
Daniel Waldron and 

Julie Zollmann

March 6, 2018

Escaping 

Darkness: 
Understanding 

Consumer Value 

in PAYGo Solar

Photo: Julie Zollmann; BFA



© CGAP 2017

Julie Zollmann

BFA

Speakers

Daniel Waldron

CGAP

Paul Warnars

Off Grid Electric

Yasmin Bin-Humam

CGAP



© CGAP 2017

Agenda

10:00 Introductions

10:05 Context, Findings, High-Level Takeaways

10:25 Panel Discussion

10:40 Q&A

11:00 Closing Remarks



Tanzanian PAYGo user

“…everyone likes light. It is 

important, especially at night. 

You can’t stay in darkness!”



Context
Photo: Michiel Wolvers; PEG Africa
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Motivation
PAYGo sector has emphasized 

user net savings, but the 

story appears more complicated.

http://fsdkenya.org/blog/beyond-the-pricetag-the-real-benefits-of-off-grid-solar-2/

Median household spending 

in the Kenya Financial Diaries

per month 
on energy in total

There was a need to better 

understand household 

financial dynamics

http://fsdkenya.org/blog/beyond-the-pricetag-the-real-benefits-of-off-grid-solar-2/
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We interviewed 138 rural households in Kenya, Tanzania,  

Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire

We worked with four providers who graciously helped us 

to identify low-income and/or struggling customers, and 

then allowed us to speak directly with their customers



Results
Photo: Off-Grid:Electric
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“We were used to the tin lamp but 

now when I see how the solar lights 

the house, I wonder how we used 

to survive before….” 

Literally, they 

wanted better, 

cleaner lighting

“I like the solar because it 

gives me access to information. 

That’s it.” 

Figuratively, 

they wanted to 

be connected

PAYGo providers allow customers to invest in transforming 

their own lifestyles 

“Even before saying [I have solar], 

when a visitor comes here, he says, 

‘Hey you’ve got solar!’ and it makes 

me so happy.” 

Users adopted 

PAYGo solar to 

escape darkness
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Users felt that PAYGo providers 

had placed trust in them, and 

valued that relationship

“You can be given something but the way 

you are talked to will either make you 

want to pay for it or not. They have good 

language and are not abusive.”

We cannot overstate the 

importance of consumer 

finance, of being able to pay 

over time

“[Paying in installments] is very 

important, because if they asked us to 

pay [all at] once it will not be possible as 

we cannot afford it.”

“I have light, 

my friends 

can [charge 

their phones] 

and that is 

development.”
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For most, a PAYGo acquisition 

had not resulted in savings 

during the loan. 

Interviewer: “Do you think [your solar home 

system] has saved you money?”

Respondent: “I cannot compare because I 

used little money to buy kerosene. [Solar] is 

much better than using [the kerosene] lamp.” “[The solar] 

is good even 

if it is more 

expensive.”

Few households were struggling 

to pay; customers reduced 

consumption, tapped savings, 

and used the flexibility of PAYGo
“What I have done is, when we cook rice 

during the day we eat half for both lunch and 

supper. That is how we economize. If the 

solar had affected our life so much, I would 

have told them to come and take it away.” 
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These results are consistent with other findings

“it’s not always the case that customers 

make savings. Families can spend 

more for energy after purchasing a 

more powerful SHS during the 

repayment period” 

– Acumen, 2017

“For solar home systems… the 

payback period may be longer or 

there may not be a net reduction in 

lighting expenditure. However, the 

direct financial comparison between 

electric and kerosene lighting does 

not consider the qualitative difference 

in lighting.” 

—SE4All, 2017

“Kerosene purchases… 

decreased by 47 to 49 

rupees per month… 

there were no 

consistent effects on 

savings” 

– Aklin et al, 2017
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Interviewer: “Did you come home and consult 

with your wife?”

Respondent: “I made a mistake and decided 

to buy it right there and when I came home I 

told her, ‘Look! I have got solar and they have 

said we pay $0.53 daily!’ But it has not been 

easy!” 

Recurrent payments often came 

out of women’s budgets

“When [she] wants to go to the market, instead 

of taking a motorbike, she prefers to walk 

so that we can use that money to pay for solar.” 

Across all markets, it was men 

who made the decision to 

acquire solar, often against the 

initial protests of their wives

“[My wife] 

refused, saying 

[the solar] will 

give us problems. 

I called customer 

care anyway…”
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“l was supposed to pay $31.59 as deposit 

and $0.57 daily. But [the agent] only said [to 

pay] $22.73…Now I am wondering if the 

documents were inaccurate.”

Interviewer: “What does [the solar company] 

say in the text message when you make 

payment?”

Respondent: “They state the amount that 

has been paid so far but not the balance.”

“There was a paper signed, but I did not read 

because I don’t know how to read English.”

PAYGo products are complex, 

leaving customers vulnerable to 

misunderstandings or 

misrepresentations.

“It is not as we 

had agreed on 

in the written 

contract.”

?



High Level 

Takeaways
Photo: Fenix International
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Longer tenors are not 

necessarily the best way to 

reach low-income customers

Default 

risk*

1-year

term

Lower

Cost 

of  

capital*

1-year

term

Lower

Time to 

upgrade, 

offer other 

services

1-year

term

Shorter

Daily 

cost of 

energy

3-year

term

Lower

Ability to 

offer larger 

products 

affordably

3-year

term

Greater

*Ultimately feeds into customer costs

1-year

term

3-year

term

V.
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It is possible to go down-market, 

but it will not happen without 

strategic planning and long-term effort

Who are we reaching? And why does it matter?

The value here is in long-term 

relationships. You have to be kind, 

and you have to be transparent

Understand what behaviors build trust, 

and emphasize those at every opportunity



Ghanaian PAYGo customer

“The solar has benefits, and 

there is a saying that everything 

good is worth the price.”
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Q & A
Photo: Hailey Tucker, 2016 CGAP Photo Contest
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