
Choose Green Cleaning Products 
At the most basic level, green or "environmentally preferable" products and services have been defined 

by United States Presidential Executive Order 13101 as “…products or services that have a lesser or 

reduced effect on human health and the environment when compared with competing products or services 

that serve the same purpose." 

This section provides general criteria for green cleaning products and lists some categories that can be used 

in schools. To learn more about relevant standards for green cleaning products, see the Green 

Standards page. 

 

Seek Green Certifications 
For most cleaning products, the easiest way to green your purchases is to rely on third party certification 

programs. The majority of cleaning products used in a school fall into categories that are part of the Green 

Seal, EcoLogo certification programs, or the EPA Design for the Environment partnership program. These 

cleaning product categories include general purpose cleaners, glass cleaners, bathroom cleaners, carpet 

cleaners and floor cleaners. 

Choosing certified products that meet green standards are a good way to reduce toxins and make an 

immediate positive impact on the health of the school environment. 

 

General Criteria 
 
Green cleaning products typically have one or more of the following characteristics: 

 

Reducing Health Risks 
An effective green cleaning program includes products that are free of irritants and free of the toxic 

chemicals that have been linked to long-term and short-term health risks. This consideration is particularly 

important in schools because children are especially vulnerable to chemicals – in part because their actions 

(such as sitting on the floor or chewing on toys) increase their exposure and in part because their bodies are 

still developing. 

Janitorial staff who work closely with cleaning chemicals are also vulnerable because of their close exposure 

to chemicals. Many schools are beginning to make the connection between health, learning and productivity, 

recognizing that healthy students are better learners and healthy staff are able to work more effectively while 

missing fewer days. An effective green cleaning program, then, includes products that are free of irritants 

and free of the toxic chemicals that have been linked to long-term health risks. 

Fragrances 

Green cleaning chemicals also tend to avoid components such as added fragrances that cause respiratory 

irritations and trigger asthmatic episodes among those in the building. Greener alternatives use less or no 

fragrance. 

Pollution Prevention 
To put it simply, pollution prevention (P2) is centered around the premise that it is better to prevent a 

pollution rather than to repair it after the fact. The EPA identifies three R’s associated with P2 which are 

Reduce, Reuse and Recycle. When purchasing cleaning products look at reducing the number of toxic 

chemicals that pollute indoor air and can cause respiratory problems such as VOCs, solvents, and aerosols. 

Packaging 

Prevent pollution by purchasing concentrates with minimal, recyclable packaging. Packaging is usually 100 

percent waste and can add to the cost of your purchase. Here are some tips when selecting packaging: 



 Environmentally preferable plastics are those labeled with 1 or 2 

 Recycled plastics labeled with 4 or 5 are only partially recyclable 

 Avoid plastics labeled with 3, 6 and 7 

 Paper packaging should at a minimum meet U.S. EPA’s Comprehensive Procurement 

guidelines for boxes and cartons 

 Make an effort to purchase concentrates rather than ready-to-use (RTU) formulas 

 Lightweight flexible packaging (e.g., pouches or bags) use significantly fewer materials than 

do rigid plastics 

Green Seal’s GS-37 requires that packaging either be recyclable or in a refillable container, with exceptions 

for pouches and bags. EcoLogo products must not be packaged in chlorinated plastics, and manufacturers 

must ensure the recycled post-consumer content of packaging. If feasible, DfE products should also be 

contained in recycled and recyclable packaging. 

 

Sustainability 
We are finally coming to the realization that society is using up our natural resources faster than they can be 

replaced. Examples include cutting down forests to make toilet paper from virgin pulp faster than trees can 

be re-grown, or using petroleum (a non-renewable resource) to make trash can liners with no recycled 

content. Sustainability means that we choose to use practices today that do not hurt future generations’ 

ability to use and enjoy the same things. 

Concentrated Formulas vs. RTU 

Purchasing managers can make a greener choice by buying concentrated formulas with minimal packaging 

instead of ready-to-use (RTU) formulas. Concentrated versions can have advantages over RTUs including a 

reduction in the environmental impact of packaging materials, transportation, and disposal. In addition, 

concentrates can save money. The decision to use concentrates versus RTUs needs to be based on how 

your school will use the specific product. In some cases, (particularly when a small school is purchasing a 

low-volume, infrequently used product) it may make more economic sense and produce less waste to use 

an RTU product. 

If you are purchasing concentrated products, it is important to use portion control to avoid exposure to the 

concentrated chemical, waste or damage to materials. Your choice of dispensing equipment (e.g., pre-

measured packets, sachets, etc.) should be guided by the specific situation in your school. Every 

manufacturer of green cleaning products offers at least one type of dispensing option. It is very important for 

products to be used as directed by the manufacturer.  

 
 


