voltage used to calculate output power was 

measured by an oscilloscope (Tektronix, MDO 3014) with a 100 MΩ probe. 
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