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Abstract

The most widely used numerical models in the scientific literature for simulating heat exchangers with phase change materials (PCMs) and
water as the heat transfer fluid, are based on computational fluid dynamics (CFD) techniques, with the modelling of phase change being the key
issue. The consideration of phase change effect, as well as the resolution of the movement of the PCM in the liquid state, make CFD models
computationally very expensive. However, various published experiments indicate that during the heat discharge process, the dominant heat
transfer mechanism is conduction in the solidified PCM around the finned tube. For this reason, this article presents a simplified CFD model,
where convective flow of the PCM is neglected during the discharge process. The model was validated experimentally, and to achieve this
validation process, an experimental prototype of a one-meter-long axially finned heat exchanger with four fins was built. Inlet and outlet water
temperatures were continuously recorded, along with temperatures at various points inside the PCM, under four different water flow rates.
The proposed numerical model was able to predict the outlet water temperature with an error smaller than 1◦C in all cases, and to capture the
observed trend in temperature inside the PCM.

1 Introduction

Given the current energy context, regional, national, and
international policies are increasingly focused on promoting
energy production mainly from renewable sources [1]. Due
to problems of matching supply and demand with renewable
energies, efforts are being made to develop new energy stor-
age systems, such as those based on phase change materials
(PCMs) [2]. These materials store thermal energy by using
the latent heat of phase transitions, achieving a higher energy
density than the classical systems based on sensible heat
storage [3].

However, due to their low thermal conductivity [4], the
main challenge is to improve heat transfer, especially in those
applications where thermal power requirements are higher,
such as in the production of domestic hot water [5]. Thus,
the development of this type of exchangers has intensified in
recent years, and many related studies can be found in the
scientific literature [6]. A wide variety of configurations and
methods used for heat transfer intensification are shown in
the review made by Al-Maghalseh et al. [7]: shell and tube
exchangers in which the heat transfer fluid (HTF) is driven
through a serpentine tube within the PCM [8]; filling the PCM
with high thermal conductivity particles ([9, 10]) or integrat-
ing the PCM into metal foams [11]; PCM micro-encapsulation
to maximize the heat transfer and the adaptation to volume
variations [12], and those based on the use of fins to increase
the contact surface area of the HTF pipe with the PCM [13].

Among finned heat exchangers, the axially finned exchanger
is one of the most widely used [14]. Many studies on the
influence of the axial fin geometry on the energy perfor-
mance of the exchanger have been revised: corrugated design
[15], Y-shaped design [16], single and double bifurcation fin
configurations [17], etc. Yagci et al. [18] carried out heat
transfer experiments with different tube surface configura-
tions as finless tube and fin geometries with various edge
lengths’ ratios. The authors concluded there was no significant
improvement in heat transfer with respect to straight fins
with the same contact surface area. Therefore, this current
work has been focused on a water–PCM exchanger with
straight fins.

Regarding the thermal analysis of axially finned exchang-
ers, it must consider both conductive and convective fluxes
within three different domains (PCM, finned tubes and
HTF) and two phases (solid and liquid), together with the
PCM phase change process. This last process is a nonlinear
shifting boundary problem that is governed by the rate at
which the PCM is able to transfer latent heat. The problem
is known as the Stefan problem [19] and, according to
Rana et al. [20], the difficulty of modelling this process
poses a challenge today. Because the analytical solutions
are limited to simplified one-dimensional configurations
[19], the analysis, design, and optimization of this kind of
exchangers are approached through experiments or numerical
simulations.
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Table 1. Description of the effective heat capacity method, the enthalpy method, and the heat source term method.

Effective heat capacity method Enthalpy method Heat source term method

Energy equation:

ρCeff
∂T
∂t

= −→∇ ·
(
k
−→∇ T

)

Where:

Ceff =

⎧⎪⎪⎨
⎪⎪⎩

Cp,s T < Ts

Cp,s + Cp,l

2
+ L

Tl − Ts
Ts ≤ T < Tl

Cp,l T ≥ Tl

Energy equation:

ρ
∂h
∂t

= −→∇ ·
(
k
−→∇ T

)

Where:

h =

⎧⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎨
⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎩

∫ T

T0

Cp,sdT T < Ts

∫ T

T0

Cp,sdT + L
T − Ts

Tl − Ts
Ts ≤ T < Tl

∫ Ts

T0

Cp,sdT + L +
∫ T

Tl

Cp,ldT T ≥ Tl

h (T0) = 0 J kg−1

Energy equation:

ρCP
∂T
∂t

= −→∇ ·
(
k
−→∇ T

)
− ρL

∂f
∂t

Where:

f =

⎧⎪⎪⎪⎨
⎪⎪⎪⎩

0 T < Ts

T − Ts

Tl − Ts
Ts ≤ T < Tl

1 T ≥ Tl

With respect to experimental studies, they usually address
both charge and discharge processes of different exchanger
configurations and under different HTF flowrates and tem-
peratures. Thus, Herbinger et al. [21] experimented with a
finned-tube PCM-heat exchanger where the number of fins
was varied from 4 to 8, to 12. The impact on exchanger
performance of the geometry (number of finned tubes), system
configuration (parallel or series), and operational parameters
(initial temperature, HTF temperature, and HTF flowrate)
was discussed. The authors concluded that the melting tem-
perature differential (temperature difference between the HTF
and the PCM) plays an important role in the characteriza-
tion and power estimation of this kind of systems. Similarly,
Pakalka et al. [22] experimentally compared two PCM-based
copper heat exchangers with different geometrical parameters
with the aim of finding the configuration with the fastest heat
exchange and the lowest cost.

These experimental studies show that, although convection
within the liquid PCM assists the phase transition [23], the
addition of fins reduces the convective effects by partitioning
the domain and constraining buoyancy-driven movements in
the PCM [24]. This effect will be noticeable in the solidifica-
tion processes, where convection tends to delay the onset of
a well-defined solidification front. For this reason, the early
appearance of a solidification front around the fins is favored
in finned heat exchangers. The rapid generation of a solid
PCM layer around the fins, combined with the low thermal
conductivity characteristic of this kind of materials, makes
conduction the dominant heat transfer mechanism in the PCM
solidification process ([25, 26]).

On the other hand, numerical models are usually focused
on the thermal analysis of the exchanger by using CFD tech-
niques, where the key issue is the thermal and fluid dynamic
modelling of the PCM phase change, which represents a
moving-boundary problem. Three methods for the thermal
modelling of the PCM, which allow a fixed-grid solution to
be undertaken, are commonly applied [27]: the effective heat
capacity method, the enthalpy method and the heat source
term method (Table 1). The first one involves establishing an
effective specific heat capacity (Ceff ) for the material, typically
consisting of a piecewise function that defines a specific heat
for each phase: solid, liquid, and mushy zone, which separates
the two phases. In the enthalpy method, the total enthalpy
is obtained by integrating the specific heat capacity over the
working interval and adding the latent heat in the mushy

phase. This method accounts for the latent heat in the energy
equation by assigning a nodal latent heat value to each com-
putational cell according to the temperature of the cell. The
governing equation is the same for both the solid and liquid
phases, and the solid–liquid interface position is not explicitly
tracked. A more detailed review of these two first methods
can be found in Iten et al. [28]. The heat source term method
is an alternative approach of enthalpy discretization where a
temperature dependent liquid fraction function (f) controls the
value of the source term included in the energy equation.

A significant challenge with grid-fixed solution methods
lies in addressing the zero-velocity condition, a necessary
requirement when the liquid region undergoes the transition
to a solid state. Thus, different methods are used to switch
off (or switch on) velocities in mesh cells that are freezing
(or melting) [29]. Velocities can be set to zero when the
mean latent heat content reaches some predetermined fraction
of the latent heat of the phase change [30], or by driving
the viscosity of the cell to a very large value as the latent
heat content of the cell falls to zero [31]. Another approach
involves modelling the cells undergoing a phase change as
pseudo-porous media, with a porosity being a function of
the nodal latent heat and ranging between 0 (fully solid)
and 1 (fully liquid) [29]. Thus, the Darcy law’s source term
is added to the linear momentum equation to model the
reduced porosity in the mushy zone [32]. From the reviewed
scientific literature (Table 2), it can be concluded that the
majority of numerical studies conducted for simulating the
phase change transition of PCM in heat exchangers are based
on this enthalpy-porosity method introduced by Brent et al.
[29]. Unsteady Navier–Stokes (linear momentum) equations
for nonisothermal incompressible fluids, with the Boussinesq
approximation to model buoyancy effects, are frequently
considered. Viscous dissipation is also commonly neglected in
the energy equation. Some other key features of the reviewed
numerical models have been presented in Table 2.

Trp et al. [33] used the enthalpy formulation to address
the conjugate problem of transient forced convection and
solid–liquid phase change heat transfer in a shell and tube
latent thermal energy storage unit. The tubes had no fins,
and authors formulated an axisymmetric 2D mathematical
model of the shell and tube system to simulate charging and
discharging processes in which convection in the liquid phase
of the PCM was ignored. The errors made in the estimation
of the outlet water temperature were not provided.
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Hosseini et al. ([35, 36]) did a combined experimental and
numerical study to analyze the melting and solidification of
PCM inside a shell and tube heat exchanger. The authors
observed that the inlet HTF temperature had a strong influ-
ence on the time required for the total phase change. They
also concluded that PCM solidification was dominated by
conduction, while convection was finally the prevailing heat
transfer mechanism in the melting process. This behavior was
also reported by Seddegh et al. [47] in their numerical analysis
of heat transfer in a vertical cylindrical shell and unfinned
tube latent heat energy storage unit. Furthermore, Pahamli
et al. [37] in their study on a PCM-filled single-pass shell and
tube heat exchanger, declared that conduction was even the
dominated heat transfer mechanism at the end stages of the
melting process. One of the interesting conclusions drawn by
the study of Tao et al. [23] was that, since the effect of natural
convection on the average heat storage was very limited, a
two-dimensional axisymmetric model without considering the
effects of natural convection can be a plausible approach in
engineering applications for which the details of the solid–
liquid interface are not relevant. In a previous work, Tao
et al. [34] developed a simplified 2D model to simulate a shell
and (enhanced) tube configuration in which the heat source
term method was adopted to deal with the moving boundary
problem in the solid–liquid phase change process. The effect
of natural convection of PCM was neglected during melting,
and heat transfer at the interface between the enhanced tubes
and the PCM was modelled using existing correlations. The
model was not validated experimentally but numerically.

On the other hand, Youssef et al. [38] developed a 3D CFD
model of a spiral-wired tube in a PCM exchanger to enhance
heat transfer within the PCM, and, although they found a
noticeable influence of changes in inlet heat transfer fluid flow
rate and temperature on the melting and solidification times,
no significant effects were seen on the sensible heat storage
and release. On the contrary, the work by Li et al. [39] found
a subtle effect of the flow rate of the cooling water on the PCM
solidification rate. A more significant effect was observed by
increasing the mass fraction of graphene added to the PCM.
Abidi et al. [40] also conducted a CFD study of an axially
finned heat exchanger with a nano-PCM containing graphene
nanoparticles. The Enthalpy Method was used to model heat
conduction in the solid phase, where the dependence of the
thermal capacity with temperature was adjusted using an
expression analogous to a normal distribution. The thermal
conductivity, the viscosity, and the density were calculated
considering a mixture in which graphene nanoparticles were
homogeneously distributed both in the solid and the liquid
PCM. Specifically, the Maxwell model and the Brinkman
model [48] were used to calculate the mixture conductivity
and viscosity, respectively.

Abidi et al. [40] employed COMSOL Multiphysics 5.5
[49] and the finite element method for the 2D numerical
simulations of a horizontal shell and finned tube exchanger.
Their results were compared with the experimental observa-
tions provided by Chen et al. [45] of the melting/solidifica-
tion fronts in the charge and discharge modes. According to
the authors, the comparisons of the simulated fronts with
photographs of the experiments at the same time showed
acceptable similarities. A similar 3D CFD model was proposed
by Momemi and Fartaj [41] to study a PCM-to-air and water-
finned heat exchanger based on minichannels. The numerical
results were validated using the experimental data provided by

Fotowat et al. [46], with absolute and relative errors smaller
than 1.5◦C and 5%, respectively, in the prediction of heat
transfer fluid outlet temperature.

In general, these numerical models have reported satisfac-
tory results, but they are usually computationally expensive.
Thus, even though, among the reviewed studies (Table 2), only
the work by Abidi et al. [40] provided information about their
2D model solution time (about 2 h in a PC including a CPUi7
and 16Gb DDR4 RAM), much longer computation times (up
to 27 h) have been found in other similar 3D models [50].
Also, based on the experimental knowledge and as pointed
out by some authors (Tao et al. [23]), convective effects in
the liquid PCM could be neglected to save computational cost
in the modelling of finned tube exchangers, especially in the
solidification process.

Thus, this article aims to present the development and
implementation of a simplified CFD model of a longitudinally
finned tube PCM-water heat exchanger, which will be used
for general engineering applications such as DWH production.
One of the main characteristics of the model proposed is that
natural convection in the liquid phase of the PCM has been
ignored. Although the justification for neglecting convection
in the liquid PCM region has been highlighted and confirmed
by former experimental and numerical studies, and this sim-
plification has been employed in simpler numerical models, it
has not been previously used in 3D CFD models of horizontal
and longitudinally finned heat exchangers. Furthermore, the
use of a piecewise-linear function that faithfully reproduces
the actual dependence of the PCM’s specific heat during the
melting and solidification processes, provides the model with a
higher degree of accuracy in estimating heat transfer. Another
important objective has been the experimental validation of
the proposed numerical model. Thus, an experimental pro-
totype of the exchanger was created to test and corroborate
this simplified approach under different water flow rates and
charge and discharge processes. Given the small number of
fins considered (4), it is expected that the restrictions of the
fins to the liquid PCM natural convection and the reduction
of the heat storage capacity are not weak and small.

First, a detailed presentation of the experimental study
carried out to validate the proposed numerical model is
given. Then, the computational model assumptions, domains,
boundary conditions, and solving approaches are described.
Finally, the experimental and numerical results are shown and
discussed.

2 Experimental investigation and numerical
modelling

This section begins by describing the experimental prototype
of the water-PCM longitudinally finned tube heat exchanger
built to experimentally validate the simplified CFD model.
Then, the experimental setup and the set of experimental
tests for model validation, divided into charge and discharge
modes, are presented. Afterwards, the proposed numerical
model (governing equations, assumptions, boundary condi-
tions, etc.) used to simulate the system is shown.

2.1 Experimental prototype

The PCM-WATER heat exchanger prototype built for this
study consists of a copper pipe with 4 axial fins, 1 m in length,
an inner pipe diameter of 13 mm, an outer pipe diameter of
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Figure 1. a) Photograph of the experimental prototype. b) Schematics of the exchanger cross-section (the external insulation layer is not shown).

Table 3. Rubitherm RT 54 HC thermal properties.

Property 54HC Units

Melting area 53–54 ◦C
Congealing area 54–53 ◦C
Heat storage capacity∗ 200 kJ kg−1

Density (solid) 850 kg m−3

Density (liquid) 800 kg m−3

Thermal conductivity 0.2 W m−1 K−1

Specific heat capacity 2 kJ kg−1 K−1

∗Combination of latent and sensible heat in a temperature range of 46◦C
to 61◦C.

Figure 2. Rubitherm 54HC specific heat capacity as function of
temperature (data from Rubitherm datasheet).

15 mm, a fin length of 21 mm, and a fin thickness of 1 mm. The
fins are orientated at a 45◦ angle to the horizontal (Fig. 1). The
outer pipe is made of steel with an inner diameter of 69.5 mm
and a thickness of 3.5 mm. The external insulation layer, made
of polyethylene (PE), has a thickness of 32 mm and a thermal
conductivity of 0.038 W m−1 K−1.

The Rubitherm RT 54 HC [4] has been used as the PCM
material, and its main thermal characteristics are shown in
Table 3. Figure 2 illustrates the specific heat capacity as a
function of temperature for phase transitions (melting and
solidification).

2.2 Experimental setup

The tests of the PCM-Water heat exchanger were conducted
in an experimental facility (Fig. 3) developed by the Thermal
Engineering Research Group at the University of Cádiz. The
facility comprises two independent systems to produce hot

and cold water. Each system includes a primary circuit for
thermal energy production and a secondary circuit for con-
nection to a prototype. Energy transfer between the primary
and secondary circuits can occur instantly through a plate heat
exchanger or via a 300-litre thermal storage tank.

Regarding the primary circuits, the production of cold
water is carried out through an air-cooled chiller, Daikin
EWQ016CAWP model, with a capacity of 16.8 kW and
proportional control on the return water temperature. On
the other hand, hot water production is achieved using an
instantaneous electric boiler, the Elnur Gabarron model, with
a capacity of 24 kW and on/off control with a 1◦C hysteresis.

The secondary circuits providing cold and/or hot water to
the prototype are equipped with a water circulation pump
(Veneto AM-1 model with a maximum head and flow rate
of 40 m and 40 l/min, respectively), controlled by variable-
frequency drives (model ESPA Speedrive V2), flow meters
(model Omega FP1402), and water temperature sensors.

For monitoring water flow rates and temperatures in both
the primary and the secondary circuits, a data acquisition sys-
tem OMB-DAQ-56 was employed, along with an expansion
module OMB-PDQ1. This system includes a total of forty
22-bit analogue input channels with cold junction compensa-
tion for temperature measurements using thermocouples. The
same data acquisition system is used to record measurements
on the prototype itself.

For this study, 10 type K thermocouples have been installed:
two of them at the water inlet (Tin) and the outlet (Tout) of the
prototype, and the rest eight at three sections of the exchanger:
one section at 16.6 cm (1/6 m) from the inlet, which was
called here the inlet section (I); a second section at the middle
(section M); and a third one (O) at 16.6 cm before the outlet.
Temperature at these eight positions was named using three
subscripts according to where the sensor was located: the first
subscript indicates the section (I, M, or O); the second the
direction (l for left and r for right); and the third whether the
sensor was located in the first inner (1) or the second outer (2)
ring (Fig. 4). These rings were equally spaced within the PCM
domain.

Before conducting experimental tests on the heat exchanger,
the TH-003 procedure [51], recommended by the Spanish
National Metrology Centre, was used to calibrate the thermo-
couples. This procedure applies to all types of thermocouples,
with or without compensation or extension cables, which are
calibrated in isothermal environments of controlled tempera-
ture, baths, or furnaces, by comparison to calibrated standard
thermometers referenced to the International Temperature
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Figure 3. Experimental facility.

Figure 4. Location of temperature sensors and nomenclature. The external insulation layer is not shown.

Scale of 1990 (ITS-90). In this case, the average temperatures
provided by two calibrated Negative Temperature Coefficient
(NTC) thermistors, with an accuracy of ±0.2◦C, were taken
as the reference measurements. The following stages were
followed:

• By using a water bath (model Nahita 602), a series of
constant temperature equilibrium states were set, ranging
from 0◦C to 100◦C at intervals of 5◦C, approximately.

• For each equilibrium state, type K thermocouples con-
nected to the data acquisition system were immersed,
along with the NTC probes connected to a data logger
with a valid calibration certificate and a total accu-
racy of ±0.38◦C. The reading process was repeated for
each calibration point. FIfteen calibration points were
considered.

• The gain and offset of each thermocouple were obtained
through a linear least-squares fit when compared with
the reference measurements.

• A verification process was carried out at other 17 tem-
perature values, covering the range of the experiment
on the exchanger, and it was confirmed that the probes

tested had a margin of error of 0.1◦C compared to the
calibrated standard.

Average discrepancies ranged from 0.2◦C to 0.4◦C. Specifi-
cally, for Tin and Tout, absolute differences ranged from 0.1◦C
to 0.5◦C and from 0.0◦C to 0.4◦C, with average values of
0.16◦C and 0.18◦C, respectively.

2.2.1 Experimental tests
This section describes the experimental tests carried out with
the prototype of the water-PCM heat exchanger to validate
the proposed simplified numerical model. The system was
subjected to competing cycles of charge and discharge. Four
different water flow rates (3, 5, 10, and 15 l/min) were
considered in the discharge mode. Reynolds number ranged
from 4300 to 21 500.

The following stages were followed in all tests:

• Thermal equilibrium. In this stage, the whole system
remains at rest until a uniform temperature is reached
throughout the device.

• Charging mode. The following steps were taken at this
stage: first, the desired flow rate is set in the secondary
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Figure 5. 3D computational domain of the water-PCM exchanger prototype.: a) Geometry. Inlet and outlet water boundary conditions are also shown. b)
Cross-section. Domains and boundary conditions.

circuit by adjusting the variable-frequency drives and
valves accordingly; then the heating process of the hot-
water tank is initiated until the water temperature is
10◦C above the PCM melting point. Then, the secondary
circuit is activated, and the device charging begins. The
experiment continues until reaching a PCM temperature
8◦C above the melting point.

• Discharge mode. The discharge process starts by stop-
ping the pumps of the secondary heat circuit. The desired
flow rate is regulated in the secondary cold circuit,
and cold water at around 16◦C is passed through the
prototype, except during the first few seconds due to the
thermal inertia of the inlet pipe, exchanging heat with the
cold tank prepared in the previous stage. Temperatures
are recorded for 30 min.

Ambient temperature was also recorded. All records were
made at 5-s intervals. To check the repeatability of the exper-
iment, each of them was repeated at least three times. For the
sake of clarity, a full record of one of the experiments is shown
in the results section.

2.3 Simplified CFD model

The geometric and physical properties of the computational
domain have attempted to replicate those of the experimental
prototype of the water-PCM exchanger (Fig. 5). Details of the
different subdomains and boundary conditions are given in
Tables 4 and 5. ANSYS Fluent v17.1 was used for the CFD
numerical simulations. This software uses the Green-Gauss
finite volume method with a cell-centered formulation.

The present numerical study focused on simulating the
discharge process, with the initial conditions for each domain
established based on the experimental measurements at the
end of the charging process.

Water flow has been resolved by discretizing the unsteady
Navier–Stokes equations for incompressible fluid along with
the k-ε turbulence model and standard wall functions. Conju-
gate heat transfer analysis has been used to include convective
and conductive heat transfer at the fluid–solid interface. The
inlet temperature and inlet flow rate were taken from the
experiments. Outlet boundary condition was set as pressure
outlet with a zero static gauge pressure.

Pressure–velocity coupling was solved by using the fluent
pressure-based solver. Regarding the spatial discretization
scheme, gradients were evaluated by the least squares cell-
based method. A second-order scheme was used for pressure
interpolation. Furthermore, second-order upwind scheme was
applied to solve the linear momentum and energy equations.

On the other hand, first-order upwind scheme was chosen for
the discretization of the equations of turbulent kinetic energy
and turbulent dissipation rate. Finally, a first-order implicit
method was used for transient formulation.

The transient heat conduction equation has been solved
both in the shell and finned tube and PCM, evaluating tem-
perature gradients using the least-squares cell-based approach.
Thermal and physical properties of the finned tube and shell
correspond to copper and steel, respectively. Within the PCM,
phase change is modelled by means of the Enthalpy Method.
Thus, the temperature field is calculated from equation (1),
which is solved using a fast implicit finite-difference method.

ρ
∂h
∂t

= −→∇ ·
(
k
−→∇ T

)
(1)

h(T) =
∫ T

T0

Cp,s(T) dT (2)

where h (T0) is zero at the reference temperature T0 and
Cp,s(T) is the combination of latent and sensible heat
extracted from the PCM manufacturer’s data sheet and
modelled as a piecewise-linear function (Fig. 2).

From a dynamic perspective, the PCM is treated as a solid,
meaning that the velocity at all its points is zero.

On the outer surface of the insulation layer, a heat transfer
coefficient was set according to Morgan’s correlation for
external natural convection [53], with the ambient air tem-
perature equal to the recorded experimental value.

Initial conditions at the different parts of the computational
domain were defined by the final state of the charge mode.
Transient simulations were done with a time-step of 1 s and
the convergence criteria were defined by setting the mass,
momentum, and energy RSM target residuals to 10−4, 10−4,
and 10−6, respectively.

2.3.1 Grid independence study
Due to geometry complexity and considering computational
cost, nonmatching unstructured meshes with predominantly
hexahedral and tetrahedral elements within the finned pipe
and PCM domains, respectively, were built (Fig. 6). The sweep
method was used for the longitudinal direction. Grids were
created ensuring a good spectrum of mesh quality metrics.

A mesh independence analysis was also conducted, focusing
on the outlet water temperature (discharge process). The
water flow rate was set to 3 l/min. Three meshes were gener-
ated with around 400 000, 800 000, and 4 800 000 elements,
respectively. No significant differences in the outlet temper-
ature were noticed using the medium and fine meshes as
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Table 4. Modelling description of the domains of the numerical model used for the simulation of the water-PCM exchanger.

Domain Label Modelling description Equations [52]

Heat transfer fluid D1 � Water
� Nonisothermal
� Unsteady
� Incompressible and Newtonian fluid
� Turbulence model: k-ε

∂Ui
∂xi

= 0; vi = Ui + vi
′

∂Ui
∂t + Uj

∂Ui
∂xj

= − 1
ρ0

∂P
∂xi

+ ∂
∂xj

(
μ+μt

ρ0

∂Ui
∂xj

)
∂
∂t (ρe) + ∂

∂xj

(
Uj (ρe + P)

) = ∂
∂xj

(
keff

∂T
∂xj

)

∂K
∂t + Uj

∂K
∂xj

= 2μt
ρ0

(
∂Ui
∂xj

+ ∂Uj
∂xj

)2 − ε ∂
∂xj

[
1
ρ0

(
μ + μt

σK

)
∂K
∂xj

]

∂ε
∂t + Uj

∂ε
∂xj

= ε
K

[
C1ε

2μt
ρ0

(
∂Ui
∂xj

+ ∂Uj
∂xj

)2 − C2ε

]
− ∂

∂xj

[
1
ρ0

(
μ + μt

σε

)
∂ε
∂xj

]

keff = k + cPμt
Prt

, μt = ρCμ
K2

ε
, Prt = 0.85,

C1ε = 1.44, C2ε = 1.92, Cμ = 0.09, σK = 1.0, σε = 1.3,

PCM D3 � RT 54 HC
� Transient heat conduction
� Phase transition: Enthalpy method
� Solid and liquid phase at rest (v = 0)
� Cp,s(T) piecewise-linear function of

T (Fig. 2)

−→v = 0
∂(ρh)

∂t = −→∇ ·
(
k
−→∇ T

)

h(T) = ∫ T
T0

Cp,s(T) dT

Finned tube D2 � Copper
� Transient heat conduction

ρ ∂h
∂t = −→∇ ·

(
k
−→∇ T

)
h(T) = ∫ T

T0
Cp dT

Shell D4 � Steel
� Transient heat conduction

Insulation layer D5 � PVC
� Transient heat conduction

Table 5. Description of the boundary conditions of the numerical model used for the simulation of the water-PCM exchanger.

Boundary/interface Label Boundary/interface condition Equations [52]

Water inlet BC1 � Fixed temperature (from experiments)
� Fixed flow rate (from experiments)

TBC1 = Texp
ṁBC1 = ṁexp

Water outlet BC2 � Zero static gauge pressure PBC1 = P0

Water-tube BC3 � Conjugate heat transfer (convection and conduction) qBC3 = keff
∂T
∂n

∣∣∣∣
BC3

Finned tube-PCM BC4
� Thermal coupling (heat conduction)

Tt = TPCM; qt = qPCM
PCM-Shell BC5 TPCM = Ts; qPCM = qs
Shell-insulation layer BC6 Ts = Ti; qs = qi
Insulation layer-air BC7 � Free convection (Morgan’s correlation [53]) qBC3 = hf

(
TBC7 − Tf

)

shown in Fig. 7. Therefore, the medium mesh was used for
the remaining studies. The element size for this mesh varied
between 1.2·10−4 and 1.2·10−2 m.

2.3.2 Validation of the PCM model
The thermal model used for the PCM will be tested by com-
parison with analytical and experimental solutions to certain
heat transfer problems in the PCM.

Initially, the model’s performance will be assessed by solving
a transient 1D cooling problem of a semi-infinite PCM layer,
for which an analytical solution exists [54]. This analytical
solution was derived under certain assumptions [54]: negligi-
ble sensible heat stored compared to latent heat, absence of
convection, the PCM initially being liquid and at its phase
change temperature, and the temperature at the extreme of the
semi-infinite layer being initially decreased and held constant
thereafter. This approach, as outlined by Mehling and Cabeza

[54], yielded a time-dependent function for the heat flux
density through the PCM layer.

Subsequently, Fig. 8 presents a comparison between the
analytical [54] and numerical solutions for the heat flux
through the PCM layer over time. The root mean squared
error (RMSE) value was found to be below 5 W/m2. Absolute
differences reached a plateau of around 5.5 W/m2 early in
the process, with a maximum value of 6.3 W/m2 and rela-
tive errors smaller than 5%. Discrepancies between the two
solutions can be attributed to the different approaches used
to model the temperature-dependent specific heat capacity,
where one is represented as a step function and the other as a
Gaussian-type function (equation (1)).

Moreover, the accuracy of the numerical model’s prediction
of the solidification front was further assessed in a subsequent
phase using experimental data provided by Ismail et al. [55].
The experiment focused on the discharge process of an AFHX
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Figure 6. Final mesh of the system after the grid independence study.

Figure 7. Grid sensitivity study.

Figure 8. Heat flux as a function of time.

characterized by an inner diameter of 10 mm, an outer diame-
ter of 37 mm, and four 10-mm long fins. The system operated
with an initial temperature difference of 45.24◦C between the
PCM and the tube wall. The PCM employed was paraffin
(code 130/135, Type 1) with a phase change temperature
range of 55◦C–57◦C. The position of the solidification front
over time served as an indicator of the model’s accuracy.

Figure 9 illustrates the close resemblance between the
numerical and experimental [55] results for the position of
the solidification front at 30, 60, and 90 min. Consequently,
the average relative error was only 2.8%. Therefore, it can be
concluded that the PCM model is deemed satisfactory.

Figure 9. Numerical and experimental position of the solidification front
with time.

3 Results and discussion

3.1 Experimental results

Figure 10 illustrates the experimental procedure described in
the former section. Specifically, it shows the experimental
results for a water flow of 3 l/min (discharge mode). The
inlet and outlet water temperatures (Tin and Tout), the PCM
temperatures at two points of the middle cross section (TMR1
and TMR2) of the device, and the water flow rates during the
charge (Qc) and discharge (Qd) processes are shown.

As observed, during the charging process, water was intro-
duced at a flow rate of 15 l/min at a temperature of 63◦C,
approximately, which was well above the melting point of the
PCM employed (54◦C). In this case, the charging process was
maintained for approximately 2.5 h to ensure the complete
melting of the PCM. This melting process is reflected in the
change of slope in the PCM temperature (TMR1 and TMR2).
The melting front reaches the position of thermocouple TMR1
around 15 min from the beginning of the experiment, when
temperature changes are noticeable: a linear increase during
the sensible heating, a flatter trend during the phase change
until approximately minute 28, followed by a new increase
due to sensible heating. The same pattern can be observed for
TMR2, with the melting process finishing 1 h later than in the
case of TMR1, since TMR2 is located farther away from the
central pipe.

It is worth noting that since the modelling of the charging
process was not the focus of this study, the charging flow
rate was always set to the maximum to minimize the time for
complete melting. Once the charge was completed, the flow
of cold water (Qd) began to circulate through the device. In
this specific case, the flow rate was set at 3 l/min with an inlet
temperature of approximately 15◦C. Once again, the phase
change can be seen at positions TMR1 and TMR2. It can be
observed that the outer point (TMR2) does not reach complete
solidification for the duration of the experiment.

Table 6 shows a brief descriptive analysis of the measured
inlet and outlet water temperatures during the discharge
process. Around 400 values were measured for each variable
on average every 5 s. Maximum differences between the outlet
and the inlet temperatures occurred at the beginning of the
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Figure 10. Example of the experimental observation for a full charge and discharge cycle. Cold water flow rate for the discharge process was set to
3 l/min.

Table 6. Statistical analysis of the experimental inlet and outlet water temperatures during the discharge processes.

Flow rate (l/min) 3 5 10 15

Temperature (◦C) Tin Tout Tout-Tin Tin Tout Tout-Tin Tin Tout Tout-Tin Tin Tout Tout-Tin

Minimum 15.5 16.5 0.8 15.9 16.9 0.6 16.2 16.8 0.1 16.7 17.2 0.0
Average 16.1 17.7 1.6 16.9 18.0 1.1 17.6 18.1 0.6 17.8 18.2 0.4
Maximum 54.6 59.6 10.4 56.3 61.5 10.3 62.3 62.4 2.6 58.6 58.9 1.1
SD 2.4 3.1 1.1 2.1 2.8 0.8 3.2 3.2 0.3 2.4 2.4 0.2
Median 15.8 17.4 1.2 16.5 17.3 0.8 17.3 17.8 0.4 17.7 18.1 0.3
IQR 0.3 0.8 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.5 1.1 1.1 0.2 0.9 0.8 0.2

SD stands for standard deviation and IQR is the interquartile range (the upper quartile minus the lower quartile).

Figure 11. Time evolution of the measured outlet–inlet temperature
difference.

process, and they were higher for smaller flow rates. They
ranged from 1.1◦C (for a flow rate of 15 l/min) to 10.4◦C
(3 l/min).

The time evolution of the difference between the measured
outlet and inlet water temperature, which is directly related
to the heat power transferred to the water flow, is shown in
Fig. 11 for all water flow rates. At the beginning, temperature
gradients between the PCM and the water are higher but as
the device discharges, the inlet and outlet temperatures tend to
approach each other, reducing the difference between them.

3.2 CFD simulation results

Figure 12 shows the experimental values of the outlet
(Tout_exp) water temperature together with the simulation

Figure 12. Experimental and numerical values of the outlet temperature
for a water flow rate of 10 l/min.

results of the outlet temperature (Tout_num) for the discharge
process with a (cold) water flow rate (Qd) of 10 l/min. There
is a high correlation between the experimental and numerical
values, with a root mean square error (RMSE) of 0.4◦C,
which is within the range of the experimental uncertainty of
the thermocouples (0.4◦C). Relative errors are smaller than
3%. A similar behavior has been observed for the remaining
discharge flow rates.

Table 7 provides the values of the absolute and relative
errors and RMSEs for the numerical outlet temperature when
compared with the experimental results for the different water
flow rates tested. Error values are generally very small, and
they decrease as the flow rate increases.
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Table 7. Maximum absolute and relative errors and RMSEs for the simu-
lated outlet water temperature. �Tout = ∣∣Tout_num − Tout_exp

∣∣.
Qd (l/min) (�Tout) max (◦C) (�Tout/Tout_exp)

max (%)
RSME (◦C)

3 1.0 4.1 0.4
5 0.8 4.1 0.3
10 0.5 2.6 0.2
15 0.2 3.7 0.2

Figure 13. Absolute error of outlet–inlet temperature difference as a
function of time.

The error made in estimating the water temperature dif-
ferences between the inlet and the outlet is equal to �Tout
(
∣∣Tout_num − Tout_exp

∣∣), since the numerical and experimental
values of the inlet temperature are the same. Thus, Fig. 13
shows the time dependence of the absolute error of this tem-
perature difference. As also shown in Table 7, the maximum
absolute error does not exceed 1◦C in any of the experiments.

The corresponding relative errors are smaller than 4.2%.
Additionally, the linear trend (solid) lines of the absolute
errors for each flow rate have also been plotted in Fig. 13.
It can be observed that the error decreases over time for all
the studied cases. This effect is also noticeable in the flow rate
variation. A downward trend in the error is also observable
as the discharge flow rate increases. The increase in flow
rate improves thermal transfer, and thus, �T decreases more
rapidly.

Figure 14 depicts PCM temperature at the different points
tested for a cold-water flow rate of 5 l/min. It is observed that,
considering the strong simplifications adopted for modelling
the PCM thermal behavior, the model can predict temperature
trends within the PCM satisfactorily. The same holds true
for the rest of the experiments (with flow rates 3, 10 and
15 l/min).

3.3 Model use and limitations

According to the previous results, the model would be suitable
for analyzing the discharge process of configurations in PCM-
integrated heat exchangers where the design and properties of
the PCM limit the fluid movement, reducing heat transfer by
convection. Common cases would include:

• Heat exchangers with PCM confined in narrow or thin
spaces. In configurations such as thin-layer PCM panels
or small tubes.

Figure 14. Temperature at: a) Inlet section; b) Middle section; c) Outlet
section. Water flow rate of 5 l/min.

• PCM with high viscosity in liquid phase, such as cer-
tain phase-change oils or waxes with dense molecular
structures.

• Heat exchangers in horizontal orientation or with limited
natural convection.

• Porous structures or materials with high thermal conduc-
tivity in the PCM. Materials such as expanded graphite
or metallic foams distribute heat by conduction without
requiring convection.

On the other hand, the model would not be applicable
to heat exchangers with large PCM volumes or significant
thickness, where temperature gradients within the fluid could
induce natural convective currents. It would also be ineffective
for vertically oriented exchangers that enhance natural con-
vection, or for PCMs with low viscosity in the liquid phase.
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4 Conclusions

In this study, a simplified CFD-based model of a water-PCM
finned tube exchanger is presented and validated experimen-
tally. The primary and simplifying assumption adopted in this
model is that, during the discharge process, the convective
effects of the PCM confined between the fins are negligible
compared to the conduction mechanism in the PCM solid
layer formed around the fins.

For the experimental validation, a longitudinally finned
cylindrical heat exchanger of 1 m in length, featuring an
inner copper pipe with four fins and an outer steel shell
with respective inner diameters of 13 and 69.5 mm, was
manufactured. The PCM used was Rubitherm RT 54 HC.
Different tests with full cycles of charge and discharge of this
prototype were conducted in an experimental facility of the
Thermal Engineering Research Group at the University of
Cádiz. The melting (charging) and solidification (discharge)
processes of the PCM were monitored by recording the inlet
and outlet water temperatures and the temperatures at eight
points inside the PCM in three cross-sections of the tube, and
at two different depths. Four different discharge flow rates (3,
5, 10, and 15 l/min) were considered.

The simplified numerical model was able to predict the
water outlet temperature during discharge with a maximum
error of 1◦C, and an average RMSE in all experiments of
0.3◦C. Relative errors were smaller than 4.2%, therefore
smaller than those made by more complex models where
convective flows within the PCM were considered. Further-
more, and despite the limitations of the simplified model,
it can predict the temperature trends inside the PCM even
when convective movement in the liquid phase is neglected.
In this regard, the authors believe that these results could be
improved for heat exchangers having a greater number of
fins, where the fluid would even be more confined. The hor-
izontal position of the exchanger, which minimizes buoyancy
effects, could be another reason for the good performance of
the numerical model. Thus, various experimental tests with
different numbers of fins, along with the extension of the study
to other PCM materials and other orientations of the heat
exchanger to analyze the influence of gravity, are currently
being investigated.
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