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 With the rapid consumption of natural resources and the consequential 

degradation of the environment, green building and design products are becoming more 

important, and yet residents of the northwest suburbs of Chicago, Illinois, rarely ask for 

or seem interested in the use of sustainable design products.  The goal of this study was to 

identify the current attitudes toward sustainable design products of these residents and 

what influences these attitudes.  The study specifically examined demographics, level of 

environmental awareness, price, and the perceived view of green design products through 

the use of a survey instrument.  One hundred and twenty-eight members of the First 

United Methodist Church of Arlington Heights were surveyed in December 2013.  

Results indicated respondents’ overall feeling toward sustainable design products was 

positive and that age was one of the strongest indicators of a person’s view of green 

design products.  Income, education level, homeownership, and cost also had a strong 

influence on attitudes.  By identifying these attitudes and influences, the study aims to 

help interior designers better position green design products to their clientele.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  
 

 

 

Global warming, climate change, and ozone depletion are environmental buzz words 

heard every day.  Painted walls, flooring, and furniture are design products consumers use every 

day.  While these design products and environmental buzz words may not seem to have much in 

common, they are actually closely connected.  The use and maintenance of these design products 

in homes provides significant environmental impacts (US EPA, 2009).   

According to the United States Department of Energy (2012), buildings account for 41% 

of total American energy consumption, with residential buildings accounting for over half of this 

amount.  The statistics associated with electrical usage and air pollutants similarly indicate that 

buildings are responsible for 72% of the annual United States’ electrical consumption, with this 

number expected to rise to 75% by 2025 (US EPA, 2009).  According to the U.S. Energy 

Information Administration (US EIA, 2013), just under one-fifth (19.92%) of the nation’s carbon 

dioxide emissions can be traced back to the residential sector, affecting fossil fuel usage, air 

quality, and greenhouse gas levels.  Additionally, Americans spend about 90% of their time 

inside buildings, where air pollutants are on average two to five times higher than outdoor levels 

(US EPA, 2009).  These statistics point out that the built environment uses excessive amounts of 

resources and can have detrimental effects on human health. 
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If interior designers and architects made it a priority to design sustainable buildings, 

waste and air pollution could be reduced and indoor air quality improved which would in turn 

improve human health (BuildingGreen.com, 2012).  Additionally, natural resources could be 

conserved through the use of sustainable or “green” design products that use less material in their 

creation and are more durable so they do not need to be replaced as frequently.  As 

BuildingGreen.com (2012) points out, “the surest way to reduce the environmental impact of a 

material is simply to use less,” (Efficient Use of Materials section, para. 1).  

Building construction and demolition debris totals approximately 160 million tons per 

year, accounting for over one quarter of the non-industrial waste produced annually in the United 

States; of this total, demolitions, renovations, and new construction account for 48%, 44%, and 

8% respectively (US EPA, 2009).  The amount of construction and demolition debris is so high 

because most homes are not designed for easy renovation or with deconstruction in mind.  With 

the average American family moving every 10 years, and with many of these families altering 

the design of their new home to meet the family’s personal preferences, home renovations 

contribute to the accumulation of non-industrial waste (US EPA, 2009).   

Despite the known potential impact of design products on the environment and the 

popularity of the United States Green Building Council’s Leadership in Energy and 

Environmental Design (LEED) certification, a review of the literature indicates that consumers’ 

use of sustainable or green products is not widespread (Chang, 2011; Malone, 2011).  In a recent 

survey, Malone (2011) found that nearly 60% of architects and 56% of interior designers 

identified their own sense of environmental responsibility – not that of their clients - as the key 

driver for specifying sustainable products.   
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The most widely accepted answer to the question of why design consumers do not feel a 

responsibility to the environment appears to be centered on consumers’ attitudes, which are 

influenced by their knowledge and personal experience (Cherian & Jacob, 2012).  Therefore if 

consumers do not request the use of green design products, and the designer is not actively 

encouraging their use, it stands to reason that sustainable design products will not be used.   

As an interior designer in the Chicagoland area, this researcher has worked with many 

clients who are engaged in remodel/renovation design projects.  Despite the suggestion that 

society is moving toward a new sustainable worldview (Fleming, 2013), very few of the 

researcher’s clients ask for or are interested in using green products.  This research also has 

noted that, although their attitudes toward green design products seem to be either indifferent or 

negative, very few are able to explain why they hold this indifferent or negative view.  

Chang (2011) hypothesized that ambivalent attitudes by consumers toward the 

acceptance and use of sustainable products is a primary reason for the current lack of acceptance 

of sustainable products.  Chang believes that ambivalence occurs when a person receives both 

positive and negative assessments or feelings, which is quite common with green products as a 

person can feel that they are helping the environment (positive) by purchasing green products, 

but yet they feel that the quality is compromised (negative).  Seattle’s success with sustainability 

offers one explanation as to why the sustainable movement might be met with ambivalence or 

negativity.  In Seattle and the Roots of Urban Sustainability, Jeffrey Sanders (2010) suggests that 

when environmental themes are advocated for by politicians and big name companies, the 

movement is often met with skepticism, as happened when President Richard Nixon, the Ford 

Motor Company, and General Motors promoted sustainability in the mid 1970’s.  People 

wondered if Nixon and the car giants were just using the theme of sustainability and the 
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environment for public relation reasons.  Sanders (2010) also noted that Seattle’s success 

stemmed from the smaller, local green movements.  As one of the key figures in Seattle’s 

movement, Mark Musick stated, “We can’t change the world, but we can change ourselves and 

our little corner,” (Sanders, 2010, Inventing Ecotopia section, para. 1). 

Recognizing that attitudes influence behavior, the goal of this study was to identify the 

attitudes, views, and opinions of consumers toward the purchase and use of sustainable design 

products, and to explore the factors that influence these attitudes, views, and opinions.  The 

results of this study will benefit interior designers in the United States, particularly those 

working in the northwest suburbs of Chicago, where this study was conducted, as they attempt to 

increase the use of sustainable design products. 

 

Problem  

Over one-quarter of the non-industrial waste produced annually in the United States 

comes from demolitions, renovations, and new housing construction (US EPA, 2009).  Using 

sustainable or green materials and design techniques are two steps that can help reduce the over-

usage and depletion of environmental resources, while helping to conserve and restore natural 

resources, reducing waste, air pollution, and water pollution, and improving indoor air quality 

(BuildingGreen.com, 2012).  Despite the suggestion that society is moving toward a new 

sustainable worldview (Fleming, 2013), there is prevailing lack of usage of sustainable design 

products by interior designers and architects (Malone, 2011).   

This researcher has noted that her interior design clients seldom ask for or are interested 

in using green design products.  Also noted by this researcher, few clients are able to explain 

why they hold negative or indifferent attitudes toward the use of green design products.  It is 
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hypothesized that if interior designers better understood clients’ attitudes toward the use of 

sustainable design products, they would be better able to address their clients’ concerns and 

convince them to use green design products in their projects.  Thus the focus of this study is to 

determine what factors affect consumers’ views, attitudes, and opinions of sustainable design 

products. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to identify the attitudes, opinions, and behaviors of 

residents of the northwest suburbs of Chicago, IL, toward the use of sustainable design products 

and to explore factors that influenced these attitudes.   

 

Research Questions 

The following research questions were examined in this study: 

RQ#1: What are the attitudes of residents in the Chicagoland area toward green product design? 

RQ#2: What factors influence Chicago residents’ attitudes toward green design products? 

RQ#3: Are there differences in attitudes toward sustainable design products based on the 

respondents’ age, income, gender, education level, or homeownership status?  

  

Rationale 

 This was an important study to undertake because of the gap in knowledge about what 

factors influence consumers’ views of green design products in the United States.  In exploring 

these factors, the researcher found that while there have been many studies on the influences on 

consumers’ views of green products in general, minimal research has been published that 
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examines the factors that influence consumers’ attitudes toward sustainable design products.  As 

a result, interior designers are left to guess at what factors influence their clients when they make 

design decisions.  Additionally, the majority of peer reviewed research studies identified by this 

researcher that discussed consumers’ attitudes toward the use of green design products and 

techniques were conducted outside of the United States (Chen & Chang, 2012; D’Souza, 

Taghian, Lamb & Peretiako, 2007; Finisterra do Paco & Raposo, 2008; Gilg, Barr, & Ford, 

2005; Hume, 2010; Olson, 2012).  The results of these European and Asian studies cannot be 

directly translated to American consumers as the United States lags behind the rest of the world 

in green or sustainable consumption and behavior (National Geographic & Globescan, 2012) and 

due to the different meaning of the term “green” in different cultures and parts of the world 

(Fleming, 2013). 

 Besides the gap in knowledge, environmental responsibility is an additional reason this 

study was implemented.  Polonsky (2011) found that consumers will act in an environmentally-

responsible fashion only if they believe such actions are in their best interest.  By understanding 

what influences a consumer’s attitude toward sustainable design products, a designer can better 

know how to illustrate to the consumer why these products are in their best interest.  

The results of this study will help interior designers in the United States, specifically in 

the northwest suburbs of Chicago, to have a better idea of the factors that influence their clients’ 

views toward the use of sustainable design products and techniques.  This information will then 

help designers understand how to approach a client about the use of green design products in 

their project. 
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Assumptions 

The following assumptions were made in the implementation of the study and in the 

interpretation of the data:  

1. The participants responded to the survey honestly. 

2. The individuals who responded to the survey are representative of those who are 

building or remodeling homes.    

3. The questions used in this survey provide an accurate depiction of the construct 

“attitude toward green products”. 

 

Definitions  

 For the purpose of this study, the following definitions were used: 

1. Green/Sustainable – attributes that help reduce negative impacts on the 

environment.  This can include, but is not limited to, minimizing waste in 

production and implementation, recycled content, and low volatile organic 

compound content (the “new car smell” agents that are linked to cancer)(US EPA, 

2012). 

2. Design Product – any finish, material, or product used in the interior of a home or 

commercial building.  Examples include, but are not limited to: paint, flooring, 

cabinetry, lighting, counter tops, furniture, and window treatments. 

3. Northwest Suburbs of Chicago – All cities north and west of O’Hare International 

Airport, bounded by I-294 to the east, Libertyville to the north, Fox River Grove 

to the west, and Bloomingdale to the south. 
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4. First United Methodist Church of Arlington Heights – This church, which 

provided the subjects for this survey, is located in the northwest suburbs of 

Chicago.  

 

Summary 

This aim of this study was to identify the current attitudes of consumers in the northwest 

suburbs of Chicago toward sustainable design products, and to discover what factors influence 

these attitudes.  The results of this study are intended to aid interior designers in recognizing a 

potential client’s likely view of green design products, which will in turn help the designer 

determine how best to address the use of sustainable products with the client.   By persuading 

their clients to use green design products, interior designers could have a significant impact on 

the environment. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to identify the attitudes, opinions, and behaviors of 

residents of the northwest suburbs of Chicago, IL, toward the use of sustainable design products 

and to explore the factors that influenced these attitudes.  This chapter presents a review of the 

literature that describes an overview of the green design movement, defines what is meant by a 

green design product, and discusses consumers’ current attitudes toward sustainable design 

products, including potential influences on these attitudes (i.e., demographic variables, level of 

environmental awareness, price, and perceived view of green products based on reliability, 

claims, availability, and social status).  As the research that examines consumers’ views and 

purchasing habits with respect to design products is limited, this literature review was expanded 

to include all green products, not just those used in interior design. 

 

Overview of the Green Design Movement 

 While one can assume there have always been designers interested in minimizing the 

impact of their work on the environment, it was not until the 1970’s that the literature begins to 

describe the modern sustainable design movement in response to the OPEC oil crisis (Sobesky, 

2008; Rooney, 2008).  By the 1980’s, when oil prices were back down and people felt richer, the 

concept of environmentally conscious design faded from the mainstream.  The movement 
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regained prominence with the recession of 2008 and environmental disasters (i.e., BP Gulf oil 

spill) brought green design back into the mind of the average consumer (Dennis, 2010). 

 Though green design may have faded from the minds of consumers for a time, a strong 

push for environmental friendly design was evident among architecture and interior design 

professionals, particularly after the 1992 publication of The Hannover Principles by American 

architect William McDonough and German chemist Dr. Michael Braungart (McDonough & 

Braungart, 1992).  In 1991, at the suggestion of Braungart, McDonough was commissioned to 

create sustainable design principles for the proposed Expo 2000: The World’s Fair.  

Collaboration with Braungart brought about the development of nine design principles intended 

to inform the design competitions of the Expo, as well as the larger international community on 

the topics critical to the development of sustainable design (Barton, 2009; McDonough & 

Braungart, 1992).  The fundamental concept of the nine principles is that the health of people, 

the economy, and the environment are all interconnected (McDonough, 2014).  The Hannover 

Principles include (McDonough & Braungart, 1992, p.6): 

1. Insist on rights of humanity and nature to co-exist in a healthy, supportive, 

diverse and sustainable condition. 

2. Recognize interdependence. The elements of human design interact with and 

depend upon the natural world, with broad and diverse implications at every 

scale. Expand design considerations to recognizing even distant effects. 

3. Respect relationships between spirit and matter. Consider all aspects of 

human settlement including community, dwelling, industry, and trade in terms 

of existing and evolving connections between spiritual and material 

consciousness. 
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4. Accept responsibility for the consequences of design decisions upon human 

well-being, the viability of natural systems, and their right to co-exist. 

5. Create safe objects of long-term value. Do not burden future generations 

with requirements for maintenance or vigilant administration of potential 

danger due to the careless creation of products, processes, or standards. 

6. Eliminate the concept of waste. Evaluate and optimize the full life-cycle of 

products and processes, to approach the state of natural systems, in which there 

is no waste. 

7. Rely on natural energy flows. Human designs should, like the living world, 

derive their creative forces from perpetual solar income. Incorporate this 

energy efficiently and safely for responsible use. 

8. Understand the limitations of design. No human creation lasts forever and 

design does not solve all problems. Those who create and plan should practice 

humility in the face of nature. Treat nature as a model and mentor, not as an 

inconvenience to be evaded or controlled. 

9. Seek constant improvement by the sharing of knowledge. Encourage direct 

and open communication between colleagues, patrons, manufacturers and users 

to link long term sustainable considerations with ethical responsibility, and re-

establish the integral relationship between natural processes and human 

activity. 

The United States Green Building Council (USGBC) was established in 1993 with the 

goal “to promote sustainability in the building and construction industries” (USGBC, 2014b).  

Today the USGBC continues its work of promoting sustainability in the design and construction 
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fields through its 77 chapters, 181,000 professions, and 13,000 member companies. The 

USGBC’s most notable program is the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) 

certification system established in 2000 (USGBC, 2014a). 

To gain LEED certification, building projects must meet prerequisites, which earn the 

project points toward achieving one of four different certification levels: Certified, Silver, Gold, 

and Platinum.  Building projects are analyzed based on type (i.e., Building Design and 

Construction, Interior Design and Construction, Building Operations and Maintenance, 

Neighborhood Development, and Homes) and category (i.e., Sustainable Site, Water Efficiency, 

Energy and Atmosphere, Materials and Resources, and Indoor Environmental Quality) (USGBC, 

2014b). 

Even with publication of The Hannover Principles and the growing popularity of the 

USGBC and LEED certification, a wide range of attitudes exist toward sustainable design and 

products.  If the use of green design products is going to become more commonplace, designers 

need to understand the current attitudes of consumers toward these products and what influences 

these attitudes. 

 

Green Design Products 

As part of LEED certification, the USGBC has established standards for sustainable or 

“environmentally preferable products” (EPP) specific to residential design projects (USGBC, 

2007).  Table 1 contains an excerpt of the USGBC’s list of environmentally preferable products.    
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Table 1.  Environmentally Preferable Products (USGBC, 2007). 
 

 

Preferred LEED characteristics in design products include: 1) containing recycled 

materials, 2) being reclaimed, and 3) wood deemed sustainably harvested by the Forest 

Assembly Component 
EPP specifications 

(0.5 point per component) 

Floor 
Flooring 

(45% of total floor area) 

Linoleum, cork, bamboo, FSC-certified or 

reclaimed wood, sealed concrete, recycled-

content flooring, or combination 

Floor 
Flooring 

(90% of total floor area) 

Meet specifications above to receive additional 

0.5 point. 

Floor Framing FSC-certified or reclaimed 

Interior wall Framing FSC-certified or reclaimed 

Interior walls AND 

ceilings AND millwork 
Paints & coatings 

Recycled paint that meets Green Seal standard 

GS-43  

Landscape Decking or patio material Recycled content, FSC-certified, or reclaimed 

Other Cabinets 

Recycled content, FSC-certified, or reclaimed 

AND composite materials must contain no 

added urea-formaldehyde resins 

Other 
Counters 

(kitchens and bathrooms) 

Recycled content, FSC-certified, or reclaimed 

AND composite materials must contain no 

added urea-formaldehyde resins 

Other 
Doors (not including garage  

or insulated doors) 
Recycled content, FSC-certified, or reclaimed 

Other Window framing Recycled content, FSC-certified, or reclaimed 

Roof Framing FSC-certified 

Roof   Roofing Recycled content 

 

Note:  Recycled content products must contain a minimum of 25% postconsumer recycled content, 

except as noted in Table 1. 

 

http://www.usgbc.org/glossary/term/5539
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Stewardship Council.  The LEED rating system also sets standards for the amount of volatile 

organic compounds (VOC’s) in the sealers, paints, stains, varnishes, etc. that are used.  For 

example in order to gain EPP points, semi-gloss paint that is used must have less than 150 grams 

of VOC’s per liter (USBGC, 2007). 

The Sustainable Furnishings Council (SFC), established in 2006, works in tandem with 

the USGBC and the LEED program to certify products as sustainable (Sustainable Furnishings 

Council [SFC], 2014).  The mission of the SFC is to help reduce carbon emissions, waste, and 

un-recyclable content from design products and to minimize the use of primary materials from 

unsustainable sources (Nayar, 2009; SFC, 2014).  Links to design products recognized as 

sustainable can be found on the SFC’s opening webpage (www.sustainablefurnishings.org). 

Another organization that certifies green design products is the Underwriters Laboratories 

Environmental Unit (ULEU).  The Greenguard Certification program, created by the ULEU, 

helps manufacturers create and consumers identify interior products that have low chemical 

emissions (Greenguard, 2014a).  These chemical emissions come from volatile organic 

compounds (VOC’s) found in almost every kind of design product, including paint, carpet, 

adhesives, furniture, etc. (Greenguard, 2014b).   Exposure to VOC’s can lead to headaches, 

allergic reactions, dizziness, and confusion.  If exposed to large quantities of VOC’s over a long 

period of time, damage to the liver, central nervous system, and cancer can occur (EPA, 2013; 

Greenguard, 2014c).  Similar to the SFC’s website, the Greenguard website allows patrons to 

search for green design products by type and manufacturer and to see if the product will meet 

LEED rating standards (www.greenguard.com). 

Examples of sustainable design products are abundant.  Examples of sustainable flooring 

include bamboo, reclaimed wood, cork, recycled-content carpet, linoleum, or rubber.  Similarly 

http://www.sustainablefurnishings.org/
http://www.greenguard.com/
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green countertops can be made of recycled glass or fly-ash concrete, and furniture can be reused, 

refurbished, made out of recycled plastics, or bamboo (Berman, 2008; Sobesky, 2008).  

Although clients have access to numerous green design products, the question remains as to how 

to get the average consumer to request and use these sustainable options in their design projects. 

 

Current Attitudes 

A review of the literature indicates that, while diehard environmentalists will have 

positive feelings toward green products, the majority of consumers appear either ambivalent or 

have negative feelings toward green design products.  Cronin, Smith, Gleim, Ramierz, & 

Martinez (2011) conducted a meta-analysis in an attempt to understand the use of ‘green 

initiatives’ in business marketing.  After reviewing 311 articles from 105 different journals, the 

researchers divided the green initiatives into three categories (i.e., green innovation, greening the 

organization, and green alliances) and looked at ways these categories could influence the triple 

bottom-line (i.e.,  profits, planet, and people).  The one major concern identified by these 

researchers that was consistent across the reviewed literature was that negative attitudes toward 

green or sustainable products appeared to stem from consumer cynicism and confusion 

associated with green marketing. 

The feeling of ambivalence appears to come from over exposure to green advertising and 

claims. This phenomenon, often called “greenwashing,” was studied by Chen and Chang (2012).  

These researchers set out to identify the influence of greenwashing on consumer confusion and 

perceived risk of sustainable products.  After surveying 252 Taiwanese and Chinese consumers 

via a mailed, Likert-scale instrument, the researchers found that greenwashing was positively 
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correlated with consumer confusion (r =0.308) and perceived risk (r =0.276), but negatively 

correlated (r = -0.312)  with consumer trust. 

The results of an online survey of 812 architects and designers, conducted by the 

American Institute of Architects (AIA) and the American Society of Interior Designers (ASID), 

indicated that while the professionals were interested in green design products, the majority did 

not use them in their projects (Malone, 2011).  The majority of architects (87%) and interior 

designers (86%) reported that they were concerned with the sustainability of design products, yet 

only 70% and 49% of architects and designers, respectively, reported using sustainable products 

in their projects over the span of a year.  The majority of these professionals admitted to using 

these products due to their choice, not because of their client’s choice or because they “needed 

to” use green products.  These results provide further evidence that the lack of positive consumer 

views toward sustainable products, which lowers the use of sustainable design products.  

 

Demographic Variables  

Most of the studies agree that there is a possible correlation between the demographic 

variables of age, gender, income level, education level, and house ownership.  Research studies 

that have examined the relationship between each of these variables as they relate to the use of 

sustainable products were reviewed. 

 

Age 

Gilg, Barr, & Ford (2005) studied the environmental actions of 1,254 households in the 

United Kingdom towns of Devon, Exeter, Plymouth, and Barnstaple using a mailed, 14-page 

survey.  Responses were divided into four clusters: committed environmentalist (n=294), 
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mainstream environmentalist (n=412), occasional environmentalist (n=505), and non-

environmentalist (n=43).  Using the Kruskall-Wallis analysis, the results indicated the mean age 

of committed environmentalists was highest (55 years), followed by mainstream 

environmentalists (52 years), and the occasional environmentalists (46 years).  The mean age of 

the non-environmentalists was the lowest (43 years).   

Similarly D’Souza, Taghian, Lamb, & Peretiatko (2007) conducted a structured phone 

survey of 155 residents of Victoria, Australia to identify consumers’ demographic profiles in 

relation to their views of green labeling on products.  The results indicated that the older the 

consumer, the more satisfied they were with green labeling and the more likely they were to 

purchase the product.  The authors found that a very small minority of the 18-29 year olds 

(5.8%) reported being satisfied with green labeling compared to the 30-49 year old age group 

(33.7%) and the 50-60+ age group (60.5%). 

Other studies have found that age does not affect one’s attitude of sustainable products.  

Finisterra do Paco, Raposo, & Filho (2009) analyzed 887 self-administered surveys from 

households in Portugal to try and identify different marketing segments based on consumer 

environmental sensitivity.  Among these respondents, results indicated those with a negative 

attitude toward environmental issues were 18-34 years old, while the respondents who are 

positively disposed to environmental issues were 25-34 years and 45-54 years old.  The overlap 

in the results caused the authors to conclude age was not an indicator of a consumer’s attitude 

toward the environment. 

In summary, the literature review produced a wide range of possible connections between 

age and green product purchasing, implying further research needs to be conducted to understand 

the relationship between age and one’s attitude toward the use of green design products.   
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Gender 

While age may not have a conclusive connection with a person’s view toward sustainable 

products, gender appears to have a strong correlation.  Gilg et al. (2005) examined green 

consumption in the context of an increasing emphasis on sustainable lifestyles.  This study, 

conducted in the United Kingdom, attempted to determine, among other things, if a relationship 

existed between gender and one’s attitude toward the environment.  The researchers divided 

participants into four clusters: committed environmentalist, mainstream environmentalist, 

occasional environmentalist, and non-environmentalist.  Results indicated that there were 

significantly more females (65%) than males (35%) in the committed environmentalist cluster, 

mainstream cluster (f=69%, m=31%), and occasional cluster (f=62%, m=38%).  However the 

non-environmentalist cluster was split evenly between males and females.  

These results appear to indicate that the women appear to be more concerned with buying 

sustainable products than men.  If this relationship is replicated it would help a designers predict 

a client’s attitude toward sustainable design products.  However the existing research tends to be 

on gender views of the environment, not on specific buying habits of sustainable products. 

 

Income 

 A review of the literature indicated a positive relationship between an individual’s 

income level and their attitude toward pro-environmental habits and products.  Gilg et al. (2005) 

reported that individuals classified as non-environmentalists had a significantly lower income 

than those of a pro-environmental disposition, with 35% of the non-environmentalist cluster 

making less than 7,500 pounds a year, while 24% of the committed environmentalists made 

20,000 pounds or more a year.   
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 Finisterra do Paco et al. (2009) reported similar results.  The survey conducted in 

Portugal revealed that the “uncommitted” segment only made between 500 and 1,000 euros a 

month, while the “green activists” worked more qualified jobs, such as high level management 

and intellectual occupations, and thus earn a higher income of more than 1,000 euros a month.   

While these two studies concur that there is a connection between income level and 

attitude, both were conducted in the United Kingdom and Portugal respectively.  It is important 

to identify if the same relationship exists in the Midwest of the United States. 

 

Education Level 

 Research indicates there is a relationship between a person’s education level and their 

commitment to environmental causes, such as purchasing.  Finisterra do Paco et al. (2009) found 

that people in Portugal who held a positive view toward environmentally conscious habits had 

the highest level of education (i.e.,  qualified as education beyond secondary), compared to those 

with negative views of green products and those who are indifferent to environmental habits 

(both groups tended to only have completed secondary education).   

 Similarly Gilg et al. (2005) reported that the non-environmentalist cluster in the United 

Kingdom had the highest percentage of individuals with no formal education (51%) and the 

lowest number of higher education degrees (12%).  This is in contrast to the committed 

environmentalist cluster of which 21% of the individuals had a higher education degree. 

 

Home Ownership 

 Few research studies were identified that examined the relationship between home 

ownership and commitment to green purchasing.  Gilg et al. (2005) found that individuals in 
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Devon, UK, who indicated they were committed to environmentally conscious buying, tended to 

own their own home.  In the committed environmentalist category, 83% of those with positive 

environmental habits and feelings owned their home, compared with just 62% in the non-

environmentalist cluster.  The reverse correlation was seen with those renting homes.  Nineteen 

percent of those with negative environmental feelings were renting their homes, while only 5% 

of respondents in the committed cluster were renters.  This potential correlation could be very 

enlightening for designers, especially those focusing in residential design. 

 

Environmental Awareness 

Awareness of green issues and sustainable design is quickly growing in today’s society.  

Thilmany (2010) points out that new technology is bringing green design into focus for 

consumers.  One example this author offered was how life-cycle software can analyzes a 

products’ environmental impact through the creation processes, usage, and disposal.  The life-

cycle assessment allows manufactures and consumers to understand the full impacts of the 

products they make and purchase.  Cherian and Jacob (2012) also found that awareness of green 

products among consumers is growing due to environmental issues such as acid rains, ozone 

depletion, and land degradation. 

Despite the increased awareness of environmental issues, many consumers remain 

unaware of the types green products that are available in the market.  In a quantitative study that 

reviewed ways businesses could prevent further damage to the eco-system and adopt effective 

marketing strategies for green products, Liang & Kamkatwong (2010) pointed out that 

consumers’ lack of education and awareness are obstacles when marketing green products. If this 

is true, effective educational efforts must be undertaken in order for consumers to become 
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knowledgeable.  As Peattie (2010) notes, the incentives green products offer will only be 

beneficial if consumers are aware they exist and understand how the incentives affect their lives.  

Knowledge may not be enough to sway some consumers.  According to Gilg et al. 

(2005), the four social value dimensions (i.e., altruistic, open to change, conservative, and 

egotistic), significantly impact individuals’ behavior related to their attitudes toward green 

products.  Results of the Mood’s Median statistic indicated minor differences in regards to 

altruism (Sample Median (M) =5.8; p>0.05) and openness to change (M=2.6; p>0.05) based on 

the social value dimensions.   However significant differences were observed relating to 

conservation (M=7.8; p<0.05) and egoistic (M=9.8; p<0.05).  Results indicated that non-

environmentalists were far more likely to be conservative and egoistic.  These are important 

characteristics for designers to know about their client.  A client who has altruistic values and is 

open to change will be more likely to be amiable toward sustainable design products. 

Another aspect of environmental awareness is who a person feels holds responsibility for 

the environment, themselves or the government.  Of the 1,254 participants in the survey 

conducted by Gilg et al. (2005), 90% of those committed to environmentally conscious 

purchasing rejected the idea that environmental problems were the government’s responsibility, 

while only 43% of non-environmentalists believed the same thing.   

Environmental awareness and the feeling of responsibility are important to the 

consumer’s purchasing behavior.  As Polonsky (2011) wrote for the Journal of Business 

Research, unless the environment is given value, it will continue to be under-considered in 

decision-making.  Knowing the level of environmental awareness in potential clients will help 

designers better understand the lack of demand for sustainable design products. 
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Price 

Environmentally friendly behavior can be based on price, and consumers tend to 

associate higher prices with green products.  Olson’s (2013) study of Norwegian purchasing of 

green televisions and cars illustrates this point.  In this study, consumers reported they expected 

to pay 17% more for a green, LED television and 13% more for a green, hybrid car. These 

perceived higher prices of sustainable products can turn some consumers off from purchasing the 

product, as pointed out in Chang (2011) in a study of 100 Midwest college students.  Results of 

this study showed that price was a significant predictor of purchasing behavior.   

As D’Souza et al. (2007) recognize in the discussion of their study, consumers have to 

weigh price with the associated eco-attributes.  If the product price is too high, consumers may 

use a trade-off to make purchase decisions, such as a non-green, low price product instead of the 

sustainable product.  In reality, while the initial cost of going green might mean higher costs in 

the short term, in the long term benefits heavily outweigh the initial costs of going green, as 

Liang & Kamkatwong (2010) point out in the introduction of their study on business practices 

and green marketing strategies.   

Therefore as Sheth, Sethia, & Srinivas (2010) concluded in their article on consumer-

centric approach to sustainability, the marketing emphasis should not be on green products being 

‘cheap,’ but rather on the products’ quality and value.  If this consumer view is also prevalent in 

the northwest suburbs of Chicago, then it will benefit interior designers greatly to understand this 

opinion. 
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Perceived View of Green Products 

A consumer’s view of a sustainable product can be influenced by a number of variables.  

The most influential variables found in the literature were reliability and quality, validity of 

green claims, availability, and associated social status. 

 

Reliability/Quality 

 According to Peat (2009), most people, both consumers and designers, only continually 

use items of proven reliability.  This habit directly affects sustainable products because the 

majority of consumers are of the belief that green products are lower quality than their non-green 

counterparts, as Chang (2011) found in a study of 100 Midwestern college students’ attitudes 

towards and purchasing of green products.  The students were given a Likert-scale survey, 

internal consistency of 0.7, and regression analysis indicated that skepticism of a green product’s 

quality and effectiveness was a significant predictor of attitudes toward and purchasing of green 

products; the more skeptical a person was, the more likely they were to have a negative attitude 

toward green products and toward purchasing them. 

Olson (2013) conducted an online survey of 134 consumers in Norway to identify 

whether consumer behavior becomes less green when tradeoffs are considered.  This researcher 

specifically examined television and car purchases.  The results showed that quality level is one 

of these tradeoffs, with the tendency for green purchasing behavior to decrease when tradeoffs 

like reliability and quality are considered.  In their paper on how sustainable product design can 

counter ecosystem degradation, Fuller and Ottoman (2004) summed up the impact of 

reliability/quality on purchasing behaviors by stating that embedding eco-attributes in products 

must not result in unacceptable tradeoffs from the clients’ perspective. 
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The demand for improved environmental performance, however, has been greatly 

increased over the years as indicated by Liang et al. (2010) in their article on business practices 

and green marketing strategies.  The demand for improved performance has led to higher quality 

sustainable products, but the information concerning this improved performance is not reaching 

the consumer clearly.   

Hume (2010) conducted focus groups, in-depth interviews, and surveys to try to 

understand and define sustainability from the eyes of young, Generation Y consumers.  The 

results found that information about green products needs to be articulated as simply and 

conveniently as possible.  The paper by Gwin and Gwin (2003) on the Product Attributes Model 

further addresses consumer preferences.  These authors’ model states that explaining how a 

product is different or better than a competitors and the value of this difference can help in 

marketing the product.  This explanation helps understand consumers’ opinion of green claims, 

which will be discussed in the next section.   

Ultimately, if a green design product is marketed through its benefits, such as reliability, 

then it could potentially have a better reception by consumers.  Knowing the correlation between 

Chicagoland area consumers’ views of sustainable products’ reliability and quality with product 

usage can potentially help designers understand the lack of requests for these products by their 

clients. 

The other side of the equation that examines the relationship between reliability and the 

perception of product quality is whether the sustainable product is perceived by the consumer as 

actually making a difference.  In their article that examined effective ways to advance the 

discipline of green marketing strategies, Cronin et al. (2011) analyzed 311 articles and termed 

this perception of making a difference as “perceived consumer effectiveness” (PCE), or the 
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belief by an individual that he or she can make a difference by purchasing pro-environmental 

products.  According to these researchers, the literature indicates PCE is a good predictor of 

consumer attitude, with the accumulative body of research indicating that if a consumer feels that 

these green products will not make an environmental difference, their view of those products will 

tend to be negative; conversely, a consumer’s attitude toward sustainable products will be more 

positive if the consumer perceives their purchase has an impact on the world around them.  This 

reliability of the greenness of these products is closely tied to the green claims manufacturers 

make.  

 

Claims 

In the survey of 100 Midwestern college students’ attitudes about their ambivalence 

toward green products, Chang (2011) found that the many claims in the market about the 

sustainability of products often hurt the view of green products rather than help.  The 

respondents to this survey indicated that they are often skeptical of pro-environmental claims and 

advertising.   

Sheth et al. (2011) reported similar findings of consumer distrust of green claims in their 

article laying out a consumer-centric framework for corporations with regards to sustainability.  

The article warns businesses that consumers often see green marketing techniques as deceptive 

and misleading. 

This distrust and skepticism can be tied to the term ‘green.’  Chen and Chang (2012) 

found, after surveying 252 purchasers of green electronics in Taiwan, that many consumers felt 

the term ‘green’ was simply a “buzz word” used to increase a business’s sales margin. As a 

consequence, the consumers distrusted the claim of green.  Results indicated a negative 
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correlation (r= -.312) between green trust and greenwashing.  This distrust also stems from 

consumers’ views of the green claim or sustainable claim as ambiguous and deceptive (r= -.301). 

Not all sustainable claims and green marketing are met with skepticism.  Chang (2011) 

surveyed 90 college students from the Pacific Rim to identify their attitudes about sustainable 

claims.  Results indicated that if it appeared to take a great effort to illustrate a green claim, the 

consumers had greater levels of discomfort (        and, as a result, consumers’ evaluations 

of the product become more negative.  The same study also showed that if claims were viewed as 

having a low level of effort from the marketer, those products were greeted with a more positive 

view. 

One main marketing tool to support green claims is the eco-label.  While the eco-label 

takes on multiple images, the most popular and recognizable is a green leaf.  The research on the 

success of this label in creating positive attitudes and buying habits is mixed.  Some studies have 

shown that the abundant number of eco-labels significantly enhances consumer confusion, thus 

leading to negative consumer attitudes of green products.  

Chen and Chang (2012) asked about green consumer confusion in their Likert-scale 

survey questions.  The results showed a positive correlation (r=.308) between greenwashing 

(marketing, labeling, etc.) and consumer confusion.  In contrast, the results of a qualitative study 

conducted by Cherian and Jacob (2012) indicated that the eco-label is an important promotional 

tool because it causes consumers to react more positively toward the product with the label.  

Studying this correlation between claim believability and labeling with consumer attitudes can 

help designers better understand where their clients’ views are originating from. 
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Availability 

The review of literature revealed that there is a negative correlation between attitude and 

availability of green products.  In the four publications studied by Peat (2009), the lack of clarity 

of availability and location of sustainable product suppliers in the green advertisements appeared 

as barriers to green items being commonly used.  Simply put, if a consumer does not know 

where to go to purchase green products, they cannot be expected to have a favorable view 

towards the products.  The consumer-centric model laid out by Sheth et al. (2011) demonstrated 

that this perceived view of limited availability, combined with other attributes such as price, can 

explain the lack of green marketing success for businesses.   

In addition to the availability of the actual green design product, there is the availability 

of expertise on sustainable design.  Searching for green and sustainable design firms in the 

Chicagoland area produced many possibilities; though very few are located outside the city of 

Chicago in the suburbs.  Building for Sustainability: Resources for sustainable building in 

Chicagoland (Chicago Community Loan Fund, 2011) proved to be a good resource of green 

design firms.  Table 2 lists the firms, the services they offer, and whether the firm has LEED 

professionals on staff and LEED certified buildings.  The information in the table is based purely 

on what the different firms advertised on their websites at the time of this study. 

As the table illustrates, the majority of firms that advertise green design are in the city.  It 

is probable that consumers in the suburbs will not view these firms as easily available for 

information due to their location in Chicago and associated travel times.  Also many firms do not 

advertise interior design as a service, and though they may do interiors, the term ‘architecture’ 

could confuse consumers.   
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Table 2. Self-Labeled Green or Sustainable Firms in the Chicagoland Area  

   (Chicago Community Loan Fund, 2011). 
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For those firms in the Chicago suburbs that do advertise sustainable design, there is no 

mention of LEED on their website.  That could cause some consumers to feel there is a lack in 

availability of knowledge.  Understanding if a client is aware of the availability of sustainable 

design products is helpful for interior designers to gauge the consumer’s attitude toward the said 

products. 

 

Social Status 

 Studies have shown that environmentally friendly behavior can also be tied to social 

norms.  After studying two different instances of community-based social marketing, McKenzie-

Mohar (2000) concluded that societal barriers to behavior change are often present, as he saw in 

his analysis of the implementation of Canadian environmental programs.  If green products were 

to become more accepted in day to day life, consumer behavior change would be easier.   

Chang (2011) admitted in the study’s discussion that further research was needed into 

other influences on green purchasing, and since green products are often associated with a higher 

price, some consumers see the purchase of these items as a desire for status.  Other consumers do 

not associate sustainable products with status or societal norms since these products are not 

abundant in society or marketed as status symbols.   For an interior designer to know their 

client’s view on societal acceptance of green products will help the designer know how to 

approach proposing sustainable design products. 

 

Summary 

 The modern green movement started in the 1970’s and was bolstered with William 

McDonough and Michael Braungart’s publication of The Hannover Principles and the 
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establishment of USGBC and their LEED rating system.  Yet there still are differing opinions on 

green design and green design products.  The literature reviewed for this studied revealed many 

possible influences on consumers’ current attitudes toward sustainable products.  Gender, 

income, education level, home ownership, and environmental awareness all appear to have a 

strong relationship with a person’s attitude toward sustainable design products, whereas the 

connection with age is unclear.  Price, quality, reliability, performance, green claims, and social 

acceptance all appear to negatively affect consumers’ views toward sustainable products.  The 

downfall with the reviewed studies is that the majority of samples are from Western Europe and 

Southeast Asia, and they focus on green products in general.  Very few of the studies found 

researched opinions of green products in the United States, let alone the Chicagoland area, and 

looked specifically at sustainable products used for design purposes.  These areas are where this 

study attempted to fill in the gap in knowledge, by surveying consumers in the northwest suburbs 

of Chicago about sustainable products that are used in interior design. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to identify the attitudes, opinions, and behaviors of 

residents of the northwest suburbs of Chicago, IL, toward the use of sustainable design products 

and to explore factors that influenced these attitudes.  This chapter describes the methods used to 

conduct the study. 

 

Institutional Review Board 

 The researcher conducting this analysis completed the Collaborative Institutional 

Training Initiative training (Appendix A-1).  This study was approved as exempt by the Ball 

State University Institutional Review Board (IRB) on November 8, 2013, prior to implementing 

this study (Appendix A-2). 

 

Subjects 

The subjects for this study included residents who lived in the northwest Chicagoland 

area and attended the First United Methodist Church of Arlington Heights, Illinois.  A sample 

size of 125-150 individuals was determined to be needed to provide a confidence interval of 

eight to nine (Creative Research Systems, 2012).  The snowball sampling method was used to 

obtain a convenience sample, with participants from the church encouraged to pass on the 
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hyperlink to survey to their family and friends in the Chicagoland area.  More than one member 

from the same family was allowed to participate, since the researcher had found in her practice 

that attitudes toward design can vary person to person even within the same family.  Subjects 

needed to be 18 years of age or older to take part in the survey.   

 

Instruments 

The instrument used in this study was designed by the researcher (Appendix B-1).  The 

instrument was examined for content, face, and construct validity by three members of the Ball 

State University faculty, including an interior designer, an architect, and a member of the 

graduate faculty who teaches research methods.  The survey instrument was available in both a 

paper version and an online version.  The online version of the instrument was created using the 

online survey program Qualtrics (Qualtrics.com). 

 

Letter of Permission  

The researcher received approval from the pastoral staff of the First United Methodist 

Church of Arlington Heights (Appendix D-1) to administer the survey to the parishioners of the 

church.   

 

Letter of Informed Consent  

A letter of informed consent (Appendix C) was included with both the paper and online 

version of the survey.  Participants who completed the survey online were asked to read the letter 

before starting the survey.  Informed consent was implied when participants clicked to start the 

survey.  For those participants taking the survey on paper, the letter of informed consent was 
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provided with the survey.  Informed consent was implied when respondents filled out and 

returned the survey. 

 

Methods 

After receiving permission from the pastoral staff, the survey (Appendix B-1) was 

promoted in the weekly email (Appendix E-1), December newsletter (Appendix E-2), in the 

Sunday bulletin (Appendix E-3), and on the church’s website (Appendix E-4).  The survey was 

available for two weeks, from December 1
st
 through December 15

th
 2013.  Subjects took the 

survey (Appendix B-1) either in person or on laptop computers provided by the researcher after 

Sunday service.   

Other participants chose to take the survey on their personal computer at another time 

through the hyperlink to the online version of the survey 

(https://bsu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_07Esd2vxqdxjdBz) that was sent out in the weekly 

email allowing the participants to select the link and be directed to the survey. The hyperlink was 

also placed on the church’s website.  At the request of the church, the researcher was present 

after the three Sunday services to answer parishioner questions and administer the paper versions 

of the survey.  As an additional thank you, the researcher is scheduled to present her findings to 

the members of the church in May of 2014. 

 

Data Analysis 

 Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used in this study to explore the underlying 

structure of constructs (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2006).  The results aided the 

researcher in examining proposed motivation dimensions for the attitudes toward and the use of 
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sustainable design products.  A basic assumption of factor analysis is that some underlying 

structures do exist.  The researcher is looking for a presence of relatedness among items.  

Therefore, Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) statistics was employed to test sampling adequacy based 

on correlation and partial correlation.  When the KMO value is above 0.6 and close to 1, it is an 

indication that there are more common factors among variables (Lin, 2007; De Vaus, 2002).  

Thus the researcher adopted previous studies’ suggestions and set the criteria at 0.6 and above to 

examine whether or not it would be appropriate to derive factors from the variables.  Hair et al. 

(2006) also suggests that a statistically significant Bartlett’s test of sphericity, at α = .05, would 

indicate that “sufficient correlations exist among the variables” (p. 115).  After both tests were 

conducted, the researcher continued with the following criteria for factor analysis: each factor 

should have an eigenvalue that is greater than 1.0, and the factor loading should be greater than 

0.50 (Hair et al., 2006).   

 

Summary 

This survey, made available to residence of the northwest suburbs of Chicago who attend 

the First United Methodist Church of Arlington Heights, Ill., was approved by the IRB of Ball 

State University as exempt, as well as the pastoral staff of the First United Methodist Church.  

This survey gauged participants’ attitudes toward sustainable design products.  The surveys were 

taken either online or after Sunday services in person during December of 2013.  A presentation 

of the findings will be made to the congregation.  Data from the surveys was analyzed using 

exploratory factor analysis, specifically the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin analysis. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

 

RESULTS 

 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to identify the attitudes, opinions, and behaviors of 

residents of the northwest suburbs of Chicago toward the use of sustainable design products, and 

to explore factors that influenced these attitudes.  The results of this study are presented in this 

chapter. 

 

Subjects 

 In December of 2013, the parishioners of the First United Methodist Church of Arlington 

Heights, Ill., were invited to participate in a survey about sustainable design products and 

purchasing habits.  A total of 128 people responded.  All respondents were 18 years of age or 

older and lived in the northwest suburbs of Chicago.  The demographics of the subjects are 

described in the following paragraphs and in Table 3. 

 By gender, 39% (n=50) of the participants were male and 60% (n=77) were female.  One 

respondent did not disclose his or her gender.  Of the 128 respondents, 126 (98%) provided their 

age.  The subjects ranged in age from 23-91 years; subjects’ mean age was 49.3 ± 14.7 years.  

Respondents were divided into four age groups (i.e., 18-36 years of age, 37-48 years of age, 49-

67 years of age, and 68 years of age and older) based on the generational cohorts from Grewal 

and Levy’s Marketing: Third Edition (2012).  Twenty-eight respondents (22.2%) were 
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Millennials  (18-36 years of age), 28 (22.2%) were Generation X (37-48 years of age), 59 

participants (46.8%) were Baby Boomers (49-67 years of age), and 11 (8.7%) were Seniors (68 

years of age and older). 

One-third (34.4%; n=44) of respondents held a Master’s Degree or higher.  Slightly more 

than half (50.8%; n=65) held a Bachelor’s Degree, 6.3% (n=8) held an Associate’s Degree, and 

8.6% (n=11) of respondents indicated high school was the highest level of education they had 

completed.   

Subjects classified their income into one of four categories.  Twenty-two percent (n=28) 

of the participants chose to not provide their income.  Over a quarter of respondents (28%; n=36) 

reported they made over $100,000 annually, 20% (n=26) reported earning $75,001-$100,000, 

16% (n=20) earned $50,001-$75,000, and 14% (n=18) indicated they made $50,000 or less per 

year. 

The majority of respondents (87.5%; n=112) reported they owned their own home.  Only 

10 (7.8%) of the participants rented their place of residence at the time they completed the 

survey.   Six (4.7%) respondents did not answer this question.  Of the 112 homeowners, only 

12.5% (n=14) had built a custom home. 
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Table 3. Demographics of Survey Participants (n=128). 

Demographic N Percent 

Gender 
 Male 
 Female 
 Missing 

 
50 
77 
1 

 
39.0 
60.2 
0.8 

Age 
 Millennials: 18-36 years 
 Generation X: 37-48 years 
 Baby Boomers: 49-67 years 
 Seniors: 68+ years 
 Missing 

 
28 
28 
59 
11 
2 

 
22.2 
22.2 
46.8 
8.7 
- 

Education Level 
 High School 
 Associate’s Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Master’s Degree or higher 
 Missing 

 
11 
8 
65 
44 
0 

 
8.6 
6.3 

50.8 
34.4 

0 
Annual Income 
 Up to $50,000 
 $50,001 - $75,000 
 $75,001-$100,000 
 $100,001 + 
 Prefer not to Answer 
 Missing 

 
18 
20 
26 
36 
26 
2 

 
14.1 
15.6 
20.3 
28.1 
20.3 
1.6 

Home Ownership 
 Currently Renting 
 Currently Own  
 Missing 

 
10 

112 
6 

 
7.8 

87.5 
4.7 

Custom Built Home  
 Yes 
 No 
 Not Applicable 

 
14 
98 
16 

 
12.5 
87.5 

- 

 

RQ#1: Attitudes of Residents toward Green Product Design 

 Research question #1 examined the current attitudes of residents in the northwest suburbs 

of Chicago toward the use and purchase of sustainable design products.  In order to understand 

current attitudes, the survey asked participants where they received information about design 

ideas, whether they had been involved in recent design activity, and if they had worked with an 

interior designer and/or architect. 
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 Half (50%; n=64) of the subjects indicated they received information about design and 

design products from television shows, 42.2% (n=54) from magazines, 26.6% (n=34) from 

Internet searches and websites, and 21.9% (n=28) responded they got their information from 

designers.  Over one-third of the participants (35.9%; n=46) responded that they use "other" 

sources for design information such as books, friends, family, newspapers, and labels, or they 

indicated that they do not look for design information.  Responses to this question were 

consolidated into the total number of sources that subjects used to gather information (Table 4). 

 

Table 4. Design Information Resources used by Participants (n=128). 

Resource N Percent 

TV 
 Used 
 Not-Used 

 
64 
64 

 
50.0 
50.0 

Magazines 
 Used 
 Not-Used 

 
54 
74 

 
42.2 
57.8 

Internet 
 Used 
 Not-Used 

 
34 
94 

 
26.6 
73.4 

Designer 
 Used 
 Not-Used 

 
28 
82 

 
21.9 
78.1 

Other 
 Used 
 Not-Used 

 
46 
82 

 
35.9 
64.1 

Total Number of Sources 
 0 
 1 
 2 
 3 
 4 

 
2 

54 
48 
20 
4 

 
1.6 

42.2 
37.5 
15.6 
3.1 

 

Overall 72.7% of the respondents (n=93) reported having “recently” been involved with 

one or more design projects in their home (Table 5).  Half of the respondents (50%; n=64) said 

they had recently repainted their walls, 33.6% (n=43) purchased new furniture, 24.2% (n=31) put 
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down new flooring, 30% (n=38) remodeled an entire room, and 16% (n=21) responded that they 

had been involved in “other” design activities, including lighting, accessories, window 

treatments, and new rugs (Table 5). 

 

Table 5. Recent Design Activities by Participants (n=128). 

 N Percent 

Number of Recent Design Activities 
 0 projects 
 1 projects 
 2 projects 
 3 projects 
 4 projects 
 5 or more projects 

 
35 
33 
31 
16 
11 
2 

 
27.3 
25.8 
24.2 
12.5 
8.6 
1.6 

 

Almost half (46.9%; n=60) of respondents indicated that they had worked with an interior 

designer or architect on various home projects (Table 6).  Of these, four (6.7%) had built an 

entire house with the help of an interior designer and/or architect, nine (15%) had worked on an 

addition with the help of a professional, 31 (51.7%) did a kitchen remodel, and 13 (21.7%) 

completed a bath remodel.  Additionally, seven (11.7%) respondents worked with a designer on 

a remodel other than kitchen or bath, and eight (13.3%) had a professional’s help with furniture.  

Despite almost 73% of participants having been involved in recent design activity and almost 

half of respondents having worked with a professional, only 16.4% (n=21) indicated that a 

designer had recommended a sustainable design product to them (Table 6). 
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Table 6. Participants’ Interactions with Designers (n=128). 

 N Percent 

Worked with a Design Professional 
 Yes 
 No 

 
60 
68 

 
46.9 
53.1 

Project with Professional 
 Building a house 
 Addition 
 Kitchen Remodel 
 Bath Remodel 
 Remodel - Other 
 Furniture 
 Other 

 
4 
9 

31 
13 
7 
8 
6 

 
6.7 
15 

51.7 
21.7 
11.7 
13.3 
10.0 

Recommendation of Green Design Product 
 Yes 
 No 
 Missing 

 
21 

105 
2 

 
16.4 
82.0 
1.6 

 

 Overall, the majority of the respondents reported having a positive perception of green 

design products (79.5%; n=93).  Of the remaining participants, 17.9% (n=21) indicated they 

were neutral in their opinions and 2.6% (n=3) reported a negative perception toward sustainable 

design products.  The majority of the respondents (70.3%; n=90) attributed their perception of 

green products to the products’ impact on the environment, followed by the products’ 

performance (25.8%; n=33), cost (20.3%; n=26), and “other factors” (4.7%; n=6) (Table 7). 

The majority of participants perceived the quality of green design products to be equal to 

the quality of non-green products (63.8%; n=81).  Almost one-third of the respondents (29.1%; 

n=37) perceived the quality of green design products as being greater than that of non-green 

design items.  Only nine individuals (7.1%) perceived green design products as being of lesser 

quality than non-green design items (Table 7).  
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Table 7. Perception of Sustainable Design Products (n=128). 

 N Percent 

Overall Perception 
 Positive 
 Neutral 
 Negative  
 Missing 

 
93 
21 
3 
11 

 
79.5 
17.9 
2.6 
- 

Factors on Perception 
 The Environment 
 Performance 
 Cost 
 Other 

 
90 
33 
26 
6 

 
70.3 
25.8 
20.3 
4.7 

Perceived Quality 
 Greater 
 Equal 
 Negative 
 Missing 

 
37 
81 
9 
1 

 
29.1 
63.8 
7.1 
- 

 

More than three-quarters (77.0%; n=94) of the respondents indicated they would pay a 

premium for green design products (Table 8). When asked what they felt was an acceptable price 

increase, 18% (n=22) of respondents indicated they would be willing to pay from 1%-5% more 

for green design products, 33% (n=40) said they would pay from 6%-10% more, 22% (n=27) 

said they would pay from 11%-15% more, 6% (n=7) said they would pay from 16%-20% more, 

and 3% (n=4) indicated they would pay a premium of 20% or more for sustainable design 

product.  Eighteen percent (n=22) of the respondents indicated they were not willing to pay a 

premium for green design products (Table 8).   
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Table 8. Acceptable Cost of Sustainable Design Products (n=128). 

 N Percent 

Willingness to Pay More 
 Yes 
 No  
 Missing 

 
94 
28 
6 

 
77.0 
23.0 

- 
Acceptable Price Increase 
 0% 
 1%-5% 
 6%-10% 
 11%-15% 
 16%-20% 
 20% + 
 Missing 

 
22 
22 
40 
27 
7 
4 
6 

 
18.0 
18.0 
32.8 
22.1 
5.7 
3.3 
- 

 

Subjects were asked to indicate on a scale ranging from “never” to “always,” how often 

they would select a sustainable design product over its non-sustainable equivalent.  The majority 

of respondents indicated that they would “sometimes” (44.0%; n=55) or “often” (44.8%; n=56) 

purchase the green design product.  Only eight people (6.4%) responded that they would 

“always” choose the green option, and six (4.8%) indicated they “rarely” pick the green product 

over the non-sustainable option.  No one indicated they “never” select the green design product.  

When asked what would motivate them to purchase sustainable design products more often, 

respondents indicated if the products were less expensive (60.2%; n=77), more readily available 

(60.2%; n=77), more reliable (28.9%, n=37), and if the respondent knew more about the green 

design product (64.8%; n=83).  Only two (1.6%) of the 128 respondents to this survey indicated 

that they “always purchase the sustainable design product option,” and therefore do not need 

more motivation (Table 9).
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Table 9. Purchasing Frequency and Motivation by Respondents (n=128). 

 N Percent 

Purchasing Frequency 
 Never 
 Rarely 
 Sometimes 
 Often 
 Always 
 Missing 

 
0 
6 
55 
56 
8 
3 

 
0 

4.8 
44.0 
44.8 
6.4 
- 

Increase Purchasing Motivation 
 Less Expensive 
 Increased Availability 
 Increased Reliability  
 Increased Consumer Knowledge 
 Always Purchase Green Option 

 
77 
77 
37 
83 
2 

 
60.2 
60.2 
28.9 
64.8 
1.6 

 

RQ#2: Factors that Influence Attitudes toward Green Design Products 

Research question #2 examined factors that influenced the attitudes of residents in the 

northwest suburbs of Chicago toward the use and purchase of sustainable design products.  Once 

the factors were identified, research question three examined the relationship between the factors 

by age group, gender, education level, annual income, home ownership status. 

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was applied to the 23 attitudinal statements in an effort 

to identify a set of questions that loaded to specific constructs.  EFA was used because it fit the 

exploratory state of the context-specific study. The criteria for EFA in this study was set with the 

condition that the eigenvalue should be greater than 1.0 and the factor loading should be greater 

than 0.50 (Hair et al., 2006).  Additionally, varimax rotation was applied to the 23 attitude items 

to identify the underlying structure of the constructs. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of 

Sampling Adequacy (KMO) for the questions was 0.836 and the Bartlett test of sphericity was 

significant (p < 0.001).  These results suggest that it was appropriate to use factor analysis to 

identify a subset of items that loaded to specific factors.   



44 

After a series of extractions and refinements, several items were removed because of 

cross-loading or low factor loadings.  Finally, six factors that influenced the respondents' 

attitudes toward green design products were extracted (KMO=.839, p < 0.001).  These six factors 

explained 68.2% of the variance in the data set (Table 10).  The constructs or factors were named 

“Self-Interest” (explained 31.6% of the variance; questions 10, 11, 12, 18, 28, 29, 30, and 31), 

“Self-Knowledge” (explained 12.3% of the variance; questions 13, 14, 15, and 16), “Product 

Performance” (explained 8.3% of the variance; questions 22 and 25), “Reliability” (explained 

5.7% of the variance; questions 20 and 21 [question 21 is inverted to read the terms have NOT 

lost their meaning]), “Benefits” (explained 5.3% of the variance; questions 19 and 27), and 

“Cost” (explained 5.0% of the variance; questions 24 and 26).   

In short, factor analysis indicated the six factors that influenced whether or not the 

respondents to this survey would select green design products included: 1) their perception of 

how the product impacted them and the world in which they lived, 2) their knowledge about 

green design products, 3) how well they thought the green product performed compared to a non-

green product, 4) their perception of the reliability of the label claims on the product, 5) their 

belief that there were benefits from using green design products, and 6) their perception of the 

cost to benefit ratio of green design products.   
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Table 10.   Exploratory Factor Analysis Results (n=128). 

 

Factor Survey Question F1 F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 
% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% 

Self-Interest 

(F1) 

(Q10a.2) I think purchasing sustainable design products is important. .839           

31.61% 31.61% 

(Q10c.4) I am willing to consider switching to green/sustainable design 

products. 
.805           

(Q10a.3) I believe that sustainable design products can have a positive 

impact on my health and well-being. 
.786           

(Q10c.5) I consider myself an environmentalist. .755           

(Q10c.6) I believe my choices and actions affect the natural environment. .730           

(Q10c.3) Buying sustainable design products makes a difference to the 

environment. 
.719           

(Q10a.1) I am open to change with regards to the design of my home. .639           

(Q10b.1) Green or sustainable labels on a product make me more likely to 

purchase the product. .582           

Self-

Knowledge 

(F2) 

(Q10a.6) I know where to purchase sustainable design products.   .901         

12.25% 43.85% 

(Q10a.5) I have enough knowledge of green design products to feel 

comfortable purchasing them. 
  .848         

(Q10a.4) I know what qualities make a design product green/sustainable.   .672         

(Q10a.7) Sustainable design products are readily available in my area.   .662         

Product 

Performance 

(F3) 

(Q10b.8) I am concerned that the reliability/performance of green products 

will not be as good as the non-green versions.     .810       

8.34% 52.20% 

(Q10b.5) Green design products DO NOT perform as well as non-green 

products. 
    .800       

Reliability 

(F4) 

(Q10b.3) Sustainability claims from manufacturers are reliable.       .786     

5.71% 57.91% 

(Q10b.4) The terms green and sustainability have lost meaning due to over 

usage. 
      -.767     

Benefits 

(F5) 

(Q10b.2) Green design products are socially acceptable.         .769   

5.33% 63.23% 

(Q10c.2) While they may cost more initially, sustainable design products 

will cost less in the long term than non-green products will. 
        .618   

Cost (F6) 

(Q10b.7) Sustainable design products are more expensive than non-green 

products. 
          .733 

5.01% 68.24% 

(Q10c.1) If a green product was priced less than its non-green counterpart, I 

would be more likely to buy the product. 
          .684 
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RQ#3: Difference in Attitudes toward Green Design Products by Demographic Factors 

Research question #3 examined if there were differences in the respondents’ attitudes 

toward sustainable design products based on age group, income, gender, education level, or 

homeownership status.  The results of this analysis will help identify factors that influence the 

attitudes of Chicagoland residents toward green product designs. 

 

Differences by Demographic Variables 

Few differences were detected when the survey questions were examined by age group, 

gender, education level, annual income, and home ownership status.  Questions examined 

included: 

 Q3: Has a designer ever recommended the use of a sustainable design product to you? 

 Q4: Have you ever worked with an interior designer and/or architect on a home project 

before?  

 Q5: In general, my view of sustainable design products is (positive/neutral/negative)? 

Why do you feel this way?  

 Q6: In general, I think sustainable design products are of (greater/equal/lesser) quality 

than non-green design products.  

 Q7: Are you willing to pay more for sustainable design products (yes/no)?  

 Q8: Given the choice between a sustainable design product and a non-sustainable 

product, I will pick the sustainable product (always/often/sometimes/rarely/never), and  

 Q9: I would be more likely to buy sustainable design products if (they were less 

expensive/they were more readily available/I knew more about them/they were more 

reliable).  



47 

In addition to these questions, each of the 23 attitude questions that were used to identify 

the six constructs identified in Research question #2 were examined both individually and by the 

six constructs by age group, income, gender, education level, or homeownership status. Only 

results that were statistically significant will be presented in this chapter. 

 

Gender 

Independent samples t-test indicated there were no statistically significant differences in 

the respondents’ attitudes toward sustainable design products for any of the questions examined 

by gender.  Similarly, independent samples t-test no significant differences by gender for any of 

the six constructs (i.e., Self-Interest, Self-Knowledge, Product Performance, Reliability, 

Benefits, and Cost). 

 

Age Group 

ANOVA indicated two statistically significant differences in the respondents’ attitudes 

toward sustainable design products based on their age group.  The first difference was detected 

for Q8, “Given the choice between a sustainable design product and a non-sustainable design 

product, I will pick the sustainable product (choices: never=1, rarely=2, sometimes=3, often=4, 

always=5)” (F=5.63, df119,3, p=0.001), with post hoc analysis using Least Square Differences 

(LSD) indicating those in the Seniors age group (4.2 ± 0.8) were statistically more likely to 

choose green design products than respondents in any of the other three age groups (p<0.05).  

The Millennials (3.3 ± 0.8) were the least likely to select green design products when given the 

choice between a green and non-green design product (Table 11). 

The second difference in the respondents’ attitudes toward sustainable design products by 

age group was detected in response to the question, “I would be more likely to purchase green 
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design products if (choices: they were less expensive, they were more readily available, if I knew 

more about them, if they were more reliable)” (F=3.240, df122,3, p<0.025), with post hoc analysis 

using LSD indicating Millennials (0.8 ± 0.4) were more likely to be motivated by cost than 

Generation X (0.6 ± 0.5), Baby Boomers (0.6 ± 0.5), or Seniors (0.3 ± 0.5) (p<0.05) (Table 11).   

ANOVA was run on each of the 23 attitude questions using the Likert-scale responses 

(5=strongly agree, 4=agree, 3=neutral, 2=disagree, 1=strongly disagree).  Results showed a 

difference by age group toward the statement, “Sustainable design products are more expensive 

than non-green products,” (F=2.746, df120,3, p<0.046), with individuals in the Millennial age 

group (3.9 ± 0.7) the most likely to agree that sustainable design products are more expensive 

than their non-green counter parts compared the Seniors age group (3.2 ± 0.9) (p<0.05).  

Additionally, Generation X respondents (3.7 ± 0.8) were more likely to feel that sustainable 

design products were more expensive than respondents in the Seniors (3.2 ± 0.9) age group 

(p<0.05) (Table 11).  

ANOVA was also run for each of the six constructs identified in research question #3 

(i.e., Self-Interest, Self-Knowledge, Product Performance, Reliability, Benefits, and Cost) by age 

group (i.e., Millennials, Generation X, Baby Boomers or Seniors).  No significant differences 

were identified for any of the six constructs by age group. 
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Table 11. Significant Differences Individual Attitude Questions by Age Group (n=128). 

 N Mean ± SD F-value P- value 

Frequency of Purchase 
 Millennials 
 Gen. X 
 Baby Boomers 
 Seniors 
 Missing 

 
28 
28 
58 
9 
5 

 
3.3 ± 0.8* 
3.4 ± 0.6 
3.6 ± 0.5 

4.2 ± 0.8* 
- 

 
5.636 

 
.001 

Motivation to Purchase - Cost 
 Millennials 
 Gen. X 
 Baby Boomers 
 Seniors 
 Missing 

 
28 
28 
59 
11 
2 

 
0.8 ± 0.4* 
0.6 ± 0.5 
0.6 ± 0.5 
0.3 ± 0.5 

- 

 
3.240 

 
.025 

Green Design Products are More Expensive 
 Millennials 
 Gen. X 
 Baby Boomers 
 Seniors 
 Missing 

 
28 
28 
57 
11 
4 

 
3.9 ± 0.7* 
3.7 ± 0.8* 
3.7 ± 0.7 

3.2 ± 0.9* 
- 

 
2.746 

 
.046 

*p < 0.05 using LSD 

 

Education Level 

ANOVA indicated two significant differences by educational level (i.e., high school, 

associate’s degree, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree or higher) (Table 12).  The stem for Q5 

asked, “In general, my view of sustainable design products is (choices: positive, neutral, or 

negative).”  Subjects were then probed “why do you feel this way?” (choices: cost, performance, 

the environment, other).  A difference was detected for the construct “cost” (F=2.702, df124,3, 

p=0.048).  Post hoc analysis using Least Square Differences (LSD) indicated those with a high 

school education (n=11; 0.45 ± 0.52) were statistically more likely to indicate the cost of 

sustainable products influenced their negative attitude toward the purchase of green design 

products than those who held an associate’s degree (n=8; 0.0 ± 0.0) or a master’s degree or 

higher (n=44; 0.14 ± 0.35) (p<0.05).  No difference was detected between those with a high 

school education and those with a bachelor’s degree (n=65; 0.23 ± 0.42). 
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In addition, ANOVA detected a statistically significant difference for the construct “self-

interest” by educational level (F=3.171, df118,3, p<0.027), with those individuals holding a 

bachelor’s degree having a more negative attitude (30.3 ± 5.2) toward green design products 

compared to those holding a master’s degree or higher (33.2 ± 4.7) (p<0.05) (Table 12). 

 

Table 12. Significant Differences Individual Attitude Questions by Education (n=128). 

 N Mean ± SD F-value P- value 

Cost Influences Attitude – Educational Level 
 High School 
 Associate’s Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Master’s Degree or higher 

 
11 
8 

65 
44 

 
0.4 ± 0.5* 
0.0 ± 0.0* 
0.2 ± 0.4 

0.1 ± 0.3* 

 
2.702 

 
.048 

Self-Interest – Educational Level 
 High School 
 Associate’s Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Master’s Degree or higher 

 
10 
7 

61 
44 

 
31.5 ± 3.9 
30.1 ± 1.9 

30.3 ± 5.2* 
33.2 ± 4.7* 

 
3.171 

 
.027 

*p < 0.05 using LSD 

 

Income 

ANOVA indicated only one significant difference by income level (i.e., up to $50,000; 

$50,001-$75,000; $75,001-$100,000; $100,000+) (F=3.274, df121,4, p=0.014), with LSD post hoc 

analysis indicating individuals who earned $75,001 to $100,000 (0.62 ± 0.50) and $100,001 and 

higher (0.61 ± 0.49) (p<0.05) were significantly more likely to indicate they had “ever worked 

with an interior designer and/or architect on a home project before” compared to individuals with 

an income of $50,000 and less (0.22 ± 0.43).  No statistically significant differences were 

detected for any of the six constructs by income level. 
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Home Ownership 

ANOVA indicated one significant difference based on whether the respondent rented or 

owned their own home (F=5.179, df123,2, p=0.007).  LSD post hoc analysis indicated individuals 

who owned their home would be more likely to purchase green design products if they were 

“more readily available” (n=112; 0.63 ± 0.48) than those who were currently renting their home 

(n=10; 0.20 ± 0.42) (p<0.05). No statistically significant differences were detected for any of the 

six constructs by home ownership status level or if the homeowner had built a custom home. 

 

Summary 

 Overall, the results of this study indicated the following key information and statistically 

significant relationships: 

 The respondents used television shows, magazines, and websites to obtain design 

knowledge. 

 Almost half of the respondents (46.9%) indicated that they had worked with a design 

professional, but less than one-fifth (16.4%) had a sustainable design product 

recommended to them. 

 Over three-quarters (79.5%) of those surveyed had a positive view of green design 

products, with 17.9% having a neutral view and only 2.6% having a negative view. 

 The majority of respondents (70.3%) indicated that "environmental impact" influenced 

their perception of green sustainable design products, followed by "product performance" 

(25.8%) and "cost" (20.3%). 

 Overall green design products are viewed as being of equal or greater quality than their 

non-green counterparts (92.9%). 
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 Over half (54.9%) of respondents indicated that they would be willing to pay a premium 

of between 6%-15% for sustainable design products. 

 A large majority of respondents (88.8%) specified that they "sometimes" or "often" 

purchase green design products, and over half of the respondents indicated they would 

buy green design products more frequently if they had more knowledge (64.8%), the 

products were less expensive (60.2%), and more readily available (60.2%). 

 There were no significant differences in views of sustainable design products based on 

gender. 

 Seniors were most likely to choose sustainable design products, while Millennials were 

the least likely to use sustainable design products. 

 Cost was most likely to influence the purchasing behavior of Millennials than any other 

age group. 

 Those in the Senior age group were the least likely to believe that green design products 

are more expensive than their non-green counterparts, compared to those in the 

Millennial and Generation X age groups. 

 Respondents with a high school education more likely to hold a negative view of 

sustainable design products than those with an associate’s degree or a master’s degree or 

higher. 

 Respondents with a bachelor’s degree had a more negative attitude in regards to self-

interest (i.e., their perception of how the product impacted them and the world in which 

they lived) than those with a master’s degree or higher. 

 Participants making more than $75,000 annually were the most likely to have worked 

with an architect or interior designer on a design project. 
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 Individuals who owned their own home indicated that they would be more likely to 

purchase sustainable design products compared to those who were renting their home. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to identify the attitudes, opinions, and behaviors of 

residents of the northwest suburbs of Chicago toward the use of sustainable design products, and 

to explore factors that influenced these attitudes.  A discussion of the results of this study is 

presented in this chapter. 

 

Design Information Sources 

 Results of this study indicated that the most used sources for information on design and 

green design products were television (50.0%), magazines (42.2%), and the Internet (26.6%).  

Only one-fifth (21.9%) of participants used a design professional for information related to 

design.  Additionally, while just under half (46.9%) of the respondents had worked with a design 

professional, only 16.4% reported that the professional had recommended a green design product 

to them.  These findings are similar to those reported by Malone (2011) who found that, while 

the majority of architects (87%) and interior designers (86%) were interested in sustainable 

design products, only 70% of architects and 49% of designers reported using sustainable 

products in their projects over the span of a year.   

As Peattie (2010) pointed out, the incentives green products offer will only be beneficial 

if consumers are aware they exist and understand how the incentives affect their lives, and 
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consumers’ lack of education and awareness are obstacles when marketing green products (Liang 

& Kamkatwong, 2010).  Given these statements and the results of the present study, information 

about green design products would be best disseminated to consumers using television, 

magazines, and the Internet.  In addition, the results indicate design professionals need be more 

proactive in their promotion and use of sustainable design products. 

 

Current Attitudes 

 Chen and Chang (2012) found that, in their Taiwanese subjects, “greenwashing” caused 

consumer confusion in regards to sustainable design products, leading to feelings of ambivalence 

and negativity among their subjects.  The results of this present study contradict those findings.  

A large majority of respondents in the present study (79.5%) indicated that they had a positive 

view of sustainable design products, with less than one-fifth (17.9%) of the respondents 

reporting feeling neutral or ambivalent toward green products and only 2.6% of respondents 

reporting a negative opinion of green products.  These results imply that the consumer views of 

Americans differ from those in China, with the American consumers having a more positive 

view toward sustainable design products.  Designers should be encouraged by these results and 

should be more proactive about promoting sustainable design products with a greater frequency 

than is currently being done, at least in the Chicagoland area. 

 

Age 

 Previous research presented a conflicting picture with regard to the connection between 

age and a consumer's view of green products.  Gilg, Barr, & Ford (2005) found that those in the 

United Kingdom with pro-environmental feelings were older, while the non-environmentalists 
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were younger.  In Australia, D’Souza, Taghian, Lamb, & Peretiatko (2007) found that the 

younger subjects had more positive feelings toward green products, and Finisterra do Paco, 

Raposo, & Filho (2009) found no correlation between age and view of sustainable products in 

their study of Portuguese consumers. 

 The results of the present study were similar to the Gilg et al. (2005) findings in the 

United Kingdom, in that the older participants, who were surveyed were more pro-

environmentalist than those in the younger age group.  The Seniors age group (68+ year of age) 

had the highest purchase frequency of green design products (4.2 ± 0.8), with the Millennials 

(18-36 years of age) the least likely to purchase green design products (3.3 ± 0.9).  These results 

do slightly vary from the Gilg et al. (2005) study, however, in that, while the mean age of their 

"committed environmentalists" was 55 years, the "committed environmentalists" in the present 

study were Seniors 68 years of age and older.  Likewise, the mean age of the "non-

environmentalists" in the study of Gilg et al. (2005) was 46 years of age, while the "non-

environmentalists" in the present study were in the Millennial group (i.e., 18-36 years of age).  

Unfortunately Gilg et al. (2005) did not report their standard deviation of the mean age in their 

study, thus a true age comparison is not possible.  While this study does corroborate the results 

of one prior study, there is need for more research in regards to this demographic, particularly 

among Americans, since other studies have provided contrasting results. 

 

Gender 

 In contrast to previous research, the results of this study found that gender was not an 

indicator of attitudes toward and use of green design products.  While Gilg et al. (2005) found 

that females in the United Kingdom were more prominent in the committed (65%) and 
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mainstream (69%) environmentalist clusters than males, the analysis of data in the present study 

showed no significant differences in views toward or the use of green design products between 

males and females.  However it should be noted that the Gilg et al. (2005) focused on sustainable 

behaviors (e.g., recycling, buying organic, using energy efficient appliances) and not on 

sustainable design products like the current study did.  This could account for the different 

results in regard to gender.  It should also be pointed out that a higher percent of the respondents 

to the present survey were female (61%), which may have influenced the results, resulting in an 

inability to detect true differences by gender.   

 

Education Level 

 The present study found that education was positively related to a person’s attitude 

toward sustainable design products.  Those respondents who had a high school education (0.45 ± 

0.52) were more likely to indicate that cost influenced their negative view of sustainable design 

products.  This was in contrast to those respondents with an associate’s degree (0.0 ± 0.0) and 

those who had a master’s degree or higher (0.14 ± 0.35) who were less likely to indicate that cost 

influenced their view.  This would imply that designers need to be equipped to explain and 

justify any additional costs for a sustainable design product when presenting the product to 

someone who does not hold a college degree. 

 An additional finding in the present study not previously reported was that, with respect 

to the construct “self-interest” (i.e., their perception of how the product impacted them and the 

world in which they lived), those who held a bachelor’s degree (30.3 ± 5.2) had a more negative 

attitude toward sustainable design products than those held a master’s degree or higher (33.2 ± 

4.7).  This then means that consumers with a bachelor’s degree are more likely to believe that 
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their actions and design products do not impact the environment, are less likely to consider 

themselves environmentalists, and are less open to change than consumers with more education.  

The consequence of this is that a designer needs to be prepared to meet some resistance from 

their clients that have a four-year degree.   The designer will need to have information on human 

impact and product impact on the environment and an explanation of why sustainable design 

products can help the environment. 

 These results only partially reflect findings of previous studies.  Finisterra do Paco et al. 

(2009) found that those Portuguese respondents who held a positive view toward 

environmentally conscious habits were educated beyond the secondary (high school) level, 

compared to those with negative views of green products who tended to only have completed 

secondary education.  Similarly, Gilg et al. (2005) reported that their non-environmentalist 

cluster in the United Kingdom had the lowest number of higher education degrees (12%), while 

the committed environmentalist cluster had 21% of the individuals holding a higher education 

degree.  These findings match the first part of the results of the current survey; those with a high 

school education had a negative view of design products compared to those with an associate’s 

or master’s degree.  However, this study differed from the two previous studies with its finding 

that consumers with a bachelor’s degree tended to hold a negative view of sustainable design 

products.  This then implies either education level is not correlated with attitude toward 

sustainable design products, or as is more likely, that this construct needs to be further 

researched. 

 

 

 



59 

Income 

 While previous research by Finisterra do Paco et al. (2009) and Gilg et al. (2005) 

indicated that people with higher incomes were more likely to be committed environmentalists 

and “green activists,” the results of the present study found that income was only a factor in 

predicting if respondents had worked with a design professional on a home design project.  

Individuals making over $75,000 a year (0.61 ± 0.49) were more likely to work with an architect 

or interior designer than those who make less than $50,000 (0.22 ± 0.43).  The two previous 

studies were conducted in Portugal and United Kingdom respectively, so that could explain the 

difference in the results of those studies and of this study, but additional research is needed to 

further explain potential ties between income level and attitudes toward green design products.  

 

Home Ownership 

 Gilg et al. (2005) found that 83% of individuals who owned their own home were 

committed to environmentally conscious buying, compared to 5% of the committed 

environmental cluster who rented their home in the United Kingdom.  The results of the present 

survey were similar to these findings, with individuals who owned their home (0.63 ± 0.48) 

being more likely to purchase green design products than those who rented their home (0.20 ± 

0.42).  The respondents to the present study stipulated, however, that the sustainable design 

products needed to be “more readily available” in order to be used with greater frequency.  From 

this finding, it would seem that one of the main reasons consumers do not ask for green design 

products is that they do not feel the products are available.  This then means that designers, who 

are working for clients that own their homes, do not need to be anxious about presenting 

sustainable design product options to their clients that own their homes.  Also designers need to 
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be proactive in presenting sustainable design options, rather than waiting for the client to request 

the specific products.  This is discussed later in the paper. 

 

Environmental Awareness 

 Cherian and Jacob (2012) found that awareness of green products among consumers is 

growing, which corresponds with the results of the present study’s findings.  Nearly 80% of 

participants from Chicagoland reported to have a positive view of sustainable products, and 

almost three-quarters (70.3%) of respondents indicated that the environment was one of the 

factors affecting their view.  These findings mean that designers can be more confident about 

receiving a positive response when bringing sustainable design products to their clients, and that 

if a consumer is hesitant to use a green design product, the products impact on the environment is 

a good characteristic to highlight in order to help persuade the client. 

 This study’s results were also similar to those of Liang & Kamkatwong (2010) who 

pointed out that consumers’ lack of education and awareness are obstacles when marketing green 

products.  Respondents to the current study found that consumers feel availability and lack of 

knowledge are barriers to purchasing green design products.  Nearly two-thirds (64.8%) of 

respondents they would be more motivated to purchase green design products if they had more 

knowledge of the products, and over half (60.2%) responded that increased availability would 

encourage their purchasing of sustainable design products.  Future research needs to identify 

what an acceptable level of consumer knowledge and availability would be to increase consumer 

consumption of green design products. 
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Price 

 Olson (2013) found that Norwegian consumers expected to pay more for green products, 

and, as pointed out by Chang (2011) in her study of Midwest university students, the perceived 

higher prices of sustainable products can turn some consumers off from purchasing the product.  

The current study verifies these findings with over half (60.2%) of respondents indicating that 

they would be more motivated to purchase sustainable design products if they were less 

expensive, and one-fifth (20.3%) responded that cost was a factor on their perception of green 

design products.   

While this study obtained similar results to prior research, it also indicated that many 

people may be willing to paying a premium for sustainable design products.  More than three-

quarters (77.0%) of respondents in the present study indicated they would pay more for a green 

design product, with 18.0% willing to pay 1%-5% more, 32.8% willing to pay 6%-10%, 22.1% 

willing to pay 11%-15%, and 9.0% willing to pay 16% or more for a sustainable design product.  

Given the results showing a perceived higher cost for green design products, but a willingness to 

pay a premium, it is important for designers to highlight sustainable products’ quality and value 

rather than the products’ price as Sheth, Sethia, & Srinivas (2010) point out in their study. 

 

Reliability/Quality 

Both Chang (2011) and Olson (2013) found in their studies of Norwegian consumers and 

Midwest college students that green products were viewed as being of lesser quality or less 

reliable than their non-green counterparts, making performance a tradeoff people consider when 

deciding between a sustainable and non-sustainable product.  While demand for improved 

performance has led to higher quality, as Liang et al. (2010) points out, the information is not 
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reaching the consumer.  This study’s findings stand in opposition to these prior results.   Nearly 

one-third (29.1%) of respondents viewed sustainable design products as being of greater quality 

than their non-green counterparts and 63.8% felt that green design products were of equal 

quality.  This discrepancy in results between the current study and prior research indicates that 

the view of sustainable design products’ quality and reliability needs to be researched further.  

However, this could show that consumers are beginning to receive the information about the 

increased quality and reliability of green products that Liang et al. (2010) discussed. 

 

Claims 

 This study asked respondents to rank their agreement with statements about green claims, 

that were then used to create the “reliability” construct.   This construct accounted for just under 

6% (5.7%) of the variance in the results, with the majority of responses indicating respondents 

felt that manufacturers’ green claims were reliable.  The results did not show any statistically 

significant differences or patterns in relation to demographic characteristics.  Additionally,  

a large majority of respondents (88.8%) specified that they "sometimes" or "often" purchase 

green design products.  This indicates that participants believe the green labels and claims of 

manufacturers enough to purchase and use green design products.  However, over half of the 

respondents indicated they would buy green design products more frequently if they had more 

knowledge (64.8%) about the products.  This response choice was unclear as to what 

“knowledge” meant, though it is possible some respondents selected this answer because they 

felt that claims of sustainability are confusing or unreliable.   

It is unclear if the results of this current study support or refute those of Chang (2011) 

and Sheth et al. (2011).  The previous two studies conducted with Midwest and Pacific Rim 
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university students reported that green claims and marketing can increase consumer confusion 

and cause distrust.  The present study shows that consumers want more knowledge of sustainable 

design products, but knowledge of what remains unclear.  Thus, more research needs to be 

conducted to clarify consumers’ exact feelings toward claims of sustainability.   

 

Availability 

 Similar to Peat (2009) finding the lack of clarity of availability and location of 

sustainable product suppliers being barriers to the use of green items being and Sheth et al. 

(2011) demonstrating that this perceived view of limited availability can partially explain the 

lack of green marketing success for businesses, this study also found that availability was a 

barrier for the purchase of green design products.  Of the 125 respondents that answered this 

question, 88.8% said that they “often” or “sometimes” purchase the green design product over 

the non-green product, but over half (60.2%) said they would be more willing to purchase the 

sustainable design product more frequently if the product was more “readily available.”  This 

means that in addition to advertising the sustainability of a product, manufacturers need to do a 

better job of advertising ways of purchasing the green product.  Additionally, design 

professionals need to be more thorough in marketing their sustainable design expertise as well as 

their contact information. 

 

Social Status 

 While McKenzie-Mohar (2000) found that societal barriers to changes in behavior are 

often present in regards to the environment, this study did not find any significant patterns or 

correlations between respondents’ view of green products being a sign of social status and their 
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attitude toward the product.  This could indicate that people feel green design products are 

commonplace and socially acceptable, but more research is needed to conclusively prove that 

belief. 

 

Summary 

 Overall, attitudes toward sustainable design products and their usage are positive.  The 

majority of respondents purchased the green design product option at least sometimes, if not 

more than that, and they felt that the green design products were of equal or greater quality than 

their non-green counterparts.  A large factor affecting this belief was the increased level of 

awareness as to how products can affect the environmental.  A lack of knowledge about 

sustainable products and a lack of accessibility were shown to have a negative impact on 

consumers’ views towards these products, though most respondents said if their access to and 

knowledge of these products was greater they would be more apt to purchase sustainable design 

products.  This could be achieved through the mediums of television, magazines, and the 

Internet, the three most used means of design information gathering used by the respondents of 

the survey.   While price can be a detriment to some peoples’ views of sustainable products and 

many wanted to see the cost of green design products lowered, most respondents agreed they 

would be fine paying more for a green design product.   This study also found that while the 

demographics of age, education level, and home ownership all have a positive correlation with 

attitude toward green design products, no correlation was found with the demographics of gender 

and income.
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS, LIMITATIONS, & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

 

The purpose of this study was to identify the attitudes, opinions, and behaviors of 

residents of the northwest suburbs of Chicago toward the use of sustainable design products, and 

to explore factors that influenced these attitudes.  The conclusions and limitations of this study 

are presented in this chapter, as well as recommendations for future studies. 

 

Conclusions 

 While there have always been people concerned with sustainable design, the modern 

green movement started in the 1970’s and escalated in 1992 with the publication of William 

McDonough and Michael Braungart’s The Hannover Principles.  Since that time, the USGBC 

and their LEED rating system and certification have become synonymous with sustainable 

design.  Yet there are still differing opinions on green design and green design products. 

The literature reviewed for this studied revealed many possible influences on consumers’ 

current attitudes toward sustainable products.  The majority of these findings were corroborated 

by the results of this study.  The current study and previous findings both point to a positive 

relationship between consumer attitudes and the demographics of education level and home 

ownership status.  Environmental awareness appears to also have a positive relationship with 
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consumer opinion of green products, shown in the reviewed literature and this study.  

Additionally, the lack of availability and knowledge negatively affects consumers’ opinions of 

green products.  While the relationship between attitudes and age varied among previous 

research results, this study showed that the older a person is, the more likely they are to have a 

positive view of sustainable design products 

Previous studies had indicated that the perceived higher price of sustainable design 

products was negatively correlated with consumer attitudes.  While the results of the present 

study did identify that cost was a factor on consumer perception, the majority of respondents 

indicated that they would be willing to pay a premium for sustainable design products.  This 

seems to show that while cost does affect opinions, it does not necessarily cause negative 

attitudes. 

While several previously published results were confirmed by this study, there were 

several observations that conflicted with previous findings.  For example, while previous 

research indicated that women tended to have more pro-environmental views, no tie between 

gender and consumer opinions was found in this study.  Similarly, while the literature reviewed 

indicated that those with a higher income had a more positive opinion of green products, the 

current study’s results did not find any difference in opinion about green design products by 

income.  Additionally, the present study found that consumers believed sustainable design 

products were of equal or greater quality than the non-green counterparts, which stands in 

opposition to previous findings.  These differences in results could potentially be explained by 

cultural differences, as many of the previous studies (i.e., Chen & Chang, 2012; D’Souza, 

Taghian, Lamb & Peretiako, 2007; Finisterra do Paco & Raposo, 2008; Gilg, Barr, & Ford, 

2005; Hume, 2010; Olson, 2012) were conducted outside the United States.  However, more 
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research needs to be conducted before it can be definitively concluded that these differing results 

are caused by cultural differences.   

 No previous research was identified in the literature that described where consumers 

received information about green design products.  This study revealed that television, 

magazines, and the Internet are the top sources that people turn to for design advice and ideas.  

Given this result, if more knowledge about green design products and their accessibility is to 

reach the consumer, these mediums should be taken advantage of.  Some respondents also noted 

that they received design information from architects and interior designers, though very few 

reported that the design professional had recommended a green design product.  This illustrates 

the need for those in the design professions to proactively suggest the use of sustainable design 

products in to their clients.   

 

Limitations 

 The following limitations were identified in this study. 

 Participants in this study were all from the same geographical local and of a similar 

demographic. 

 The 128 respondents to this survey were from a convenience sample, not a random 

sample.  

 The number of respondents in each of the four age groups was not equal.  More 

respondents were needed in the Seniors age group (68+ years of age). 

 The number of respondents by gender was not equal.  More respondents were needed in 

the male group (39%) to balance the female responses (52%). 
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 Home owners (n=112; 87.5%) outnumbered renters (n=10; 7.8%) which could have 

potentially affect results. 

 

Recommendations 

 Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations are made for future 

studies conducted on consumer attitudes, opinions, and behaviors toward sustainable design 

products. 

  This study should be replicated in other areas of the United States to see if results can be 

duplicated or if geographic location affects participants’ responses. 

 An additional characteristic to analyze would be respondents’ job type and classification 

and their specific area of study (for those with higher education).  This could potentially 

influence one’s attitude toward sustainable design products. 

 Survey Q1 and Q2 should be re-written using a scale system (i.e., How likely are you to 

use television to obtain green design product information? How likely are you to use 

magazines such as HGTV and Better Homes and Gardens to obtain green design product 

information?) so that more robust data analysis techniques such as factor analysis could 

be run to identify if attitudes were affected by where respondents received their design 

information and what home design projects had been undertaken. 

 Q4 should be altered so that respondents would answer if they had ever used a specific 

green design product, such as sustainable flooring, allowing for factor analysis to be 

conducted. 

 It would also be of interest to research what could cause someone to change their views 

toward sustainable design products.  This study identified cost, availability, and consumer 
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education as factors in attitude and purchase behavior, but it did not identify to what 

extent or how much these areas would need to be changed for it to be reflected in a 

person’s view or buying habits. 

 

The results of this study will affect the researcher’s personal practice as a designer in a 

number of ways.  The researcher will now feel confident in bringing sustainable design products 

to show a client, even if green options were not specified.  When presenting those products to a 

client, the emphasis will be placed on the ways in which the product is sustainable and how it 

affects the environment since this study showed the environment was a driving force in 

consumers’ perception of green design products.  The researcher will also bring the comparative 

pricing between the sustainable and non-sustainable options to show clients, since cost was 

shown to be a major negative influence on consumer attitudes.  Along with the pricing, 

explanations of quality, performance, and manufacturer warranties will be brought to client 

meetings to help assuage consumers’ concerns of performance and to help explain price 

differences when they exist. 

With the overwhelming positive view of green design products, the belief in their 

equality or superiority of quality, and the increased acceptance to pay a premium for them, 

designers need no longer be concerned with proposing sustainable design products to their 

clients.  While further research needs to be done to identify the exact correlations between 

specific client characteristics and opinions toward sustainable design products and their use, it is 

clear that the overarching attitude toward green design products is shifting in a way that should 

be encouraging to those with a pro-environment view. 
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Appendix A – 2 
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IRB Letter of Exemption (continued) 
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Appendix C – Letter of Informed Consent 

 

 

 

Green Design Attitudes: 

A survey of attitudes of homeowners toward sustainable design products 

and the influences on these attitudes 
 

 

My name is Sara Reich.  I am a graduate student at Ball State University, working toward my 

master’s degree in Interior Design.  I would greatly appreciate it if you would take the time to fill 

out the following research survey.  Before you decide to participate in this study, it is important 

that you understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take the time 

to read the following information carefully. 

 

 

Study Title:  Suburban Chicago Residents’ Attitudes, Opinions, and Behaviors toward Green 

Design Products 

 

Purpose and Rationale: The purpose of this study is to identify the attitudes and the factors that 

influence these attitudes of residents of a suburban Chicago community toward sustainable 

design products.  This study will work to answer: what are the current attitudes of residents in the 

suburban Chicagoland area toward green design products, what factors influence these attitudes, 

and if differences in views and attitudes toward sustainable design products are based on 

demographic factors?  Findings will help interior designers and architects better understand how 

to position sustainable design products to their clients. 

 

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria:  To be eligible to participate in this study, you must be 18 years 

or older. 

 

Participation Procedures and Duration:  For this project, you will be asked to answer a series 

of questions about your views, opinions, and usage of green design products.  It will take 

approximately 15-20 minutes to complete the survey. 

 

Anonymity:  All data will be anonymous.  No personal, identifying information is collected with 

this survey. 

 

Data Storage:  Paper surveys will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s home 

for one year and will then be shredded.  Electronic surveys will be stored on the researcher’s 

password-protected computer.   All data will be entered into a software program and stored on 

the researcher’s password-protected computer for one year and then deleted.  Only members of 

the research team will have access to the data. 
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Appendix C – Letter of Informed Consent (continued) 

 

 

 

 

Risks:  There are no perceived risks for participating in this study.  Participation in this survey is 

completely voluntary.  You may decline to answer any questions you find upsetting or 

discomforting.   

 

Benefits:  While there will not be a direct benefit to you from this study, it is hoped that the 

information from this study will help interior designers to better relate to and explain sustainable 

design products to clients. 

 

Costs and Compensation:  There are no costs or compensation for participation in this study. 

 

Voluntary Participation:  Participation in this study is voluntary.  The only stipulation is that 

the participant must be at least 18 years of age or older.  You are still free to not answer any 

questions of your choosing. 

 

Institutional Review Board: If you have questions regarding your rights as a research 

participant or if an issue arises that you do not feel comfortable discussing with the researcher, 

please contact the Ball State Institutional Review Board Office at (765) 285-5052. 

 

 

If you have any questions regarding the survey or related matters, please contact the researcher. 

 

Researcher Contact Information: 

 

Primary Researcher: 

Sara Reich 

Family and Consumer Sciences – Interior 

Design 

Ball State University 

Muncie, IN  47306 

847-682-1477 

sarajreich@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculty Supervisor: 

Dr. Carol Friesen 

Family and Consumer Sciences 

Ball State University 

Muncie, IN  47306 

765-285-5925 

cfriesen@bsu.edu 
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APPENDIX D 

 

 

 

LETTER OF SUPPORT 
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Appendix D – Letter of Support  
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APPENDIX E 

 

 

 

RECRUITMENT MATERIALS 

 

E-1 Weekly Email 

E-2 December Newsletter 

E-3 Sunday Bulletin 

E-4 Church Website 
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Appendix E-1 

 

Weekly Email 

 

 

 

Please take a few minutes to help our long time member Sara Reich with her Interior Design 

Master’s Thesis project.  Click on the leaf icon to take a 15-20 minute survey on Sustainable 

Design Products.  All the adults in your family can take the survey.  Then send it on to all your 

friends and family in the Chicago suburbs!  Sara will be giving a presentation of the findings and 

conclusions from her study on the May 18
th

 Kaleidoscope.  Thanks so much for your help! 
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Appendix E-2 

 

December Newsletter 

 

 

 

Sustainability, low VOC’s, recycled content.  These words are becoming prevalent in today’s 

society.  Do these words affect how people view and use green products, especially sustainable 

design products like carpet, furniture, and paint?  This is what Sara Reich is trying to answer in 

her Master’s thesis research.  Please make a point of helping her by having all the adults in your 

family take a short survey about attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors toward green design products.  

The survey will be run from Sunday, Dec. 1
st
 through Sunday, Dec. 15

th
 and is linked off the 

church’s website.  

Please also pass this on to all your friends and family in the Chicago suburbs.  The more 

responses, the better!  Sara will be presenting her findings at Kaleidoscope on May 18
th

.  Thanks 

for your help! 
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Appendix E-3 

 

Sunday Bulletin 

 

 

 

Take a few moments after service today to stop down in Fellowship Hall and talk to Sara Reich 

about her Master’s thesis.  She is conducting a survey concerning attitudes, opinions, and 

behaviors toward green design products and would like your help by having you offer your 

views.  The survey can be taken online 

(https://bsu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_07Esd2vxqdxjdBz) or on paper.  Your help would be 

greatly appreciated!  Sara will present her findings on May 18
th

 during Kaleidoscope. 

https://bsu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_07Esd2vxqdxjdBz
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Appendix E-4 

 

Church’s Website 

 

 

 

Please take a few minutes to help our long time member Sara Reich with her Interior Design 

Master’s Thesis project.  Take a 20 minute survey on Sustainable Design Products (the name will 

be hyper-linked).  All the adults in your family can participate.  Then send it on to all your friends 

and family in the Chicago suburbs!  Sara will be giving a presentation of the findings and 

conclusions from her study on the May 18
th

 Kaleidoscope.  Thanks so much for your help!  

https://bsu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_07Esd2vxqdxjdBz 

 

https://bsu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_07Esd2vxqdxjdBz

