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No matter what the language, marketing for green has common elements every business should know.  
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Introduction
What are business owners saying about their marketing?

In talking to and reading correspondence from businesses owners, marketers, and market researchers 
from across the nation, we've noticed that all of them speak of the same basic combination for success in 
the green marketplace. Individual companies or business owners may express their tenets in slightly dif-
ferent ways, but a number of common threads weave through their philosophies of success. Here, we've 
distilled the essence of conversations and seminars into a coherent list of steps to marketing your own 
business in the green economy.

Whether you are selling goods or services, organic apples or wind turbines, 

here are a few basic points that you cannot afford to ignore.

Seven Non-Negotiable Steps to 
Marketing Your Green Business

1.  Always make “it” about the customer.  

The temptation of many businesses have when putting together marketing messages is to tell the poten-
tial customer all about their business. They introduce themselves, give the company history, talk about 
their commitment to whatever cause, and throw in a picture of the company cat lounging across a key-
board. They talk about how good the product or service is and about how it has often been copied but yet 
to be matched. The problem is that, for the most part, customers are really not interested in getting to 
know you as an owner,  your company history, or even how great you feel the quality of your product is. 

Customers always want to know what is in it for them. To create a functional sales and 

marketing message, you must bring the issues home for the prospective customer. 

The marketplace is interested in the value of a product first, then price, then the social responsibility of 
their choices. This hierarchy is true of all market segments, and yes, that includes nearly all green or so-
cially concerned consumers.

Do you make or sell zero VOC paints? Speak to levels of harmful off-gassing from standard commercial 
paint products. Bring the message home by pointing out that some of these chemicals have been impli-
cated in childhood asthma, migraine headaches, or even ADD. Explain that your products are toxin free 
and created with natural ingredients through making it real for the person you are marketing to...in other 
words, with your paint, their home will be a healthier place for their family.
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Does your company grow or sell organic foods? Sell by pointing out the superior nutritional value of or-
ganic foods and the numerous studies pointing to high levels of pesticide residues in genetically modified  
foods. Bring it home first, then speak to the sustainability of your operation and the environmental stew-
ardship of choosing organic produce as a secondary factor.

2.  Commit to educating the market.  

Informing your consumers may be the most effective method of marketing your business. Marketing 
should be the opportunity to share hype-free information. Share information that the customer may not 
have known. Again, make it about them and their lives, not about your company.

Do you sell furniture made of salvaged wood products? Educate the consumer on why salvaged wood is 
a good value, about how the quality and longevity of the wood product differs from products made of 
secondary growth wood or wood that is not harvested in a sustainable manner. Tell them why these is-
sues are important, and do it in an interesting, informative way.  

One key issue is that green business is very different than conventional business.  Are there costs that 
your conventional counterparts aren’t accounting for and that society has to bear?  These are called exter-
nalities and range from pollution of ecosystems to decreased public health to child labor.  Can you encap-
sulate one of these externalities in a sentence or two and make it relevant to your customer?  An easy ex-
ample is that factory farmed meat contains high levels of phthalates that disrupt hormone function and 
antibiotic residues from unhealthy factory farm conditions.  If you are a humane farmer, make sure cus-
tomers understand that your products are healthier for the customer and the planet because they don’t 
contain these chemical residues.  It’s an external cost that factory farms are pushing off on their customers 
and the general public.  And it’s a powerful selling point to many customers.  

3.  Know your customers.  

One of the most common mistakes new businesses make is in not knowing who they will be selling to 
and what their market feels is important in their lives. Ask yourself the simple question of who would 
want to buy your product or service. If your answer is “everyone,” you are in real trouble!

The most successful businesses are those that have identified a couple of clear niches or even sub-niches 
in a market, have established the concepts and ideas important to that market, and have tailored their 
products, services, and marketing messages in light of that information.  For instance, a company that 
produces a green living magazine may choose to focus on yoga studios, organic grocers, and manufactur-
ers of healthy products as its three main advertising segments.  Once that focus has been established, the 
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magazine editor knows that articles must be tailored to that market, and, if done right, those advertisers 
will immediately realize the value of the magazine’s readership.  If the magazine tried to also sell adver-
tising to wind turbine manufacturers, the focus of the magazine is somewhat lost, and with it, the core 
advertisers who will help keep the company afloat.  

4.  Avoid unsubstantiated hype.  Be real!  

Be honest about your product or business. What does your product really do for the consumer?  Consum-
ers are wary after being hearing a lot of unsubstantiated hype about supposedly green products.  Honesty 
goes a very long way, as does being real in your commitment to environmental causes, healthful prod-
ucts, and social issues.  

As a part of your authenticity and honesty, be forthright about your business. Hide nothing. If you have 
some portions of your business that are not truly sustainable, acknowledge those problems and explain 
how you are working to deal with the issues. You won't want to lead with acknowledging problems in 
your sales message, but don't cover anything up. The concept is beginning to get a lot of traction in cor-
porate boardrooms in the Fortune 500, and is being termed “Radical transparency”. 

There are a lot of third party eco-labels for green products. If one of your products or services may qualify 
for one of these labels, the credential may help sell customers on the benefits of your product. There are 
good and not-so-good labels. In general, labels should either be certified by an independent non-profit or 
by the government, not by an industry front group (one that is made up of members of a particular indus-
try. The Sustainable Forestry Initiative, SFI, was a sham eco-label that was put forth by the timber indus-
try and led to a lot of eco-labeled wood products that came from old growth, riparian areas, or other un-
sustainable harvesting methods, for instance). 

5.  Be consistent.  

The marketing methods of many organizations looks more like a series of wild shotgun blasts than a con-
cise, on-target rifle shot. A company may market one way on radio, another way in print, and yet another 
way on the web. This schizophrenic approach can water down marketing messages and waste money. 

Create your message, your logos, and your company iden-
tity and stick with the mix across multiple media and 
campaigns. If you find that a change is needed or that it is 
time for a new approach or new campaign, make the 
changes with a thoughtful, systemic approach.
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6.  Build relationships with your customers and your market.  

You must communicate with your customers and potential customers. The most basic of methods for 
communicating is having a good informational web presence for your business, filled with appropriate, 
consumer-first information. Provide interactive content, as well, so that readers can “like” your page on 
facebook, sign up for a newsletter, if you decide to do one, and 

Another good option for getting your company online is AISO.net (Affordable Internet Services Online). 
AISO is a company that is worthy of serious consideration for its 
sustainable practices.  The company uses 100% solar power. 
Their website is also all about the customer--what’s in it for the 
company looking to have their site hosted. So if your company 
is all about clean technology and low impact, being able to claim 
solar power usage for your web services might be a valuable 
feature. AISO offers full web services along with their hosting 
packages. 

Another good way of maintaining contact with your market is 
through e-mail newsletters. Also called opt-in marketing, there 
are a number of providers for this service.  While the biggest player in this industry is aWeber, (found at 
www.aWeber.com), there is a good, green alternative GreenBusinessOwner.com uses that is called Na-
maste Interactive (found online at http://www.namasteinteractive.com/email-marketing).  Namaste In-
teractive provides email marketing through its NamasteLight software.  All email marketing services of-
fer list management tools, sign-up form creation and integration, and newsletter creation tools for an un-
limited number of email lists.  Make sure your provider adheres to strict practices in accordance with the 
US Can-Spam legislation, which allows your recipients to unsubscribe at any time.  It will be up to you to 
create meaningful and appropriate email newsletter content for your customers.

The primary rule of thumb for newsletters is to make sales and marketing a secondary consideration 
whenever you write for your email newsletter. Focus on educational information and providing useful 
content for your readers.  Subscribers have signed on voluntarily, so don't wear out your welcome, and 
strive to be certain that you are providing something of value in return for the time a reader spends on 
your e-newsletter.

The general bottom line with relationship building is that the more time and energy you spend develop-
ing relationships with your customers, the more likely they will be to come back.  Your business may 
have a thousand customers who pay a little money each, or it may have six who pay a lot more.  Obvi-
ously, if it has six, you’ll need to spend a lot more time and energy building relationships with your cus-
tomers.  Regardless, customers appreciate a company that tries to understand them, appreciate them, and 
serve them better.  
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7.  Recognize the “shades of green” in your customers and market accordingly.  

Realize that while there are some universal truths in marketing green products and services (customer's 
concerns first, price second, sustainability third) green buyers are not all created equally. The term 
“shades of green” has been adopted to describe the varying focus in the green marketplace. A greenie is 
not just a greenie any more. 

The Shades of the Green Consumer:

Light Green: The light green consumer is relatively unconcerned or only slightly so about environmental 
issues or social issues. The light green consumer will choose a green, organic, or environmentally-friendly 
product when the price is right. They do not necessarily seek out green products, but will occasionally 
turn to them on an inconsistent basis when they perceive that the value is right.

Medium Green: The medium green consumer will choose a green, organic, or environmentally-friendly 
product only when it makes sense to them in terms of their health, safety, and economic well-being. When 
they are faced with two similarly priced products, they are likely to choose the greener of the two, but 
may not seek out a green solution at all times. Buying decisions often take the form of quick cost-benefit 
analysis exercises. These consumers typically are open to information and education on green issues.

Deep Green: The deep green consumer is committed to ecological, social, and health issues. They are 
willing to pay more for the products they choose to get what they perceive as higher quality and social 
responsibility in a green product. These consumers will seek out green solutions and will sometimes do 
without products when they cannot locate what they believe to be a viable green alternative. Deep Green 
consumers are very sensitive to greenwashing, which they are apt to see as a gross breach of trust. Any 
perception of greenwashing will likely mean that they are lost as a customer.

What shade of green does your product appeal to?  How can you tailor your marketing materials, price 
point, packaging, etc. to get this consumer's attention? 

Conclusion
While all of these “non-negotiable” points are important for all green business owners to consider when 
formulating a business plan or marketing plan, it is important for you to customize the suggestions to 
your own situation. You know your own position, market, strengths and challenges better than anyone 
else. Adapt the basics of what has worked for others to make things work for you and your green busi-
ness. 
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