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As the country’s leading online comparison-shopping marketplace 
for rooftop solar, community solar and solar financing, EnergySage 
works closely with our network of over 500 pre-screened solar 
installation companies throughout the country. Our unique 
relationship with these solar installation companies – as well as 
lenders, manufacturers, and distributors – affords us unparalleled 
insight into the trends shaping U.S. solar industry. 

For the second year in a row, we fielded the Solar Installer Survey 
with NABCEP, the most respected, well-established and widely 
recognized national certification organization for professionals in 
the field of renewable energy, expanding the reach of the Survey 
to as many solar installers as possible.

Executive Summary
Hello, and thank you for reading EnergySage’s 2018 Solar Installer Survey. This year’s survey 
was fielded and authored in partnership with the North American Board of Certified Energy 
Practitioners (NABCEP) and covers the period of January 2018 to January 2019. 

Vikram Aggarwal
CEO & Founder

  The 2018 Solar Installer Survey features the responses from 
over 870 solar installers of all company sizes across 48 states, 
Washington DC and Puerto Rico. Major insights from the 2018 
Solar Installer Survey include:

• Permanent extension of the ITC is popular: Among this year’s 
central findings is the overwhelming support for Sen. Chuck 
Schumer’s (D-NY) proposal to include permanent tax incentives 
for clean electricity and storage, such as the federal Investment 
Tax Credit (ITC), into any infrastructure bill passed by Congress. 
Nearly eight out of ten solar installers surveyed said they agree 
or strongly agree with such a proposal. 

• Consumers demand Tesla as storage installations rise: 
According to installers, more than one in three solar shoppers 
are also interested in a home battery, resulting in more solar-
plus-storage installations in 2018. However, responses also 
illustrate a gap between consumer brand preference and what 
installers stock. While over 55% of installers reported that their 
customers specifically request Tesla battery solutions, only 12% 
of solar installers surveyed actually carry and quote the Tesla 
Powerwall.

• Installer confidence in the industry continues to rise: 
Nationwide, more than half of the installers surveyed indicated 
that they’ve grown more confident in the solar industry in 
the last twelve months. At the state level, installer confidence 
rebounded in New York and California as governors in those 
states pushed for 100% renewable futures.

• Installers choose growth over margins: For the fourth straight 
year, a growing majority of installers (67%) stated that gaining 
market share is more important to their business than increasing 
the gross margins of each installation. When combined with the 
falling price of equipment, this finding signals the solar industry 
is likely on a path of increased competition. 

 

  We hope you enjoy reading this report, and let us know what  
you think. We welcome all feedback and new collaboration ideas 
— both large and small. Please reach out to our team directly at 
data@energysage.com to get the conversation started. We look 
forward to hearing from you.

 Vikram Aggarwal   |   CEO & Founder
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Thank you!

EnergySage and NABCEP would like to thank the following organizations for their  
support in promoting the 2018 Solar Installer Survey. Reports like this would not be possible 
without your help.
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Primary Line of Business
Three-quarters of respondents selected solar PV installation as 
their primary line of business, continuing a slightly decreasing 
year-over-year trend. The largest change came from electricians; 
1% of respondents reported this as their primary line of business  
in 2017 while 11% did so in 2018. 

Yearly Installation Volume
At the residential level, the median yearly installation volume for 
installers surveyed decreased slightly to 300 kW. The same was 
true for commercial installation volumes, as the median yearly 
installation volume dropped to 250 kW in 2018. 

At the low end of the range, over two hundred survey respondents 
reported installation volume of under 100 kW in 2018, double the 
number of installers at that level in 2017. The number of installers 
reporting greater than 100 MW of installations remained consistent 
year-over-year at nearly a dozen.
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(median response)

Residential
(median response)

Consulting/Services

Other

Roofing**

*  includes 2015 and 2016 responses for “Solar Installation,” “Solar Sales,” 
and “Solar PV Design”
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Methodology and Overview

EnergySage fielded the 2018 Solar Installer Survey in collaboration with NABCEP between 
December 17, 2018, and January 18, 2019. In addition to reaching EnergySage’s nationwide 
network of over 500 solar installation companies and NABCEP’s network of over 25,000  
solar industry professionals, a number of large manufacturers, distributors, financiers, industry 
associations and publications also fielded the Installer Survey to their networks as well  
(see previous page). Overall, 871 solar installers responded to this survey from 48 states, 
Washington DC and Puerto Rico. Surveyed companies cover a range of sizes in both the 
residential and commercial industries. The majority of surveyed companies installed between 
30 kW and 1.5 MW in 2018, though companies ranged in size from several kW to several 
hundred MW. More than half of survey respondents were the CEO or founder of their company. 
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Installers Across the Map

The 2018 Installer Survey asked solar companies in which state they complete the most solar 
installations. Responses to the Survey came from nearly every state, as well as the District  
of Columbia and Puerto Rico. Over 50% of responses came from SEIA’s top 10 solar states  
(CA, NC, AZ, NV, NJ, TX, MA, FL, UT, NY).

Fewer installer 
responses

More installer 
responses

No responses

No responses

Distribution of Responses
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Installation History & Plans

As the solar industry in the US continues to expand, solar installers are looking to  
additional products and services to offer that will provide additional value to consumers  
and differentiate from competitors.

Other Services Offered
Installers could select all that applied

The percentage of installers offering solar-
adjacent services remained remarkably 
consistent from 2017 to 2018, with the 
percentage currently offering each service 
changing by no more than 2% for any 
category. Solar operations and maintenance 
remained the most popular service offered. 

Used to offer in past year

Offering today

Will offer next year

Other Products Offered
Installers could select all that applied

In 2017, around ten percent of installers 
indicated that they planned to add energy 
storage and electric vehicle (EV) charging  
to their offerings in 2018. In fact, in  
2018 the percentage of installers offering 
energy storage increased by 6% while  
the percentage offering EV charging 
products increased 8%, nearly achieving 
installer plans from 2017. This year, an 
additional 8% and 9% of installers say  
they will add EV charging and energy 
storage, respectively, to their new product 
offerings in 2019.
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Demand for Energy Storage

For the second year in a row, EnergySage asked installers about their sales funnel for energy 
storage. Respondents indicated moderate growth in demand – about one in three customers 
expressed interest in energy storage when requesting solar quotes. While this percentage 
of interested customers only grew incrementally from 30% to 33% in 2018, both the portion 
of quotes that included energy storage and the number of installations that included energy 
storage grew more substantially, from 14% to 20% and 7% to 11%, respectively.

At the state level, New York, Texas and Arizona all witnessed large increases in the percentage of installations that 
included energy storage. Counterintuitively, states that experienced major outages from storm events in 2018 – 
North Carolina with Hurricane Florence and Florida with Hurricane Michael – reported a slight decrease in interest 
in energy storage from 2017 to 2018. 

All prospective clients

Prospective clients interested in energy storage

Quotes that included energy storage

Installations that included energy storage

National Average

100%

33%

30%

20%

14%

11%

7%

2018 2017

100%

43%

48%

26%

26%

9%

11%

New York

29%

100%

26%

14%

7%

9%

2%

North Carolina

23%

100%

40%

17%

9%

5%

12%

Texas

36%

100%

39%

21%

11%

5%

12%

California

36%

100%

26%

21%

10%

6%

14%

Arizona

28%

100%

36%

9%

2%

14%

12%

43%

Florida

100%

48%

26%

9%

26%

11%
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Competitors create confusion and lower 
consumer confidence

Prospects discouraged by high 
cost of installation

Prospects consider economics unfavorable 
(e.g., low electric rates)*

Utilities & regulatory uncertainty creates 
customer hesitation about buying*

Prospects lack access to financing

Political uncertainty creates customer 
hesitation about buying*

Prospects lack familiarity with solar

Competitors offer lower prices

Customer Acquisition

Quotes Seen Per Shopper
Over 80% of solar shoppers compared either two or three quotes in 
their solar purchasing process. Only one in ten shoppers received 
a single quote, while the percentage of shoppers comparing across 
four or more quotes decreased in 2018. 

Customer Acquisition Trends
For the first time across four Installer Surveys, fewer installers felt that customer acquisition became more difficult in 2018 
(37% down to 33%). At the same time, however, the percentage of installers responding that customer acquisition has 
become easier also decreased (31% to 26%). As a result, the largest percentage of installers found the difficulty of acquiring 
customers remained the unchanged between 2017 and 2018. 

Top Challenges in Closing Sales
Installers could select all that applied

For the third year in a row, the top challenge reported 
in closing sales was confusion and lower consumer 
confidence created by competitors. Nearly half of all 
installers surveyed identified this as a major obstacle. 
Interestingly, customer hesitation created by utility  
and regulatory uncertainty leap-frogged the high cost  
of installation to become the second most common 
challenge in closing sales in 2018.

The solar industry remains very competitive, with few shoppers receiving only a single quote 
during their solar shopping process. While installers report that the sales and marketing tactics 
of their competitors remain an ongoing challenge in closing sales, most installers also reported 
that the difficulty of customer acquisition was unchanged over the past year.

Customer acquisition has  
become easier

The difficulty of customer acquisition  
has remained unchanged

Customer acquisition has  
become more difficult

2016

2015

1* 2 3 4+

Top challenges closing sales 18

9% 9% 8%
10%

2017

2018

42%

31%

31%

26% 41% 33%

32%

37%

37%

32%

30% 28%

53%
47%

49%

39%
41%

43%
44%

40%

34%
35%

37%
32%

34%

36%
37%

34%

34%

36%

39%

28%

31%

2016 2017

2015

2016

2017

2018

* 1 = only your quote

* Not asked in 2016

49%

39%

3%

39%
44%

8%

41% 40%

11%

39%
44%

7%

2018
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With a highly competitive market for solar installers, small differentiating factors among 
companies can play an important role in winning or losing business. For the first time, the 
Installer Survey asked which customer acquisition channels installers rely upon most as well  
as the role that equipment brand recognition plays in the consumer decision making process.

Customer Acquisition, 
Continued

Customer Acquisition Channels
There are a range of options that solar installation companies may rely upon to 
acquire customers, from referrals to door-to-door sales to online bidding platforms like 
EnergySage. Increasingly, installers are moving away from previous sales tactics –  
such as relying on resellers or door-to-door sales – and instead focusing on increasing 
referrals and direct sales and advertising.

The Role of Brand Recognition
As the solar industry continues to mature and move closer towards 
mass-market adoption, solar shoppers will become more motivated by 
the brand of solar equipment they purchase. At present, 30% of solar 
installers surveyed said that equipment brand recognition plays an 
important role in closing sales, and over 40% of respondents said that 
consumer brand recognition plays no role in closing sales.

72%

22%

6%

Resellers 
(other company 

closes sales)

Door-to-door Online bidding 
platofrms 

(e.g. EnergySage)

Purchased leads 
(we close the sale)

Partnerships (e.g. 
Solarize, local 
businesses)

Events Direct sales and 
advertising

Referrals

10% 10%

25%

65%
69%

20%

25%

57%

17%

43% 41%

16%

29%

50%

20%
24%

33%

44%

4%

17%

79%

Do not use this

Sometimes use this 

Use this frequently

17%12%

18%

28%

25%

1 (No role at all)

2

4

5 (very significant role)

3

Very significant role

Significant role
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New to the Installer Survey this year were questions regarding consumers’ recognition of panel, 
inverter and energy storage brands. As solar shoppers’ familiarity with equipment brands 
continues to increase, it will be interesting to track the likelihood that various brands are 
requested by consumers. 

Most Requested Brands
Installers could select all that applied

The two most requested brands in the solar industry in 2018 were 
Tesla and LG, according to survey respondents. Though the two 
brands have distinct and divergent company histories, they are both 
very recognizable to today’s solar shoppers, with Tesla constantly in 
the news and LG’s logo on a suite of other home appliances. 

Energy Storage Brands: Consumer 
Preference vs. Installer Inventory
As more consumers express interest in energy storage and more 
installers begin to carry and quote home batteries, the question of 
which batteries to offer provides an interesting mismatch between 
current consumer demand and installer inventory. Over half of all 
respondents said that consumers were most likely to request Tesla 
storage solutions, while only 12% of installers actively carry and 
quote Tesla batteries. 
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Competition

Despite high levels of competition for solar shoppers, in 2018 installers stuck to the traits  
that have proved successful in the past, with the top 5 competitive advantages remaining 
unchanged from 2017.

Top 5 Competitive Advantages
In the past, the list of top 5 competitive advantages that installers 
feel they hold over their competitors has changed regularly. This year, 
however, the entire top 5 remained unchanged from 2017. The only 
competitive advantage that has maintained its position across each 
Installer Survey dating back to 2015 is the #1 response: that installers 
offer higher quality installations than their competitors.

1

2

3

4

5

2018201720162015

Higher Quality Installations

Higher Quality Equipment

More Qualified Labor

Consultative Sales Process

Aesthetically Pleasing Installations

Lower Prices Offered

1st

2nd

3rd

4th

5th

2015 2016 2017 2018

The Role of Community Solar
For the first time, we asked installers if they see community solar 
as a threat to their existing rooftop solar business. Five out of six 
installers agree that community solar does not represent a threat. 

83%

17%

No Yes
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Installer Confidence Index

Nationwide, installer confidence in the solar industry continued to improve from 2017 to 2018, with 
over half of the installers surveyed expressing growing confidence in the industry. The percentage 
of installers who expressed decreasing confidence in the industry declined substantially from 37% 
to 24% year-over-year. 

At the state level, installer confidence in the solar industry rebounded in both California and New York, two states 
where elected officials passed or called for 100% clean energy policies. Solar will play a large role in any state 
target to produce all of its electricity via carbon-free resources, which likely played a role in this rebounding of 
installer confidence. 

In Massachusetts, however, installer confidence in the solar industry fell for the second year in a row. Although 
the Bay State released the SMART solar incentive program in 2018, the delay in releasing the successor to the 
SREC program and the speed with which the blocks of the SMART program were filled likely contributed to the 
continued drop in solar installer confidence.

Much less confident

Slightly more confidentSlightly less confident

Much more confidentConfidence has remained the same

Installer Confidence by Top Markets

Neutral line

California

4%

13% 28% 28% 32%

37% 16% 24% 19%2017

2016

14% 30% 38% 12%2018

Massachusetts

12%

14% 52% 24% 10%

31% 15% 38% 4%2017

2016

6% 49% 17% 23% 6%2018

National Average

14% 33% 25% 20% 9%

8% 29% 16% 30% 17%2017

2016

2018 7% 17% 24% 32% 20%

New York

17%

36%16%28%8% 12%

30% 20% 22% 11%2017

2016

20188% 22%5% 26%19% 28%

Arizona

5%

17%

31%8% 16% 15% 31%

42% 16% 17% 8%2017

2016

11% 11% 39% 33% 6%2018

5%

Florida

5%

21%

33% 33% 33%

26% 16% 37%2017

2016

12%

3%

42% 39%2018

3%
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26%

47%

Yes No

Third Party Certification

In a competitive market for solar installation companies, third party certification can provide  
both a validation and competitive advantage for installers. As in last year’s Installer Survey, 
EnergySage and NABCEP asked installers their opinion on third party certification and its impact  
on their businesses.

Contractor Licenses and Certification
Three-quarters of respondents to this year’s survey believe that their state should require 
contractor licenses for solar installation companies. Meanwhile, 55% of installers believe 
that NABCEP board certification should be required at the state-level.  

The Business Impact of Certification
The Installer Survey asked how NABCEP-certified installers felt that certification has 
affected their careers. Only one-third of installers say the certification has not impacted 
their career, while the rest experienced a range of positive career outcomes as a result of 
their third-party certification. In fact, installers responded that their income has increased 
by an average of over $11,000 as a result of NABCEP certification.

Do you think your 
state should require 
contractor licenses?

Do you think NABCEP 
board certification 

should be required?

74%

55%

26%

45%

Has not  
affected 

career at all

Improved  
career

Offered better 
position at a 
different company

Offered new 
position within  
the same company

Offered new 
position at a 
different company

Offered promotion 
within the 
same company

Received pay 
increase/raise in 
the same position

Started 
own 
company

32%

5% 6% 7% 9% 15%
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Solar Industry Evolution

For the third year, EnergySage asked installers how they see the solar industry evolving 
in the coming years. Will there be more or fewer installers? Will there be consolidation 
of market share among large, national installers, or a fragmenting of market share with 
smaller, local installers gaining business?

Number of Installers
The percentage of respondents predicting 
that the number of solar installers would 
grow increased from 52% to 60% from 2017 
to 2018, mirroring a national increase in 
confidence in the industry. This is the first 
major change in survey responses over three 
years of posing this question.

Large vs. Small Installers
While respondents expressed their belief that 
the solar industry would continue to attract 
new entrants, the percentage of respondents 
indicating that large, national solar installers 
would gain market share at the expense 
of small installers also increased. Overall, 
respondents were nearly evenly split between 
whether large national or small local installers 
would gain market share.

There will be more  
solar installers

There will be fewer  
solar installers 

No change in number  
of installers

Larger, national solar 
installers will gain market 
share and smaller installers 
will lose market share

Smaller, local solar installers 
will gain market share and 
large installers will lose 
market share 

No significant change in 
market share

50%

51% 37% 12%

52%

60%

37%

29%

11%

12%

2017

2016

2018

46% 54%

31%

36%

50%

41%

19%

23%

2017

2016

2018
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Three Year Objectives

For the fourth consecutive year, installers expressed a preference for growing through gaining 
market share as opposed to increasing margins. As the prices of solar technology and installed 
prices for solar systems continue to decline year-over-year, installers are prioritizing the 
importance of gaining market share. 

Market Share vs. Margins: Which Is More Important?
A clear trend has emerged over four years of asking installers which is more important: gaining market share or 
increasing gross margins per installation. Fewer installers are indicating a preference for increasing gross margins 
while more and more seek to grow through increasing market share, even at the expense of reduced margins.  

2015

2016

Gain Market Share 
Gaining market share by significantly 

growing the number of solar installation 
you do, even if that means reducing gross 

margins on each installation

Increase Gross Margins 
Increasing the gross margin that you earn on 
each installation, even if that means reducing 

the number of solar installations you do

2017

2018

Top 5 Strategies to 
Gain Market Share 

Increase marketing and advertising spend to 
generate more leads

Leverage new marketing and sales channels (e.g. 
online sales channels, partnerships)

Increase geographic presence; enter new  
markets/states

Hire more direct salespeople

Hire more installation crews

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Top 5 Strategies to  
Increase Gross Margins 

Target customers with higher opportunity  
for profitability

Improve the efficiency of your  
sales processes

Use more cost-effective marketing and  
advertising strategies

Focus efforts on more profitable geographic areas

Increase prices

Installers ranked a total of nine options Installers ranked a total of ten options

54%

58%

62%

64%

46%

42%

36%

38%

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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Extending the Investment 
Tax Credit

As the 116th US Congress kicks off, EnergySage asked installers how strongly they agreed or 
disagreed with the following statement: Any infrastructure bill taken up by the U.S. Congress  
in 2019 should include a permanent extension of the Investment Tax Credit (ITC) for solar and 
energy storage. 

Should any infrastructure bill taken up by Congress 
permanently extend the ITC for solar and storage?
At nearly 80%, solar installers overwhelmingly agreed with this statement. Only 9% disagreed. 
Should a forthcoming infrastructure bill include a permanent extension of the ITC for solar and 
storage, as has been suggested by Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY), this bill 
would receive strong support from solar installers across the country.

1 (strongly disagree) 3 (neutral)2 (disagree) 4 (agree) 5 (strongly agree)
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Subcontracting and the  
Use of Subcontractors

EnergySage introduced two questions to the 2018 Installer Survey to get a feel for the  
tendencies of solar installation companies to either act as subcontractors or employ 
subcontractors for jobs they win.

Your Company’s Use of Subcontractors
Installers indicated that they complete, on average, three-quarters of the jobs 
that they win, relying upon subcontractors to complete the last quarter of jobs.   

Your Company Acting as a Subcontractor
On the other hand, installers responded that only 12% of the jobs that they completed in 
2018 were sold by a different company. This finding shows that while respondents of this 
survey utilize subcontractors to complete 25% of all jobs that they sell, they are only half 
as likely (12%) to work as subcontractors themselves.

Installations completed by your company

Installations completed by a subcontractor

Installations where your company sold the job

Installations where your company was the subcontractor

25%

75%

12%

88%
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About EnergySage
EnergySage is the leading online comparison-shopping 
marketplace for rooftop solar, community solar, and 
financing. Supported by the U.S. Department of Energy, 
EnergySage is the trusted source of information for over 
10 million consumers across 35+ states. As of early 
2019, the company has sent over $5 billion in solar 
installation requests to its network of more than 500 
pre-screened solar installation companies, and serves as 
a high-quality lead source for solar financing companies 
and powerful distribution channel for solar equipment 
manufacturers. EnergySage is unique in that it allows 
consumers to request and compare competing quotes 
online, unlike traditional lead-generation websites. For 
this reason, leading organizations like Environment 
America, Connecticut Green Bank, Duke University, 
National Grid, and Staples refer their audiences to 
EnergySage to empower them as they consider solar. 
The EnergySage formula of unbiased information, 
transparency and choice helps consumers go solar with 
confidence – at a higher rate of adoption, and lower cost. 
For more information, please visit EnergySage and follow 
us on Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn.
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For specific data inquires, please email us at  
data@energysage.com

What can EnergySage data do for you?

EnergySage marketplace data can be used to 
better inform installers, utilities, policymakers, 
and solar businesses across the country. Market data and trends for a 

market territory. Sample data 
points included:

• Quoted prices
• Payback periods
• Panel and inverter brands quoted
• Financing options
• System sizes
• Consumer demographics

Basic Package ($1,000):
• Quarterly roll-up, trend over 

4 quarters
• Up to 4 counties
• Up to 2 states

Custom Package: 
Available upon request

Market data and trends for solar 
panel or inverter brands. Sample 
data points included:

• Market share of equipment
• Quote prices by equipment
• Likelihood of purchase by 

equipment
• Panel-inverter pairing frequency
• Production ratio 
• Electricity bill offset 
• Monitoring systems
• System sizes 
• Mount location
• Property types
• Financing options
• Consumer demographics

Basic Package ($1,500):
• Quarterly roll-up, trend over 4 

quarters
• Up to 12 counties
• Up to 3 states

Benchmarking Package 
($4,000):

• Includes Basic Package, plus 
benchmark comparisons to 2 
other equipment manufacturers

Custom Package: 
Available upon request

Market data & trends for solar 
activity within a utility territory. 
Sample data points included:

• Customer interest in solar 
• Comparison to solar interest in 

other utility territories
• Solar prices
• Solar installers 
• Solar business climate (survey data)
• Panel and inverter brands 
• System sizes
• Financing options 
• Solar loan providers, terms, rates
• Consumer demographics

Basic Package ($4,000):
• Quarterly roll-up, trend over 4 

quarters
• One utility territory
• Up to 3 states
• One written report and advisory 

call

Custom Package: 
Available upon request

Solar Market Trends, by Utility Territory

Solar Equipment Trends

Solar Market Trends

Custom reports available from any combination of  
above-mentioned data and more. Contact us for details.


