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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The goal of this report is to provide the results of a study that was conducted to determine the 

current state of sustainable building practices and green features being offered and implemented 

by residential builders in the Northern Virginia and Chesapeake Bay Regions. As a Realtor® with 

experience and training in sustainability building practices, I was interested in learning what green 

features builders were incorporating into the homes they were building.    

Builders are key stakeholders in the residential housing marketplace. They get pressure from 

federal and state regulatory agencies to build energy efficient homes, and environmental 

government agencies, non-profit groups and many municipalities also push for sustainable 

practices. The builders interviewed for this study have implemented best practices to reach and 

exceed government-mandated goals but, as expected, their primary goal is to meet the 

requirements of their buyers. This study looked at how important green features are to buyers and 

what features buyers most want included in the purchase of a home.  

The survey used in the study asked builders about the demographics of their buyers and included 

specific questions regarding opinions of green building features. Findings did vary across age and 

gender groups. Income varied across age groups but all buyers understood that green features 

typically cost more than standard features. The highest priced green features like solar panels and 

geothermal HVAC systems were offered but rarely ordered.  

It was apparent from the study that young buyers, Generation Y and Generation X (1965 to 2003), 

were more familiar with sustainability and green features in homes. Baby Boomers, born before 

1964, and older adults were not as aware or interested in green features.  Few buyers in all age 

groups however were aware of the energy rating services and certifications available today from 

builders. Green labeling and education continues to be a challenge for organizations promoting the 

value of sustainable practices. 

Sustainability in housing involves a lot of considerations for builders. All builders will build “to 

code” but most, including all of the ones I interviewed for this study, build better than code and take 

pride in their work. Today, the primary focus is on energy efficiency and material costs. Site design 

and planning to accomplish passive solar heating is sometimes considered but more often for larger 

lots with custom homes. In this region of the county, water is not in scarce supply so builders do not 

focus on water conservation and buyers do not ask for it. Municipalities are starting to take a closer 

look at preserving open space and requiring developers and builders to consider environmental 

impact in their plans. As the public becomes more aware of the benefits and value of 

environmentally sound building practices additional sustainable features will be demanded and 

offered by builders. 

This study reports on what green features builders are currently offering, and what features are 

both appealing and impactful to buyers’ decision-making. This report also discusses the successes 

and/or lack of appeal of some green features and innovations offered by builders. All of the 

information gathered during the research has been combined and summarized. The builders 

interviewed and materials reviewed are listed in Appendix A. Confidentiality of specific data items 

has been maintained. A copy of the questionnaire used is provided in Appendix D.    
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INTRODUCTION 

As a visiting associate and graduate student of the Center for Leadership in Global Sustainability 

(CLiGS), I examined residential real estate building practices in the Northern Virginia and 

Chesapeake Bay regions (Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) ENERGY STAR zone 3 and the 

International Code Council International Energy Conservation Code (IECC) climate zone 4 (see 

Appendix C)) to determine the current state of sustainable practices and green features being 

offered and implemented by residential builders. The study was conducted during the spring and 

summer of 2014 with in-depth interviews and a review of current promotional literature being 

used by residential builders in the region.  The focus of the study was tri-fold: 

• Best sustainability practices being used by builders 

• Most popular green features being offered and purchased by buyers 

• Appeal of green features in the overall purchasing process by buyers 

In 2003, the editors of Building Design and Construction published a white paper on sustainability 

titled “A Report on The Green Building Movement” 1.  In the Executive Summary of that paper, they 

outlined an Action Plan that listed nine recommendations, many of which have been implemented 

by government and industry. This report describes how well several of those recommendations 

have been considered and implemented by a sample of residential builders in the Northern Virginia 

and Chesapeake Bay Region ten years later.  What sustainable building best practices have been 

incorporated into the design and building of today’s homes?  What sustainable features have been 

embraced by both builders and homebuyers?  What features do builders offer that buyers are not 

willing to purchase?  And, how important are green and sustainable features in the overall purchase 

decision? 

METHODOLOGY 

This study relied primarily on direct responses from industry representatives. To recruit 

participation, an invitation letter was drafted and mailed to twenty-five builders in the region, and a 

survey questionnaire was developed for the interviews.  Five companies responded to the initial 

mailing and an email follow-up was required to encourage more of the initial invitation group to 

participate.  Several companies responded with statements that it was company policy not to 

participate in college research projects but all were willing to provide reference material and links 

to material that described the green products they were using and their sustainable practices. In-

depth, in person interviews were conducted with seven builders and eleven other builder’s models 

were visited as part of the study.  Several others declined interviews but provided some feedback 

by telephone.    

The questionnaire used in the study developed a profile of the builders to determine what type of 

homes they were currently building and in what type of neighborhood development.  The study 

included both large national and regional builders (see Appendix B).  While more interviews were 

conducted with larger developers the study also included interviews with smaller builders that 

focus on individual homes on single lots.   

To “level set” the interviews conducted with builders, a copy of the NAHB graphic titled “How 

Homes Become Green” (see Appendix C) was included with the letter requesting an interview.  It 

was very helpful in introducing the subject of the interview and most interviewees brought a copy 

of it to the interview. A copy of the questionnaire used in the study is provided in Appendix D. 
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BACKGROUND 

Although builders have always incorporated techniques to reduce energy in homes, it was not until 

the 1970’s that the oil crisis forced the government to take a closer look. The Nixon’s administration 

and Congress established the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to address pollution 2; but 

the focus at the time was primarily on air pollution and other toxic wastes not energy consumption.  

In 1975 EPA established the ENERGY STAR guidelines for consumer products to reduce the amount 

of energy used by computers and major appliances while maintaining functionality.  It has been 

successful in reducing energy consumption by up to 35%.  In the 1990’s, EPA expanded the ENERGY 

STAR program to establish guidelines for homes.  Builders accepted the first version and many 

promoted ENERGY STAR in their marketing materials.  This continued through the development of 

version two as more and more consumer products also adopted ENERGY STAR labeling for their 

products.    

Today, builders are focused on meeting the Home Energy Rating System (HERS) index rating 

system established by the Residential Energy Services Network (RESNET).  Federal, state, and local 

government stakeholders influence homebuilders but their primary focus is on homebuyer 

preferences.  Builders will build to government mandated energy standards however they will not 

exceed them without motivation by buyers.   

There are a number of new and enhanced rating systems offered by EPA, RESNET and several 

international building organizations. In this report, the focus will be on the two most often 

mentioned by builders of residential homes in Northern Virginia: The EPA ENERGY STAR rating 

and the RESNET HERS Index Rating system. Below are logos for some of the best known rating 

systems. 

 

STUDY RESULTS 

This study focuses on what builders are doing today to build more sustainable homes with green 

features.  As a Realtor®, I understand that the most important feature for a buyer is LOCATION, 

LOCATION, LOCATION.  Developers and builders are aware of this and it has significant impact on 

where they build and the sense of community they incorporate into their products. 

Interviews for this study were done with builders and developers that build homes in Northern 

Virginia and in some other parts of the Virginia and Maryland within the Chesapeake Watershed.  

The study results reflect answers about best sustainable building practices by builders and their 

opinions of the green features they are offering.  Some features are mandated by code but others 

are added in by builders to appeal to buyers. 

As a Realtor®, I work with buyers every day but no buyers were interviewed for this study.  The 

results only reflect the opinions for builders regarding why they add green features, which ones 
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they feel appeal to buyers, and what type of buyers appreciate the green features offered. 

About half of the builders interviewed for this study have brochures or other literature with 

references to the HERS Index and most include a HERS chart depicting the HERS Index rating for 

each model they offer. Most builders also provide a HERS certification certificate to the buyers at 

settlement. None were offering ENERGY STAR certifications, however a few did reference ENERGY 

STAR in their literature. 

All builders build detached single-family homes but several build townhomes and three build some 

garden style condominiums. Most build homes in urban or rural communities but two also build in 

country settings outside of the metro areas. Only one focuses on townhomes while the others build 

primarily detached single-family homes. All the builders in the study build stick-built homes but 

most use some level of panelized materials in the construction process. None build manufactured or 

modular homes. 

All builders use some pre-assembled components in the construction process.  All referenced the 

value of minimizing waste at the building site.  Smaller local builders have incorporated newer 

green building practices like insulated concrete forms (ICF) and structural insulated panels (SIPs) 

more often than some of the larger builders.  Smaller builders were also more likely to use local 

suppliers for building material.    

A few local builders did not want to participate in the survey because they did not feel they were as 

familiar with the latest green techniques. They were however familiar with the importance of 

building energy efficient homes and felt they would not be in business unless they delivered a 

quality, energy efficient home. 

Best practices being used by builders 

Sustainability involves more than just conserving energy but it was clear from the interviews 

conducted that builders’ main focus is on building practices and materials that lead to getting the 

best energy efficiency. Best practices vary from builder to builder but some early sustainability 

approaches have changed over the last few years.   

Certifications & Ratings  

 

The U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC) 4 and the Green 

Building Certification Institute (GBCI) 5 have developed 

various accreditations since the mid 1990’s under the 

designation Leadership in Energy and Environmental 

Design (LEED)6 first introduced in 1998 with LEED 2 

introduced in 2000.  Most of the early work was done for 

commercial buildings but new accreditations for 

residential properties have been introduced.  The 

National Association of Home Builders has also been 

promoting Green Building Standard Homes since 20097. 

Most notably has been the change in focus from an 

ENERGY STAR rating focus to the HERS Index Rating 

system. ENERGY STAR labeling was launched in 1992 but 

has more recently started to raise the standards required 

to get ENERGY STAR rankings.  ENERGY STAR V2 was in 

effect from 2006 until ENERGY STAR V3 was introduced 
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in 2009 and launched in 2011.  It became mandatory in January 2012 and that is when many 

builders moved away from the certification.  Builders still use ENERGY STAR rated appliances but 

the focus has moved away from ENERGY STAR rating for homes and onto the HERS rating of homes.   

The reason most often given by builders for the move was the onerous amount of paperwork 

required under the new ENERGY STAR V3 guidelines.  Some builders still partner with ENERGY 

STAR but only one builder interviewed did not prefer the HERS certification program to the 

ENERGY STAR rating. 

Training and Education 

While builders are aware of all of these certifications and ratings, most homeowners have limited 

knowledge of most of them except as they relate to ENERGY STAR appliances. 

All builders interviewed claim to offer sustainability training to new employees but only two claim 

that preexisting sustainability skills factor into the hiring process.    

Structural Elements 

None of the builders interviewed for this study 

incorporate green roofs, earthen floors or hay bales for 

insulation.  A few builders are considering green roofs in 

the future but none of those interviewed are currently 

installing them.  

These techniques are rare in the Mid-Atlantic Region but 

are found in some areas of the Western United States. 

Other parts of the world with limited access to forests 

have used sod, turf and stone to insulate homes. Some 

builders are considering green roofs for residential and 

high-rise buildings like the one depicted here in Portland, Oregon.  Portland has over 6,000 acres of 

green roofs8.  

Few local builders use structural insulated panels (SIP) or insulated concrete forms (ICF’s).  Some 

independent green builders are incorporating both into their custom homes but locally the large 

national builders have not incorporated these techniques into their construction yet.   

Steel framing is only used in commercial construction. Most use engineered and composite lumber 

in 100% of homes and more than half use advanced framing (24” on center).  A few are considering 

green roofs but nothing more exotic. 

Energy Efficiency 

To improve both ENERGY STAR and HERS ratings the major focus is on the insulation of homes.  

HERS requires inspections before drywall is installed and before insulation is installed.  Homes are 

then inspected again after insulation and drywall are installed. Insulation is considered more 

important than any other feature to achieve the lowest (best) HERS rating.   

It therefore makes sense that insulation is by far the most important green feature focused on by all 

builders. The building envelope including walls, foundation and roof are all designed with the 

highest insulation materials to reduce the loss of heat in winter and enhance cooling in summer. 

Several builders recommend and use CertainTeedTM roofing products.  These products can have as 

much as 90% recycled material.  Manufacturing is done in the USA and Canada and all qualify for 

LEED credit and promoted as reducing the carbon footprint related to the buildings it is used to 

construct.  This is one of just a few products that builders mentioned specifically to help them 
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improve the energy ratings of their homes.   All builders include high quality windows with low E 

ratings, CFL or LED lighting and energy efficient doors.  Builders incorporate these products into 

homes to achieve higher scores and do not offer them as options to buyers.  They do offer options 

on ENERGY STAR appliances and HVAC systems and most buyers will choose good but not the best 

systems based on cost. 

Physical location and home orientation is a consideration for many home buyers but since most of 

the builders interviewed are building homes in existing communities, the location and orientation 

was in most cases predetermined by existing community street alignment and available land.  

Orientation of homes was a bigger consideration for homes built on large lots where flexibility was 

possible. 

All builders recommended CFL bulbs and some suggested InstaBright™ versions.  None were 

currently offering LED bulbs due to the cost. CFL and LED bulbs require significantly less energy to 

operate.  CFL bulbs have not lived up to the expected life advertised in early promotions but they do 

use significantly less energy and are considered beneficial by HERS inspectors.  LED’s also provide 

better (lower) HERS scores but the current high costs prevents them from being a standard option 

for builders. 

Weather Proofing 

In 2008 the Department of Energy (DOE), working with Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, 

published a report on advances in window designs and efficiency9.  Many builders reference using 

windows with low-E ratings and some are argon filled.  Doors are often insulated with fiberglass.  

HardiPlank siding is very popular with builders and buyers even though the cost is higher than 

other siding materials.  Builders claim buyers actually notice the solid sound the doors make when 

closing a door on a home with concrete siding rather than vinyl siding.  It is also fire proof, hail and 

moisture resistant, and is designed to withstand 150 MPH winds.  It does need to be painted about 

every 15 years. 

Builders in areas that are subject to occasional hurricane force high wind on the Chesapeake Bay, or 

constant wind on the ocean or mountains, are more conscientious regarding structural strength of 

walls in detached homes in addition to insulation. This often requires more plywood in wall panels 

than might be found in townhomes or urban city neighborhoods.  Many builders are using 24 inch 

advanced framing techniques, which saves some on building material costs but can be an issue in 

areas prone to high winds even if 5/8” drywall is used.   

Decks and porches are also popular and Trex and IPE (ee-Pay) are popular due to the low 

maintenance and long-term sustainability.  IPE wood, also called Brazilian Walnut, is naturally 

resistant to weather, fire resistant and much harder than most woods, which makes it a great wood 

for decks.  It costs more than twice what other decking wood like cedar costs but is far more 

durable.  It is however imported from South America so it is not considered environmentally 

friendly, unless it has received certification from the Forest Stewardship Council, due to impacts on 

rainforest deforestation and the cost of shipping it to the USA10.  It is so dense that it is difficult to 

cut and requires carbide-tipped saws and drill bits to cut and install. 

Appliances  

Kitchens all use ENERGY STAR appliances.  Most builders are offering open floor plans on the main 

level and sunrooms are one of the most popular add-on of standard features.  Many sunrooms 

require their own HVAC units. Sunrooms can add warmth in winter months during the day but in 

the summer the auxiliary air conditioning can be used as needed without oversizing the entire 

HVAC system for the home.  Likewise in winter, the auxiliary heat in the sunroom accommodates 
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the room air as needed. 

Some builders are offering tankless water heaters but have found that buyers aren’t often ordering 

them.  Particularly young families with children feel they cost more when large volumes of hot 

water are needed.   

Other Green Features   

Builders offer and buyers sometimes request other features that are not always recognized as 

“green” but can, in fact, offer sustainable functionality.  

Fireplaces are not being offered as much and when offered are usually gas not wood burning.  Most 

builders agreed that fireplaces normally add cost to heating and air-conditioning for the home. 

Some builders are installing “smart” attic fans to help regulate heat in the attic.  Others feel that, if 

properly designed, attics do not need attic fans. Older models have a tendency to draw air-

conditioned air from the home, but builders now make a tight seal and insulate attics to prevent 

heat and air conditioning loss through the attic. 

There was some disagreement between builders regarding attic fans.  About half said they should 

never be installed if the ventilation is properly designed, the others said smart fans can help if the 

home envelope is tight.   

Hardwood floors are still very popular but little attention is made to using “green,” or recycled 

wood material.  Recycled and/or recyclable material is however used by many builders in the 

carpets they use and all recommend and use low VOC paint. 

Buyer Preferences and Most Popular Features 

All of the builders interviewed stated that they felt green, or sustainability features, are important 

to today’s homebuyers.  One builder that specializes in green home designs said they were very 

important and that he believed it is the reason they hire his company to build their homes.  

When asked if the appeal of green features varied by age group, builders said it was important to 

Millennial’s (1984-2003) and Generation X (1965-1983), but less important or not important at all 

to Baby Boomers (1946-1964) and older buyers. The exception being two builders that specialize 

in green building practices - some buyers seek out green builders because building green is 

important to them and these buyers were found to be in all age groups. 

Some builders build only four or five bedroom homes but, when asked, the size of homes being 

considered varies by age group.  Gen Y/Millennial’s will consider two and three bedroom condos, 

townhomes and detached homes. Generation X’s and Baby Boomer’s want three or four bedrooms 

with Baby Boomer’s preferring detached homes. Those older than Baby Boomer’s are mixed from 

one to 4 bedrooms with most wanting three bedrooms or less without large lots needing upkeep.  

Older buyers also prefer first floor master bedrooms with large baths. All want at least 2 and ½ 

baths or more. 

Responses regarding the appeal of green features between men and women got mixed results.  

Most builders said that the majority of buyers do not ask about green features but some felt it had 

more to do with green education than the gender of the buyer.  Women that did ask about green 

features were concerned with the health aspects of materials used, while men were more focused 

on improved performance of appliances and HVAC systems.  In both cases the decision to move 

ahead had more to do with the cost than the value of the green features. 

Builders incorporate a lot of green features into buildings that are not offered as options. It is done 
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to build the best home possible and to help achieve higher HERS ratings.  Most builders use 

panelized elements in homes to reduce waste of construction on site and reduce costs. Most offer 

environmental friendly carpet and low VOC paint standard.  All appliances are ENERGY STAR rated 

but buyers do not always ask for the most efficient models due to costs.   

Most builders feel the number one appeal for buyers is still location. Since most of the builders 

interviewed are building in sub-divisions, home orientation is not a consideration in the building 

process but buyers do consider orientation so efforts are made to optimize southern exposures. 

Open floor plans are most popular and large master suites with large master baths are preferred 

even though these features are not necessarily green.   

Most builders offer solar photovoltaic systems and solar hot water systems. Geothermal is only 

offered on homes with larger lots and rarely requested.  None of the builders interviewed have seen 

much demand for any solar, geothermal or wind systems in the DC metropolitan area.   

Builders offer high performance HVAC systems and even geothermal heating and cooling options.  

While some clients inquire as to the cost of those systems, most buyers do not want the expense of 

geothermal and will choose 90% performance over 98% performance of different A/C units due to 

cost. 

• In the last few years, some builders have seen buyer’s increased interest in the purchase of 

generators as emergency backup, particularly in neighborhoods with overhead wires. 

• Wireless programmable thermostats are one of the most popular green products being 

ordered as an option.  Many homeowners also ask for wireless control of lighting. 

• Air quality is important for all buyers but more often discussed by younger buyers. 

• Most builders offer carpet made from recycled material and all offer and recommend non-

exotic hardwood. 

• Tax credits for use of some energy saving features are sometimes offered directly to the 

buyers but some builders claim to incorporate the saving, when available, into the price of 

the home.  Geothermal credits, when ordered, are normally provided directly to the 

homebuyer. 

• Most builders provide customers with a HERS certificate for their home and buyers 

appreciate the certificate. 

• Most buyers in this area are familiar with ENERGY STAR ratings and some with HERS 

ratings.  Few are familiar with either LEED or EarthCraft ratings.  Many builders provide 

HERS information in their brochures to help familiarize buyers. 

Green Communities 

Reston, Virginia is one of the best-known planned 

communities in the USA.  By definition, a planned 

community is “greener” than an unplanned community.  

In the 60’s, open space, parks, community gardens and 

lower density construction made Reston a popular 

suburban community.  Today, communities like 

Willowsford, in Loudoun County, Virginia, have buyers 

looking for a green community lifestyle3.  The 

community is built on 4,000 acres, including four farms 

and 2,000 acres that have been set-aside in a 
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conservative easement for environmental preservation. 

The Willowsford Conservancy oversees the use for 

recreation and agricultural use.  Local timber was cut and 

used to build the lodge and boathouse on a community 

lake with outdoor recreation facilities and bike paths. 

Food from the farms is sold at the Willowsford Farm 

Stand, shown here, and customers can pick their own 

vegetables and herbs or purchase food grown by local 

farmers.  Students get tours of the farms to learn about 

farming and community supported agriculture (CSA) 

where members from the community get a weekly share 

from the farms production.  To quote Mike Snow, Director of farm Operations, Willowsford Farm, 

“The farm can help facilitate what you want to make of your community just as the HOA (Home 
Owners Association) can. You are a stakeholder and you are at the table -…” 

Green community features and sustainable practices are most popular with young people, but older 

buyers are starting to recognize the benefits of energy efficient homes in sustainable conscious 

communities. Willowsford targets older buyers offering main level master suites in many models in 

all four “villages”. 

Most intercity properties are not large enough for gardens but some older homes with large lots do 

have them.  Herndon, Virginia just approved chicken coops for homes with larger lots.  Buyers 

today are looking at green residential housing as more than just the home structure. They want to 

be part of a community that supports a healthy lifestyle.     

Buyer Demographics 

The survey looked at many criteria to determine the appeal of sustainable and green features.  

Some of the most often commented benefits mentioned by buyers were that they like lower utility 

bills and credit smart thermostats.  

Women, particularly young women with children, sometimes asked about air quality in the homes 

and risk from toxic vapors in building materials.  Those that did not ask were receptive to 

discussions by sales people that mentioned the features of low VOC paint and green carpet. 

Men were more interested in energy saving features of the homes, particularly the HVAC systems 

and other appliances. They, more often than women, asked about programmable thermostats.    

Income tended to have more impact on the size and cost of the home rather than the green features 

included in the price.  All buyers are more sensitive to the upfront costs and operating costs of the 

home than to the potential long term savings of green features.  Short term immediate return 

possible by programmable thermostats gets attention while 20 year pay-back on solar or 

geothermal systems are not considered. 

People looking to buy homes on larger lots further from the metropolitan DC area more often 

consider additional green features but often do not order them due to higher costs. 

The biggest impediments to adopting sustainable practices and green features in the residential 

construction business are willingness of buyers to order green features.  This is due in large part to 

the perception of buyers that green costs more.  Builders on the other hand are not always quick to 

adopt new techniques that will reduce energy consumption unless they reduce costs of 

construction. 

As buyers become aware of potential savings associated with new techniques, builders often 
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modify their construction practices to meet consumer demand. 

Builders place value on sustainable practices and green features based on their desire to achieve 

higher HERS ratings that they can promote to buyers.  Most do not feel it is critical or even 

important to many of their buyers but government regulations motivate them to do what is 

necessary to achieve the best energy ratings possible without substantially increasing the cost of 

their products. Location, style and price are still the primary drivers in the residential housing 

market. 

Buyers, particularly younger buyers, do place value on sustainable practices and green features.  

Most learned about environmental issues while in school and many understand the concept of 

carbon-footprints and manufacturing waste. They appreciate building practices that reduce 

construction costs and are more in tune to the risk of products that use toxins and can affect air 

quality in the home.  For most buyers, green is not the most important features in the home. Buyers 

all want energy efficient appliances and HVAC systems but rarely will pay more for a green feature 

if a less expensive option is available.  Older buyers are even less aware or interested in green 

features unless they save money in the short term by including them in the purchase. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Builders are aware of the benefits of building homes to the highest standards and being able to 

claim ENERGY STAR, HERS and LEED certifications. Today, most are promoting HERS ratings due to 

what they consider the excessive amount of paper work required to meet ENERGY STAR V3 

requirements.  Consumers are somewhat indifferent to the ratings today but are becoming more 

aware.    

Here are three initiatives that could have a great impact on a more rapid introduction of green 

practices in the housing market in the near future.   

• The inclusion of “Green Labeling” in the listing of homes in the national and local multiple 

listing service (MLS).  This coupled with the use of recently developed Green addendum by 

the Appraisers Institute (AI) will give buyers more information when they purchase both 

new and existing homes. 

• The introduction of ratings into the federal lending guarantee process could significantly 

expedite the use of green appraisals.  Government agencies could require homes to meet a 

minimum efficiency level before they would grant certain types of loans.  Initially this might 

be tied to a HERS rating of at least 100 for new or older homes.  Over time the HERS rating 

requirement could be lowered to require more insulation, CFL lighting and other upgrades 

for older homes to conform to higher standards. 

• The application of incentives for residential homebuilders similar to those offered to 

commercial builders.  In 2000, Arlington County introduced the Pilot Green Building 

Incentive Program for developers that built commercial office buildings to LEED Silver or 

Gold standards.  A modified version of the program could be used to allow developers of 

multi-family and townhome developments in Arlington and surrounding cities and counties 

to build more homes.  Fairfax currently plans to convert some commercial space near the 

new Reston Silver Line metro stop to residential homes; higher density could be considered 

if the homes were built to high LEED standards.  Several Northern Virginia areas have 

under-utilized shopping centers with surface parking lots that might also be converted to 

residential home construction near mass transit facilities that would allow walking to the 

metro. The combination of LEED green construction and walk-ability factor would reduce 

greenhouse gases in the community while expanding housing options. 
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Additional research will be required to determine when and where the introduction of green MLS 

and the new green appraisal addendums will be introduced. The National Association of Realtors 

(NAR) and the Appraiser Institute (AI) are both pushing local associations to adopt these green 

approaches but few have embraced them yet in part due to a resistance by buyers and sellers to add 

extra cost for inspections to the home buying and selling process. California and Colorado are two 

areas where the concept is being implemented and they will probably help promote the movement 

nationwide.  Like many new practices it will take a little push by the government and a little pull by 

consumers to move the process along. 

Additional research will be conducted this fall into efforts by the Northern Virginia Association of 

Realtors® (NVAR) and AI to determine how quickly these practices will be adopted in Northern 

Virginia and around the State.  NVAR is the largest Realtor® association in Virginia and one of the 

largest in the country.  NVAR has already added some informational green features into the 

Metropolitan Region Information System MLS system.  An expansion of the number of green fields 

and making some of them mandatory will spur action by sellers to address new areas that both 

buyers and lenders will be considering in the purchase and sale of homes in the region. 

Research will also include contacting local municipalities to better understand their goals in 

reducing energy use by residential homes in their communities.  There are already state and federal 

incentive programs that encourage homeowners to upgrade appliances, heating and air 

conditioning and lighting.  Some of these incentives will be expiring within the next two years and 

other incentives could be used to motivate homeowners. Some may penalize homeowners for not 

implementing green practices but a more effective technique would be to offer credits to sellers 

when their homes are sold if they have improved the energy efficiency of their property. Taxes on 

the sale of a home could, for instance, be tied to its HERS rating.  New York State introduced tax 

credits for green buildings in 2000 and tax credits could motivate more people to Go Green. 
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REFERENCES 

 

1) U.S. Green Builders Council, Building Design & Construction White Paper on Sustainability 

2003, http://www.usgbc.org/Docs/Resources/BDCWhitePaperR2.pdf  

2) Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) website, 

http://www.energystar.gov/ia/partners/bldrs_lenders_raters/downloads/V3HERS_IndexT

argetProcedure.pdf 

3) Willowsford, Inspired Magazine, Volume II, 2013 

4) U.S. Green Building Council website, http://www.usgbc.org/ 

5) Green Building Certification Institute website, http://www.gbci.org/homepage.aspx 

6) U.S. Green Builders Council (USGBC) LEED: https://www.usgbc.org/leedonline.new/ 

7) National Association of Home Builders website, http://www.nahb.org/ 

8) EPA website, Green Roofs, http://www.epa.gov/hiri/mitigation/greenroofs.htm 

9) Lawrence Berkley National Laboratory website, http://windows.lbl.gov/estar2008/LBNL-

ESTAR-8.13.08-A-DOE2.pdf 

10) Forest Stewardship Council website, https://us.fsc.org/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

  

  

CENTER FOR LEADERSHIP in GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY  •  CLIGS.VT.EDU 15 

APPENDIX A: BUILDER INFORMATION 

 

In Person Interviews 

Earthcraft Homes, Richmond, VA: http://www.earthcraftvirginia.org/builders/services/earthcraft-

house/ 

Evergreen Homes, Centreville, VA: http://myevergreenehome.com/ 

MI Homes, Reston, VA: http://www.mihomes.com/ 

Miller Architects, Reston, VA: http://www.millerarchitects.com/ 

Sekas Homes, Vienna, VA: http://www.sekashomes.com/ 

Stanley Martin Homes, Reston, VA: http://www.stanleymartin.com/# 

The Gaines Group, Harrisonburg, VA: http://www.thegainesgroup.com/ 

 

Other researched builders 

Beazler Inc.: http://www.beazer.com/va 

Camberley Homes: http://www.willowsford.com/homes/camberley 

Drees Homes: http://www.dreeshomes.com/ 

Integrity Homes: http://integrityhmw.com/home 

K. Hovananian Homes: http://www.khov.com/# 

KB Homes:  http://www.kbhome.com/ 

Mitchell & Best Homes: http://www.mitchellbesthomes.com/ 

NVR, Inc. - Ryan Homes: http://www.nvrinc.com/ 

Pulte, Homes: http://www.pulte.com/ 

Toll Brothers: http://www.tollbrothers.com/ 

Van Metre Homes: http://www.vanmetrehomes.com/ 
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APPENDIX B: OTHER SUPPORTING MATERIAL 

 

EPA ENERGY STAR ZONES 
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APPENDIX C: BUILDER QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

 

National Association of Home Builders graphic used to introduce survey concept before interview 
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APPENDIX D 

Builder Interviews – Peter Burke     Interview # 

_______ 

Builder: _____________________________________   Date: ____________ 

Respondent(s): ____________________________________________________________________ 

Title(s):  ______________________________________________________________________________ 

Profile: 

1) What type of residential homes does your company build? 

o Detached single family     _____ % of business 

o Townhouses      _____ % of business 

o Duplex      _____ % of business 

o Garden Style Condos  and/or condos 1-4 story  _____ % of business 

o Mid-size condo/apartment buildings 5-8 story  _____ % of business  

o High-rise condos/apartments    _____ % of business 

 

2) Where do you typically build homes? 

o Urban cities or towns     _____ % of business 

o Rural communities     _____ % of business 

o Country areas     _____ % of business 

 

3) In what type of development do you specialize?  

o Single family detached homes on individual lots  _____ % of business 

o Single family detached homes in small clusters of less than 10 _____ % of business 

o Single family detached homes in larger developments 11 or more _____ % of business 

o Planned single family subdivisions with 20 or more lots   _____ % of business 

o Townhouses      _____ % of business 

o Duplex      _____ % of business 

o Garden Style Condos  and/or condos 1-4 story  _____ % of business 

o Mid-size condo/apartment buildings 5-8 story  _____ % of business 

o High-rise condos/apartments    _____ % of business 
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4) What type of building methods do you use? 

o Stick built  (Type ___________) 
o Manufactured 
o Modular 
o Other _____________________ 

 

5) In what areas in Northern Virginia and around the Chesapeake Bay are you building? 

Northern VA Counties   ________________________________________________________________ 

Chesapeake Bay Region _______________________________________________________________ 

 

6) How important do you feel “Green” or sustainability features are to today’s homebuyers when 

looking at your homes?  

       Must Have       Important            Neutral                    Don’t Care 

 

7) How would your rate each buyer type in regard to the importance of sustainability features? 

Traditional    Must Have       Important            Neutral                    Don’t Care 

1925 – 45 

 

Boomers           Must Have       Important            Neutral                    Don’t Care 

1946 – 64 

 

Gen X          Must Have       Important            Neutral                    Don’t Care 

1965 -83 

 

Gen Y Millennial       Must Have       Important            Neutral                    Don’t Care 

1984 – 03 

 

8) How important are sustainable/green features to women vs. men when buying or building a 

home? 

Women         Must Have       Important            Neutral  Don’t Care 

Men          Must Have       Important            Neutral                  Don’t Care 
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9) What sustainability elements that you are adding to your homes are most appealing to buyers? 

- Physical location 

- Home orientation 

- Landscaping 

- Home exterior style – (Colonial, rambler, ranch, contemporary) 

- Home interior style – (traditional, open floor plan et.) 

- Structural Installation 

- Room design features 

- Outdoor amenities 

- Mechanical  

- Finishes 

 

10) What areas of home construction is your company targeting to increase sustainability? 

- Physical location 

- Home orientation 

- Landscaping 

- Home exterior style – (Colonial, rambler, splits, ranch, contemporary) 

- Home interior style – (traditional, open floor plan, feng shui, etc.) 

- Structural Installation 
o Roofing material 
o Skylights & Solar tubes 
o Windows 
o Doors 
o Lighting 

- Room design features 
o Kitchens 
o Master bedroom suites 
o Master baths 
o Living rooms 
o Great rooms 
o Dining rooms 
o Recreation rooms 
o 2nd, 3rd, 4th, bedrooms 
o Basements  (In-ground vs. walk-out/walk-up) 
o Multiple full baths 
o Half baths 
o Sunrooms 
o Decks, porches and patios 

- Outdoor amenities 
o Pools 
o Garden areas 
o Sidewalks 

- Mechanical  
o HVAC 
o Hot water tanks 
o Kitchen appliances 
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o Washer & dryers 
o Whole house vacuums 
o Whole house fans 
o Attic fans 

- Finishes 
o Paint (Low VOC?) 
o Carpet 
o Hardwood floors 
o Molding & Chair-rail 
o Window treatments 

 

11) Of the features that home buyers ask for initially, which features are most often dropped in the 

final selection process and why? 

- Physical location 

- Home orientation 

- Landscaping 

- Home exterior style – (Colonial, rambler, ranch, contemporary) 

- Home interior style – (traditional, open floor plan et.) 

- Structural Installation 

- Room design features 

- Outdoor amenities 

- Mechanical  

- Finishes 

 

12) Which sustainability technologies do you think have the most appeal in the mid-Atlantic 

Region? 

- Energy efficiency 

o Programmable thermostats 
o Energy Star appliances 
o Energy Star rated HVAC 
o Energy Star rated hot-water 
o Other __________________________________________________ 

- Air quality  

- Water efficiency 

o Appliances 
o Plumbing   

- Building materials 

o Siding 
o Roofing 
o Windows 
o Doors 
o Flooring  
o Lighting  
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- Solar energy technologies 

o Photovoltaic 
o Hot-water 
o Passive designs 

- Wind energy 

- Geothermal energy 

- Insulation 

o Foundation 
o Attic 
o Walls 

 

13) In general, how important is the size of the home to the type of buyer?  What size home are the 

different age groups looking for in today’s market by Percentage (%)?  (Estimated) 

 

Traditional   ____ 4 bedroom+  ____ 3 BR ____ 2 BR ____  1 BR 

1925 – 45 

 

Boomers         ____ 4 bedroom+  ____ 3 BR ____ 2 BR ____  1 BR    

1946 – 64 

 

Gen X        ____ 4 bedroom+  ____ 3 BR ____ 2 BR ____  1 BR  

1965 – 83 

 

Gen Y Millennial   ____ 4 bedroom+  ____ 3 BR ____ 2 BR ____  1 BR  

1984 - 03 

 

14) Does your company take advantage of the various tax credits and rebates available for the use 

of Energy Star appliances, HVAC and lighting? 

 

             Yes                    No 

 

15) Are those saving passed on to buyers and if so how? 

- Credits in price 

- Directly to homebuyers 

- Reflected in the price of the home 

16) How important to buyers is having a home Certified by Energy Star or another major 

Certification measure? 
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          Must Have       Important             Neutral                   Don’t Care 

17) How often do buyers ask specific questions regarding certifications and energy audits and 

which ones do they mention the most often? 

Energy Star _____%   EarthCraft  _____% 

LEED    _____%   HERS  _____% 

 

18) Do you promote “Green and sustainable features in your marketing materials and if so, what 

features do you promote the most? 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

19) Which if any of the following materials are you currently using in residential home construction 

in the Region? 

Structural Insulated Panels (SIPs) 

Insulated Concrete Forms (ICFs) 

Steel framing 

Engineered & composite lumber 

Advanced Framing (24” on center) 

Other Green materials 

- Green Roofs 

- Straw bales 

- Earthen floors 

- Rammed earth 

- Cob 

- Cord wood 

- Other __________________________________________________________________ 

 

20) Do you offer “Green” training to employees and do you look for it in new hires? 

 

Training offered                     Yes       No 

Factor in new hires                     Yes       No 

Other Comments: 
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