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Executive Summary - DRAFT 
 The National Solar Jobs Census 2012 is the third annual update of current employment and 
projected growth in the United States solar industry. Census 2012 includes new data from a statistically 
valid sampling of over 1,000 employers throughout the nation. The rapid pace of change in this industry 
has warranted annual updates that examine the size and scope of the solar  labor  force  and  employers’  
perspectives on job growth and opportunities. 

 The Solar Foundation™,  an  independent  501(c)(3)  nonprofit,  non-lobbying organization focused on 
solar research and education, recognized these informational gaps and collaborated with BW Research 
Partnership, Cornell University, and others to construct an accurate picture of domestic solar employment 
and bring this issue to the foreground of renewable energy policy and workforce development discourse. 
The outcome of this partnership, the National Solar Jobs Census report series, represents an 
unprecedented  effort  in  understanding  the  solar  industry’s  labor  market  conditions  and  potential  for  
growth. 

 Since The Solar Foundation first started tracking solar jobs, it has found that - despite persistent 
policy uncertainty - the industry has experienced steady job growth. Our research shows that solar 
industry employment has grown 27% since we first started tracking solar jobs in 2010.  Leading this 
growth are businesses in the installation sector, in which solar employment has grown by nearly one-third 
over the three-year period covered by the Census series, and the sales and distribution sector, which 
employs 36% more workers today than it did in 2010. With leading market analyses predicting continued 
growth in annual installed solar capacity, we are confident that the national solar workforce will continue 
to follow a similar growth trajectory.  
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 U.S. solar companies continue their trend of hiring faster than the overall economy and remain 
optimistic about future growth.  In fact, as of September 2012, the solar industry has grown to 119,016 
solar workers - defined as those workers who spend at least 50% of their time supporting solar-related 
activities.  This is up over 13% from 2011 revised figures. Over the next 12 months, nearly 45% of solar 
firms expect to add jobs, while fewer than 4% expect to cut workers, yielding a 17% growth in 
employment. This finding is especially relevant given that employment in the entire U.S. economy is 
projected to grow by only 1.5% over the next 12 months.1 

By comparing the job growth expectations from our multi-year research effort and from existing secondary 
sources, we can draw several important conclusions. 
 
As of September 2012: 

• There are 119,016 solar workers in the United States, up from a revised 105,145 in 2011. This 
represents an overall growth rate of 13.2% over the past year, which is nearly six times 
higher than the national average employment growth rate of 2.3% over the same period.2 
This comparison indicates that since the release of Census 2011, 1 in 230 new jobs were 
created in the solar industry.  

• Eighty-six percent of the nearly 14,000 new solar workers since August 2011 are new jobs, 
rather than existing positions that have added solar responsibilities. 

• Installers added the most solar workers over the past year, more than offsetting declines in 
manufacturing. While this subsector is dominated by small firms, employment is growing 
most dramatically at larger firms, suggesting consolidation and maturation of the installation 
sector. 

• Solar employment is expected to grow by 17.2% over the next 12 months, representing the 
addition of approximately 20,000 new solar workers. Forty-five percent of all solar firms 
expect to add solar employees during this period. 

• Employers from all of the solar industry subsectors examined in this study expect significant 
employment growth over the next 12 months, with nearly all of them projecting percentage 
job growth in the double-digits. 

• Nearly half of installation firms expect to be adding solar workers in the next year, adding a 
total of nearly 12,000 jobs (a 21% growth rate year-over-year). 

                                                        
1 EMSI Complete Employment 2012.3, http://www.economicmodeling.com/ 
2 Bureau of Labor Statistics 13-month employment (August 2011 - Sept. 2012), http://bls.gov 

http://www.economicmodeling.com/
http://bls.gov/
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• Approximately 90% of  those  who  meet  our  definition  of  a  “solar  worker”  (those  workers  
who spend at least 50% of their time supporting solar-related activities) actually spent 100% 
of their time working on solar.  

• Over half of all firms (across all subsectors) generate 100% of their revenues exclusively from 
solar. 

• Employers are increasingly less likely to span multiple subsectors, suggesting that firms are 
beginning to specialize. 

 

These findings continue to illustrate that the solar industry is a strong and growing cluster that is 
responsible for thousands of jobs across every state in the nation.  The unprecedented growth observed in this 
industry is providing much needed job creation, despite an historic economic downturn and slowly recovering 
labor demand.  The optimism of solar employers in the midst of these conditions suggests that job growth will 
continue for years to come. 

  This report includes accurate, up-to-date information on the solar industry, quantifying employment 
growth and trends since Census 2011.  The research findings documented herein also provide stakeholders with 
fresh information on the potential for further growth and the factors that are likely to impact the industry over 
the coming year.  As in years past, this report includes information about all types of companies engaged in the 
production, sale, installation, and use of all solar technologies - ranging from photovoltaics (PV) to concentrating 
solar power (CSP) to solar water heating systems for the residential, commercial, and utility market segments. 
 

Subsector 2011 Jobs 

(Revised) 

2012 Jobs 2011 - 2012 
Change in 

Employment 

2011 - 2012 
Growth Rate 

2013 
Projected 

Employment 

2012 - 2013 
Expected 

Growth Rate 

Installation 48,656 57,177 8,521 17.5% 68,931 21% 

Manufacturing 37,941 29,742 (8,199) (21.6%) 32,313 9% 

Sales and 
Distribution 

13,000 16,005 3,005 23.1% 19,549 22% 

Project 
Development 

-- 7,988 7,988 -- 9,098 14% 

Other 5,548 8,105 2,557 46.1% 9,551 18% 

Total 105,145 119,016 13,782 13.2% 139,442 17% 
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About The Solar Foundation™ 

 The Solar Foundation is a national 501(c)(3) nonprofit working to demonstrate the global benefits of solar energy through 
research and education. Founded in 1977 and based in Washington, DC, The Solar Foundation strives to increase the widespread 
adoption of solar energy and transform the marketplace through its objective and highly credible research efforts and active 
participation in a number of diverse educational and outreach initiatives.  

 The  Solar  Foundation™  is  committed  to  excellence  and  its  aim  is  to  be  on  the  front  lines  - catalyzing solar markets and helping 
people recognize the value of solar as a clean, renewable energy source that promotes greater use of domestic energy resources. The 
Solar  Foundation™ believes that solar energy is a key part of our energy future and is unique even among other renewable energies as a 
source of wealth creation for individuals, communities, homeowners, and entrepreneurs in all 50 states and across the world. 

Since  undertaking  its  inaugural  National  Solar  Jobs  Census,  The  Solar  Foundation™  has diversified the lenses through which it 
studies the solar labor market and expanded its role in supporting solar workforce development. The Solar Foundation’s  growing  team  
of solar subject matter experts has worked with the Interstate Renewable Energy Council (IREC) to support the U.S. Department of 
Energy’s  Solar Instructor Training Network, and is on the Accreditation Committee for the new IREC-ANSI standard that evaluates and 
accredits certificate-awarding training  programs  in  renewable  energy  and  energy  efficiency.  The  Solar  Foundation™  is  also currently 
working with the BlueGreen Alliance Foundation to assess job skills, training, and opportunities tied to the development of utility-scale 
solar farms. Finally, a partnership with SolarTech and the North American Board of Certified Energy Practitioners during the first half of 
2012 culminated in the publication of a report that both examines the future state of solar workforce development funding and 
proposes three funding mechanisms that could help the industry overcome anticipated funding shortfalls. 

About BW Research Partnership 

 BW Research is widely regarded as the national leader in labor market analysis for emerging industries and clean energy 
technologies.  In addition to the Census series, BW has conducted rigorous solar installation and wind industry labor market analysis for 
the National Renewable Energy Laboratory, a series of comprehensive clean energy workforce studies for the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, and numerous skills and gap analyses for community colleges, workforce investment boards, state agencies, and 
nonprofit organizations. 

 BW Research Partnership, Inc. was created out of a belief that the highest quality research products and consulting services to 
corporations, government agencies, educational institutions, and non-profit agencies are a result of: 1) A research process that is 
focused on providing the most reliable results using the most effective methodologies; 2) Creating a partnership of professionals, not 
employees, who have a vested interest in the quality of our products and services; 3) A commitment to research that builds 
communities, supports workers and consumers, and provides a clear direction for decision makers. 

 BW Research provides high quality data and keen insight into economic and workforce issues related to renewable energy, 
energy efficiency, transportation, recycling, water, waste, and wastewater management, and other environmental fields.  The Principals 
of the firm are committed to providing research and analysis for data-driven decisionmaking. 

 


