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Turning Green into Gold
The Frankenstein EIQ Form

   by B. Alan Whitson

I’ve noticed a growing trend by A&D fi rms to screen prod-
ucts for admission to their specifi cations library by using an 
environmental impact questionnaire (EIQ). Like the crea-
ture in Shelly’s novel, Frankenstein, the questions on these 
forms are assembled from disparate sources. While the ob-
jective is noble, the result is beginning to resemble the au-
thor’s complex (and horrifying to some) creature.

The questionnaires are time consuming to fi ll out and re-
quire a degree of technical understanding that’s usually well 
beyond the knowledge base of the typical account execu-
tive or sales rep. Worse, every EIQ seems to be different as 
there is no standardization among the A&D fi rms requesting 
them.

One of the typical questions involves embodied energy. 
On the surface this appears to be a reasonable and straight-
forward question. But reality sometimes gets in the way. In 
California the electrical grid is supplied simultaneously by 
nuclear, hydroelectric, natural gas, biomass, wind, solar 
and geothermal plants. Additional electrical power may also 
come from coal-fi red plants in other states depending upon 
seasonal demand and the time of day. So much for reason-
able and straightforward!

In discussing this issue with A&D professionals, various 
manufacturers, and sales reps you can begin to see the 
seeds of a problem. The corporate environmental manager 
of a major offi ce furniture manufacturer said of one question-
naire; “I cannot in good faith complete it because I cannot 
certify the accuracy of the responses I get from our vendors. 
Nor can I verify such things as embodied energy in BTU per 
pound of fi nished good without knowing the energy source 
and underlying effi ciency of the generating source.” Yet, other 
manufacturers have completed the same questionnaire. Is 
one being too exact? Or, are the others being too loose? Ei-
ther way, this is not good for the industry.

Questions about recycled content are another issue where 
good intentions may be leading us astray. In many EIO forms 
and even the LEED rating systems post-consumer content 
is favored over post-industrial content. Yet, waste is waste 
– irrespective of its source. Many wrongly assume that post-
industrial content is the recycled waste content from that ven-
dor’s manufacturing process. While recycling manufacturing 
waste back into products is good practice, the Federal Trade 
Commission does not allow manufacturers to include the re-
cycling of their waste in their recycled content calculations. 

We should encourage manufacturers to fi nd uses for the 
industrial by-product of other manufacturers. This post-indus-
trial waste is just as important as recycling post-consumer 
waste. For example, Forbo has replaced much of the virgin 
linseed oil used in their linoleum products with tall oil, a waste 
by product from the craft paper industry. Another is Dow Bio-
Products, which uses agriculture waste to make its Wood-
Stalk product. Without these markets these byproducts would 
been burned or buried in a landfi ll.

Cont’d on page 13,  Green to Gold . . ..
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. . .   Green to Gold, Cont’d from page 12

Conceptually, it’s easy to understand 
why someone would use an EIQ to save 
time and ensure consistent responses. 
Yet, it should not replace that face to face 
meeting with the local product represen-
tative. Some answers don’t fi t neatly on a 
line in a questionnaire, as Brian Malar-
key of Kirksey Associates in Houston 
pointed out. “Every project has different 
goals. One may stress indoor air qual-
ity; another may be about lighting. How 
do you evaluate anyway? We’ve talked 
about creating a product evaluation sys-
tem, but concluded that we’re not in the 
business of doing that,” said Mr. Malar-
key.

Finally, product representatives need 
to ask questions too. One of the best 
questions I’ve ever been asked was in 
response to one of my questions. The 
product representative asked, “Why is 
that question important?” The ensuing 

exchange was well worth the fi ve min-
utes. In the end, that chat saved millions 
of dollars for the client. 

……………………………………………

This column is published in coopera-
tion with the Corporate Realty, Design 
& Management Institute and the Cen-
ter for Sustainable Real Estate. go 
to http://www.squarefootage.net for 
a seminar schedule, books, and white 
papers on sustainability and high per-
formance buildings. Alan Whitson is a 
popular author and speaker at NeoCon, 
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