
 National Renewable Energy Laboratory 
Innovation for Our Energy Future 

A national laboratory of the U.S. Department of Energy
Office of Energy Efficiency & Renewable Energy

NREL is operated by Midwest Research Institute ● Battelle     Contract No. DE-AC36-99-GO10337 

Electro-Thermal Modeling 
to Improve Battery Design 
Preprint 
D. Bharathan, A. Pesaran, and G. Kim 
National Renewable Energy Laboratory 

A. Vlahinos 
Advanced Engineering Solutions, Inc. 

Prepared for the 2005 IEEE Vehicle Power and Propulsion 
Conference 
Chicago, Illinois 
September 7-9, 2005 

Conference Paper 
NREL/CP-540-38621 
September 2005 



 

NOTICE 

The submitted manuscript has been offered by an employee of the Midwest Research Institute (MRI), a 
contractor of the US Government under Contract No. DE-AC36-99GO10337. Accordingly, the US 
Government and MRI retain a nonexclusive royalty-free license to publish or reproduce the published form of 
this contribution, or allow others to do so, for US Government purposes. 

This report was prepared as an account of work sponsored by an agency of the United States government. 
Neither the United States government nor any agency thereof, nor any of their employees, makes any 
warranty, express or implied, or assumes any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, completeness, or 
usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process disclosed, or represents that its use would not 
infringe privately owned rights.  Reference herein to any specific commercial product, process, or service by 
trade name, trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise does not necessarily constitute or imply its endorsement, 
recommendation, or favoring by the United States government or any agency thereof.  The views and 
opinions of authors expressed herein do not necessarily state or reflect those of the United States 
government or any agency thereof. 

Available electronically at http://www.osti.gov/bridge

Available for a processing fee to U.S. Department of Energy 
and its contractors, in paper, from: 

U.S. Department of Energy 
Office of Scientific and Technical Information 
P.O. Box 62 
Oak Ridge, TN 37831-0062 
phone:  865.576.8401 
fax: 865.576.5728 
email:  mailto:reports@adonis.osti.gov

Available for sale to the public, in paper, from: 
U.S. Department of Commerce 
National Technical Information Service 
5285 Port Royal Road 
Springfield, VA 22161 
phone:  800.553.6847 
fax:  703.605.6900 
email: orders@ntis.fedworld.gov 
online ordering:  http://www.ntis.gov/ordering.htm

Printed on paper containing at least 50% wastepaper, including 20% postconsumer waste 

http://www.osti.gov/bridge
mailto:reports@adonis.osti.gov
mailto:orders@ntis.fedworld.gov
http://www.ntis.gov/ordering.htm


Electro-Thermal Modeling to Improve Battery Design  

Desikan Bharathan1, Ahmad Pesaran1, Andreas Vlahinos2, Gi-Heon Kim1

1National Renewable Energy Laboratory, Golden, CO, USA 

2Advanced Engineering Solutions, Inc. Castle Rock, CO, USA 

Presented at the 2005 Vehicle Power and Propulsion Conference 

Abstract 

Operating temperature greatly affects the performance and life of batteries in electric and hybrid electric 
vehicles (HEVs). Increased attention is necessary to battery thermal management. Electrochemical 
models and finite element analysis tools are available for predicting the thermal performance of batteries, 
but each has limitations. In this study we describe an electro-thermal finite element approach that predicts 
the thermal performance of a battery cell or module with realistic geometry. To illustrate the process, we 
simulated the thermal performance of two generations of Panasonic Prismatic nickel-metal-hydride 
modules used in the Toyota Prius HEV. The model showed why the new generation of Panasonic 
modules had better thermal performance than the previous 2001 modules Thermal images from the two 
battery module generations, under constant current discharge, indicate that the model predicts the 
experimental trend reasonably well. 

Keywords: HEV (hybrid electric vehicle), thermal management, nickel metal hydride, battery model, 
simulation, electro-thermal finite element 

1 Introduction 
Temperature greatly affects the performance and life of batteries, so battery thermal control is necessary 
in a hybrid electric vehicle (HEV) under real driving conditions. In recent years, automakers and battery 
suppliers have paid increased attention to battery thermal management, especially with regard to life cycle 
and related warranty costs. A thermal management system could be designed ranging from “simple 
energy balance equations” to more “sophisticated thermal and computational fluid dynamic models.” 
However, the basic performance of the management system is dictated by the thermal design of each cell 
or module. So it is critical to design cells and modules that have inherently good thermal performance. 
Sophisticated electrochemical models are available for predicting the performance of electrochemical 
cells [1 and 2], but they cannot capture the heat transfer aspects of the actual geometry with cell or 
module hardware (case, terminal posts, connectors, interconnects, relief valves, current collectors, seals, 
etc). Some finite element models can capture geometry [3 and 4], but cannot capture heat generation 
resulting from passage of currents in various components. In the past, we have used ANSYS commercial 
finite element analysis software, which captured the thermal aspects only [3]. The heat generation was 
added by estimating the ohmic heating and enthalpies of electrochemical reactions and applying that heat 
to the entire cell core.  
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For this study, we focused on integrating the electrical aspects of the cells and modules (including the cell 
hardware) into a finite element thermal analysis model. Our goals were to (1) develop the electro-thermal 
process or model for predicting thermal performance of cells and modules; (2) apply the model to predict 
the thermal performance of a baseline design (such as the 2001 Panasonic nickel-metal-hydride [NiMH] 
module) and compare it to the performance of a next-generation design (2004 Panasonic NiMH module); 
and (3) compare the predictions with infrared thermal imaging of modules under similar conditions.  

2 Approach 
It is particularly challenging to capture and model all the physical elements and details of a cell and drive 
the design parametrically for simultaneous electrical and thermal (electro-thermal) modeling, while 
considering performance limits and specifications for optimum efficiency and cost considerations. The 
process of engineering optimization via highly connected computer-aided engineering approaches is 
considered to be the best method, but it is not standard industry practice. During this project, we worked 
closely with a battery developer to develop such a tool. If the cell design is complicated, we use 
ProEngineer (ProE) software, a computer-aided design (CAD) tool, to build a detailed virtual model of a 
cell or module. The CAD model consists of the cell core (positive electrode, negative electrode, separator, 
and electrolyte), the cell or module case, internal connectors from the core to the terminals, connectors to 
posts of terminals, and (in the case of a module) cell-to-cell interconnects.  
 
We assume that the core (the electrochemically active part of the cell) is orthotropic—a homogenous 
combination of all its elements, but with different thermal and electrical properties in different directions. 
The CAD model is transferred to ANSYS to create a finite element model that can perform both electrical 
and thermal analysis. If the design of the cell is simple, we use ANSYS to capture the geometry and 
details of the cell or module. Once the geometry and material properties are specified, ANSYS can 
calculate the electrical resistance of each component. The resistivity of any unknown components can be 
adjusted to match measured resistance of the cell. A current flows through the cell when a potential 
difference is applied across the two terminals. This causes Joule heating that increases the temperature of 
all components. The heat caused by the electrochemical reactions is included as needed. ANSYS uses the 
heat generated to estimate the temperature distribution in the cell. Hot spots can be readily identified 
during steady-state and /or transient loads.  
 
To our knowledge, this is the first time that this type of electro-thermal analysis process has been applied 
to cells. A designer can use this approach to improve the thermal performance of batteries by reducing 
resistances, improving the power capability, and avoiding hot spots in cells that could lead to premature 
failures. 

3 Modeling and Results 
We applied the electro-thermal process to the Panasonic Prismatic NiMH module used in the 2001 Toyota 
Prius HEV and  compared it with the new Panasonic module used in the 2004 Prius. Figure 1 shows a 
diagram and picture of the 2001 Panasonic module, which has 6 cells, with total capacity of 6.5 Ah, 
module voltage of 7.2 V, and power capability of 1000 W/kg [5]. Figures 2 and 3 show the associated 
finite element model. Using the electro-thermal process, we captured six cores, cell-to-cell interconnects, 
weld junction, current collectors, and terminals. We ignored the dimples on the surface of the case, but 
captured their impact with an adjusted heat transfer coefficient on the case. We made assumptions for 
properties of each material based on our understanding of the construction of NiMH batteries. The major 
cell features that we captured are six homogenous cores connected to current collectors on each side, 
current collectors connected in series on top using a circular weld, and cells on each side connected to the 
external terminals. All the components are encapsulated in a polypropylene case. 
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The DC resistance of the cell that we used to find the effective resistivity of the core was 15.0 mOhm [5]. 
We applied a voltage drop of 1.5 volts across the terminals to result a current of 100 A through the cell. 
Figure 4 shows the voltage distribution and current density in the cores and the welds. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Panasonic NiMH module used in 2001 Toyota Prius 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2:  Simulated model of the 2001 Panasonic module. Left: Polypropylene case with terminal 
connectors. Right: The case is removed to show the core and current collectors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: 2001 NiMH module. Left: Schematic of cell-to-cell connections by Panasonic [5]. Right: Our 
model of the weld junction.  
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Because the weld junction has the highest current density, and one would expect more heat to be 
generated in this junction, making it  the hottest spot. In fact, Figure 5 shows the transient temperature 
distribution obtained for a module (with an initial temperature of 28°C) that is being cooled with natural 
convection while discharging a constant current of 100 A. This simulates a similar case that we tested 
while capturing infrared thermal images for comparison in our experiments in the laboratory. In Figure 5, 
the voltage drop across the terminals is 1.5 V, the bottom of the module is insulated, and the heat transfer 
coefficient on all other sides is set at 5 W/m2/°C. As seen in Figure 5, the hottest spot does occur at the 
weld junction of the cell-to-cell interconnects. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: 2001 module. Left: Voltage distribution in each cell. Right: Current density in the module; 
insert shows the highest current density through the weld junction. 

 

After 2 minutes of discharge After 2.5 minutes of discharge

Color scale (°C) 

Increasing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 After 3 minutes of discharge 
Figure 5: Model predictions for 2001 module. Temperature distribution in the polypropylene case after 
the start of 100 A discharge. 

 
To validate the predictions of the model, or at least its trends, we obtained infrared thermal images of the 
2001 Panasonic module under constant current discharge of the 100 A. During this time  the module was  
on a table with no active cooling except for natural convection in the room which was at 25°C to 28°C. 
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Infrared images show the distribution of the modules external temperature. Figure 6 shows three thermal 
images of the 2001 module after start of the 100A discharge. The hot spots occur at the weld junctions 
consistent with the electro-thermal model predictions. Comparing the model predictions in Figure 5 with 
the experimental images in Figure 6, we conclude that the electro-thermal model predicts the trends of 
temperature distribution reasonably well. 
 
 
 
 

Increasing 

Color scale (°C) 

After 2 minutes of discharge After 2.5 minutes of discharge

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 After 3 minutes of discharge
 
Figure 6:  Thermal images of the 2001 NiMH module after the start of 100 A discharge. 
 
Developing the electro-thermal model gives us the ability to find hot spots with a particular design, and 
propose solutions to eliminate it or reduce its impact.  By looking at the thermal images of the 2001 
Panasonic NiMH module, we can surmise that reducing the current density at the welds by adding a 
parallel additional weld junction between current collectors of two adjacent cells would result in reducing 
the hot spot temperatures.  Although this could be difficult or expensive to do, it could improve both 
thermal and electrical performance of the module.  In fact, the engineers at Panasonic have added 
additional weld junctions between the current collectors of each adjacent cell [5 and 6] for the 2004 
generation, as shown in Figure 7.  The five new weld junctions are about 2/3 of the way down the module 
below the top weld.  Panasonic indicates that the DC resistance of its 2004 Prismatic NiMH modules has 
decreased to 11.4 mOhm, thus its power capability has gone up by 30% to 1300 W/kg, while its ampere-
hour capacity remains the same [5 and 6].   
 
Figure 7 shows the finite element model of the 2004 Panasonic NiMH module. The weld junctions were 
simulated as small cylindrical rods connecting adjacent cells. Figure 8 shows the model prediction for 
current density in the 2004 NiMH module under 100A discharge.  As seen, the current density is less in 
the top welds when compared to the 2001 module under the same 100A discharge (Figure 4). Now the 
current flow is split more or less in half between the top and middle welds.  With lower current density in 
the welds, less heat gets generated, thus temperature increase at the welds is expected to be less.   
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Figure 7: New Panasonic NiMH Module used in 2004 Toyota Prius (top picture and schematic; schematic 
of cell-to-cell connections by Panasonic [5] (bottom left); our simulated model of the module and weld 
junction (colored images on the right) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8: Current density for 100 A discharge for 2004 NiMH module 
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Figure 9 shows the temperature distribution in the 2004 module at the end of three minutes of discharge.  
The left  image shows the polypropylene case temperature. The right image shows the core, current 
collector, and cell-to-cell interconnects.  By comparing these results with the similar case in Figure 5, we 
can see that the overall temperature of the 2004 module is lower than that of the 2001 module (maximum 
of 48°C vs maximum of 55°C).  In addition, the 2004 module has a much better uniformity in 
temperature. both of these would help increase the overall performance and reliability of the battery.  
 
 

Color scale (°C) 

Increasing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9:  Model predictions for 2004 module. Temperature distribution in the case (left) and in the core 
(right) after 3 minutes from the start of 100 A discharge. 

Figure 10 shows the thermal image of the 2004 NiMH module under 100A discharge. Unlike the 2001 
module (shown in Figure 6), it does not have any hot spots at the top cell-to-cell interconnects. It does 
have lower overall temperature and a more even temperature distribution. Our electrochemical model 
predictions compare well with these observations and experimental thermal images.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 10: Thermal image of the 2004 NiMH module 3 minutes after the start of 100 A discharge. 
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4 Concluding Remarks 
Thermal control is critical to ensure batteries provide the desired electrical performance and long life. 
Good thermal performance starts with designing good cells and modules.  Using commercial finite 
element analysis software, we have captured both electrical and thermal behavior of cells and modules 
with all of the geometrical details.  To illustrate how the electro-thermal modeling works, we applied it to 
the 2001 Prismatic Panasonic NIMH module and discovered hot spots near cell-to-cell interconnects.  The 
analysis showed the benefit of decreasing the overall DC contact resistance between the two adjacent 
cells by using additional welds to reduce hot spots, improve temperature uniformity, and reduce the 
overall temperature of the module.  This is consistent with what Panasonic has accomplished in their 2004 
module.   
 
We performed constant current discharges of the 2001 and 2004 modules and obtained thermal images. 
Comparing the thermal images with model predictions indicated that the model predicts the thermal 
performance reasonably well.  We have since applied this electro-thermal process to two other cell and 
battery designs for the Department of Energy’s FreedomCAR battery developers to help them improve 
thermal designs. 
 
The current version of the electro-thermal model does not capture the transient nature of the internal 
resistance of the battery due to electrochemical changes in the battery as it charges or discharges. It also 
does not capture the chemical behavior of the various materials in the cells.  We plan to update and 
upgrade the model to include such features.  Including the chemical behavior of the materials in the cells 
may allow us to predict the cells thermal performance and the heat propagation to other cells in module 
under abuse conditions (overcharge, overheating, and short-circuit). 
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