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AN INTRODUCTION TO GREEN CLEANING 

Why Should Companies Strive to be Sustainable? 
Sustainability is becoming increasingly important for businesses wanting to maintain a competitive edge. 
Consumers want to do business with organizations who care about the environment, and employees 
want to work for businesses who are as responsible toward their people as they are about their profits. 
Therefore, a focus on sustainability is crucial for not only maintaining a favorable image and positive 
customer relationships, but also for recruiting and maintaining top-quality employees. 

What's the Difference Between “Green” and “Sustainable?” 
Although the terms “green” and “sustainable” are often used interchangeably, they are actually not the 
same thing. Green refers to being responsible toward the environment and minimizing the negative 
effects we have on it. Although “green” is a crucial component of sustainability, the definition of 
sustainability is broader.  
 
An authoritative definition of sustainability was established by the World Commission on Environment and 
Development (WCED) in 1983. Convened by the United Nations, the WCED addressed the 
consequences of the environment's deterioration, including economic and social-development 
implications. According to the WCED: 

 “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
 compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 

While operating responsibly for the sake of future generations, sustainable businesses also focus on the 
wellbeing of its current employees, environment, and profits. 

What is Green Cleaning? 
A crucial component for any sustainable company is a Green Cleaning program. Involving much more 
than using green products, Green Cleaning determines the needs of a business' building, as well as the 
needs of its staff and occupants. It also takes the chemicals, equipment, paper products and cleaning 
procedures into consideration. 
 
Green Cleaning effectively maintains the cleanliness of a company's facilities through means that are 
safer for people and friendlier toward the environment than traditional cleaning methods. Rather than 
focusing solely on the traditional criteria of cost, Green Cleaning focuses on achieving the best value for 
an organization's facility.  Purchasing considerations include:  
  

• Costs and value of the products and equipment 
• Environmental impacts of chemicals and cleaning products 
• Staffing, processes and procedures that take sustainability into consideration 
• Performance of the equipment (such as vacuum cleaners that capture a high percentage of 

particulates) 
• Materials such as paper goods, liners and mops that are designed to reduce negative effects on 

human health and the environment 
• Product usage and ergonomics  
• Training requirements  
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What are the Environmental Benefits of Green Cleaning? 
It's well documented that the chemicals used in the traditional cleaning industry negatively impact air, 
water and land. Many traditional cleaning products are made from non-renewable resources that won't be 
available to future generations once they're gone. But Green Cleaning products are sustainable, reduce 
harmful environmental effects, and are just as effective as their non-green counterparts.  
 
Harsh chemicals aren't the only concern with traditional cleaning products. They also use more packaging 
and therefore lead to more waste. Green products, on the other hand, are often available in concentrated 
formulas. Such formulas reduce an organization’s carbon footprint by limiting packaging and waste while 
also reducing the amount of fuel needed to transport the products. 
 
Green Cleaning equipment and materials also help reduce environmental harm. Examples include paper 
towels made with unbleached recycled content, and vacuum cleaners that remove higher percentages of 
particulates than traditional vacuums.  
 
What are the Businesses Benefits of Green Cleaning? 
As this guide will make clear, Green Cleaning reduces not only environmental and health risks, but also 
increases a business' bottom-line performance. For example, businesses can significantly reduce costs 
by conserving resources. Organizations can also get more return on the investment in their people by 
increasing their productivity through an improved work environment. Furthermore, Green Cleaning can 
reduce the unhealthy conditions of a facility, thus minimizing a company's costs of insurance and 
healthcare.  
 
Significant business benefits of implementing a Green Cleaning program include: 
 

• Increased levels of occupant satisfaction 
• Increased tenant retention 
• Decreased employee absenteeism 
• Decreased employee turnover 
• Decreased liability  
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THREE PILLARS OF SUSTAINABILITY: PROFIT, PLANET, PEOPLE 
An organization that is sustainable can be characterized by three elements, summed up with the pillars of 
“profit, planet and people.”  
 
Profit 
A business must be profitable to thrive, and a Green Cleaning program can help an organization enjoy 
profitability in a way that's helpful and sustainable. Green Cleaning provides financial advantages that 
boost a business' bottom line, such as: 

• Increased productivity of staff through the improvement of their work environment 
• Reduced costs associated with water and energy usage 
• Reduced costs of facility maintenance 

 
People 
An organization's people are its most valuable resource, and providing them with a healthy environment is 
crucial. Unfortunately, however, the millions of people employed in the cleaning industry often lift heavy 
objects and work with substandard equipment that can cause musculoskeletal issues and other health 
problems. They're also continually exposed to chemicals that potentially lead to issues such as: 
 

• Asthma and respiratory irritation 
• Cancers  
• Developmental toxicity 
• Reproductive problems  
• Allergies 
• Burns and poisonings 

 
The people pillar refers to sustainable business practices toward a facility's staff, such as using greener, 
environmentally-friendly products and safer equipment. It also refers to providing an optimal environment 
for customers and workers by improving air quality, reducing slip-and-fall risks, and responsibly using 
resources. Other aspects, such as livable wages and good training practices, also fall under this pillar.  

Planet 
The cleaning industry, with its more than a quarter of a million companies, consumes resources such as 
fuel, water, and electricity. This consumption produces a significant amount of byproducts and 
environmental emissions.  
 
The planet pillar refers to green practices such as using renewable resources, reusing and recycling 
when possible, and being responsible with utilities and other resources. Businesses should also consider 
working with suppliers and other business partners that operate with sustainability in mind.  
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SUSTAINABILITY REDUCES RISK 
Businesses that focus on sustainability typically enjoy a reduction in risks associated with their 
operations, image and reputation, and compliance with government regulations.   
 
Reduce Operational Risk: Companies that focus on sustainability are in a better position to reduce risks 
associated with employee absenteeism, turnover, and other risks that could threaten their bottom-line 
performance.  

Reduce Strategic Risk: Sustainable organizations manage their competitive risks easier than 
businesses that aren't as sustainable, and they typically enjoy a better public image. 
 
Reduce Compliance Risk: Sustainable organizations can more easily deal with risks associated with 
regulations that could impose further costs on organizations, or even force companies to change how 
they operate.  

Reduce Economic Risk: This category pertains to an organization's ability to weather financial market 
risks and other economic factors.  

FINANCIAL ASPECTS OF SUSTAINABILITY 
Being environmentally friendly and highly profitable are by no means mutually exclusive. Sustainability 
makes good business sense, and it can in fact give organizations a significant competitive edge. What 
follows are substantial financial benefits that many sustainable organizations realize. 

Increased Revenue 
Consumers love doing business with responsible companies that care about their staff, their customers 
and the environment. The brands that customers associate with become reflections of who customers are 
as people. And in this era of putting high value on sustainability, customers give more of their loyalty – 
and incidentally, more of their money – to companies known for their passionate stance on environmental 
responsibility. In fact, more and more business-to-business customers are requiring suppliers to 
document their sustainability programs as a condition of purchase. 
 
Consumers value companies who walk the talk by taking actions such as: 
 

• Maintaining a Green Cleaning program and greening its facilities  
• Being a good steward of its waste and conserving water 
• Doing business with suppliers and partners who uphold sustainability standards 
• Documenting performance in an annual sustainability report 

 
Improved Employee Productivity  
Green Cleaning, which focuses on providing a healthier indoor environment, helps to safeguard a 
company's most valuable resource: its people. Large amounts of VOCs (volatile organic compounds) 
inside a building can lead to employee health problems, which dramatically harm productivity levels and 
increase employee absences. In fact, according to the Journal of Occupational and Environmental 
Medicine, employees who work while sick cost the American economy $160 billion annually in lost 
productivity.  
 
One significant solution is a healthy building that reduces the occurrence of illnesses and helps keep 
employees healthy and productive. Green buildings that promote employee health and happiness feature: 
  

• Green Cleaning programs 
• Natural daylight along with sufficient artificial light 
• Building materials containing minimal toxins 
• Open spaces that offer plenty of room for employees to move and interact 
• Sufficient ventilation 
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Reduced Turnover 
A high employee turnover rate is a costly problem for any business. An organization's total costs of losing 
an employee includes: 

• Costs of termination 
• Costs of job posting and interviewing 
• Lost productivity while a position is empty during the interviewing process 
• Lost productivity while new employees are being trained  

 
Besides providing employees with a healthier environment that encourages employee productivity, green 
buildings and Green Cleaning programs also boost employee loyalty. Many in today's workforce want to 
work for companies that care about more than their bottom-line performance. Therefore, businesses who 
look out for their people and who are known for their stance on green issues typically enjoy lower turnover 
rates. Such organizations often have highly-committed employees who work diligently, have fewer 
absences, and aren't as likely to look for a new job. 
 
Reduced Energy Expenses 
The fastest way for a company of any size to reduce its expenses is to decrease its energy use. Energy 
reductions cost very little money for a business to implement, and there's little risk involved. Energy 
savings also make businesses more likely to be eligible for government incentives. The following are 
ways organizations can achieve significant energy reductions. 

Green Buildings. According to the U.S. Green Building Council, buildings in the U.S. are one of the 
heaviest consumers of natural resources – accounting for 73% of electricity consumption and 38% of all 
CO2 emissions.1 Energy-efficient buildings (either new or retrofitted) significantly reduce these numbers. 
 
Computerized Systems. When used to monitor and manage HVAC systems, computers play a big role 
in saving energy and money. 
 
Energy-Conscious Employees. An organization's people can make a critical difference in cost reduction 
through energy-saving actions. Energy expenses can be significantly reduced through daily actions such 
as reducing the use of a facility's elevators and turning off lights and computers when not in use.  
 
Reduced Materials 
Especially for wholesale, retail, manufacturing and construction companies, reducing the amounts of 
materials (including raw materials, finished goods, packaging, etc.) offers significant savings 
opportunities. Four ways businesses can save money on materials are: 
 
 1. Creating products using reduced amounts of material (dematerialization) 
 2. Using less expensive and greener materials 
 3. Recycling materials for use in making products 
 4. Product take-back programs that reuse materials from consumer-returned products  
 

 

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Green Building Facts, U.S. Green Building Council (www.usgbc.org/articles/green-building-facts) 
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Reduced Waste 
Due to inefficient systems, most of the raw materials that companies purchase to create products 
ultimately turn into solid waste, waste water, and emissions. Reducing this waste not only has a positive 
impact on the environment, but it also improves a business' bottom line. 
 
Sustainable companies should view their waste with the following four categories in mind, according to 
information published by the U.N.2 
 

Cost of waste and emission treatment. This includes the costs of personnel, fees, taxes, fines and 
penalties, and clean-up costs. 
 
Cost of prevention and environmental management. This cost includes external services for 
environmental management, personnel for general environmental management activities, and research 
and development for waste issues. 
 
Material purchase value of non-product output. This is the cost of wasted materials, including raw 
materials, packaging, auxiliary materials, operating materials, energy, and water. 
 
Processing costs of non-product output. This includes the costs of processing materials before they 
are wasted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Environmental Management Accounting Procedures and Principles, United Nations 
www.un.org/esa/sustdev/publications/proceduresandprinciples.pdf	  
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SELECTING SUSTAINABLE CLEANING PRODUCTS 
 
GREEN CLEANERS 
Green Cleaning products are less harmful to the environment, safer to employee health and the health of 
all building occupants, are biodegradable, and perform at least as well as traditional cleaning products.  
 
When selecting Green Cleaning products, choosing products that have been certified by either 
ECOLOGO or Green Seal provides assurance that the manufacturer's environmental claims are valid.  
 
 

ECOLOGO 
According to UL (who recently acquired the ECOLOGO certification program,) 
 
“ECOLOGO Certified products, services and packaging are certified for reduced 
environmental impact. ECOLOGO Certifications are voluntary, multi-attribute, 
lifecycle based environmental certifications that indicate a product has 
undergone rigorous scientific testing, exhaustive auditing, or both, to prove its 
compliance with stringent, third-party, environmental performance standards.” 3 

 
 
 

Green Seal 
According to Green Seal, 
 
“Our sustainability standards for products, services, and companies are based 
on life cycle research and are developed in an open, transparent, and 
stakeholder-involved process. Green Seal standards provide criteria and 
guidelines for manufacturers, service providers, and companies to work toward 
sustainability and Green Seal certification. Green Seal has 31 issued standards 
that cover over 375 product and service categories.” 4 

 

ECOLOGO and Green Seal maintain certification standards for products in the following categories: 

• Carpet and Upholstery Cleaners 
• Degreasers  
• Disinfectants and Disinfectant Cleaners 
• Hard Surface Cleaners 
• Hard Floor Care Products (Finishes and Sealers)  
• Hand Cleaners 
• Hand Antiseptics 
• Laundry Bleach 
• Liquid Laundry Detergents and Fabric Softeners 
• Oder Control Additives  

 
 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 www.ul.com/global/eng/pages/offerings/businesses/environment/services/certification/spc/index.jsp 
 
4 www.greenseal.org/GreenBusiness/Standards.aspx	  
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PAPER PRODUCTS 
According to the EPA, when an organization uses recycled paper products, it supports local recycling 
programs, creates jobs, and helps strengthen the economy. Using green materials also conserves natural 
resources, reduces solid waste and air pollutants, saves energy, and minimizes greenhouse gases that 
contribute to global warming.5 
 
Sustainable organizations should choose products that abide by the EPA Comprehensive Procurement 
Guidelines for minimum levels of recycled content. 
 
 “The Comprehensive Procurement Guideline (CPG) program is part of EPA's   
 continuing effort to promote the use of materials recovered from solid waste. Buying  
 recycled-content products ensures that the materials collected in recycling programs will  
 be used again in the manufacture of new products.” 6 
 

The EPA has established guidelines for minimum levels of post-consumer fiber and recovered fiber. 
Post-consumer fiber is paper recovered from homes and offices. Recovered fiber is scrap generated at 
mills after the end of the paper making process. It includes converting and printing scrap, newsstand 
returns and printers’ overruns, obsolete inventory of mills and printers, damaged stock, and post-
consumer fiber.7 

The EPA's minimum levels of post-consumer fiber and recovered fiber include: 
 

 Bathroom tissue:  
 20-60% post consumer, 20-100% recovered 

 Paper towels:  
 40-60% post consumer, 40-100% recovered 

 Facial tissue:  
 10-15% post consumer, 10-100% recovered 

 Toilet seat covers:  
 40-60% post consumer, 40-100% recovered 

 Industrial wipes:  
 40% post consumer, 40-100% recovered 

 Plastic liners:  
 10-25% post consumer 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Buy-Recycled Series: Paper Products, Environmental Protection Agency, 
www.epa.gov/epawaste/conserve/tools/cpg/pdf/paper.pdf 
	  
6	  http://www.epa.gov/epawaste/conserve/tools/cpg/index.htm 
	  
7	  Buy-Recycled Series: Paper Products, Environmental Protection Agency, 
www.epa.gov/epawaste/conserve/tools/cpg/pdf/paper.pdf	  
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Other important considerations for green paper products include: 
 

• Choosing hands-free paper towel dispensers to reduce the spread of germs 
• Using paper towels and toilet paper packaged on large rolls to reduce packaging waste, while 

reducing the frequency of roll changing 
• Avoiding folded paper towels in order to reduce waste and costs. 

 
 
POWERED CLEANING EQUIPMENT 
No environmental standards address powered cleaning equipment, but according to the Worldwide 
Cleaning Industry Association, the following criteria are frequently cited in defining green products.8 

Cleaning equipment should feature safeguards to reduce negative effects on building surfaces. 
 
Carpet extraction equipment should reduce water consumption and be certified by the Carpet and Rug 
Institute's Green Label Testing Program. Carpet should be dry within 24 hours of using the equipment to 
limit slip-and-fall hazards. Damp carpeting also leads to bacteria and mould growth. 
 
Vacuum cleaners should operate at less than 70 dBA sound levels. They should also be certified by the 
Carpet and Rug Institute's Green Label Testing Program. The Green Label Testing Program's criteria 
states: 

• It should only take four passes for a vacuum cleaner to remove a satisfactory quantity of soil from 
the carpet 

• The vacuum cleaner should release no more than 100 micrograms of dust particles per cubic 
meter of air.  

• The vacuum cleaner should not deteriorate the appearance of the carpet. 
 
Powered floor maintenance equipment, such as floor buffers, should operate at less than 70 dBA 
sound levels and feature vacuums for capturing particulates. Powered equipment should also feature an 
ergonomic design that minimizes user fatigue. 

Scrubbing machines should feature variable-speed feed pumps and on-board chemical-metering 
devices, or, should only use tap water with no added cleaning products. 

Propane-powered floor equipment should meet the standards of the California Air Resources Board or 
the EPA for the equipment's engine size, and should operate with a sound level of less than 90 dBA. 

Battery-powered equipment should feature environmentally preferable gel batteries. 

Usability 
Besides the above guidelines, the following usability principles should also be taken into consideration: 

• Equipment that frequently breaks down or is uncomfortable to operate should not be used. 
• The size of the cleaning equipment should be appropriately matched to the operator. Cleaning 

staff should therefore take part in the equipment ordering process. 
• Cleaning staff should be able to operate the equipment with minimal instruction. Vender support 

and training should also be available. 
	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
8	  http://www.issa.com/?id=green_cleaning_products 
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CONCLUSION 

No longer should CEOs and managers view sustainability or Green Cleaning as trends, fads, or fledgling 
movements led by a small niche of advocates. Sustainability is widely regarded as a valuable component 
to business and to society as a whole, regardless of political party, industry, or business model. It should 
be considered a necessary business practice rather than an item on an organization’s “would-be-nice-to-
have” list. 

Taking measures to become sustainable not only makes the planet a better place to live, but it also 
reflects positively to customers, employees and shareholders that the company strives for more than its 
own bottom-line performance. Sustainable organizations demonstrate to the world that they care about 
the present and the future, and that they’re committed to nurturing their profits and their people. They 
therefore enjoy a more positive public image and higher levels of employee and consumer loyalty.  

By focusing on sustainability, organizations set themselves up for heightened levels of employee 
productivity, higher profitability, significant cost reductions, and bigger competitive advantages. 
Companies in every industry therefore have as many business-driven reasons to become sustainable as 
they do environmental reasons.   


