
 
 

 
 

 October 2021 

 

 

US RESIDENTIAL PV CUSTOMER 
ACQUISITION COSTS AND TRENDS 
2021 
 
 

Caitlin Connelly, Research Associate, US Solar 

Bryan White, Research Analyst, US Solar 

 

 



 

 

Contents   

US residential PV customer acquisition costs and trends 2021 October 2021 │ 2 

CONTENTS  
(REPRESENTS TABLE OF CONTENTS FROM FULL REPORT) 
1. Introduction and key findings ................................................................................................... 4 

1.1. Customer acquisition remains the highest cost category for residential solar 5 
1.2. Key findings Error! Bookmark not defined. 

2. Current costs and strategies ...................................................... Error! Bookmark not defined. 

2.1. Market average customer acquisition costs 5 
2.2. National installer spotlight: Sunrun and Tesla Error! Bookmark not defined. 
2.3. Customer acquisition strategies by installer size 6 
2.4. Solar market maturation and impact on soft costs Error! Bookmark not defined. 

3. Recent Developments and emerging trends.............................. Error! Bookmark not defined. 

3.1. Covid-19 and a new era for digital solar sales Error! Bookmark not defined. 
3.2. The evolution of the solar sales pipeline Error! Bookmark not defined. 
3.3. “Dealer”, and “redline” models: the road to specialization Error! Bookmark not defined. 
3.4. Software solutions are the missing piece to CAC optimization Error! Bookmark not defined. 

4. Forecast ...................................................................................... Error! Bookmark not defined. 

4.1. Overview Error! Bookmark not defined. 
4.2. Downside and upside risks to the forecast Error! Bookmark not defined. 
4.3. Conclusion Error! Bookmark not defined. 
 
 

 

 



 

 

(represents Table of contents from full report)   

US residential PV customer acquisition costs and trends 2021 October 2021 │ 3 

Ownership Rights 

All reports are owned by Wood Mackenzie, protected by United States Copyright and 
international copyright/intellectual property laws under applicable treaties and/or 
conventions. User agrees not to export any report into a country that does not have 
copyright/intellectual property laws that will protect Wood Mackenzie’s rights therein. 

Grant of License Rights 

Wood Mackenzie, hereby grants user a personal, non-exclusive, non-refundable, non-
transferable license to use the report for research purposes only pursuant to the terms 
and conditions of this agreement. Wood Mackenzie retains exclusive and sole ownership 
of each report disseminated under this agreement. User agrees not to permit any 
unauthorized use, reproduction, distribution, publication or electronic transmission of any 
report or the information/forecasts therein without the express written permission of Wood 
Mackenzie. Users purchasing this report may make a report available to other persons 
from their organization at the specific physical site covered by the agreement, but are 
prohibited from distributing the report to people outside the organization, or to other sites 
within the organization. 

Disclaimer of Warranty and Liability 

Wood Mackenzie has used its best efforts in collecting and preparing each report. 

Wood Mackenzie its employees, affiliates, agents, and licensors do not warrant the 
accuracy, completeness, correctness, non-infringement, merchantability, or fitness for a 
particular purpose of any reports covered by this agreement. Wood Mackenzie, its 
employees, affiliates, agents, or licensors shall not be liable to user or any third party for 
losses or injury caused in whole or part by our negligence or contingencies beyond Wood 
Mackenzie’s control in compiling, preparing or disseminating any report or for any decision 
made or action taken by user or any third party in reliance on such information or for any 
consequential, special, indirect or similar damages, even if Wood Mackenzie was advised 
of the possibility of the same. User agrees that the liability of Wood Mackenzie, its 
employees, affiliates, agents and licensors, if any, arising out of any kind of legal claim 
(whether in contract, tort or otherwise) in connection with its goods/services under this 
agreement shall not exceed the amount you paid to Wood Mackenzie for use of the report 
in question. 



 

 

 

 

Introduction and key findings   

US residential PV customer acquisition costs and trends 2021 October 2021 │ 4 

1. INTRODUCTION AND KEY FINDINGS 
Why are customer acquisition costs still the biggest portion of total residential 
solar system costs? This is the question that comes to mind when witnessing the 
last several years of total system cost declines and record-breaking industry 
growth. As the industry expands beyond first movers and more consumers 
become aware of the benefits of switching to solar, one would expect acquiring 
new solar customers would become easier and less expensive. However, even 
as total system prices continue to decline and solar becomes an easier financial 
decision, customer acquisition costs remain the most expensive and most 
stagnant category within the residential solar cost stack.  

Optimizing the solar sales pipeline and reducing customer acquisition costs has 
the potential to add even more momentum to total system cost declines. Installers 
could then benefit from either a higher profit margin or more competitive pricing. 
Despite the clear benefits of reducing customer acquisition costs, many installers 
find it necessary to rack up significant marketing expenditures to remain relevant 
in a highly competitive market. The residential solar market remains extremely 
fragmented beyond the top three installers (U.S. PV Leaderboard Q3 2021), 
leading to stiff competition. When two or more installers are vying for the same 
customer, companies risk losing deals if they prioritize optimizing marketing costs 
over building a strong brand and sales network.  

While installers acknowledge that customer acquisition costs remain a challenge, 
they continue to tolerate elevated costs in exchange for growing market share and 
profit. However, as the residential solar industry continues to expand, customer 
acquisition strategies will need to evolve so installers and sales organizations are 
able to meet growing market demand while scaling their businesses sustainably. 
In this report, we discuss the recent trends in customer acquisition as well as the 
potential mechanisms for future customer acquisition cost reductions.  

 

A note on customer acquisition cost definitions: Wood Mackenzie defines customer acquisition 
costs as the total sales and marketing expense divided by the residential capacity installed. Sales 
and marketing expenses comprise all costs associated with product sales, including advertising, 
cost of paid leads, partnership fees, referral fees, and employee commission. Customer acquisition 
costs are reported as $/W and assume a 7kW residential system size when converted to $/customer.  

https://power-and-renewables.woodmac.com/reportaction/526825/Toc?isSearchWithin=True&pdfViewMode=&SearchTerms=
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1.1. Customer acquisition remains the highest cost category for 
residential solar  
As of H1 2021, customer acquisition costs represent 23 percent of the total price of 
a residential system at $0.75/W ($5,250 per customer for a 7kW system). Customer 
acquisition costs (CAC) remain the most expensive cost category in residential solar 
ahead of $0.43/W for modules. Although supply chain constraints disrupted consistent 
system price reductions in 2021 (U.S. Solar Market Insight Q3 2021), the average cost of 
a residential system declined 3.6 percent from 2018 to 2020. Customer acquisition costs, 
however, increased 9.2 percent during the same period.  

1.2. Market average customer acquisition costs  
Sweeping increases to sales and marketing budgets since the end of 2019 resulted 
in over $0.10/W spike in customer acquisition costs 

Following a slight decline in average customer acquisition costs from 2018 to 2019, costs 
are again on the rise, increasing from $0.64/W in 2019 to $0.75/W in the first half of 2021. 
This spike follows significant increases to marketing budgets across the installer 
landscape – in some cases, installers doubled their marketing budgets. Installers are 
spending more to (1) digitize sales processes in the face of Covid-19 stay-at-home orders, 
(2) expand to new states and gain market share, and (3) navigate the growing market for 
sales partnerships and emerging software solutions.  

Figure 2.1 Customer acquisition costs by company and company type, 2018 to 2021 

Source: Wood Mackenzie  
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1.3. Customer acquisition strategies by installer size 
The market average for customer acquisition costs does not capture the full picture of 
the market given the variability of costs across the installer landscape. To better 
understand how sales strategies and costs have fluctuated, we have split the market into 
four groups of installers (excluding national installers) based on MWdc of residential solar 
installed per quarter. Overall, variation in customer acquisition costs by installer size is 
driven by the sales channels utilized by each group. Small and local installers rely more 
on low-cost referrals, local partnerships, and community events. Larger installers use 
some of these tactics, but also utilize more expensive advertising and lead generation 
tactics to acquire new customers. The below descriptions highlight the characteristics 
and recent trends for each installer category.  

Figure 2.3 Use of common residential solar sales channels by company type  

Relative Cost Sales Channel National and Large 
regional Installers 
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Retail partnerships Often Sometimes Rarely 

Door-to-door Sometimes Sometimes Rarely 

Paid search  Often Often Sometimes 

Paid social media  Often Sometimes Rarely 

Radio advertising Sometimes Sometimes Rarely 

Print advertising Sometimes Sometimes Sometimes 

Third-party sales Often Often Sometimes 

Community events Sometimes Sometimes Often 

Organic social media  Often Often Often 

Referrals Often Often Often 

Source: Wood Mackenzie
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