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Abstract:  Funded by a grant from Industry Canada’s Contributions Program for Non-Profit 

Consumer and Voluntary Organizations, a multi-stage study was conducted in 2010 to provide a 

snapshot of Canadian green purchasing behaviour at the household level.  Shoppers were 

intercepted outside retail stores in Guelph and Montréal and asked about their purchases. Willing 

participants then completed an inventory at home, recording which of 115 products and 20 

services they had on hand and identifying which ones they considered to be sustainable.  A 

follow-up telephone interview captured their thoughts on how to determine sustainability.  

Findings are summarized and discussed, and conclusions are drawn regarding the barriers and 

opportunities associated with increasing Canadian consumers’ green purchasing behaviour. 

Introduction 

 

Studies have shown that consumers from many industrialized countries are interested in 

purchasing “green” products (Chan & Lau, 2001).  They have also shown that a majority of 

Americans (82%) are willing to pay more for a product that is environmentally friendly (Shrum, 

McCarty, & Lowrey, 1995; National Green Buying Research, 2009), and that environmentally 

aware consumers are much less sensitive to price when shopping for sustainable products and 

services (Tanner & Kast, 2003; Bang et al., 2000).   

However, despite widespread support for making green purchases, there is still confusion 

about what constitutes a sustainable choice, and the authenticity of many ads and messages 

aimed at selling green products is often questioned.  Consumer confusion can arise from several 
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sources, such as information received through advertising messages, an increase in the number of 

product labelling schemes that infer sustainability, sales peoples' advice, and in-store marketing 

(Canadian Centre for Pollution Prevention, 2009). 

To further expand curent knowledge about green purchasing decisions, the Canadian 

Centre for Pollution Prevention conducted a longitudinal study of Canadian consumer 

consumption over a 9-month period during 2008/2009.  This study concluded that Canadians use 

a variety of cues to determine what makes a product sustainable. Point-of-purchase information 

consistently weighed heavily, including product labels and stickers, in-store material, and asking 

sales people.  Outside sources and preparation prior to entering the store were much less 

common, especially for less expensive products.  Notably, the study respondents expressed a 

high degree of concern about environmental issues and recognized that their purchasing 

decisions have an environmental impact.  However, despite this high degree of concern and 

recognition, environmental considerations were consistently rated lower in importance in their 

purchase decisions than product cost, durability, and convenience.   

Building on this 2009 study, the research reported in this paper sought to address the 

following five questions: 

1. What sustainable products/services are used/purchased by typical Canadian shoppers? 

2. How do consumers identify which of the products/services they use/purchase are 

sustainable or non-sustainable? 

3. What factors influence their choice between competing sustainable and non-sustainable 

products/services? 
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4. Are there significant differences in the above behaviours among different demographic 

groups/segments of Canadians?  

5. What sustainable consumption segments exist in Canada based on the above behaviours? 

Two tools were custom-developed to assist in data collection and analysis.  The two tools were 

an in-home inventory instrument that each respondent completed, and a sustainability scoring 

system for each of the product and service categories recorded in the in-home inventory.   

Methodology 

Three methods (retail intercepts, an in-home inventory and a follow-up telephone 

interview) were used to collect the data needed to address this project’s five research questions.  

Multiple methods were required because the approach originally proposed by the research team, 

a lengthy in-home interview that included having the field researcher and respondent conduct the 

inventory together, was disallowed by Industry Canada due to privacy concerns.   

Research was conducted concurrently in Guelph, Ontario and Montréal, Québec during  

August-December 2010.  These two locations were selected to ensure that the methodology was 

replicable across two inherently diverse cities, and to allow consumption patterns to be explored 

between a mid-size city and a large city for similarities and differences.   

In the first stage, a total of 274 shoppers (131 from Guelph and 143 from Montréal) were 

intercepted outside of retail locations (e.g. Wal-Mart and Canadian Tire) and asked how they 

identify sustainable products and about the factors that influence their choices between 

competing sustainable and non-sustainable products.  They were then asked to identify a 

sustainable item that they had purchased, to explain why they believed the product to be 

sustainable, and to indicate which factors could persuade or dissuade them from buying 
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sustainable products in the future.   Demographic and environmental orientation information was 

also collected.   

Of the 274 shoppers who participated in the retail intercepts, 38% (a total of 104; 52 from 

Guelph and 52 from Montréal) agreed to participate in the second stage of the study.   This stage 

required them to complete a detailed in-home inventory encompassing 11 product and service 

categories.  This inventory instrument was the first of the two tools designed specifically for this 

project.  The product and service categories it covered were: 

● Food Products    

● Cleaning Products 

● Personal Care Products 

● Paper Products 

● Devices and Batteries 

● Appliances, Fixtures, and Equipment 

● Electronic and Electrical Equipment 

● Lighting Devices 

● Motorized Vehicles 

● Mode of Transportation 

● Home Services or Activities 

 

The participants recorded information about 115 products and 20 services used in their home, 

including brand names, third party certifications, and region of origin.  Participants also recorded 

their frequency of use and personal sustainability rating for each product.   

The third stage of the study was a telephone interview with 87 of the participants who 

completed and returned the in-home inventory (32% of the original 274 retail intercept 

respondents; 52 from Guelph, 35 from Montréal).  They were asked to explain what they think 

sustainability means, and how they would determine the sustainability of 10 specific items.   

After all of the above data was collected, a scoring system was developed to create a 

relative scale for sustainability.  The resulting scores were used to compare respondents based on 
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the products they actually purchased and to evaluate the degree to which sustainable products 

have been embraced by Canadian shoppers.  This scoring system was the second tool designed 

specifically for this project.   

Sample Size and Characteristics 

The desired sample size for the central, in-home inventory portion of this study was 100 

households, 50 from Guelph and 50 from Montréal. As indicated above, this goal was achieved, 

with 104 households participating in the in-home inventory (52 from Guelph and 52 from 

Montréal).  The 100-household target was based on achieving a confidence level of 95% with a 

confidence interval of .10.  Thus, a sample size of 50 means that if 40% of the study respondents 

answered X to a particular question, we can be very certain (with 95% confidence) that 30-50% 

(40%+/- 10%) of the population being studied will give the same response. 

In terms of sample characteristics, the research team elected to recruit established 

households that had existed for at least one year.  It was felt that established households were 

more likely to have purchased the product and service categories being inventoried and to have 

taken sustainability into consideration in making their purchase decisions.  Screeners were used 

to avoid transient consumers (e.g. university students) with different purchasing and 

consumption needs than established households.  Although the study design was not intended to 

achieve representative samples from Guelph or Montréal, a comparison of basic demographic 

information for the respondents against Statistics Canada data from the 2006 national census 

revealed that the city samples were nevertheless somewhat representative. In Guelph, the sample 

was consistent with the general Guelph population in terms of language spoken at home and 

whether or not the respondent was born in Canada, and only slightly higher in age, education 

level, and home ownership.    In Montréal, the sample was consistent with the city’s general 



6 
 

Anglophone/Francophone split, gender and education level skews, but slightly higher in age and 

more oriented toward smaller (1-2 person) households. 

 An important sample characteristic for the purposes of this project was environmental 

orientation.  All of the retail intercept respondents were asked, “In your daily routine, how often 

do you consider the environmental impact of your actions?”   Responses to this question were 

calculated at each stage of this project (see Table 1 below).  The vast majority (87%) of the initial 

retail intercept respondents claimed high or moderate consideration.  The respondents who 

moved on to the in-home inventory and telephone interview stages of this project skewed even 

higher in their responses to this question (92% of the in-home inventory sample, and 94% of the 

telephone interview sample). 

Table 1:  Consideration of Environmental Impact in Daily Routine  

 Consideration of Environmental Impact   

 High Moderate Low Mean SD 

Retail Intercept Sample 

(Total n=274) 

39% 

(n=106) 

48%  

(n=131) 

13% 

(n=36) 

6.55 2.58 

In-home Inventory 

Sample (Total n=104) 

46% 

(n=48) 

46% 

(n=48) 

7% 

(n=7) 

6.97 2.50 

Telephone Interview 

Sample (total n=87) 

48% 

(n=42) 

46% 

(n=40) 

6% 

(n=5) 

7.22 2.14 

 

Key Findings 

An analysis of all of the data collected resulted in the following key findings by research 

question: 

1. What sustainable products/services are used/purchased by typical Canadian shoppers?  

Note:  For the purposes of this research, sustainable products, services and activities are those 

with third party certification (e.g. ENERGY STAR, Certified Organic, Fair Trade) or that 

received a favourable sustainability score using this project’s sustainability scoring system.     
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Overall, the data gathered indicates that consumers in both Guelph and Montréal 

purchase sustainable products in only a few product categories: appliances, cleaners, food and 

paper products.  With respect to sustainable services and activities, consumers in both Guelph 

and Montréal tend to engage in those that require the least amount of commitment to 

sustainability. 

Looking specifically at sustainable products (see Table 2 below), of the 115 products 

included in the inventory, only eight that have third party certifications were purchased by 25% 

or more of the respondents.  Three of these were large appliances, while another three were 

cleaning products.  The remaining two products were coffee and toilet paper.  

Table 2:  Third Party Certified Products Used by 25%+ of In-Home Inventory Sample 

Product Product Category Number of Households that 

Purchased Certified Items 

Percentage of Total 

Households (N=104) 

Refrigerator Appliances, Fixtures, and Equipmt 52 50% 

Coffee Food Products 47 45% 

Dishwashing liquid Cleaning Products 45 43% 

All-purpose cleaner Cleaning Products 40 38% 

Glass cleaner Cleaning Products 35 33% 

Dish Washer Appliances, Fixtures, and Equipmt 31 30% 

Front Load Washing Machine Appliances, Fixtures, and Equipmt 28 27% 

Toilet Paper Paper Products 27 26% 

 

The relatively high purchase level for third party certified appliances is not surprising 

given that energy labels on these products have been found to improve consumer confidence in 

green products (Young et al., 2010) and that there is a high recognition of the ENERGY STAR 

symbol in Canada with 89% of consumers being able to visually recognize the symbol (Natural 

Resources Canada, 2011).  The purchase level of certified cleaning products is also 

understandable.  A recent study found cleaning products have a greater than average number of 

certified labelled products on store shelves (TerraChoice, 2010).    
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At the opposite end of the product spectrum, and consistent with a similar study from the 

United States (GMA/Deloitte, 2009), personal care products and electronics had the lowest level 

of reported certified products purchased.   

Of the 20 sustainable services and activities included in the inventory, only six were used/ 

undertaken by more than 50% of respondents, with donating items to charity being the most 

commonly reported (see Table 3 below).  Importantly, none of the top six services/activities 

require a strong commitment to sustainability, i.e. respondents could be undertaking them 

without awareness of, or concern for, their lower environmental impact.  On the other hand, 

services/activities that require a strong commitment to sustainability (e.g. buying green power, 

car sharing/pooling, and buying food from Community Shared Agriculture) had the lowest levels 

of participation.  

Together, the above findings indicate that, even though the majority of the in-home 

inventory sample respondents claim to have a high/moderate environmental orientation, they do 

not actually have strong follow-through in their purchasing behaviour.  

Table 3:  Sustainable Services/Activities Used by 50%+ of In-Home Inventory Sample 

Service/Activity 
Number of Households Using 

Service/Activity 
Percentage of Total 
Households (N=104) 

Donate Items to Charity 91 88% 

Use Electrical Equipment at Non-Peak Times 60 58% 

Borrow Books, Music, etc. from Library 55 53% 

Use Repair Services when Appliances/Large 
Equipment Breaks 

54 52% 

Rent Movies rather than Purchase DVD 53 51% 

Purchase Used Items at Garage Sales or 
Charitable Organizations 

52 50% 

 

2. How do consumers identify which of the products/services they use/purchase are 

sustainable or non-sustainable? As indicated in the Introduction section, past research suggests 
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that Canadian consumers are confused when it comes to identifying whether the products they 

use/purchase are sustainable or non-sustainable (Canadian Centre for Pollution Prevention, 

2009).  This study supports this finding.  It further suggests that consumers rely on product or 

service characteristics provided by governments or other organizations to identify sustainability.   

Specifically, the follow-up telephone interview portion of this study (n=87) found that the 

capacity of respondents to identify the determinants of product sustainability varied widely 

across the 10 items investigated and that a majority of the respondents agreed on a single 

defining characteristic for only 4 of them (refrigerators, light bulbs, vehicles, and batteries).   As 

can be seen in Table 4 below, the main determinant of sustainability for refrigerators, light bulbs, 

and vehicles is energy efficiency. On the other hand, a sustainable battery is one that is 

rechargeable.   

Table 4:  Products with One Main Determinant of Sustainability 

 Product Type 

 Refrigerators Light Bulbs Vehicles  Batteries 

Determinants of 

Sustainability 

Energy Star/ Energy 

efficient (69%) 

CFL/LED/Energy 

efficiency (55%) 

Energy Efficiency/ 

Hybrid (56%) 

Rechargeable (55%) 

Cost, Appearance, 

Quality (7%) 

Do not know/did not 

answer (18%) 

Do not know/did not 

answer (14%) 

Packaging, labelling, or 

brand name (13%) 

Packaging, Labelling, 

Brand (5%) 

 Cost, appearance, 

quality (14%) 

Cost, appearance, 

quality (8%) 

Do not know/did not 

answer (13%) 

 

 The above results, combined with the respondents’ inability to agree on a single 

determinant of sustainability for the other 6 items they were questioned about
2
, indicate that 

consumers can best identify sustainable products when most or all competitors: (a) have agreed 

on (or have been legislated to agree on) a single defining characteristic, and/or (b) have 

consistently labelled and/or marketed their brand in a way that ensures that consumers know that 
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it has this characteristic.   This supports research demonstrating  that consistent information on a 

product/service helps consumers identify sustainable attributes (Young et al., 2010) and that 

products that have multiple determinants for sustainability confuse consumers (Oates et al., 

2008).  Therefore, to help consumers readily identify sustainable products, it appears to be 

essential to give them a single, credible, understandable characteristic to use as a basis for 

judging competitive options.    

3. What factors influence their choice between competing sustainable and non- 

sustainable products/services?  The key factor that influences consumer choice between 

competing sustainable and non-sustainable products/services appears to be lack of awareness of 

sustainable alternatives.  When the 274 retail intercept participants were asked to select the most 

sustainable product from among their purchases, many of the products they chose were not 

sustainable.  Furthermore, only 53 respondents (19%) indicated that there was a competing 

sustainable alternative to the product they selected.  In addition, when given a list of possible 

reasons for not purchasing more sustainable products, the most frequently cited reason was “lack 

of information about environmentally friendly options” (53%).   

These findings demonstrate that most consumers are not aware that sustainable options 

are now available in many of the product categories they regularly purchase.  These findings also 

highlight the need for much more information than is currently available to help consumers make 

their purchase decisions.  

4. Are there significant differences in the above behaviours among different 

demographic groups/segments of Canadians?  Significant differences in green purchasing 

behaviours were found among the in-home inventory respondents based on their life stage, level 

of education, and size of living space.  Overall, these differences suggest that, while 
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improvement in one’s living circumstances could potentially allow a person to have greater 

concern for societal issues such as sustainability, it instead seems to lead to greater orientation 

toward self-gratification. Specifically: 

 Renters were found to be more sustainable consumers than homeowners, and single-

person households were found to be more engaged in sustainable purchasing behaviour 

than larger households.  This may reflect the likelihood that consumers who rent or live 

alone have smaller living spaces and fewer physical possessions, and therefore live in a 

more sustainable fashion.   

 Respondents with higher levels of education were less engaged in sustainable purchasing 

behaviours than those with lower levels of education.  This may be attributed to the 

likelihood that higher education levels lead to higher incomes.  Previous research has 

demonstrated that the size of Canadian households’ ecological footprint grows along with 

their income (Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 2008). 

Notably, there were no significant differences in sustainable purchasing behaviours among 

consumers who categorized themselves as having a low, moderate or high level of consideration 

for the environment.  It appears that consumer confusion about how to identify sustainable 

products may contribute to misjudgement about how green their own purchasing behaviour is 

relative to other consumers.  

5. What sustainable consumption segments exist in Canada based on the above 

behaviours?   Given that there were no significant differences between the in-home inventory 

respondents based on their self-reported level of consideration for the environment, respondents 

were segmented based on the household sustainability scores calculated using the sustainability 

scoring system developed for this project.  This scoring system was configured so that the 
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highest level of sustainability for each of the 11 product and service/activities inventoried was 

zero and the lowest level of sustainability was 600.  In other words, the lower the score, the more 

sustainable the behaviour, with the most sustainable behaviour being the result of making no 

purchases at all. 

The respondents’ average total household sustainability scores ranged from 247.26 to 

342.63 (Mean = 296.95 SD = 20.90).  This relatively narrow range of scores reflects the fact that 

most respondents made sustainable purchases in only a few product or service/activity categories 

(as reported in the discussion related to research question #1).  For segmentation analysis 

purposes, respondents were grouped into three segments of equal size: (a) those who exhibited 

the most sustainable behaviours, as evidenced by having total scores of 247-283; (b) those who 

were moderately sustainable across the 11 product and service/activities inventoried, as 

evidenced by having total scores of 284-307, and (c) those who exhibited the least sustainable 

behaviour, with total scores of 308-343.  A review of each group’s demographics revealed the 

following segment profiles:  

High Sustainability Segment (scores of 247-283) – This group is dominated by older women 

(50+) with little post-secondary education.   Their favoured accommodation is a smaller home 

(generally, a semi-detached house or an apartment), probably because they live alone or with 

only one other person.  They may be “socially-conscious empty-nesters”. 

Moderate Sustainability Segment (scores of 284-307) – This group is dominated by middle-

aged men and women (25-64, but skewed to 50-64) who are college/university-educated and 

own their own home.  Their home is generally a detached style in order to accommodate their 
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larger households (2-4 people, but skewed to 2 since their children may be starting to move out).   

They may be “older middle-aged adults focused on remaining family responsibilities”. 

Low Sustainability Segment (scores of 308-343) – This is the youngest of the three segments 

(25-64, evenly spread by age), and the best educated.  They own their home and have larger 

households (2-4 people, with a strong skew to 3 or 4, likely due to children still living at home).  

They may be “younger career and family-oriented adults”.    

Consistent with the analysis of significant demographic differences among the in-home 

inventory respondents, this segment analysis suggests that, despite consumers’ best intentions, 

life situation is more important to their purchasing behaviour than environmental orientation.  A 

strong, personally relevant rationale may be needed to foster an orientation toward sustainability 

sufficient to impact purchasing behaviour. 

Key Conclusions 
 

Based on this research, it is apparent that, despite their claims to have a high/moderate 

environmental orientation, Canadian consumers do not follow through well in their purchasing 

behaviour.  They actually purchase sustainable products in only a few product categories 

(appliances, cleaners, food, and paper products), and they tend to engage in sustainable services 

or activities that require little commitment to sustainability.  Indeed, their purchasing behaviour 

is far more reflective of “self-interest” than “prosocial behaviour”.  This has been found to the 

case in other areas of behaviour associated with concern for others.  For example, a recent study 

on blood donation concluded that: 

“Most blood donors appear to have high levels of the primary prosocial characteristics 

(altruism, empathy, and social responsibility) commonly thought to be the main 
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motivators for donation, but these factors do not appear to be the ones most strongly 

related to donation frequency.  Traditional donor appeals based on these characteristics 

may need to be supplemented by approaches that address practical concerns like 

convenience, community safety, or personal benefit.”  (Steele et al. 2008) 

 The research reported in this paper also indicates that the key barriers to more socially-

responsible consumer purchasing behaviour appear to be confusion about how to identify 

sustainable products and limited knowledge about the sustainable options that are already 

available in many of the product and service categories they regularly buy. Clearly, consumers 

need more information.  However, it is also evident that this information needs to be “packaged” 

in ways that are easy for them to grasp and retain.  Most notably, it appears to be essential to give 

consumers a single, credible, understandable characteristic for each product or service category 

in order to help them judge competitive options.  They also need a simple tool to measure and 

assess their own overall green purchasing behaviour versus others.  The two tools developed for 

this study are too complex for consumer use but the principle behind them, that measurement is 

needed to assess current status and determine whether change in behaviour has occurred, is as 

true at the consumer household level as it is at, for example, an organizational level.     

Together, providing consumers with easy-to-grasp information about the key 

sustainability characteristic for each purchase category and a simple means to measure personal 

efforts and progress could increase their willingness and ability to make environmental concern a 

more important factor in their household purchasing behaviour. 
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