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Abstract: Most of the world’s population lives in urban areas and in inefficient buildings 

under the energy point of view. Starting from these assumptions, there is the need to 

identify methodologies and innovations able to improve social development and the quality 

of life of people living in cities. Smart cities can be a viable solution. The methodology 

traditionally adopted to evaluate building energy efficiency starts from the structure’s 

energy demands analysis and the demands reduction evaluation. Consequently, the energy 

savings is assessed through a cascade of interventions. Regarding the building envelope, 

the first intervention is usually related to the reduction of the thermal transmittance value, 

but there is also the need to emphasize the building energy savings through other 

parameters, such as the solar gain factor and dye solar absorbance coefficients. In this 

contribution, a standard building has been modeled by means of the well-known dynamic 

software, TRNSYS. This study shows a parametrical analysis through which it is possible 

to evaluate the effect of each single intervention and, consequently, its influence on the 

building energy demand. Through this analysis, an intervention chart has been carried out, 

aiming to assess the intervention efficiency starting from the percentage variation of  

energy demands. 
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1. Introduction 

In a time of great attention to energy savings, thinking about cities and their evolution toward smart 

communities is strategic. To do this, trying to make all cities of the world “smart” can play a key role 

in the environmental and economic recovery. Most of the world’s population lives in urban areas and 

in inefficient buildings under the energy point of view. Starting from these assumptions, there is the 

need to identify technologies and innovations able to improve social development and quality of life. 

Smart cities can be a viable solution [1–5]. The term smart city is related to a coordinated set of 

interventions with the aim to improve the quality of life and urban services. To achieve this concept of 

a city, an extensive use of ICT (information communication technologies) and a design full of 

intelligence and ability is necessary; hence the “smart”. Different from the past, where each aspect was 

approached separately, in smart cities, they are considered simultaneously. Indeed, the city is viewed 

as a collection of interconnected networks, such as a transportation network, a power grid, a network 

of buildings, a lighting network, a network of social relations, a network of public lighting, water, 

garbage and others. The whole concept of smart cities involves an important subset, the so-called smart 

environment, which takes into account the energy efficiency upgrading of existing buildings. On the 

other hand, thinking only about the introduction of ICT technologies [6–9] for the creation of a smart 

environment is not correct. In some cases, these technologies can be used only for a system 

optimization. The smart cities concept refers to an innovative design process for new urban areas, but 

it is worth noticing that the building sector needs redevelopment: not all planned “smart” technologies 

can be applied to all buildings. This is due to the presence of artistic and architectural constraints. 

It is clearly necessary to investigate the influence of common efficiency measures on buildings and, 

at the same time, use advanced calculation codes to define the energy performance. In their studies,  

De Lieto Vollaro et al. [10,11] evaluated the energy performance of historical buildings through the 

dynamic software, TRNSYS (Transient System Simulation Tool). The authors compared the results 

obtained with the dynamic approach with the conventional semi-stationary one. Using a dynamic code 

allowed them to take into account the inertial behavior of the structures. 

Dynamic software, such as TRNSYS, can be used in a holistic approach to design and retrofit. This 

approach, applied to the building envelope, requires an assessment of thermal, acoustic, optical and 

structural aspects. Baldinelli et al. [12] proposed a holistic approach to a wooden window. Through this 

methodology, they optimized the energy and environmental performance of the wooden window, by 

evaluating the influence of thermal, acoustic, optical, mechanical and environmental properties. 

Agnoli and Zinzi [13] carried out a parametric analysis on window thermal proprieties. They 

studied various window types, characterized by different values of the solar gain factor, window 

transmittance and air permeability. Using TRNSYS software, the authors investigated the net energy 

requirement for many types of buildings, taking into account the window properties’ variation.  

Furthermore, Ballarini and Corrado [14] performed a parametric analysis, over two case studies, 

aiming to establish the importance of the thermal insulation to the cooling energy need. They carried 

out several studies under different configurations, characterized by different parameter sets that affect 

the energy performance. Many variables were considered, such as external climate, type of building 

use, occupancy schedule, building geometry, size of the transparent surfaces, thermal and solar 
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parameters of the transparent surfaces, the solar absorption coefficient of the external surface of the 

opaque envelope, the thermal insulation level and the heat capacity of the building components. 

The aim of this paper is to provide a parametric analysis for the holistic design of the building 

envelope. In particular, the influence of some building envelope parameters on the energy demand has 

been analyzed, such as solar absorbance, the thermal transmittance of vertical and horizontal surfaces 

and the solar gain factor values (g-value). These parameters are representative of the possible 

interventions that can be applied over the whole building sector, conventional and historical [15]. 

2. Methodology 

The aim of this study is to assess the possible interventions on the building envelope that should 

allow significant energy savings. In general, to achieve this goal, technicians evaluate the intervention 

effects on buildings in a sequential approach [16], without assessing every single improvement. 

On the contrary, this study adopts a different approach. Indeed, in order to improve the energy 

efficiency of the building envelope, the effect of each intervention was separately assessed. Finally, the 

results are reported on a single graph. 

Regarding building envelope, changes to dyes, the thermal transmittance of vertical and horizontal 

surfaces, the windows’ thermal transmittance and the solar gain factor values (g-value) were considered: 

 The solar absorbance of walls, roofs and other external surfaces was considered through  

different dyes; 

 Thermal transmittance variation was considered, taking into account vertical and horizontal surfaces; 

 Thermal transmittance and the solar gain factor (g-value) of some window categories were 

considered, taking into account that the first and the second parameters are mutually influenced. 

Finally, a graph able to summarize the interventions’ effect on the energy demands was carried out 

by means of the analysis of five different models:  

(1) The standard configuration model: characterized by specific values of solar absorbance, vertical 

and horizontal surface transmittance, window thermal transmittance and the solar gain factor; 

(2) The solar absorbance variation model: characterized by the same parameters values assumed in 

the standard configuration model, except for the solar absorbance, which is characterized by 

five different values, from 0.100 to 0.600; 

(3) The vertical opaque surface’s transmittance variation model: characterized by the same 

parameter values assumed in the standard configuration model, except for the vertical wall 

thermal transmittance, which is characterized by five different values, from 0.650 to  

2.341 W/m2K; 

(4) The horizontal opaque surface’s transmittance variation model: characterized by the same 

parameter values assumed in the standard configuration model, except for the roof thermal 

transmittance, which is characterized by five different values, from 0.628 to 2.080 W/m2K; 

(5) The window g-value variation model: characterized by the same parameters values assumed in 

the standard configuration model, with five different values for the solar gain factor, from 

0.855 to 0.910; 

The parameters adopted for each configuration are shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Parameters values for each configuration. 

 
  

(-) 
vsU  

(W/m2K) 

hsU  

(W/m2K) 

wU  

(W/m2K) 

g -value 

(-) 

Standard configuration model 0.600 0.650 0.628 5.680 0.855 

Solar absorbance variation model 
from 0.100  

to 0.600 
0.650 0.628 5.680 0.855 

Vertical opaque surface’s 
transmittance variation model 

0.600 
from 0.650 

to 2.341 
0.628 5.680 0.855 

Horizontal opaque surface’s 
transmittance variation model 

0.600 0.650 
from 0.628  

to 2.080 
5.680 0.855 

Window g-value variation model 0.600 0.650 0.628 5.680 
from 0.855 

to 0.910 

2.1. Building Model 

The building taken into account in this study is situated in Rio de Janeiro. The structure is 

composed of three stories of 699.5 m2, and each floor is 3 m high. The building is characterized by 

large windows, as shown in Figure 1. This has an important impact on the building’s energy demand, 

because of the climatic conditions of Rio de Janeiro in terms of solar radiation.  

Figure 1. Rendering of the building. 

 

The building’s geometry is shown in Figure 2. Table 2 points out the materials used in this structure. 

Figure 2. The building’s planimetry. 
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Table 2. The building’s material characteristics. 

Materials 
Thermal Conductivity 

(W/m K) 
Specific Heat Capacity 

(kJ/kg K) 
Mass Density 

(kg/m3) 

Plasterboard 0.70 1 1,400 
Concrete 0.33 1 1,200 
Reinforced concrete 1.91 1 2,400 
Brick 0.24 1 600 
Mortar 1.40 0.67 2,000 
Perforated brick 0.40 1 800 
Full brick 0.72 1 1,800 
Polystyrene 0.05 1.22 15 
Tile 1.47 0.71 1,700 
Bitumen 0.17 1 1,200 
Gravel 1.20 1 1,700 

Windows Characteristics Transmittance (W/m2K) g-value 

Frame  2.27 - 
Single Single glazing 4mm 5.68 0.855 

2.2. Modeling via TRNSYS 

To provide the buildings thermal analysis, the dynamic software TRNSYS has been employed. It is 

based on an advanced calculation code, which applies the transfer function relationships of Mitalas [17]. 

In several studies, it has been demonstrated that through this program, it is possible to properly 

reproduce the building geometry and the external environmental conditions: the building model is 

created by means of the TRNSYS Build, and the external environmental conditions are applied by 

using the TRNSYS Studio [18].  

TRNSYS is able to provide the annual energy demands for each hour during the day. First of all, 

TRNSYS is based on a complex and complete weather data sheet containing the hourly variation of 

temperature, solar radiation, wind velocity and relative humidity. Consequently, the annual energy 

demand will be calculated as a sum of hourly load values. Moreover, material mass density and 

specific heat capacity are employed to underline the building thermal inertia. Finally, more detailed 

building structural models can be used as input, which can provide more insightful information. 

In order to analyze the building energy demands, an air conditioning system characterized by two 

different set-point temperatures was considered: the first one equal to 26 °C under summer conditions 

and the second one equal to 20 °C under winter conditions. 

The building’s final employment is office use, where the workdays range from Monday to Friday. 

Through the TRNSYS Build, an on/off schedule for the plant operation was imposed: during the 

workdays, the plant is on for 10 hours, from 8:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m., whereas on Saturday and Sunday, 

the plant is always off. The schedule adopted is shown in Figure 3, and it is referred to as USE. 

Buildings characterized by office use have an air change value equal to 5 volumes per hour. 

In order to assess the building energy performance, the internal gains due to the activity of  

60 persons, the presence of 60 computers and the artificial lighting for the whole structure were 

considered. The internal gains set is shown in Figure 4. 
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Figure 3. Workday schedule. 

 

Figure 4. Internal gains. 

 

The heat gains related to the occupants refer to the ISO 7730 [19], while the gains related to 

computers are equal to 140 W per PC. The scale factor is settled through the equation 60 × USE, 

where USE is the schedule function described above. For the artificial lighting, the heat gains are equal 

to 10 W/m2, also scheduled by the USE function. 
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3. Results and Discussion 

In this case study, the energy demand variations, both heating and cooling, depending on the dyes, 

windows and thermal transmittance of vertical and horizontal surfaces, were analyzed. Regarding the 

interventions on dyes, the variation of solar absorbance, from 0.6, which corresponds to a gray color, 

to 0.1, which corresponds to a white color, has been considered. The energy demand variations, both 

for heating and cooling, are shown in Figure 5. 

Figure 5. Energy demand trend for solar absorbance variation. 

Considering the structural characteristics and the geographical position, the analyzed building is 

characterized by a low heating demand and a high cooling one. Starting from this, a color variation of 

the external surfaces, which leads to a solar absorbance coefficient decrease, causes a significant 

cooling demand reduction with a slight increase of the heating one. 

Regarding the interventions on the walls, the decrease of the insulating layer thickness produces the 

variation of the vertical opaque surfaces’ thermal transmittance, from 0.650 W/m2K to 2.341 W/m2K, 

and the subsequent energy demand variations, for both heating and cooling, are shown in Figure 6. 

Figure 6. Energy demands trend for the vertical opaque surface’s transmittance. 

As shown in Figure 6, both the vertical surface thermal transmittance and the heating demand 

increase. On the contrary, the cooling demand decreases when the thermal transmittance grows. 

Regarding the interventions on the roof, the decrease of the insulating layer thickness produces the 

variation of the horizontal opaque surface’s transmittance, from 0.628 W/m2K to 2.080 W/m2K, and 

the energy demand variations, both for heating and cooling, are shown in Figure 7.  
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Figure 7. Energy demands trend for the horizontal opaque surface’s transmittance. 

The cooling demand increases together with the transmittance value. This happens because the solar 

radiation values in Rio de Janeiro are high. Therefore, in the part of the World characterized by this 

latitude, insulated roofs are needed. 

Regarding the interventions on transparent surfaces, different types of windows characterized by 

very similar values of thermal transmittance and strongly different g-values (Table 3) were considered. 

High thermal transmittance values and low g-values are important for limiting cooling energy 

demands. Thus, the interventions on windows can be represented by the g-value variation. 

Table 3. Types of windows. 
Window Transmittance (W/m2K) g-value 

Single (standard configuration) 5.68 0.855 
Float 5 mm 5.61 0.827 

Float 10 mm 5.46 0.774 
Float 19 mm 5.16 0.682 

Optiwhite 4 mm 5.68 0.910 
Optiwhite 5 mm 5.64 0.907 

Figure 8 shows the energy demand variations, both for heating and cooling. 

Figure 8. Energy demand trend for the vertical opaque surface’s transmittance. 

In this case, the rise of the g-value involves a considerable cooling demand increase due to the 

effect of the typical Rio de Janeiro solar radiation value. 
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Figure 9 shows a graph that explains all of the intervention effects (separately analyzed). In the 

graph, both the ordinate and abscissa axis are expressed as percentage values. The graph shows, on the 

ordinate axis, the energy demand variation (heating and cooling) and, on the horizontal axis, the 

variation of the parameters related to each intervention. The percentage variations allow, at the same 

time, one to represent in a single graph all of the possible interventions and to compare  

their effectiveness. 

Figure 9. Chart of the intervention effect on energy demand, both for heating and cooling. 

 

The point characterized by 0%, for both energy demand and parameter variations, corresponds to 

the “standard configuration model” of the building. Through this graph, it is possible to immediately 

assess which intervention has an important energy savings effect. 

 A variation of the dyes’ solar absorbance coefficient approximately equal to 84% can lead to an 

energy demand variation equal to ±10%; 

 A variation of the g-value equal to 20% can bring an energy demand variation equal to ±15%; 

 A variation of the vertical wall thermal transmittance approximately equal to 260% can result in 

a heating energy demand variation equal to +27% and a cooling one equal to −1.5%; 

 A variation of the horizontal surfaces thermal transmittance approximately equal to 230% can 

result in a heating energy demand variation equal to +40% and a cooling one equal to +4%. 

These values allow one to understand how a small variation of the dyes and window parameters 

have a high effect on the building’s energy performance. As Figure 9 points out, a thermal 
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transmittance variation of opaque vertical surfaces equal to 260% causes a cooling demand reduction 

of about 1.5%. The same effect can be reached with a decrease in the value of the solar absorbance or 

g-value of about 20% and 5%, respectively. 

A parameter variation causes an increase of the heating demand and a decrease of the cooling 

demand (or vice versa), but this phenomenon is not connected to the horizontal surfaces. Indeed, both 

heating and cooling energy demands increase with the rise of the transmittance value, because the 

analyzed area is characterized by a high value of solar radiation. 

The graph shown in Figure 9 makes clear which kind of interventions are reliable and efficient 

without inducing technicians to make possible design mistakes. Furthermore, this chart allows one to 

organize a plan of energy savings, defining a priority order for each intervention. 

Considering the climatic area of Rio de Janeiro, the aim of the energy savings is essentially related 

to the decrease of the cooling demand. 

Employing the information given by the chart shown in Figure 9, all of the interventions related to 

vertical surfaces, dyes and windows and able to reduce the cooling demand value were applied to the 

analyzed building (the horizontal surfaces’ thermal transmittance increase was not considered, 

because, in Figure 9, the purple curves are in the upper right region, which corresponds to an energy 

demand rise). Figure 10 shows the annual energy demands of the starting configuration model and of 

the optimized one (considering the maximum possible energy savings measures). 

Figure 10. Comparison between the standard configuration and the most efficient configuration. 

The optimized configuration allows one to reduce the cooling demand by about −32.7%, but, on the 

other hand, it determines an increase of about +70% for the heating demand. 

4. Conclusions 

The aim of this study is to define the first step of an interesting approach for the assessment of 

building energy savings. Considering a single building located in Rio de Janeiro, the annual energy 

demands were calculated through a dynamic software and different energy efficiency interventions 

were simulated. Following, a graph was created to summarize the energy demand percentage variations 

as a function of the selected parameter variation, such as solar absorbance coefficient, vertical and 

horizontal surface thermal transmittance and window g-value. Figure 9 shows the specific influence of 

these parameters on annual energy demands. The employment of this graph is useful to immediately 

identify better solutions, without inducing technicians to make possible design mistakes. Indeed, for 
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this particular case study, Figure 9 allows one to exclude the interventions on the horizontal surface  

thermal transmittance. 

It is worth noticing that this chart, designed for different geometrical configurations and boundary 

conditions, will lead to different graphical representations. Future developments of this study will 

consist of designing new charts by considering additional geometrical information, such as the 

surface/volume ratio, the window-wall ratio and other geographical areas (latitude, longitude and 

meters above sea level). 

The final goal of this research is to accurately assess the relationship between “climate building 

interventions” and to identify the most effective intervention to choose, depending on the available 

economic budget.  
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Nomenclature 

  Solar absorbance 

vsU  Transmittance of vertical opaque surfaces (W/m2K) 

hsU  Transmittance of horizontal opaque surfaces (W/m2K) 

wU  Window transmittance (W/m2K) 
g -value Window solar gain factor 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflict of interest. 

References 

1. Forghieri, C.; Sismondi, A.M. Il paradigma Smart City. Verso SMART City Exhibition 2013; 

FORUM PA: Bologna, Italy, 2013. (In Italian) 

2. Girard, L.F. Toward a Smart Sustainable Development of Port Cities/Areas: The Role of the 

“Historic Urban Landscape” Approach. Sustainability 2013, 5, 4329–4348. 

3. Lazaroiu, G.C.; Roscia, M. Definition methodology for the smart cities model. Energy 2012, 47, 

326–332. 

4. Yamagata, Y.; Seya, H. Simulating a future smart city: An integrated land use-energy model.  

Appl. Energy 2013, 112, 1466–1474. 

5. Neirotti, P.; de Marco, A.; Cagliano, A.C.; Mangano, G.; Scorrano, F. Current trends in Smart 

City initiatives: Some stylised facts. Cities 2014, 38, 25–36. 

6. Grabot, B. ICT for sustainability in industry. Comput. Ind. 2014, 65, 383–385. 



Sustainability 2014, 6 4705 

 

 

7. Paroutis, S.; Bennett, M.; Heracleous, L. A strategic view on smart city technology: The case of 

IBM Smarter Cities during a recession. Technol. Forecast. Soc. Chang. 2013, doi:10.1016/ 

j.techfore.2013.08.041. 

8. Cohen, G.; Salomon, I.; Nijkamp, P. Information–communications technologies (ICT) and 

transport: Does knowledge underpin policy? Telecommun. Policy 2002, 26, 31–52. 

9. GhaffarianHoseini, A.; Dahlan, N.D.; Berardi, U.; GhaffarianHoseini, A.; Makaremi, N.  

The essence of future smart houses: From embedding ICT to adapting to sustainability principles. 

Renew. Sustain. Energy Rev. 2013, 24, 593–607. 

10. De Lieto Vollaro, R.; Evangelisti, L.; Carnielo, E.; Battista, G.; Gori, P.; Guattari, C.; Fanchiotti, A. 

An Integrated Approach for an Historical Buildings Energy Analysis in a Smart Cities Perspective. 

Energy Procedia 2014, 45, 372–378. 

11. De Lieto Vollaro, R.; Calvesi, M.; Battista, G.; Evangelisti, L.; Botta, F. Calculation model for 

optimization design of low impact energy systems for buildings. Energy Procedia 2014, 48,  

1459–1467. 

12. Baldinelli, G.; Asdrubali, F.; Baldassarri, C.; Bianchi, F.; D’Alessandro, F.; Schiavoni, S.; 

Basilicata, C. Energy and environmental performance optimization of a wooden window:  

A holistic approach. Energy Build. 2014, 79, 114–131. 

13. Agnoli, S.; Zinzi, M. Parametric Analysis of Energy Performance of Residential Buildings 

Finalized to Implement a Door Energy Classification Systems (in Italian: Analisi Parametrica 

Delle Prestazioni Energetiche Di Edifici Residenziali Finalizzata All’implementazione Di Un 

Sistema Di Classificazione Energetica Dei Serramenti); Report RdS/2011/132; ENEA: Rome, 

Italy, 2011. 

14. Ballarini, I.; Corrado, V. Analysis of the building energy balance to investigate the effect of 

thermal insulation in summer conditions. Energy Build. 2012, 52, 168–180. 

15. Ruggiero, G. Guida Pratica Alla Riqualificazione Energetica; HOEPLI: Milan, Italy, 2013. 

16. De Lieto Vollaro, R.; Evangelisti, L.; Battista, G.; Gori, P.; Guattari, C.; Fanchiotti, A. Bus for 

urban public transport: Energy performance optimization. Energy Procedia 2014, 45, 731–738.  

17. Mitalas, G.P. Transfer function method of calculating cooling loads, heat extraction and space 

temperature. ASHRAE J. 2014, 12, 54–56. 

18. TRNSYS Software. Available online: http://sel.me.wisc.edu/trnsys/ (accessed on 21 July 2014). 

19. UNI EN ISO 7730:2006 Ergonomics of the Thermal Environment—Analytical Determination and 

Interpretation of Thermal Comfort Using Calculation of the PMV and PPD Indices and Local 

Thermal Comfort Criteria. Available online: https://moodle.metropolia.fi/pluginfile.php/217631/ 

mod_resource/content/1/EVS_EN_ISO_7730%3B2006_en.pdf (accessed on 21 July 2014). 

© 2014 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article 

distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/). 


