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TIME OF TROUBLES: North American manufacturers felt the pain in 2011 – will 2012 be worse? 
BORN ON THE BAYOU: Louisiana’s residential PV market is set to spark a solar surge
JERSEY MELTDOWN: The Garden State’s wilting solar market tries to replenish itself

NO TWO MODULES ALIKE
PHOTON Laboratory’s in-depth test results reveal 
the good, the bad and the ugly
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A better test

When I was a competitive 
rower years ago, I didn’t 

spend much time worrying 
about how much food I ate: I 
loaded up on calories to provide 
the fuel I needed to compete in 
practices and races. Now that I’m 
a middle-aged father of 2 young 
children, I have a very different 
concept of food. I still regard 
it as fuel but my metabolism is 
such that if I ate what I used to, I 
would need a bigger belt. 

One thing I do to fight-off a 
bulging waistline is read labels 
at the grocery store. Sure, the 
double-fudge chocolate chip 
cookies taste a lot better than 
the vanilla wafers or wheat 
crackers, but one look at the fat 
and calories per serving of that 
indulgent treat has me reaching 
for the healthier choice. It’s a 
classic example of comparison-
shopping, an easy approach 
that many of us use every day. 

Unfortunately, this simple 
shopping tactic is not so simple 
when it comes to the purchase 
of solar modules. Those looking 

to buy PV panels today typi-
cally do so by looking at their 
price per kilowatt, a seemingly 
straightforward and standard 
metric that is anything but. 

Why? Because the price per 
kilowatt standard – which the 
industry collectively agreed on 
years ago – is based on measure-
ments taken under what are 
known as standard test condi-
tions, or STC. As the name in-
dicates, standard test conditions 
are, well, standard, meaning that 
the performance of modules is 
measured under the exact same 
irradiation, solar spectrum and 
temperature conditions. 

Although the STC measure-
ment may appear to allow an 
apples-to-apples – or cookies-to-
cookies – comparison of mod-
ules, it only reflects the char-
acteristics of a solar panel for a 
single environmental condition. 
It’s a snapshot, not a full picture. 
And therein lies the problem of 
relying solely on the blunt tool 
that is STC. Indeed, solar panels 
respond differently in weak sun-
light and at high temperatures 
than under standard conditions. 
Efficiencies often drop rapidly 
with rising cell temperatures or 
tank altogether in weak light. 

In other words, the real world 
is different from standard test 
conditions.

A better test is needed, one 
that tells you just how much 
electricity a module is likely 
to produce over a broad range 
of conditions. That is where 
PHOTON Laboratory comes in. 
For years, our lab has been con-
ducting tests of module yields 
in real world conditions. The 
lab uses instrumentation that 
PHOTON developed to moni-
tor and log the yield from well 
over 100 panel models in our 
test field in Germany. Over 100 
gigabytes of data are generated 

daily, day after day, year after 
year, in all kinds of weather. 

We still have a lot of testing 
to do. Even a year of intensive 
measurements isn’t sufficient. 
A panel might do well in the 
first 12 months and then per-
form miserably in subsequent 
years. In continuing our test-
ing, and sharing the results 
with you, we hope to encour-
age the industry to move be-
yond the exclusive use of STC 
as a metric. By adopting a test-
ing regimen that is more reflec-
tive of real world conditions, 
consumers will have a better 
grasp of exactly the kind of 
performance they can expect 
from their modules. And it is 
also reasonable to believe that 
manufacturers will work to 
design their products so they 
perform well under all condi-
tions. Then, perhaps, some 
double-fudge chocolate chip 
cookies will be in order. 

Chris Warren

christopher.warren@photon.info

Chris Warren is a member of the PHOTON USA team.
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