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Virtually every company on the planet, if they haven’t already, will soon have to tackle the 
challenge of sustainability. We may soon (or already have) hit peak oil production for the world, 
global warming is real, and the era of cheap resources is rapidly coming to an end. If we want to 
survive on this planet we need to drive sustainability through the fabric of our society. That’s a 
monumental task. It’s no understatement to say that success in sustainability will ultimately 
require the reinvention of technologies, cities, food chains, and lifestyles. 
 
In response to such an overwhelming problem, companies, universities, and governments have 
begun to invest heavily in green energy technologies, praying that one of them will save us, be it 
solar, wind, hydrogen or something yet more exotic. As ambitious and inspiring as these efforts 
are, such an approach on its own will  never be enough.  
 
The reason for this is simple – no idea ever makes an impact upon its inception. The first 
microprocessor went on sale in 1971, but it wasn’t until the 1990s that American lifestyles were 
transformed by the use of personal computers. The first functional automobile was demonstrated 
in 1801, but cars came to redefine the culture in the 20th Century, not the 19th. The electric light 
took a century to take hold in the American home. Quite simply, no single innovation conquers 
the world all at once. Prices of initial ventures are always too high, performance inevitably 
underwhelms, and people take a long time to warm to genuinely new-to-the-world ideas.  
 
To achieve the necessary changes in society – and make money in the process – our opportunity 
today isn’t simply in the development of new technologies. Instead, it might be more important to 
drive the adoption of existing sustainable solutions. In so doing, we can make a major impact on 
our environment, create jobs, and reduce the costs of promising innovations. 
 
In late 2007, growth strategy firm Jump Associates defined six design strategies for creating 
products and services optimized for success at different points in an innovation’s diffusion. Now, 
we’re ready to offer guidance on designing for the adoption of green products and services. In 
this paper, we provide best practices for companies in two very different situations: legacy players 
trying to understand when and how to green an existing category and pioneers seeking to 
accelerate the adoption of a completely new product or service. By following these strategies, 
companies can make green technologies profitable more quickly, renew differentiation in existing 
categories, and make the world a better place.  
 
 
Things take time – an introduction to adoption theory 
Adoption theory is a well-established body of research into how ideas catch on that owes its 
origins to communications theorist Everett Rogers’s seminal work The Diffusion of Innovations. In 
that text, Rogers charts the rise and fall of ideas, technologies, products, and nations while 
teasing out the insights and principles needed to apply adoption theory to new fields. 
 
The adoption of new ideas follows a standard bell curve. Anyone who engages with a given 
innovation fits into one of five categories: innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority, 
and laggards. Each of these groups has unique psychographic characteristics that cause people 
to be more or less likely to adopt a particular idea at a particular point in time. By understanding 
the needs of each group on the adoption curve, we can understand how to make an idea more 
appealing to different types of people. 
 



 
 
   
 
Six Design Strategies to Drive Adoption 
Previously, Jump Associates conducted extensive research into how best to succeed at each 
stage of a technology’s adoption. We developed six generic strategies that play best at different 
points, from endorsing a new technology’s viability to drastically economizing already successful 
technologies. (See “Design Strategies for Technology Adoption,” Alonzo Canada, Pete 
Mortensen, and Dev Patnaik, Design Management Review, Fall 2007.)   
 
Endorse: Explain nascent technologies to the world. 
Curate: Create icons that are both desirable and selective in functionality. 
Integrate: Provide solutions that help different technologies work together in people’s lives. 
Economize: Dramatically cut costs of production. 
Play: Find new ways to add value that don’t depend on technical differentiation. 
Refresh: Find ways to reinvent the product to renew technical differentiation. 
  



 
 
Designing for Green Adoption 
More recently, we began an investigation into the diffusion of green innovations. We found that 
while the same design strategies for adoption still apply in the sustainability space, they do not 
directly address the most important questions companies must answer about sustainability today. 
For existing companies in mature markets, the most important question to ask is not “How do we 
ensure that green products and services connect with consumers?” but is instead “When is the 
right time for us to launch our green offerings in an existing category?” What matters most is 
picking a sweet spot along the adoption curve and then targeting your efforts toward that segment 
exclusively. It’s about understanding when to go green – and when to let go of a category that 
isn’t playing to your strengths anymore.  
 
For those developing new-to-the-world solutions and categories, however, it’s far more critical to 
understand how to pass through the first two phases of adoption as quickly as possible to reach 
the lucrative middle. Counter-intuitively, while companies working to green existing categories 
must emphasize how their offerings are different from what is on the market today, those trying to 
pioneer new categories must go out of their way to make the different seem familiar. The sooner 
a far-out idea feels normal, the more readily people will adopt it.  
 
We will address the remainder of this paper toward each of these challenges, beginning with the 
greening of an existing category. 
 
 
 



Pick the green spot that plays to your strengths. 
It’s incredibly rare for a single player to dominate a market category. There’s no silver bullet to 
guarantee majority market share. Instead, a number of companies find different ways to compete. 
The same is true for categories that are going green. Rather than having an entire product 
segment roll over conventional technologies for more sustainable ones all at once, companies 
transform their offerings as and when suits them.. 
 
There are various reasons why companies play best at different points on the adoption curve. 
This insight can be used to choose a strategy for green adoption that leverages their strengths. 
That’s why Toyota and Honda had hybrid gas-electric cars on the market in the late 1990s and 
American companies are only now beginning to bring out their own comparable offerings. Part of 
it is attributable to culture: Honda and Toyota both prize efficiency above most other business 
values, so high-mileage hybrids represented a natural extension of their organizations’ goals. 
Another piece comes from brand perception. Ford, GM, and Chrysler are largely known for 
satisfying an American craving for powerful vehicles that leave competitors in the dust - an image 
which would have muted any of those companies’ efforts to project a love of the environment and 
economical vehicles until those values became more mainstream. Finally, organizational 
capabilities are key. Some companies are great at technical innovation and follow Endorse 
strategies to constantly feed new ideas to the front of the adoption curve. Others excel at showing 
consumers how that same technology fits into their lives a few years later using Integrate design 
strategies. Still others are Economizers, uniquely successful at carefully shaving costs out of a 
technology to make it affordable to a new group of customers.  
 
The mandate for companies hoping to take their existing categories green, then, is to have a 
realistic self-image and great understanding of the competition. By uncovering their existing 
strengths and those of other companies in the category, companies can make savvy investments 
in sustainability that are predisposed to succeed. Applied correctly, multiple companies in the 
same market can succeed by leveraging the same green innovations at different points in their 
diffusion. This can best be illustrated by considering how three very different companies have 
succeeded in the market for natural cleaners in three distinct ways. 
 
Seventh Generation Endorses Green Cleaning 
When Seventh Generation declared itself one of the first socially responsible companies in 1988, 
the words “natural” and “cleaner” weren’t often seen together. Seventh Generation was creating a 
new kind of natural cleaning product in a category where chemical cleaners got passed down like 
family heirlooms. To reach consumers, Seventh Generation was faced with having to educate 
people on the risks related to chemicals present in many everyday household cleaners. In the 
process, the company made itself into an authority on natural cleaning to protect the health of 
both people and the planet. To this day, Seventh Generation’s Natural Dish Soap provides such 
comprehensive information that it requires a fold-out label to have room to fully explain the 
ingredient list: cocamidopropyl betaine (plant-derived cleaning agent) to “cut tough grease to give 
you clean dishes”, sodium chloride (thickener) that “builds viscosity to assure proper dispensing”, 
citric acid (cornstarch-derived water softener) that “removes water hardness and maintains pH 
balance.” Seventh Generation introduced the world to the possibility that cleaning products could 
be gentle to people and the environment and still be effective. And over the last two decades, it 
has been first or nearly first to take any number of cleaning product categories green, even as it 
has acquired new competitors for its most mature product lines. The company’s careful 
explanation of the benefits and science behind its products typifies an Endorse design strategy 
targeted toward environmentalists as the innovators of the green space. 
 
Method Plays Curator to a Green Cleaning Lifestyle 
In 2001, startup Method launched its biodegradable, toxicity-free, and non-animal-tested soap in 
a single store in San Francisco. Three years later, bottles of Method dish soap were flying off the 
shelves of Target and Linens n’ Things. But unlike Seventh Generation’s testing and education-
driven approach to green cleaning, Method made its environmental considerations secondary to a 
glamorous lifestyle.  Method dish soap came in an ultra-modern, chess-pawn shaped bottle 



(designed by rock star product designer Karim Rashid) that glowed with the seductive hue of the 
liquid soap. Method’s iconic bottle instantly appealed to those with high-design sensibilities. This 
was a bottle of dish soap meant to be kept in public view to advertise the values and attitudes of 
its owners. Natural cleaners were reaching a larger population of people, and Method gave each 
and every customer a token of environmental and design credibility to display in their kitchens. In 
so doing, the company perfectly followed a Curate design strategy that targeted the early adopter 
need to make savvy choices. 
 
Clorox Makes a Green Cleaner for the Rest of Us 
By the time Clorox launched its Green Works natural cleaning line in 2008, Clorox had been 
experimenting with biodegradable plant- and mineral-derived cleaning formulas for about 10 
years. Green Works was 99% natural, petrochemical-free ingredients (ironically, the remaining 
1% non-natural ingredients accounted for the products’ “fresh scent” and green coloring). Why did 
the company wait so long to introduce its offerings into the market? Entirely because being first to 
market, as Seventh Generation was, would not have fit Clorox’s culture, brand, or capabilities. 
The very first natural cleaners were widely believed to be less effective than strong chemical 
cleaners like bleach. The name Clorox evokes the idea of powerful cleaning – it would have been 
a challenge to the company’s existing brand to offer anything less. So Clorox held back not until it 
had the greenest possible cleaners, but until it had the most effective green cleaners, capable of 
doing as good a job as conventional chemical-based solutions with significantly fewer negative 
impacts. By focusing on green cleaners that perfectly mimicked the form and function of its 
existing products, Clorox was able to rapidly become the No. 1 green cleaning company on earth, 
grossing $40 million in sales in year one and leading every category it entered. By using an 
Integrate design strategy, Clorox waited until sustainability reached its sweet spot in the adoption 
curve before entering. 
 
Each phase of the adoption curve is someone’s sweet spot. 
The cases of green cleaning offerings from Seventh Generation, Method, and Clorox were 
chosen for a very specific reason – each of these companies has found a very different kind of 
success in the green cleaning market. Seventh Generation sits at the beginning of the adoption 
curve, constantly pioneering new categories of green cleaning products that connect with people 
who care most about appearing cutting-edge. Method sells a lifestyle and artifacts for healthy 
living that resonates with the savvy mindset of early adopters. And Clorox makes useful green 
cleaners that perfectly fit into people’s existing cleaning routines. They technically compete 
against one another, but they have, for the most part, carved out unique space in the market for 
themselves, following design strategies that play to their strengths. In other words, there isn’t one 
perfect place to play in a given category’s adoption of sustainability. All six phases of the curve 
can prove lucrative. What matters more is taking an honest assessment of your culture, brand, 
and capabilities and choosing a sweet spot that works best for your organization. 
 
 
Using Adoption Theory to accelerate adoption of a new green innovation. 
We’ve already seen how companies can select a spot on the adoption curve that plays to their 
strengths in order to successfully drive the greening of an existing product category. For anyone 
hoping to introduce new-to-the-world green innovations, however, a different approach is 
necessary. Here, the objective is not to stay at a phase where your particular organization excels. 
Instead, the focus is on accelerating from one step to the next as quickly as possible. 
 
Some innovations move from first introduction to widespread usage very quickly, while others can 
take much longer. While culture and societal trends play a major role, there are also key 
properties of an innovation that affect its progress. The perceived attributes, benefits, or utility of a 
new product or service all contribute to the relative speed that it is adopted throughout a 
population. In fact, Diffusion of Innovation’s Rogers tells us that some 50 to 87 percent of the 
adoption rate for a new innovation is affected by only five factors: relative advantage, 
compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability. Building on Rogers’ five factors we present 
five principles companies can use to accelerate a green innovation’s adoption: 



 
• Message the advantage to people, not the planet. (relative advantage) 
• Relate green to familiar values, not to sacrifice. (compatibility) 
• Simplify green decision making through shared narratives. (complexity) 
• Enable people to try on green by reducing initial investment. (trialability) 
• Increase visibility by spreading green in shared spaces. (observability) 
 
The rise of car sharing services over the last decade offers us an example of a new-to-the-world 
sustainable offering. We’ll apply our thinking to the introduction and growth of such services to 
demonstrate how best to speed the adoption of a green innovation. 
 
 
Message the advantage to people, not the planet. (relative advantage) 
Relative advantage is the concept that a new idea will succeed if it is shown to be measurably 
better than existing solutions. The key to success with this principle is to discover which 
advantages matter most to the people you’re trying to reach. Many companies operating in green 
business tend to focus on proving the positive impact that their offerings have on the 
environment. They emphasize the purity of their materials, the long life of their products, and the 
benefit the world can have from using their offerings. But an environment-first focus can actually 
impede the progress of sustainable products and services by limiting their appeal. Those that 
succeed instead make clear the benefits they can deliver to people. Pioneering car sharing 
service Zipcar has played this game very skillfully in recent years, but it was not always so. At the 
company’s inception in Cambridge, the founders announced they would “transform urban 
transportation” and take cars off the road. While this message resonated with other 
environmentalists, it didn’t speak in any way to benefits for a wider group of people. Today, the 
company instead says it is in the business of providing freedom to its customers, which really 
speaks to what people need. To speed adoption, green innovations should focus on how they 
enhance the lives of the people using the product or service above and beyond any 
environmental benefits. 
 
Relate green to familiar values, not to sacrifice. (compatibility) 
No one buys anything that they don’t believe will work well for them. That’s just common sense. 
In spite of this, many developers create products and services that simply don’t fit into the lives of 
the people they’re trying to serve. This basic idea of compatibility is critical to accelerating the 
adoption of a given innovation. New green products and services should fit closely with a 
person’s situation in life and the way they see the world. Often, that means reflecting the values 
people already possess instead of focusing on behavior changes. Most people realize it would be 
better for the world if they didn’t own their own cars, or if they drove them far less than they do 
today. But they still drive – often proudly so. That means any effort to interest people in a car 
sharing service by emphasizing the need to sacrifice for the good of the environment would be 
doomed to limited, if any, success. In Zipcar’s world, sharing is not a compromise. Zipcar is 
effusive in its belief that car sharing is liberating, hip and just a better lifestyle than car ownership. 
It’s not about sacrifice, it’s about the ability to park anywhere and never have to worry about 
maintenance. By emphasizing convenience, cool, and freedom, Zipcar’s overall message speaks 
to values people already share. The need for behavior change is minimized. 
 
Simplify green decision-making through shared narratives. (complexity) 
Here’s a simple test for how quickly your innovation will spread: can you explain the whole idea in 
a single sentence to someone you’ve never met? If so, congratulations – you have avoided the 
trap of complexity that slows or kills many products and services. Navigating complexity is a 
critical consideration in when trying to drive the adoption of green innovations. To a person that 
has never heard of car sharing, the concept is wrought with complexity. Where do you park it? 
How come people don’t just steal it? Will I have to compete with other people for it? Who cleans it 
and adds gas? What if I get into an accident? Describing Zipcar as a “car sharing and car club 
service” that’s “an alternative to traditional car rental and car ownership” is difficult for people to 
grasp. It’s far more helpful to tell a familiar story that people already understand in order to cut 



through an idea’s complexity. In the early days, the company’s founder likened Zipcar 
membership to that of the fitness club. A gym provides its members with equipment that no one 
member would be able to purchase, house, and maintain on their own. A gym fosters enough 
common courtesy that people wipe off the equipment and return weights to the rack in the same 
way that other Zipcar members fill up the tank when it gets to ¼ tank. Using the script of gym 
etiquette helps people understand how to interact with a brand new category and community.  
 
Enable people to try on green by reducing initial investment. (trialability) 
In analyzing which factors predispose people to adopt a new technology, Rogers identifies 
resources as the most important. If people had unlimited income and time, they would try every 
idea that interested them. Since they don’t, it’s absolutely essential that people get the 
opportunity to try out new innovations before investing – what he calls “trialability.” Here again, 
Zipcar offers a strong case. Limited-use trials are a good way for people to figure out how a new 
product or service works within their personal lives, and that’s why Zipcar charges just $25 to join 
and bills based on usage, not membership. The risk is incredibly low – less than dinner for two at 
a TGIFriday’s. The high fixed cost of owning a car encourages driving because it costs the same 
no matter whether it’s parked or in use. Zipcar is a pay-per-use system which alters driving 
behavior and decreases driving, showing people that they don’t really need a car. 
 
Increase visibility by spreading green in shared spaces. (observability) 
The results of some innovations are easy to observe and describe to other people. And many 
designers are great at crafting products to emphasize their innovation – consider the iconic Nike 
Air sneakers that had a visible air pocket in the sole! For people to adopt a green innovation, they 
need to be able to see it in action. There are very good reasons why people who buy carbon 
offsets like to put stickers on their car advertising the fact. Observability is how apparent and 
visible the results of a new product or service are to other people. This was a challenge in the 
early years of Zipcar, which had a small, disparate fleet that was scattered throughout New York. 
In order to up its visibility, the company decided to instead concentrate its entire fleet into a single 
Manhattan neighborhood so it would feel, at least to area residents, as if the company was 
“everywhere.” The cars themselves were emblazoned with enormous logos and quirky names. 
Once people started seeing the cars on the streets and hearing about them from friends, the 
company began to take off. Zipcar then expanded from neighborhood to neighborhood, to the 
point where it was then observable enough to go national. 
 
Five factors for speeding the adoption of genuinely new ideas. 
No idea ever succeeds all at once. Every product, service, and business goes through the 
patterns of the adoption curve. For entrepreneurs and internal corporate venture groups 
launching new-to-the-world green innovations, it’s most important to accelerate through the early 
phases of adoption in order to reach the lucrative early majority. Doing that is all about reducing 
drag. By focusing on relative advantage, compatibility, trialability, observability, and complexity 
mitigation, companies can make sure that their great green ideas survive long enough to thrive. 
  
Two approaches for driving the adoption of green technologies. 
Instead of simply trying to educate people about the value of sustainability, designers, marketers, 
and managers can apply insights about how innovations are spread to help green solutions reach 
larger audiences and achieve lasting impact. For the different phases of the green adoption 
curve, there are distinct strategies for design, messaging, and marketing that dramatically 
improve the success of new products and businesses. Companies can follow two discrete 
approaches to make their green innovations more successful. They can select a sweet spot on 
the green adoption curve that best leverages their culture, brand, and capabilities. Or, they can 
use green adoption principles to design strategies that overcome hurdles between adoption 
phases and accelerate the spread of a green innovation to a wider audience. The organization’s 
strengths, the maturity of the category, and direct and indirect competitive activity will determine 
the best approach. 


