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C H E M I S T R Y

The lasting impact of formation cycling on the Li-ion 
kinetics between SEI and the Li-metal anode and its 
correlation with efficiency
Shengnan Zhang1, Yuhang Li2, Lars J. Bannenberg1, Ming Liu2*, Swapna Ganapathy1*,  
Marnix Wagemaker1*

Formation cycling is a critical process aimed at improving the performance of lithium ion (Li-ion) batteries during 
subsequent use. Achieving highly reversible Li-metal anodes, which would boost battery energy density, is a for-
midable challenge. Here, formation cycling and its impact on the subsequent cycling are largely unexplored. 
Through solid-state nuclear magnetic resonance (ssNMR) spectroscopy experiments, we reveal the critical role of 
the Li-ion di�usion dynamics between the electrodeposited Li-metal (ED-Li) and the as-formed solid electrolyte 
interphase (SEI). The most stable cycling performance is realized after formation cycling at a relatively high cur-
rent density, causing an optimum in Li-ion di�usion over the Li-metal-SEI interface. We can relate this to a speci�c 
balance in the SEI chemistry, explaining the lasting impact of formation cycling. Thereby, this work highlights the 
importance and opportunities of regulating initial electrochemical conditions for improving the stability and life 
cycle of lithium metal batteries.

INTRODUCTION
Following the introduction of the metallic lithium (Li) electrode by 
Whittingham in the 1970s, it remains to date a topic of great 
research interest. �is is because Li-metal has more than 10 times 
the speci�c capacity (3860 mAh g�1) of current commercial carbona-
ceous anodes and the lowest potential (�3.040 V versus the stan-
dard hydrogen electrode) (1, 2). However, its commercialization 
remains challenging as severe problems persist, such as the inherent 
high reactivity with the electrolyte and the nonuniform deposi-
tion upon plating/stripping, causing poor reversibility and thus a 
short life cycle (3, 4). In general, Li-metal reduces the electrolyte 
on contact forming an interfacial layer, referred to as the solid elec-
trolyte interface (SEI), with a thickness in the order of nanometers. 
During SEI formation, the electrolyte is reduced, which passivates 
a fraction of the Li inventory of the cell. Ideally, the SEI forms a 
mechanically stable interphase that prevents further electrolyte 
reduction while not posing a barrier to lithium ion (Li-ion) trans-
port (5�7). However, the low surface energy of Li-metal easily leads 
to the formation of high surface area mossy and dendritic Li-metal 
morphologies. Each time, this leads to fracturing of the SEI that 
exposes fresh Li-metal to the electrolyte. �is induces further SEI 
formation and thus irreversible capacity loss (7, 8). In addition, 
mossy and dendritic structures lead to electrical disconnected 
Li-metal upon repeated plating and stripping, inducing further Li 
losses. This self-amplifying process, the extent of which depends 
on the choice of electrolyte, current collector, and cycling condi-
tions, is responsible for poor reversibility of the Li-metal electrode. 
�is is expressed by the Coulombic e�ciency (CE), i.e., the ratio of 
the electrons passed on discharge to those passed on charge (9). 

Maintaining a uniform and dense Li-metal morphology, prevent-
ing uncontrolled SEI formation and contact losses, is considered to 
be a prerequisite for achieving a high CE and life cycle for lithium 
metal batteries (LMBs). 

It has been shown that the electrokinetics at the surface of Li-
metal plays a central role in the evolution of both its morphology 
and the SEI formation (4, 10, 11). Whether the electroplating process 
occurs at a buried Li-SEI interface or at a fresh Li-electrolyte inter-
face is closely related to the applied current density (8, 12�14). 
When electroplating occurs at a buried Li-SEI interface, the SEI 
regulates the Li-ion exchange between the electrolyte and Li-
metal, where higher exchange rates have been associated with 
high CE, typically increasing during cycling for electrolytes that 
provide high CE (15, 16). For electroplating at the fresh Li-
electrolyte interface, the strength of Li-ion solvation in di�erent 
electrolytes has been proposed to in�uence a preference for den-
dritic or uniform morphologies (12, 17). In principle, Li-metal 
growth is sensitive to a range of factors, including electrolyte 
chemistry, current density, formation cycles, temperature, and 
internal pressure, among others (18�21). Understanding the role 
of each of these is essential in realizing an optimal Li-metal anode 
performance.

�e impact of the formation cycling conditions on the initial 
SEI morphology and its properties is one such factor that can be 
anticipated to have a long lasting impact on subsequent cycling 
(14, 22�24). �is phenomenon has been explored using electro-
chemical approaches such as pulse-current or cyclic voltammetry 
premodulation, which have tentatively probed the in�uence of 
initial current densities used on the SEI and the Li morphologies 
(25�27). For instance, the pulse current protocol improves the cy-
cling performance through higher nucleation densities during 
initial Li deposition and homogenous SEI �lm formation (27). 
Previous work observed that during initial medium-high cycling 
rates, more compact Li microstructures formed, suggesting that 
this results in a templated SEI that de�nes the subsequent Li-
metal morphology (28). It was also found that for a weakly solvating, 
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high-performance electrolyte, small formation current densities 
(0.5 mA cm�2) lead to a more porous SEI, where it was postu-
lated that the Li-metal, formed during subsequent cycles, nucle-
ated within the SEI, suppressing electrolyte decomposition and 
explaining the observed improved CE (14). Therefore, in a cer-
tain current density range, the SEI formed at higher rates is more 
compact with a more uniform Li-metal morphology, while at 
lower rates, the SEI is more porous and with less dense Li-metal 
morphology.

�ese �ndings indicate that the initially formed SEI has a large 
impact on the subsequent cycling performance of Li-metal anodes 
(8, 14, 17, 28, 29). Nevertheless, comprehensive understanding of 
the underlying mechanisms is lacking, especially because of the 
diversity of electrolyte chemistries that have been studied (12, 17, 30). 
A central factor in this is the in�uence of the properties of the 
initially formed SEI on the Li-metal morphology and Li-ion 
charge-transfer kinetics, and how these in�uence subsequent 
long-term cycling. Several in-depth studies have been performed 
to evaluate the SEI morphology and composition, typically using 
cryo�transmission electron microscopy (TEM) in combination 
with advanced analysis of electrochemical impedance and voltam-
metry measurements (22, 26, 30�34). Although the role of the 
local Li-ion kinetics both in the SEI and between the SEI, Li-metal, 
and the electrolyte is believed to play an important role, it remains 
ambiguous to date. �is is mainly because it is very challenging to 
measure the local Li-ion kinetics of the SEI experimentally. Iso-
tope selective solid-state nuclear magnetic resonance (ssNMR) 
o�ers opportunities to probe the Li-ion di�usivity between dis-
tinguishable Li environments. Recently, one-dimensional (1D) 
and 2D exchange ssNMR have been used to identify the role of 
the LiNO3 additive to an ether-based electrolyte and qualitatively 
probe the growth of Li dendrites (35, 36). In addition, the SEI 
chemistry can be characterized using multinuclear magic angle 
spinning (MAS) ssNMR (ex situ) in conjunction with x-ray pho-
toelectron spectroscopy (XPS), while operando NMR allows quan-
ti�cation of the Li microstructure and the SEI capacity (37, 38).

Here, we study the in�uence of the formation current density 
on the Li-ion di�usion kinetics between the SEI and the electro-
deposited Li-metal (ED-Li), and how altering the electrochemical 
preconditioning and the formation cycles a�ect subsequent cy-
cling. Di�erent formation cycle current densities ranging from 
0.2 to 5 mA cm�2 are studied in terms of CE and cycling stability. 
�e Li-ion kinetics and SEI properties are evaluated by (i) vari-
able temperature (VT) exchange ssNMR to quantify the kinetics 
of Li-ion migration between the two solid phases: ED-Li and 
SEI; (ii) cross-polarization (CP) ssNMR experiments to assign 
the chemical components in the SEI; and (iii) operando NMR, 
where the in�uence of electrochemical preconditioning on dead 
Li formation has been noninvasively and directly monitored. 
Complemented by scanning electron microscopy (SEM) and XPS, 
the equilibrium Li-ion �ux between ED-Li and SEI is correlated 
with the SEI composition for di�erent current density formation 
cycles. A relatively high formation current density (2 mA cm�2) 
facilitates the local Li-ion transport, which is correlated by a 
speci�c balance in the inorganic SEI species. �is is found to be 
the origin for the improved reversibility and cycling stability, in-
creasing the CE and minimizing the formation of dead Li-metal. 
In this manner, the present research uncovers the Li-metal � SEI 
kinetics during formation cycling and how this a�ects subsequent 

cycling performance, providing practical guidelines for forma-
tion cycling protocols to be used in LMBs.

RESULTS
The impact of electrochemical preconditioning on the 
LMBs performance
To identify the e�ect of formation cycling, Li||Cu half cells were 
assembled using a commercial carbonate-based 1 M LiPF6 (lithium 
hexa�uorophosphate) in ethylene carbonate/dimethyl carbonate 
[EC/DMC; 1:1 (w/w)] electrolyte. �e cells were subjected to di�er-
ent formation conditions by decreasing the current density used 
during the �ve formation cycles from 5 to 0.2 mA cm�2 guided by 
previous research (22, 28). In addition, formation cycles at a current 
density of 0.5 mA cm�2 were performed as a blank reference (control 
group). Following the �ve formation cycles, all the cells were cycled 
for more than 400 hours at 0.5 mA cm�2 to an areal plating capacity 
of 1 mAh cm�2 for each cycle.

As seen in Fig.�1, the electrochemical cycling highlights that the 
formation current density has a pronounced impact on the subse-
quent cycles. Comparing the four di�erent formation protocols, a 
formation current density of 0.2 mA cm�2 (Fig.� 1D) initially dis-
plays a gradual increase in overpotential from the start of the work-
ing cycles (cycles a�er formation), which is notably accelerated a�er 
200 hours of cycling, resulting in an overpotential of about 100 mV 
(Fig.�1D, insert), similar to that continuously cycled at 0.5 mA cm�2 
(Fig.� 1C, insert). For formation cycles at a relatively high current 
density of 2 mA cm�2, a smaller increase in overpotential of ~40 mV 
is observed a�er ~205�hours (Fig.�1B, insert). �e cell with a forma-
tion current density of 5 mA cm�2 results again in a higher overpo-
tential of ~70 mV at ~206.5�hours (Fig.�1A, insert), suggesting that 
there is an optimal formation current density around 2 mA cm�2 at 
which the overpotential is minimal. �e magnitude of the overpo-
tential plateau re�ects the internal resistance, which could be a 
re�ection of the e�ective conductivity between the electrolyte and 
Li-metal, thus related to the SEI properties. �is trend agrees with 
the impedance results reported by Xu et�al. (22), where the mini-
mum resistance of the deposited Li was also found to be at 2 mA 
cm�2. A similar trend is also observed in the comparison of the 
CE. �e cell cycled at a formation current density of 2 mA cm�2 
results in the highest CE during the subsequent cycling (0.5 mA 
cm�2), stabilizing around ~96% for more than 100 cycles, while the 
cell cycled from 0.2 to 0.5 mA cm�2 shows an obvious fading of the 
CE to around 80% (Fig.�1E). �e reference cell, cycled constantly at 
0.5 mA cm�2, maintains a CE of around 88%. A formation cycling 
density of 5 mA cm�2 results in �uctuations and a decreasing CE.

Post-mortem SEM images (Fig.�1F) are taken to visualize the dif-
ferences in Li-metal morphology caused by using di�erent initial 
current densities. For lithium plated on a Cu foil at 0.2 mA cm�2, 
porous Li deposits are observed, sparsely distributed over the Cu foil 
surface with tangible Li whiskers, forming spongy Li domains with 
an average particle size of ~5 �m. While the morphology of Li-metal 
plated at 0.5 mA cm�2 is similar to that at 0.2 mA cm�2, it shows a 
denser column-like morphology having smaller Li-metal deposit 
sizes. In contrast, the Li-metal morphology formed at 2 mA cm�2 is 
much denser and compact with a more uniform microstructure and 
smaller Li deposits of around 1 �m. For the ED-Li deposited at 5 mA 
cm�2, the Li-metal morphology is more porous again. �e mor-
phology of the ED-Li has been further studied by TEM as shown in 
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�g.�S1. �e ED-Li has a di�erent size distribution where 2 and 5 mA 
cm�2 show smaller size than the other two (�g.�S1, A to D), and the 
observed SEI thicknesses are ~28, ~23, ~14, and�~36 nm for the de-
position current densities of 0.2, 0.5, 2, and 5 mA cm�2, respectively 
(�g.�S1, E to H). �e thinner SEI formed at 2 mA cm�2 is potentially 
favorable for faster Li-ion transport by reducing the ion conduction 
path lengths and consequently the ionic resistance.

�is trend is consistent with literature: �e Li nucleation size de-
creases with increasing current density, and the distribution of the 
deposited Li particles changes from densely packed to overlapping 
stacked multilayers (22, 23, 39). However, the performance of LMBs 
can vary greatly with the electrolyte composition. To see the impact 
of the formation current on di�erent electrolyte formulations, we 
compared three extra representative electrolytes by applying the 
same electrochemical test protocols: a modi�ed carbonate-based 

electrolyte with �uoroethylene carbonate (FEC) and vinylene car-
bonate (VC) additives {1 M LiPF6 in EC/DMC [1:1 (w/w)] with 
10 wt % FEC and 1�wt % VC}, an ether-based electrolyte {1 M lithium 
bis(trifluoromethane sulfonyl)imide (LiTFSI) in 1,2-dimethoxye
thane/1,3-dioxolane (DME/DOL) [1:1 (w/w)]} and a modi�ed ether-
based electrolyte with a lithium nitrate (LiNO3) additive {1 M LiTFSI 
in DME/DOL [1:1 (w/w)] with 5�wt % LiNO3}. For the Li||Cu cells 
cycled with the modi�ed carbonate-based electrolyte (�g.�S2), simi-
lar trends have been found that using 2 and 5 mA cm�2 as formation 
current density improved the cycling stability and e�ciency of the 
subsequent cycles. In the standard ether-based electrolyte (�g.�S3), 
1 M LiTFSI in DOL/DME, a formation current density of 2 mA 
cm�2 does not show as evident an improvement; however, it does 
result in better stability and lower polarization compared to other 
cycling protocols. When using the ether-based electrolyte with the 

Fig. 1. Electrochemical characterization of the LMBs with different formation current densities. Galvanostatic cycling performance and polarization pro�les of the 
Li||Cu cells cycled at: (A) 5�to 0.5 mA cm�2, (B) 2��to 0.5 mA cm�2, (C) 0.5 mA cm�2, and (D) 0.2��to 0.5 mA cm�2. Five formation cycles were applied in advance, Li was elec-
trodeposited to a capacity of 1 mAh cm�2 for each plating step, and inserts are the enlarged view of the voltage pro�les at 202�to�209�hours, indicating the overpotential 
values. (E) Comparison of the corresponding CE for the Li||Cu cells cycled at the current densities given in (A) to (D). (F) SEM images showing the morphology of the Li-
metal plated on Cu in Li||Cu half cells after a single plating to a total capacity of 1 mAh cm�2 at current densities of 0.2, 0.5, 2, and 5 mA cm�2, respectively.
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functional additive LiNO3 (�g.�S4), the impact of the formation cur-
rent density is similar to what we have observed for the ether-based 
electrolyte without additive shown in �g.� S3, but the cells show 
smaller polarization and slightly higher CE, which can be attributed 
to the improved SEI by LiNO3 reduction products (40). On the basis 
of the cycling performance of these electrolytes, it is reasonable to 
conclude that the current density applied during the formation cy-
cles is instructive for optimizing the LMBs performance.

Nevertheless, the relationship between the initially formed SEI 
properties and the long-term battery performance is not established. 
�e low overpotential observed on long-term cycling, a�er forma-
tion cycling at 2 mA cm�2, suggests that facile Li-ion transport can 
be attributed to the presence of a highly conductive and stable 
SEI. As the SEI is generated during the formation cycles, it is also 
plausible that it forms a sca�old within which the Li-metal will be 
plated during subsequent cycles, and thus the morphology and 
properties of this SEI sca�old will play a large role in the revers-
ibility (22). �e correlation between the formation current density 
and SEI conductivity and structure is explored in greater depth in 
the subsequent sections.

Li-ion diffusion between the ED-Li and the SEI
�e direct detection of the spontaneous Li-ion di�usion between 
the ED-Li and the SEI is feasible by 2D exchange spectroscopy (2D-
EXSY) ssNMR experiments under MAS conditions (41�46). All the 
samples were measured ex situ, and therefore, the Li-ion exchange 
represents the equilibrium exchange current density between Li-
metal and SEI, which is representative of the Li-ion kinetics between 
these two phases under equilibrium conditions. �erefore, this in-
cludes the charge transfer kinetics at equilibrium (the exchange cur-
rent density), most likely also Li-ion di�usion through the SEI, but 
does not include the (de)solvation kinetics between the SEI and liq-
uid electrolyte. Exchange between the detected resonances within 
the NMR time scale gives rise to o�-diagonal (cross) peaks in the 2D 
contour plots (Fig.�2A). On incrementing the mixing time Tmix, it 
allows more time for the Li-ions to migrate from one environment 
to another, resulting either in an increase in cross-peak intensity or 
the appearance of additional cross peaks between less mobile or spa-
tially distant Li-containing environments (see the pulse sequence 
in �g.�S5). Similar observations can be made when performing the 
experiment at elevated temperatures as Li-ions become more mobile, 

Fig. 2. 7Li-​7Li 2D exchange ssNMR experiments measuring Li-ion transport between the initially plated ED-Li and the as-formed SEI. (A) Schematic showing the 
7Li-​7Li 2D Li+ exchange between the ED-Li (gray) and the SEI (yellow). (B) 1D 7Li MAS spectrum of the ED-Li and SEI generated at 5 mA cm�2 (green), 2 mA cm�2 (red), 
0.5 mA cm�2 (gray), and 0.2 mA cm�2 (blue), respectively (insert). The black spectrum corresponds to the Li-metal peak plated at 2 mA cm�2 (see the other three in �g.�S6). 
Asterisks denote spinning sidebands. (C to F) 2D 7Li-​7Li exchange spectroscopy (2D-EXSY) of ED-Li and its corresponding SEI formed at: (C) 0.2 mA cm�2, (D) 0.5 mA cm�2, 
(E) 2 mA cm�2, and (F) 5 mA cm�2 at Tmix�=�150 ms and room temperature (298 K). The projections in F2 and F1 displayed in (D) to (F) correspond to the 1D slices of the SEI 
and the exchange peaks, aiming at assigning the components that dominate the exchange. The cross-peak at the o�-diagonal positions in the dashed boxes represent 
the di�usion of Li-ions between the ED-Li and the as-formed SEI.
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resulting in faster dynamics (exchange). �erefore, the 2D-EXSY 
technique allows us to quantify the Li-ion exchange and thus the 
charge transfer kinetics between the ED-Li and the as-formed SEI 
phases, similar to what has been showcased for ether-based electro-
lytes (36).

To discriminate the different Li-containing species present in 
the ED-Li and its SEI after directly plating Li on a Cu substrate at 
0.2, 0.5, 2, and 5 mA cm�2, one-pulse 7Li MAS ssNMR spectra 
were measured, shown in Fig.� 2B. The black spectrum corre-
sponds to 2 mA cm�2 (the spectra corresponding to Li-metal 
plated at 0.2, 0.5, and 5 mA cm�2 are provided in the fig.�S6). Two 
distinguishable resonances can be observed in the spectrum cor-
responding to two main kinds of Li environments, one represent-
ing metallic Li [~264.5� parts per million (ppm)] and the other 
representing Li species in the SEI generated (Fig.�2B, insert). It is 
worth noting that the chemical shift of the main diamagnetic SEI 
species depends on the formation current density. It is observed 
at 2.18, 0.93, 1.77, and 2.35 ppm for the plating current densities 
of 5, 2, 0.5, and 0.2 mA cm�2, respectively. The differences origi-
nate from the dominant Li-containing chemical species inside the 
SEI, which we will discuss in detail in the following sections.

From the 2D exchange spectra measured at Tmix�=�150 ms at 
room temperature, there are no cross-peaks observed between 
Li-metal and SEI for the sample electrodeposited at a small cur-
rent density of 0.2 mA cm�2 (ED-0.2; Fig.�2C). When deposited 
at 0.5 mA cm�2 (ED-0.5; Fig.�2D) and 1 mA cm�2 (ED-1; �g.�S7B), 
cross-peaks emerge (indicated by the dashed black box), re�ecting 
equilibrium Li-ion exchange diffusion between Li-metal and the 
SEI. At the same mixing time, more intense cross-peaks are observed 
for 2 and 5 mA cm�2 (ED-2 and ED-5) (Fig.�2, E and F), indicat-
ing more equilibrium exchange between SEI and Li-metal deposited 
at higher current densities. Results obtained with electrochemical 
impedance spectroscopy (EIS) a�er �ve formation cycles show the 
same trend (�g.�S11B), which we have discussed in detail in the next 
section. �e resistance ascribed to the SEI decreases with increasing 
formation current density (2 mA cm�2�<�0.5 mA cm�2�<�0.2 mA 
cm�2), which is in agreement with the lack of/lower cross-peak in-
tensities observed at 0.2 and 0.5 mA cm�2, respectively. When the 
measurements were performed at an elevated temperature (343 K), 
cross-peaks were also observed for the ED-0.2 sample (�g.� S7A), 
which is a consequence of the thermally enhanced Li-ion exchange.

Quantification of the Li-ion exchange
Given that the exchange experiments only measure the absolute 
amount of exchanged Li, this will scale with the Li-metal-SEI inter-
face area, which is di�cult, if not impossible to assess. �e largest 
amount of Li-ion exchange between SEI and Li-metal is observed 
a�er plating at 2 mA cm�1, thus for the most densely plated Li-metal 
morphologies (Fig.�1F), which is expected to have the smallest inter-
face area with the SEI. �is suggests that the Li-ion kinetics between 
SEI and Li-metal is much better a�er formation cycling at this cur-
rent density (2 mA cm�1). To access the kinetics quantitatively, the 
activation energy (Ea) for the Li-ion exchange di�usion between SEI 
and Li-metal is determined by exchange experiments performed 
at VTs. Since the diamagnetic Li-species in the SEI have a very long 
spin-lattice relaxation time (T1) and that of metallic Li is much 
shorter, 1D 7Li exchange spectroscopy (1D-EXSY) ssNMR experi-
ments can be used, a more time e�cient method to quantify the 
Li-ion di�usion compared to the 2D-EXSY measurements. In the 

1D-EXSY experiments, the SEI resonance is initially selectively 
�ltered out using a T2 �lter (44, 47), a�er which the magnetization 
transfer from the Li-metal back to the SEI is monitored as a function 
of mixing time Tmix. As depicted in Fig.�3A, at very short mixing 
times Tmix�=�0.00001 s, only a tiny resonance signal was observed 
for the SEI. Increasing the mixing time, the Li in the metal phase 
exchanges with the Li-ion species in the SEI phase, which is respon-
sible for the intensity decrease of the Li-metal resonance and the 
increase of the SEI resonance. �is is evidenced in �g.�S8 where the 
1D spectra corresponding to short and long mixing times are over-
laid for the ED-2 sample.

�e VT 1D-EXSY reveals evident di�erences in Li-ion exchange 
dynamics for the electrodeposited samples depending on the forma-
tion current density. �e normalized intensities of the evolving 7Li 
SEI signal as a function of Tmix are shown in Fig.�3C and �g.�S9. �e 
Li-ion di�usion between the ED-Li and SEI was quanti�ed by �tting 
the emerging SEI signal as a function of Tmix to a di�usion model 
derived from Fick�s law applied to describe the spontaneous equilib-
rium Li-ion exchange between two solid phases (see text S1) (47). 
�e average self-di�usion coe�cient (DLi) as a function of tempera-
ture obtained from �tting the data to this model pertains to the Li-
ion transfer between the ED-Li and the SEI. An Arrhenius law was 
used to �t DLi obtained for various temperatures from which the Ea 
for each case was determined (see Fig.� 3B). �e inset in Fig.� 3B 
shows that the lowest energy barrier is observed for ED-2, 0.096 eV, 
and the highest barrier for ED-0.2, 0.23 eV. �is large span of Ea 
values (more than a factor of 2) shows that Li-ion di�usion between 
the two solid-state phases (ED-Li and SEI) strongly depends on the 
current density during formation cycling. For a much higher forma-
tion current density of 5 mA cm�2, Ea increases again, leading to a 
minimum/optimum current density with respect to achieving a low 
Ea for Li-ion exchange between SEI and Li-metal. �e trend of Ea 
versus formation current density correlates to the electrochemical 
performance shown in Fig.�1, where the CE is inversely related to the 
Ea for Li-ion exchange between the SEI and the ED-Li. In other 
words, more facile Li-ion kinetics between SEI and Li-metal corre-
lates to a higher CE.

To evaluate if the charge transfer kinetics set by the formation 
current density remains upon subsequent cycling, additional ED-
Li and SEI samples were measured with 1D-EXSY a�er �ve for-
mation cycles at 2 mA cm�2 followed by 10 cycles at 0.5 mA cm�2 
(see Fig.�3D). Compared to right a�er plating, the additional cycles 
reduce the Ea by a factor of 2 (0.053 eV). For comparison, the same 
experiments were performed for the lower formation current den-
sities, �ve formation cycles at 0.2 or 0.5 mA cm�2, followed by 10 
subsequent cycles at 0.5 mA cm�2, also resulting in a decrease in 
Ea from 0.23 to 0.159 eV and from 0.194 to 0.093 eV, respectively 
(�g.�S10). We can thus conclude that the Ea for Li-ion exchange 
between SEI and Li-metal, set by the formation cycling, has a last-
ing impact during subsequent cycling. Moreover, subsequent cycling 
reduces Ea; hence, the Li-ion kinetics improve, re�ecting better ionic 
contact between SEI and Li-metal. EIS measurements, performed 
on the cells a�er 10 subsequent working cycles (�g.� S11), show a 
similar trend with resistances decreasing even further a�er the 
working cycles, with the biggest decrease seen for cells with a forma-
tion cycle current density of 2 mA cm�2. On extended cycling, how-
ever, i.e., 50 and 100 working cycles, respectively, the cell resistance 
increases. �is is also unsurprising as it is expected that more Li-
metal reacts with the electrolyte during long cycling due to which 
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the as-formed SEI inevitably experiences repetitive breakage/regen-
eration, resulting in the thickness, composition, and structure of the 
SEI to change accordingly (4, 5, 48). �is indicates that the nature of 
these interfaces evolve during cycling, although the origin of this 
cannot be concluded based on these results.

Composition of the SEI
To understand the improved Li kinetics, including the charge trans-
fer and Li-ion di�usivity in the SEI, with a formation current den-
sity of 2 mA cm�2, the as-formed SEI composition and its distribution 
are investigated. Because of the strong dipolar interactions and the 
limited 7Li chemical shi� range of the mainly diamagnetic SEI spe-
cies, it is di�cult to discern the various Li-containing components 
by a direct 6,7Li excitation ssNMR measurement (�g.�S12 shows the 
SEI spectrum for 6Li ssNMR). To deconvolute the spectra, CP MAS 
ssNMR experiments were carried out for 1H�7Li and 19F�7Li to 
resolve the resonances, where Li is in close spatial proximity to 1H 
and 19F, respectively (see the pulse sequence in �g.�S13). In these two 
cases, 1H and 19F are considered as the abundant nuclei, and during 

the CP MAS experiment, transfer of magnetization takes place to 
any 7Li environment in the vicinity (few atomic bond lengths) dur-
ing a speci�c time duration (contact time). �e 7Li near 1H is more 
likely to be assigned to the presence of an organic phase in the SEI, 
i.e., oligomers/polymers, (CH2OCO2Li)2 or ROCO2Li, while the 7Li 
close to 19F is assigned to LiF or possible residual Li salt (22). None-
theless, there is still a substantial proportion of other species in the 
SEI, likely oxygen-containing Li compounds such as Li2O, LiOH, or 
Li2CO3 (�g.�S14 for single-pulse measurements of Li2O, LiOH, and 
Li2CO3). Apparently, the o�set of SEI chemical shi� from 0 ppm is 
mainly caused by the existence of Li2O; therefore, bulk Li2O was 
additionally added to �t the SEI spectra. By resolving the chemical 
shi� and the full width at half maximum of these three components 
and keeping these constant while �tting the SEI spectra (see sepa-
rate spectra of 1H�7Li and 19F�7Li for di�erent current densities in 
�g.�S15), the basic components of the SEI generated at di�erent C-
rates on ED-Li can be resolved (Fig.�4, A and E, and �g.�S16A). �e 
SEI for ED-2 contains considerably more LiF and H-containing Li 
species among all samples. �is is expected as LiF has been regarded 

Fig. 3. Quantification of Li-ion diffusion between ED-Li and SEI by 7Li 1D ssNMR exchange experiments. (A) Schematic illustration of the Li-ion transport in the 1D 
7Li exchange spectroscopy measurements (1D-EXSY) by probing the gradual diminishing of ED-Li peak and the increase of SEI peak as a function of mixing time (Tmix). 
(B) Dependence of the di�usion coe�cient (D) obtained from �tting the 1D-EXSY data to a di�usion model has been described by us in detail elsewhere (47, 66). 1D-EXSY 
of the initially plated ED-Li and the SEI plated at (C) 2 mA cm�2 and the cycled samples of (D) 2 to 0.5 mA cm�2. For the cycled sample, �ve formation cycles at 2 mA cm�2 
are �rst used, followed by 10 cycles at 0.5 mA cm�2. One �nal deposition process at 0.5 mA cm�2 is adopted at the end of the cycles to keep the sample amount consistent. 
Error bars in (B) inset represent the SE of the �tting, and error bars in (C) and (D) represent the SD of the spectrum noise. a.u., arbitrary units.
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to be e�ective in inhibiting lithium dendrites and the decomposi-
tion of the electrolyte, and the H-containing phase has higher a�n-
ity to the organic electrolyte solvent, thus facilitating the transport 
of Li-ions through the SEI (22, 49). What is worth noting is that the 
LiF peak for the ED-5 sample is broader compared to that for the 
other samples, which could be attributed to a more amorphous LiF 
phase, generated by a high current density. In addition, ED-2 has the 
smallest amount of Li2O (or in this case, the Li2O with other residual 
species in the SEI), while ED-0.2, ED-0.5, and ED-5 contain much 
more Li2O. �e insulating nature of Li2O present in larger amounts 
of the SEI can be partially responsible for suppressing the Li-ion con-
duction inside the SEI (31, 50). We can additionally use this spectral 
deconvolution to deduce which species within the SEI exchange Li-
ions e�ectively with Li-metal, which is shown in the F2 projections 
in Fig.�2 (D to F). �e Li correlated to 1H and 19F is given in green 
and purple and Li2O (plus residual Li-containing components) in 
blue. Given that Li2O forms the largest constituent inside the SEI, 
the exchange is dominated by the Li-ions in the Li2O phase and Li-
metal phase. It is worth noting that the ED-2 sample shows strong 

cross-peak intensity but with the presence of a smaller amount of 
Li2O, indicating that the Li exchange is facilitated by Li species in the 
vicinity of an H-rich environment and Li near F in the SEI as well.

In addition, depth-pro�ling XPS was performed on the initially 
plated ED-Li on Cu foil to further deconstruct the SEI. C1s (Fig.�4, 
B, F, and J, and �g.�S16B), O1s (Fig.�4, C, G, and K, and �g.�S16C), 
and F1s (Fig.�4, D, H, and L, and �g.�S16D) spectra are presented for 
ED-0.2, ED-2, ED-5, and ED-0.5, respectively. Consistent with the 
CP MAS NMR results (including the 1H�13C CP MAS results in 
�g.�S17), the XPS results show that for the sample plated at 2 mA 
cm�2, the SEI contains less insulating organics and Li2O species and 
larger fraction of LiF as compared to all the other samples. �e peak 
in the F1s spectrum at ~685 eV, attributed to LiF (51�53), is much 
higher for the ED-2 sample, which also con�rmed in the 1D single-
pulse 19F spectra in �g.�S18, while the peak at ~529 eV, assigned to 
Li2O (54, 55), is much weaker at this formation current density. For 
the ED-5 sample, the organic phase and the LiF tend to be more 
distributed on the surface of the SEI, while the Li2O intensity is much 
stronger and slowly increases with the etching level. �e origin could 

Fig. 4. Determining the composition of the SEI on ED-Li initially plated at different current densities using ssNMR and XPS. SEI peak deconvolution for the plating 
current densities of (A) 0.2 mA cm�2, (E) 2 mA cm�2, and (I) 5 mA cm�2 by combining the �tting of the CP ssNMR spectra of 1H�7Li (Li near H), 19F�7Li (Li near F), and 
one-pulse measurement of bulk Li2O. Depth-pro�led XPS measurements of C1s, O1s, and F1s for the ED-Li plated on Cu at (B to D) 0.2 mA cm�2, (F to H) 2 mA cm�2, and 
(J to L) 5 mA cm�2. Each plot comprises of two individual �gures, i.e., the point before etching (up) and depth pro�ling spectrum (down). Color bar indicates the intensity 
from weak to strong from bottom to top.
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be that the high C-rate introduces dense Li nucleation sites and there-
by induces highly packed Li-metal deposits, which block the entry of 
the electrolyte; thus, the decomposition reaction mainly occurs at the 
surface (13, 23, 39). �e higher Li2O signal is probably ascribed to 
the large current density, which induces more intense decomposi-
tion reactions between the bulk Li and the electrolyte solvent, and 
introduces a thicker SEI �lm. Although Li2O has been reported in 
several studies for fostering the Li-ion exchange (16, 56), our obser-
vations indicate that too much Li2O is detrimental and impedes Li-
ion kinetics between SEI and Li-metal; therefore, an optimum amount 
of Li2O appears critical, especially near the Li-metal surface. In 
general, we observe that for the same plating areal capacity (1 mAh 
cm�2), the intensity of the Li-containing SEI species increases with 
the current density (�g.�S19), which corroborates that the high cur-
rent density leads to denser deposition morphology (23, 57).

�e CP MAS ssNMR and XPS results present here reveal how the 
SEI components and their distribution are a�ected by current densi-
ties. At a reasonably high plating current density (2 mA cm�2), an 
anion-rich, i.e., LiF-rich, SEI is formed. Several studies have reported 
the relation between applied current densities and the SEI species 
and structure formed. At high rates, thicker and mosaic SEI struc-
tures are more likely to be formed, which implies that current density 
plays a crucial in regulating the SEI properties, yet other parameters 
such as the electrolyte chemistry still need to be taken into account 
(8, 14, 22, 55).

Quantification of the dead Li
With the aim of quantifying dead Li and SEI formation under the 
in�uence of varying formation current densities, operando 7Li NMR 
experiments are conducted and compared in four distinct electro-
chemical protocols, i.e., two formation cycles at 5, 2, 0.5, and 0.2 mA 
cm�2, respectively, followed by three working cycles at 0.5 mA cm�2, 
reaching a capacity of 1 mAh cm�2 for each charge step. Fig.�5 (A 
and D) and �g.�S20 (A and D) show the contour plots of the oper-
ando 7Li NMR spectra together with the corresponding voltage pro-
�les from the galvanostatic cycling. As displayed in these contour 
plots, all the cells form two co-existing Li-metal phases during the 
cycling. On the basis of the evolution of these phases, we can infer 
that phase I is from the Li-metal electrode (~245 ppm), and the emer-
gence and diminishing of the Li signal of phase II directly corre-
spond to the electrochemical plating and stripping of the Li-metal 
(247 to 270 ppm) (58�61). �e largest Li chemical shi� span of phase 
II is observed in the cell (0.2 to 0.5 mA cm�2), which arises from the 
inhomogeneous Li deposits in the formation cycles (also seen in the 
uneven Li plating from the SEM image in Fig.�1F). �is subsequently 
leads to severe accumulation of dead Li-metal in the working cycles. 
�e individual 7Li NMR spectra have been extracted at the end of 
each charge and discharge step, where the Li intensity for each plat-
ing (discharging) step is much more constant and reversible for the 
cell pretreated by 2 mA cm�2 than the 0.2 mA cm�2 one (Fig.�5, B 
and E), while as comparisons, the cell cycled at 5 and 0.5 mA cm�2 
experiences an obvious build-up of Li-metal intensity over the cycles 
as well (�g.�S20, B and E).

Observing that the resonance of the Li source overlaps to some 
extent with the signal of the plated Li on Cu, we decouple the Li on 
Cu resonance by �tting the individual components in each spectrum 
for the end of charge (stripping) shown in �g.�S21. As expected, the 
cell precycled at 2 mA cm�2 shows the smallest increase in the Li-
metal signal a�er stripping, indicating the smallest accumulation of 

dead Li (Fig.�5C and �g.�S21B); however, the cell cycle with a small 
formation current density (0.2 mA cm�2) experiences pronounced 
dead Li accumulation, especially during the working cycles (Fig.�5F 
and �g.�S21C), while the control group (cell activated and constantly 
cycled at 0.5 mA cm�2) shows fast growth of dead Li during cycling 
(�gs.�S20C and S21D). By contrast, the cell (5 to 0.5 mA cm�2) gener-
ates much more dead Li at the initial cycles already but with slower 
dead Li growth during following cycles (�gs.�S20F and S21A).

�e normalized integrated area of the 7Li NMR peak of Li on Cu 
shows that the average plated Li signal detected by NMR (LiNMR) at 
the end of the ��h discharge (plating) has increased ~13% for the 
cycled sample of 2 to 0.5 mA cm�2 [(1.13 � 1)�×�100%�=�13%, nor-
malized to the observed plated Li intensity at the end of the �rst 
discharge], where the accumulated dead Li accounts for roughly 
18% of the initial charge Li signal at the end of the ��h charge (strip-
ping) (Fig.�5, G and H, purple). At this point, the CE of 66 to 82% 
was realized over these �ve cycles (Fig.�5I, purple). In contrast, the 
cell using the cycling procedure of 0.2 to 0.5 mA cm�2 displays a rapid 
linear accumulation of dead Li with each cycle, reaching a dead Li 
ratio for almost 85% at the end of the ��h discharge, resulting in a 
low CE around 30% (Fig.�5, G to I, orange). Also, for the cell (5 to 0.5 mA 
cm�2), 49% dead Li was accumulated at the end of the ��h cycle, 
which corresponds to the low CE during the working cycles (Fig.�5, 
G to I, green). �e stability of the cell cycled at continuous 0.5 mA 
cm�2 is somewhere in between (Fig.�5, G to I, red).

�e e�ciency of Li plating (lithium e�ciency, LELi) can be esti-
mated from the inactive LiNMR intensity, combined with the CE mea-
sured from electrochemistry (table�S1), where the capacity loss caused 
by forming the SEI (SEI e�ciency, CESEI) can also be reckoned (see 
text S2) (37, 38). �e LELi for the cell cycled at 5 to 0.5 mA cm�2 
protocol is relatively constant but showing a gradual downward 
trend in the working cycles, which is re�ected in the decreasing 
CE and the accompanying growth in CESEI (�g.�S22A). �e LELi is 
constant and stabilizes at about 90% for the cell cycled at 2 to 0.5 mA 
cm�2, where in the later three working cycles, the CE is lower due to 
extra SEI formation (�g.�S22B). Contrarily, most of the SEI was gen-
erated in the �rst two formation cycles for a formation current den-
sity of 0.2 mA cm�2, where the resulting Li aggregation is assumed 
to cause a sustained decline of LELi and consistently low CE over the 
cycles (�g.�S22C). Also, the LELi of the cell cycled at 0.5 mA cm�2 are 
continuously declining with low CESEI (�g.�S22D).

DISCUSSION
�e current density during the �rst formation cycles plays a critical 
role in controlling the properties of the initial SEI and Li deposition 
morphology, which strongly a�ects subsequent Li plating and strip-
ping. To investigate this, ssNMR was performed to quantify the 
equilibrium Li-ion exchange between the electrochemically de-
posited Li-metal (ED-Li) and the as-formed SEI. �is includes the 
charge transfer under equilibrium conditions, the exchange current 
density, and di�usivity within the SEI. �e results demonstrate that 
the charge transfer kinetics of the initially formed SEI contribute 
substantially to the e�ciency of the subsequent Li-metal plating 
and stripping cycles. From the range of formation current densities 
investigated (0.2, 0.5, 2, and 5 mA cm�2), the optimal cell perfor-
mance was obtained when applying a relative high current density 
(2 mA cm�2), re�ected by a stable CE of ~96% a�er 100 cycles in the 
standard 1 M LiPF6 in EC/DMC electrolyte (Fig.�1). Visualizing the 
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