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Overview of Eco - Insights  

Targeting and finding the ñgreenò consumer ð whether weôre talking about core greens 

willing to pay a premium, mainstream greens who often want to be eco - friendly but 
typically without paying an added charge, or detached greens who rarely seek out 

green products ð is an enormous challenge and opportunity for many marketers today. 
When Earthsense first launched the syndicated Eco- Insights ©  Survey in 2007, we knew 

a fresh look was needed to solve this problem. To that end, we combined best - in -
practice techniques of market research, database marketing and advanced geo -spatial 

analysis to provide new insights and capabilities in this space.  

 
This survey is the largest, by far, in the U.S. ð we survey 30,000 US adults each wave, 

60,000 each year (beginning in 2009). It provides unprecedented capabilities to slice 
and dice the data for almost any demographic group of interest. The 2008 survey, for 

example, included:  
 

¶ More than 1,000 affluent households ($100K+)  

¶ 1,012 newlyweds and 2,013 planning a wedding in the near future  

¶ Nearly 10,000 parents with children under the age of 18 years  

¶ 684 expectant moms  

¶ 3,730 Hispanics and 4,476 African Americans  

¶ Over 9,000 Baby Boomers  

¶ 2,200 full - time college students  

 

This study is specifically designed to help marketers close a big gap: while many 

consumers say theyôre willing to ñgo green,ò far fewer walk the talk consistently and 

follow through by purchasing and behaving green. Their motivations for doing so vary, 

as do the barriers that get in their way.  This particular document summarizes how 

consumersòspeakò green at the product category level, to fill the gaps in understanding 

what language is most salient to them and what parts of a productôs lifecycle define this 

for them.   Companies use this information to understand how consumers think to 

provide crucial input for product development, product management, benefit 

positioning and target marketing.  

Please refer to the Appendix for more information about the full range of topics covered 

in the survey, along with information on methodology and how the survey was 

conducted.  

A wide range of other information is available from the Eco- Insights Survey, including 

Earthsenseôs proprietary segmentation, Dimensions© .   Contact Earthsense for more 

information:  greenteam@earthsense.com.   
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Speaking Green:  How Consumers Think  

The document you hold in your hand ð or, being the green consumer and/or 

professional that you are, are viewing on your screen ð provides a unique look into the 
rich and fragmented ways consumers think ñgreen.ò  Rarely will you find ñsustainabilityò 

experts in this text.  Rather, you will gain an appreciation for how consumers think, 
along with a taste of the rich, and sometimes, confused vocabulary with which they 

approach the topic.  There is a key takeaway you must leave with:  consumers do not 
always take the same point of view about what defines your products as being green as 

you do, and many have little patience or time for learning about it.  They need ð and 

many want ð your help.  
 

This information is derived from the analysis of comments obtained from respondents 
in the Eco- Insights Survey.  A few categories included in the 2008 wave were excluded 

here:  specifically, baby products, as well as a couple rather esoteric ones ð apparently 
itôs the rare consumer who has any clue what a UPS backup is (i.e., uninterruptible 

power supply), and they told us the plausibility of ñgreenò hot tub/spas was laughable.  
All of the other product categories we covered in our 2008 benchmark are here, 

though: 70+ food and non - food consumables and durable goods, ranging from 
produce, to coffee, to laundry detergent and even to SUVs.   

 
Itôs important to understand how we got this information.  Toward the beginning of the  

survey (which is conducted online), our respondents were asked to describe how they 
think about products and to tell us this in their own words.  They were each asked to 

describe only one product, to avoid respondent fatigue.  To be more specific, we asked:  

ñThereôs been a lot of talk lately about ógreenô or óeco-friendlyô or ósustainableô products, 
and the terms are used somewhat interchangeably.  Weôd like to know your definition 

of what makes [ product category ] ógreenô or óeco-friendlyô or ósustainable.ôò   As a 
result, you will find that these three terms often appear in the data, probably a little 

more often than you would otherwise expect.  This was deliberate, because one of the 
things we wanted to learn was how comfortable consumers are using these terms and 

whether one is more favored than the others.  It turns out, that comfort level differs by 
product category:  itôs relatively rare, for example, for ñsustainableò to appear, while 

ñgreenò and ñeco-friendlyò are much more likely to be used in consumersô descriptions.  
 

In this document you will learn some things that confirm what you already know, as 
well as a few surprises, and along the way youôll gain an appreciation for the diversity 

of consumersô thinking and how they express it (sometimes with humor, sometimes 
with skepticism).   

 

For each product category, weôve provided you with a summary of key data.  Arguably 
the most critical of these is which words resonate with consumers ð and for which 

categories.   
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Weôve displayed these in word clouds modeled after tag clouds:  the more frequently 

a word was used by a consumer as part of their description of that item, the larger the 
word appears in the cloud.  (Weôve spared you all the little words ð you wonôt find 

ñtheò or ñandò or ñit,ò as their frequency ð were we to include them ð  would obscure 

the important stuff.)  Use these word clouds as a way to telegraph to others whatôs 

important to consumers about your product ð every picture, as they say, tells a story, 
and these are easy on the eyes to read.   

 
[NOTE:  Many people have asked us for PowerPoint or Microsoft Word versions of the 

word clouds for use in their own presentations, and you are welcome to any of them.  
They are available on the Earthsense website, earthsense.com ð just shoot us an email 

at and let us know which one(s) youôd like: greenteam@earthsense.com.] 
 

For those who prefer Letterman -style Top 10 lists, youôll find those, too.  Weôve also 

selected a few verbatim quotes from our respondents for each of the categories.  Since 

there was an average of ~325 people who shared their definition with us for any 

particular product, this is just a smattering of whatôs available in the full verbatim data 

file, and weôve chosen these just to give you a taste.  Our clients enjoy having access 

to these comments in their raw form as well, as they can be useful for a variety of 

purposes, such as developing product positioning, or uncovering opportunities for 

clarifying (or dumping) key concepts that resonate well or poorly with their target 

audiences.  
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Another type of data that is shared in this document is the product lifestage analyses 

weôve prepared, using the verbatim comments as the source.  These take as their 

inspiration the concept of cradle - to -cradle so well articulated by Bill McDonough and 

others.  We applied our six -stage version when we coded the comments made by our 

survey respondents.  You will notice how the salience of product lifestages differs 

remarkably for different products ð the power of the package for bottled water, of use/

consumption for big energy consumers like automobiles, and of ingredients/composition 

for many of the food products.   

You will quickly discover the stage (or stages) that your product must  address because 

it is highly salient in in consumersô minds when they ponder green for your product.  

You will also want to consider whether focusing on a less salient stage may provide an 

opportunity for you to differentiate your product in new ways.  

We invite you to listen carefully to what consumers say, particularly the words they 

use, along with the aspects of your productôs cycle they find of particular interest when 

they consider ð or reject ð consuming it ñgreen.ò   

Enjoy!  

 

                                         Earthsense Product Lifestages  
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Baking Ingredients (Flour, Sugar)  

 

Top 10 Words     
Consumers Use 

 

Natural 
Grown 

Pesticides 
Products / Product 

Organic 
Green 
Made 
Using 

Chemicals 
Processed 

What consumers have to say... 

άǘōŘέ 

άǘōŘέ 

άǘōŘέ 

What consumers have to say... 

ά5ƻƴϥǘ ōƭŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ - let them be in 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜέ 
άt!/Y!DLbD L{ Y9¸Φ Ih² ¢I9 twh5¦/¢ L{ 
PACKAGED DETERMINES HOW IT WILL 
.w9!Y 5h²bέ 
άhǊƎŀƴƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƎǊƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 
ŎƘŜƳƛŎŀƭǎέ 
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Bread  

 

Top 10 Words     
Consumers Use 

 

Ingredients 
Made 
Wheat 
Whole 
Grown 
Organic 
Natural 
Green 
Grain 

Chemicals 

What consumers have to say... 

άǘōŘέ 

άǘōŘέ 

άǘōŘέ 

What consumers have to say... 

άbŀǘǳǊŀƭ LƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ƪƴƻǿǎΣ 
like sugar or molasses instead of high 
fructose corn syrup or fructose or corn 
ǎȅǊǳǇέ 
ά.ŀƪŜŘ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ǎƻ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴϥǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ōŜ 
ǘǊǳŎƪŜŘ мллϥǎ ƻŦ ƳƛƭŜǎέ 
άtŀŎƪŀƎƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƳƛƴƛƳƛȊŜŘέ 
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Butter / Margarine  

 

Top 10 Words     
Consumers Use 

 

Cows 
Natural 
Green 

Packaging 
Environment 

Know 
Made 

Process 
Additives 

Biodegradable 

What consumers have to say... 

άǘōŘέ 

άǘōŘέ 

άǘōŘέ 

What consumers have to say... 

�^�d�Z���Ç���•���Ç���Á�����•�Z�}�µ�o�����•�Z�}�‰���Z�P�Œ�����v�[�����µ�š���š�Z���Ç��
�v���À���Œ���•���Ç���Á�Z���š���—�P�Œ�����v�—���]�•�_ 

� B̂utter churned from milk from cows with  
no hormones, antibiotics. Cows eat  
�v���š�µ�Œ���o���(�}�}���•���v�}�š���P���v���š�]�����o�o�Ç�����o�š���Œ�����_ 

�^�E�}���������]�š�]�À���•�U���š���•�š���•���P�Œ�����š�_ 


