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ABSTRACT

Lance McKee, of YourEnergyOptions would like to use his website to increase the adoption of renewable
energy technology. The goal of YourEnergyOptions is to congenters and providens local

communities so that they may help each other with information on installing renewable energy technology.
Through interviews and a web survey, we determingiidhmathe perspective of potential users,
YourEnergyOptions witleed more information, users, and an easier totesice in order to attract
consumers when it launches



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We would like to acknowledge Worcester Polytechnic Institute, Lance McKee, Prof. Rold@obHersh,

Brown,and our intervieweearfthe guidancand inpuprovided to us throughout the project.



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The goal of YourEnergyOptions (YEO), a Worcdstieed web site, is to expand and promote the local
market for renewable energy through social networking. By creatihgndjgsofor consumers and
installers to interact, YEO hopes that these people will lve slidee thoughts about their renewable
energy experiences and help people become more aveaveminstalgreen energy.

YEO is also hoping to help people finfbrmation aboulocalclean energy installers, retailers, events and
issues. This site also intends to help clean energy advocates provide their communities with news and
opportunities for discussion and collaboration. Another goal of this websitdpgstean energy

businesses, especially local businesses, find, inform and serve customers.

Before YEO launches nationallyance McKee, founder of YEO, asked our team to determiniehiefor

his websiteHe asked us to determine whatdtldtake tobe a successful social networking site, along with
including the interest of renewable energy. We were also to determine what types of information and features
should be added or removed from the website. To do this we first developed a set of peeftaty s

addressed to twdifferent groups of end usere first included questions addressed to those people who

have installed a renewable energy system, and the second group asked for information regarding people who

were interested.

TofulfillYour Ener gy Opti ons. comds goal of providing a col
potential users of renewable energy share information on the renewable energy market, our team addressed

the following questions:.

1. How can YEO make it easier fizrusers to find installers, other Yourenergyoptions.com users, local
installations, and information provided by other users?

2. What sort of information needs to be included on the profile page to make it appealing for other
users to look at.

3. How can YEO rake it easier for potential YEO users to create a profile through accessing the
relevance of certain fields in the profile creation page?

4. How can we help Yourenergyoptions.com provide information to potential users of renewable
energy through informatigmovided through user profiles?

To answer these questions we echandexpecieaneesl Wealsoen i nt e
developed a web survey that we sent to all the current users of the website. In this survey we asked a series of
guestions relating to user habits, lisalgrofiles, and content. On the basis of our limited interviews and

survey, we found that there are three items that YourEnergyOptions needs to address. The items include
usability of the website, fi xindiggusehhabitptokedpuderes t o

coming to the site.



With regards to usability, users of the website want to be able to do the following things:

1 Find Installersto make it easier for users to find Installers in their community.
1 Find other YEO usersto ask them questions about their experiences and talk about green
energy related topics.
1 Find Renewable Energy everds people will be able to attend green energy events in
their community.
1 Share information on Renewable Energy prejectelp otheusers make decisions on
installations and problems they might have.
After usability had beexamined we t hen determined Your EnergyOptio
number of drawbacks. The biggest concerns the interviewees had with the profitdatesie the
information users provide in the profile and the profile creation process itself. Our data shows that some of
the information users provids uch as o0f avor i t e --lisarmécsssaryfara that théerd e mu s
are important itemmissing a project description section. The profile creation process presents users with
doubts in that they are concerned about getting speaih, @rivacy issues (some say they are hesitant to put
in some information and feel that they should havetioe o determine what is shown and is not), and

are adamant in removing the unnecessary profile fields.

Understanding user habits, such as using social networks, blogging and forum us# tiamel speamt on

the internet is an area that YourEnergyGQpns needs t o have a better grasftg
understand its target audienceds internet usage h
need to keep them coming back t o tgohimernstiusedeal Our f i
with checking email, purchasing items from business sites, looking up information (like addresses,

descriptions of items, sites that deal with the searched item, etc.) and sharing experiences. Many of the users
of this site, whichra the users most likely to purchase systems and hire installers, are dmaetevaye

are homeowners. These users tend to be unfamiliar with social networking, which is a problem for

YourEnergyptions

From our findings we have concluded that #aersignificant changes that YourEnergyOptions needs to

make in order for the website to be successful. We recommend that the following changes be made:

1 A simple title or page dedicated to the mission of the site needs to be added so first time
users cabecome familiar with the purpose of the site, without have to look around for it.
1 T he search feature, which is intended to help find information and people throughout the
website, should be able to filter well enough that whoever the user is seaccinirgg for
up first with the most relevant profiles or desired information.
A Users found using username, email or last name.
A Information found using keywords.
1 Creating a Frequently Asked Questions page which should include:



A Information regarding renewable eiesrgnd their regulations.

A An advocacy guide: Information detailing steps people should to take to install and
promote renewable energy systems.

A Alist of where to find local installers and businesses.

1 Incorporate a RSS news feed to the site.

A RSS feed aumatically updates news on specific information, in this case,
renewable energy.

1 Arevised profile form should include::

A Basic user information, such as name and contact info.

A brief description of what the user ds

Their specific region of interest in the renewable energy field.

Their favorite sites, blogs, and forums, relating to renewable energy.

Have profiles identified as installers or consumers so that consumers can search for

installers and vice versa.

T Asection dedicated to projects they have <c
profile. Creating an events calendar so that users can look up dates for events regarding
renewable energy.

A All of our interviewees responded positively to the idesvioiy a calendar that
lists all the events regarding renewable energy and some even mentioned that they
would be more active if they saw such things.

1 Adding a Forums or Blog section.

A Our data showed that users like to discuss certain topics or havesgamegtivant
other usersodo feedback.

1 Adding an Installer Rating system.

A Our findings show that being able to se
done will be beneficial for consumers to use when thinking about installing a
system.

> > > > >

After addressq all of these issues of the website, the overall layout of the website is most important. A
profile system needs to be carefully created to grasp all information people want to share about themselves.
Updating events and profiles will keep people cdragkgto the website, which will lead to people sharing

their experiences.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

As the price for crude oil begins to approach $100/barrel, people are beginning to focus more on alternatives
to fossil fuel$o heat their homes and fuel their autohesbin addition to concerns about the prices and

increased use of fossil fuels, there is growing concern that the burning of fisksibflietsto increased

greenhouse gas emissitias are a causé global climate change. As a result of thesesfaanewable

energy technologies are becoming increasingly attractive. The annual production of electricity by photovoltaic
cells is increasing at a rate of 25 percent a year, and increased by 45 percent in 2005. Additionally, the amount
of power provide by wind has increased-feld over the past ten years

(http://www.cleanedge.com/reporteends2002.php

People in Massachusetts are adopting various renewable energy technologies on a rather limited scale. The
Massachusetts Renewable Energy Trust datsionly 102 solar panel installations in the state
(http://soltrex.masstech.org/systems.cfm?sortivg&ascdesc=asc&startrow=1&watchid=SW0000000041

&state=&qs) . Although fossil fuel prices are rising, they are still cheaper in the short term than installing
renewable energy technologies such as geothermal heat pumps or photovoltaic panels.

On a local keel, YourEnergyOptions is attempting to bring people in commusuitibsas Worcester,

together. Through providing a communications medium, YourEnergyOptions is allowing people to learn
more about renewable energy installations and installers arouBg #ilwing people to learn more about

the experiences of those around them, and communicating with those who have already installed renewable
energy technologypurEnergyOption hopdkey can understand what steps they ngakedo install a

system.

YourEnergyOptions faces several challenges in achieving its goal. In order to create the networks of people it
wishes to connect, it will need to become more visible, and increase its user base. YourEnergyOptions is
most useful when users can connectatlithr users in their local community. If there are no users in a
potenti al consumer 6s community, then Your Ener gy Op
YourEnergyOptions will also need to be able to distill and provide the informatongheers are

looking for in an easy to use format. If a user is unable to locate or view the information he is looking for,

then the site is not achieving its goal.

The main objective of our project is to increase the usefulness and usability ofgyQptores for
consumers or potential consumers of renewable energy technetbgfermind what makes a website
attractive and easy to use for consumers of renewable energy tedhea@=yydetermined what features

the website might want to implemienbrder to be more usable and encourage adoption of renewable
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energy technology. Finally we learned more about the mindset of people who are interested in renewable

energy technology and how they interact with the web.

2.0 BACKGROUND

2.1 Introduction
YourEnergyOptions is a Web 2.0 start As a Web 2.0 site, it utilizes social networking functions to

connect users to each other and allow them to communicate in an asynchronous fashion about their
experiences with renewable energy technology
(http://www.oreillynet.com/pub/a/oreilly/tim/news/2005/09/30/whais-web20.htm). In order to create

an effective social network, we neaghtterstand how the Internet can be used to create offline user

interaction. Social networking websites are designed to serve as online extensions of the offline world. In this
section we will discuss the three areas of Internet research we have c@uuitstdsection, section 2.2,

pertains to using the Internet to create offline user interaction. In section 2.3, we examine how different age
groups use social network sites. The last section, section 2.4, we examine how consumers currently use the
Internet. Our primary audience for YourEnergyOptions consists primarily of homeowners. These people

tend to be older than the younger audiences that dominate social networks such as Facebook or MySpace. In
order to attract a larger audience to YourEnetgy@pve need to understand how these different groups

utilize social networks, and then tailor YourEnergyOptions to our target audience, but keeping in mind that

younger users will eventually join our target audience.

We want to look at how current consusnof renewable energy technologies are using the Internet. By
discovering how our target demographic is utilizing the Internet to share their experiences through blogs,
forums, and other methods of online communication, we can tailor the format oe¥gy@ptions into

one that would be more familiar and comfortable for consumers. By creating a positive user experience with

the website, we believe that it will increase the usage of the website by these consumers.

Finally we want to look at current pratideconsumers are facing when they are making decisions about
renewable energy technology. Through analyzing these barriers to adoption, we can determine what, if any
information or features we might want to add to YourEnergyOptions that would encostagersdn

make the leap.

2.2 Using the Internet to Create Offline User Interaction
YourEnergyOptions was created to connect renewable energy consumers and installers through social

networking. The hope of our sponsor is that this will encourage furtvealoke energy development and
expansion. This section will provide an overview of how social networks that exist today are spurring offline

user activity and interactions. We will look at a few current social networks and what kinds of activities have
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ocaurred offline as a result of these social networks and also at the use of social networks by various
businesses. We will also examine the negative results that can occur from online social networking to show
YourEnergyOptions the problems that can aiwse énline social networking.

Do connections made between people online progress into offlitweffaecinteraction? A case can be

made by looking at online dating sites suckhasniony and Match.com. These sites connect strangers via
the Internet. Fnm these connections relationships are formed that may progress from the online to offline
interaction. Sites like these are called-setiabrking sites or online communities because they bring people
together who share similar interests. Online comesuaitd social networking sites come in many different
sizes and types, ranging from virtual communities that connect people who live on opposite areas of the
globe but share similar interests, to facilitating interactions amongst friends and familytmember
community networks that focus primarily on issues relevant to a specific neighborhoodiMeagin,
Hargittai, Neuman, & Robinson, 2001)

Many businesses today, like YourEnergyOptions, are using the Internet arthsoialgnsites to expand

their businesses and attract more customers. According to a report by email research specialists Emedia, over
one out of ten users visiting networking sites do so with business infSoti@metworking haasiness
benefit.2007)The report also states that 87% of all respondents think that social networking sites can be

used for business purposes, including networking (65%), exchanging ideas (58%), getting advice (44%)),
recruitment (43%), research (35%g selling (31%$ocial networking has business benefit.20@7ee

this today with sites like Facebook (networking), Encarta (research), Amazon.com (selling), marines.com
(recruitment) and others. In a survey done by ForrestsarBte consisting of 3,357 people between the ages

of twelve to twentpne, 22% of those who identified themselves as MySpace users and 30% of Facebook
users said they use the site to look for event information even though these sites are not kriogvn for hav

well developed eveplanning featurd&harif, 2007)While a twentgne year old has different interests

than a twelve year old, they can still use the same site to accomplish their objectives. Although the primary
audienceofur Ener gy Options is homeowner s -Zlmagkrange)st al | er
these statistics are reliable in that they show how users, regardless of age, interact with social networking sites.
According to research done by Eleanor Loia@mexpert on web usability, there are five factors that

determine usage of a website; usefulness, entertainment, ease of use, trust and ré@sp@csadme

2008) Of these five, usefulness and entertainment are the two noo&nbfactors.

Companies are now coming to the conclusion that they need to engage in discussions with customers and
listen to their views. This is what many companies are doing by joining social networking sites like Facebook
and creating company groop$rofiles. In the near future, research and information companies need is less

likely be produced by largale structured surveys, and more likely to be acquired through persistent
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discussion using social networks as the mg@hayoter, 2008Figures 1 & 2 show the number of visitors
to social networking sites as of March 2006 and frequency of visitation to social networking sites respectively.
These charts show that there are a significant number of users that use sokiiad rsiti¥e and visit them

rather frequently.

Social scene

Total number of unique visitors to selected social networking sites, as of March
2006

Website Unique visitors (in millions)
MYSPACE.COM 41,889

FACEBOOK.COM
XANGA.COM 7,448
VEJOURNAL.CO 4,047
Yahoo! 360°
MYYEARBOOK.COM
HIS.COM
TAGWORLD.COM
TAGGED.COM
BEBO.COM
FRIENDSTER.COM
Tribe Networks, Inc.
43THINGS.COM
SCONEX.COM
Total Internet audience

=
N

Audience: All persons at U.S. home, work, college/university locations
Source: comScore Media Metrix
Figure 10 Total number of unique visitors to selected social networking sites, as of March 2006

Frequency of Visitation: Social Networking Sites
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People want to have experiences; we are social beings and want to be in contact with other people and be in
social setting&oiacono, 2008for example, whereople go into Barnes & Noble, they have the option to

get a cup of coffee at Starbucks, sit down at a table and read a magazine or book. This is an experience people
enjoy because it stimulates the use of all five senses. You get to smell andffestehibar dusiness going

on and coffee brewing; the feel of the book or magazine in your hand, and see human interactions taking
place. This is the eventual goal of businesses; making the user feel like they are having the same experience

online as thewould if they were in a stdisiacono, 2008)

Your EnergyOptionsd goal of connecting renewabl e e
networking, and to encourage further renewable energy development is similar to Mééd@bugooom

is an online social network that lets its users find any topic and invite othersipoame:eliscuss it or

engage in some activity relating to it. Meetup.com focuses on allowing users to be a part of something bigger,
both locally and glolha The site allows users to find others in their area who share their interests, make
friends, as well as learn, teach, and share ideas. YourEnergyOptions has a similar goal, except their target
audience is much more specific (only those interestaeviabde energy). According to the founders of
Meetup.com, people can chattggr world ortheworld in general by organizing themselves into groups
(http://www.meetup.com/aboufy. The site also has a member bill of rights which provides users with a

sense of security as well as encourages frequent

1. The Right to Meet
a. Meetup.com encourages all Meetup groups to have a local moritlgy Mee
that's open to anyone interested.
2. The Right to Privacy
a. Meetup.com will never share users email addresses with anyone without their
permission (unless required to by law).
3. The Right to Not Get Annoying Ads
a. Meetup.com will not show payp ads and wifiot spam users. All emails from
Meetup.com will generally be related to your Meetup Group(s).
4. The Right to Meet About Anything
a. Meetup.com is nepartisan and nedenominational. They believe that
everyone should have access to a Meetup Group dealsuythiing.
5. The Right to Choose Where to Meet
a. Meetup Group Organizers can schedule Meetups at any place they choose.

Sourcethttp://www.meetup.com/aboutfy

Advancements in Inteehtechnology have changed the way people conduct many daily activities. Some
researchers are concerned that Internet users may reduce the time devbtedsoocadf interaction and
spend less time with print media, as well as with television amdestiae due to the Interr({&iMaggio et

al., 2001)However, not all online activities compete with offline interactions. Activities such as reading the
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newspaper or looking in the yellow pages can be conducted online. The lensayebpcause they shop
online or find information more quickly might be spent offline socializing with family and friends. While
some claim the Internet may discourage offline interactions, others claim it increases the participation of
people in socigroups. The more people are on the Internet, the more they tend to be involved in online
organizational and political activity as well as offline organizational and politicelVadtivithAN,

HAASE, WITTE, & HAMPTON, 2001)

However there are strong negative associations between Internet use and measures of commitment to online
communities. The reason for this is that the more people are online, the greater the likelihood that they will
encounter annoying people who will act mdnelpfully than if they were meeting factace

(WELLMAN et al., 2001Yhe evidence that supports this idea is as follows:

1. People who use the Internet frequently tend to have larger online social networks
and more frequent contagth network members.
2. Larger online social networks tend to contain a greater number proportion of weak

ties.
3. The more weak ties there are in a social network, the more diverse it is likely to be.
(meaning there is a better chance of people being therethan 6t r eal |l y share t

same interest)

4. The more weak ties there are, the greater chance that interactions between some
network members will be distasteful.

5. The more weak ties there are, the greater the possibility that fewer network
members will be dirdgiconnected with each other.

6. The more sparsely knit the network, the harder it is to mobilize social control that
can encourage behavior appropriate to the community.

7. Alarge number of weak ties in a sparsely knit network increases the likelihood of
exposire to obnoxious computerediated communicationr(ails, chats, etc.)

8. Experiencing such unpleasant computttiated communication will weaken
commitment to the online community.

Source(WELLMAN et al., 2001)

While YourEnergyOpti@wants to use online social networking to create offline social interactions, there is

the possibility that this plan can backfire. This might especially be an issue for novice web users. Compared to
experienced Internet users, users new to or unfavithidihe Internet engage in more aimless surfing, are

less successful in finding information, and are more likely to report feeling discouraged over the course of
their session®iMaggio et al., 200Ihese negative reactions tlexperienced users feel reflects not their

Internet experience in particular but the frustration and sense of helplessness of not having immediate access
to social suppofDiMaggio et al., 200Having access to some sort of helpiges users with a fallback

option to use if they can not find things by themselves. Whether this help comes from an online consultant
who is able to chat with the user online right then and there, or a Frequently Asked Questions page where
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users can gad get immediate responses to common questions asked by customers or visitors to the site,

does not matter as long as the user feels comfortable. People desire interactivity, where they can go back and
forth comfortably and get quick responses to whattiedooking fofLoiacono, 2008Websites that have

a O0OQuestions & Answerso section or an O0OAsk an Exp
guestions are made in a timely mafuwéacono, 2008These sections should have someone managing

them and keeping them up to date, otherwise they serve no purpose, as people are less likely to find

information credible or useful if it is very(@ldiacono, 2008The same rules appb blogs and forums.

Many companies are using social networking websites to make a profit as well as help expand their customer
bases. Additionally websites suchldarhony and Meetup.com have proven that online communities can
lead to offlineuserimtr acti on and involvement. This shows us t

users to interact in the offline world, and take action to save the environment is both reasonable and realistic.

2.3 How Different Age Groups Use Social Networks
YourEnergOptions.com hopes to use social networking to provide useful information for the expansion of

renewable technology in local communities. In this section, we will talk about how the various age groups use
social networks today and how each age grouplbmigtitacted to using a social network.

I n this era of technology, computer skills are a
operate a computer, and sometimes even living on it, literally. Most teenagers and some adults are looking for
some way to express themselves to their friends and others, and what better place than to do it on the
Internet. ONew findings, including six reports 1in
I nternet hol ds a s p e ayspycholagsipPatdcla Grleenfield gf thel Uniyersjiyeob p | e ,
California, Los Angeles (UCLA). The Internet provides an unprecedented number and variety of meeting
places, from message boards to instant messagiugtedsocial networking sii@swer, 2006 Being

able to create and share information about themselves through social networks seems to be one of the most
popular things to do on the web today. 0Soci al ne
storm becaudbey make it easy to manage your personal data and keep in touch with people you know. But

to get value out, you have to put somethirgpinotos, contacts, appointments, lists of your interests and

your bl o(@ibenson,i200g s 6

A social networking website allows people to create profiles about themselves and share them with others.
Being able to interact with someone through the I
study on social networking fromitdigmetrics specialist ComScore, social websites have grown by leaps and
bounds during the last year. MySpace attracted more than 114 million visitors in June 2007, up 72% on the
previous year, while Facebook saw 52.2 million, which equates to agsta@§eniise(Winder, 2007)

Shown belovin Figure 3 is a survey of people aged freth94 of what they do in the
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social networking sites visit these sites on a regular basis and almost half of thenit(@S¥g Hurse

websites at work. Nearly one in four (24%) users log in to social networking websites every day, with half of
them logging in several times a day. Up to 45% of users log in at least once a week. The research shows that
81% of those surveyade networking sites. The top five websites respondents have heard of are MySpace
(89%), YouTube (88%), Friends Reunited (81%), Face
(http://www.computerweekly.com/Articles/2007/09/18/226851/sogiatworkusershideidentities.htr.

With these numbers and statistics, we can see that people in these social networks are becomemg part of a

movement. Our sponsor wants to harness this movement to promote the usage of renewable energy in local

communities in the United States.

Trying to attract Internet users of all age groups to social networking is one of the many uncertainties of

startng up a social networking venture. Before spending any money on a website, research needs to be done
to determine if there is a particular interest to what the website deals with shown by enough people so that

the website can be successful. The youngaagens that grew up with computers and social networks are
educated in the Web 2.0 domai n, due to firsthand
They represent the first gen(©stran, 20@8n tooF ocro noel doefr aagc
take advantage of the Internet, they need to be aware of its capabilities and be able to develop a basic
knowledge of computers. Interactive multimedia computer technology can be effective in teacmg import

i nformat i on (httpd/wvemgetasted.org/pli/1083398)2Shown in Figure 3 below is a chart

of different age groups and how they use social netwdtdsng s

A Third OFf Online Adults And Most Youths Use Socal Networking Sites

) A speasdshost with additional dsts 15 svalsble cnling

Percent of US online consumers who use soclal networking sites

Haywr & prodile and Have a profile but B Usos & social networking B Don'tuse social
CONIACT uters GON'T CONACT users i“l'.-hl.ltmﬁﬁpfﬂmi‘ I'IE'TW:H'HI"N; ST

Young adults {18-21)

o o0
ncrnn | o Y

0 20% A% 6r% B 100%

Bagie: LIS online COnsUmes
{percentages may not total 100 due to reunding)

Figure 36 A Third of Online Adults and Most Youths Use Social Networking Sites

(Li, 2007)

Adults on seem to use social networking sites for total different reason than the youth. Most adults tend to

visit these sites much | ess than teenagers. 042%
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more. And one in four adult (Ls2007¥They alse tend tousec i a | ne
these sitesfawrt her reasons than updating their profile ar
stay in touch with friends and family. A third of US online adults said that connecting with fiiemily and

was the biggest reason to use a social netwsitkirigut many were also driven by curibsids% said

they were curious to see how the system worked, while another 15% said they wanted to see if someone they
knew was a member . Onl yLi, 2008)Whie mabt soctal newveorkingtsites éfrei nd a
used by teens and young adults, sites such as Alternativeernegy.com prove to be very successful in bringing
people of all ages togethddternativeEnergy.cofills a void as it provides a voice to those eager to solve

our dependence on fossil fuels and its economic, strategic, and environmental consequences,"” said
AlternativeEnergy.co@EO and founder Douglas Schiller. "Social networking combined with news and
educational features are an ideal way to raise awareness and motivate people to change their behavior to

introduce energy efficiency into theiriagay lives."

A specific group of adults, the baby boomers, seem to be becoming more and morerirttezssteddial
networking sites every day in that oBoomers repre
bet ween t he ages of (La&y 20/ Havevérpwhile snany feehtkat they dreeoutiofe t 6
place by usg sites that their children and grandchildren are using, there is huge market potential for
developing social networks directed towards these boomers, who are becoming more and more educated in
Web 2.0.

2.4 How Consumers Currently Use the Internet
In this section we will discuss how renewable energy customers or paentialic 6 s IntemetWeé h e

will discuss how renewable enevgipmers or potential users use blogs or forums to help persuade them to
implement a renewable energy system.éltisrswill also cover how this group also rates and psoduce
feedback on the system installed.

2.41BLOGS
An example of how users of renewable energy share their exgipstioeyg their systems is through the

use of blogsA prime example of thisbsan Sha,0o®®s ybluogeant to install sol
he describes his experiences changing Hisiarsd wi f e dasver théidnergyconsumet®nHe also

writes about his experience with the installation process all the wandfngna solar provider to dealing

with inspections from the staa@n Sharp, at the end of his blog, also gives some useful tips for potential

users to follow to ease the entire proddssonly does the blog provide useful information about-a first

hand experience, but it also provides a venue for discussion of thé sspicposted feedback on his blog

stating hdnad been looking to install lzopovoltaic systerbut hefelt that at théime was not economical

20



Shortly after that another useplied tohis question saying that in certain regions of the United States
incentives vary and in the end may be economically smart t@logssire great tool for discussion;
users can read the blogs but at the same time can give their thoughtsttheedmternetorg
conducted a study of what age groups ugeténeet This report suggests that 45% o#90/ear olds use
thelnternetand 30% of them use blqbgp://www. pewinternet.org/

2.42YOUTUBE
Another way renewable energy costumers or potential userdnisenibtis through posting actual videos

of their installation process, one such case is through a user known asTYis/aggt.actually posted a
video of his installation process on Youtube.Again this provided a great place for people to ask
guestions to Yavor54 about his experience and even as far as the materials he used in his installation.

2.43PERSONAMEBSITES
Another way people on theternetprovide feedback about their renewable energy systems is through the

use of personal websi@ray Watsorowner of 256.comwvrites about his experience with his own

Photovoltaic systerhigure 4d i spl ays t he ener gy dhefirgptday, thodipinGeay 6 s
graph was during times of no sun liGnty also posted amdepth excel spreadsheet that goes over all of

his spending, incentives received, money saved since installatiomaded &ste unthis system pays for

itsdf. Also through his personal website Gray provides links to other sites which all have personal feedback

on ot her r enewab |Their echcal gxpertisesappearsio ddegamaoust of $eedback

given by the usedne of the links thabray provided displaysdepth graphs showing power output of the
renewabl e energy userds personal system, it even

times of day.

Figure 4

(http://256.com/solar/)

2.5 Competitors to YourEnergyOptions
In this section we examine competitors to YourEnergyOptions.com and see how theyRonetisocial

network to function properly the site needs to have Asees/ to helpYourEnergyOponsgain users is to
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discuss what their competition offers to potential #sprgential competitor to YourEnerggtidns is
Greeniacs.con&reeniacs.com is not tailored exclusively to renewable energy, but is a social network that
connects people withe interest of all things green, ranging from changes in energy consumption habits to
large scale renewable energy system installatioN®urlkeergyOptionsGreeniacs.com provides a social
network, a profile system, forums, an event page, andaydfedistings of products and servigetew

features that Greenaics.com providesvibatEnergyOptiondoes not are: a personal blog, a personal email
account through Greeniacs.com, access to GreeniacsRadio, and GreenaicsMesseogess of the

website is present through their hit counter which states that cwallimvopeople have seen their site.

Another thing that stood out was their news feed sdttippeared to be constantly updathich

suggests a bit of site stickiness, sitesbility to attract and keep new usdltsrnativeenergy.com is a site

that has almost the same goal as YourEnergyOptions but has more users on their network, 415 registered
usersOn their main page they have a plethora of information ranging frorpostieg by users to

discussion on news articles involving alternative erteegyalso provide blogs for their users to share their
experiences as well as photo sharing. One thing this site provides WairhwtbrgyOptionand

Greeniacs.com do not provide is the ability of users to connect with a large number of users through the use
of groupsAlternativeenergy.com goes as far as to provide classified ads for users searching for jobs in the
renewable energy market, whsalnpdated daily.

In conclusion renewable energy users or potential users use blogs and forums, not only to give feedback on
their systems but also to open discussion for potential users to ask them about their personal experiences.
Feedback on the systeimstalled is usually done by the user, and varies with each person. Also renewable
energy users or potential users would use social networks to connect with others who are interested in
renewable energy. The real niche for YourEnergyOptions is the faseties to connect people to

installers

3.0 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction
This project is intended to h&purEnergyOptionnc. facilitate the use of renewable energy in local

communities by assisting consumers in communicating their experiemugsiVeith and renewable energy
technologies through social networking. Through a questionnaire, interviews, and a focus group we attempted
to determine how YourEnergyOptions can best serve users that are going to be consumers of renewable

energy technody.

Our objectives were as follows:
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1 Determine what content and features should be present on the consumer profile and portal page.

1 Examine how potential and current useikoofEnergyOptionsurrently use the website to

accomplish tasks in order to imprakeY ourEnergyOptionaser experience.

3.2 Develop a Consumer Profile & Portal
In order to develop a profiend portasystem centered on the activities and needs of a typical comsumer

needed to determine what information consumers are lookingriourgmergyOptionsAdditionally we
needed to determine what information users would be willing to share in their profiles. In order to

accomplish this objective we took a three prongedsappro

First, h order to gain quantitative feedback’'oarEnergyOptionsom we developed a questionrtame

wesent out to the current website users. The questionnaire consisted of multiple choice questions that users
answered via an online survey systelink to the questionnaire was sent to usersnad,eand it was

hosted at WPI using their online survey system this survey we received fifteen respohsethen

analyzed the information using quantitative methbrosugh the web survey wepled to discover how

usable YourEnergyOptions is, what kinds of information people want to find on YourEnergyOptions, and

what they use YourEnergyOptions for.

Second,dr a more qualitative perspective on the website we condiretisgbthinterviews. Thee

interviews were conducted with two different user graugismers that currently have installed renewable

energy technology and customers that are considering installing renewable energy technology but have yet to
dosa These interviews were conddatsing the serstandard format, preferablypierson. Questions for

the interview were developed by the project team based on the current state of the website, our background
research, and input from our sponsor. Questions were of thermfgehtype aremssumed some sort of

prior experience with the website. If the user has not had website experience then we assisted the user in
exploring & ourEnergyOptionprofile and portal before he answered our questions. The interviews were
recorded using a digitaldio recorder, if the interviewee allowed us. At least two team members were

present at each interview. One was responsible for taking notes, the other responsible for asking the

guestions.

After the interviews were completed we analyzed the resparaegdyzing them and noting when similar
responses were provided by different interviewees.. The main problem we had with our survey was a low
response rate. There was no feasible way to mitigate this low response rate, as the only contact point we had

for most YourEnergyOptions users was theiaik

3.3 Improving the YourEnergyOptions User Experience
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Our second objective was to examine how potential and current ¥Mser&oérgyOptions currently use
the website to accomplish tasks in order to irepfourEnergyOptions user experience. Due to the limited
pool of willing interviewees, we utilized the same intervieto patulresthis objective as the previous one.
Additionally we asked several questions about the YourEnergyOptions user expeeense survey we

outlined in the previous section as well.

From our background research we came up with a set list of questionsulergrtbups These questions
rangedfromid e pt h, content oriented gues taicontestthgydookt ai ni n
for when on a website, what features they commonl
Internet habits and use of tieurEnergyOptions website. This type of information allowed us to see where

t hese ussie andforiwmat parpose they use the kitamd more specifically, the

YourEnergyOptions website.

Interviews were conducted using a-seanidard format, in person if possible, at an agreed upon meeting

place. These interviewees were senteai@w request email requesting their participation in an interview. If

we received no response from tmeads in a timely manner, then we followed up with either mmaié e
communication or a telephone call. There were at least two project mesdgropeach interview when

possible. One member was responsible for interviewing while the other was responsible for taking interview
notes. If we could not meet in person, interviews were conducted over the phone. If the phone interview
method was uided, we asked the interviewee, at some point before the interview, to go through the current
YourEnergyOptions website and familiarize themselves with it so that when asked questions about they were

not too overwhelmed.

Following the interviews, we hadtgoterview analysis. This process involved going through each task and
determining how easy each task was to accomplish, whether or not the task was actually accomplished, and
suggestions that the user might have had to improve the process. We ootddsamy the user might

have had with the process, as wel | as the userods

4.0 FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

4.1 Usability

4.11INTRODUCTION
In this chapter we discuss our findings. We asked interviewees to undeeake fiha included the

following: finding installers, finding other YourEnergyOptions users, finding installations, finding clean
energy events, and sharing information on renewable energy phgjsetsasks were chosen due to the

tasks being typicaltavities that our sponsor expects users on YourEnergyOptions to c&wyr gubup
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had a |imited amount o f.Nineteeviewsiwerewdore & persorh andthegeh o u t
were 15 responses to our web survey results.

4.12FINDINGINSTALLERS OMOUFRENERGOPTIONS
Users generally had problems finding installers on the website. In one interview, our interviewee was unable

to get to the part of the website where one would search for an installer. The part of the website that asks for
azip code, before entering the community portal, turned into a roadblock that prevented him from ever even
attempting to find the installers. It appeared that he believed the webpage asking for the zip code was the
community portal itself, and the pagendidappear to be of much use to him. Additionally the other part of

the site where one might find installers, using the search page, proved to be too ineffective to use.

When an interviewee was asked to locate installers in his community, he becainstitenhaseagating

the website. He was able to |l ocate the |l ink | abel
presented with options that were irrelevant to hi
advocanhdsbocaFiinstall ationsé, and OFind | ocal bu

him. On the other hanshe interviewee was able to find local installers easily. This would explain the
dichotomy of user experience. Some people are much maavtgcand understand how to use the web.

The interviewealso utilized the community page to perform a search for local installers. Unfortunately while
using Internet Explorghe intervieweencountered technical difficulties, and was unabbaitthi® map.

until switching tdozilla Firefox.
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Home About Us Your Community Your Portal & Forums ( rch Login

Your Energy Options

Enter community location

Select a city and view that city's Clean Energy Portal
T You have to enter either Zip code/ Postal code OR City
Country : [ United States (=]
Zip code : T
OR
City : 1 State : --Select-- [=]
Home About Us Your Community Your Portal Wikis & Forums Classifieds Search Login
Place an ad on the YourEnergyOptions website!

G 700

7

Figure5-Page Subsequent to o0Your Communityd Some users did
immediately turned around.
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Your Energy Options

Local Advocates

-
Architecture & Green Building
Chillers EI

Co-generation
Community Heat & Power

Within mile radius

-

Local Installations

I .
Battery Storage

Berming .
Best Practices

Biofuel wl

Within mile radius

Local Ethanol & Biodiesel

-
Ethanol

Within mile radius

Local Organisations and Agencies

Al [em]
Within mile radius

See profiles in Worcester and surrounding towns

Home About Us Your Community Wikis & Forums Classifieds Search Login

Place an ad on the YourEnergyOptions website!

Login

Local business
(*Important: Choosing an installer)

T ..

Architect

Auto Dealer Or Mechanic EI
Bike Dealer Or Mechanic

BioFuel Producer

Within mile radius

Local Schools

Preschool

Elementary

Middle School or Ir High
High School

Within mile radius

»

1

1

Local Green Building

-
Battery Storage

Berming EI
Best Practices

Biofuel il

Within mile radius

Local Events

Al [em]
Within mile radius

Figure 6- Page Subsequent to "Find Local Installers'd There is no list of Installers, or even and installer option. This

page is cluttered with multiple options.
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Home About Us - Community Ir Portal \ Forums

Your Energy Options

Worcester's Clean Energy Portal

Click on any map to see clean energy moving forward in Worcester

Do you have a picture of your
town or city? Please click HERE
to send us the image

Upcoming Green Events in
or near Worcester
[Add An Event]

Local Business

Local Advocates

» Create Clean Energy profiles to build this map database
* See what other communities are doing
* Get local Clean Energy news in your email

* Promote Clean Energy in Waorcester

Worcester's Clean Energy Bulletin Board

Send us a URL to include » Get advice on energy options at your home location in Worcester
below with other Clean

Energy links for Worcester » Clean energy incentives (and disincentives!) in Worcester
@ Worcester Earn-a-Bike )
3 Regional Environmental * Worcester government forum on energy issues

Council
3 Worcester-Dome
2 Ctrl New Eng. Solar Store
2 Freedom Energy Systems
3 IREC
3 Sustainable Worcester

* Worcester clean energy business forum, ideas and resources
* Worcester clean energy career forum
» Worcester religious and civic organization energy forum

* Worcester clean energy education forum

Calculating your city's » Worcester clean energy do-it-yourself forum

environmental footprint

o See other YourEnergyOptions Forums and Wikis, such as:
) * Participate in global, national and regicnal dialogues
t_ » Volunteer opportunities

s Myths about Renewahble Energy
Under Construction

Learn more about clean energy

Home About Us Your Community Your Partal Wikis & Forums Clazsifieds Search Login

Place an ad on the YourEnergyOptions website!

Figure 7- YourEnergyOptions Worcester Community Portal
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