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Abstract: Many utilities sponsor free LED light bulb distribution through food banks as part of their 
residential lighting programs in an effort to reach low- and moderate-income (LMI) customers. Utilities 
and evaluators often assume that recipients of these free light bulbs are likely to install them because of 
their income status. They are quick to assign savings parameters consistent with that assumption or 
consistent with that of the lamps distributed through the retail channel.      

However, an evaluation team recently researched what happens to a light bulb after being distributed 
for free at a food bank through an opt-in survey. The research team conducted an equitable evaluation 
by fielding the survey in both Spanish and English, both online and over the phone. The evaluation team 
investigated the following as part of the survey:        
• Distance between the light bulb recipient’s home and the distribution location to determine whether
distribution location is indicative of installation location or if leakage is a relevant parameter
• Replaced bulb type to determine baseline wattage
•  Whether the recipient had installed the light bulb, installed and subsequently removed the light bulb,
intended to install the light bulb within six months, gave them away, or sold them to determine an in-
service rate (ISR) specific to this delivery channel
• Whether the recipient is eligible for SNAP or WIC benefits to determine a proxy for income status
• Recipient and household demographics to enable targeting future LMI efforts
• Installation building’s ownership structure and recipient’s reported LED benefits to understand
motivations for installing or not installing the LEDs
• Installation building type to determine savings parameters specific to this distribution channel.

Seventy-nine LED recipients opted into the survey in the summer and fall of 2019 after receiving a free 
light bulb during July 2019 and September 2019 distribution events. The results of the survey were 
somewhat surprising – the research team found that only about half of the LED recipients were low 
income and that the lamps are not guaranteed to be installed as is typically assumed, resulting in a 
lower ISR than that typically achieved through a traditional retail channel.     

This paper will explore the detailed findings from this research, with a focus on LMI population findings, 
lessons learned from conducting an equitable evaluation, and how to use these findings to improve the 
program and the evaluation in the future.


