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The Community Solar Value Project

• Led by Extensible Energy, w/ expertise 

of 3 additional firms

• Funded by U.S. Department of Energy 

SunShot Initiative

• Utility-led community solar programs, 

using a variety of project ownership 

options and program innovations.

www.communitysolarvalueproject.com



News, resources, and solutions

most relevant to utility-led programs

www.communitysolarvalueproject.com/library

Building a Customer-Centric

Community Solar Program Through 

Market Research and Market 

Segmentation

Another publication: Community Solar 

Program-Development Landscape

April Webinar: Lessons Learned from 

the SMUD Solar Shares Program

June: National Community Solar Utility 

Leadership Workshop in Golden, 

Colorado



• Broadly defined, community solar appeals to a huge 

market across America.

• In specific terms, customers still do not know what 

community solar means.

• In terms of project development, we are learning that 

portfolios of smaller, local projects can meet utility and 

customer cost requirements.

• Strong opportunity for utilities to develop a product 

portfolio that reaches new or important markets.

Context for the Discussion



• Source #1: CSVP experience, matched with findings from 

RMI on the viability of multiple local community solar 

projects. 

• Source #2: Public Opinion Strategies poll for Conservative 

Energy Network indicating strong support for community 

solar across the political spectrum… also suggesting 

multiple  

• Source #3: New polling and analysis from Shelton Group 

underscores market segmentation that goes beyond the 

universal economic appeal.

Rethinking the Market



Public Opinion Strategies for the the Conservative Energy Network post-election 

polling, showed across the board support for more solar development & use. Source: 

www.POS.org



“Community renewable projects like solar … to share the benefits and save 

money on bills.” Rated 80% important (40% very important) by Trump voters. 

Source: www.POS.org



• According to Shelton Group* about 60% of Americans are 

interested in solar; 34% say they’re seriously considering it.

• Once informed about community solar, 46% of those say 

they’re interested in the CS option. Interest in rooftop and 

CS is about evenly split.

• CSVP is interested in more finely segmenting the CS 

market, so utilities appeal to real drivers. Is it possible to 

customize delivery, without altering utility systems?

• Example: Shelton finds that while “saving energy” is named 

as the top driver for action, that is not an effective driver. 

Lower ranked drivers may be more heartfelt.

*Shelton Group and SEPA. (2016). www.sheltongrp.com

But We Are Not Surprised…



Example of SMUD Residential Segments

35-55 upscale, 

green early 

adopters; 

homeowners

L/M income, 

mostly renters; 

participants

25-44 upscale, 

slower adopter, 

web user



• In any utility territory, there are sub-groups that want similar 

services, but respond to different drivers.

• Community solar adapts to different drivers… IF you do 

market research homework.

Our Speaker:

Jenn Mitchell-Jackson is a Partner with Grounded Research 

and Consulting, which is a research and consulting firm 

that focuses on energy-related program design, marketing, 

and evaluation. She has more than 20 years of experience 

with energy, education and consumer research. 

Let’s Hear More!
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• To understand variation 
in customer sub-groups 
in advance of offering a 
community solar program

• Can help to…

• Improve program success

• Reduce customer 
acquisition costs

Using Market Research and Market Segmentation



1. Assessing Needs
2. Drawing on Outside Research
3. Mining Customer Data
4. Interviewing Customers
5. Feedback Loops

Checklist

3
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Step 1. 
Assessing 

Needs

Understanding how market 
research and market 

segmentation can help…

…and asking the right questions



Step 1. Assessing Needs
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Where do I need the most help?

How can research and 
segmentation help?

• Designing the offering

http://kintya.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/08/pmdesigntemplate.png

Brainstorming program 
elements

• participant terms
• payment structures
• companion measures
• product bundles



Step 1. Assessing Needs
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Where do I need the most help?

Identifying Target Markets
How can research and 
segmentation help?

• Designing the offering

• Identifying target markets

Families?

Older?
Renters?

Professionals?

Urban?



Step 1. Assessing Needs
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https://www.mobilecommons.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/sms-capabilities.jpg

Where do I need the most help?

Messaging

How can research and 
segmentation help?

• Designing the offering

• Identifying target markets

• Determining best messages

https://www.mobilecommons.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/sms-capabilities.jpg
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Step 1. 
Assessing 

Needs

Where are you in the process?

• Marketing stage
• Utility-centric approach

• Program design stage
• Customer-centric
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From SMUD Presentation at RMEL May 2016
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Step 2. 
Drawing on 

Outside 
Research • Resource list on CSVP website

http://www.communitysolarvalueproject.com

http://www.communitysolarvalueproject.com/


Step 2. Drawing on 
Outside Research
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http://coolconversationslive.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/4-ways-balance-job-search.jpg

• How were the questions asked?

How were questions asked?

Interested 
14%

INTEREST IN COMMUNITY SOLAR

http://utilitysolar.report/

When respondents educated about the concept, that 
number shot up…

Interested 
47%

INTEREST IN COMMUNITY SOLAR



Step 2. Drawing on 
Outside Research
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http://coolconversationslive.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/4-ways-balance-job-search.jpg

• How were the questions asked?

• Who was asked?

Who was asked?

https://www.statista.com/statistics/567154/community-solar-interest-in-the-us-by-generation/

Utility customer interest in community solar 
in the U.S. as of March 2016

This survey displays the share of electricity utility consumers 

that are extremely or very interested in community solar as of 
March 2016

Millennials Gen X Boomers Matures

31%
36%

40%
46%



Step 2. Drawing on 
Outside Research
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http://coolconversationslive.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/4-ways-balance-job-search.jpg

• How were the questions asked?

• Who was asked?

• Regional difference, price differences, 
etc.?

Regional differences?

https://hawaiienergy.com/about/get-the-facts

Interest?

• Highest electric 
costs

• 29% already 
have rooftop 
solar

• Awareness and 
demand for 
solar is high



Step 2. Drawing on 
Outside Research

14
http://coolconversationslive.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/4-ways-balance-job-search.jpg

• How were the questions asked?

• Who was asked?

• Regional difference, price differences, 
etc.?

• Are there multiple studies that show 
similar results?

Multiple studies that show similar results



Step 2. Drawing on Outside Research
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• Who? 

• White collar
• Married/Parents/Women
• Homeowners
• Higher average energy use

• What attributes?

• Lower costs
• Beneficial terms
• Real-time information
• Local siting

• What messages?

• Saving money
• Saving the environment
• Being a role model for 

children
• Time management
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Step 3. Mining 
Customer 
Research • What do you already know about your 

customers and their interests?

• Do you have customers who are interested?



Step 3. Mining Customer 
Research
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• Available data will vary by 
utility or organization

• Usage and customer data



• Participant data



• Purchased data
• Psychographic data

What customer data is available internally?



Step 3. Mining Customer 
Research
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What customer data is available internally?

• Available data will vary by utility 
or organization

• Customized utility segments

• ESource and Prizm segments

• Asking the right questions…
• Access to Prizm data?

• Any purchased data?

• Available resources?
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Step 4. 
Interviewing 

Customers

• The best information is customized…

• Build on, but go beyond, existing knowledge

http://indypolitics.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/our-survey-said.jpg



Step 4. Interviewing 
Customers
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Past focus groups have had a 
very difficult time getting 
customers to understand 

community solar

• Qualitative research
• Focus groups or in-depth 

interviews
• Limited, but allows for exploration

What have others learned from research efforts?



Step 4. Interviewing 
Customers
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• Customer Survey Research

• No Ability

• Limited Ability

• Existing market research panels

• Annual customer surveys 

• Gen pop surveys

• Customized community solar 
survey effort

What internal resources can you draw on?



Step 4. Interviewing 
Customers
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• Customer Survey Research

• Attitudes and interest

• Product attributes

• Upfront cost v. monthly premium

• Preferred contract length

• Optional companion offerings

• Key motivations and barriers

• Messaging

What types of data can you collect?



Step 4. Interviewing 
Customers
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Look at trade-offs and 
explore attributes of a 

project to understand how 
to maximize participation

Understand how much 
customer demand exists

Research can be used to…

Model 1 Model 2

8% interest 22% interest

$600/panel $350/panel

Unspecified 
location

In community

No data available Website that 
provides data

Example data to demonstrate how survey research can 
be used to design offering to optimize participation.



Options

I have limited 
resources…

I have 
resources to 
research and 
explore…
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Step 5. 
Feedback 

Loops
• Design involves a cross-departmental 

group of experts

• Build in feedback loops to continuously 
monitor and adjust 

• Determine the best information to track

• Consider testing various options 

https://conversionxl.com/generate-customer-feedback-loops-scale/



For more information

For more information on the CSVP project, 
and additional resources to help design 

community solar projects, go to

www.communitysolarvalueproject.com

Contact: Jenn Mitchell-Jackson

Email: jennifer@grounded-research.com

Phone: 415-933-9457
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http://www.communitysolarvalueproject.com/

