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ontrary to popular belief, corporate America 
has put significant investment into renewable 
energy. It makes sense for sustainability-centric 

Swedish companies like IKEA to be at the forefront 
of corporate adoption of renewable energy – due 
to its home country’s culture of being committed 
to sustainability – however, distinctly American 
corporations are now following suit as well. Today, the 
majority of Fortune 100 companies have renewable 
energy targets. From Google to Walmart, the shift to 
renewables has become pervasive; yet, the question 
remains as to why. 

One explanation for why companies are increasing 
the rate at which they invest in renewable energy is 
customer preference for renewables and the associated 
marketing value of corporate social responsibility. 
However, customer preference only goes so far, failing 
to fully justify why major corporations spend billions 
of dollars on renewables. While marketing benefits 
carry some weight, corporations put most of their 
efforts into improving their bottom line and as it turns 
out, investing in renewables can help them achieve 
this.

There are several ways renewables are beneficial to 
corporate bottom lines. First and foremost is cost 
reduction. This can take the form of increased focus 
on energy efficient company practices alongside 
the use of renewable energy. Simply put, costs are 
reduced because less energy is used. In some states, 
wind and solar power have reached grid parity; these 
energy sources have less price volatility and have 
met the market price of more mature competitors 
like oil and natural gas. As the cost of wind and solar 
power becomes increasingly more affordable and 
stable compared to the volatile cost of non-renewable 
energy, investment in these renewables may become 
the logical long-term energy choice for corporations. 
After all, predictability and reliability are essential 
when budgeting a corporation’s long-term financial 
plan. Moreover, high-margin companies like Google 
and Walmart cite an “investment in the future” as one 
of their reasons for purchasing renewable energy.

The Tech Giant, the Retailer, and the Car 
Manufacturer

Google has invested over $1.5 billion in renewable 
energy projects, fueling energy intensive data centers 
with wind power. The tech company is just one 
of many which have signed on to power purchase 
agreements to cut costs and create a long-term plan 
for energy. By signing power purchase agreements, 
a company ensures the price it pays remains stable 
for the period of the agreement. Walmart maintains 
a number of on-site projects, from fuel cells to solar 
and wind power. The company is aiming for 7 billion 
kilowatt hours (kWh) of renewable energy production 
or procurement by 2020, which is enough to power 
over 600,000 average-sized American homes for a 
year. As the largest retailer in the U.S., the company 
not only holds leverage over consumers but also other 
businesses, potentially influencing them to invest in 
renewables as well. General Motors Company (GM) 
has invested over $1 billion in renewable energy via 
solar and hydropower at its facilities. As another 
leader in its industry, GM has the potential to 
influence its competitors and peers in the same way 
Walmart can. 

The Pros

In the past few decades the price of solar and wind 
energy has decreased significantly to compete with 
traditional sources of grid energy (such as oil, coal, 
and natural gas), allowing for many corporations to 
take note of the marketing value of renewable energy. 
It should not go unnoted that these lower prices are 
achieved in part with the assistance of subsidies. 
Customers serve as an impetus for corporations 
to invest in renewable energy; customer-facing 
companies find these investments are successful 
for environmental stewardship and corporate social 
responsibility measures. With increased corporate 
demand there is a chance the cost of renewables can 
be driven down without subsidies. Conversion to 
renewables diversifies the energy system by reducing 
risk, contributing to energy security, and reducing 
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carbon emissions. Energy capacity is also being built 
on renewables, with over 40 percent of new generation 
capacity sourced from wind.

The Cons

Increased competition drives down prices, resulting 
in the potential instability of non-renewable energy 
generation. Many renewable energy sources, like 
solar and wind, also rely on the weather which is 
unpredictable and unreliable. However, research shows 
that locations with sufficient sunlight and wind gusts 
to support solar and wind infrastructure mitigate 
these problems.  Wind patterns and sun “hot spots” 
are tracked to maximize the value from renewable 
resources. For example, a solar panel in New Mexico 
will receive more solar hours per day than a solar panel 
in Maine. Environmental restrictions result in pressure 
on corporations to break the correlation between 
economic growth and energy demand. By investing 
in alternative energies, companies are also achieving 
government standards for energy efficiency and 
sustainability.

Though solar and wind energy have reached grid parity 
in some states, pricing at the market rate for energy 
remains an issue for select consumers and businesses. 
It is often in a corporation’s interest to find energy 
investments with swift payback periods in order to 
achieve short-term goals and appeal to shareholders 
with tangible timelines. Longer payback periods may 
be less attractive, as the certainty of a company’s 
longevity is unknown. Furthermore, in order to achieve 
competitive or affordable rates, many renewables rely 
on tax credits which have an expiration date.

Consumer Implications

Corporate investment in renewable energy has piqued 
consumer interest, creating greater demand for electric 
utilities to provide renewable energy. By the end of 2013, 
over 5.4 million residential customers consumed nearly 
62 million Megawatts of renewable energy. Consumers 
will be affected by the resulting price decrease from 
an increased renewables supply. The price of solar 
and wind have decreased by over 40 percent each year 
since 2010. This decrease in price alongside tax credits 
for residential renewables has increased demand for 
renewables as well. With a continually decreasing price 
complemented by increasing accessibility, renewable 
energy may have increased its leverage among both 
consumers and corporations. 


