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Abstract
While the interest in Photovoltaic Thermal (PVT) solar collectors is growing, the related practical knowhow and
experience are still rather sparse. In this context, a review study on PVT was carried out, focusing on three main
aspects: 1) Technology : different types of collectors, different ways of integrating PVT into energy systems,
energetic yields of different system configurations, 2) Market overview : PVT industry, available products,
principle fields of application, 3) Experiences : experiences from 7 pilot plants with collector areas between 50 m2
and 3500 m2, additional PVT plants in operation, points of view of different actors involved in the planning,
construction and operation of PVT systems. In this article, we present the key outcomes of the study.
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1. Introduction
PVT collectors integrate photovoltaic and thermal solar energy conversion in a single device and thereby reach
high yields per area. In situations where roof area is limited, and particularly in the light of new regulations
requiring a part of the energy demand of buildings to be produced on site, PVT collectors provide an attractive
option. In order to answer the growing interest in PVT, in particular from house builders and installation
companies, the presented wrap-up study, mandated by the Swiss Federal Office of Energy, aims to give a concise
overview of the PVT technology, the PVT market, and the experiences made with PVT in real system operation.
Besides a thorough literature research, a survey as well as a number of interviews were carried out among the
different actors related to PVT, such as manufacturers, distributors, planners and installers. The study further
included several case studies, based on data acquired by different research groups. The full report of the study was
published in german in Ref. (Zenhäusern, et al., 2017). The present article summarizes its key results.

2. Technology and Market
Different concepts of PVT collectors have been considered in applied research for about 40 years. Extensive
reviews of the diverse developments, as well as entry points to the relevant literature are provided by Refs.
(Zondag, 2008; Michael, et al., 2015). Numerous manufacturers have brought PVT products to the market.
However, while new products regularly enter the market, other manufacturers withdraw from the PVT sector.
Earlier market-related review studies were presented in Refs. (Adam, et al., 2014; Cremers, et al., 2015; UK
Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2016). The PVT sector has gained interest in recent years.
Among the reasons for this upsurge are the increased spread and the price drop of photovoltaic modules, as many
PVT products are extensions of standard PV modules. In the case of Switzerland, the rise of interest in PVT
collectors was particularly triggered by the increasing need of low-temperature heat for the regeneration of ground
heat sources in heat pump systems.

For the market survey in the present study, PVT collectors were grouped in three categories: collectors working
with a liquid heat carrier medium divided into products with and without cover (transparent cover to reduce
convective heat losses) and air-based collectors (typically without cover). 1 The survey with main focus on
Switzerland and neighbouring countries revealed 53 PVT collector manufactures in 17 countries (Figure 1). The
large majority of products (38) corresponds to liquid-cooled uncovered PVT collectors with or without heat
insulation on their backside. 6 products are covered liquid-cooled collectors, and 9 products are uncovered aircooled PVT collectors.
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Figure 1: PVT products grouped in collector type categories (left) and number of manufacturers in the different countries (right).

3. System integration of PVT collectors
Like in the case of conventional solar thermal collectors, the thermal efficiency of the different types of PVT
collectors strongly depends on their operating temperature. Thermal power curves for typical market-available
products of the different categories are shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Thermal power of typical liquid-cooled PVT collectors at maximum electrical power point (MPP), related to the gross
collector area and for a global solar irradiance of G=1000 W/m2.

Expectable annual gross heat and electricity gains as well as differences in electricity gain compared to pure PV
modules were calculated with the software Polysun, for different liquid-cooled PVT collectors and different
operating temperatures. The gross heat and electricity gains correspond to the heat and electricity yields one would
obtain, if the thermal circuit was turned on and operated at the specified temperature, whenever the thermal
efficiency of the collector at this temperature is positive. Figure 3 shows the results for the climate of Zürich (CH)
with a yearly solar irradiation on the horizontal plane of 1109 kWh/m2 and a mean ambient temperature of 9.9 °C.
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Figure 3: Gross heat and electricity gains for different liquid-cooled PVT collector types, climate of Zürich (CH), collector
orientation south, inclination 45°. Percentages correspond to the difference in electrical yield compared to pure PV modules.

For low operating temperatures, the heat gains include converted solar irradiation as well as ambient heat collected
in periods where the collector is operated below ambient temperature. Therefore, for low operating temperatures,
uncovered collectors and collectors without back side heat insulation have an advantage. For higher operating
temperatures, i.e. which over the year predominantly lie above ambient temperature, heat insulation and
transparent covers are advantageous. In systems where the heat is always needed at temperatures above 50 °C,
only covered collectors can contribute a notable amount of heat.
The lower the operating temperatures, the higher are the electrical yields. The percentage values in Figure 3
indicate the additional electrical yield compared to a standard PV module with average ventilation on the rear
side. Uncovered PVT modules without rear insulation achieve the highest additional electricity yields. Their
maximum (stagnation) temperatures correspond to the temperatures of pure PV modules. When no heat is
extracted, they have the same electrical yield. Uncovered PVT collectors with rear insulation achieve similar
additional electrical yields at low temperatures. As they can reach higher temperatures, their electrical yield at
high temperatures is somewhat below the yield of PV modules. Covered PVT collectors generally reach lower
electricity yields compared to uncovered ones. This is due to higher reflection losses at the transparent cover and
due to longer periods of operation at higher temperatures. Compared to pure PV modules, a slight increase of
electricity production can be achieved at low operating temperatures, in spite of the additional reflexion losses.
At higher operating temperatures, however, their electrical yield can lie considerably below the one of PV
modules. Therefore, in systems with covered PVT collectors, it is important to avoid long periods without heat
consumption (stagnation).

Systems with uncovered liquid-cooled PVT collectors
From the above discussion, it is clear that uncovered PVT collectors are most suited for low-temperature
applications. An important field of use is their integration in heat pump systems, where the low-temperature heat
most commonly serves the following purposes: a) regeneration of a ground heat source, b) regeneration of a latent
heat (ice) storage, c) regeneration of a cold sensible heat storage, d) pre-heating of a groundwater storage, and
e) direct heat source of the heat pump (Figure 4). Variants a)-d) can all be combined with variant e). Further, all
variants can be supplemented with the option to directly deliver solar heat to the secondary side of the heat pump,
i.e. for example to a hot water or a space heating storage tank. This option is profitable to the energetic efficiency
of the system. The quantitative benefit depends on storage temperatures and volumes. Further, one has to consider
the additional complexity of the system.
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Figure 4: Schematics of different variants for integrating uncovered PVT collectors on the primary (source) side of a brine/wateror water/water-heat pump system. The heat sinks, which would be on the right side of the heat pump, are not depicted.
(Schematics were made with the Software Polysun.)

Besides being integrated on the primary (source) side of heat pump systems, uncovered liquid-cooled collectors
are also used in systems where they directly provide useful heat at the required temperature level. The applications
basically correspond to the classical variants of solar thermal systems, such as: a) domestic hot water (pre-)heating,
b) pool heating, and c) domestic hot water heating plus space heating (Figure 5).1
Systems with covered liquid-cooled PVT collectors
Regarding only the thermal part, covered PVT collectors can essentially be used like covered (glazed) solar
thermal flat plate collectors. Most common is their application in systems for domestic hot water preparation with
or without solar assisted space heating (Figure 5). A major difference to systems with pure thermal collectors lies
in the handling of stagnation situations. In fact, several market-available covered PVT collectors must not be
exposed to extended periods of stagnation at high temperatures, due to the low temperature resistance of the
involved materials. Hence, the use of such products requires a fail save stagnation prevention on the system level,
such as an additional heat dump (e.g. heat exchanger to ambient air) together with an appropriate system control.
Systems with air-cooled PVT collectors
Air-cooled PVT collectors are predominantly used in open systems. Ambient air is aspirated by a ventilator and
guided behind the PV cells. The warmed-up air is often used for direct space heating or ventilation (Figure 6 a).
The same configuration can serve be used for space cooling. An additional application is the use of the pre-heated
air on the source side of an air/water-heat pump, for hot water preparation or space heating, permitting a rise of
the performance factor of the heat pump (Figure 6 b). Further interesting applications of air-based PVT collectors
include drying plants (e.g. for agricultural products or wood) and the ventilation of indoor swimming pools or
enamelling plants.

For the case of domestic hot water (DHW) preparation, a “pre-heating” system is dimensioned such that it
reaches a solar fraction around 20 %, while a standard solar DHW system reaches a solar fraction around 50 %.
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Figure 5: Schematics of system variants with PVT collectors directly providing useful heat at required temperature level.
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Figure 6: Schematics of system integrations of air-cooled PVT collectors: a) direct room heating or cooling, b) pre-heating of
ambient air on the source side of an air/water heat pump.

Systems installed
In Switzerland, there are at present about 300 PVT systems in operation, with an estimated total area of 15’000 m2.
The vast majority of the plants uses liquid-cooled uncovered PVT collectors. According to the interviewed
companies, in almost 50 % of the systems the PVT heat serves the (pre-)heating of domestic hot water (DHW),
sometimes in a combination with space heating. In more than 40 % of the systems, the collectors are combined
with heat pumps, where the solar heat is most commonly used for the regeneration of ground heat sources. A
smaller share of the systems (< 10 %) uses PVT for pool heating. Given the generally large size of installations
for ground source regeneration, this application makes for the largest part of the total installed collector area.

4. Survey results
A survey was conducted among two groups, manufacturers of PVT modules on one hand and
planners/distributors/installers of PV, PVT and solar thermal systems on the other hand. Besides a number of other
questions, participants of the survey were asked about the motivation of house builders for choosing PVT. The
corresponding answers are shown in Figure 7.
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Figure 7: Motivations of house builders for choosing PVT collectors, as seen by manufactures and planners/distributors/installers
respectively. The bars show the percentage of answering companies, which mentioned the corresponding argument.

Answers to the question about what should change in order to foster the deployment of PVT are shown in
Figure 8. “high costs” and “sparse know-how” are raised as important aspects by both groups, manufacturers of
PVT as well as distributors/planners/installers. It is interesting to notice that only the latter group mentions that
product design and efficiency of PVT collectors should be improved.
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Figure 8: Survey results to the question about what should change, in order to foster the deployment of PVT.

5. Case studies
In Switzerland, 7 large PVT plants with collector field areas between 50 m2 and 3500 m2 were built in connection
with so-called Pilot and Demonstration (P&D) projects, which received public financial support. In these
installations, PVT is used for ground source regeneration, pre-heating of ground water providing heat to a heat
pump, and in connection with a low-temperature heat distribution network, respectively. All installations are
equipped with detailed monitoring and data acquisition systems and their performance is analysed by different
research groups. In the full report of the presented review study, all these projects are briefly presented together
with the main results obtained by the respective groups and references to further information (Zenhäusern, et al.,
2017). Two examples of pilot plants are shown in Figure 9 and Figure 10. Based on measurement data of various
projects (P&D and other), one can state that standard uncovered liquid-cooled PVT collectors in a typical Swiss
climate reach an electrical yield of ~ 170 kWh m-2 a-1 plus a thermal yield of ~ 150 kWh m-2 a-1 (DHW),
~ 250 kWh m-2 a-1 (DHW pre-heating), 300 – 400 kWh m-2 a-1 (regeneration of ground source), and
> 400 kWh m-2 a-1 (pre-heating of ground water at the source of a heat pump), respectively.

Figure 9: P&D project Sotchà in Scuol (CH). Roof-integrated
PVT plant for the regeneration of boreholes (Vassella &
Baggenstos, 2015).

Figure 10: P&D project Lintharena in Näfels (CH).
Uncovered PVT collectors for the pre-heating of
groundwater providing heat to a heat pump (Rohrer, 2016).
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