
W
The Green Scene
WHETHER WALKING THE AISLES AT THE RECENT ROUND OF

t r a d e shows, meeting one-on-one with vendors, or re v i e w i n g

t rend re p o rts for upcoming seasons its easy to conclude that the

world is turning a bright shade of green. Eco textiles now

abound, fabric execs can discuss carbon neutrality with scientif-

ic expertise, and sustainability is entering every link of the glob-

al supply chain. And all of these developments are terrific; the

g reening of the industry has brought energ y, innovation and

s t ronger sense of community to the textile industry. 

But for all the market chatter on going green, how much is

actually being heard by consumers? It is one thing for companies

to invest in recycling and pursue certification, but it’s another for

shoppers to buy into these issues. Are customers interested in t-

s h i rts made from corn? Do consumers understand new re c y c l e d

fleece garments? Are shoppers willing to invest in eco-smart tex-

tile technologies?

We decided it was time to find out. Gaining a better under-

standing of what consumers think is helpful not only in gauging

how the textile community is responding curre n t l y, but also aid

in setting an eco-centric course for the future. 

So we reached out to Leisure Trends to devise a survey that

would measure consumer pre f e rences and responses to “gre e n ”

and “eco-friendly” products and business practices within the

outdoor and sports apparel industry. Another objective was to

identify attributes that most influence buyer behavior re g a rd i n g

outdoor and sports apparel when “green” and “eco-friendly”

attributes are included. In other words how are customers today

p a rticipating in, and paying for, sustainability. What does it mean

to be green for consumers in 2008, and how big a role do textiles

play in lifestyle issues? 

Respondents for the most part proved to be a fairly eco-con-

scious crowd. For example, routine behavior for a majority of

those who responded includes recycling household items and

practicing strict management of home energy use. About 37 per-

cent of those surveyed shop at places like Whole Foods and

about 25 percent answered that they do take alternate trans-

p o rtation. A few are riding around in hybrid cars. 

In terms of demographics, the survey was conducted among

L e i s u re Trends Gro u p ’s Most Active Americans Panel (MAAP).

M o re specifically, the majority of those who participated are

m a rried, both with and without kids. Age and income covered a

wide range, from about age 16 to 60 years old, and earning fro m

$25,000 to over $100,000 annually. In this case, gender skewed in

favor of men, likely because outdoor sports see a greater pro-

p o rtion of male part i c i p a n t s .

Fielding took place between December 4 and December 12,

2007 and yielded 270 completed surveys. Intere s t i n g l y, while

many studies take several days to gain the needed response, this

study secured the initial re q u i red responses overnight. No invi-

tation reminders or follow-up were needed. This speaks to the

relevance of the topic and overall consumer interest. 

It would be nice to re p o rt that our findings could be wrapped

up neatly and tied with a green bow. But that was not really the

case. Although some strong trends emerged, an ample amount of

u n c e rtainty exists on the green front with consumers. It seemed

that every well-educated response on the topic of eco-aware n e s s

was matched by another consumer saying, “I haven’t a clue.”

The good news here is that eff o rts by fiber/fabric makers are

being realized by consumers. On the other hand, plenty of edu-

cating still needs to occur. 

Terminology 101
The survey was multi-purpose in supplying us with inform a-

tion on not only what resonates with consumers, but what influ-

ences them as well as encourages them in their green lifestyles.

What became clear right off the bat is that the words “green” and

“eco-friendly” appear to be powerful terms in influencing con-

sumers. And the use of “green” and “eco-friendly” labeling is

i n t e rc h a n g e a b l e .

Overall, respondents feel that both terms have roughly the

same meaning. Most people agree that these terms both refer to

a product that is beneficial to the environment. When asked to

elaborate on their definition of each term, the words “gre e n , ”

“eco-friendly” and “environment” were mentioned most often as

respondents used the terms to define the terms themselves.

On the other hand, use of the term “organic” is not as persua-

sive in influencing purchase decisions. Participants did grasp the

t e rm i n o l o g y. For example, over seven in ten (75 percent) re s p o n-

dents feel the term “organic” refers to apparel that is either

g rown in a natural way without pesticides or the materials used
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w e re processed using only natural re s o u rces. However, “organic” doesn’t

seem to have the popular punch of “eco” and “green.”

Digging a little deeper, we wanted to know what differentiates eco

products. When asked what criteria distinguishes outdoor and sports

apparel products that might be considered “green” or “eco-friendly,”

most respondents mentioned “materials,” ‘price,” and the concept of

“recycled” most often.

Yet, the only way respondents were able to provide a perspective

about “green” or “eco-friendly” materials and processes was when they

were provided multiple choice responses to choose from. So, again,

while consumers nowadays have a familiarity with “green,” there is still

plenty of room for education on the topic. 

Where real work needs to happen is in fabrications. For example,

when asked what influence specific eco-friendly materials might have

on the endurance of materials used in outdoor and sports products,

between 45 percent and 75 percent of respondents had no idea,

depending on the material.  For all the industry innovation and con-

versation about new green products, consumers remain uninformed on

materials like bamboo, hemp, soy, charcoal and seaweed. The features

and benefits of these new, green products need to be further empha-
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sized in every way possible. Marketing efforts should go beyond detail-

ing the “greenness” of these fibers, but also relate the performance and

comfort characteristics.

The Real Deal
H o w e v e r, no matter how much buzz there is around all things “gre e n ”

these days, and how much consumers are willing to invest time taking sur-

veys on the topic, two things matter most when it comes to outdoor sport s

gear: function and how big a dent the item will make on the VISA card.  For

instance, when purchasing outdoor apparel, “perf o rmance” and “price”

a re the two most influential attributes influencing purchase decisions.  

Price is the main issue among respondents when asked what would

encourage them to purchase more eco-friendly pro d u c t s .

When asked what is most likely to influence their decision to purc h a s e

eco-friendly apparel, 56 percent cited how the garment would stand up to

e v e ryday use and laundering.

The textile community appears in sync with these responses. At the

recent trade shows it was often stressed how the latest “green” goods were
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as functional as traditional materials. Executives realize that it is not

enough for a product to be billed “eco” in the outdoor marketplace.

M o i s t u re management, anti-odor, and UV- p rotection are pro p e rties also

demanded in today’s products and its obvious consumers are not willing to

f o rgo perf o rmance purely for some eco-ness. 

The price factor is another matter. Like any new technology, new “gre e n ”

p roducts are going to be costly. Once accepted in the market, and demand

g rows, price will come down. This has certainly been the case with org a n i c

cotton, and should follow with other eco materials in the coming seasons. 

C e rtification has been top of mind for textile execs in recent seasons. But

consumers are not yet as concerned.  For example, when asked if “cert i f i e d

o rganic” products would entice them to purchase more eco-friendly pro d-

ucts, one-third of respondents mentioned it would depend entirely on the

p roduct. Two in 10 (21 percent) respondents would not be willing to pay

m o re money for an “organic certification” on the products they purc h a s e .

The need for eco-labeling is another hot topic within the industry, but do

consumers care ?

In fact, participants appear to be dedicated label readers. Nearly eight in

10 (77 percent) respondents either “sometimes” or “always” look at labeling

of outdoor perf o rmance apparel before purchasing. Investment in this are a

of eco-awareness would seem to be warranted and money well spent. ✦

Q : N ow that yo u ’ve had a chance to think about it more, if you wanted

to purchase env i ro n m e n t a l ly friendly outdoor and sports apparel, w h a t

criteria would you use to distinguish it from other outdoor and sport s

a p p a r e l ?

● Once again it doesn’t matter so much the kind of materials used, although

recycled would be better. It is the packaging and production of the prod-

uct that makes the most diffe r e n c e. It does no good to make a product out

of recycled goods if your packaging and production methods pollute and

fill up landfills. Also companies such as Patagonia, who put a piece of

plastic over eve ry item shipped from their plant in China are not helping

the problem either. Try going local not buying carbon credits.

● Reputation of the bra n d . K n owledge of ove rall company ethics and man-

u fa c t u ring processes. C o m p a ra ble perfo rmance to conventional products.

● I wo rk in manu fa c t u ring and $$$ is the most important thing, despite the

ecological impact. Cut costs and sell high is the bottom line. These peo-

ple lie, the companies lie, never believe them!!!

● It really needs to be marketed better. I think the new Eart h keeper boots

that just came out will sell huge ... I’m already looking to buy them as soon

as I need new boots. H y b rid cars are hot because they are marketed we l l .

I have no idea where to get eco-friendly running clothes.

● If I could afford it I would always buy sustainable products.The problem is

that it is usually hard to find or not adve rtised as such.

● M aybe manu facturers could come up with a certification process and then

a d ve rtise their certification with special labeling like appliances do with the

Energy Star emblems in their marke t i n g .

● Whether I liked it.

● Cost is ve ry important for most people. I dri ve a fuel-efficient car because

it requires less gas.

Q : It would be especially helpful to us to learn what your definition of

“ g r e e n ” or “ e c o - f r i e n d ly ” might be in relation to the products yo u

bu y. If “ g r e e n ” and “ e c o - f r i e n d ly ” are cl e a r ly different terms, p l e a s e

p rovide us with your perspective on that as well.

● I really have no idea what the difference is. I probably should take the time

to learn more about it as that is all I hear and read about lately.

● Green means that ex c e s s i ve consumption of fuels are not used in its pro-

d u c t i o n . E c o - f riendly means that it is made of recyclable materials and/or

is itself recyclabl e. It would be nice to be both of course.

● I view them as interchangeabl e. To me they both mean any product that

does not invo l ve negative processes to create said product. This could

mean pollution, ove ru s e, etc.

● I don’t really believe in this concept. I think it is all hype to influence what

someone bu y s.

● These labels are IMO a marketing ploy. There are ve ry few products that

go from raw material to finished product without some fo rm of “ u n - E a rt h

Fri e n d l y ” p r o c e s s. A product being labeled as green is actually a turn off

for me.

● Seem the same to me – but really have no clear definition – marke t e r s

p r o b a bly use the terms to charge more.

● When it comes to clothes, I have no idea what this means except natura l

fibers like cotton, wool, and silk. I would further assume it means the dye s

used come from natural sources and eve rything in the garment such as

bu t t o n s, zippers, etc, were made by manu facturers who keep their pollu-

tion dow n .

● S aving the environment cannot be done in pieces.There is either a prob-

lem, or not. T h e r e fo r e, if a company is to get my vote they would need to

use as much of their corp o rate power as possible towards moving the

i n d u s t ry in a green direction.We should all know what “ gr e e n ” i s ; we ’ ve all

heard Gore’s ra m bl i n g .

● T h ey ’re both marketing and political hoaxe s, and mean nothing.

● Green = militant tree huggers. E c o - f riendly = good for the env i r o n m e n t .

● Green = product manu factured using energy efficient means and

r e s o u r c e s. E c o - f riendly = products that made from renewa ble resources,

made from recyclabl e s, I feel like any product can claim this to charge

more $$.

● I r rational individuals trying to influence what others do.
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CONSUMER BACK TALK ON ECO 
Our survey asked two open-ended questions. Here are just a handful of some responses we feel are the best of the bunch:

ECO THINK
“We drew a line in the sand and said that if a product didn’t have at 

least 50 percent recycled raw material in the end product, then we 

wouldn’t count it as a recycled product. As it happens, most of our 

products have close to 80 percent of the raw materials recycled.” 

Andy Vecchione, President, Polartec 

“Terminology really does matter; however, there is considerable 

amount of confusion around terms being used, like eco-friendly, and 

our challenge is to communicate to consumers the true impact of 

product. And our job is to talk about what that impact is.” 

Kevin Myette, Director R&D, REI

“We understand that price is important, yet we opt to charge more

but offer a product that has less harmful impact on the environment. 

On average, an eco-product costs about 20 percent more, and so far 

our customer has accepted that.”  

Kelly Wallrich, Director of Product, KEEN

“What is going to make a big difference environmentally, is creating 

more durable, better performing, long-lasting products that results in 

not consuming so much and not throwing so much stuff away,” 

Brad Poorman, CEO, Cocona


