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Overview

Economists have demonstrated that peer or neighbor effects play an important role in a variety of settings, from educational attainment to the adoption of new energy technologies. The mere existence of peer effects in low-carbon technologies (e.g., see Bollinger and Gillingham 2012) suggests the possibility of non-price informational policies and programs to leverage these peer effects to induce adoption–possibly at a low cost per ton of carbon. This study examines a large-scale program to use social interaction-based interventions designed to leverage peer effects to facilitate the adoption of solar photovoltaic panels. As part of the Solarize program in Massachusetts and Connecticut, communities were randomly selected and provided with a community-selected installer, group pricing, and an information campaign. A hallmark of the program is the use of community members who speak to their neighbors about the benefits of solar adoption. These “solar ambassadors” use community events and informal networking to reach as many of their community members as possible. We examine both the effectiveness of the program, as well as the cost-effectiveness of the program in reducing carbon dioxide emissions.
Methods

We use detailed data on all solar photovoltaic installations in MA and CT, including installation price, installer, and location. We also use Census demographic data at the block group level for both states and voting data at the precinct level. We then use propensity score matching to match the Solarize communities to comparable non-Solarize control communities based on observable demographic and voting characteristics. We estimate the treatment effect of the Solarize program using a difference-in-differences approach, allowing us to quantify the causal effect due to the program in terms of additional adoptions of solar panels and the installed price of solar panels. We explore both fixed effects and Poisson fixed effects approaches for modeling the count data.
Results

We find a very strong effect of the Solarize program in Connecticut in inducing adoptions. Our coefficients indicate that rougly 44 additional installations (out of a base of installations usually less than 10) per community can be attributed to the program. We also find evidence of lower prices in the Solarize communities than outside, as well as evidence of spillovers of these lower prices to other communities. We also find some evidence of persistence of the program effect in inducing adoptions after the program ends. However, such programs cost roughly $50,000 per community or approximately $1,000 per induced adoption. Interestingly, an installer-led program wth no government or foundation support, was not nearly as successful as the non-profit/government-run programs, suggesting that trust is an important issue in the success of such a community-based program. Preliminary results in MA also show success in increasing adoptions, but show more heterogeneity across communities. 
Conclusions

These findings underscore the importance of social interactions in the diffusion of new energy technologies and provide guidance for policymakers and firms interested in leveraging these social interactions to expedite the adoption of new technologies. However such outlays can be expensive, even if they are well-within the standard installer consumer acquisition cost per adoptor of $4,000. Our results also indicate that such programs can spill over to other communities and display persistence, providing additional benefits.
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