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Quantifying Flexibility of Commercial and Residential Loads for Demand
Response Using Setpoint Changes

Rongxin Yina,∗, Emre C. Karaa, Yaping Lib, Nicholas DeForesta, Ke Wangb, Taiyou Yongb, Michael
Stadlera

aEnergy Storage and Distributed Resources Division, Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, USA
bChina Electric Power Research Institute, China

Abstract

This paper presents a novel demand response estimation framework for residential and commercial buildings
using a combination of EnergyPlus and two-state models for thermostatically controlled loads. Specifically,
EnergyPlus models for commercial and multi-dwelling residential units are applied to construct exhaustive
datasets (i.e., with more than 300M data points) that capture the detailed load response and complex
thermodynamics of several building types. Subsequently, regression models are fit to each dataset to predict
DR potential based on key inputs, including hour of day, set point change and outside air temperature. For
single residential units, and residential thermostatically controlled loads (i.e. water heaters and refrigerators)
a two-state model from the literature is applied. The proposed framework is then validated for commercial
buildings through a comparison with a dataset composed of 11 buildings during 12 demand response events.
In addition, the use of the proposed simplified DR estimation framework is presented in terms of two cases
(1) peak load shed prediction in an individual building and (2) aggregated DR up/down capacity from a
large-scale group of different buildings.

Keywords: demand response, thermostatically controlled loads, regression models, two-state model,
simplified DR potential estimation.

Nomenclature

α TCL thermal parameters, e−h/CiRi

α1, α2 Regression coefficients

β1, β2 Intercepts of the regression model

δ Deadband width, [°C]

ε Individual TCL model noise, [◦C]

ηi Coefficient of performance

γ Setpoint adjustment, [◦C]

θai,t Ambient temperature at time t, [°C] or [°F ]

θgi Heat gain, [kW ]

θsi,t Thermostat setpoint, [°C]
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θi,t Interior temperature, [°C] or or [°F ]

Ai Area of zone surface i, [m2]

CZ Zone capacitance, [Wh/°C]

Ci Thermal capacitance, [kWh/°C]

Cp Zone air specific heat, [J/kg · k]

DRp Demand response potential [%]

hi Heat transfer coefficient of zone surface i, [W/m2 ·K]

mi,t Switch parameter representing ON/OFF state of the TCL, 1/0

minf Mass flow of infiltration of outside air, [kg/h]

msys Mass flow of supply air from air systems, [kg/h]

P base
i,h Power consumption of the baseline, [kW ]

PDR
i,h Power consumption during the DR event hours, [kW ]

P r
i Rated power, [kW ]

Qi Convective internal loads,[W]

R2 R squared, coefficient of determination

Ri Thermal resistance, [°C/kW ]

Tsup Supply air temperature, [°C]

Ts Zone surface temperature, [°C]

TZ Zone temperature, [°C]

h Time step

U U-value, [W/m2 ·◦ C]

1. Introduction

With penetration of intermittent renewable energy generation positioned to increase in the coming years,
there is a growing need for ancillary services (AS) to absorb renewable related disruptions and support
power grid operation. Demand Response (DR), in the form of direct load control, interruptible/curtailable
programs, and time-of-use rates, is emerging as a low-cost alternative to conventional fast-ramping generation
resources. This emergence is made possible partly because of the technological advances in communication
and control systems, and partly because of decreasing costs of hardware. These advances make it possible for
fast, automated DR assets to be aggregated and to participate in the wholesale market. Demand response in
the wholesale market can facilitate Regional Transmission Organizations (RTOs) and Independent System
operators (ISOs) in balancing supply and demand, and thereby, help maintain stable energy prices [1].
Demand response has been recognized as a low-cost and practical solution to allow more penetration of
intermittent renewable energy generation in bulk electric power systems [2]. More specifically, this study
indicates that the inter-hourly demand response magnitude is not as useful as intra-hourly demand response
for promoting additional renewable energy resources. On the other hand, demand response has also been
used to integrate with customer-side distributed energy resources to enable optimal grid transactions [3].
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1.1. Demand Response for Ancillary Services

There are various types of AS in the power system, including frequency control, voltage control, spinning
reserve, standing reserve, operating reserve, black start capability, remote generation control, grid loss
compensation and emergency control actions. Among these AS products, two types have been identified
as products that fast DR can participate in: contingency and operating reserves [4]. Contingency reserves
are allocated in response to a major generator or transmission outage within 10 minutes holding for 30
minutes or less. Operating reserve is the generating capacity available to the system operator within a
short interval of time to meet demand, such as regulation service, load following and fast energy market.
Depending on the type of AS required, DR can be requested to respond quickly in a similar manner as an
AS generator. Over the past decade, DR has become increasingly capable of providing AS in bulk power
systems [5]. Some studies [6, 7] have argued that a number of small DR resources are well suited to provide
AS to the grid. A smart appliance model was developed to utilize the cycle delay and interruption for
providing reserve services [8]. Non-thermostatic loads, such as washing machines, dish washers and dryers,
were modelled with multiple discrete power phases. A comprehensive modeling framework of a smart grid
system was developed to integrate with demand-side flexible resource and renewable energy resource, which
includes non-thermostatic loads (e.g. appliances) and thermostatic loads (e.g. air-conditioning units) [9].
Furthermore, a number of field studies have been conducted to show the capability of DR for providing AS
[4, 10, 11]. The authors of [12] described generalized DR product definitions for load participation in AS,
energy, and capacity markets.

1.2. Demand Response Potential from Buildings

Residential and commercial building sectors account for approximately 37% and 36% of total U.S. elec-
tricity consumption respectively. Together, these sectors account for 73% of national electricity consumption
[13]. In particular, heating, ventilation and air-conditioning system (HVAC) in buildings are well-suited to
load shedding and shifting on timescales of seconds to minutes. Within the comfort bounds of building
indoor temperature, the power use of building HVAC systems are highly flexible and can be controlled with
temperature setpoint changes. Targeting building HVAC, as well as other thermostatically controlled loads
(TCLs) within these sectors can potentially provide DR resources across different scales of DR products
including regulation, flexibility, contingency, energy and capacity services. These load types can be an
excellent resource for DR for several reasons:

1. HVAC systems accounts for a substantial electric load in commercial buildings, often more than 1/3
of the total load.

2. The “thermal flywheel” like behavior of indoor environments allows HVAC systems to be temporarily
unloaded without immediate impact to the building occupants.

3. It is common for HVAC systems to be at least partially automated with energy management and
control systems (EMCSs).

In the residential building sector, thermostatically controlled loads (TCLs) such as air conditioners, refrig-
erators, and water heaters have been deployed to provide power system services [14, 15, 16, 17, 18]. To
accommodate the need of real-time demand response, a recent study developed a new thermostat for real-
time price demand response to allow reliable aggregate demand response for ancillary services [19]. A few
pilot studies were conducted to better understand demand response potential and flexibility of residential
appliances [20, 21].

1.3. Current Approaches to Quantifying Building DR Potential

Various research studies have investigated the modeling, control and aggregation of TCLs through a
variety of methods. A simplified equivalent thermal parameters (ETP) model is well-suited for simulat-
ing DR potentials in residential and small commercial buildings [22, 23]. The use of two-state RC (resis-
tance–capacitance) is commonly used in the aggregation of residential TCL loads to provide demand response
in the market [7, 15, 24]. A recent study presents a physical–statistical approach to simulate and forecast en-
ergy consumption for heterogeneous buildings [25]. Uncertain stochastic parameters are introduced into the
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physical model and are derived based on the comparison with measurements. A similar combined physical
and behavioral approach was also proposed to simulate office building consumer load [26]. This bottom up
simulation model that includes electricity usage behaviours with the physical building model can generate
load profiles with reasonable accuracy. The use of this model approach can be used to simulate building
dynamics to provide demand response in the power system. In the commercial building sector, modeling
methods of building thermal dynamics are generally categorized into three groups: 1) physical (white box)
models, 2) empirical (black box) models, and 3) gray box models.

To capture the detailed building thermal dynamics, especially for DR, physical models are developed to
simulate each building and HVAC system component and their interactions between sub-systems. Software
tools such as EnergyPlus, DOE-2, ESP-r, and TRNSYS, are used to create physical models for building
energy simulation. A number of studies demonstrated the use of physical models for predicting DR per-
formance of various control strategies in both commercial and residential buildings [27, 28, 29, 30, 31].
Overall, physics based energy models, such as whole-building EnergyPlus models, capture sufficient details
to simulate the effect of DR strategies such as thermostat setpoint or fan speed adjustment in individual
buildings. Given an adjustment of zone temperature setpoint, EnergyPlus performs the integrated and
simultaneous simulations of building loads, HVAC system, plant and other associated system components
for each simulation time step. While this approach is suitable for single buildings, when applying it to ag-
gregations of large populations of building loads, the computational burden can quickly become prohibitive,
particularly when results must be generated quickly for specific weather conditions and building population
characteristics. A recent study demonstrates the use of physical modeling tools to generate a mega database
of simulation results for energy efficiency retrofit analysis [32]. This study simulates different building types
with six vintages in 16 climates, and also 100 energy measures into the database. Users can use the tool
to estimate the energy performance without creating physical models. Similarly, a very large database of
building energy use at the national level is presented to support empirical comparison of energy use and
data-driven savings analysis and help users identify the energy saving potentials [33]. Those studies provide
insight into the use of physical models and large datasets in the most efficient manner.

Data-driven models such as ARMA (autoregressive moving average) models are also used for simulating
the building thermal dynamics to estimate DR potentials [16, 34]. Generally, this modeling approach
requires expanded datasets including HVAC power usage, indoor and outdoor air temperature, temperature
setpoint and other data to train the model [35, 36]. Recently a data driven probabilistic graphic model is
presented to predict building energy performance by capturing relationships among variables (i.e., outside
air temperature and energy use) [37]. Gray-Box models for transient building load prediction range from
purely empirical or “black-box” models to purely physical or “white-box” models.

A number of studies have deployed the purely physical models such as EnergyPlus to achieve reduced-
order RC (resistance–capacitance) models for simulating thermal dynamics and DR performance in com-
mercial buildings [17, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 43]. Fast power demand response strategies that involve HVAC
systems in commercial buildings were evaluated based on the RC model [44, 45], which demonstrate that
building HVAC systems are quite suitable for demand response. Pavlak et al. [38] demonstrated the use of
RC model for model predictive control (MPC) function optimization that required hours of computation
time for day-ahead planning of DR participation in energy and ancillary service markets. With respect to
those different approaches, the challenges to accurately quantifying building DR potential include:

1. the model should be capable of capturing the complex thermal dynamics of their interacting energy
systems

2. the model can be applied to large scale populations comprised of many buildings

3. the computation time for large population simulations should be fast enough to provide day-ahead,
hour-ahead, and real-time estimation of DR potential

1.4. Motivation

The objective of this study is to develop a framework for estimating theoretical DR potentials in com-
mercial and residential buildings that satisfies the aforementioned criteria. The framework proposed in this
investigation utilizes a regression based prediction strategy to estimate the DR potential of a large scale
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aggregation of building loads, as a function of a number of key inputs. These variables include changes to
thermostat setpoints, time of the day, seasons of the year, weather condition, and building envelope and
HVAC characteristics. This novel approach captures the building thermal response to these inputs with
high accuracy by leveraging a collection of previously generated detailed simulation results from physical
models. This eliminates the high computational time required by physical building models used to estimate
the DR potential of a large heterogenous load population. Each regression model is generated based on the
following process:

1. Physical models or representative buildings are used to simulate HVAC and other thermostatically
controlled load setpoint adjustments at various timesteps.

2. The load difference due to setpoint changes are determined for the period of the setpoint adjustment.

3. Linear regression models are fit to the simulated load changes based on other input variables (e.g.
outside air temperature) for each hour of the day.

DR potentials from the observed load changes are characterized into two groups of AS product: contin-
gency and operating reserves. DR potentials with similar response characteristics are aggregated from each
sector to quantify the total DR resource available to grid operators. The request from the grid operator can
be a DR control signal (e.g. thermostat setpoint reset, frequency regulation signal) or an amount of power
change (e.g. ∆P).

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 describes the methodology of the proposed DR estimation
model and presents the model framework for evaluating DR potentials and response characteristics of com-
mercial and residential sectors. Section 2.1 introduces the model development of commercial and residential
building sectors. Section 3 presents the results of the DR flexibility estimation and model validation, and
two use cases of the proposed simplified DR estimation framework. Finally, Section 4 concludes the findings
of this study and suggests the future work.

2. Methodology

Under the proposed methodology, physical models of a variety of thermostatically controlled loads are
created, then the hourly DR potential of these loads are calculated, finally a simplified DR potential esti-
mation strategy for each load type is constructed. Table 1 outlines the scope of the study. In the following
sections, the methodology employed for different load categories are described as given in Table 1 (i.e. HVAC
and additional TCLs). For each load type, individual models used for different loads in this category are
introduced, then the DR potential calculation methodology is described, finally the simplified DR potential
methodology is introduced.

In this study, we deployed EnergyPlus models for 16 commercial building types. Specifically, we used
reference model of each building category under each building type. In addition, we developed a suite of RC
models for residential A/C units, refrigerators, and electric water heaters. In the current scope, we simulated
these loads in different climate zones. Under each building category, we parametrized the prototype reference
model into six groups of building energy codes (pre-1980, 1980 to 2004, 2004-2007, 2007-2010, 2010-2013,
2013 to 2016). Table 2 presents the number simulations of each building category in this study. The total
number of simulation models with different physical properties is 288. Together with the setpoint changes
(degrees of changes) of each hour of the day, day of week, and week of season,as a result, there are over 300M
data points in the database. By using the outcome of this study, users don’t need to create the detailed
EnergyPlus models unless they want to simulate the demand response performance of other building types
(e.g., data centers).

2.1. Calculating DR Potential for Thermostatically Controlled Loads

2.1.1. Modeling HVAC Loads

There are various methodologies proposed to accurately model the thermal dynamics of buildings. One
of the most commonly used physical modeling tools in the literature is EnergyPlus [46]. In this study,
EnergyPlus is used for modelling the thermal response of commercial buildings and the multi-dwelling
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Building
Segment

Commercial Residential

Load
Category

Heating, Ventilation and Air Conditioning Additional TCLs

Loads Small Medium Large
Multi-
Dwelling
Unit

Single
Unit

Water
Heaters

Fridges

Thermal
Model

Detailed Physical Models Two-State RC Models

DR
Potential
Calcula-
tion

Bottom-up Setpoint Adjustment Simulations

Simplified DR Potential Estimation

Table 1: Overall scope and methodology of the study

residential units. For the single residential units, water heaters and refrigerators a two-state RC model
commonly used in the literature is applied. The reason for this is two-folds: (i) Modeling of commercial
building thermodynamics is a very complex task that considers building envelope, geometry, interactions
between perimeter and internal thermal zones, heat flow of air/water side HVAC systems, control system
component, etc. and (ii) the operational on/off state change of TCLs is simple, the interval of compute
time step is small at the second to minute level, and the number of HVAC units is large. Aggregation of
thousands of TCLs in residential sector requires such a two-state RC model to capture the on/off state
change with a short compute time.

In this section, we select two building categories (1) commercial office buildings and (2) mid-rise apart-
ments to demonstrate the DR potential estimation framework. For small, medium and large commercial
buildings, EnergyPlus model includes thermal zones, HVAC, and plant models. Small and medium commer-
cial office buildings are equipped with packaged direct expansion (DX) variable air volume (VAV) cooling
systems. A large commercial office building has a chilled water VAV system. Figure 1a shows the building
examples of a medium office building and a mid-rise apartment building. For commercial building sector,
the number of floors can be changed to model different sizes of building floor area. The availability of DR
potential from building HVAC systems is determined by HVAC operational schedules, which varies along
with building types. Typically, it operates from 6AM to 6PM in small commercial buildings, and 6AM to
10PM in medium and large commercial buildings.

Among DOE developed prototype building models, mid-rise apartment building model was used to
represent the common multiple dwellings, as shown in Figure 1b. It is a 4-story apartment building, 31
apartments plus an office at the first floor. Each apartment is equipped with a single speed DX cooling
unit and a gas furnace system. The building is assumed to operate HVAC systems 24 hours a day, which
indicates that it is capable to provide 24 hours’ DR resources to the grid. To be consistent with the modeling
framework of commercial sector, the same duration from 6AM to 10PM is selected to quantify the flexibility
of DR potentials from residential HVAC systems.

In EnergyPlus [46], the method of heat balance solution is applied to solve the energy and moisture
balances for the zone air, as follows:
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Building
Sector

Building
Type

Number of
Different
Physical
Properties

Climate
Zones

Total
Number
of Data
Points [in
Millions]

Office
Small,
medium and
large offices

54 6 60M

Retail
Stand-alone
Retail and
strip mall

36 6 40M

Education
Primary and
secondary
school

36 6 40M

Hospital
Hospital and
health care

36 6 40M

Hotel
Small and
large hotels

36 6 40M

Warehouse Warehouse 18 6 20M

Restaurant

Quick Ser-
vice and
full service
restaurants

36 6 40M

Residential
Mid- and
high-rise
apartments

36 6 40M

Table 2: Number of simulations based on DOE Prototype Building Models
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(a) Medium Commercial Office Building (b) Mid-rise Apartment Building

Figure 1: Render of DOE prototype building models

CZ
dTZ
dt

=

Nsi∑
i=1

Qi +

Nsurface∑
i=1

hiAi(Tsi − TZ)

+minfCp(Tsi − TZ)

+msysCp(Tsup − TZ)

(1)

where
∑Nsi

i=1 Qi is the sum of the convective internal loads,
∑Nsurface

i=1 hiAi(Tsi − TZ) is the convective
heat transfer from the zone surfaces, minfCp(Tsi− TZ) is the heat transfer from the outside air infiltration,
msysCp(Tsup − TZ) is the HVAC air system load.

In order to represent different building characteristics, the parameters representing the building envelope,
HVAC system, and plant efficiency were considered to vary with known distributions and used to initialize
the prototype thermal model in each sub-category of buildings, as shown in Figure 2. Specifically, the
parameters representing building envelope, building HVAC system and plant efficiency are tied with the
built year in association with building energy standards and codes. In this study, the range of model
parameters that include building envelope, thermal mass level, internal loads, HVAC system and plant
efficiency were defined to simulate different levels of building stocks, as presented in Table 3.

In order to model the thermal behavior of single residential home AC units, refrigerators and water
heaters a two-state model previously proposed and commonly used in the literature [14, 15] is used. The
individual two-state model that captures the underlying thermal dynamics of each TCL, i, is given as follows:

θi,t+1 = αiθi,t + (1− αi)(θ
a
i,t −mi,tθ

g
i ) + εi,t (2)

where θi,t is the interior temperature, θai,t is the ambient temperature at time t, θgi is the heat gain, mi,t is
a switch parameter representing ON/OFF state of the TCL. The temperature gain, θgi , is dependent on the
resistance Ri and the rated power P r

i of the appliance and is given as:

θgi =

{
RiηP

r
i , for cooling devices

−RiηP
r
i , for heating devices

(3)

where η is the coefficient of performance. α is a parameter that captures the thermal parameters of each
TCL as follows:

αi = e−h/CiRi (4)

where Ri and Ci are thermal resistance and capacitance respectively.

2.1.2. Obtaining the DR Potential Using Individual Thermal Models

To obtain DR potential values from the EnergyPlus simulation environment, the control library of
HVAC based DR strategies is used. Specifically, the ”Global Temperature Adjustment” (GTA) strategy
is applied. The component of thermostat setpoint schedule in EnergyPlus is used to manipulate the change
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Model Parameters
Range of Values from Each Pe-
riod of Building Energy Codes and
Standards

Exterior Wall U-value
(W/m2 ·◦ C)

0.35-1.07

Roof U-value
(W/m2 ·◦ C)

0.37-0.44

Thermal Mass Level Low, medium and high

Windows U-value
(W/m2 ·◦ C)

1.02-2.04

Windows SHGC 0.25-0.71

Lights(W/m2) 8.6-19.4

Electric plug
loads(W/m2)

8.6-16.1

Occupancy
(person/m2)

18.58 in office areas and 2.5/per apart-
ment, see others in [47]

HVAC system
PSZ-AC in small commercial buildings
and VAV with electric reheat in large
commercial buildings

Cooling plant
efficiency

2.5-2.8 (Air-cooled) and 3.8-6.2 (Water-
cooled)

HVAC operation
schedule

6AM to 10PM in most commercial
buildings and 24 hours in mid- and
high-rise apartments

Table 3: Simulation parameters for EnergyPlus Models (Part of DOE Prototype Building Models)
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Figure 2: Modelling Framework of DR Estimation from EnergyPlus Model Simulations

of thermostat setpoint to receive the power change from building HVAC systems. This strategy is previously
tested to evaluate the response characteristics in terms of depth, duration, and ramping of load change. The
deployment of GTA in commercial buildings can achieve 15-30% of the whole building peak demand during
the peak period and last for 4-6 hours with zone temperature in the comfort range [29, 27]. Kiliccote et
al. [4] demonstrated fast DR capabilities to provide ancillary services using a few residential and commercial
buildings. In particular, GTA in a large commercial building can receive the load response less than 5
minutes. Similar work has also proposed using zone setpoint adjustment to allow building participation in
energy and ancillary markets [38, 48]. GTA is a feature that allows commercial building operators to adjust
the space temperature setpoints for an entire facility with a single command from a single control location.
It is most effective because it reduces the load of all associated air handling units and cooling equipment.
Figure 3 shows examples of HVAC response to GTA in two types of prototype building models: a medium
commercial building (left) and a midrise apartment (right). Notice that the building HVAC system load can
be reduced by increasing thermostat temperature setpoint.

In two-state models, at any given point in time t, a TCL’s operation can be interrupted by a setpoint
adjustment. When used to trigger demand response events, setpoint adjustments result in TCLs switching
OFF or ON due to the change in thermostatic control bounds governing their interior temperature. Once
the TCL is switched, it remains in its new state until the interior temperature reaches the new thermostatic
control bound that triggers switching back. To formalize this concept, one can define θsi,t as the setpoint
for TCL i at time t and δ as the deadband width of the ith TCLs thermostatic bound. Due to a setpoint
adjustment of γ, θsi,t+1 can be defined as follows:

θsi,t+1 = θsi,t + γ (5)

For single unit residential building ACs, water heaters and refrigerators, one can use the equation for indi-
vidual thermal dynamics, input parameters obtained from literature, and the proposed setpoint adjustment
strategy similar to commercial buildings to simulate a population of TCLs to estimate the DR potential.
For each TCL, two consumption profiles are calculated: baseline setpoint profile and a DR setpoint profile
in order to estimate the change in load within the hour h a DR event is called. Formally,the average baseline
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Figure 3: Example of zone thermostat setpoint adjustment and the power response in a medium commercial building (left)
and a midrise apartment (right)

power consumption of a TCL within the DR event hour h is defined as P̂ base
i,h , and the power consumption

of a TCL i using the DR setpoint profile as P̂DR
i,h . The DR potential for individual TCL i DRp

i can now be
estimated as follows:

DRp
i =

P̂ base
i,h − P̂DR

i,h

P̂ base
i,h

(6)

As it can be seen in above equation DRp
i captures the hourly load shed potential of each TCL with respect

to its rated power consumption. Also notice that a positive DR potential refers to a ”load shed” capacity,
where as a negative DR potential refers to a ”load increase” capacity. Using this definition and parameters
obtained from the literature on heterogeneous load characteristics, a population of TCLs composed of
individual models can be simulated in a bottom up fashion. The parameters used to simulate TCLs are
given in Table 4.

As it can be seen in Table 4, the only TCLs subjected to outside air temperature are the air condi-
tioners. Similar to the commercial and multi-dwelling unit DR potential estimation framework, outside air
temperature data from 2015 is used to simulate these loads. For the refrigerators and water heaters, it is
assumed that the ambient temperature is within the range of the AC setpoint. The motivation behind this
is as follows: typically water heaters and refrigerators are located within conditioned environments, hence
the variation in the ambient temperature can be modeled by the comfort zone of the AC units.

2.2. Simplified DR Potential Estimation Strategy

As previously noted, it is computationally expensive to run simulations of individual load models to
estimate the DR potential of TCL populations. In particular, the detailed HVAC load models in EnergyPlus
can be burdensome to re-run when a reassessment of DR potential is needed. Although HVAC’s electrical
load is dynamic and sensitive to weather conditions, occupancy, and other factors, previous research and
field demonstration have found that HVAC demand and DR potential tend correlate positively with outside
air temperature until the system limits are reached [28, 30, 49]. Motivated by this, the proposed model of
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Table 4: TCL parameters used in this study

Parameters ACs Refrigerators
Water
Heaters

Ambient temperature,
θai,t [°C]

Outside Air
Temperature

18-27 18-27

Deadband width, δ,
[°C]

0.25-1 1-2 2-4

Temperature setpoint,
θsi,t, [°C]

18-27 1.7-3.3 43-54

Thermal resistance,
Ri, [°C/kW ]

1.5-2.5 80-100 100-140

Thermal capacitance,
Ci, [kWh/°C]

1.5-2.5 0.4-0.8 0.2-0.6

Rated power, P r
i , [kW ] 4-7.2 0.1-0.5 4-5

Coefficient of
performance, ηi

2.5 2 1

Time step, h, [minutes] 2 2 2

DR potential of TCLs uses outside air temperature as the predictor. Since it is expected that the occupancy
schedule will play a crucial role in these estimations, separate models are built for each hour of day h and
the DR potentials DRp. These are estimated using EnergyPlus simulations. For the two-state models for
single residential AC unit, water heaters and refrigerators the only exogenous input that is time dependent
is the ambient temperature. The change in occupancy and use cannot be captured in these models explicitly.
Hence, a single model is built based on OAT for these loads.

When building a model of DRp as a function of ambient temperature OAT one would suspect non-linear
behavior due to complex thermal dynamics of the system. It is expected that this impact will be more
obvious for the HVAC and TCL loads due to (i) occupancy patterns (when modeled), (ii) more variation in
the ambient temperature, and (iii) more complex thermal dynamics. Figure 4 depicts the average outside
air temperature and the ±3σ range around the mean value.

If one wants to model the relationship between the ambient temperature OAT and DR potential using
linear models, it may be apparent that for different ranges of OAT , different linear relationships occur.
In these cases, a single linear model may not provide an adequate description of the dynamics of the DR
potential. Piecewise linear regression is a form of regression that allows multiple linear models to be fit
to the data for different ranges of OAT . Breakpoints are the values of OAT where the slope of the linear
function changes. The value of the breakpoints may or may not be known before the analysis, but typically
it is unknown and must be estimated. The regression function at the break point may be discontinuous, but
a model can be written in such a way that the function is continuous at all points including the breakpoints.
When there is only one break point, at OAT = T , the model can be written as follows:

DRp = α1 + β1 ×OAT, for OAT ≤ T (7)

DRp = α2 + β2 ×OAT, for OAT ≥ T (8)

Previous studies focusing on modelling building thermal dynamics using piecewise linear regression have
suggested that different linear behavior can be expected at different breakpoints: OAT=75°F (24°C) and
OAT=95°F (35°C) [50]. For the purposes of this study, these breakpoints will be used when training
piecewise linear regression models to model the DR potential using OAT . Overall, a total of 16 piecewise
linear regression models are trained from 6 AM to 10 PM for small, medium and large commercial buildings,
and 24 hour models for the multi-dwelling. In addition, it is expected that applying the model to data from
the entire summer season will avoid overfitting due to a wide range of outside air temperature values from
the typical meteorological year (TMY) weather data.

For the refrigerators and water heaters, it is expected that a standard linear regression model is sufficient
to capture the DR potential as a function of OAT . This is due to the simplicity in their operations and
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Figure 4: Outside air temperature from typical methodological year of 2015 in a California hot climate zone, solid line represents
the average and the shaded area represents the ±3σ range.

the controlled ambient temperature profile. For the ACs we use the piecewise linear regression model with
respect to the outside air temperature OAT .

3. Results

3.1. Commercial HVAC results

For all piecewise regression models trained in this study, the default break points were defined as 75°F
(24°C) and 95°F (35°C) [50]. During the summer season (e.g. May to October), the building HVAC
systems’ power demand can be changed as long as zone temperatures are within the comfort range. Figure 5
shows the piecewise linear regressions at each hour during the peak period from 12PM to 6PM in a medium
commercial office building. It is possible to see that the selected break points are in agreement with the
slope changes observed in the simulated dataset.

Similar to the regression models of commercial sector, results in Figure 6 show piecewise linear regression
models fitted from each hour’s potential percentage and outside air temperatures. There was no significant
difference between each model’s slope except for each hour’s range of outside air temperatures. In comparison
with commercial sector’s models, it was noted that the DR potential during hot weather conditions can get
saturated and then start to drop when exceeded a certain point of outside air temperature. It was caused by
the cooling capacity at the design condition. Typically, the cooling system is sized to meet the cooing load
requirement on the summer design day. When the outside air temperature reaches or exceeds the design
weather condition, AC units will be running at their full capacity to maintain the thermostat setpoints, and
sometimes they can’t. Therefore, there is very limited room for AC units to reduce their power uses even
though thermostat setpoints raise a couple of degrees. This finding indicates that the sizing factor of cooling
capacity is an important parameter to be considered when modeling residential buildings.

As shown in Figure 7, each hour’s DR potentials were averaged to show the impact of degrees of thermo-
stat setpoint adjustment between 12PM to 6PM. It can be seen that: 1) the effect of the load response to
the same degree of thermostat setpoint adjustment was not symmetric, 2) HVAC systems have more load
potential for regulation up and down corresponding to the hot and cool weather conditions and, 3) when the
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Figure 5: Example of piecewise linear regression for DR potential of 2 degrees setpoint change at different ranges of the outside
air temperature between 12PM to 6PM

OAT ≤ 75◦F 75◦F < OAT < 95◦F 95◦F ≤ OAT

Time α1 β1 R2 ε α1 β2 R2 ε α3 β3 R2 ε

12-1PM -99.26 1.70 0.93 0.16 -40.28 0.92 0.49 0.12 6.99 0.39 0.70 0.10
1-2PM -92.78 1.60 0.90 0.20 -34.38 0.85 0.41 0.13 48.04 -0.03 0.01 0.10

2-3PM
-
110.28

1.86 0.76 0.61 -30.58 0.81 0.38 0.13 62.44 -0.18 0.21 0.08

3-4PM
-
103.24

1.77 0.73 0.61 -24.21 0.73 0.35 0.13 81.32 -0.39 0.43 0.10

4-5PM -73.14 1.31 0.72 0.46 -25.93 0.68 0.41 0.10 87.35 -0.53 0.44 0.15
5-6PM -59.30 1.12 0.84 0.29 -9.62 0.46 0.32 0.08 137.29-1.09 0.71 0.31

Table 5: Regression model parameters of multi-dwelling unit HVAC systems

outside weather is extremely hot, there is very limited DR potential for load increase, but a huge potential
for load shed.

The goal of this study is to achieve simple and sufficiently accurate models for predicting DR potentials
from building HVAC systems. The validations of regression models against EnergyPlus predictions are
presented in Figure 8 (commercial office building) and Figure 10 (Multiple Dwelling Units) in terms of
cumulative distribution of absolute relative errors between regression model results and EnergyPlus data.
Regression models of residential sector show better performance in comparison with that of commercial
sector. The fitted regression model can predict DR potential within ±10% and ±20% in more than 90% of
all data points for commercial office building and Multiple Dwelling Units building, respectively. In addition,
as shown in Figure 9, the distribution of absolute relative error at each hour in the office building indicates
that larger errors are observed during the early morning and late night hours when the building power usage
is not sensitive to the outside air temperature as in other periods. More details of model parameters can be
found in Table 5.

3.2. Results Obtained for Residential Loads

In Figure 11, it is possible to see the results obtained for a 2 ◦C setpoint increase for residential AC units
in single residential buildings.

For AC units in single residential buildings, a DR potential estimation methodology similar to the
multidwelling units and commercial buildings was followed. Specifically, an aggregation of 1000 AC units
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Figure 6: Example of piecewise linear regression at different ranges of the outside air temperature between 12PM to 6PM -
multiple dwellings

are simulated during summertime, and the DR potential is estimated using equation 6. Then the piecewise
linear regression model is fit to explain the DR potential with outside air temperature.

For the refrigerators and water heaters, we also simulate an aggregation of 1000 units for each load type.
Then, a linear regression model is used to predict the DR potential using ambient temperature OAT as
discussed in Section 2. The model parameters for ACs, water heaters and refrigerators can be found in
Table 6.

In Figure 12, notice that an increase in setpoint of refrigerators results in a positive DR potential value.
This is because an increase in the setpoint is expected to result in a decrease in load in cooling loads. The
opposite is true for the water heaters (i.e. heating loads).

As it can be seen in Figure 12, decreasing the setpoints for water heaters by 1 to 3 °C does not result
into significant DR potential. There are several reasons behind this observation. First and foremost, the
water heaters have high thermal capacitance, high thermal resistance and high rated power. Thus, they are
designed to heat up very quickly, and keep heat for a longer periods of time. Hence, the likelihood of them
being OFF at any given point in time is more than them being ON. Hence, the likelihood of being able
to turn them OFF with a thermostatic setpoint adjustment is lower than vice versa. Also, notice that the
proposed breaking points for the AC aggregations represent the observed behavior in the simulations.

Load Type α β R2 ε
AC, OAT ≤ 75◦F -18.94 0.30 0.48 0.02
AC, 75◦F < OAT < 95◦F -111.70 1.55 0.78 0.05
AC, 95◦F ≤ OAT 23.01 0.11 0.18 0.05
Refrigerator -34.25 1.01 0.87 0.06
Water Heater -30.08 0.16 0.64 0.02

Table 6: Regression model parameters of Residential AC Units, refrigerators and water heaters for 2 °C setpoint increase

As previously expressed by many researchers, the law of large numbers plays a significant role in DR
potential of aggregations of loads such as TCLs [51, 14]. To emphasize the impact of population size on
the estimated DR potential, we simulated 100,000 refrigerators and water heaters with a constant ambient
temperature of 20°C. Then, the expected DR potential per TCL are calculated using equation( 6). Following
that, aggregations are created of varying population sizes N ∈ [10, 100, 250, 500]. In Figure 13, the estimated
DR potential is shown for each setpoint change value for refrigerators and water heaters with varying number
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Figure 7: Impact of the degrees of thermostat setpoint adjustment on the DR performance of multiple dwelling units

Figure 8: Medium Commercial: Cumulative Distribution of Absolute Relative Error of Regression Models between 12PM to
6PM

of units in the TCL population. The solid marked lines represent the mean value of the DR potential for
each population of size N . The shaded areas represent the 0.1%-99.9% percentile range of DR potential.

Although, there is no significant variation in the mean values of DR potential of refrigerators and water
heaters with increasing number of units, it is possible to see that the variation decreases significantly for
most of the cases.

3.3. Discussion

Figure 14 shows the impact of the degrees of global temperature adjustment on the DR performance
at different ranges of outside air temperature. It can be seen that the DR potential increases along with
the degrees of the zone temperature setpoints adjustment when the outside air temperature exceeds 75°F
(24°C). However, when the outside air temperature is less than 75°F (24°C), the DR potential decreases
for the adjustment of 3 degrees over the normal thermostat setpoint 75°F (24°C). It is also noted that
commercial building HVAC systems have less DR potential percentage for regulation up when the outside
weather is very hot (above 95°F (35°C)). The lower DR potential could be caused by the saturate cooling
capacity when the outside air temperature exceeds the design weather condition. Under such a weather
condition, building HVAC systems always run at their full capacity with less or no room to increase power
use when thermostat setpoints are set to be cooler.
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Figure 9: Distribution of Absolute Relative Error of Regression Models at Each Hour during HVAC Operational Period

Figure 10: Multi Dwelling Units: Cumulative Distribution of Absolute Relative Error of Regression Models between 12PM to
6PM

1. To reduce the number of regression models, the low dimensional parameters such as building envelope,
COP, and degrees of thermostat setpoint adjustment are taken into account by adding a matrix of
weighting factors.

2. At the end, there will be 16 model equations for each hour during the period of 6am to 10pm.

3. For each group of buildings, a set of model equations is generated to estimate the DR potential at
each hour.

As summarized in Figure 15, there are large variations of the DR potential at each time step of the
building HVAC operational period. Most of those variations are caused by the weather conditions, such as
the outside air temperature in particular. With respect to this, the rule of thumb is that 1 degree of the
thermostat setpoint adjustment can save 2.5% of the HVAC power use. Actually, this percentage of the
HVAC power savings is dynamic along with the outside weather condition.

3.4. Model Validation With Available Field Test Measurements

As discussed in the section of model development and validation, the model was validated against the
prediction of DR potential from EnergyPlus simulations. Results indicate that the model fits the EnergyPlus
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Figure 11: DR potentials estimated for waterheaters, refrigerators and AC units for a 2 ◦C setpoint increase

Figure 12: Average DR potential estimated for different set point changes for ACs, water heaters and refrigerators

data well for both commercial and residential sectors, especially for weather sensitive hours. In order to
be considered for real implementation, the predictions from those regression models were also validated
against the actual DR performance in buildings. In the previous Auto-DR demonstrations, various DR
control strategies of setpoints adjustment were tested in a number of small, medium and large commercial
buildings [52]. In this study, the regression model was validated by predicting the building HVAC response to
same changes in temperature setpoints that were tested in eleven commercial buildings located in Southern
California, US. Building floor areas range from 3605 m2 to 11057 m2. Two of those commercial buildings
are characterized as large commercial buildings with chilled water plant systems. Rest of buildings are
characterized as medium commercial buildings with rooftop DX systems. Internal loads such as occupancy,
lighting, and plug loads are typical internal load densities and operating schedules. Each building has
packaged rooftop units with VAV systems and the HVAC systems operate between 7AM and 6PM on
weekdays. The normal zone temperature setpoints were about 24-25°C in the summer season.

First, all the EnergyPlus models were parameterized from the modeling framework to be close to the
field test, such as normal thermostat setpoints, setpoint changes during the DR events. TMY weather data
of the test location was used to simulate all the cases and regression models were fitted as a result. Table 7
presents the measured and predicted DR potentials of eight DR events at 12PM-1PM, 1PM-2PM, 2PM-
3PM following a setpoint change. The predicted DR potentials were calculated from the piecewise linear
regression models with the actual outside air temperature. Results indicate that the model predictions
match to the measured DR performance in a good agreement, with mean bias errors of 0.11 and 0.25 during
the first two hours. Difference between the model prediction and the measured data increases at the third
hour (2PM-3PM), as shown in Figure 16. There are several reasons for this result: 1) building HVAC system
operation and control issues may cause the disordered DR performance; 2) Too many variables need to be
considered to modify the prototype building models; 3) Transient thermal response from building thermal
mass causes the overestimation of DR potential from models at the independent basis. On the other hand, it
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Figure 13: DR potential for water heater and refrigerator aggregations with changing aggregation population size. The shaded
areas show + − 3σ range for potential values.

Figure 14: Impact of the degrees of thermostat setpoint adjustment on the DR performance of commercial buildings
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Figure 15: Summary of hourly DR potential % in the summer season

provides us an insight to develop similar models for use in frequency regulation following continuous setpoint
changes in building HVAC systems. To solve this problem, the same modeling framework and simplified DR
estimation method can be used to predict the DR potential over longer period than an hour.

Figure 16: Model Validation against Measured DR Performance in field commercial buildings

3.5. Use of the Framework for Individual and Large-Scale of Customers’ DR Estimation

Both of the results of model validation against EnergyPlus results and measured DR performance show
that the simplified DR estimation framework performs very well in the prediction of DR potential and
flexibility as well. To be specific, we present two examples of the use of the DR estimation framework for
individual customers and a large-scale group of customers in the substation of the grid.

From the perspective of customers, their interests are load shed potentials from various DR strategies
(e.g., duration and depth of precooling and thermostat setpoint adjustment) and the associated cost benefits
before participation in DR programs. Therefore, it is very valuable to provide such information to customers.
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DRPotential(12 − 1PM) DRPotential(12 − 1PM) DRPotential(12 − 1PM)
Event OAT MeasuredModel OAT MeasuredModel OAT MeasuredModel

1 89.4 13.0 11.0 94.3 13.1 16.3 97.4 13.0 17.5
2 91.8 15.1 12.2 95.3 15.3 16.6 97.4 15.5 17.5
3 92.6 11.9 12.6 96.3 12.1 17.0 98.9 12.2 18.1
4 88.2 12.8 10.3 92.3 13.1 15.1 94.2 13.3 16.3
5 87.9 10.3 10.2 92.2 10.5 15.1 96.1 10.6 16.9
6 87.6 15.2 10.0 92.3 15.3 15.1 94.0 15.3 16.1
7 88.4 12.3 10.4 92.1 12.3 15.0 94.7 12.3 16.5
8 93.2 10.2 12.9 98.3 10.3 17.9 100.0 10.5 18.6

Table 7: Model Validation against Measured DR Performance

On the other hand, utilities can also utilize this framework to allocate DR resources to reach out new
customers with the most cost-effective DR potentials. Using the typical meteorological year (TMY) weather
data and the customer’s meter data, Figure 17 shows an example office building’s DR potentials across the
range of outside air temperature from 60 °F (16°C) to 90 °F (32°C) and above. This example building is
located at a relative warm climate zone, a large office building with peak power around 1,100 kW. Each
point of the DR shed estimates is the average kW shed by applying 2 degrees (°F) of precooling and 4 degrees
(°F) of thermostat setpoint setback during the peak hours from 2PM to 6PM. It represents the available
DR capacity that customer can bid into the DR market.

Figure 17: DR Shed Estimates (kW) for Different Peak Temperatures

In the second case, we use the proposed framework to quantify the aggregated DR potential and flexibility
of a large scale group of customers at the substation level in the grid. Here we assume a large scale group
of customers which is composed randomly by 11 small offices, 12 medium offices, 24 large offices, 20 hotels,
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18 restaurants, 7 hospitals, 300 mid-rise apartments, and 200 houses. Given a day of weather data and each
building’s load profile, the aggregated DR estimates (up/down capacity) at this substation are presented in
Figure 18. During the building HVAC system operational period from 6AM to 10PM, the adjustment of
±2 ◦C degrees are applied to the normal thermostat setpoint. From what we demonstrate the use of the
framework above, it would be very straightforward for utilities to estimate the DR potential and flexibility
by using each customer’s meter data and the weather forecast data.

4. Conclusions and Future Work

In this study, Detailed physical building (white-box) model and two-state RC (gray-box) model were
used to simulate complex thermal dynamics of commercial buildings and TCLs in residential buildings,
separately. Afterwards, the hourly DR potential from building HVAC systems were calculated for various
strategies of thermostat adjustment at each type of building. Last,a simplified DR potential estimation
method was introduced to quantify the DR potential from commercial and residential sectors, in particular
HVAC systems and TCLs. The developed regression models eliminate the need for high-level and time
consuming modeling work, reduce significant time and resource for computing a large scale of physical
building models. The new approach is very well suited for predicting hourly DR potential along with the
weather prediction to utilize the demand-side resource to participate into the electricity grid market. It is
also very valuable for use in the planning and scheduling of DR resources for different DR products in the
market, such as day-ahead, day-of peak load curtailment, and even hourly dispatch for ancillary services.

Previously, the rule of thumb from engineering estimation is that the load response from thermostat
setpoint change is static, for instance, 2.5% saving of the HVAC power use from 1 degree of the thermostat
setpoint change. However, it is known that this response is dynamic along with time of day, day of week,
outside weather condition, and so on. There are some interesting findings in this study: 1) decreased DR
potentials for aggressive change of thermostat setpoint when the outside air temperature is less than 75°F
(24°C); 2) decreased DR potential when the HVAC system exceeds its capacity; 3) similar regression model
break points at 75°F (24°C), 95°F (35°C) for both detailed physical model and two-state RC model.

In addition, two phases of model validation work were performed in this study. First, the developed
regression equation models were validated against physical model predictions. It was found that the fitted
regression model can predict DR potential within ±10% and ±20% in more than 90% of all data points for
commercial office building and Multiple Dwelling Units building, respectively. Second, the predictions of DR
potential from commercial building HVAC system were also compared with the measured DR performance
in a number of DR events from 11 commercial buildings. Results indicates that the model predictions match
to the measured DR performance in a good agreement at the first two hours. Due to the transient thermal
response from building thermal mass, the model overestimates the DR potential on the third hour from the
independent hourly DR action over continuous DR sequences. This issue can be solved by performing the
same modeling framework and method with longer period of setpoint change experiment.

Last, we present two examples of the use of the DR estimation framework for individual customers and a
large-scale group of customers at the substation level in the grid. Future work will include the development
of such a simplified method for predicting the load response from continuous DR sequences, which will be
extremely valuable for using the demand response resource for providing ancillary service such as regulation
up/down product to the grid.
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Figure 18: Aggregated DR Estimates (kW) for A Large Scale Group of Customers at the Substation Level
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