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Abstract: Advances in power electronics and their use in Miscellaneous Electric Loads (MELs) in
buildings have resulted in increased interest in using low-voltage direct current (DC) power distribu-
tion as a replacement for the standard alternating current (AC) power distribution in buildings. Both
systems require an endpoint converter to convert the distribution system voltage to the MELs voltage
requirements. This study focused on the efficiency of these endpoint converters by testing pairs of
AC/DC and DC/DC power converters powering the same load profile. In contrast to prior studies,
which estimated losses based on data sheet efficiency and rated loads, in this study, we used part
load data derived from real-world time-series load measurements of MELs and experimentally char-
acterized efficiency curves for all converters. The measurements performed for this study showed no
systematic efficiency advantage for commercially available DC/DC endpoint converters relative to
comparable, commercially available AC/DC endpoint converters. For the eight appliances analyzed
with the pair of converters tested, in 50%, the weighted energy efficiency of the DC/DC converter
was higher, while, for the other 50%, the AC/DC converter was. Additionally, the measurements
indicated that the common assumption of using either data sheet efficiency values or efficiency at
full load may result in substantial mis-estimates of the system efficiency.

Keywords: DC distribution; AC/DC converters; DC/DC converters; miscellaneous electric loads

1. Introduction

Since the “war of the currents” in the 19th century, alternating current (AC) has been
the predominant method for electrical power transmission and distribution due to the
ease of voltage conversion using transformers and the practical advantages of three-phase
systems in electrical machines [1]. However, advances in power electronics have increased
direct current (DC) voltage conversion efficiency and lowered its cost, increasing interest
in DC distribution at all scales. In addition, because low-voltage DC power distribution
(≤60 VDC in the United States (U.S.)) does not require all cable runs to be in conduit, it can
potentially be implemented at a lower cost than AC distribution in commercial buildings.

Commercial buildings consume 35% of all electricity in the U.S. [2]. Commercial
building loads include a large number of electronic devices that are classified as “mis-
cellaneous electric loads” (MELs), i.e., loads that are not related to the building’s core
functions—lighting or heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC). MELs are also
known as plug and process loads (PPLs). In 2017, MELs represented 40% of the electrical
load in commercial buildings in the U.S.; this is projected to increase to 49% by 2040 [3].

As the majority of MELs in commercial buildings are electronic, they operate internally
on DC. When connected to an AC distribution system (DS), they require an AC/DC
converter to provide power at the correct DC voltages. While a DC DS could theoretically
avoid a converter between the DC DS and the MEL, in most cases the DC DS operates at
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a different voltage than the MEL. Therefore, most MELs still require a DC/DC converter
when connected to a DC DS. We term this last voltage/power conversion stage, which exists
in both systems, as the ‘endpoint conversion’. The focus of this study is to characterize
the efficiency of commercially available DC/DC endpoint power converters relative to
existing, standard, AC/DC converters supplied with most MELs.

Other elements of a building’s power system also impact the efficiency of the entire
building, including the performance of lighting, HVAC, on-site generation and/or stor-
age when coupled to each type of distribution system; variations in distribution system
voltage for nascent DC systems; and losses related to power quality issues in either sys-
tem [4–8]. These other loads and systems were not included in this study but could be
similarly analyzed.

Although DC loads are not often designed to leverage the unique advantages of
DC DS [9], one argument in favor of a DC DS over an equivalent AC DS is that the
DC/DC conversion efficiency is typically thought to be higher than AC/DC conversion
efficiency [10–12]. AC/DC converters require a rectifier followed by a capacitor to reduce
the ripple on the internal DC bus. This bus voltage is then level-shifted using an additional
stage of DC/DC conversion for the desired output voltage. In some cases, rectification and
DC/DC conversion are combined in a single module. Rectification introduces additional
losses relative to DC/DC converters, which do not require rectification, and this is one
reason DC/DC converters are often considered to be fundamentally more efficient.

Few DC distributions systems have been built at scale. Therefore studies using
varying inputs provide the only comparisons between the two distribution strategies.
Some simulation studies indicate that a DC DS can be significantly more efficient than a
traditional AC DS [13–16]. For example, in simulations considering U.S. offices ([17]), DC
DS achieved a 9.9–18.5% in efficiency savings for zero net energy buildings serving small
and medium-size offices provided the building had ample battery storage.

This simulation, however, assumed that MELs would be designed to connect directly
to the DC bus, not requiring endpoint converters; currently few MELs of this type exist.
Another simulation ([4]) reported that a residential DC DS, without on-site generation or
storage, presented a 1.5–4.7% in efficiency improvement in comparison with a conventional
AC DS. The simulation used load-packaged DC/DC converters to replace the AC/DC
counterparts but did not report the efficiency for them.

Prior studies have been hampered by a lack of detailed data on the efficiency of
converters and statistical data on the power levels of converter loads. For example, a
study in Sweden analyzed a low voltage DC DS for offices and commercial facilities using
operating voltage levels of 48, 120, 230, and 326 VDC by assuming that all converters
operated at the rated power of the appliances [15]. The authors in [16] assumed that AC
power converters had an efficiency rating of 90%, while DC converters had 95%, 97%,
and 99.5%, based on a survey that considered a constant value for the efficiency of the
converters when operating at different power levels. Nevertheless, the authors stated that
DC/DC converters seldom achieved 95% efficiency in practice, and therefore concluded
that the most relevant factor for improving DC DS efficiency relative to AC DS efficiency is
to improve the efficiency of DC/DC converters through technology advancements.

Other studies suggest that DC DS might not exhibit better efficiency than AC DS. An
investigation of a small residential DC DS found that when DC converters operate at part
load their efficiency is significantly worse than when operating at full load [18]. The lower
efficiency at partial load is mainly due to economic factors, including the use of low-quality
electronic components [19] and a tendency to prioritize factors other than efficiency, such
as size and cost, when manufacturing or procuring power supplies.

Some organizations and programs promote higher efficiency, such as Energy
Star [20,21], Climate Savers [22,23], DOE level VI efficiency standards for wall
adapters [24,25], and 80 PLUS [26,27]. The latter, for instance, certifies power supplies
that achieve at least 80% efficiency in energy conversion at 20%, 50%, and 100% of rated
load [28] and also offers higher tiers of certification (bronze, silver, gold, etc.) for higher
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efficiency levels. Additionally, although studies such as [29] state that efficiencies are better
for high voltage DC (500 V), DC efficiencies at this voltage are similar to those of similar
AC voltages, which are typically not used for comparisons in the literature.

For equivalent voltages, wiring conduction losses in building distribution systems have
been found to be lower in a DC DS compared to an AC DS [30]. Low voltage DC systems
require larger currents for the same power transfer. As copper losses are proportional to the
square of the current, this can cause unacceptable losses if the DC voltage selected is too low
for the load being served [15]. However, the same is true regarding voltage selection for AC
loads. The majority of loads inside buildings do not require high voltage [16] and conduction
losses are not generally the primary motivation for selecting a voltage level. Prior research
has established that in well-designed systems, conduction losses are mostly negligible when
compared to power converter losses [17,18,31]; we therefore do not consider wiring losses in
the present analysis.

Other research focused on power flow modeling of AC, DC and hybrid distribution
systems [32,33]. To further understand AC and DC distribution choices, this study focused
specifically on the efficiency of commercially available AC/DC and DC/DC end-use
converters for common MELs, considering common DC DS voltages: 24 and 48 VDC. The
majority of the existing literature in this area used loss estimations based upon data sheet
information and constant values for converter efficiency [34,35].

In contrast, this study performs all analyses using (a) time-series load data collected
directly from deployed electronic devices commonly found in an office environment [36]
and (b) the characterized efficiency for the full load range of each converter. The time
series allows the measured converter efficiency to be weighted by actual load, producing
more realistic estimations of converter efficiency. This is the key contribution of the present
analysis. Section 2 explains the methods used in this study; Section 3, the results achieved;
and Section 4 summarizes the lessons learned.

2. Methods

This study focused on the efficiency of endpoint power conversion, that is, the last
voltage level conversion prior to power delivery to a MEL’s internal DC circuitry (see
discussion in Section 2.5). The methods required for this study are:

i. Characterize the efficiency of endpoint converters across their full load range.
ii. Characterize realistic loads observed in office MELs by acquiring time-series load

data.
iii. Weight the converter efficiency by the observed load levels to create a weighted

energy efficiency comparable between AC/DC and DC/DC test converters.

This approach is analogous to the weighted efficiency technique developed for compar-
ing the performance of photovoltaic inverters adopted by the California Energy Commis-
sion [37,38]. Additionally, the study characterized a single available central AC/DC converter
to understand how its efficiency compared with that of in-building, step-down transformers.

The central challenge in comparing endpoint efficiency is that most MELs are not
available in versions that support both AC and DC power systems. Most are available only
in an AC version that includes either an internal or external AC/DC converter. DC versions
are uncommon, and when available, are often tailored for automotive applications (12 VDC),
rather than the distribution voltages commonly utilized in commercial buildings [15]. To
address this issue, converter testing for this study was conducted by using matched pairs
of converters.

Each pair included a commercially available AC/DC and a DC/DC converter (here-
after test converters) with similar power ratings and the same voltage outputs. The power
ratings and voltages were selected to reflect those seen in MELs utilized elsewhere in the
study, primarily office equipment, such as laptops, monitors, and network equipment.
Table 1 summarizes the identification and ratings of all units.
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Table 1. AC/DC and DC/DC test converters.

Converter ID Brand Model Input Voltage Output Voltage (VDC) Rated Power (W)

Converter 1 Mean Well IRM-30-24ST 100–240 VAC 24 30

Converter 2 Mean Well RSD-30G-24 9–36 VDC 24 30

Converter 3 DELL DA90PE1-00 100–240 VAC 19.5 90

Converter 4 BixPower BX-DD90X-24 V 24 VDC 19.5 90

Converter 5 Emaks A1749 100–240 VAC 15 90

Converter 6 BixPower BX-DD90X-24 V 24 VDC 15 90

Converter 7 Integrated Power Designs REL-70-4006-CHCO 85–264 VAC 5/24/12 70

Converter 8 Integrated Power Designs DC2-70-4006-CHCO 18–36 VDC 5/24/12 70

Converter 9 Integrated Power Designs DC4-70-4006-CHCO 36–72 VDC 5/24/12 70

Converter 10 Integrated Power Designs GRN-110-4003-CHCO 85–264 VAC 5/24/12 110

Converter 11 Integrated Power Designs DC2-110-4006-CHCO 18–36 VDC 5/24/12 110

Converter 12 Integrated Power Designs DC4-110-4006-CHCO 36–72 VDC 5/24/12 110

Converter 13 Integrated Power Designs REL-185-4001-CHCO 85–264 VAC 3.3/5/12 185

Converter 14 Integrated Power Designs DC2-185-4001-CHCO 18–36 VDC 3.3/5/12 185

Each power converter was characterized in laboratory conditions using controlled
loads (not the MEL itself), to construct efficiency curves across the full rated power range
of the converter, primarily because, as noted in detail below, most MELs do not operate
at the full rated load of their power supplies. Long duration appliance load recordings
were then used to weigh the efficiency curves by a realistic mix of load levels to calculate
the weighted energy efficiency for both AC/DC and DC/DC appliance configurations.
The resulting weighted endpoint conversion efficiency can be compared within each pair
of converters.

Selecting pairs of converters simulates the likely design process that would be used to
convert a MEL from the common AC-input version to a DC-input version for use with a
DC DS—i.e., the design engineer would select a DC/DC power converter that (a) accepts
the correct input voltage provided by the DC DS, (b) produces the same outputs as the
AC/DC converter, and (c) serves the same anticipated load as the AC/DC converter. It is
important to note that the paired selections made by the study team do not optimize either
the AC/DC or the DC/DC converter efficiency.

Instead, the AC/DC converter is ‘given’—i.e., was the exact converter, or a close
duplicate of the converter, from a MEL included in the study—while the DC/DC converter
was selected from common power supply vendors to have the same rated power and the
same output voltages. In actual practice, a design engineer may select a DC/DC converter
with higher or lower efficiency than the converter selected for this study. Therefore, for
some power ratings, we test more than one matched pair to illustrate how performance may
vary when selecting different DC/DC converters to replace an existing AC/DC converter.

The DC market is not yet as mature and well-established as the AC; most of the
commercially available DC converters are limited to automotive 12/24 VDC applications.
Therefore, the availability of DC converters was significantly lower than those that operate
in AC. This market limitation is reflected in the number of manufacturers for our sampled
DC converters and is, consequently, a limitation of this work (see Section 4.3).

2.1. Test Converters Characterization

This study focused on four types of MELs typically found in an office environment:
laptops, desktops, monitors, and network appliances (e.g., switches and routers). Table 2
shows all monitored appliances together with their matched test converters. Some appli-
ances were not linked to any test converter, as it was not possible to find converters with
equivalent or similar power ratings. These appliances were not included in the endpoint
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efficiency comparison between AC and DC DS; however, their power profiles were consid-
ered in the grouped appliances’ operational power range analysis (Figure 1). The purpose
of this analysis is to capture a realistic load range during operation.

Figure 1. Grouped appliances’ operational power range when on. Data were collected for approximately 2 months at 1 Hz
resolution. Frequencies are represented by boxplots with 95% confidence interval whiskers, with the boxes represent the
interquartile range between the 25th and 75th percentile, and the orange lines represent the medians. Data outside the
confidence interval are represented by the circles. Table 3 provides the whisker and median values.

Table 2. Appliances and their respective AC/DC and DC/DC test converters.

Smart Plug ID Device Output Voltage (VDC) Power AC/DC Test DC/DC Test
Voltage (VDC) (W) Converter Converter

Smart Plug 1 Netgear WNR2000 v3 12 36 Converter 1 Converter 2

Smart Plug 2 HP Laptop 19.5 90 Converter 3 Converter 4

Smart Plug 3 Microsoft Laptop 1 15 90 Converter 5 Converter 6
Smart Plug 4 Microsoft Laptop 2 15 90

Smart Plug 5 ViewSonic Monitor 5/12/24 36
Smart Plug 6 HP Monitor E232 5/12/24 35
Smart Plug 7 HP Monitor E232 5/12/24 35
Smart Plug 8 HP Monitor E232 5/12/24 35
Smart Plug 9 HP Monitor E242 5/12/24 38

Smart Plug 10 Acer Monitor CB421HYK 5/12/24 60 Converter 7 Converter 8, 9

Smart Plug 11 Dell Monitor P2415Qp 5/12/24 90 Converter 10 Converter 11, 12

Smart Plug 12 HP Monitor E232 5/12/24 35
Smart Plug 13 HP Monitor E273 5/12/24 42
Smart Plug 14 HP Monitor E273 5/12/24 42
Smart Plug 15 Apple Thunderbolt Display 5/12/24 250
Smart Plug 16 Dell Monitor E2010Ht 5/12/24 26

Smart Plug 17 Phillips Monitor 288P6L 5/12/24 60 Converter 7 Converter 8, 9

Smart Plug 18 HP Z240 Tower Workstation 3.3/5/12 400
Smart Plug 19 HP Z240 Tower Workstation 3.3/5/12 400

Smart Plug 20 Netgear RND-6C/RN31600 3.3/5/12 200 Converter 13 Converter 14
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Table 3. Appliances’ converter power level distribution (% of rated load).

Laptops Monitors Desktops Network Appliances

Minimum Value 4.4 16.8 0.2 2.8
Lower Quartile 10 34.3 4.6 5.6

Median 13.3 40.5 7.0 5.6
Mean 18.2 39.8 7.3 12.9

Upper Quartile 31.1 47.4 11.5 21.5
Maximum Value 32.2 66.7 11.5 22.5

2.2. Converter Types

In addition to input and output voltage, converters may also be classified by the num-
ber or range of acceptable input voltages and the number and capacity of output voltages.
Converters generally fall into four classifications by input and output configuration: single
or multiple input (SI or MI) and single or multiple output (SO or MO); a single-input,
single-output unit is a ‘SISO’ converter. In practice, multiple input converters are rare but
SISO and SIMO types are common. Of the 14 test converters purchased for this study,
six were SISO and eight were SIMO converters.

Loads in commercial buildings vary substantially in the power rating and voltages
used internally. Computer work stations and monitors, for instance, typically have SIMO
internal power converters; common outputs are 3.3/5/12 VDC and 5/12/24 VDC. Laptops
typically have SISO converters rated at 18–19.5 VDC; other voltages are created on the
computer’s motherboard. To match this diversity of loads, the study utilized several
configurations of commercially available test converters.

All the AC/DC converters were tested at 120 VAC, 60 Hz, the typical office supply
voltage in the U.S., although many accept input voltages over 200 VAC. Most DC/DC test
converters were tested at an input voltage of 24 VDC, which is the voltage standard in the
Occupied Space Standard proposed by the EMerge Alliance [39]. However, for monitors,
the study also included DC test converters rated at 48 VDC (representative of the Power
over Ethernet standard [40]), allowing a comparison of endpoint efficiency between 120
VAC, 24 VDC, and 48 VDC for a subset of MELs.

Efficiency for SISO converters was characterized using controllable resistive load
banks. Loads varied from no load to the converter’s rated power, in 10 load steps of
approximately equal size. For SIMO converters, multiple scenarios with specific load
levels were applied across the three output ports (scenarios are listed in Section 3). Since
some SIMO converters had one output rated at 24 VDC, a higher voltage than the available
resistive load banks, the study used BK Precision 8614 DC electronic load bank to load the
24 V port. All measurements were made using a Keysight PA2203A power analyzer (PA)
for both input and output power on each port. The PA has an accuracy of 0.05% for voltage
and current measurements and 0.1% for power measurements.

Efficiency at the ith load level of an AC/DC (ηACi ) or DC/DC (ηDCi ) converter was
calculated using Equations (1) and (2), which also define the relevant power terms for
subsequent equations:

ηACi =
Pout(DC)i

Pin(AC)i

(1)

ηDCi =
Pout(DC)i

Pin(DC)i

(2)

2.3. Power Monitoring

Load profiles used in the study were measured at 1 Hz on in-use office appliances.
Measurements were made for approximately 2 months using WEMO™ smart plugs (Model
F7C029V2, rated for 120 VAC/15 A). The smart plug has a steady-state accuracy of 0.05 W;
however, its readings exhibit a time-constant-like delay when power levels change rapidly.
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The time constant was characterized by applying resistive load steps to the smart plugs
and fitting the rising and decaying curves to a first-order transfer function ( 1

τ∗s+1 ); fitting
produced τ = 2.77 s.

The load profiles were then corrected by applying an approximate inverse transfer
function using Matlab™ Simulink™. Once corrected, the loads were binned at 1 W intervals
for all periods when the MELs were on (defined as load ≥ 1 W) to build load probability
distributions for each MEL. Note that this correction substantially recovers the (typically
short-duration) peak loads of the MELs that are otherwise attenuated in the smart plug
recordings.

2.4. Endpoint Efficiency Weighted by Time Series Load Data

The efficiency of a power converter varies with the load, typically with lower efficiency
at lower power levels. Therefore, to estimate the operational efficiency of the converter,
it is necessary to weigh the converter’s efficiency by time series load data to compute the
weighted energy efficiency of the converter. In general, there was insufficient access to each
MEL’s converter to measure the DC output of internal converter(s) while monitoring equip-
ment deployed in a non-laboratory office environment. Therefore, the DC output power
was estimated using the conversion efficiency of the AC test converter, as in Equation (3).

Pout(DC)i
= Pini × ηACi (3)

where i indicates the ith power bin, i = 1 . . . N, where N is the number of power bins for
rated load of the converter.

This step translated the measured AC load from long-duration recordings to an
estimate of DC output power consumed by the MEL. It also assured that the AC/DC
efficiency was that of the chosen test converter, rather than the converter supplied with the
MEL, which, in a few cases, may have higher or lower efficiency than the test converter. To
estimate DC input power for DC/DC converters, the process was reversed (Equation (4)):
The estimated output power calculated for each bin in Equation (3) was divided by the
corresponding efficiency value of the DC/DC test converter to estimate the DC input
power.

Pin(DC)i
=

Pout(DC)i

ηDCi

(4)

Time series load data provides the fraction of time (γi) that a device operates at each
load level bin, i, considering only times when the MEL load exceeded 1 W. Equations (5)
and (6) were used to compute the weighted (or net) efficiency for the AC/DC and DC/DC
test converters—i.e., comparable, weighted, endpoint use efficiency. Note that the binned
power interval, i, varies from the lowest ‘on’ load bin to the converter’s rated power. In
practice, the center of each load bin was utilized as the load for each bin. For example, γ1
is the fraction of 1 Hz load samples where 1 W ≤ Pin < 2 W, and the power value for the
bin is Pin1 = 1.5 W. Similarly, the last bin, which ends with the converter’s rated power,
has a value of PinN = Rated Power − 0.5 W.

ηnet(AC) =
∑N

i=1 Pout(AC)i
× γi

∑N
i=1 Pin(AC)i

× γi
(5)

ηnet(DC) =
∑N

i=1 Pout(DC)i
× γi

∑N
i=1 Pin(DC)i

× γi
(6)

2.5. Context Summary

A typical layout for an AC and a DC distribution in commercial buildings is shown
in Figure 2. In an AC building, on-site energy storage or generation, which are often DC
internally, must be converted to AC by inverters. In a DC building, these sources are
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typically coupled to the DC bus via a DC/DC converter, for example, a maximum peak
power tracker for PV or wind generation. This study did not compare the efficiency of
coupling storage and generation to either type of distribution system.

(a)

(b)

Figure 2. Typical (a) AC and (b) DC distribution for commercial buildings.

Assuming the building is coupled to grid power, an AC DS in commercial buildings
often has step-down transformers inside the building while the DC DS requires a central
AC/DC converter that converts AC grid power to the DC DS voltage. (There are exceptions
where AC systems may not have step-down transformers, or DC systems may require
a DC/DC converter to couple the DC DS to a higher voltage DC bus.) Some limited
published measurements of efficiency exist for step-down transformers [41,42], which
are often substantially underloaded [43]. As the current study did not have access to
in-building transformers to characterize, no measurements were performed in this area. In
contrast, the study had access to one central AC/DC converter—a class of device for which
there are few published measurements. Therefore, the central converter was measured,
and the results are included below.

Therefore, the AC DS and DC DS architectures most often have analogous components.
For grid connected buildings, the step-down transformer in the AC DS case fulfills the same
purpose as the central AC/DC converter for the DC DS, while inverters coupling local
generation and storage to the AC DS fulfill the same purpose as DC/DC converters for the
DC DS. The scope of the study did not support measurement of all components of these
two architectures, and comparisons do not include the performance of these components.

Rather, this paper focuses on the endpoint conversion efficiency: i.e., comparing the
weighted efficiency of the AC/DC converter needed to connect a MEL to the AC DS, to
the comparable DC/DC converter necessary to connect the same MEL to a DC DS. As
noted earlier, prior studies have concluded that the endpoint conversion efficiency of DC
DS exceeds that of an AC DS [10–12]. This study performed pairwise comparisons of
commercially available converters to determine if this DC advantage exists in practice, and
if so, how large the advantage is.
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3. Results
3.1. Power Consumption Monitoring

Figure 1 and Table 3 summarize the load distribution for the 20 office appliances
analyzed when on (i.e., power consumption ≥ 1 W). The data comprised three laptops,
13 monitors, two computer work stations, and two network appliances.

These data illustrate that MELs operate at substantially less than their rated load most
of the time. In the measured data, monitors operated below 66.7% of their rated power 90%
of the time, while laptops, desktops, and network appliances always operated below 32.3%
of their rated power. These data showed that the typical operation is significantly below the
rated power of the converter—i.e., the converters were oversized relative to the maximum
power recorded while in use. This oversizing may be due to features in the appliances that
are seldom utilized, design decisions, or product line requirements to use the same adapter
for a range of products. As loads in a typical application are compressed into the lower end
of the converter’s power rating, the lower 1/3 to 1/2 of the converter’s efficiency curve
had a determinant impact on the weighted energy efficiency of these converters.

3.2. Converter Selection

Test converters were matched to appliances by power rating and output voltage(s),
as shown in Table 2. In all cases, converters exactly matched the output voltage found in
the appliance’s original internal or external converter. The match in power rating was less
exact, due to poor commercial availability of both AC/DC and DC/DC converters, which
precisely matched both the output voltage and output power ratings. The rated power of
converters 3–6 matched the rated power of their linked appliances, while the rated power
of the others were approximate matches.

Additionally, within each pair of test converters, both the power rating and output
voltage(s) matched exactly. These controls assured that the test converters were representa-
tive of the converters in the test appliances and, more importantly, pairs of AC/DC and
DC/DC converters were closely matched to assure that comparisons of endpoint efficiency
were valid.

3.2.1. Single Input Single Output (SISO) Test Converters

Three pairs of test converters were SISO (converter pairs 1–2, 3–4, and 5–6), which
were characterized across the full range of power using controllable load banks. Load
recordings for these converters were taken from three laptops and one router (Figure 3).
From Figure 1, the sampled MELs seldom operated above 33% of the rated power, and
often operated below that level—at median loads of 13.3%, 7.0%, and 5.6% for laptops,
desktops, and network appliances, respectively. As the efficiency of DC/DC converters
was lower at low load levels, the DC/DC converter in each pair of SISO converters typically
had lower weighted energy efficiency than the AC/DC converter.

Table 4 summarizes the data in Figure 3, focusing on the lower load range, at discrete
fractions of rated power. In pair 1–2, the AC/DC converter efficiency exceeded that of the
DC/DC converter at all loads. For pair 3–4, the DC/DC converter had lower efficiency
below 10% load and higher efficiency above that load. Since the HP laptop load level was
above 10% for 99.8% of the time, the DC weighted energy efficiency was better than the
AC for this case.

For pair 5–6, the DC/DC converter has lower efficiency below 15% load—a load level
that occurred 80.8% of the time to Microsoft laptop 1 and 82.4% for Microsoft laptop 2—and
higher efficiency for the remainder of the load range, peaking at 35% load. However, since
the laptops were loaded above 35% load for 0.7% and 0.4% of the time, respectively, the
weighted energy efficiency of the DC/DC converter is lower than that of the AC/DC
converter for these appliances.
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(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 3. Weighted energy efficiency for SISO converters, assuming load profiles for: (a) HP Laptop, 90 W (b) Microsoft
laptop 1, 90 W (c) Microsoft laptop 2, 90 W, and (d) Netgear WNR2000 v3. Efficiency curves for the test converters are
represented by the dotted lines, and probability distribution of load for each MEL is represented by the histogram. Legend
provide the weighted energy efficiency for each converter, over the period in which power was monitored (≈2 months).

Table 4. Delta Efficiency (DC-AC) for pairs of test converters and AC and DC weighted energy efficiency for each appliance.

Device Rated Power 1% 5% 10% 15% 20% 35% 50% 70% 100% Weighted Energy Efficiency

Netgear Eff. Conv. 9 (%) 41.7 77.9 85.2 86.4 86.9 86.8 86.4 86.2 85.8 AC 80.5 %

WNR2000 Eff. Conv. 10 (%) 8.4 51.1 79.1 82.0 83.3 85.0 85.4 85.6 85.5 DC 67.1%

v3 Delta Eff (%) −33.3 −26.8 −6.1 −4.4 −3.6 −1.8 −1.0 −0.7 −0.3 Net Delta −13.4%

Eff. Conv. 1 (%) 43.8 73.2 74.1 76.1 79.8 85.2 86.3 86.9 86.5 AC 84.2%

HP Laptop Eff. Conv. 2 (%) 37.1 71.1 85.1 89.4 91.3 93.2 93.2 92.5 91.0 DC 92.8%

Delta Eff (%) −6.7 −2.0 11.0 13.3 11.5 8.0 6.9 5.6 4.5 Net Delta 8.6%

Microsoft Eff. Conv. 3 (%) 75.6 85.2 88.6 89.0 88.9 88.2 88.3 88.0 86.2 AC 88.8% */ 88.3% **

Laptop 1 * Eff. Conv. 4 (%) 40.1 68.8 84.8 89.1 91.0 92.7 92.6 91.6 89.3 DC 88.3% */ 86.1% **

and 2 ** Delta Eff (%) −35.5 −16.4 −3.8 0.2 2.0 4.5 4.3 3.6 3.1 Net Delta −0.6% */ −2.3% **

Net delta efficiency is defined as the difference between the DC/DC weighted energy
efficiency minus the AC/DC weighted energy efficiency. Only the HP laptop had a better
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performance in DC, contradicting the common argument that DC converters are more
efficient than AC. For the other three devices (Microsoft laptops 1 and 2, and Netgear
WNR2000 v3) the AC/DC converter was more efficient for the period analyzed, primarily
because these devices had their highest frequency of operation at low power, exactly where
the AC/DC test converters exhibited higher efficiency than the DC/DC units.

In contrast, had this analysis utilized only the efficiency at the rated power for all load
levels, as is often done in the literature, the converters would yield substantially different
results: the DC/DC converter would have higher efficiency than the AC/DC converter
for three of the four appliances analyzed. This emphasizes the need to utilize recorded
loading data when assessing the weighted energy (i.e., practical) efficiency of converters.
It also suggests that more attention must be paid to the operational efficiency of DC/DC
converters at realistic load levels.

3.2.2. Single Input Multiple Output (SIMO) Test Converters

Monitors, desktops, and some network appliances make use of SIMO AC/DC convert-
ers, typically as internal power supplies, to power different electronic circuits at different
voltage levels. This section analyzed eight SIMO test converters rated at 70, 110, and 185
watts, all from the same manufacturer: Integrated Power Designs. The test converters rated
at 70 and 110 W were representative of those used in computer monitors. For these power
ratings, one AC/DC test converter rated at 120 VAC (input voltage) was paired with two
DC/DC converters: one rated for 24 VDC input, the other 48 VDC input—two common DC
distribution voltages proposed for commercial buildings [15,39].

The three output ports on each converter operated at 5, 12, and 24 VDC. The 185 W test
converters were representative of power supplies for a network-attached storage device
(Netgear RND-6C). The AC/DC version was rated for 120 VAC input; the DC/DC for 24
VDC. For this pair, the three output ports operate at 3.3, 5, and 12 VDC.

To perform efficiency tests with these converter models, load levels were defined
based on the realistic load levels shown in Figure 1. There were five scenarios for each
load level, in which each of the three output ports were loaded with different power values
such that the sum of the total load in all ports remained the same for all scenarios. The
efficiency was compared across these combinations of output load to determine if there
was a significant change in the converter’s efficiency based on how the ports were loaded.
As an example, for test converter 7, at 30% load, measurements for output power in the
five scenarios had a mean of 20.2 W and a standard deviation of 0.32 W; for efficiency, the
measurements resulted in 64.8% ± 0.81%.

For test converter 8, at the same load, the measurements for output power and
efficiency were 20.3 W ± 0.29 W and 69.7% ± 0.80%, respectively. As the variations were
below 2% of the mean for all SIMO converters, this indicated that most of the losses occur
in the switching components of the power supply. Therefore, the efficiency and the output
power for each load level was defined as the mean of the efficiency and the mean of
output power, respectively, for the five loading scenarios. This methodology allowed SIMO
converters to be analyzed using the same comparisons as those used for SISO converters,
where we calculated the weighted energy efficiencies of the test converters based on their
single efficiency curves and the matching appliance’s time series load data.

The manufacturer specified that a minimum load of 10% on output 1 (5 VDC or 3.3 VDC
depending on the model) was required for the power supply to properly regulate the other
outputs. To meet this requirement, port 1 was always ≥10% of rated power, and if the total
load was below 10% of the rated power, only port 1 was loaded.

3.2.3. 70 W SIMO Test Converters

To illustrate this loading plan, Table 5 shows the test plan for the 70 W test converters.
Max Power (W) is the maximum load that the resistive load banks could handle at the
corresponding testing voltage; when not specified, the port was loaded with the BK
Precision controllable load. The resulting efficiency curves for these converters are shown
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in Figure 4; the close grouping of data points indicates that changes in the output loading
at one aggregate load level had little impact on the efficiency of the converter.

Table 5. Test plan for 70 W multi-output converters.

Test Converters 7, 8 & 9 Max Load (W)
Rated 70 Power Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3 Scenario 4 Scenario 5Power (W) (W)

1% Out 1 (5 V) 24.89 0.7 - - - -

5% Out 1 (5 V) 24.89 3.5 - - - -

15%
Out 1 (5 V) 24.89 7.0 7.4 7.4 7.9 8.4

Out 2 (24 V) - 1.5 1.6 2.1 2.1 1.1
Out 3 (12 V) 143.37 2.0 1.6 1.1 0.5 1.1

30%
Out 1 (5 V) 24.89 7.0 10.5 14.7 8.4 7.4

Out 2 (24 V) - 7.0 5.3 4.2 10.5 3.2
Out 3 (12 V) 143.37 7.0 5.3 2.1 2.1 10.5

40%
Out 1 (5 V) 24.89 7.0 14.0 8.4 11.2 9.8

Out 2 (24 V) - 14.0 7.0 8.4 14.0 4.2
Out 3 (12 V) 143.37 7.0 7.0 11.2 2.8 14.0

70%
Out 1 (5 V) 24.89 20.0 14.7 14.7 7.4 9.8

Out 2 (24 V) - 19.0 17.2 14.7 22.1 29.4
Out 3 (12 V) 143.37 10.0 17.2 19.6 19.6 9.8

Both 70 W DC/DC converters (24 VDC and 48 VDC input) exhibited higher efficiency
compared with the comparable AC/DC converter across the entire tested power range.
When loaded above 1% of the rated power, the efficiency of the 48 V DC/DC converter
exceeded that of the 24 V converter.

Figure 4. AC and DC efficiency comparisons for 70 W SIMO power supplies for the test plan in Table 5. Converter 7 is the
AC/DC converter (red line); the blue line shows converter 8, a DC/DC converter with 24 VDC input; and the green line is
converter 9 with a 48 VDC input.
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In Table 6, the delta efficiency peaks near 5% of rated power: +6.8% and +8.1% for
24 VDC and 48 VDC converters, respectively. The difference decreased to 2.0% and 4.7%,
respectively, when the converters were loaded at 70% of rated power. Therefore, for these
converters, the largest efficiency advantage for DC/DC versions falls at load levels often
seen in MELs.

Table 6. Delta Efficiency (DC-AC) for SIMO test converters rated at 70 W.

Rated Power (70 W) 0% 1% 5% 15% 30% 40% 70%

AC Eff. Conv. 7, 120 VAC (%) 0.0 9.0 31.6 53.6 64.8 68.8 73.7

DC Eff. Conv. 8, 24 VDC (%) 0.2 12.5 38.4 58.8 69.7 72.8 75.8

DC Eff. Conv. 9, 48 VDC (%) 0.0 12.4 39.7 60.4 71.1 75.5 78.5

Delta Eff. [Conv 8—7] (%) 0.2 3.5 6.8 5.1 4.9 4.0 2.0

Delta Eff. [Conv 9—7] (%) 0.0 3.4 8.1 6.8 6.3 6.7 4.7

The weighted energy efficiency was simulated using time series load data of two
computer monitors: an Acer model CB421HYK and a Phillips model 288P6L, both rated
at 60 W. Figure 5 shows the results for this simulation, and Table 7 summarizes the net
delta efficiency. Given the higher efficiency of the DC/DC test converters at all power
levels, the weighted energy efficiency of the DC/DC converters was higher than that of the
AC/DC converter. However, a substantial fraction of the appliance’s operating time was at
load levels higher than the load levels where the DC/DC converters exhibited the highest
efficiency advantage (5–15% of the rated power). The Acer monitor, for instance, operates
outside this range 99.8% of the time; the Phillips Monitor, 32.0%.

The full load efficiencies for converters 7, 8, 9 were measured in a separate experiment,
and they were equal to 76%, 76.3%, 80%, respectively. These values are close to the efficiency
provided by the converters’ data sheet, which is estimated at 78% at full power for these
three converter models. However, if we consider the weighted energy efficiency for the
Acer Monitor, using converters 7, 8, and 9, it was 16.5%, 11.7%, and 14% lower than the
efficiency of the converters at full-load, respectively. For the the Phillips Monitor, those
values were 14.6%, 9.8%, and 12.2%, respectively.

(a) (b)

Figure 5. Cont.
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(c) (d)

Figure 5. AC and DC weighted energy efficiencies for flat panel display screens: Acer CB421HYK (60 W) in (a,b) and for
Phillips 288P6L (60 W) in (c,d). Simulations were done with 70 W SIMO test converters. Panels (a,c) show a comparison
with DC test converter rated at 24 VDC and panels (b,d) at 48 VDC. Efficiency curves for the test converters are represented
by the dotted lines, and the frequency when the appliance is on for each power bin is by the bar chart.

Table 7. Delta Efficiency (DC-AC) for simulations with converters rated at 70 W.

Acer Monitor (60 W) Phillips Monitor (60 W)

AC 59.5% 61.4%

DC (24 V) 64.6% 66.5%

DC (48 V) 66.0% 67.8%

Net Delta (24 V) 5.1% 5.2%

Net Delta (48 V) 6.5% 6.5%

3.2.4. 110 W SIMO Test Converters

The same procedure described for the 70 W SIMO test converters was followed for
the 110 W SIMO converters. Figure 6 shows the efficiency curves for the test converters 10,
11, and 12. Further details are in the Supplemental Material: Table S1 shows the test plan,
and Table S2 shows the delta efficiency, following the same methodology as above.

For the 110 W test converters, contrary to both the 70 W SIMO converters and data
published in other studies, both DC/DC converters had significantly worse performance
than of the comparable AC/DC converter. The biggest difference in efficiency occurred
when loaded at 5% of rated capacity: −17.9% for the 24 VDC version and −21.8% for the
48 VDC. This difference decreased to −4.9% and −1.9% at loads of 70% of rated power.

The weighted energy efficiency simulation used the load data of a Dell monitor, model
P2315Qp, rated at 90 W. Figure 7 shows the results of the simulation, and Table 8 shows the
net delta efficiency for both DC input voltages. The weighted energy efficiency was 68.0%
in 120 VAC, 48.0% in 24 VDC, and 33.5% in 48 VDC. The AC/DC weighted energy efficiency
was significantly better than the DC/DC results, with net delta efficiencies ranging from
−20 to −34.5% (see Table 8). The 48 VDC converter was less efficient than the 24 VDC at
loads below approximately 30% of the rated power, but more efficient above.
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Figure 6. AC and DC efficiency comparisons for 110 W SIMO power supplies for the test plan in Table S1. The converter 10
is the AC/DC converter (red line); the blue line shows converter 11, a DC/DC converter with 24 VDC input; and the green
line indicates converter 12 with a 48 VDC input.

(a)

(b)

Figure 7. AC/DC and DC/DC weighted energy efficiencies for a load profile from a Dell monitor,
model P2415Qp, rated at 90 W. Simulations utilized efficiency data from 110 W SIMO test converters.
Both panels utilize the same AC/DC converter. Panel (a) compares to a DC/DC converter with
24 VDC input; panel (b) with 48 VDC input. Formatted as in Figure 3.
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Table 8. Delta Efficiency (DC-AC) for simulation with converters rated at 110 W.

Test Converter Weighted Energy Efficiency (%) Net Delta Efficiency (∆%)

AC 68.0%

DC (24 V) 48.0% −20.0%

DC (48 V) 33.5% −34.5%

3.2.5. 185 W SIMO Test Converters

One pair of converters had a rated load of 185 W: an AC/DC converter at 120 VAC paired
with one DC/DC converter with 24 VDC input. The converters’ efficiency curves are shown
in Figure 8. Further testing details are given in Supplementary Material Table S3 for the test
plan and Table S4 the weighted energy efficiencies at different load levels. As with the 70 W
converters, the DC/DC test converter was more efficient than the AC/DC converter at all
load levels. The largest difference (+4.1%) occurred at 5–10% of the rated load. Above 10% of
the rated power, the difference in performance started to decrease, dropping to +2.5% when
the converters were 25% loaded. This resulted in a positive net delta efficiency of 3.3%, as
shown in Table 9.

Figure 8. Efficiency curves for Converters 13 and 14. Converter 13 is model REL-185-4001-CHCO, 185 W. Converter 14 is
model DC2-185-4001-CH, 185 W, tested at 24 VDC.

Weighted energy efficiency was simulated using load profiles from a network storage
device, Netgear RND-6C (200 W); Figure 9. The DC/DC converter exhibited a weighted
energy efficiency of +3.3% relative to the AC/DC converter.

Table 9. Deltar Efficiency (DC-AC) for simulation with converters rated at 185 W.

Test Converter Weighted Energy Efficiency (%) Net Delta Efficiency (∆%)

AC 63.7%

DC (24 V) 67.0% +3.3%
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Figure 9. AC and DC weighted energy efficiencies for Netgear RND-6C RN31600 (200 W). Simulations
were done with 185 W SIMO test converters. The figure shows a comparison with DC test converter
rated at 24 VDC. Formatted as in Figure 3.

3.3. Observations in AC/DC Central Converter Efficiency

As indicated earlier, for many commercial buildings, some or all of the power routed
to a DC DS would be provided by a central AC/DC converter (CC). Therefore, the study
also analyzed a commercially available power hub often used for this purpose, which has
a voltage input range of 90–305AC or 127–431DC. This device was tested operating at three
supply voltages: 120 VAC, 208 VAC, and 380 VDC. The converter provides DC power via 16
output ports, rated at 100 W and 24 VDC each, and is currently sold primarily for powering
LED lighting. The characterization of this device is described in the Supplementary
Information, Section S6.

Figure 10 summarizes the efficiency curve for the three voltage input levels, with their
respective uncertainties, and Table S6 in the Supplementary Material summarizes the same
data. The CC exhibited the highest efficiency when operating at higher input voltages (208
VAC and 380 VDC), with efficiency typically above 90% for loads above 500 W.

According to the device’s data sheet, above 50% of total load (50% × 1600 W = 800 W),
the power hub should have an efficiency above 95% efficiency when operated on a 380
VDC supply. However, the maximum efficiencies observed in this test were 92.6% [92.0% to
93.2%] at 208 VAC, and 93.4% [92.6% to 94.1%], for 380 VDC, both of which are statistically
lower than the 95% peak efficiency stated in the data sheet.

The tests performed for the AC/DC central converter showed that the CC’s efficiency
was comparable to the efficiency of converters in the MELs tested [44], with higher input
voltages tested (208 VAC and 380 VDC) exhibiting slightly higher efficiencies than typical
MELs converters. These efficiencies are comparable to the stated efficiencies for in-building
step-down transformers [43], although test data for this type of transformer is sparse, and,
as noted above, in-building transformers are frequently underloaded and operate below
their peak efficiency.

The importance of this testing is that it highlights that neither the central nor endpoint
power converters show a systematically superior efficiency to their AC DS counterparts.
Tests of endpoint converters did not exhibit a consistent advantage for DC/DC endpoint
converters over AC/DC endpoint converters and the single AC/DC central converter
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tested here (a) exhibited an efficiency comparable to in-building step-down transformers
and (b) did not show a significant efficiency advantage over the endpoint converters.
Therefore, for the devices tested here, the efficiency of CC (versus a step-down transformer)
does not provide an efficiency advantage for DC DS versus the traditional AC DS.

Figure 10. CC Efficiency curves at 120 VAC, 208 VAC, and 380 VDC, with respective uncertainties. The outer chart
summarizes the full test range. Inset chart focuses on the area with loads of 100 W or higher. The performance at 208 VAC

and 380 VDC present similar efficiencies, while the efficiency at 120 VAC is lower.

4. Discussion
4.1. Interpretation of Test Converters Results

For the selection of the test converters measured in this study, weighted energy effi-
ciency of DC/DC converters was not consistently superior to that of AC/DC converters,
likely due to variations in the design and performance of individual converters. These re-
sults differ substantially from the common assumption found in the literature—namely that
the efficiency of DC/DC converters is better than that of AC/DC converters. Further, due to
the highly variable nature of efficiency curves for seemingly similar converter units, these
data also showed that the appliance’s load profile is a key determinant of weighted energy
efficiency and must be considered when comparing AC and DC distribution solutions.

To compare the endpoint efficiency, we considered four scenarios to analyze converter
efficiency: (1) the maximum efficiency detected over the whole efficiency curve (peak
efficiency); (2) the efficiency at the converter’s rated load; (3) the efficiency provided by the
converter’s data sheet; and (4) the energy efficiency weighted by load. Scenarios 1, 2, and 3
are often used in literature, while Scenario 4 is the method utilized in this study. Table 10
summarizes each scenario for the eight loads simulated in this study.

Data sheets for 2 of the 14 test converters (test converters 3 and 5) were not available,
and those efficiencies are omitted from the table. Due to load bank limitations, test convert-
ers 10–14 could not be tested over their full range of power, and, consequently, their peak
efficiency and efficiency at full load are also missing from the table for these units.

Table 10 illustrates that the converters’ weighted energy efficiencies were substantially
lower than the efficiencies provided by their data sheets. Only test converters 4 and 6,
when linked to load profiles from the HP Laptop and Microsoft Laptop 1, respectively,
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had a performance above that stated in their data sheets. Overall, data sheet information
was available for four scenarios for seven test converters. For 57% of these scenarios, the
efficiencies provided in the data sheet were higher than the peak efficiency or the efficiency
at full load measured here. Therefore, based on this limited sampling, a design engineer
selecting a power converter from its data sheet has an approximately 50/50 chance of
seeing performance as good as the data sheet’s stated efficiency.

If the endpoint efficiency comparison was made using either peak efficiency or ef-
ficiency at full load (Scenarios 1 and 2, respectively), five of six appliances would be
considered to have a better performance in DC compared to AC. However, if we consider a
comparison that uses the weighted energy efficiency (Scenario 4), only four of the eight
appliances would be more efficient in DC. Additionally, differences in weighted energy
efficiency also changed substantially when comparing Scenario 1 to 4 or Scenario 2 to 4.
For the Acer Monitor, for instance, the AC-input weighted energy efficiency was 59.5%,
while the peak and full load efficiency were both 76%.

Additional tests on converters with 12 VDC and similar input voltages were also
completed and showed similar efficiency curves. These data are discussed in SI Section
Table S4. To illustrate the analytic assumptions commonly utilized in the literature, a
comparison to other studies is also included in Section 4.2.

Taking all data and simulations together, practitioners should be cautious about
making broad assumptions regarding converter efficiency based upon power ratings or
data sheet values, or making the assumption that appliance load profiles are at or near the
rated load of converters. The values found for peak efficiency, efficiency at full load, and
data sheet efficiency were close to each other for most converters, with variations within
3.5% for the sampled converters.

This indicates that the efficiency provided in the converters’ specification documents
were measured at, or near, the load where they operate at their best performance. However,
as shown here, MELs seldom operate at load levels near the converters’ peak efficiency.
Therefore, when the endpoint efficiency comparison is made using efficiency data provided
by any of these metrics (i.e., data sheet, peak efficiency, or efficiency at the rated load), the
results are likely to be misleading.

Finally, combining these data with the efficiency of the single central converter unit
tested here provides a cautionary note about whether existing buildings would benefit
from providing DC DS circuits to power office MELs: If one considers a CC running at
208 VAC, powered on the secondary of a building distribution transformer, and operating
at its peak efficiency (92.6% at 880 W), DC/DC converters powered by the CC’s outputs
would need efficiencies that were consistently 8 percentage points higher than comparable
AC/DC converters for the DC DS to have higher efficiency than the AC DS.

The measurements from this study indicated that this type of efficiency advantage
is rare: only one converter—an HP laptop powered by SISO test converters 3 and 4—had
a weighted DC/DC efficiency sufficient to offset losses in the CC. Additionally, if the CC
is also underloaded—the likely case given common design practice—its efficiency falls
below its peak efficiency. When loaded under 25% of its rated power, the CC’s conversion
efficiency dropped as low as 89.3–90.5% for all three operational voltages (120 VAC, 208
VAC, 380 VDC).

Therefore, while by no means a comprehensive study, the measurements performed
for this study indicate that wholesale provision of DC distribution systems in existing
commercial buildings is unlikely to provide an efficiency advantage without either (a)
substantial improvements in endpoint DC/DC converter efficiencies or (b) significant sav-
ings achieved by reducing conversion losses in other distribution equipment not typically
present, such as connected PV or energy storage converters.
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Table 10. AC vs. DC endpoint efficiency comparison.

AC/DC DC/DC Delta Efficiencies
Smart Test Peak Eff. Eff. at Full Eff. in Data- Wt. E. Eff. Test Peak Eff. Eff. at Full Eff. in Data- Wt. E. Eff. Delta Delta Eff. Delta Eff. Delta

Plug ID Conv. (%) Load (%) Sheet (%) (%) Conv. (%) Load (%) Sheet (%) (%) Peak at Full Data Sheet Net
Appliance

Eff. (%) Load (%) (%) Eff. (%)
Smart Netgear Conv. 1 86.9 85.8 88.5 80.5 Conv. 2 85.6 85.5 89.0 67.1
Plug 1 WNR2000 v3

−1.3 −0.3 0.5 −13.4

Smart HP Laptop Conv. 3 86.9 86.5 - 84.2 Conv. 4 93.2 91.0 >88.0 92.8
Plug 2

6.3 4.5 - 8.6

Smart Microsoft Conv. 5 89.0 86.2 - 88.8 Conv. 6 92.7 89.3 >88.0 88.3 -
Plug 3 Laptop 1

3.7 3.1 −0.6

Smart Microsoft Conv. 5 89.0 86.2 - 88.3 Conv. 6 92.7 89.3 >88.0 86.1
Plug 4 Laptop 2

3.7 3.1 - −2.3

Smart Acer Monitor 76.0 76.0 78.0 Conv. 8 76.4 76.3 78.0 64.6 0.4 0.3 0.0 5.1
Plug 10 CB421HYK

Conv. 7 59.5
Conv. 9 80.0 80.0 78.0 66.0 4.0 4.0 0.0 6.5

Smart Dell Monitor - - 85.0 Conv. 11 - - 82.0 48.0 - - −3.0 −20.0
Plug 11 P2415Qp

Conv. 10 68.0
Conv. 12 - - 82.0 33.5 - - −3.0 −34.5

Smart Phillips 76.0 76.0 78.0 Conv. 8 76.4 76.3 78.0 66.5 0.4 0.3 0.0 5.2
Plug 17 Monitor 288P6L

Conv. 7 61.4
Conv. 9 80.0 80.0 78.0 67.8 4.0 4.0 0.0 6.5

Smart Netgear RND- Conv. 13 - - 82.0 63.7 Conv. 14 - - 77.0 67.0
Plug 20 6C/RN31600

- - −5.0 3.3
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4.2. Example Comparison to Representative Efficiency Studies

As an illustration, we compare our analysis to that of a typical literature analysis of
converter efficiency—as shown in Figure 4 of a study provided by Pang et al. [5]. In this
analysis, the authors collected efficiency data on a range of power converters at different
power ratings.

The data accumulated in this study disagree with the Pang et al. study for the follow-
ing reasons: first, in Pang’s analysis, the efficiency of AC/DC and DC/DC converters tends
to increase with the power rating. However, our study shows that the weighted efficiency
of the converter depended on the appliance load profile and could vary substantially
relative to the efficiency at the rated power. Comparing, for example, the Acer and the
Phillips Monitors, both rated at 60 W and using the same AC test converter (Converter 7,
rated at 70 W), the weighted efficiencies were 59.5% and 61.4%, respectively.

The Dell monitor (AC test converter 10, rated at 100 W) presented a weighted efficiency
of 68.0%, which was significantly lower than the 80.5% presented by a Netgear router rated
at 30 W; second, for our sampled test converters, no significant correlation was seen
between the power ratings and efficiency at the rated power for the converters utilized in
our experiments (30–185 W); and finally, contrary to Pang’s results, the study data did not
show that the AC/DC and DC/DC converters’ efficiencies tended toward similar values
as the power rating increased.

Another study [10] analyzed AC adapters operating at different voltage inputs (AC
and DC). The operational efficiency was compared at 120 VAC and 240 VAC, with their peak
values after the input rectification (169 VDC and 339 VDC, respectively). When operating in
DC, the adapters presented better efficiencies. However, these tests were done in the same
converter, operating either with AC or a DC input, despite the fact that they were not listed
for DC applications. In practice, (a) the DC voltage levels considered are quite uncommon
and hardly available in the market; (b) there are no standards supporting these voltages
unless the 380 VDC level called by the EMerge Alliance Data/Telecom Center Standard [45];
(c) at commercial voltage levels, based on our sampled converters, this efficiency advantage
does not happen often.

4.3. Limitations

While realistic, there are several limitations to the experimental work performed here.
First, the analysis is limited to the selection of actual converters that we were able to obtain,
characterize, and analyze. The study’s focus of physical devices limited the breadth of the
analysis; purely simulation-based studies and studies using manufacturers’ product data
can draw on a much wider body of information. However, as discussed in Section 4.1, such
studies often lack complete information and may yield misleading results. The advantage
of our approach is the depth of analysis possible when using full converter characterization
data and realistic load levels.

As a wide range of DC/DC converters could not be tested, there exists some possibility
that DC/DC converters exist that are higher efficiency than those tested here. We were able
to test only a small number of manufacturers. While it is possible that the manufacturers
tested are not representative of the current state of the art, other manufacturers’ products
were not available for general commercial purchase. However, our review of available
products suggests that a systematic improvement in DC/DC converter efficiency is unlikely
unless regulatory or similar outside pressures eliminate lower-performing converters from
the market. Indeed, we found no commercially available units with performance exceeding
those purchased for testing.

Conversely, the AC/DC converters shipped with products today may also benefit
from improved design. Given that the converters selected here did not have space or
heat constraints common for internal SIMO converters, it is also possible that the DC/DC
converters tested here were higher in efficiency than those that would be built into MELs.
We, therefore, contend that the AC-to-DC replacement process simulated here was rep-
resentative of what would happen under current market forces and product availability
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constraints. Nevertheless, future studies should analyze a broader selection of converter
manufacturers and product lines if or when they become commercially available.

Finally, for nearly all MELs tested here, the loads were substantially below the rated
load when operating. The study identified two primary reasons for this under-loading.
First, since many MELs are part of larger product families, manufacturers may choose
one converter to support a broad product family, and must select that converter for the
products with the highest loads; this sizing methodology results in relative under-loading
for some products. Second, many MELs have multiple operating modes—e.g., monitors
have built-in USB hubs designed to power peripherals—which are seldom used but must
be considered when sizing power circuitry.

5. Conclusions

This study considered endpoint conversion, which exists in both AC and DC dis-
tribution system architectures, using commercially available products for both AC/DC
and DC/DC converters. Multiple studies [10–12] have indicted that, in theory, DC/DC
converters should have superior efficiency than comparable AC/DC converters. However,
the measurements performed here indicated that commercially available DC/DC convert-
ers did not exhibit systematically better efficiency that comparable AC/DC converters
in practice, and any efficiency advantage was substantially reduced when weighted by
realistic load profiles. For the eight appliances analyzed in this work with matching pairs
of AC/DC and DC/DC converters, half presented higher weighted energy efficiency using
the DC/DC converter, and half using AC/DC. These data suggest that either (a) DC/DC
converters are not being designed with the same rigor as AC/DC converters, or with the
same focus on maximum efficiency; or (b) prior theoretical evaluations of DC/DC converter
architectures have not accounted for all losses inherent in economically viable designs.

For building power systems that include local generation and/or storage, there may
be additional advantages to DC distribution that were not characterized in this study.
However, considering the measurements performed here, any such advantage cannot
rely on endpoint conversion for common low voltage loads to contribute an efficiency
advantage—such an advantage is simply not seen in the measured efficiency, particularly
when weighted by realistic load levels. We recommend further research to expand the
analysis to other categories of load, to incorporate more converter samples (as they become
commercially available for purchase), and to inform more comprehensive, simulation-based
DC distribution efficiency studies.
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