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SOLAR PANEL BUYER’S GUIDE

AS YOU BEGIN YOUR RESEARCH ON DIFFERENT SYSTEMS 
AND INSTALLERS, THERE ARE MANY FACTORS TO CONSIDER 
SUCH AS:

A residential solar system can be a smart nancial 
investment for homeowners. e most current solar 
industindustry studies estimate that on average, California 
homeowners will achieve at least $30,000 in savings over 
the life of the system by switching to solar energy. If you 
own your home and are spending over $75 per month 
on energy bills, you might be the perfect candidate for 
solar energy.

While it is undoubtedly important to purchase the right equipment, many consumers 
overlook the necessity of selecting a qualied solar installer to act as a Trusted Guide or 
Expert before, during and after the installation process. is poses a challenge, however, 
as there are no industry-wide standards that can be used to compare solar companies 
like there are for equipment and technology. is guide is designed to help you evaluate 
your available options - both equipment and installers - so you can make a smart invest-
ment for your home.

Latest Equipment and Technology 

Guarantees and Warranties

Local Installer and Dealer 

Economics and ROI: Cash, Finance and Options



Page 02Solar Panel Buyer’s Guide

WHY SOLAR?

Watch this video to 
hear what some solar 
customers have to say 
about their experience 
with solar power.

Many homeowners are transitioning to solar energy in response to rising electricity 
costs and to reduce their impact on the environment. By installing solar panels and 
investing in home battery storage, many have gone from paying hundreds of dollars 
a month in electricity costs down to as little as a $10 monthly service charge.

*The state of California is now requiring solar panels to be installed on new homes built after January 1, 
2020. The ruling is part of the California Energy Commission's newly-instituted 2019 Building Energy 
Efficiency Standards, which aims at reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

ere couldn’t be a better time to purchase or lease 
solar than right now. In 2018, e Building Standards 
Commission unanimously approved a provision that 
will require all new California homes built after 2020 
to be solar-powered*. is is great news as it means 
that California is paving the way to greener homes 
across the U.S. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jr4YMgsNMzU&
https://www.solaroptimum.com/blog/2018/12/17/sunny-california-pioneers-as-first-state-to-require-solar-power-in-homes
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National ITC Credit - e National Investment Tax Credit gives an additional 26% discount - on top of 
existing rebates - to every homeowner who installs a solar energy system. is incentive expires in 2021. 
Be sure to act soon on this as the incentive will drop to 22% after December 31, 2020. e tax incentives 
will continue to decrease and ultimately expire in 2021. 

Net Metering - Net metering is an incentive that allows you to store energy in the electrical grid when 
your solar system produces more power than your home uses. If your system generates more power than 
you use in a year, some states will allow you to carry your “credits” over to future years. If net metering is 
not available, having a home battery storage installed with solar will be needed.

Local Rebates - California homeowners have access to some of the best tax incentives and rebates in the 
country for going solar. Rebates may be available based on your local utility and sometimes city-specic 
rebates which can make going solar more attractive and affordable. Consult with your local solar installer 
to determine if rebates are available and which may apply to you. But be aware that these rebates will 
decrease as more and more residents go solar, so act quickly. 

Home Battery Rebate - e California Self-Generation Incentive Program (SGIP) rebate may be used 
for energy storage systems, like the Tesla Powerwall battery, saving thousands of dollars. If a home battery 
is installed with solar, the solar charges the battery 75% which could help offset peak hour charges as well.
In California, rebates are limited and conditional and home battery storage qualies for the 26% ITC tax 
credit incentive.

FINANCIAL INCENTIVES
Homeowners who commit to solar energy may also be eligible for federal, state, and 
local tax incentives to help reduce the cost of equipment and installation. If you are 
considering transitioning to solar power, we recommend looking into the following 
rebates and tax incentives:

PROTECTING YOUR HOME
In 2019, California residents were subjected to wildres - with many losing their homes -  that were caused by 
improperly maintained utility equipment. Solar panels and home battery storage contribute to what is called 
distributed energy, which protects vulnerable communities from threats of wildre and other disasters. 

Solar power also provides additional protection against blackouts and rolling power outages that often occur 
alongside earthquakes - giving you peace of mind that you will not be without power in the event of a natural 
disaster.

https://offers.solaroptimum.com/hubfs/Solar%20Optimum%20Whitepapepr_BestCompany_2020.pdf
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LATEST EQUIPMENT AND 
TECHNOLOGY

Homeowners should be aware of their home’s energy needs in order 
to determine the most appropriate system. Investing in the highest 
quality, most efficient solar panels in the market may not always be 
the best choice. Conversely, trying to save money by buying the 
most affordable system may end up reducing your overall savings in 
the long run.

When it comes to durability, most of the solar panels you’ll come 
across are well-constructed and durable enough to withstand most 
conditions. However, you should nd panels that meet the national 
standards used to determine how well a solar panel will perform under 
prolonged exposure to moisture, cold, wind force and other forces of 
nature.

Like many who have already gone solar, your goal in installing a solar system is to maximize production 
and reliability over its life expectancy while minimizing the cost of installation. Selecting the latest 
equipment and technology when it comes to solar panels and inverters are critical to the longevity and 
performance of your solar system.

Production and durability are important factors to consider 
when buying solar equipment and technology.
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BASELINE VS. PREMIUM PANELS

Polycrystalline panels - ese types of solar panels are generally more affordable, but also 
come with lower efficiencies. is means they will produce less energy over their lifespan 
than monocrystalline panels. ese are considered to be “baseline” products.

Monocrystalline panels - Monocrystalline panels are generally considered 
to be “premium” products due to higher efficiency ratings and sleeker 
aesthetics. Rather than having a blue tint which is common in polycrystal-
line panels, Monocrystalline panels have a solid black appearance that 
many homeowners prefer. ey also produce higher amounts of energy 
over their lifetime, making them a more desirable product overall. 

When shopping for solar panels, you will encounter two main types: polycrystalline panels and 
monocrystalline panels. While both types share many similarities in terms of function and the materials 
they are made from silicon, there are also several key differences that should be considered before 
deciding which is right for your home. 

BRANDS AND MANUFACTURERS
As with most products, the most reputable brands and trusted manufacturers will 
generally produce the most reliable products. Some of the top brands to consider 
when shopping for solar panels will include the following: 

A well-known brand whose high-efficiency HIT® 
solar panels provide affordable renewable energy 
with zero emissions for energy-concerned home-
owners.

By leveraging all resources available to LG, these 
world-class solar panel modules are designed to 
deliver high power output and efficiency, as well 
as long-term reliability. 
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EFFICIENCY
Panels with the highest efficiency ratings (expressed as a percentage) will produce the most energy. 
When comparing the efficiency of different solar panels, know that the most efficient solar panels in the 
market today have PTC ratings as high at 22.5% while the industry average is closer to 16 to 18%.

WARRANTY
25-year warranties are considered the gold standard in the solar industry. Look for panels from 
reputable and trusted manufacturers like Panasonic and LG as they provide top-notch warranties, are 
generally safer investments, and also covers the cost of labor.

INVERTER
While all inverters perform the same function - to convert sunlight into usable energy - there are some 
very notable differences between the various types of inverters. Understanding these differences will help 
you choose the right equipment for your home.

Microinverters (BEST) - Microinverters - specically 
Enphase models - are the most efficient and technologically 
advanced type of inverter on the market. In the best and 
worse conditions, a microinverter will produce the most energy. ey also make it possible to 
monitor the performance of individual panels and identify the cause of any production issues. 
e upside on microinverters is when one inverter goes down, it does not affect the rest of the 
panels. e downside is that microinverters are also the most expensive. is is a good choice for 
anyone who wants to get the most value out of their solar system, or for homes that tend to get a 
lot of shade. Warranties average 25 years for this type of product. 
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INVERTER (CONTINUED)

Optimizers (BETTER) - Optimizers are often used in combination with a string inverter to 
improve productivity. e benet of using an optimizer is that it allows you to measure the 
peperformance of individual solar panels, which is not possible if you are using a string inverter alone. 
However, they are more difficult to maintain and will cost a little more. ey connect to a central 
inverter which creates a single point of failure. is is a good “hybrid” option for anyone who wants 
to increase the performance of their system without investing in a microinverter. If future upgrades 
are necessary, additional costs may be incurred. Warranties can range from 10 to 25 years for this 
type of product, depending on the manufacturer.

String Inverters (GOOD) - is is where individual solar panels are wired together into “strings” 
that send energy to a single inverter that is located within your home. While string inverters are the 
most affordable, they are also the least productive. If a few panels fail, the entire solar system may 
shut down or if the inverter goes down it can give a single point of failure. Warranties average from 
10 to 12 years for this type of product.

Whether it's a leaf, dirt, or a cloudy day, obstructions 
happen all the time to every system. With microin-
verters, only the individual panel is affected, while the 
others keep performing to their fullest. At the end of 
the day, that means more solar power and greater 
energy savings from the same panels.

A string inverter system can only perform as well as its 
lowest-performing panel. So if shade or a pile of leaves 
hinders one panel's performance, every other panel 
operates at the same diminished capacity. at means 
every little obstacle has a big impact on your energy pro-
duction -- and takes a bite out of your potential savings. 

MICROINVERTERS STRING SYSTEMS
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LOCAL INSTALLER AND DEALER

Talent: Make sure to look at some of the work they have done in the 
past. A good installer will be happy to provide examples of past projects. 

Premier Installers: Look for solar providers and installers who are 
classied as premiere installers. is means they have undergone the proper 
training and certication with specic manufacturers such as Panasonic, LG, 
Unirac or Enphase. Unfortunately many solar providers do not take the time to 
train their staff and certify themselves as premiere installers.

e solar industry is growing quickly, so naturally, you’ll nd good and bad installers, from all kinds of 
backgrounds and experiences (or lack thereof), trying to make a name for themselves. is makes it 
especially important to do your research on any solar providers you are considering putting a solar 
system on one of your most precious assets - your home.

In general, we recommend searching for local and regionally-focused solar providers. Larger, national 
companies will usually charge more for the same product and service. Plus, local and regional 
companies are more likely to have done past work in your community, utility companies, city, etc.- 
which can give you a better sense of the quality to expect. 

Do the research on solar installers to assure you they are insured and has 
workers’ comp. Better yet, ask them for proof. A credible installer will 
provide this without any questions asked.

HERE ARE A FEW THINGS TO LOOK FOR:

https://www2.cslb.ca.gov/onlineservices/checklicenseII/LicenseDetail.aspx?LicNum=972228
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LOCAL INSTALLER AND DEALER

YEARS IN BUSINESS
Watch out for companies that seem to have appeared overnight. Skilled installers will have no less than 
10 years of experience under their belt. If you choose to work with a solar installer with less than a 
decade of experience in solar, you are taking a tremendous risk. ink about this: will this company be 
around to service my solar system if something goes wrong? Make sure they have been a solar 
contractor and not just a general contractor.

REVIEWS

Lorem Ipsum

https://www.solaroptimum.com/solar-panel-reviews
https://www.bbb.org/us/ca/glendale/profile/solar-energy-contractors/solar-optimum-inc-1216-100083340
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When comparing solar installers, always look for companies that provide 
comprehensive warranties AND a performance guarantee for the equipment 
they are selling. A 25-year warranty is considered the gold standard for solar 
in the following six categories: 

If you nd an installer that can offer all of these, you’ve hit the jackpot!

REMEMBER, THESE ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT 
WARRANTIES TO LOOK FOR: 

25-YEAR EQUIPMENT WARRANTIES
Equipment warranties will cover the physical aspects of your solar 
system. However, there are many components to a solar system so it 
is important to make sure you are getting full coverage. Only few 
manufacturers offer a 25-year warranty or the installer must be 
certied by the manufacturer for the full 25-year offer. Equipment 
warranty covers labor even if the original contractor/installer is no 
longer in business.

At a minimum, make sure you are getting warranties on the 
following components:

• 25-Year Warranty on Solar Panels like Panasonic and LG
• 25-Year Warranty on Inverters like Enphase
• 25-Year Warranty on Racking like Unirac

Panels Inverters Workmanship

Racking Roof Performance Guarantee

GUARANTEES AND WARRANTIES
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GUARANTEES AND WARRANTIES

25-YEAR WORKMANSHIP WARRANTIES
Equipment warranties alone are not enough to fully protect your investment. A 25-year workmanship 
warranty will provide coverage in the case of a faulty installation, or any number of potential issues 
related to the installation of solar equipment. 

25-YEAR ROOF WARRANTIES
is is similar to a workmanship warranty, except that it specically covers damage to your roof. If any 
damage is done to the roof of your home - such as holes or leaks - as a result of solar panel installation, 
it will be covered by the warranty. Not all installers will provide this warranty, so be sure to ask.  

25-YEAR PERFORMANCE GUARANTEES
Performance guarantees will ensure that your system is meeting the expected production standards. 
High-quality solar panels are generally more efficient to begin with and will maintain their production 
capacity for a longer timespan. If an installer will not provide you with a 25-year KWH performance 
guarantee, this could indicate they are selling you inferior equipment. Also, if this installer fails to 
generate or produce the power they’ve guaranteed, they should pay you for it. 

e best solar installers will offer a 25-year workmanship warranty on every installation 
to ensure that your system is installed correctly and performs as expected. 
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ECONOMICS AND ROI: 
CASH, FINANCE AND OPTIONS

CASH VS. FINANCE
Paying cash upfront will give you the most savings as you will not be 
subject to interest payments like you would with a loan. Although it 
varies on a case-by-case basis, most homeowners who pay cash see a full 
return on their investment within 3 to 5 years. 

However, if you want to experience the benets of solar power without dipping 
into your life’s savings, obtaining a solar loan might be the perfect solution for 
you*. While it might take up to 12 years to pay off your loan, you will still be able 
to claim your federal tax credit and be eligible for various state and local incentives, 
as well. Even with interest, your loan payments will probably still be less than your 
monthly electric bill. 

*Different nancing options range from 5 to 25 years, depending on how you want to stretch it but savings 
will be realized from the very rst day.

ere are plenty of options when it comes to paying for solar equipment. You 
can either pay cash upfront, take out a loan, or lease your equipment. However, 
when you lease equipment, you will not experience the full benets 
of going solar - such as receiving tax credits and increasing your 
home’s value. For this reason, we recommend purchasing your 
equipment either with cash or by obtaining a loan.
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TYPES OF FINANCE
If you choose to nance your new solar system, it is important to be aware of 
the different options that are available to you. California residents will have 
access to the following options: 

Solar Loans - ere are two basic types of solar loans: secured and unsecured. A secured loan will 
require that you put up an asset - usually your home - as collateral. An unsecured loan does not 
require any collateral. Both types have implications so be sure you understand the difference 
before making a decision. Note that solar loans can easily be transferred to a new homeowner.

Solar Leases and PPAs - A solar lease or Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) is a simple and low 
maintenance way to reduce your energy bill without spending a fortune on equipment. However, 
this means that you will not actually own the equipment, so you will not be entitled to any tax 
incentives. Also note that if you choose to sell your home, you have two options. First, you can 
pay it off. Second, the new homeowner can assume the solar lease or PPA but must qualify. Be 
sure to take this into consideration.

https://www.solaroptimum.com/solar-panel-financing
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SOLAR CHECKLIST

Does the solar installer have a minimum of 10 solid years of experience with solar installation?

Is the solar installer a local/regional company or a national company?

Does the solar installer have 5-star, A-rated customer reviews?

Are they listed with the Better Business Bureau?

Has the solar installer won any awards and recognitions?

Does the solar installer offer premium panels, inverters and racking?

IIs the solar installer fully licensed, bonded and insured?

Is the company recognized by major manufacturers as a premiere installer?

What nancing options are offered by the solar installer?

Does the solar installer offer a full, 25-year comprehensive warranty?

Does the installer offer rebates, incentives or other promotions for solar systems?

Does the installer offer a premium home battery solution like the Telsa Powerwall?

ABOUT SOLAR OPTIMUM

HERE IS A BRIEF CHECKLIST OF THINGS TO KEEP IN MIND WHEN 
SEARCHING FOR AN SOLAR COMPANY TO WORK WITH: 

If researching for your new solar system feels overwhelming - relax! ere are lots of 
good companies out there who are willing to help you on your journey for energy 
independence. Don’t hesitate to ask as many questions as you need and be sure to do 
your homework when it comes to selecting the right equipment and installer. 

https://www.solaroptimum.com/get-solar-panel-quotes
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