
PILOTING PROJECTS USING
THE 6-STEP SCIENTIFIC METHOD

1) Ask the Right Question

2) Conduct Research

3) Propose a Hypothesis

4) Experiment - Conduct the Pilot
Design and perform an experiment (the pilot project) to test your 
hypothesis. The investigation should have an independent and dependent 
variable. You must change or control the independent variable and record 
the effect on the dependent variable. Modify only one variable per 
experiment performed, rather than trying to combine the impact of 
multiple variables. Ex. Install the LED bulb in one fixture.

5) Record & Analyze the Data
Record data (ex. energy use data, bills, etc.) from your experiment. 
Analyze it to ultimately accept or reject the hypothesis. Tables and 
graphs are at the heart of most data analysis. Don't throw out data points 
you think are bad. Some of the most significant discoveries have been 
made using data that initially looked impossibly wrong.

6) Accept or Reject the Hypothesis
There is no right or wrong outcome. Accepting a hypothesis doesn't 
necessarily mean it's correct. Sometimes repeating the experiment yields a 
different result. In other cases, the hypothesis may predict an outcome, but 
you're drawing the wrong conclusion.  Example accepted hypothesis: 
installing LED bulbs reduces lighting costs.

What Is a Pilot Project?
 

A pilot project is a real-world, 
small scale preliminary project 
conducted to evaluate 
implementation issues, costs, 
risks, and feasibility of 
potential full-scale project 
implementation.
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Examples:  Will electric vehicles meet our needs and save us money?  
Will an energy public-private partnership (P3) reduce our energy costs? 
Will a revolving energy fund allow for more project implementation? Will 
onsite renewable energy provide greater grid resiliency?

Much research gets conducted online. It's a mistake to rely on this method 
exclusively. Much is gained by interviewing topic experts. In particular, 
those with direct field experience with the issue under investigation (i.e. 
they have done similar projects to the one you are considering).

A hypothesis is an explanation or educated guess proposed to predict the 
outcome of an experiment. It is usually expressed in terms of cause and 
effect.  Ex. If we install LED bulbs, our lighting costs will go down.

Why Do a Pilot Project?
 

Organizations perform pilot 
projects to mitigate initial 
uncertainty as to whether a 
product, process, or program 
will operate in an environment 
as promised.
 

Pilot projects are useful to 
manage the risk of a new 
intervention that could upset 
the normal flow of operations 
and have carefully defined 
outcomes.
 

Pilot Project Concerns
 

In the past, some have 
questioned the usefulness of 
pilot projects in predicting the 
outcomes of large scale 
deployments. Part of this 
criticism stems from the fact 
that pilots typically operate 
with dedicated, exceptional 
resources and under favorable 
conditions.
 

Our Take
 

It is always better to make a 
small mistake than a big one. 
Pilot projects are rarely 
regretted and are an excellent 
risk management strategy. 
There are always significant 
learnings that arise from them.


