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Multifunctional Smart Glass in Buildings: Four Marketing Strategies for Success 
 
For manufacturers of smart materials, the construction sector presents a huge potential 
market with exterior and interior surfaces of buildings worldwide. In fact, smart materials 
are already in use here with self-dimming glass and self-cleaning windows, and some 
initial appearances of building-integrated photovoltaics (BIPV). 
 
What n-tech sees as the way forward for smart materials in construction is in the 
emergence of multifunctional smart material platforms. Consider a window that can self-
dim, self-clean, act as a solar panel, and an OLED lighting panel, depending on the time 
of day or ambient environment. 
 
It seems logical that smart (self-dimming) windows will be the place where such 
combinations will first arrive, since these are already real products sold by a dozen or so 
well-funded firms and there are existing efforts to combine solar control with other 
appealing functions. Such windows also can be made using existing technologies, and 
there don't seem to be major technological challenges – and if extra functionalities can 
be added at low cost, product price/performance ratios can be dramatically improved. 
 
However, n-tech believes the real barrier to further development of multi-functional 
building glass is not in technology development -- it's in pricing strategy. Glass firms claim 
customers still don't want to pay much extra for a "smart" IGU. To our thinking, that's 
actually part of a bigger question: Can multifunctional glass be turned into a real business, 
and what are the appropriate marketing strategies to make that happen? 
 
Our answer is a resounding 'yes,' and we offer four potential strategies to help glass 
companies better translate business and investment activities into sales activities. 
 
Marketing Strategy #1: Prestige Building Focus 
 
This relatively low-risk strategy essentially solves the pricing strategy problem by ignoring 
it, and targeting the prestige buildings sector: government buildings, concert halls, 
airports, corporate HQs, and the homes of wealthy individuals. 
 
Materials sold into this sector tend to be expensive but are accepted as such, like copper 
roofs or varieties of stucco. Moreover, suppliers are content to go from big contract to big 
contract, and don't necessarily expect to go into mainstream buildings markets. Most of 
the time they have big gross margins to work with. 
 
We think that there is enough business here for multifunctional glass to become a 
profitable niche in a few years. The high-end building products sector has its own supply 
chain and price points where novelty is prized, and multifunctional glass would fit right in. 
The prestige area also serves as a visible showcase for what can be possible in building 
technology, both in aesthetic terms but also in functionality.  This will help grow the 
addressable market for multifunctional glass. 
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One major characteristic of the prestige part of the building products market is that 
architects are major specifiers. This can be a mixed blessing, since architects are 
notoriously conservative about adopting new technologies. Multifunctional integration 
might be attractive to some, but it also may be exactly what some conservative architects 
do not want to hear. Continued education and dialogue involving suppliers is needed. 
 
Marketing Strategy #2: The Solar Option 
 
Another path to revenues for multi-functional glass is by re-visioning it as a solar product 
-- more specifically building-integrated PV (BIPV) which makes solar panels part of the 
fabric of the building. BIPV has been talked about for more than a decade, but finally 
seems on the cusp of being commercialized by firms such as AGC, Heliatek, and 
Pilkington. What we're talking about here is monolithically integrating solar functionality 
into windows, skylights, atriums, etc. 
 
For the most part BIPV is at an early stage of development, whose momentum in part is 
to validate (and will depend upon) alternative PV technologies such as OPV and DSC. 
Nevertheless, we think a good business case can be made for building more functionality 
into BIPV than just energy conversion: 

• Solar companies are driven by attempts to improve efficiencies, both power 
conversion efficiencies and costs per watt. Making solar glass self-cleaning 
(removing dust and dirt) is another way to achieve that. 

• Glass firms may be a bit skittish about getting involved with the solar option 
strategy, having taken some lumps during the PV sector's collapse a few years 
ago.  On the other hand, the solar option dovetails nicely with what every glass 
company yearns for; higher value-added products. 

• Full commercialization of this kind of multi-functional capability could take 
several years, but work is already underway, such as efforts to integrate 
electrochromic windows with newer organic and dye-sensitized PV 
technologies (Next Energy is one example). 

• The expectations for building-integrated solar panels is that they are expensive 
products. So, like marketing strategy #1, this approach may find a limited 
addressable market, at least initially. 

 
Marketing strategy #3: Differentiate by Being Genuinely Smarter 
 
Another strategy in the multifunctional windows space is to market this package as a 
premium product for general building markets, more valuable than windows with mono-
functionality or none at all. This strategy would target a broad range of building products 
consumers, not just the most wealthy. 
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This strategy will depend entirely on messaging, convincing consumers that the very 
smart windows are worth paying for. This will not be easy to do. One ameliorating factor 
is that this involves pitching a high-value product to a broad market, which (if successful) 
should supply enough cash to pay for experienced firms to participate in the supply chain.  
These would include system integrators, construction firms and installers, and building 
supply wholesalers and retailers. 
 
Some examples of this strategy have already emerged in the (uni-functional) BIPV sector, 
with Dow Solar selling its solar shingles as a cash-sale product straight to building and 
roofing contractors, and Hanergy pledging an all-channel sales strategy. 
 
Marketing strategy #4: Integrated Light 
 
Finally, we could envision an overlap of smart glass and smart lighting, combined as a 
holistic lighting system. This may be an easier message to convince customers that this 
type of panel may be worth buying. 
 
As n-tech sees it, there are a number of possibilities in this regard: 
 

• Smart lighting is currently defined as LED lighting driven by data from sensors. 
It wouldn’t be too hard to combine this type of smart subsystem with self-
dimming windows, perhaps with a sensor to select between using a light or 
adjusting the self-dimming functionality of a smart window. 

 
• A self-cleaning self-dimming window obviously offers better light transmittance, 

including better adjustability of spectrum and brightness for "mood lighting." 
This might even raise the idea of potential health benefits. 

 
It is admittedly debatable to what extent such setups could be considered truly "smart" 
rather than simply "functional" -- windows integrated with a smart lighting system needn’t 
involve smart materials, which takes us into a somewhat different product realm. Still, we 
think this is another messaging angle that might resonate with end-users. 
 
When and Where: Outlook for Multifunctional Smart Glass 
 
n-tech believes we are not far from the time when smart windows in buildings will combine 
self-dimming, self-healing, and solar energy generation into a single IGU. What's trickier 
to predict is when these will truly find traction, and to what levels. 
 
We think multifunctional smart materials are in more of a medium- to long-term timeframe, 
requiring refinements in multiple areas: technologies, customer interest and education, 
and marketing strategies (such as those we've listed) that tie them all together. We also 
expect some potential providers of multifunctional coatings will take the view that they 
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represent a “bridge too far,” and should be largely ignored until uni-functional smart 
coatings show more signs of market acceptance and takeoff. 
 
Our analysis and forecasting points to revenues from multifunctional smart materials 
slowly emerging to $111 million by the end of the decade, but then starting to take off, 
exceeding $530 million by 2022. 
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