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INTRODUCTION 

The Solar Payment Option (SPO) Pilot Program is a new offering from Portland General Electric 
(PGE). The SPO is intended to encourage the development of solar energy projects in Oregon, 
promote the solar industry, make solar photovoltaic systems more affordable, and determine the 
effectiveness of volumetric incentive rate structure. This state-mandated program is a component 
of Oregon’s 2020 vision to generate 25% of energy from renewable resources.  

This interim report provides a preliminary analysis of the experience of the “Cohort C” 
participants in the SPO program, who enrolled in April 2011. The report assesses the 
participants’ responses to two surveys. The first survey was fielded about three months after 
operation of their solar PV system began. A second survey was fielded one year after the first 
survey.  

Table 1: Summary of Survey Respondents in Cohort C 

 SURVEY 1 REQUESTS 

SENT BETWEEN JUNE 

2011-APRIL 2012* 

SURVEY 1 - NUMBER 

OF COMPLETED 

SURVEYS 

(RESPONSE RATE)  

SURVEY 2 - 
REQUESTS SENT 

IN MAY 2013 

SURVEY 2 - NUMBER 

OF COMPLETED 

SURVEYS 

(RESPONSE RATE)  

Residential Total N = 67 n = 59 (88%)  N = 50 n = 49** (98%)  

Commercial Total N = 34 n = 31 (91%)  N = 26 n = 26 (100%)  

*  Survey invitations were sent monthly using participant contact information provided by PGE after installation, and surveys 
were conducted approximately three months after system began running. 

** Five of the participants (three residential, two commercial) that completed Survey 2 did not previously complete Survey 1. 
These respondents were kept in the sample, but were excluded from analyses when comparing responses on like items 
between the two surveys. 
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KEY FINDINGS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

The analysis of two waves of surveys completed by Cohort C participants resulted in the same 
key findings and recommendations as presented in the Cohort B Interim Report: 

1. Nearly all SPO program participants would recommend the program to others. Overall 
participant satisfaction with a variety of program elements tended to start high and rise 
further over the first year.  

 Recommendation: With no glaring deficiencies in program processes, program 
managers could aim to sustain their high level of performance with succeeding 
cohorts and focus on addressing the minor issues raised in the evaluation. 

2. Solar PV contractors are essential to the success of the SPO program. Contractors 
introduce the program to participants, explain it, conduct many of the payback 
calculations, and fill out the program paperwork. Participant satisfaction with contractors 
is very high, both at installation and after one year. Among Cohort C, average contractor 
satisfaction ratings rose over the course of the year.  

 Recommendation: Program managers could leverage contractors as a delivery 
channel for participant information. Information intended for participants could be 
given to contractors, and training could be provided to contractors in areas where 
participants identified their services or knowledge was lacking. Program staff noted 
that although there is currently no formal process for using contractors as a delivery 
channel, program staff are in frequent contract with contractors. 
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SURVEY RESULTS 

PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS 

Residential Participants 

Cohort C participants had higher incomes and greater educational attainment than typical 
Portland residents. About two-thirds (70%) of residential participants that provided an answer 
had an annual household income greater than $60,000, while the Portland area median household 
income is about $55,000. Most (91%) of Cohort C participants completed at least some college 
or had a trade school degree and 60% had a four-year-degree or more. In contrast, the U.S. 
Census found that only 37% of Portland residents over 25 have a bachelor’s degree or more.  

In terms of household size and the age of the building stock, residential participants were 
more typical of Portland.  On average, residential participants reported three persons residing 
in their home, with over half (52%) reporting living in a two-person household. This is similar to 
the average Portland owner-occupied household size of 2.65 people.  

Forty-one percent of Cohort C respondent homes were built before 1979 and 78% were built 
prior to 2001 (Table 2). This reflects Portland’s housing stock, which has relatively few new 
homes.  

Table 2: About what year was your home built? (n=58)1 

YEAR 
NUMBER OF  

HOMES PERCENT 
CUMULATIVE 

PERCENT 

Before 1950 9 16% 16% 

1950 - 1973 11 19% 34% 

1974 - 1978 4 7% 41% 

1979 - 1984 8 14% 55% 

1985 - 1992 3 5% 60% 

1993 - 1994 1 2% 62% 

1995 - 1997 6 10% 72% 

1998 - 2000 3 5% 78% 

                                                 
1  Reported n values fluctuate throughout this report, as some participants refused to answer certain 

demographic questions or chose “not applicable” to certain items that did not pertain to their experience in 
the program. We excluded these responses from an analysis when refusals and “not applicable” responses 
are less than 5% of all responses for a given item and accordingly report the ‘adjusted n’ (the number of 
respondents that actually provided a ‘legitimate’ answer). In certain tables and figures, the ‘adjusted n’ 
slightly varies from item to item. In these cases, we report the sample n with an asterisk (n=x*) to denote 
variation in the ‘adjusted n’.  
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YEAR 
NUMBER OF  

HOMES PERCENT 
CUMULATIVE 

PERCENT 

2001 - 2002 3 5% 83% 

2003 – 2004 1 2% 84% 

2005 - 2006 4 7% 91% 

After 2006 5 9% 100% 

Total 58 100%*  

* Due to rounding errors, total percentages may not always sum to the reported total of 100%. 

Cohort C participants represented a range of home sizes. As Table 3 shows, the living space 
of the respondents is fairly evenly spread into five categories, ranging from smaller than 1,500 
square feet to over 3,000 square feet. The fewest respondents reside in the smallest category.  

Table 3: How large is the living space in your home, excluding garage and unfinished areas? 
(n=59)  

LIVING SPACE 
PERCENT OF  

PARTICIPANTS 

Less than 1,500 square feet 12% 

1,500 - 2,000 square feet 27% 

2,000 - 2,500 square feet 19% 

2,500 - 3,000 square feet 24% 

More than 3,000 square feet 19% 

Total 100% 

Natural gas is residential participants’ primary space and water heating fuel. About half of 
Cohort C residential participants used natural gas for space heating (53%) and for heating water 
(49%). Electricity was reported as the primary source by 24% for heating rooms and by 42% for 
heating water, as seen in Table 4.  
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Table 4: Primary source of energy for space and water heating (n=59) 

ENERGY SOURCE 
SPACE HEATING  

 
WATER HEATING  

 

Natural gas  53% 49% 

Electricity  24% 42% 

Liquid propane gas 7% 9% 

Wood 7% 0% 

Pellet stove 3% 0% 

Fuel oil, kerosene 2% 0% 

Other  5% N/A 

Total 100% 100% 

Commercial Participants 

Commercial participants represented long-established businesses of varying sizes. Most 
(65%) commercial respondent’s businesses were established 10 or more years ago, with about 
one-fifth (19%) representing organizations established three to five years ago and one-tenth 
(10%) representing organizations established two years ago or less.  

Commercial participants represented a wide-range of businesses sizes. About half (48%) 
reported 15 or fewer employees and about one-quarter (26%) reported 25 to 60 employees at 
their location. Responses on this item ranged from 0 to 600.  

More than one-third (36%) reported revenues of less than $500,000 per year. The sample 
includes some larger businesses, as three commercial participants reported more than $10 million 
per year in revenue and 60% reported operating at more than one location (one of which 
indicated “more than 51” locations). Only three commercial respondents (10% of the Survey 1 
sample) had a change in number of employees over the first year of SPO participation.  

Respondents to the commercial survey were highly placed in their businesses and held 
greater educational attainment than typical of Portland residents. The survey respondent’s 
position in the participating business was generally that of a principal: 71% said they were 
owners, presidents, or management. In terms of educational attainment, most (81%) commercial 
respondents had a four-year degree or more.  

Responding businesses operate in a range of building ages, often heated with natural gas. 
About one-quarter of commercial respondents operate in buildings built since 2006 (26%) or 
between 1950-1973 (26%) (Table 5). About twice as many commercial properties in the sample 
are heated with natural gas (55%) as compared to electricity (26%). Similarly, most of the 
respondent’s buildings use natural gas (45%) over electricity (36%) for water heating.  
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Table 5: About what year was your building built? (n=31) 

YEAR 
NUMBER OF  
BUILDINGS PERCENT 

CUMULATIVE 
PERCENT 

Before 1950 2 6% 6% 

1950 - 1973 8 26% 32% 

1974 - 1978 3 10% 42% 

1979 - 1984 1 3% 45% 

1985 - 1992 2 6% 52% 

1995 - 1997 2 6% 58% 

2001 - 2002 2 6% 65% 

2003 - 2004 1 3% 68% 

2005 - 2006 2 6% 74% 

After 2006 8 26% 100% 

Total 31 100%  

Commercial respondents represented a wide range of operating hours and building sizes. 
Respondent businesses are open an average of 81 hours per week, with about one-quarter (27%) 
operating more than 80 hours per week. Less than half (48%) of the sampled buildings are 
smaller than 10,000 square feet in size, demonstrating a median size of 10,000 square feet. Only 
two commercial respondents altered their occupied floor space during the first year of SPO 
participation.  

Comparison of Residential and Commercial Participant Characteristics 

The evaluation team found no significant differences between residential and commercial 
participants on several key characteristics, with both groups exhibiting similar rates of:   

 Percent of buildings built in or before 1978 
 Percent of buildings built in or after 2005 
 Percent of respondents primarily using natural gas for space heating 
 Percent of respondents primarily using natural gas for water heating 
 Percent who had previously owned a solar electric energy system 

 THE DECISION TO PARTICIPATE 

Program Awareness  

Both residential and commercial participants in Cohort C primarily first heard about the Solar 
Payment Option (SPO) program from a contractor or word of mouth. Table 6 exhibits these 
responses in descending order. Sources of awareness between the two groups only significantly 
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varied on two items: commercial participants were more likely to report hearing about SPO via 
their contractor and residential participants were more likely to indicate media as a source of 
awareness.  

Table 6: From whom or how did you first hear about the SPO program? 

SOURCE 
RESIDENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=59) 
COMMERCIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=31) 

Contractor 25% 55% 

Friends, family, neighbor, co-worker, or other 
word of mouth 

24% 13% 

Media (radio, TV, newspaper, magazine, etc.) 15% 0% 

Energy Trust of Oregon (website, 
representative, etc.) 

7% 10% 

Event 7% 10% 

Mortgage provider  7% 0% 

PGE (bill insert, website, representative, etc.) 3% 0% 

Other 2% 6% 

Don't remember 10% 6% 

Total 100% 100% 
Note: Grey bars denote significant differences (p<.05).  

Decision-Making Factors 

In addition to providing awareness, the contractor was the most influential source of 
decision information. For both residential and commercial participants, contractors were the 
most influential source of information for them when reaching the decision to participate. The 
contractor was reported “most influential” by 68% of commercial and 61% of residential 
respondents. A minority of commercial respondents (13%) reported Energy Trust of Oregon as 
the most influential, with only 3% of residential participants citing this source. Other sources, 
such as PGE representatives, media, or friends or colleagues, were each deemed as “most 
influential” by 10% or less of respondents in either group.  

Cohort C most often considered installing their projects for between one and three years. 
More than one-third of both residential and commercial participants considered their decision for 
between 1 and 3 years (Table 7). Additionally, about another third of residential (31%) and 
commercial respondents (30%) considered their solar system for less than six months.  
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Table 7: How long had you considered installing your new solar PV system? 

 RESIDENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 
(N=59) 

COMMERCIAL PARTICIPANTS 
(N=30) 

Less than 3 months 14% 20% 

3 months to less than 6 months 17% 10% 

6 months to less than 1 year 22% 10% 

1 year to less than 3 years 37% 43% 

3 years to less than 5 years 8% 10% 

5 years to less than 10 years 2% 7% 

More than 10 years 14% 3% 

Total 100% 100% 

Table 8 shows results of participant ratings on the importance of various factors in their decision 
to invest in a solar energy system at the time of the Survey 1 period (approximately three months 
after installation), with significant differences shown in grey bars. While residential respondents 
demonstrated that becoming more energy independent was the most important factor in their 
decision to participate in the program, commercial respondents reported environmental benefits 
as the most important factor. Long-term savings on energy bills were the second highest rated 
factor for both groups; however, residential respondents attributed significantly higher 
importance to this factor. When asked what other factors were important in their decision, 
various energy concerns were the most prominent responses.  

Table 8: How important were each of the following factors in your decision to invest in solar at 
this time? (Multiple Responses Allowed) 

PERCENT OF RESPONDENTS  RATING 

IMPORTANCE OF “4” OR “5” FOR: 
RESIDENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=59)* 
COMMERCIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=31) 

Becoming more energy independent 90% 52% 

Long-term savings on energy bills 88% 77% 

Environmental benefits 73% 84% 

Interest in new technologies 63% 45% 

Income from Solar Payment Option program 57% 71% 

Demonstration of personal value 55% 68% 

Keep up with energy trends 36% 45% 

Demonstration of sustainable corporate policy N/A 71% 
Note: Grey bars denote significant differences (p<.05).  

In deciding whether to participate, the kilowatt-hour (kWh) price was important to most 
participants. The majority of residential (66%) and commercial participants (80%) rated the 
kWh price as important (a “4” or “5” on a five-point scale) when deciding whether to participate. 
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Similarly, the 15-year fixed payment term was important to 64% of residential respondents and 
73% of commercial participants.  

Expected duration of the payback period was also an important decision point. Of those 
who estimated their payback timeframe, about one-quarter of both residential (29%) and 
commercial participants (23%) indicated it was highly likely (a “4” or “5” on a five-point scale) 
that they still would have participated if the payback period were extended by five years. 
However, if the payback period had been extended by 10 years, only 16% of residential and 4% 
of commercial participants reported that they likely would still have participated. 

Program Information 

Most participants were satisfied with the information provided during the application 
process, both from PGE’s website and from their contractor. About three-quarters of 
residential (79%) and commercial respondents (74%) were highly satisfied with information 
provided by their contractor on how the SPO program worked. However, satisfaction with the 
PGE website was comparably lower. Only about half of residential participants (42%) and 
commercial participants (52%) were highly satisfied (a “4” or “5” on a five-point scale) with the 
information on the PGE website regarding the SPO program, with substantial minorities of 
residential (17%) and commercial respondents (26%) reporting this question was “not 
applicable” to them. The majority of participants (81% of residential, and 87% of commercial 
respondents) said they had sufficient time to review the program details before making the 
decision to participate.  

Uncertainty 

Residential participants were significantly more likely to report having any concerns or 
unresolved issues when they made the decision to participate. About one-third (31%) of 
residential participants reported having concerns or unresolved issues when they made the 
decision to participate in the program, compared to only one-tenth of commercial participants.2 

The most common unresolved issue for residential participants was unclear information, 
mostly in regards to various financial concerns. Many participants who reported unresolved 
issues felt the information was unclear on various financial issues, such as the payback period, 
payments from PGE, their contractor lease agreement, and the contract.  

Barriers to Participation 

Potential barriers to participation in the program differed between residential and commercial 
participants. Table 9 exhibits the percentage of respondents who ranked potential barriers to 

                                                 
2 p<.05 
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participation as significant (“4” or “5” on a five-point scale). While total upfront cost was the 
most prominent barrier to participation among residential participants, commercial respondents 
deemed this issue less important in comparison to access to upfront capital and the condition of 
the existing roof (both of which commercial respondents were significantly more likely to 
report). Estimated system payback and total system cost were two other prominent barriers to 
participation, with about one-third of both groups reporting either of those two issues as 
significant. Additionally, residential respondents were significantly more likely to report 
estimated taxes on system income as a potential problem for participation.  

Table 9: How significant was each of the following factors as a potential problem for 
participation? (Multiple Responses Allowed) 

POTENTIAL BARRIER 
RESIDENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=59) 
COMMERCIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=31)* 

Total upfront cost 37% 39% 

Estimated system payback 34% 30% 

Total system cost 32% 39% 

Prohibited from applying for an Oregon State Tax 
Credit 25% 

23% 

Access to upfront capital 24% 45% 

Estimated taxes on system income 20% 6% 

Uncertainty about the amount of electricity the 
system would generate 19% 

16% 

Access to adequate information 19% 16% 

Condition of existing roof 17% 43% 

Prohibited from applying for an Energy Trust 
incentive 15% 

10% 

Appearance / aesthetics of PV system 14% 16% 

Liability insurance requirement 14% 13% 

Finding an experienced contractor 14% 20% 

Amount of the refundable deposit 0% N/A 
Note: Grey bars denote significant differences (p<.05).  

Payback Expectations  

About half of residential (61%) and commercial respondents (48%) thought their new [SPO] 
solar PV system would pay back in 5 to 10 years (Table 10). Despite a lower median value, 
commercial respondents were more likely to estimate a payback period exceeding 10 years;  
about one-quarter of commercial participants (23%) estimated their payback periods longer than 
10 years, while only about one-tenth (12%) of residential participants estimated a similar 
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payback timeframe. Substantial amounts of respondents in both groups indicated they did not 
know or did not estimate the payback period.  

Table 10: How many years do you estimate it will take to recover your initial investment? 

PAYBACK PERIOD 
RESIDENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=59) 
COMMERCIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=31) 

1-4 years 7% 13% 

5-10 years 61% 48% 

More than 10 years 12% 23% 

Don’t know / didn't estimate payback 20% 16% 

Average  8.2 years 8.1 years 

Median 8 years 6.5 years 

Respondents or their contractors typically calculated the payback estimate. While residential 
participants primarily calculated the estimate themselves (52%, compared to 39% of commercial 
participants), commercial respondents most commonly reported using a contractor (50%, 
compared to 46% of residential respondents).   

Performance Expectations 

Residential and commercial participants gave a wide range of answers when asked what percent 
of their annual electricity use they expected their solar PV system to provide (Figure 1). While 
“<10%” was the most common response for commercial respondents (29% chose this option), 
residential respondents commonly expected their system to generate 30-39% of their annual 
electricity (19% chose this option).  
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Figure 1: What percent of your annual electricity do you expect your system will generate? 

 

Comments on the Oregon Public Utility Commission 

The bulk of both residential and commercial participants reported neutral satisfaction with the 
Oregon Public Utility Commission (OPUC). Also, significant proportions of both groups (up to 
59% of a group for a given item) indicated ‘not applicable’ on questions regarding OPUC. 

SOLAR PAYMENT OPTION VS. NET METERING  

About two-fifths of residential (41%) and commercial (39%) SPO program participants 
considered participating in PGE’s Net Metering program. As the following section demonstrates, 
respondents did not choose net metering because it was associated with longer estimated 
payback periods, smaller or similarly-sized PV systems, and smaller incentives than the SPO 
program. 

Reasons for NOT Participating in Net Metering 

The most common reason SPO participants did not participate in the net metering program was 
because they found the financial incentive for the SPO program more attractive. Figure 2 shows 
the frequency with which participants sited various reasons for not choosing net metering. Their 
decision that the SPO incentive was better than the Energy Trust incentive combined with the 
state tax credit is clearly the most frequently mentioned reason, followed by “the change in State 
tax credits made net metering less desirable” for 13% of residential respondents.  
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Figure 2: Why did you decide not to participate in the traditional net metering program? (Multiple 
Responses Allowed) 

 

System Size 

Most residential (83%) and commercial (66%) participants reported that the size of the solar PV 
system they would have installed through traditional net metering would have been the same size 
or smaller than the system they installed through the SPO program (Table 11). 

Table 11: How did the planned size of the system for net metering compare to the size of your 
system under the SPO program? 

SIZE DIFFERENCE 

RESIDENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=24) 
COMMERCIAL PARTICIPANTS 

(N=12) 

Count Percent Count Percent 

Smaller 8 33% 1 8% 

The same 12 50% 7 58% 

Larger 1 4% 1 8% 

Don’t know 3 13% 3 25% 

Total 24 100% 12 100% 

Payback Time Estimate 

Both groups estimated their payback with the SPO program to be shorter than that of net 
metering; on average, residential participants estimated net metering to take approximately four 
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years longer to pay back and commercial participants estimated net metering to take about two 
and a half years longer (Table 12). 

Table 12: Estimate of Years until Payback for SPO vs. Net Metering3 

 RESIDENTIAL PARTICIPANTS COMMERCIAL PARTICIPANTS 

SPO 
(N=47) 

Net 
Metering
(N=11) 

SPO 
Payback 

Time Was… 

SPO 
(N=26) 

Net 
Metering 

(N=7) 

SPO 
Payback 

Time Was… 

Average payback estimate 8.2 12.1 3.9 years 
shorter  

8.1 10.7 2.6 years 
shorter 

Median payback estimate 8 8 
Same 

6.5 8 1.5 years 
shorter 

The person who conducted the payback estimates, the respondent or a contractor, differed among 
residential and commercial respondents. Residential participants were more likely to calculate 
the payback estimate themselves, for both SPO and net metering (Table 13).  

Table 13: Who calculated the payback estimate? 

WHO CALCULATED THE PAYBACK 

ESTIMATE? 

RESIDENTIAL PARTICIPANTS COMMERCIAL PARTICIPANTS
4 

SPO 
(N=47) 

Net Metering 
(N=11) 

SPO 
(N=26) 

Net Metering 
(N=7) 

Respondent 52% 55% 39% 57% 

Contractor 46% 45% 50% 43% 

Both respondent and a contractor 2% 0% 4% 0% 

Other 0% 0% 8% 0% 

PROGRAM EXPERIENCE: THE FIRST YEAR 

Responses from both surveys of SPO program participants are included in this section 
(approximately three months and one year post-installation). A few topics were included in both 
surveys and the results, if different, are compared in this section. 

Program Design  

Most residential (70%) and commercial participants (68%) were highly satisfied (a ranking of 
“4” or “5” on a five-point scale) with the overall design of the SPO program. Of the three 

                                                 
3  Reported n values and statistics exclude those who gave “don’t know / didn’t estimate payback” responses. 
4  In order for a more intuitive comparison across groups, percentages are reported. Interpret percentages with 

caution, as some n values are quite low (particularly net metering). 
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respondents that indicated dissatisfaction with the overall design of the program, they stated that 
PGE should abolish the lottery system and allow all interested building owners to participate 
(two mentions), the program was too complicated (one mention), and power generation limits 
were too stringent (one mention). 

Satisfaction ratings were less positive in regards to program paperwork. About two-fifths of 
residential (46%) and commercial (39%) participants were highly satisfied with the ease of 
completing the online Capacity Reservation Application. For the Interconnection Application, 
about half of residential (48%) and commercial (58%) respondents were highly satisfied with the 
ease of completing the application, with 32% of residential respondents and 23% of commercial 
respondents providing a neutral ranking. 

Application Process 

Application Paperwork 

Our analyses of the survey data demonstrate that contractors were very involved in the 
application process, with little variation between residential and commercial participants. Most 
participants (71% of residential; 87% of commercial) reported that their contractors submitted 
the online Capacity Reservation Application and about 85% in either group reported that their 
contractor helped them complete the Interconnection Application.  

Contract Terms 

More than half of residential (70%) and commercial participants (52%) found the terms and 
conditions in the 15-year contract “acceptable” or “very acceptable” (a “4” or “5” score on a 5 
point scale). Most residential (85%) and commercial (72%) participants reported they understood 
the terms and conditions of the contract. However, commercial respondents were more likely to 
seek legal advice in order to understand the terms and conditions of the contract, as about one-
quarter (28%) sought legal advice (as compared to only 2% of residential respondents). 
Additionally, the majority of residential (83%) and commercial (64%) respondents had their 
contractor review the contract terms. 

Financing  

Most participants paid for their solar PV system, in whole or in part, with cash (47% of 
residential participants, 48% of commercial participants) or a third party lease or contractor 
financing option (34% of residential participants, 39% of commercial participants). Table 14 
exhibits the response rates for the various financing methods used.  
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Table 14: Percent of Participants Utilizing Each Method to Finance All, Some or None of Their 
Installation (Multiple responses allowed) 

FINANCING METHOD 

RESIDENTIAL (N=59) COMMERCIAL (N=31) 

All Some None All Some None 

Cash 32% 15% 53% 35% 13% 52% 

3rd party lease / contractor financing option 25% 8% 66% 39% 0% 61% 

Credit card / business line of credit 12% 3% 85% 6% 6% 87% 

Home equity loan 10% 5% 85% 3% 3% 94% 

Other financing method 2% 2% 97% 3% 6% 90% 

 Other loan 0% 3% 97% 0% 0% 0% 

Satisfaction with Financing 

More than 85% of both residential and commercial respondents felt they understood the 
financing arrangement clearly. After a year of system operation, few respondents were 
dissatisfied with their financing arrangement (Figure 3). Of the four residents in the ‘dissatisfied’ 
category, only one offered a comment on their dissatisfaction, which reads: “Interest on loans is 
very low now.  I lost a lot of interest from my 401K to finance this.  No bank wanted to loan on 
this project.” 

Figure 3: Satisfaction with Financing Arrangement  

 

Most participants were satisfied with the payment process or third party assignment as 
well. Among participants who did not sign their payment benefit over to a third party, residential 
participants were more satisfied than commercial participants with the payment process: 77% of 
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residential respondents indicated high levels of satisfaction (a “4” or “5” on a five-point scale), 
compared to 44% of commercial respondents. However, half of commercial participants reported 
moderate satisfaction (a “3” on a five-point scale) with the payment process (compared to 15% 
of residential respondents). Among the 45% of residential participants and 38% of commercial 
participants who assigned their SPO payments to a third party, the majority (62% of residential 
and 78% of commercial respondents) were highly satisfied with this arrangement.  

Liability Insurance Payments 

About one-third of residential (36%) and commercial participants (35%) reported paying an 
additional amount of liability insurance to meet program requirements, with residential responses 
ranging from $1-700 and commercial responses ranging from $30-658 (Table 15). 

Table 15: What is the additional amount that you are paying annually to meet the liability 
insurance requirement? 

ADDITIONAL AMOUNT PAID RESIDENTIAL (N=59) COMMERCIAL (N=31) 

None 49% 45% 

Under $100 17% 6% 

$100-200 5% 19% 

Over $200 14% 10% 

No response given 15% 19% 

Solar PV Equipment 

Satisfaction 

Thinking back over the first year, about 95% of respondents in both groups reported being 
“highly satisfied” (a “4” or “5” on a five-point scale) with the quality of the installation (Figure 
4). Zero respondents in either group indicated any dissatisfaction (a response of “1” or “2”) with 
their installation. Commercial satisfaction was virtually unchanged, demonstrating an average of 
4.5 in both surveys. Residential satisfaction slightly rose over the year from an average score of 
4.5 (three months post-installation) to 4.7 (one year post-installation).  
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Figure 4: Thinking back over the year, how satisfied are you with the quality of the solar 
installation? 

 

Commercial satisfaction with performance of the system rose over first year of operation, 
while residential satisfaction remained unchanged. Following the first year after installation, 
nearly all residential (94%) and commercial (96%) respondents said the performance of the solar 
PV system met or exceeded their expectations (Figure 5). The average score (one year post-
installation) was 3.9 for both residential and commercial respondents, compared to an average 
rating of approximately 3.5 for commercial and 3.9 for residential participants (three months 
post-installation).  

Figure 5: Has the performance of the solar PV system met your expectations over the year? 
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Inspection 

A solid majority of participants were highly satisfied with the local government inspection of the 
equipment. About three-quarters of residential (79%) and commercial (73%) respondents rated 
the City or County on-site inspection of the installed PV system to be a “4” or “5.” 

Maintenance  

Few systems required maintenance in the first year. While about one-quarter (27%) of 
commercial participants said they had had follow-up maintenance done, only 10% of residential 
participants reported they performed any maintenance.  

Commercial respondents were more likely to perform the required test of their system. 
When asked if they had performed a “required annual test, as specified in the contract,” 17% of 
residential respondents said “Yes,” compared to 46% of commercial respondents. Of those who 
said “No,” many claimed they were not aware of the test, had forgotten, or did not know how to 
go about scheduling the test.  

Appearance and Impact on Real Estate Value 

Very few respondents heard any complaints about the appearance of their solar system, with 2% 
of residential and zero commercial respondents reporting any complaints.  

Many participants did not know whether the value of their home or business had changed as a 
result of installing the PV system, with 77% of residential and 39% of commercial respondents 
reporting “don’t know.” Only a minority indicated that the value of their home or business had 
changed: 8% of respondents in either group indicated their home or business has increased in 
value and one residential respondent reported that their home had decreased in value (Table 16).  

Table 16: Do you know if the value of your home/business has changed? 

RESPONSE 
RESIDENTIAL  

(N=48) 
COMMERCIAL  

(N=26) 

Yes, the home or business has increased in value 8% 8% 

The value of the home or business has stayed the same 13% 54% 

The value of the home or business has decreased 2% 0% 

Don't know 77% 38% 

Total 100% 100% 

Solar Energy Payments 

In general, the payment amount, the process of getting paid by the program, and the clarity of the 
PGE statement received relatively high satisfaction rankings among respondents. 
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Payment Amount 

Satisfaction with the payment amount was high, and rose over time. Of those who did not 
assign their payment benefit to a third party, only 8% of residential participants indicated that the 
payment amount was below their expectations after 12 months of operation (Figure 6). 
Additionally, no (0%) commercial respondents indicated the payment amount received did not 
meet their expectations.  

Figure 6: Has the payment amount you've received so far met your expectations? 

 
 

Furthermore, the average satisfaction with the payment amount slightly increased over the first 
year post-installation (Table 17).  

Table 17: Averages for “Has the payment amount you’ve received met expectations?” 

SURVEY PERIOD 
RESIDENTIAL  

(N=13)A 
COMMERCIAL  

(N=10)A 

After three months 3.4 3.3 

After one year 3.6 3.6 
a Only includes those who provided responses on this question in both surveys.     

Payment Process 

More than half of both types of respondents (52% of residential and 54% of commercial 
participants) gave highly satisfied ratings for the clarity of information on their monthly PGE 
statement. 

About half of known initial concerns had been addressed over the first year. Among the 17 
individual participants who were known to have had some initial issues or concerns (and 
completed both surveys), almost one-third (35%) were reported to be resolved one year post-
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installation. When asked to describe their remaining concerns or issues, the nine comments we 
collected spanned various issues such as meters, confusion with agreements and tax credits, and 
dissatisfaction with PGE and contractors.  

Project Installation Process 

We asked both residential and commercial participants a series of questions about how satisfied 
they were with different steps in the program process, from application to first payment. In 
general, as illustrated by Figure 7, a majority of respondents rated their satisfaction a “3,” “4,” or 
“5” on these steps in the installation process.  

Figure 7: Participant Satisfaction with Time Periods  

 

Participants were slightly less satisfied with the length of time from application to installation 
(20% of residential and 13% of commercial respondents rated it “1” or “2”), compared to other 
steps. When asked about their dissatisfaction, respondents typically mentioned unsatisfactory 
delays, such as sub-contractor or county permit delays.  

Figure 7 also shows that participants were mostly neutral in satisfaction with the length of time 
until first payment, with almost half in either group providing a “3” rating. Given the other 
scores, this was the least satisfying time period. 

Summary of Program Experience 

Nearly all participants would recommend the SPO program to others. After one year of 
participation, 90% of residential and 92% of commercial respondents would recommend the 
program to others. Representative comments included: 
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“The program is fairly easy to go through and have the panels installed, the ROI is there, 
and it's a great way to give back to the community.” (Commercial participant) 

“It’s a good way to make PV energy fiscally reasonable.” (Residential participant) 

“The FIT program is a great way to help organizations afford installing solar and start 
participating in the use of renewable energy.” (Commercial participant) 

COHORT DIFFERENCES AND THE CONTINUED IMPORTANCE OF 
CONTRACTORS 

Experiences in Cohorts A, B, and C were quite similar, with contractors playing an 
important role in the SPO program for all cohorts. Residential participants in the three 
cohorts exhibited very similar experiences, levels of satisfaction, and demographic backgrounds. 
And despite some firmographic and decision-making differences between businesses in the three 
cohorts, commercial respondents in all cohorts reported similar experiences and levels of 
satisfaction with the SPO program. Contractors played an important role in the SPO 
program:   

 Contractors interacted with respondents steadily throughout decision-making and 
participation in the program.  

 Contractors were the most common source where participants first heard about the 
SPO program.  

 Contractors offered financing arrangements that many participants found attractive, 
ensuring affordability of the project. 

For over half of both commercial and residential participants, the contractor was the most 
influential source of information for them to reach the decision to participate. Contractors 
reportedly submitted the majority of the participants’ online applications. Contractors also 
assisted with the Interconnection Application, according to over 85% of participants. In addition, 
when reviewing the 15-year contract, the majority of respondents in both groups had their 
contractor review and explain the terms and conditions, with few (2%) residential participants 
seeking legal advice. Businesses, on the other hand, were more likely to seek legal advice (28%). 
However, one would expect that many businesses would seek legal advice when taking on a 
project of this magnitude. As evidenced by these findings, contractors were heavily involved 
throughout the entire process.  

More than half of respondents indicated that finding an experienced contractor was not a 
significant barrier to participation in SPO. Both residential and commercial participants generally 
approached one installation contractor. Only about 15% of participants reported approaching 
three or more contractors. 
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Almost all residential respondents (93%) and all commercial respondents (100%) were 
“satisfied” or “very satisfied” with information their contractor provided about their solar energy 
system.  

Majorities of both residential and commercial respondents were “very satisfied” with the quality 
of installation of their PV system and very few gave dissatisfied ratings (Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Initial Satisfaction with Quality of Installation 

 

Overall satisfaction with their contractor was also very high among all participating respondents 
and rose over time (Figure 9). In fact, the average satisfaction rating for the contractor climbed 
over the year post-installation from 4.5 to 4.7 among residential respondents (a marginally 
significant increase).5  

                                                 
5  p < .06 
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Figure 9: Overall Satisfaction with Contractor, after Three Months and after One Year 

 

Contractor complaints were few and varied. Of the few contractor complaints elicited from 
open-ended questions, comments included lack of contractor engagement and misrepresentations 
of contract terms and conditions.  

Contractors played important roles for participants in Cohorts A, B, and C. Participant 
experiences and opinions regarding their contractor are quite similar between the first three 
cohorts involved in the program; satisfaction with and influence of contractors was high in both 
cohorts.  

Specifically, (when compared to Cohorts A and B) residential and commercial members of 
Cohort C had similar high rates of: hearing about SPO via a contractor, contractors as the most 
influential source of information, satisfaction with contractor's information on how SPO worked, 
contractor-led payback estimates, having contractors review contract terms, satisfaction with the 
quality of installation, and overall satisfaction with their contractor (both three months and one 
year later). Additionally, respondents in Cohort C reported similarly low rates of 'finding an 
experienced contractor' as a potential barrier to participation. Thus, contractors continued to play 
an important role in the program. 

While contractors were a critical component to the SPO experience across all cohorts, 
contractors played even stronger roles for members in Cohort C and received higher satisfaction 
ratings from their responding SPO customers. Specifically, members of Cohort C exhibited the 
following notable differences from Cohorts A and B concerning their contractor: 

 While contractors were the most common source of information across all cohorts, more  
commercial participants first heard about SPO via a contractor  
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 Increased percentages of residential respondents indicated their contractor calculated 
their payback estimates  

 More residential participants had their contractor review the contract terms 
 Satisfaction with system installation (rated one year post-installation) was higher 
 Unlike previous cohorts with substantial minorities reporting complaints with their 

contractor, very few respondents reported unsatisfactory issues (such as timely delays) 
with their contractor 

 More respondents assigned their payment benefit to their contractor, with each cohort 
exhibiting a steady increase in payment assignment from the previous cohort 

 Demonstrating high percentages similar to that of Cohort A, more members of Cohort C 
relied on their contractor for filling out program paperwork as compared to Cohort B  

Despite the contractor-oriented commonalities found across all three cohorts, Cohort C 
significantly differed from the previous two cohorts in one key component of the SPO 
experience: contractor financing. While substantial numbers of residential participants in Cohort 
B and (to a lesser extent) Cohort A indicated taking advantage of a no-out-of-pocket-cost 
contractor financing option (where assigned generation payments acted as payment in full), no 
(0%) participants in Cohort C reported using this attractive financing method. Program records 
and open-ended comments reveal that the majority (if not all) of respondents who mentioned a 
no-out-of-pocket-cost contractor financing option all had the same contractor. An informal 
interview with a representative from that particular solar contracting firm revealed that the 
subsequent changes to the kWh rates forced the solar contractor to cease offering the no-out-of-
pocket-cost option for Cohorts enrolled after Cohort B, as the rate became too low for the 
company to afford this unique payment plan. Even though substantial numbers of Cohort C 
participants reported using a contractor financing option (which continued to assist participants 
in financing their system), the nature of this arrangement was dramatically different than that of 
many of those in previous cohorts. Nonetheless, satisfaction with and reliance on contractors 
remained quite high for members of Cohort C.  

 

NOTE: Appendices not provided here, but is available upon request. The entire report 
with appendices is 354 pages.  

 










