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About FINCA International
FINCA International was founded in 1984 on a radical notion: giving small loans to the poor has the power to
transform entire communities in a sustainable way. After impacting tens of millions of lives with responsible
financial services, we are widening our focus to catalyze further economic growth and alleviate poverty in
underserved markets around the world. We remain boldly committed to market-based solutions, and are
supporting the rise of social enterprises delivering basic service and financial innovation to help low-income
families and communities achieve a better standard of living. For more information, visit www.FINCA.org or
follow on Twitter @FINCA.
About BrightLife
BrightLife, a social enterprise by FINCA International in Uganda, provides last-mile distribution and end-user
financing for basic service products, including solar home systems, improved cookstoves and productive use
assets. These life-enhancing products—made affordable to low-income customers through pay-as-you-go
financing—help create healthier and safer homes, increase productivity, reduce household expenses, and
provide additional income-generating opportunities. Through BrightLife, FINCA International pairs access
to finance with access to energy to create pathways to financial inclusion for the unbanked.

Read the full report at: finca.org/insights/how-early-adopters-climb-the-solar-energy-ladder/
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Executive Summary
Objective
Our research looks at how and why a specific segment of early adopters in Uganda used entry-level solar energy
products—a 3 Wp solar portable lantern (SPL) and a 6 Wp mini solar home system (SHS)—to make their initial
steps up the energy ladder.1 These first steps are important because consumers must overcome significant
barriers on the path to adoption, including cost, lack of familiarity and the pull of old habits. Positive initial
experiences can build confidence and nurture the demand for future purchases, while broken equipment and
unfulfilled expectations can just as easily prejudice them against an entire class of products.
Understanding the experiences and motivations of early adopters opens a window into this critical moment
in the market’s inception and can inform further efforts to build demand for solar as well as other emerging
products that address basic needs for the world’s poor. It is also central for understanding the social impact
of these products, because turning potential benefits into real-life improvements depends on the customer
behaviors that surround them. For example, a solar lantern could help improve a child’s education through
better studying, or not at all, depending on who is using the lantern and for what purpose. By framing our
research in terms of the customer’s experience, we can explore the related issues of adoption, usage and social
impact, which all converge in the context of day-to-day life.
Method
Our research method is consumer-centric, meaning that we start and end with the subjective perceptions of
consumers themselves. Beginning with open-ended interviews, we mapped the principal adoption pathways
as described in the customers’ own words. Then, we surveyed 564 randomly-selected customers of BrightLife,
a social enterprise by FINCA International that distributes solar energy and other basic needs products in
Uganda, to quantify the usage patterns and associated benefits among early adopters. The questionnaire was
administered using ValiData, a survey tool that uses machine learning and statistical algorithms to guard against
bias and error in the end-user interview. Following an initial assessment of the quantitative data, we went back
into the field for a final round of in-depth interviews to ground our analysis in the lived experience of customers.

Wp = watt-peak, i.e., the maximum electricity output of a solar panel under optimal conditions
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Key Findings
Among this group of early adopters, the nucleus
of solar energy adoption is the household.

JOURNEY OF ADOPTION

Adoption is driven by strong motivations to secure the
family’s safety and comfort, and to enrich domestic life
through expanded activities for education and leisure.

Use in the
Primary
Business
Shoring-Up
Family
Consumption

Productive activities are most likely to occur at home,
with the aim of improving family consumption, before
extending to the primary business.

Longer, More
Active Day

Across the different uses, customers are seeking more
than just energy access: they want products that are
reliable, affordable and safe, even if they are at the
entry level of solar adoption.

Health
and Safety

Customer Profiles and Product Selection
Client characteristics influence the initial selection of solar products, especially
gender, marital status, family size and income.
A higher concentration of rural customers
purchased solar products, especially SHS.

52%
% RURAL
48
URBAN
SPL HOUSEHOLDS

31%

URBAN

69%
RURAL

SHS HOUSEHOLDS

Overall, more women purchased solar
products than men (61 percent vs. 39 percent).

More women purchased the SPL,
while more men purchased a mini SHS.

WOMEN
SPL

SHS were more commonly found in
households with married parents and
at least two people working.

MEN
SHS

A large family was
also associated with
the purchase of a SHS.

Farmers have the lowest monthly profit ($77 vs.
$106 avg.) but the highest tendency to purchase
SHS even though it’s considerably more expensive.
The preference for SHS is shaped by
the severity of unmet energy needs
rather than economic factors alone.

In this study, there was little evidence of progression from one solar product to another; most customers
were using solar energy for the first time..

3

First Steps: How Early Adopters Climb the Solar Energy Ladder

Promoting a Healthy, Active Household
The first stage of solar energy
adoption is shaped by pressing
concerns for the family’s health
and safety, followed by small
changes in domestic life that
reflect a more active and
engaged household.

90%
85

Approximately 90 percent of respondents
reported specific improvements in healthrelated areas.

Fewer eye
problems

Fewer
burns

Fewer respiratory
problems

HEALTH
AND SAFETY

A LONGER, MORE
ACTIVE DAY

READING
AT NIGHT

PHONE
USAGE

SOCIAL
BENEFITS

Better eye
health and
breathing, and
less exposure to
fires and burns.
Children can play
outside safely.

The extra time is mainly
used for housework
and recreation,
with about one-third
of the freed-up
time going toward
business activities.

Additional time
is available
for reading,
especially for
families with
more children.

Solar phone charging
enables increased calls,
texts and social media.
It also allows customers
to conduct business from
home, mobile banking
and mobile commerce.

Customers
express pride
in providing
a lantern for
community
events.

“We collect the lamps in the community and use them in our local school for night classes.”
“Now we can do different activities at the same time. While others are cooking, some are reading.”

Shoring-Up Family Consumption
Within the domestic sphere, solar products play an important role in a family’s
self-provisioning. Solar energy is being used to enhance family consumption while
occasionally generating small amounts of residual income.
FOOD CONSUMPTION
Customers place solar lights
in the shed so their chicks can
feed safely at night. These
benefits are measured in
food consumption rather
than profits.

BUSINESS ACTIVITIES
Customers describe frequent
spillovers into home-based
business activities, like
sorting and packing produce,
scheduling deliveries, etc.
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Use in the Primary Business
Usage of solar lighting in
the primary business is
concentrated in trade and
services, and it is enabled
by a threshold level of
energy access at home for
basic needs.
In a surprising number of cases,
this enabling threshold is met
through grid electricity.

42%

14%
SHS

Business usage in
TRADING SECTOR

SPL

23%

Business usage in
SERVICES SECTOR

27%
SHS

SPL

Slightly more service sector customers
purchased the mini-SHS over the SPL.
Some in the service sector have their activities
based at home, so they take advantage of the
multiple lights to serve customers in one room
while family activities are underway in another.

“My customers come at night. This is the time they are back from work. This is when I earn the most.”

People who use their solar products in business report small but meaningful
improvements in the volume of customers and increased profitability.
Traders use solar lighting
to attract more customers during
the peak traffic hours.

“During the two extra
hours I stay because
of the lamp I earn
a lot. It is almost
more than my
income from the
rest of the day.”
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Average gain in

MONTHLY PROFITS

$17

$12

SPL customer

SHS customer

This is because the SPL is more frequently
used in trade, and trading businesses are more
responsive to changes in operating hours.

Energy Stacking at Higher Tiers
Pico products (<10 Wp) are not just the bottom rungs on the energy ladder:
they play an important role in securing energy access for on-grid families.

The SPL, and even SHS, in combination
with grid electricity, is what keeps them
at a higher tier of access.

RELIABILITY

COVERAGE

QUALITY

AFFORDABILITY

Solar is available
when PAYGo credits
for electricity have
expired. Lighting and
energy are available
during power cuts.

Lighting and energy
can be extended to
rooms, home additions,
animal coops
and sheds without
additional wiring.

Better illumination for
near-range tasks such
as reading and sewing.
Phone charging with solar
avoids damage to devices
because of power surges.

Solar lighting
can be combined
with grid
electricity to
lower utility bills.

Read the full report at: finca.org/insights/how-early-adopters-climb-the-solar-energy-ladder/
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