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Abstract: Building automation systems installed in large commercial buildings record sub-hourly
measurements from hundreds of sensors. The use of such large datasets are challenging because of
missing and erroneous data, which can prevent the development of accurate prediction models of the
performance of heating, ventilation, and air-conditioning equipment. The use of the transfer learning
(TL) method for building applications attracted researchers to solve the problems created by small
and incomplete datasets. This paper verifies the hypothesis that the deep neural network models that
are pre-trained for one chiller (called the source chiller) with a small dataset of measurements from
July 2013 could be applied successfully, by using TL strategies, for the prediction of the operation
performance of another chiller (called the target chiller) with different datasets that were recorded
during the cooling season of 2016. Measurements from a university campus are used as a case study.
The results show that the initial hypothesis of this paper is confirmed.

Keywords: building automation; transfer learning; deep neural network; prediction; chiller;
measurement

1. Introduction

Heating, ventilation, and air-conditioning (HVAC) equipment such as chillers and
fans has an important impact on the energy use and electrical demand of large commercial
and institutional buildings. Building automation systems (BAS) that are installed in such
buildings can record measurements of hundreds of sensors, usually at 15 min time intervals.
After the measurement datasets are validated, two kinds of problematic situations could
be noticed, which are obstacles for the development, validation, and application of the
prediction models:

(i) Datasets for the training of prediction models are small or incomplete;
(ii) Datasets normally available at 15 min time intervals are not sufficient for capturing

and analyzing the transient changes of operation conditions, which might happen
within a few minutes.

Different approaches have been used for the augmentation of recorded datasets [1,2].
Elaborated mathematical models have been applied to generate new datasets by extrapolat-
ing small datasets with faults or by adding artificial faults.

The recent use of the transfer learning (TL) method for building applications has
opened up new alternative solutions to problems created by small and incomplete datasets.
This paper explores the application of TL for the performance prediction of chillers in a
central cooling plant serving a university campus, using the measurement datasets from
the BAS as a case study. This section presents briefly the concept of transfer learning and
some details about the hyper-parameters of deep learning models.

1.1. Transfer Learning

When the prediction of the energy performance of HVAC equipment, such as a large-
capacity chiller, is required, the usual approach consists first of collecting measurements
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over a time interval, as long as reasonably possible and cost-effective. The dedicated
prediction model is then developed and tested, followed by the application. However, in
many situations, the available measurements dataset is not adequate for the purpose of
model development, either because the dataset is incomplete, some readings are erroneous,
or variables needed are not recorded.

In this situation, the transfer learning (TL) method can help in the development of
performance prediction models for HVAC equipment.

Transfer learning is used to improve a learner in a target domain by transferring
knowledge obtained from a different but related source domain [3]. Another definition
simply says that TL is the ability of a system to recognize and apply knowledge and skills
learned in previous tasks to novel tasks [4].

When the size and quality of the target training dataset are not sufficient, TL uses a
pre-trained model from the source domain as the starting point for the generalization to
the target domain. Thus, the application of TL from a source domain to a target domain
reduces the need for large task datasets for model training and validation, as well as the
training time.

Transfer learning is formally defined by [3] as follows: Given a source domain DS with
a corresponding source task TS and a target domain DT with a corresponding target task
TT, transfer learning is the process of improving the target predictive function by using the
related information from DS and TS, where the two domains are different (DS 6= DT) or
tasks are different (TS 6= TT).

A few definitions are presented here for the clarification of the method proposed in
the paper.

When both the source and the target domains use the same metrics, the transfer
learning is called homogeneous, while when the domains use different metrics, the transfer
learning is called heterogeneous.

The form of homogeneous transfer learning between the source and target domains
can be classified into four transfer categories [4,5]:

(1) Instance-based transfer learning can be used when samples in the source domain
are reweighted in an attempt to correct for marginal distribution differences. The
reweighted samples are directly used for training in the target domain. For in-
stance, [6] calculated the weights by using the means of the target and source domains.

(2) Feature-based transfer learning, which takes one of the following two different ap-
proaches. The first approach, called asymmetric feature transformation, works well
when both source and target domains have the same labels and transforms the fea-
tures of the source through reweighting to more closely match the target domain. The
second approach discovers underlying meaningful structures between the domains
and transfers both domains to a common feature space.

(3) Model parameter-based transfer learning starts by using parameters (i.e., weights
of the deep neutral network (DNN) model), which were trained previously from a
source domain, to initialize the weights of the target domain DNN model. Finally, the
weights are fine-tuned for the target domain.

(4) Relation-based transfer learning, which uses the common relationship between the
source and target domains.

There are three common transfer learning scenarios [3] in terms of task similarity and
the availability of labeled datasets [5]:

(1) Inductive transfer learning occurs when the source and target domain data are avail-
able and the source and target tasks are different.

(2) Transductive transfer learning occurs when only the source data are available; the
source and target domains are different but have the same tasks.

(3) Unsupervised transfer learning occurs when the source and target data are not avail-
able and the source and target have different tasks.
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A few examples of application of the transfer learning method are listed herein: the
detection of faults in chillers [6,7], the forecasting of building energy demand [8,9], the
control of HVAC systems [10,11], the detection of faults in solar photovoltaic modules [12],
the detection of gas path faults across the turbine fleet [13], the forecasting of indoor air tem-
perature [14], and the building information extraction [15]. The detailed literature review
of applications of transfer learning to HVAC systems is beyond the scope of this paper.

Liu et al. [6] used a laboratory-controlled set-up of two chillers, the source chiller with
a 422 kW (120 tons) cooling capacity and the target chiller with a 703 kW (200 tons) cooling
capacity. The paper presented the results of applying two transfer learning strategies to a
convolutional neural network (CNN) model used for FDD: (a) with complete source chiller
working data, and (b) with partial data available. Several approaches were used, starting
with the original pre-trained CNN model of the source chiller and applying it to the target
chiller:

(i) by using the pre-trained model without any fine-tuning; and
(ii) using the pre-trained model for weight initialization, and then (b1) fine-tuning the

weights of all layers, and (b2) fine-tuning only the weights of fully connected layers.

The results showed that (i) the performance obtained with fine-tuning of all layers was
better than that with fine-tuning only fully connected layers; and (ii) the models trained
on data from a particular source chiller are difficult to use directly with the target chiller.
The results also revealed that the amount of source domain data does not have a significant
impact on the improvement of the transfer learning model. However, the more data in the
source domain, the better the stability of the model.

Fan et al. [7] presented the development of an FDD model of a target chiller by using
the support vector machine (SVM) with imbalanced datasets in size and diversity. The
knowledge from one source water-cooled chiller of 422 kW (120 tons) capacity [6] with a
large dataset of normal and fault operations was applied to a target water-cooled chiller
of 703 kW (200 tons) capacity with a smaller dataset. The use of prior knowledge from
the source chiller along with the adaptive imbalanced processing enlarged the datasets of
normal and fault situations, which helped for better diagnostic performance of the FDD
model of the target chiller.

Qian et al. [8] presented the improvement of daily and monthly forecasting of seasonal
cooling loads in a building, which combined the load simulation with the EnergyPlus
program with transfer learning, using only a small amount of available data. The simulation
dataset of 15–21 July 2009 was used for training and validation, and the dataset of cooling
season May–October 2010 was used as the target. An instance-based transfer learning
strategy was applied. The results indicated that the transfer learning strategy could improve
forecasting accuracy when compared with conventional load forecasting methods such
as ANN.

Fan et al. [9] presented a transfer learning method for 24 h ahead forecasting of
building energy demand, using as a case study 407 buildings randomly selected as the
source domain and other 100 buildings as the target domain. The usefulness of transfer
learning was evaluated by using two learning scenarios and different implementation
strategies. First, a pre-trained baseline model was developed from the source domain
operational data. Then, the knowledge learned by the pre-trained model was transferred to
target buildings using two implementation strategies: (i) feature extraction, where all the
model weights are fixed except for the output layer or the last few layers; and (ii) weight
initialization, where the weights of the pre-trained model are used for initialization only
and are fine-tuned.

Two learning scenarios are simulated: (a) the training data available is insufficient;
and (b) the building data are available but cannot adequately describe building operating
conditions. The results obtained with scenario (a) showed that the value of the pre-trained
model decreased with the increase in training data amounts. More stable results can be
obtained when utilizing the pre-trained model for weight initialization. The results in
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scenario (b) showed that the value of the pre-trained model tends to increase with the
increase in training data amounts.

Zhu et al. [10] presented a framework for transferring the prior knowledge of an
information-rich source screw chiller to build the diagnostic model for a new screw target
chiller. Domain adaptation transfer learning is applied to overcome the differences in fea-
ture distribution between chillers. An adversarial neural network generated the diagnostic
model for the target chiller, which has only easy-to-collect normal operation data along
with the prior knowledge from the source chiller. Results indicated that the transferred
diagnostic model for the target chiller yields decent diagnostic performance. The pro-
posed transfer learning approach has improved performance compared with conventional
machine learning models.

Coraci et al. [11] used a homogeneous transductive TL to transfer a Deep Reinforce-
ment Learning control policy of the cooling system from one source building to various
target buildings by using hourly synthetic data from a simulation environment that cou-
pled EnergyPlus and Python. The target buildings were derived from the source building
by varying the weather conditions, electricity price schedules, occupancy schedules, and
building thermophysical properties. The pre-trained control model of the source building
was fine-tuned for each target building. The weight-initialization TL method was used as a
knowledge-sharing strategy between source and target buildings.

Reference [12] used TL with convolutional neural network (CNN) models to detect
faults in solar photovoltaic modules. A CNN model was pre-trained using a dataset of
thermographic infrared PV images of various anomalies found in solar systems, and the IR
images are separated according to different fault classes. The offline augmentation method
was used to increase the classification success in the case of a low number of fault images.
The model was re-trained to extract multi-scale feature maps to classify anomalies. The
results from the proposed method show that the average improvement could reach about
24% compared with the conventional model training strategy.

Li et al. [13] proposed a method that is capable of learning transferable cross-domain
features while preserving the properties and structures of the source domain as much as
possible. The method was applied to the detection of gas path faults across the turbine fleet.
The goal was to complete the diagnostic task of the target domain with the help of fault
knowledge learned from the source domain.

Bellagarda et al. [14] tested different TL methods applied to neural network models
for the forecasting of indoor air temperature in existing buildings. The results indicate that
the implementation of TL contributed to an extension of the forecast horizon by 13.4 hours
on average. The model’s performance maintains acceptable accuracy in 79% of the cases.

Wang et al. [15] applied TL along with deep neural networks to improve the query
from building information modeling (BIM). They achieved a high precision of 99.76% on
the validation dataset.

1.2. Deep Learning

Deep learning (DL) is a machine learning method [16]. An example of a DL model is
the multilayer perceptron (MLP), composed of a mathematical function (that may consist
of many simpler functions) mapping some sets of input values to output values, where
each application of a different mathematical function can be regarded as providing a new
representation of the input.

DL refers to machine learning models that include multi-levels of nonlinear trans-
formation. Deep neural network (DNN) models are the application of such strategies to
neural networks [17].

Figure 1 shows the multilayer perceptron (MLP) as a fully connected DNN model,
as an example, for the prediction task with three sequential layers: (1) one input layer
including n inputs, (2) three hidden layers, and (3) one output layer including m outputs.
Each layer is composed of adjustable neurons, where the number of neurons in the input
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layer usually depends on the number of independent inputs, and the number of neurons in
the output layer depends on the number of predicted target variables.
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DNN is a type of feed-forward neural network; the summation of inputs with cor-
responding weights and biases (e.g., W(1) and b(1) in Figure 1) is sent to the first hidden
layer and goes through a non-linear transformation due to the activation function applied.
The information from the first hidden layer, along with corresponding weights and bi-
ases, is sent to the next hidden layer for another non-linear transformation, following the
feedforward process. Equations (1)–(3) are listed as examples.

h(1) = g(1)
(

W(1)TX + b(1)
)

(1)

h(2) = g(2)
(

W(2)Th
(1)

+ b(2)
)

(2)

Ŷ = W(4)Th(3) + b(3) (3)

where h(1) and h(2) are the outputs of the first and second hidden layers, g is the activation
function, Ŷ is the output of the output layer, and WT and b are the weights and biases of
the corresponding hidden layer.

A few examples of recent publications (2015–2022) that focused on prediction or
classification tasks are listed in Table 1. A detailed literature review of the application of
DNN in the field of HVAC systems is beyond the scope of this paper.

Important hyperparameters of the DNN model are the number of hidden layers and
the number of neurons in each hidden layer. A DNN model with more hidden layers
usually outperforms the one with only one hidden layer in some aspects, like greater
accuracy and preventing overfitting. All reviewed papers used between two and six hidden
layers. However, there is not a general rule to set the number of hidden layers, except
for the recommendation found in [18]. Each hidden layer has either an equal or unequal
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number of neurons. The activation function of the rectified linear unit (ReLU) is used
in seven papers, while four other papers do not give information about the activation
functions (marked as NA in Table 1).

Table 1. Examples of the architecture of deep neural networks in the literature review of 2015–2022.

Number of Neurons
of Input Layer (n)

Number of Hidden
Layers/Neurons

Number of Neurons
of Output Layer Activation Function Ref.

4 2/18, 9 1 NA [18]

6 5/200 each layer 6 ReLU [19]

8 3/5, 1, 8 2 NA [20]

6 2/8, 8 4 ReLU [21]

9 6/20, 100, 100, 100, 100, 100 2 ReLU [22]

43 2/50, 50 4 NA [23]

12 3/100, 80, 50 1 ReLU [24]

4 2/65, 256 1 ReLU [25]

8 5/20 each 2 NA [26]

9 3/64, 64, 64 1 ReLU [27]

78 3/128 each 1 ReLU [28]

Note: For instance, the notation 2/18,9 [18] indicates that the DNN model has two hidden layers, the first hidden
layer with 18 neurons and the second hidden layer with nine neurons.

According to [18], the best performance and robustness of a DNN model could be
achieved with: (i) two hidden layers; (ii) the number of neurons in the first hidden layer
equal to 2 × (2 × n + 1), where n is the number of neurons in the input layer; and (iii) the
number of neurons in the second hidden layer equal to (2 × n + 1).

1.3. Objective: Hypothesis Testing

This paper verifies the hypothesis that the DNN models that are pre-trained for one
chiller (called the source chiller) with a small dataset of measurements from 14 days in
July 2013 could be applied successfully, by using TL strategies, for the prediction of the
operation performance of another chiller (called the target chiller) with different datasets,
which were recorded three years later, during the cooling season of 2016. Measurements,
recorded by the BAS of a university campus, are used as a case study.

The measurement datasets, obtained from BAS, are recorded every 15 min. This short
time interval brings a larger variation of data compared with the hourly or monthly mea-
surement data or with synthetic data. The use of BAS trend data are also more challenging
in terms of missing data, noise, and erroneous data than using data from laboratory-
controlled conditions or synthetic data. Hence, achieving high performance in transfer
learning in this study becomes more challenging.

The paper proposes the use of homogeneous transductive TL between the source
chiller and target chiller, with a few strategies for weight initialization. The prediction
performance of DNN models is evaluated over a few validation datasets of the target chiller,
and the effect of TL is discussed.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the method proposed for the
application of transfer learning to the case study of existing chillers. Section 3 presents
details of the case study based on measurements from the BAS. Section 4 presents the
architecture of DNN models for the prediction of target variables and the training and
validation datasets. Section 5 presents the discussion of the results. Chapter 6 presents the
conclusions from the case study of transfer learning.
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2. Method
2.1. Transfer Learning Strategies

The homogeneous transductive transfer of information between two domains is staged
as follows:

(a) from the source domain or source chiller (SD) that has measurement data to be used
for the pre-training and validation of DNN models,

(b) to the target domain or target chiller (TD) that has measurement data to be used for
the re-training (fine-tuning) of DNN models and for the validation of updated models.

This paper evaluates three transfer learning strategies applied to the case study:

1. TLS0: The DNN model is pre-trained and tested with the dataset of SD, and then it
is used directly with the dataset of TD without changing the initial model weights.
TLS0 is also called the direct TL. The DNN model’s performance is evaluated with
the validation dataset of TD.

2. TLS1: The DNN model is first pre-trained and tested with the dataset of SD, and
then it is updated using the dataset of TD. The weights of all DNN model layers are
fine-tuned with the training dataset of TD. The updated DNN model is evaluated
with the validation dataset of TD.

3. TLS2: The DNN model is first pre-trained and tested with the dataset of SD, and then
it is updated with the dataset of TD. Only the weights of the output layer are updated.
The updated DNN model is evaluated with the validation dataset of TD.

In addition to the above three transfer learning strategies, another DNN model is
developed by using the so-called self-learning (SelfL) strategy. This model is trained and
tested only with the TD dataset.

2.2. Structure of Deep-Neural Network (DNN) Models

This paper uses DNN models for transfer learning (TL); one DNN model is built to
predict each selected target operation variable of chillers.

The dataset is normalized to the range of 0 to 1 by using the min-max normalization
method, as it is suitable for data with known bounds and without many outliers [29].
(Equation (4)).

Xi,norm =
Xi − Xmin

Xmax − Xmin
(4)

where Xi,norm is the normalized value of Xi, Xmin is the minimum value, and Xmax is the
maximum value.

The analysis of measurements in this case study revealed that the time lag effect is not
significant in the development of DNN models for the steady-state operation of chillers.
For this reason, the multiple layer perceptron (MLP) is selected as the DNN model instead
of a time-series model (e.g., LSTMs).

The DNN models are implemented using Python (version 3.9.12) [30] with open
libraries like TensorFlow (version 2.10.0) [31]. The optimum hyper-parameters of five
DNN models, i.e., the activation function and learning rate, are identified by trial-and-
error. For each DNN model, the iteration is set for 10,000 epochs, and the optimum
activation function (Table 2) is selected from the following list: ReLU [32], eLU, GeLU [33],
SeLU [34,35], sigmoid, and tanh (Equations (5)–(10)) (Table 3). The optimum learning rate
(Table 2) is selected from the following list: 0.001, 0.01, 0.1, 0.2, 0.4, 0.6, 1.

The model training stops when one of the two criteria has been met: (1) the mean
square error of the output (target) variable over the training dataset has fallen under the
value listed in Table 2, or (2) the maximum number of iterations of 10,000 epochs has been
reached. The criterion for stopping the model training was identified by trial-and-error.
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Table 2. Selected activation function and learning rate for each DNN model.

DNN Model
Optimum Activation Function and Learning Rate Criterion to Stop

Model TrainingActivation Function Learning Rate

DNN1 ReLU 0.1 1.4 × 10−3

DNN2 SeLU 0.01 3.7 × 10−3

DNN3 GeLU 0.1 1.2 × 10−3

DNN4 GeLU 0.2 1.3 × 10−4

DNN5 SeLU 0.01 1.4 × 10−3

Table 3. Activation functions.

Name Equation Equation Number

Rectified Linear Unit (ReLU) f (x) = max(0, x) =
{

x, x > 0
0, x ≤ 0

(5)

Exponential Linear Unit (ELU) f (x) =
{

exp(x)− 1, x < 0
x, x ≥ 0

(6)

Gaussian Error Linear Unit (GeLU) f (x) = 0.5x
[

1 + tanh
(√

2
π

(
x + 0.044715x3))] (7)

Scaled Exponential Linear Unit (SeLU)
f (x) = λ

{
α(ex − 1)x, x > 0

x, x ≤ 0
with α ≈ 1.6733 and λ ≈ 1.0507 [34].

(8)

Sigmoid function f (x) = 1
1+e−x (9)

Tangent function (tanh) f (x) = ex−e−x

ex+e−x (10)

The algorithm of stochastic gradient descent with momentum [36,37] (Equations (11)
and (12)) is applied to tune the weights of DNN models. The loss function (Equation (13))
is used to estimate the loss of the model over the training dataset so that the weights can be
updated iteratively to reduce the loss [38].

Mt = Mt−1 − lvt (11)

where:
vt = βvt−1 + (1− β)∇ML (12)

L = ∑k
j=1

(
ŷj − yj

)2 (13)

where M represents weights, l is the learning rate, β is the momentum constant,∇ML is the
gradient, and k equals to the length of training dataset.

The prediction results are compared with measurements, and the model performance is
evaluated with three performance metrics: (i) the root-mean square error, RMSE; (ii) the co-
efficient of variation of RMSE, CV(RMSE); and (iii) the mean absolute deviation (MAD) [39]
that is used when the RMSE metric is sensitive to large errors (Equation (14)).

MAD =
∑n

i=1|ŷi − yi|
n

(14)

According to Guideline 14 [40], the calibration of a computer model of a single building
is acceptable if the CV(RMSE) between the measurements and predictions of the whole-
building energy use is smaller than 30% when using hourly data or smaller than 15% when
using monthly data.

By extension of [40], some authors have applied such benchmarks of CV(RMSE) to
other conditions, such as the virtual water flow meter [41]. Thus, the CV(RMSE) values are
calculated in this paper from the difference between measurements of the target chiller and
predictions of DNN models using TL and then compared with the thresholds of [40].
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3. Case Study

The case study uses BAS trend data from a central cooling and heating plant that serves
the chilled water loop of a university campus [42]. Measurements data were collected
from two vapor compression, water-cooled chillers named CH#1 and CH#2. At design
conditions, they have an equal cooling capacity of 3165 kW (900 tons of refrigeration), a
coefficient of performance (COP) of 5.76, and an electric power input of 549.5 kW [43].
They use low-pressure R-123 refrigerant. At design conditions, the chilled water leaves at
5.6 ◦C and returns at 13.3 ◦C, and the condenser water temperature enters the cooling tower
at 35.0 ◦C and leaves at 29.4 ◦C. Chiller CH#1 or CH#2 starts first by rotation, trying to
balance the number of operating hours over the life span of each chiller, or for maintenance
reasons. When the first chiller starts, the corresponding chilled-water and condenser-
water pumps start too. The second chiller starts only if the first chiller cannot meet the
chilled-water demand.

Chillers were installed in 2007, and some changes in the operation parameters were
made starting in 2008. For instance, the measured chilled-water temperature supply
changed in 2009 from 5.6 ◦C (the design value) to 6.8 ◦C, and the COP was calculated as
5.29 (CH#1) and 5.39 (CH#2), compared with the design value of 5.76. Details about the
operation and performance of these two chillers are available in [43].

The pre-processing of raw measurements was used to verify the quality of the raw
data [44]. Three kinds of data were removed, including (1) obvious abnormal values (e.g.,
negative values of Vchw when the chiller operates normally), (2) the data under transient
conditions (e.g., chiller start-up), and (3) outliers that exceed Chauvenet’s criterion [39].

4. Modeling
4.1. Measurement Data Sets

In this paper, the transfer learning method uses the source domain (SD) data, which is
composed of measurements data over July 2013 at 15 min time intervals (14 days for pre-
training and two days for validation of DNN models), when the chiller CH#2 worked alone.

In many publications, a large dataset of measurements is used for model training.
However, we plan to test the hypothesis that a smaller data set can also be used along
with TL. The knowledge (i.e., DNN models) extracted from SD is transferred to the target
domain (TD) for the application with the measurement data of the target chiller, CH#1.
Measurements available from the target chiller CH#1 are from June to August 2016, when
the chiller CH#1 worked alone. Data from TD is used for the re-training and validation of
the DNN models.

Five DNN models are developed, one for each target operation variable of chillers (E,
COP, Tcdwl, ∆Tchw, and ∆Tcdw), using as inputs the directly measured or derived variables
(Table 4). The chiller energy balance relationships were analyzed to select the required
inputs for each model [45]. Several correlation-based models between the target variable
and regressors were evaluated [46]. For instance, the best correlation was obtained between
COP, a target variable, and four independent variables (Tchwl, Vchw, PLR, mev, and refr).

4.2. Training and Validation of DNN Models

The DNN models are first trained using SD data (CH#2) of 14 days (11 July to 24 July
2013) and validated with SD data of two days (25–26 July 2013) (Table 5).
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Table 4. Architecture of each deep neural network model.

DNN
Model

Input Layer Hidden Layer (HL) Output Layer
Target Variable

Input Variables Input
Neurons

HL1
Neurons

HL2
Neurons

Output
Neurons

DNN1 Tchwl, Vchw, mev,refr 3 14 7 1 E
DNN2 Tchwl, Vchw, PLR, mev,refr 4 18 9 1 COP
DNN3 Tchwr, Tchwl, Vchw, mev,refr, E, Tcdwr 6 26 13 1 Tcdwl
DNN4 Vchw, Tchwl, Tev 3 14 7 1 ∆Tchw
DNN5 Tdis, Tcd, Tcdwr 3 14 7 1 ∆Tcdw

where: E = electric power input to the compressor (kW); COP = coefficient of performance of the chiller;
PLR = part-load ratio at the evaporator; Tchwl = chilled water leaving temperature (◦C); Tchwr = chilled water
return temperature (◦C); Vchw = volumetric flow rate of chilled water (L/s); mev,refr = mass flow rate of refrigerant
(kg/s); Tcdwr = condenser water return temperature (◦C); Tcdwl = condenser water leaving temperature (◦C);
Tdis = discharge refrigerant temperature from the compressor (◦C); Tev = saturation temperature of the refrigerant
in the evaporator (◦C); Tcd = saturation temperature of the refrigerant in the condenser (◦C); ∆Tchw = temperature
difference between the return and leaving chilled water (◦C); and ∆Tcdw = temperature difference between the
leaving and returning condenser water (◦C).

Table 5. Source domain datasets and target domain datasets of type #1 of short duration.

Datasets
Source Domain

(CH#2, 2013)

Target Domain (CH#1, 2016)

TD1 TD2 TD3

Training
dataset

Duration July/11–July/24 June/22–June/23 July/4–July/8 August/1–August/4
Dataset size 326 138 330 170

Validation
dataset

Duration July/25–July/26 June/27–June/30 July/11–July/15 August/8–August/12
Dataset size 119 222 174 233

The re-training of DNN models over the target domain (CH#1) uses either short dura-
tion (type #1) or long duration (type #2) validation datasets of TD to verify if the transfer
learning (TLS0, TSL1, TLS2, and SelfL) strategies along with DNN models are successful:

(i) Type #1 of short-duration datasets. For instance, the re-training of DNN models is
made with data TD1 of two days (22 June to 23 June 2016) and the validation with
data of four days (from 27 June to 30 June 2016) (Table 5).

(ii) Type #2 of long-duration datasets. For instance, the re-training of DNN models is
made with data from TD4 of two days (22 June to 23 June 2016) and the validation
with data from 16 days (from 27 June to 12 August 2016) (Table 6).

Table 6. Source domain datasets and target domain datasets of type #2 of long duration.

Datasets
Source Domain

(CH#2, 2013)

Target Domain (CH#1, 2016)

TD4 TD5 TD6

Training
dataset

Duration July/11–July/24 June/22–June/23 July/4–July/8 July/11–July/13

Dataset size 326 138 330 144

Validation
dataset

Duration July/25–July/26 June/27–August/12 July/11–August/12 July/15–August/12

Dataset size 119 1592 1040 896

Each dataset in SD and TD contains the same set of variables, including Tchwr, Tchwl,
∆Tchw, Vchw, mev,refr, Tev, Tcd, Tdis, E, PLR, COP, Tcdwr, Tcdwl, and ∆Tcdw.

5. Results and Discussion

The two chillers were selected with identical design values, but sooner after the instal-
lation some operating values were changed. The measurements data proved differences
between the training datasets of CH#2 (2013) and CH#1 (2016) (Table 7). For instance, the
COP of target chiller CH#1 is greater than the value of source chiller CH#2, while Tchwl,
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Vchw, and E (except for TD3) values are smaller than the values of source chiller CH#2. The
refrigerant temperature at the condenser Tcd of CH#1 is smaller by up to 5 ◦C than the value
of CH#2. The measurement uncertainty in Table 7 was calculated according to ASHRAE
Guideline 2 [47].

Table 7. Comparison of average values and uncertainty of directly measured and derived variables
of the training datasets of the source chiller (CH#2) and target chiller (CH#1).

Variables

Source Chiller
(CH#2, 2013) Target Chiller (CH#1, 2016)

SD TD1 (TD4) TD2 (TD5) TD3 TD6

E (kW) 324.67 ± 19.02 253.41 ± 16.50 315.11 ± 20.36 328.24 ± 21.81 273.28 ± 23.49

COP (−) 5.02 ± 0.48 5.54 ± 0.57 5.84 ± 0.59 5.96 ± 0.61 5.56 ± 0.67

Chilled water loop

PLR (−) 0.52 ± 0.04 0.45 ± 0.04 0.59 ± 0.05 0.62 ± 0.05 0.50 ± 0.04

Tchwl (◦C) 7.19 ± 0.34 6.82 ± 0.33 6.89 ± 0.34 6.94 ± 0.34 6.86 ± 0.34

∆Tchw (◦C) 4.31 ± 0.52 3.99 ± 0.54 5.04 ± 0.54 5.28 ± 0.54 4.31 ± 0.59

Vchw (L/s) 91.15 ± 4.56 86.31 ± 4.33 88.47 ± 4.43 88.90 ± 4.46 87.56 ± 4.42

Condenser water loop

∆Tcdw (◦C) 4.07 ± 0.66 3.61 ± 0.64 4.65 ± 0.67 4.83 ± 0.69 3.91 ± 0.73

Refrigerant loop

Tev (◦C) 4.91 ± 0.33 5.06 ± 0.44 4.79 ± 0.33 4.78 ± 0.33 5.02 ± 0.34

Tcd (◦C) 33.59 ± 0.53 27.99 ± 0.51 29.52 ± 0.55 30.20 ± 0.58 28.50 ± 0.65

5.1. Pre-Training and Validation of DNN Models Using the Source Domain Data (CH#2, 2013)

First, the performance metrics of DNN models, one for each target variable, are
estimated when they are pre-trained and validated with the source domain data (SD)
(CH#2, 2013). The performance metrics of each DNN model are displayed in Table 8, along
with the measurement uncertainty (Um) of each target variable.

Table 8. Performance metrics of five DNN models, one for each target variable, using the source
domain data (SD) (CH#2, 2013).

Target
Variables

Pre-Training Dataset Validation Dataset

RMSE CV(RMSE)
(%) MAD Um RMSE CV(RMSE)

(%) MAD

E (kW) 16.93 5.31 16.39 19.02 23.48 6.89 12.45

COP (−) 0.21 4.16 0.19 0.48 0.26 5.17 0.15

Tcdwl (◦C) 0.25 0.76 0.21 0.49 0.28 0.84 0.19

∆Tchw (◦C) 0.08 1.75 0.07 0.52 0.08 1.76 0.06

∆Tcdw (◦C) 0.23 5.62 0.17 0.66 0.27 6.16 0.15

All RMSE values over the validation data are smaller than the uncertainty values,
except in the case of electric power input to the chiller (E) of 23.48 kW, which is only slightly
greater than the measurement uncertainty of 19.02 kW. The reason could be the recording
of a few large differences between measurement and prediction values of E, which have an
important impact on the RMSE once they are raised to a power of two. For the comparison,
the MAD value (Equation (14)) is smaller than the uncertainty value.

The learning curves represented by the variation of mean square error with the number
of epochs on both the training dataset and validation dataset of SD are presented in Figure 2,
which takes the DNN model of E as an example.
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In conclusion, all five DNN models, one for each target variable, which are pre-trained
with SD data (CH#2, 2013), predict the target variables well over the validation dataset
of SD.

5.2. Results of Transfer Learning Strategies Applied to the Target Domain Datasets of Type #1 of
Short Duration (CH#1, 2016)

This section discusses the results from the application of transfer learning strategies
along with type #1 short-duration datasets of the target chiller (CH#1).

The results of the self-learning (SelfL) strategy, which uses the DNN models that were
trained and validated with the datasets of TD (CH#1, 2016), are used as benchmarks for
comparison with other transfer learning strategies. Both the TLS1 and TLS2 strategies,
which use the pre-trained models with the source dataset, followed by the re-tuning of the
weights with the target datasets, perform better than the TLS0 strategy (which uses the
pre-trained model weights without any modification) and the Self strategy.

All MAD values (Table 9) corresponding to TLS1 and TLS2 are smaller than the
measurements uncertainty, except for the case of E in TD1. The difference between the
performance metrics of TLS1 and TLS2 is negligible.

Although all values of CV(RMSE) (Table 10) are below 30%, which is acceptable
for measurements at 15 min time intervals, the TLS1 and TLS2 strategies have better
performance, as indicated by the CV(RMSE) values, compared with the results of the SelfL
and TSL0 strategies.

In conclusion, when the transfer learning strategies TLS1 and TLS2, which use the
pre-trained models with the source dataset, followed by the re-tuning of the weights with
the target datasets, are applied to TD validation datasets of type #1 of short duration, they
give better predictions of target values (E and COP) than the other two TL strategies (i.e.,
TLS0 and SelfL).

5.3. Results of Transfer Learning Strategies Applied to the Target Domain Datasets of Type #2 of
Long Duration (CH#1, 2016)

This section discusses the results from the application of transfer learning strategies
along with type #2 long-duration datasets of the target chiller (CH#1, 2016).
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Table 9. MAD metric of TL strategies over the type #1 target validation datasets (TD1, TD2, and TD3)
with respect to DNN models of E and COP.

TL Strategy
Target Dataset

TD1 TD2 TD3

E (kW) COP (−) E (kW) COP (−) E (kW) COP (−)

SelfL 49.11 0.69 13.97 0.25 26.65 0.16
TLS0 19.34 0.43 16.22 0.52 15.15 0.41
TLS1 16.13 0.26 8.69 0.29 9.00 0.22
TLS2 16.51 0.25 8.80 0.28 9.56 0.19

Measurement
uncertainty (Um) 16.50 0.57 20.36 0.59 21.81 0.61

Table 10. CV(RMSE) of TL strategies over the type #1 target validation datasets (TD1, TD2, and TD3)
with respect to DNN models of E and COP.

TL Strategy
Target Dataset

TD1 TD2 TD3

E (%) COP (%) E (%) COP (%) E (%) COP (%)

SelfL 20.48 15.83 6.60 6.51 9.39 9.90
TLS0 6.89 9.11 7.72 11.07 6.43 8.26
TLS1 6.18 5.50 4.07 7.35 3.50 4.76
TLS2 6.35 5.48 4.08 7.18 3.89 4.12

The five DNN models (E, COP, Tcdwl, ∆Tchw, and ∆Tcdw), derived with the training
dataset of the source chiller (CH#2), are transferred over three datasets (TD4, TD5, and TD6)
of the target chiller. The strategies presented in Section 4.2 are also used in this section.

The performance metrics MAD and CV(RMSE) of the DNN models of the target variables
E and COP, obtained by using the four TL strategies, are shown in Tables 11 and 12, respec-
tively. The TLS1 strategy has slightly better performance compared with other strategies.

Table 11. MAD of SelfL, TLS0, TLS1, and TLS2 over validation datasets of three TDs (TD4, TD5, and
TD6) with respect to DNN models of E and COP.

Strategy
Target Dataset

TD4 TD5 TD6

E (kW) COP (−) E (kW) COP (−) E (kW) COP (−)

SelfL 43.45 0.60 10.23 0.24 15.40 0.27
TLS0 15.85 0.56 14.66 0.56 14.53 0.54
TLS1 14.80 0.32 15.17 0.24 11.06 0.24
TLS2 25.99 0.32 22.91 0.33 11.64 0.23

Measurement
uncertainty (Um) 16.50 0.57 20.36 0.59 23.49 0.67

Table 12. CV(RMSE) of TL strategies over the type #2 target validation datasets (TD4, TD5, and TD6)
with respect to DNN models of E and COP.

TL
Strategy

Target Dataset

TD4 TD5 TD6

E (%) COP (%) E (%) COP (%) E (%) COP (%)

SelfL 22.03 15.51 4.49 5.16 6.50 5.78
TLS0 6.60 11.82 6.34 11.81 6.13 11.30
TLS1 5.73 6.70 5.99 5.32 4.96 5.21
TLS2 9.20 6.88 8.31 6.97 5.23 4.94
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6. Conclusions

The results of this case study led to the following conclusions:

a. The initial hypothesis of this paper is confirmed. The DNN models of the source
chiller (CH#2), which are pre-trained with a small dataset of measurements from July
2013, predict well, by using TL strategies, the operation performance of the target
chiller (CH#1) when compared with measurements datasets from 2016.

b. The pre-training of DNN models plays an important role in the transfer of learning
from the source chiller to the target chiller. Transfer learning strategies TLS1 or
TLS2 perform better than TLS0 or SelfL. Updating the weights of DNN models with
the target data helps improve the performance of DNN models over the validation
datasets of TD.

c. When the DNN models of the target chiller are trained and validated by using only
the target data (SelfL strategy), without having the benefit of previous knowledge
from the source chiller, the predictions are generally less accurate.

d. There is no numerical evidence from this case study that the TLS1 strategy (i.e., the
weights of all DNN model layers are updated) is significantly better than the TLS2
strategy (i.e., only the weights of the output layer are updated).

e. Results with target data sets of type #2 (long duration) reveal that by using only
2–5 days of re-training the DNN models, the TLS1 and TLS2 strategies help for good
predictions over the course of 3–4 weeks of summer 2016.

f. Results from this study support those by [6]. The models trained on data from a
particular source chiller cannot be used directly with the target chiller (in our case,
this is the strategy TLS0).

This study concluded on the successful application of the transfer learning method for
the case study of two chillers based on measurements of two different years from BAS.

The results apply only to this case study. Future work is needed to generalize, if
possible, the conclusions to various chillers of different models, cooling capacities, operation
controls, and manufacturers. The collaboration of researchers, building owners, utility
companies, and manufacturers, which have measurements datasets similar to those used in
this paper, is essential for future work on the transfer learning method for HVAC systems
in large buildings. The method presented in this paper can be implemented in Building
Automation Systems to add new features to the ongoing commissioning of HVAC systems
in large commercial and institutional buildings. The proposed method should also be
tested for its application to fault detection and diagnosis of HVAC systems.
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