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Abstract 

 The question of whether renewable energy will be able to supply all of our energy needs 

in the near future becomes increasingly critical day by day. This research sets out to explore the 

importance of technology influencers or opinion leaders in the diffusion of photovoltaics. For 

this project, an emphasis has been placed on interviews, past diffusion research, and social media 

scanning. Major findings show that there is a high value in establishing enthusiastic networks 

and that individuals tend to adopt photovoltaics based on evaluations conveyed to them by 

others. These findings may inform the significance of creating a photovoltaic YouTube 

community to accelerate the rate of diffusion among individuals.  

Research Plan 

 It becomes clearer each additional day we burn fossil fuels that we must transform our 

energy economy away from this dark, dirty era. At our current rate of consumption, scientists 

predict that we will deplete the world of oil in as soon as 40 years . Not to mention, if we do 1

continue on that path we will face severe environmental consequences. On a happier note, a vast 

amount of research has gone into renewable energy over the past decade (and still today) and 

many great technologies have emerged because of it. Furthermore, the prices of some renewable 

energy sources, especially photovoltaics, are dramatically falling and are even becoming 

competitive with oil and gas prices . Yet, the United States still has such a far way to go with 2

implementing these technologies, which is what prompted the interest in writing this paper.  

 Clemente, Jude. "How Much Oil Does the World Have Left?" Forbes. June 25, 2015. Accessed 1

October 25, 2018.

 U.S. Energy Information Administration. New York State Energy Profile Data.2
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 This paper will specifically look at the role of opinion leadership and argue that the rise 

of photovoltaics among social media influencers, especially “tech” YouTubers, would increase 

observability and subsequently escalate the rate of adoption by individuals. Three main research 

methodologies will be used to approach this topic, including interviews, past diffusion research, 

and social media scanning. 

Research Insights 

 Past diffusion research provided critical insights that aided the research early on, in 

particular the United States Department of Energy’s Solar Energy Evolution and Diffusion 

Studies (SEEDS). In short, analysis of this research revealed that enthusiastic networks that 

convey positive evaluations help break down the radical, disruptive, and less compatible nature 

of photovoltaics . Past diffusion research also shows that the imitation effect (when an individual 3

observes and replicates someone else’s behavior) plays a large role in photovoltaic adoption . 4

Currently, a large percentage of photovoltaic adoption is because of opportunistic events and 

specific triggers . 5

 Interviews with Erik Eibert, Assistant Director of Sustainable Initiatives at The New 

School, and Laurie Reilly, Director of Communications for Sustainable CUNY, also offered a lot 

of insight into the diffusion of photovoltaics. In New York City, large scale implementation of 

photovoltaics would not supply enough energy to meet consumption needs because of relatively 

 Rogers, Everett M. Diffusion of Innovations: 5th Ed. New York: Free Press, 2003.3

 Department of Energy. Understanding the Evolution of Customer Motivations and Adoption 4

Barriers in Residential Solar Markets.

 Ibid.5
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low roof space compared to energy consumption . This has lead local New York City universities 6

to create a coalition that is investing in the construction of renewable energy farms outside of the 

city . This lack of space encourages institutions, like The New School, to purchase renewable 7

energy certificates, a program designed to incentivize “renewable energy by providing a 

production subsidy to electricity generated from renewable sources.”  In addition, the interviews 8

affirmed that money is a key motivator in changing habits, at both the residential and non-

residential level .  9

 Lastly, social media scanning showed that there is a lot of content, notably on YouTube, 

around creating “free energy,” installing DIY photovoltaics, and critical evaluations of the 

technology. Off grid solutions, tiny homes, and solar cell tutorials were other topics that came up 

a lot on YouTube, as well. Furthermore, there is a lot of interest in this topic based on high video 

views and comments. What this demonstrates is that individuals are interested in photovoltaics 

and are keen on ways to implement the technology in an easy and, most importantly, affordable 

manner.  

Design Strategy 

 As of July 2018, 22.9% of electricity generated in New York state was from a renewable 

source. Photovoltaics made up just 2.5% of that . It is important to note that out of all energy 10

 Eibert, Erik. Sustainable Initiatives at The New School. Interview by author. October 18, 2018.6

 Ibid.7

 Ibid.8

 Reilly, Laurie. Evolution of Photovoltaics in New York City. Telephone interview by author. 9

October 19, 2018.

 U.S. Energy Information Administration. Primary Energy Consumption Estimates, 2016 10

(Trillion Btu).
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consumed in New York state, less that 0.5% of that is photovoltaic . That being said, this 11

research supports the concept of creating and branding a YouTube community around the 

implementation of photovoltaics on an at home—do it yourself—scale. The social media 

scanning demonstrates that there is a market for individuals that have an interest in finding the 

means to install photovoltaics themselves. As a result of this, technology influencers would 

increase observability, which according to the diffusion theory framework would subsequently 

increase the rate of adoption. This venture would also strengthen the current communication 

channel on YouTube and decrease uncertainty around photovoltaics.  

Research Reflection 

 Overall, I am satisfied with the research I was able to conduct and the insights I gathered. 

Interviewing Erik Eibert and Laurie Reilly proved to be very valuable and extremely informative 

for my research. All the methods I choose were beneficial in offering varied findings on 

photovoltaics. However, if I were to further this research in the future I would prioritize 

interviewing and surveying homeowners, as well as do more in depth social media scanning. 

Regardless, I am pleased with the design opportunity I have identified and believe it could have 

an impact on increasing the rate of adoption of photovoltaics. 

 U.S. Energy Information Administration. Primary Energy Consumption Estimates, 2016 11

(Trillion Btu).
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Appendix 

Interview with Erik Eibert, Assistant Director of Sustainable Initiatives, The New School 

Question 1:  
- Lead goal building (green roof, lights)  
- Ice storage system, tanks of ice cubes insulated on the inside and this big machine freezes ice 

at night, night time electricity which is less carbon intensity 
- Co – generation plant which generates electricity with turbines  
- Waste heat is recovered and used to generate hot water in the building  
- Carbon emissions reduction goal  
- 40% reduction over 15 year period by 2030  
- Have already reduced by 15 % over the last 3 years  
- Heating system: burning oil to generate steam and heat the buildings  
- Natural gas: transition fuel  
- If you go upstream to where the natural gas comes from its eventually worse because its 

leaking gas into the atmosphere  
- Natural gas if you let it out in its form its 85% worse than burning it  
- So its better at the moment but not the solution.  
  
Question 2: Renewables 
- Renewable energy recs  
- Buying certificates – even for buildings leased  
- Upstate colleges are implementing  
- Putting solar panels on the UC rooftop - It produce 2-5% of the electricity so they thought it 

was not worth it. Although  2/3 of all emissions are coming from electricity.  
- Most roofs have generators, cooling towers, there isn’t a lot of room for the roofs  
- Universities are planning to jointly build a place upstate with solar panels 

Carbon emissions on campus: 
- Using electricity all generated from diff power plants  
- 2/3 of all emissions are coming from electricity 
- Projects for the future  
  
Question 3:  
- Heat pumps  
- Geothermal wells  
- Air source heat pump – more efficient to heat buildings with electricity 
- The city is proposing to heat buildings without combusting fuel on site  
- Arnold hall – installing a boiler that is 95% efficient – it uses oil now but will gas in the future  
- Do we keep fixing this old system or make a big investment now and do the best we can with 

current technology (which is what they did)   
- Some of these systems take really long to change 

!7



THE ROLE OF TECH INFLUENCERS IN THE DIFFUSION OF PHOTOVOLTAICS 

- The city put their money in the grid being renewable 
- Solar panels and wind power – need to convert heating systems to electricity and if the grid is 

producing renewable electricity then it will be clean   
- This only works if the grid becomes clean  
  
Solar panels: 
- Tall buildings using lots of energy and small roof spaces  
- Roof space per energy consumption is small 
- Wouldn’t produce much here on campus  
  
Water consumption: 
- Saving water in Loeb hall but the value of water is low  
- A lot of money to change toilets and the cost of water is so low, but water is a public resource 

we should value  
- Think in the long run, don’t think in a financial basis  

Interview with Laurie, Director of Communications, Sustainable CUNY 

Question 1:  
- PV installation  
- 2006 Solar  
- Up to year to get a permit to install PV in 2006 
- Same platform since 2006  
- Now you can get it for less than a day  
- Soft costs – balance of systems soft cost everything else besides hardware  
- Built the new York city solar map, Gov requested they do it for the whole state  
- New York city installer roundtable  
- Started at 5 Pv companies and now there are over 90 
- Solar is costly, worked with the department of energy to figure out where to put these 

installations  
- Net metering – good for big projects  
- Value of distributing energy resources  
- Helping the city do this  
  
Question 2:  
- All demographic  
- Business owners  
- Uses calculator on the map  
- Payback is 4-8 years  
- Peak shaving – when its really hot a lot of energy is being used on AC the solar on the roof 

prevent people from spending more money on their utility bill  
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New school problem: 
- Peak shaving  
- Environmental justice  
- Net metering  

Community rooftop solar: 
- NYC solar partnership  
- Access solar  
- NYCHA  

Why is it on the decline: 
- Net meting  
- Early adopters jumped in 2015  
- Grid ready got completed recently  
  
Question 3: 
- Project based project management v 

!9



THE ROLE OF TECH INFLUENCERS IN THE DIFFUSION OF PHOTOVOLTAICS 

 

!10



THE ROLE OF TECH INFLUENCERS IN THE DIFFUSION OF PHOTOVOLTAICS 

 

 

!11



THE ROLE OF TECH INFLUENCERS IN THE DIFFUSION OF PHOTOVOLTAICS 

 

!12



THE ROLE OF TECH INFLUENCERS IN THE DIFFUSION OF PHOTOVOLTAICS 

 

!13



THE ROLE OF TECH INFLUENCERS IN THE DIFFUSION OF PHOTOVOLTAICS 

SWOT Analysis 

Stakeholder Map 

Strengths  
• Sustainability  
• Lower energy bill cost 
• Low Maintenance Costs 
• Efficiency

Weaknesses 
• Accessibility 
• Installing it is expensive 
• Convenience 
• Weather Dependent 
• Solar Energy Storage Is Expensive

Opportunities 
• It can instigate a change for people to 

use more renewable energy  
• It can bring down electricity costs and 

usage for the people of New York  

Threats 
• Stubborn city officials are hesitant to 

change habits 
• If the profitability of solar energy is 

less than that of natural gas, the city 
will have less motivation to convert to 
renewable energy 

• The process of converting to solar 
energy could take a long time and not 
be a main priority for the city 
government
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