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Abstract: The energy performance of the semi-transparent PV (STPV) window was carried out in a
hot-summer and cold-winter zone of China. Semi-transparent PV (STPV) windows generate electric,
reduce the heating load and aim to utilize daylighting efficiently. In order to analyze the energy
performance of semi-transparent windows, a comparison test rig was set up which includes two
test rooms of the same size. One room was installed with the STPV window and the other with a
conventional window. The lighting, thermal, and electrical performance of STPV window was tested
and compared with those of conventional window in the same ambient environment. It was observed
that the maximum power generation of the STPV (a-SiGe) window was 33.3 W/m2 on a typical
sunny day. Compared with the conventional windows, the average solar heat gain (SHGC) and Uvalue
of STPV windows were 0.15 and 1.6, respectively, which is better than those of conventional window.
On a sunny day, the Useful Daylighting Illuminance (UDI) of the test room was up to 52.2% better
than the UDI of the conventional room. The results could support the application of photovoltaic
technology in buildings in Southwest China.

Keywords: double-skin STPV windows; electricity; thermal; lighting; hot-summer and
cold-winter zone

1. Introduction

The application of photovoltaic technology in buildings has huge potential in Southwest China.
The climatic conditions of the area can be classified as a hot-summer and cold-winter zone.
The windows can be considered as the least energy efficient parts of the buildings [1,2].
The semi-transparent PV (STPV) window is a suitable alternate for this area. It saves energy, improves
the living environment, and lessens the economic strain of the people.

In recent years, STPV windows have attracted the attention of many researchers. A single STPV
window consist of two layers of conventional glass and intermediate PV module. Many previous
studies have been aimed to estimate the effect of single semi-transparent PV windows on
indoor environment. The study by Wong et al. [3] found that the semi-transparent PV windows
are able to reduce the energy consumption in indoor air conditionings. Wang et al. [4] also found that
the semi-transparent PV windows have a positive effect on indoor heating on sunny days in winter
and it could also need space heating on cloudy days from the outdoor test. Fung and Yang [5] used a
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simulation model to evaluate the influence of orientation on the performance of STPV windows. It was
found that the south direction is best suited to be the installation wall.

To improve the insulation performance of STPV windows, a type of double-skin STPV window
is used. This double-skin window consists of a layer of single STPV windows, a layer of conventional
window with a vacuum air layer in between. It was been found that the double-skin STPV window
took into account both the thermal insulation and power generation performance compared to the
single-layer window from a previous study. It is suitable for use as the exterior window of buildings.
He, W. et al. [6] compared the thermal performance of double-skin STPV windows with single
STPV windows by using the test rig and simulation model. They found that the double-skin STPV
windows could reduce the indoor heating and cooling load more effectively. Wang et al. [7] developed
a simulation model that has been validated by experimental data to further evaluate the overall
performance of the double-skin STPV windows. The results have all shown that the performance
of the double-skin STPV window is better than the conventional window. Costanzo et al. [8] set up
a method to analyze energy performance of building integrated photovoltaics, keeping the urban
context in mind. It was found that the BIPV system can achieve the renewable energy directive
target of 20%. Cucchiella et al. [9] used the net present value (NPV), internal rate of return (IRR),
discounted payback period (DPbP), discounted aggregate cost benefit ratio (BCr) and reduction of
emissions of carbon dioxide (ERcd) to evaluate the environmental impact and economics of building
integrated photovoltaic systems in Italy. Park et al. [10] evaluated thermal-electric performance of
the double-skin STPV window based on experimental test. The maximum rate of decrease of power
generation efficiency with the increase of temperature could reach 0.52%/◦C from the test. Olivieri and
Kapsis et al. [11,12] studied lighting-electric performance of the double-skin STPV window through
the simulation. The results show that lighting-electric performance of the double-skin STPV window
is impact by the visible transmittance. Li et al. [13] found that the STPV window could generate power
and cut down the energy requirement of lighting and cooling to benefit the environmental, energy,
and economic aspects through the simulation.

Most of previous studies have focused on single or double aspect evaluation of STPV window
performance and used numerical simulation to evaluate the energy performance of the double-skin
STPV windows. Since the STPV window generate electricity and have an impact on the heating and
cooling load of the test room. At the same time, the visible transmittance of the STPV window will
have an impact on the lighting load of the room. The performance of STPV windows could be fully
reflected by a comprehensive analysis of those three elements. This paper focuses on the analysis study
of the electricity-thermal-lighting energy performance of the double-skin STPV window under the
ambient environment of Chengdu, which is located on the longitude and latitude of 30.67 ◦N using an
experimental test. The energy performance test lasted three weeks. Three consecutive typical days
were selected for analysis (from 13 February 2018 to 15 February 2018).

2. Energy Performance Experimental Study

2.1. Double-Skin STPV Window

The double-skin STPV window was designed and processed by Sichuan University and the
Hanergy Company. As shown in Figure 1, the double-skin STPV window consists of one layer of single
STPV windows, and one layer of conventional window with a vacuum air layer. The key characteristics
of the PV module are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Physical and electrical properties of STPV window and conventional window.

a. Physical properties of STPV window

Layer/Property thickness (mm)
glass-tempered 6

Air gap 9
Single STPV window 10

b. Physical properties of conventional window

Layer/Property thickness (mm)
glass-tempered 8

Air gap 9
glass-tempered 8

c. Electrical properties of STPV window

PV module type a-SiGe
Maximum power under STC (W) 50

Photoelectric conversion rate 6.7%

d. Other properties of windows

Dimension of each STPV window and conventional window 1.24 m (L) × 0.64 m (W)
Visible transmittance of the STPV window 20%

Weight density of the double-skin STPV window 40 kg/m2
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of double-skin STPV window.

2.2. Test Rig

To test the comprehensive performance of the double-skin STPV window, a test rig had been built
in Sichuan University as shown in the Figure 2. The test rig included two tt units. Each unit had the
same dimension of 3 m (depth) × 3 m (width) × 3 m (height). A 75 mm thick sandwich rock wool
board had been used as the materials of wall and roof to meet the requirements of thermal insulation.

The windows were installed on a south facing wall. As shown in the Figure 3, the weather data
(outdoor temperature, humidity, wind direction, wind speed, air pressure, direct solar radiation and
global solar radiation, etc.) were tested by the outdoor test equipment. The double-skin window related
parameters like I–V curves, solar radiation upon south façade, generation power were measured by the
outdoor PV testing equipment. The indoor temperature could be tested by the wireless temperature
sensors and wireless lighting sensors were used to measure the illumination on the work surface.
The experimental data except electrical parameters were collected by a wireless multi-channel data
recorder with a sampling interval of 1 min. A few temperature sensors and heat flux meters were
used to measure the temperature and heat flux of the two windows for the purpose of evaluating their
thermal performances. The schematic diagram of the indoor environment test instruments was shown
in Figure 4. All the key instruments and their specifications have been shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. The key instruments and their specifications [14].

Equipment Manufacture Function and Model Accuracy/Sensitivity

Outdoor multi-channel
PV test equipment

Ceyear
AV6595A

PV testing (three 500 W
module and one 10 kW

module)
0 W–10 kW

Solar radiation test
equipment AV87110 Testing the solar radiation

upon the south façade 0~1800 W/m2; ±3%

Weather station J.t Weather condition recorder

Temperature: ±0.5 ◦C, humidity:
0.1%, ±2%; atmospheric pressure:
1 mbar; wind rate: 0.1 m/s; wind

direction: ±5%

Thermocouples J.t Temperature test (T type
thermocouple) −20 ◦C–100 ◦C; 0.1 ◦C; ±0.5 ◦C

Heat flux meters J.t Heat flux testing −2000 W/m2–2000 W/m2; 0.1 W;
4%

Light meter J.t - 0–100,000 lux; 1 lux; ±4%

Multi-channel data
recorder J.t Data collector The minimum resolutions are 1

µV and 0.1 ◦C

2.3. Energy Performance Analysis

The comprehensive energy performance of STPV windows were evaluated based on the
electricity-thermal-lighting energy values. The conversion efficiency (η) could be used to evaluate the
electrical performance of the STPV windows. It mainly characterized the ability of STPV windows to
convert solar radiation into electric energy. Equation of calculating η is as follows [15]:

η =
p

Aw × Ra
= FF × Isc × Voc

Aw × Ra
× 100 (1)

where η is the conversion efficiency of STPV windows. P is the power generation of the STPV
windows, W. Aw is the area of the STPV windows, m2. Ra is the solar radiation upon the south
façade, W/m2. Voc is open circuit voltage. Isc is short circuit i. FF is fill factor.

The conversion efficiency is calculated using the ratio of the power generated to the amount of
solar radiation upon the STPV window. The power generated and the solar radiation were tested by
the outdoor PV test equipment. The total heat flux through the STPV windows consisted of the solar
radiation though the windows, radiation heat flux, and conductive heat flux from the window to the
indoors; it was calculated using the following [16]:

Gi = Gd + Gr + Gc (2)

where G is total heat flux through the STPV windows, W/m2. Gd is the solar radiation penetrating
though the STPV window, W/m2. It can be tested by pyranometer. Gr is the radiant heat flux from the
window to the indoors, W/m2, and can be tested by the radiative heat flux meter. Gc is the conductive
heat flux from the window to the indoors, W/m2, and it can be tested by the conductive heat flux meter.

To further evaluate the thermal performance of STPV window, the solar heat gain coefficient
(SHGC) and Uvalue were calculated by the following equations [17–19]:

SHGC =
Gi
G

(3)

where Gi is the total heat flux through the STPV window, W/m2, and G is the solar radiation upon the
south façade, W/m2:

Uvalue =
Gr + Gc

∆T
(4)
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where Gr is the radiant heat flux from the window to the indoors, W/m2. Gc is conductive heat
flux from the window to the indoors, W/m2. ∆T is the difference of the indoor and outdoor air
temperature, ◦C.

The SHGC was used to present the fraction of the incident irradiance which penetrated though
the STPV window. The Uvalue is the overall heat transfer coefficient of the window.

The wireless light meters were used to test the illumination on the working sface (0.75 m height
plane) at the specific location (the four points are evenly arranged in the room. The distance between the
adjacent test points is 1 m). According to the “Standard for daylight design of buildings” GB50033-2012,
only when the minimum illumination on the working surface reached 300 lx, the indoor daylight could
meet the minimum requirements of the indoor work. At the same time, excessive illumination on the
working surface could also cause discomfort to the people indoor. Wei, W. et al. [20] reported that the
highest level of human acceptance of illumination is between 700 and 1800 lx.

The useful daylight illuminance (UDI) was used to evaluate indoor lighting environment
more effectively. It was calculated using the following equation [21]:

UDI =
tUD
tT

(5)

where tUD is the time that the daylight can be used useful, s. The tT is the total daytime, s.
The UDI is mainly used to predict the time of the day when the daylight can be used effectively.

The experimental data of the daylighting test can be divided into three sections using UDI: daylight
that is within the available range (100–2000 lx), daylight that did not meet the visual needs (≤100 lx),
and daylight that exceeded the visual needs (≥2000 lx).

The uniformity ratio of daylighting which was used to characterize the uniformity of indoor
lighting has also been used to evaluate of the impact of STPV windows on indoor light environment.
It was calculated by the following equations [22]:

Cav =
∑ Ci

n
(6)

U =
Cmin
Cav

(7)

Ci =
Ei
Ew

× 100% (8)

where Ci is the daylighting coefficient of the i points. Ei is the illumination on the working surface
of the i points. Ew is outdoor diffuse illuminance on the working surface at the same time. Cav is
the average indoor daylighting coefficient on the working surface. The symbol n is the number of
indoor lighting test points. U is the uniformity ratio of daylighting. Cmin is the minimum indoor
lighting coefficient.

3. Experimental Results and Analysis

The incident solar radiation upon the south façade (G) of those three days is shown in Figure 5.
The selected days for analysis were a sunny day (15th), a cloudy day (13th), and a sunny to cloudy
day (14th). The maximum incident solar radiation upon the south façade on the sunny day was
600 W/m2. The average ambient air temperature reached 15.6 ◦C during daytime on the 15th and the
air temperature on the cloudy day was around 13 ◦C.
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3.1. Electrical Performance Test

The power generation is shown in the Figure 6 and the real-time photoelectric conversion efficiency
is shown in the Figure 7. The maximum power generated off the PV window reached 100 W while
the G was 600 W/m2. In combination with Figures 5 and 6, the reduction of instantaneous irradiance
caused by the cover of cloud also leads to the reduction of instantaneous power generation.
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Figure 7. The I–V curve of STPV window at noon on 13 February.

The I–V curve of the STPV windows on the 13th noon is shown in the Figure 8. The G was
314 W/m2. It was found that the open circuit voltage was 284.2 V. The short-circuit current was 0.26 A
and the maximum power of the STPV windows was 43.76 W. The conversion efficiency of the STPV
window at this time was 4.6%, and the fill factor of the STPV windows was 58, which was calculated
using Equation (1). The conversion efficiency is lower than the efficiency presented in Table 1 because
the efficiencies in Table 1 were measured under the standard test conditions and the energy losses
were not included. The I–V curve was smooth and the PV window work normally under the winter
climate condition.

Energies 2018, 11, x    8 of 14 

 

Figure 7. The I–V curve of STPV window at noon on 13 February. 

The I–V curve of the STPV windows on the 13th noon is shown in the Figure 8. The G was 314 

W/m2. It was found that the open circuit voltage was 284.2 V. The short‐circuit current was 0.26 A 

and the maximum power of the STPV windows was 43.76 W. The conversion efficiency of the STPV 

window at this time was 4.6%, and the fill factor of the STPV windows was 58, which was calculated 

using Equation (1). The conversion efficiency is lower than the efficiency presented in Table 1 because 

the efficiencies in Table 1 were measured under the standard test conditions and the energy losses 

were not included. The I–V curve was smooth and the PV window work normally under the winter 

climate condition. 

 

Figure 8. Photoelectric conversion efficiency. 

As shown in the Figure 8, the maximum photoelectric conversion efficiency was 5.79% while the 

average photoelectric conversion efficiency was 4.91%. Since the a‐SiGe module could make better 

use of the low‐intensity solar radiation. Compared to sunny days, the conversion efficiency on cloudy 

days was slightly reduced, and  the maximum value was maintained at around 5%. The electrical 

performance  test  results of  the a‐SiGe window  shows  that  the power generated off of  the a‐SiGe 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

0.00

0.05

0.10

0.15

0.20

0.25

0.30

P
(W

)

I(
A

)

V(V)

I(A)

P(W)

Figure 8. Photoelectric conversion efficiency.



Energies 2018, 11, 1700 9 of 14

As shown in the Figure 8, the maximum photoelectric conversion efficiency was 5.79% while the
average photoelectric conversion efficiency was 4.91%. Since the a-SiGe module could make better
use of the low-intensity solar radiation. Compared to sunny days, the conversion efficiency on cloudy
days was slightly reduced, and the maximum value was maintained at around 5%. The electrical
performance test results of the a-SiGe window shows that the power generated off of the a-SiGe
window could meet partial energy demand of the building in this test during winter when intensity of
the solar radiation is low.

3.2. Thermal Performance Test

The thermal parameters of STPV window that had been tested include surface temperature, solar
radiation, and conductive and radiant heat flux. The surface temperature of the windows during
those three days is shown in Figure 9. An air-conditioning system was used to maintain the constant
indoor temperature of 18 ± 1 ◦C in accordance to the “Design Code for Heating Ventilation and
Air Conditioning of Civil Buildings” GB50736-2012. Since the STPV window releases the heat, the
outside surface temperature of STPV windows were higher than inside surface during the day-time.
The outside surface temperature of the STPV windows were lower than that of the conventional
windows during the night time. It can be observed from Figure 9 that the inside surface temperature
remained constant during the night due to the indoor air-condition system. The heat flux of the STPV
windows conducted from outdoor to indoor.
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Calculated by Equation (4), The Uvalue of the double-skin STPV windows and the conventional
windows were 1.6 and 1.7, respectively. The lower Uvalue indicates that the STPV window can reduce
the building heating load and, thereby, reduce the potential energy consumption of air conditioning.

The heat flux data of two windows has been shown in Figures 10 and 11. The total heat flux
(Gi) was calculated in accordance to Equation (2). The total heat flux consists of conductive heat flux,
radiative heat flux, and the solar radiation penetrating though the windows. The average of proportion
of the solar radiation penetrating though the windows in total heat flux during the daytime is 80%.
The solar radiation that penetrated though the STPV windows was lower than that of conventional
windows due to the sunshield of STPV windows during the daytime. The total heat flux of the STPV
windows was lower than that of conventional window.
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Through the calculation of Equation (3), the SHGC of the double-skin STPV windows and
the conventional windows were 0.15 and 0.62, respectively. The lower SHGC value shows that
STPV windows could effectively reduce the solar radiation penetrating through the window during
the daytime.
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3.3. Lighting Performance Test

The illumination had been tested as shown in Figures 12–14. The illumination in the test room
with the STPV window was always lower in comparison room to the conventional window since the
visible transmittance of STPV window was only 20%.
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As shown in Figure 13, the illumination in the test room on a sunny day met requirements
(300 lx) determined by the “standard for daylight design of buildings” GB50033-2012. Since the visible
transmittance of the STPV window is 20%, it was found that the maximum daylighting illuminance of
the test room with STPV windows was only 3165 lx on the sunny day (from Figure 14) while daylight of
the comparison room was 6000 lx. This means that the probability of occurrence of glare in comparison
room was much higher than that of the test room. On the cloudy day, it was observed that only when
the solar radiation was high, the illumination of test room with STPV windows reached 300 lx.

The UDI of those three days is shown in the Figure 15. On a sunny day, the UDI of the test room
was better than that of comparison room due to the shielding of the STPV window. The UDI of the
test room was 52.2%, while the UDI of the comparison room was only 25.1%. On a cloudy day, since
the intensity of solar radiation was low, the UDI of the test room was only 84.7%, while the UDI of
the comparison room was 91.0%. In combination with Figures 14 and 15, the illumination in the test
room was lower than that in the contrast room, and the UDI of the test room was higher than the
comparison room. This means that the STPV window can make more efficient use of daylighting.
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In accordance to Equations (6)–(8), Due to the shielding of the STPV window, the average indoor
daylighting coefficient on the working surface of the test room was higher than that of the comparison
room at 0.67 while that of the comparison room was only 0.12. This shows that the indoor light
environment of the test room was always better than that of comparison room. The STPV windows
play an important role in the optimization of indoor lighting design.

4. Conclusions

In this paper, the comprehensive energy performance of the a-SiGe STPV windows had been
evaluated by the comparison test rig in Chengdu. The highlight conclusions were collected as follows:

• For the electrical test, the photoelectric conversion efficiency of the STPV windows reached up to
5.79%, even in winter when the intensity of solar radiation was low. The electrical generation of
the a-SiGe STPV windows could resolve the partial energy demands of the building in this test
because of better utilization of the low-intensity solar radiation.

• As for the thermal performance test, the SHGC of the double-skin STPV windows and the
conventional windows were 0.15 and 0.62 respectively. The Uvalue of the double-skin STPV
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windows and the conventional windows were 1.6 and 1.7, respectively. The lower SHGC shows
that STPV windows could effectively reduce the solar radiation penetrating through the window
during the day time. The lower Uvalue indicates that the STPV window can reduce the heat transfer
between the inside and outside of building and, thus, reduce the potential energy consumption of
air conditioning.

• With regard to the aspect of day lighting of the test room, the daylighting illuminance of the test
room was always lower than that of the comparison room because of the 20% visible transmittance
of STPV windows. The results of indoor UDI test show that the UDI of the test room could reach
52.2 on a sunny day, and the UDI of the comparison room was only 25.1. On the cloudy day, it
was found that the light uniformity of the test room was better than that of the comparison room.
This showed that STPV windows can effectively reduce the illumination of indoor working face
when the solar radiation is strong, thereby effectively reducing indoor glare and optimizing
indoor natural lighting.

The double-skin a-SiGe STPV windows can provide electrical power in winter even when the
solar radiation is weak, reduce heating load and improve the indoor lighting environment comfort.
The test results in this paper can be used to support the optimal BIPV design of the BIPV buildings in a
hot-summer and cold-winter zone.
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