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Executive Summary 
 
 

Zero Waste Washington in partnership with the Duwamish River Community Coalition, conducted a 

foundational social marketing research project to explore messaging related to the environmental and 

consumer impacts of laundry detergent usage. This effort is a first step toward a future community-based 

social marketing campaign to reduce toxic chemical loads in the King County wastewater stream, thus 

reducing harm to aquatic ecosystems, treatment facilities, and public health. 

 

The project used a youth-centered, community-based research approach, engaging a cohort of high school 

interns from the Duwamish Valley Youth Corps Cadets. Through education, fieldwork, surveys, and outreach, 

the staff supported the youth in identifying and testing messages to address motivations, and barriers related 

to detergent use. In addition, with guidance from Latino Northwest Communications, the youth created 

educational videos incorporating this messaging. 

 

Background literature review 

An initial literature review identified existing research about laundry detergent toxicity as well as laundry 

behaviors. Key findings included: 

• Detergents include toxic chemicals: Laundry detergents have complex formulations that include 

surfactants, builders, bleaching agents, enzymes, fragrances, and other additives. While these 

ingredients enhance cleaning efficacy, many conventional detergents contain harmful chemicals such 

as 1,4-dioxane, formaldehyde, and Nonylphenol Ethoxylates, which persist in treated wastewater and 

threaten both human and aquatic health. 

• Microfiber pollution: Washing synthetic textiles releases microfibers, contributing to microplastic 

pollution. Washing conditions (temperature, machine type, detergent form) significantly affect fiber 

release. 

• Consumer awareness of laundry-related impacts can still be expanded: While some consumers are 

aware of environmental issues, many do not connect their laundry habits with energy consumption or 

health impacts. 

• Laundry behavioral barriers: Key barriers include misunderstanding of “clean,” language access, brand 

loyalty, cultural norms, and lack of knowledge about correct detergent dosing or cold-water efficient 

washing. There is a deeply ingrained emotional response, especially disgust sensitivity, which 

undermines pro-environmental intentions, leading to frequent, often unnecessary laundry behaviors.  

• Routine dominates: Laundry routines are often based on habit or logistical convenience (e.g., washing 

when baskets are full, limited time, needing specific garments). Habitual patterns like washing few 

items or sticking to weekly schedules are stronger predictors of behavior than psychological intentions. 

• Sustainability messaging has not worked: Consumers are skeptical that sustainable laundering 

practices (e.g., washing less, at lower temperatures) yield satisfactory cleanliness outcomes. Traditional 

environmental campaigns, which focus on rational appeals to reduce washing, are largely ineffective. 

Effective interventions must shift focus from the act of washing to the behaviors that precede it (e.g., 

how laundry is generated). 

• Messaging should not focus on environmental benefits: Campaigns should normalize extended 

garment use and promote practical alternatives like spot cleaning or airing clothes. Messaging should 
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emphasize social proof ("most people wear garments more than once") and economic benefits (e.g., 

garment longevity), rather than just environmental arguments. 

 

Research Approach 

The youth conducted at-home laundry observations followed by 45 community interviews about laundry 

behaviors. The survey found that clothes worn close to the body, like underwear and T-shirts, are usually 

washed after every wear, while heavier items such as jeans, jackets, and pajamas are washed far less often. 

Towels and bedding are washed weekly or biweekly.  

 

Smell is the strongest signal people use to determine if an item should be washed, followed by visible stains or 

dirt. Most respondents use mainstream detergent brands such as Tide, Gain, and Ariel, influenced by family 

habits and a perception of effective cleaning and fragrance. Some choose eco-friendly options. Liquid 

detergent is most common for its ease and familiarity, while pods, powders, and sheets are used for 

convenience, scent, or sustainability. 

 

Most people also use additional laundry products like fabric softeners, bleach, or dryer sheets, mainly for 

fragrance, softness, and whitening. Those who avoid them often cite skin, fabric, or environmental concerns. 

Warm water is the most common temperature choice, though some use cold to protect fabrics and save 

energy. Awareness of environmental impacts is relatively high, with most respondents acknowledging 

pollution and chemical concerns linked to laundry products. 

 

The key findings from the interviews were: 

• Frequent overwashing: Most participants wash clothes after 1–2 wears. 

• High Detergent Use: Many residents (47%) use excessive detergent due to following instructions on 
packaging or laundry machines (see figure below) 

• Brand Loyalty: There is popular use of mainstream brands - Tide and Gain 

• Clean Smell = Clean Clothes: Scent and freshness are top laundry priorities, potentially creating 
resistance to change. 
 

 
 

Barriers 



 Situational Analysis of Residential Laundry Practices. July 2025.   Page 6 

Despite low awareness of environmental impacts of high-volume detergent use, frequent washing, toxic 

chemicals in detergents, hot water use, and line-drying, several barriers to behavior change were identified: 

• Fear of Odor or Perceived Uncleanliness: Concerns about smell and appearance discourage infrequent 

washing or using less detergent. 

• More is better: Many believe that more detergent and hotter water equate to better hygiene. 

• Habit and Tradition: Family routines and inherited practices keep things the same. 

• Packaging and Marketing: Packaging labels encourage high-volume detergent use  

 

The youth then developed five messaging themes, based on the survey results: 

• Make clothes last longer by washing less  

• Save money by using less laundry detergent 

• Help the environment by using less laundry detergent 

• Use eco-friendly laundry detergent for the health of yourself and your family 

• Protect wildlife by using eco-friendly laundry detergents 

A unifying message was strategically woven into all five factsheets: that adopting these sustainable habits will 

still result in clothes that are "clean and smell fresh." This addition was a direct response to survey findings 

which indicated that the scent and perceived cleanliness of laundry are primary concerns for residents, 

addressing a key potential barrier to behavior change.  

 

The youth developed five factsheets based on the themes and then tested each with 20 community members, 

using a survey with open-ended questions. Across all five fact sheets, most participants understood and 

remembered key messages, particularly about using less detergent, choosing ecofriendly options, and washing 

more efficiently. Between 50–75% of respondents across fact sheets said they would change their laundry 

habits based on what they learned. The two most successful two fact sheets were on saving money and 

protecting the environment (see figure below): 

 

 
 

Finally, the youth, under the guidance of Latino Northwest Communications created 3 educational videos 

incorporating the most successful messages.  
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Introduction and Project Definition 
 

 
Zero Waste Washington in partnership with the Duwamish River Community Coalition and Latino Northwest 

Communications, conducted a foundational social marketing research project to address the environmental 

and consumer impacts of laundry detergent use in King County. The project was funded by a King County 

WaterWorks grant. This project was designed as a first step in reducing toxic chemicals in the wastewater 

stream, reducing impacts on treatment plants and our local aquatic organisms. Youth from the greater 

Duwamish Valley area conducted on-the-ground audience research to identify behaviors and motivations and 

barriers that influence residents' laundry habits. They then developed key messages and tested these with a 

community audience and, finally, created educational videos incorporating the messaging. This situational 

analysis document synthesizes the project findings, providing an overview of the issue and provides language 

and messaging that can be used for future public awareness campaigns and to implement behavior change 

strategies related to laundry detergent usage and its impacts. 

Purpose and Goal Statement 
The purpose of this project is to: 

• Conduct foundational social marketing audience research to inform messaging strategies for reducing 
laundry detergent usage. 

• Gather background research and create a situational analysis. 

• Support youth messaging development that will help with the long-term goal of lowering the load of 
toxic chemicals into the wastewater system. 
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Messaging outcomes: 

• A summary of successful messages designed to encourage reducing the amount of laundry detergent 
used, as well as associated behaviors like using cold water and reducing washing frequency. 

• Potential messages that incorporate motivators most likely to overcome identified barriers and spur 
behavior change. 

 

Caveats: 

• This project is designed as foundational research and represents a first step; it is not the 
implementation of a full-scale social marketing campaign. 

• The project delivers a set of potential messages and does not include the actual campaign execution. 

Project Drivers  
The primary drivers for this project (summarized below and described in more detail in the Studies Reviewed 

section) are mitigating the negative consumer impacts of detergent overuse, including premature clothing 

wear, and reducing the environmental and health effects of toxic chemicals entering the local wastewater 

system. 

 

Research shows that many Americans use more detergent than is necessary. This excess has direct negative 

consequences for consumers, causing clothing to become dingy, colors to fade, and washing machines to wear 

down prematurely (Byron, WSJ, 2010). This is because very little soap is actually required for effective 

cleaning. The pattern of overuse also results in increased financial costs and contributes to excess packaging 

waste and greenhouse gas emissions. 

 

The second driver is the presence of toxic chemicals in conventional laundry detergents and their impact on 

environmental and public health. These detergents can contain a range of harmful substances, including 

solvents like 1,4-Dioxane and Dichlorobenzene, surfactants such as Nonylphenol Ethoxylates, and 

formaldehyde. These chemicals are linked to significant health effects in both humans and wildlife, including 

impacts on the central nervous system and organs, endocrine disruption, and cancer. While King County 

treatment plants can treat most of these chemicals, they cannot do so entirely. As a result, trace amounts of 

these toxic substances are released into the environment, where they have the potential to harm local aquatic 

organisms. This project is therefore driven by the need to lower this load of toxic chemicals into our 

wastewater system. 

Project Description 
This project was conducted through a phased approach organized into six primary tasks, with a central focus 

on engaging a cohort of high school youth in community-based research and message development. The 

project began with preliminary research into the environmental, health, and behavioral aspects of laundry 

detergent use. In partnership with the Duwamish Valley Youth Corps, a 12-week interactive curriculum was 

developed, and a cohort of 9 youth interns was recruited to carry out the core community observations and 

message testing. 

 

The youth cohort participated in educational sessions, including field trips to the Georgetown Wet Weather 

Treatment Station and the Brightwater Treatment Plant, to deepen their understanding of local water 
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systems. As part of their fieldwork and the primary tasks, interns conducted at-home laundry assessments and 

behavioral interviews within their communities. Afterwards, the findings from these activities were used to 

develop five distinct fact sheets with key messages targeting different barriers and motivators. The drafted 

messages were then tested for effectiveness by the interns, via 100 intercept surveys with community 

members. In parallel, and in collaboration with Latino Northwest Communications, the interns worked on their 

final task, which focused on learning video-making skills and developing scripts for three videos: an 

educational piece, a public service announcement (PSA), and a music video. The culmination of this work is 

this Situational Analysis report, which synthesizes all project activities, research findings, and community 

feedback. 

Ten Step Social Marketing Process 
The Project followed a modified version of Nancy Lee’s ten steps for social marketing (please see Lee’s book 

for detailed information about the approach).1 The project steps were: 
 

1. Describe background information, clear purpose and determine focus. Project team conducted 
literature review and summarized findings, outlined project and prepared educational curriculum for 
the youth cohort. 
 

2. Conduct Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) assessment. As part of the 
Situation Analysis development, the project team brainstormed the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats of existing conditions. See below for SWOT. 
 

3. Select a target audience. The project members selected target audiences. The selected target 
audiences are: 

o Young adults residing within the Duwamish Valley/King County 
o Parents, grandparents and other family members residing within the Duwamish Valley/King 

County 
o English language speaking residents AND Spanish language speaking residents of the Duwamish 

Valley/King County.  
 

4. Determine Behavior Objective and Goals. The behavior objective of this project was for the audience to 
believe that laundry behaviors have an impact and that they can do something about it. [As a note, in 
pure social marketing, this would not be considered a true behavior. Our goal is to create language that 
will support future behavior change strategies, education, and outreach efforts by project partners.] 
 

5. Identify audience barriers, benefits and the competition. Project members identified preliminary 
barriers, benefits and competition using literature research in order to inform the subsequent language 
and messaging research. 
 

6. Write a positioning statement. Not applicable for this project. 
 

7. Develop the product platform: Core, Actual, and Augmented. Not applicable for this project. 
 

8. Outline a proposed evaluation plan. Not applicable for this project.  
 

9. Establish a Budget. Not applicable for this project. 
 

10. Complete an Implementation plan (Marketing Strategy). Not applicable for this project. 

 
1 Lee, Social Marketing. 
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Studies reviewed  
 

As part of the preliminary research within the project, scientific papers and articles were consulted to compile 

background information that informed the educational sessions for the youth and guided their messaging 

ideas and recommendations for sustainable laundry practices. The main studies reviewed are briefly 

summarized below, along with key takeaways and findings that are relevant to the project topic. 

Studies related to toxicity and environmental impacts from laundry 

detergents 

Laundry detergents: an overview (Bajpai, D. & Tyagi, V.K. 2007) 

 

Bajpai and Tyagi reviewed the composition of laundry detergents, history, types of detergents, mechanisms of 

soil removal and environmental impacts. Laundry detergents formulations vary depending on the specific 

functions and properties in the final product: surfactants, bleaching agents, fragrances, enzymes and other 

ingredients are added to remove dirt, peculiar stains and soil from textiles. Surface agents or surfactants are 

the main components in detergents due to their physical and chemical properties, which enhances soil 

removal mechanisms and improves washing results. The nature of these substances and the rest of the 

ingredients, however, in detergents is key to addressing environmental effects. Billions of tons of these 

chemicals are released back into the water supply daily, contributing to the accumulation through wastewater 

and affecting wildlife ecosystems. Lastly, adjustment in existing formulation and consumption of detergent 

and cleaning products created a demand for milder surfactants, natural and more biodegradable alternatives. 

 

Key takeaways from the study: 
• Laundry detergent design:  

o Traditionally powdered laundry detergent was used, but liquid detergents have become more 

popular. Other forms such as tablets and dissolvable packets were designed to avoid the need 

for measuring. 

o Water hardness is a key factor when creating laundry detergent formulations. Initially, 

phosphates were used to soften water, which created environmental concerns due to their 

cause of eutrophication in waterways. US major manufacturers phased out phosphates in the 

1960s–70s and replaced them with zeolites, polycarboxylates, and citrates. 

o Surfactants, which improve the wetting ability of water, loosen and remove soil with the aid of 

wash action, emulsify, solubilize or suspend soils in the wash solution, include four types. 

Anionic surfactants (e.g., sulfates, sulfonates-LAS) poorly degrade in anaerobic environments, 

contributing to sludge and water pollution. Nonionic surfactants (e.g., alcohol ethoxylates) are 

generally well-biodegradable. Cationic surfactants are not anaerobically degradable. 

Amphoteric surfactants are generally considered low toxicity. 

• Laundry detergent trends: 

o Research and development trends are focused on enzyme technologies, stain-fighting 

capabilities, and scent profiles to add efficacy in cold water and improve compatibility with high 

efficiency machines. 
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o Demand for convenience, performance and environmental safety has shaped innovation. For 

example, with the rise of high efficiency washers, demand increased for detergents with low 

suds and foam production. 

o The global detergent market had a shift from anionic to milder surfactants such as nonionic and 

amphoteric due to environmental and skin safety concerns. 

o Regulatory entities have focused on formulations and labeling, aiming to move companies to 

address environmental concerns and sustainability issues. 

 

Impact of laundry detergents on environment- A review (Gupta, N. & Sekhri, S. 2014) 

 

Gupta and Sekhri summarized various research studies and technical reports about the post-use 

environmental effect of household laundry detergents. Large volumes of laundry detergents are constantly 

being discharged to the environment in areas without wastewater treatment capabilities. The authors note 

that biodegradability, bioaccumulation potential and toxicity in aquatic environments are key factors when 

assessing the environmental impact of the products. 

 

Key takeaways: 
• Marketing laundry detergents: Detergents are one of the most advertised products on television. 

Detergent market is highly competitive and some factors contributing to this demand include increased 

urbanization and rapid population growth. 

• Energy use in laundering and other impacts: Major environmental impacts associated with laundry 

detergents are related to the energy required for heating the water in the use phase, and emissions 

(surfactants, builders, bleaching agents, sodium) to water, air and generation of waste (packaging 

disposal). some key environmental concerns include biochemical oxygen demand (BOD) and chemical 

oxygen demand (COD) from detergent chemicals.  

• Exposure to laundry chemicals: Consumers could be exposed to toxic chemicals in laundry products 

during and after use, since some of the substances such as softeners and fragrances are designed to 

stay or leave traces on the clothes. Depending on their properties, these chemicals may lead to 

allergies and skin irritation. 

 

Degradation of polyvinyl alcohol in US Wastewater Treatment plants and subsequent 
Nationwide Emission Estimate (Rolsky, C. & Kelkar, V. 2021) 

 

Rolsky and Kelkar assessed how much polyvinyl alcohol (PVA)—a water-soluble plastic used mainly in laundry 

and dish detergent pods—enters the environment in the United States. Data suggests that an estimated 

17,200 ± 5000 mtu/yr of PVA are used annually in the US, specifically from pods. 10,500 ± 3000 mtu/yr 

reaches wastewater treatment Plants, but 8,100 ± 2400 mtu/yr of untreated PVA is released due to lack of 

access to treatment capacity. The authors conducted a survey to investigate frequency of laundry and dish 

detergent purchases and the types bought. Finally, based on a comprehensive literature review they assessed 

PVA’s biodegradability, solubility, and bacterial effect on its structure, considering the conventional process 

used in wastewater treatment in the United States. 
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Key Takeaways: 
• Use and impacts of Polyvinyl Alcohol (PVA):  

o The results of the author’s online survey revealed an extrapolated consumption of ~15 billion 

laundry pods and ~12 billion dish pods per year by 126 million households in the US.  

o PVA’s fate in the environment and subsequent consequences is poorly understood. Although 

PVA is water-soluble, its constituents, such as ethylene, can remain intact within the solvent. 

PVA can act as a vector for other pollutants, and due to its foaming quality, it can inhibit oxygen 

transfer to aquatic life. 

o Wastewater treatment only partly removes PVA.  

• More research is needed: There is a need for better treatment technologies or sustainable alternatives 

to PVA in consumer products. Improving this analysis is essential for better understanding the link 

between PVA usage, and public and environmental health. 

 

Investigation of toxicity of detergents (Yahaya T. et al. 2011) 

 

Yahaya and co-authors investigated the toxicity of detergents on mice, focusing on health impacts, 

hematology, and histopathology. Swiss mice (30 days old) were used for the study, and were monitored for 

weight changes, hematological parameters, and organ histopathology over four weeks. Adverse effects 

included weight loss, reduction in blood parameters, loss of appetite, sluggishness and high metabolic 

demand. The results highlight health hazards of detergent exposure. 

 

Key Takeaways – detergent health impacts: 
• Growth rate reductions in mice aligned with previous studies on aquatic species exposed to 

detergents. Health issues included sluggishness, low fecundity, and high mortality rates in exposed 

mice.  

• Hematological analysis showed significant reductions in packed cell volume (PCV), hemoglobin (HB), 

white blood cells (WBC), red blood cells (RBC), and total protein.  

• Histopathological changes were observed in the heart, kidney, liver, lungs, and reproductive organs, 

with severity increasing with detergent concentration. 

• Blood parameter reductions confirm toxicity, likely due to cell destruction from surfactants.  

• Recommendations for careful handling and disposal of detergents are made to prevent health risks.  

 

Toxicities of laundry products: review of the evidence (Kaniklidis C. 2022) 

 

Kaniklidis reviewed potential health hazards associated with common laundry products, emphasizing the risks 

posed by both intentionally added chemicals and byproducts found in detergents, fabric softeners, scent 

boosters and dryer sheets. Some of the major risks to humans include reproductive and fertility problems 

from endocrine disruptors, respiratory and pulmonary issues such as asthma, metabolic diseases, diabetes and 

obesity, and oncogenic outcomes (cancer). The author also discussed regulatory gaps made 

recommendations, highlighting not only current labeling regulations and bans in the US and other specific 

countries, but also the need for stricter regulations, including, for example, fully ingredients disclosure in 

laundry products in order to help increase transparency. 
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Key takeaways: 
• Toxic chemicals in laundry products: 

o Dryer sheets and other fragranced laundry products commonly include phthalates with are 

linked to significant risks to human health such as reproduction and neurodevelopmental 

disorders. 

o Persistent compounds like Nonylphenol Ethoxylates (NPEs) could be present in dryer sheets and 

act as surfactants in some laundry detergents and degrade into more toxic substances. 

o Secondary hazard effects could be present when limonene and other volatile aromatic terpenes 

react with ozone in the air to generate probable carcinogens including formaldehyde and 

acetaldehyde, and other pollutants like acetone and ultra fine particles. 

o Another known contaminant and carcinogen is 1-4 dioxane, which is formed as a byproduct 

under the process called ethoxylation, commonly involved in the manufacturing of surfactants 

used in laundry detergents. The chemical could be released into the air, water and soil, 

increasing routes for human exposure.  

o Dermal exposure to formulations in laundry products could lead to allergic dermatitis and skin 

irritation, especially with residual chemicals in clothes. 

o Laundry pods might pose an ingestion risk to children, due to their appealing appearance, 

texture and concentrated contents. 

o The “fragrance free” myth might be misleading consumer to products that still contain 

fragrance compound but not used for scent specifically, but rather as preservatives or fixatives. 

• Fragrance-free alternatives: A study (Goodman N. et al 2019) analyzing emissions from dryer vents, 

concluded that the simple switch to fragrance free products can be an effective approach to reducing 

ambient air pollution and potential health risk.  

 

A compilation of life cycle studies for six household detergent product categories in Europe: 
the basis for productȤspecific A.I.S.E. Charter Advanced Sustainability Profiles (Goldsteijn, L. 
et al. 2015) 

 

Goldsteijn and co-authors reviewed life cycle assessments of six types of household detergents (powders and 

tablets), aiming to identify key environmental impacts areas and establish sustainability criteria for each 

product type. The life cycle stages with the largest influence on the environment are highlighted, including the 

main variables or hotspots driving the results. This research was part of the efforts to support the “Charter for 

Sustainable Cleaning” launched in Europe by the International Association for Soaps, Detergents and 

Maintenance Products (AISE), which was created to promote sustainable design and encourage consumers to 

adopt more conscious ways of doing their washing. 

Key takeaways related to laundry detergents: 
• Main results of the life cycle assessment review:  

o Water temperature, water consumption, product dosage, and type and amount of surfactants 

were the variables with the largest influence on the results. 
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o The life cycle stage with the largest contribution to the overall environmental impact from 

laundry detergents was the use phase, in particular, the energy needed to heat the water 

during the wash cycle. 

o The impacts categories on agricultural land occupation (86%) and natural land transformation 

(86%) were due to the surfactant choice or ingredients sourcing. 

o Marine eutrophication (59%) and metal depletion (55%) impacts were primarily due to the 

builders used in the frame formula. 

o The most important impact categories relative to the reference (i.e. average impacts of a 

European citizen in the year 2000) were fossil depletion, climate change (the effect on both 

human health and ecosystem quality), particulate matter formation, and natural land 

transformation. 

o Trade-offs exist between environmental impact categories, meaning that there is no single 

product environmentally superior for all environmental indicators. 

• Study limitations: 

o The life cycle inventories for surfactants, whilst the best available, were over 15 years old and 

there was no adequate data relating to direct land use change. However, the source of the 

surfactant (palm kernel, coconut, or fossil resources) directly influences the importance of land 

use impact categories, especially natural land transformation. 

o Due to the limited availability of adequate data, the results for impact categories relating to 

direct land use change and its associated GHG emissions were compromised and must be 

interpreted with caution. 

• Recommendations:  

o Environmental impacts of detergents would be reduced substantially if consumers could be 

encouraged to use only correct product dosages and low water temperatures during use. 

o Both product design and consumer behavior are critical to reducing environmental footprint of 

household cleaning products. 

o Manufacturers should cut down on the energy and materials required for packaging, and 

production and transport, and should target production of detergents in concentrated form. 

 

Unravelling the hidden side of laundry: malodour, microbiome and pathogenome (López C. 
et al. 2025) 
 

López and co-authors analyzed microbiological and chemical changes on synthetic textiles resulting from 

modern, low-temperature laundering practices. Their study reveals a counterintuitive outcome: while low-

temperature washing reduces many malodorous volatile organic compounds, it significantly increases the load 

of membrane-intact bacteria on clothing. This increase is attributed to a microbial exchange wherein the 

wearer's skin microbiome is displaced by environmental microbes originating primarily from the washing 

machine itself. These newly acquired microbes proliferate under humid-drying conditions, leading to the 

regeneration of malodor. The study also presents a new finding that this microbial shift alters the clothing's 

pathogenome (the collection of genes associated with microbial virulence and resistance) and increases the 

abundance of genes responsible for biofilm formation. The authors suggest this biofilm buildup is a likely 

mechanism behind "permastink," the permanent malodor that persists in textiles over time. 
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Key Takeaways: 
• Bacterial load increases post-wash: Standard, low-temperature washing cycles significantly increase 

the concentration of membrane-intact (living) bacteria on clothing.  The washing machine facilitates a 

"bacterial exchange," transferring its own intrinsic microbiome to items during the wash cycle. This 

displaces the original skin-based bacteria with an environmental microbial community. 

• Humid drying promotes malodor regeneration: Drying laundry in humid conditions fosters the growth 

of the newly acquired, machine-derived microbiome, which in turn regenerates malodorous 

compounds that were removed during the wash phase. 

• Laundering alters the textile pathogenome: The laundry process increases the abundance of genes on 

textiles related to virulence and antimicrobial resistance. 

• Biofilms are a likely mechanism for "permastink": An increase in genes associated with biofilm 

formation suggests a scientific basis for "permastink." Biofilms allow resilient bacteria to adhere to 

fabric fibers and accumulate over time, leading to persistent, hard-to-remove odors. 

• Synthetic fabrics exacerbate the problem: The study focuses on synthetic polyester fabrics, noting 

that they are known to support stronger adhesion of bacteria and are associated with greater malodor 

impact than natural materials like cotton. 

 

Microfiber release from real soiled consumer laundry and the impact of fabric care products 
and washing conditions (Lant, N., et al. 2020) 

 

Household laundry is a significant contributor to microfibers and microplastics pollution, especially from 

synthetic textiles like polyester. Lant and co-authors measured microfiber release under realistic washing 

conditions, including soiled clothing, detergents, and varied machine settings. They analyzed the impact of 

washing parameters on microfiber shedding from commercial garments (100% polyester, polyester-cotton 

blends, 100% cotton, and recycled polyester). Released fibers were collected using fine filters and analyzed 

using microscopy and spectroscopy. 

Key takeaways: 
• Study findings: 

o Soiled garments released 2–3.5 times more microfibers than clean garments, since dirt acts as 

an abrasive, increasing mechanical fiber loss during washing. 

o Washing at 40°C released more microfibers than at 20°C. Additionally, other garment-care 

benefits were likely connected to the use of lower temperatures and quicker cycles such as 

whiteness conservation, reduced dye fading, reduced pilling, and the incidence of holes and 

tears, which will extend the lifetime of fabrics. 

o Top-loading machines released up to 5 times more fibers than front-loaders due to higher 

water volume, greater agitation and less gentle action on fabrics. Results suggest that high 

water to fabric ratio is an important driver of microfiber loss. Therefore, the use of high 

efficiency appliances is a way to reduce microfiber generation and consume 35-50% less water 

and about 50% less energy. 



 Situational Analysis of Residential Laundry Practices. July 2025.   Page 16 

o Polyester and blends released more persistent synthetic microfibers than cotton garments. 

Furthermore, cotton fibers, though biodegradable, also contributed to overall fiber load and 

may carry pollutants such as dyes and finishes. 

o Powder detergents and enzyme detergents increased fiber release compared to liquid 

detergent. More research is needed, however, to confirm these conclusions.  

o The use of fabric softener had no significant impact on microfiber release; further work is 

needed to fully understand these results. 

o Previously worn garments shed more microfibers than new ones, meaning age-related wear-

and-tear contributes to the fragility of fibers during wash cycles. 

• Microfiber pollution: While wastewater treatment plants filter out some fibers, large quantities still 

end up in biosolids or aquatic ecosystems. Detergent manufacturers should focus on developing low-

shedding fabrics and eco-conscious designs, promote filter technologies in washing machines and 

encourage labels with fiber-shedding data to inform buyers.  

• Adopting new habits to reduce microfibers: 

o Some actions consumers can take include using front-load washers, washing at lower 

temperatures, washing clothes less frequently and with full loads, using fiber-catching filters or 

laundry bags. 

o The main barrier to consumers adopting behaviors that would reduce shedding, such as use of 

colder water and selecting quicker washing cycles, is concern that their clothes will not be clean 

and will have odors. 

 

Studies/articles focused on laundry trends, behaviors and practices  

Factview Research: Global Laundry Detergent Market Analysis (2024) 
Factview Research: Laundry Detergent Market Analysis (2024) 
 

These two reports provide data on current markets for detergents. The global laundry detergent market was 

valued at $68.5 billion in 2022 and is projected to reach approximately $101 billion by 2032. Key market 

drivers include rising urbanization, increased hygiene awareness, and the growing adoption of automatic 

washing machines. While powdered detergent (32% in 2022) has the largest market share due to its 

affordability in developing nations, liquid detergents are experiencing significant growth in developed 

economies, fueled by consumer demand for convenience and their ability to clean effectively in cold water. A 

primary trend propelling the market is a strong consumer inclination towards natural and organic detergents, 

which are perceived as being gentler on fabrics, prolonging garment life, and offering a more sustainable, 

chemical-free option. North America currently represents the largest regional market for these products. 

 

Key consumer drivers shaping the market include a focus on healthier lifestyles and a growing demand for 

products with robust and pleasing fragrances. However, the industry faces the notable challenge of elevated 

prices for liquid detergents, which can limit affordability for budget-conscious consumers, particularly when 

compared to their powdered counterparts. In response to a competitive landscape, companies are dedicating 

substantial resources to research and development and are engaging in strategic partnerships and acquisitions 

to expand their market reach. 
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Key Takeaways: 
• Significant market growth: The market is large and expanding at a 5.1% CAGR, indicating a growing, 

not shrinking, demand for laundry detergent products overall. 

• Fragrance is a key purchasing driver: Beyond cleaning power, fragrance has become a primary feature 
for consumers, who increasingly seek out products with strong and pleasant scents. 

• Sustainability is a primary river: A growing consumer desire for natural or organic detergents is a 

major force expected to propel market expansion. These products are considered effective, gentle on 

fabrics, better for sustainability, and chemical-free, which aligns directly with this project's goals. 

• Convenience motivator: The market for products that require "little work," such as liquids and pods, is 

expanding rapidly. This highlights that convenience is a powerful consumer motivator that may act as a 

barrier to adopting behaviors not perceived as easy. 

• Industry is responding to sustainability and fabric care desires: Major corporations are actively 

developing and marketing products that are more environmentally friendly and better for clothes.  

 

Pro-environmental behavior is undermined by disgust sensitivity: the case of excessive 
laundering (Klint E. et al, 2024) 
 
Klint and co-authors examined how psychological factors such as disgust sensitivity, shame, cleanliness norms, 

and environmental identity affect the frequency of laundry among Swedish consumers. The research involved 

three studies, including an online survey, aiming to collect data on self-reported laundering behaviors and 

psychological factors; and qualitative interviews, which provided deeper insights into the motivations and 

behaviors surrounding laundry practices. This research highlights the influence of psychological constructs on 

laundering behavior, suggesting that interventions, policy and messaging strategies should focus on underlying 

behaviors rather than solely on environmental benefits. Recommendations include addressing feelings of 

disgust, promoting extended use of clothing, and targeting the preceding decisions that lead to the need to 

wash. 

Key takeaways: 
• Psychological factors:  

o Increased washing frequency can be driven by: 

Á Disgust sensitivity or aversion to dirty or smelly clothes.  

Á Shame associated with cleanliness violations  

Á Cleanliness norms reflecting societal expectations  

o Environmental identity may lead to reduced washing frequency if individuals believe laundering 

contributes to environmental harm. 

o The factor “disgust” had the relatively largest influence on laundering frequency, compared to 

the other psychological constructs. 

• Considerations in consumer laundry routines:  

o Interventions to pro-environmental behaviors should not assume that people want to minimize 

environmental impacts, instead, low costs or good washing results are considered more 

effective when it comes to motivating change.  
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o There’s a high probability of conflicting goals when evaluating whether a specific clothing item 

should be put in the laundry basket or reused. 

o Many consumers seem to believe that by adopting a more environmentally sound way when 

laundering, the machines capacity to remove stains and/or odors will be reduced.  

o Cultural factors and values represent another challenge influencing consumer behaviors.   

o Most people wash their clothes for more practical reasons without questioning environmental 

impacts: they might need a specific item, the laundry basket is full, or it is the only time during 

the week that washing is possible. 

o Statistical analysis suggests that habitual behaviors (running the washer with a few items, using 

clothes fewer times, and doing laundry on a specific schedule) may be stronger predictors of 

laundering frequency than psychological constructs. 

• Laundering regulation efforts: Specific policy recommendations for laundering include treating 

reduced wastewater emissions as a beneficial by-product rather than the main objective. For example: 

o Encouraging alternative actions like airing out garments, brushing off dirt, or removing 

individual stains by hand. 

o Using messaging based on social norms, for example: "most people use their T-shirt more than 

once". 

o Highlighting the economic argument that machine washing wears out clothes faster. 

 

The Anatomy of Sustainable Domestic Laundering Behaviour (Klint E. 2021) 
 

Klint provides a technical and behavioral analysis of domestic laundry practices, arguing that while washing 

appliances have become more efficient, the environmental benefits are being counteracted by changes in 

consumer behavior. This study finds that any laundering practice is the result of a complex interaction 

between technology, social conventions, and individual concerns. A key finding is that shared laundry systems, 

common in Sweden, can reduce climate impacts by at least 26% compared to private, in-unit machines, largely 

by minimizing the environmental impact of manufacturing the appliances. Behaviorally, the research 

concludes that simply providing environmental information to consumers is ineffective because habits, social 

norms, and individual concerns, such as the fear of social judgment related to odor, often override intentions 

to act sustainably. 

 

Key Takeaways: 
• "Capital Goods" Have a major, overlooked impact: For private laundry systems, the production and 

disposal of the washing machine and dryer account for approximately 38% of the total greenhouse gas 

emissions, a factor often neglected in other analyses. 

• Information campaigns often fail: Attempts to change behavior by simply informing consumers about 

environmental impacts have proven futile. This is because laundry is a deeply ingrained habit, and 

consumers rarely believe their personal laundry practices have a meaningful environmental effect. 

• Individual concerns override environmental intentions: Even with good intentions, consumers' individual 

concerns, such as anxiety about damaging clothes, a poor wash result, or odor and social judgment, tend 

to trump their willingness to adopt more sustainable practices. 

• The temperature vs. detergent trade-off is complex: In regions with a fossil-fuel-heavy energy grid, 

washing at a lower temperature is environmentally beneficial. However, in places with cleaner energy (like 
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Sweden), it can be better to wash at a higher temperature if it allows for a significant reduction in the 

amount of detergent used. This suggests that "wash cold" campaigns are not universally the best 

environmental advice. 

• Social conventions shape behavior: Laundry practices are heavily guided by social conventions, which can 

vary significantly by culture. For example, what is considered an appropriate way to sort laundry in one 

country might be inappropriate in another. The fear of smelling bad is a powerful motivator that can drive 

cleanliness practices. 

Articles focused on initiatives to influence consumer behavior 

I prefer 30? Business strategies for influencing consumer laundry practices to reduce carbon 
emissions (Morgan, E. et al. 2018) 

 

Morgan and co-authors analyzed business initiatives persuading consumers to wash clothes at lower 

temperatures, aiming to reduce carbon emissions through messaging approaches and changes in laundry 

behavior. Their research used a coevolutionary method for the analysis, considering interactions between 

supply (business strategies) and demand (consumer practices). Drivers of changes in consumer laundry 

practices include the influence of social and institutional factors and the need for stronger actions from 

businesses and regulatory agencies to achieve significant emissions reduction.  

 

Key Findings:  
• Consumer laundry behavior: Individual behaviors are shaped by social norms, habits, and cultural 

factors, making messaging strategies insufficient to drive long-term change. 

• Innovation and household emissions: Innovations in technology can lead to more sustainable 

laundering practices. The design of washing machines and detergents could influence washing 

behavior and temperature choices. 

• Regulations and institutional actions: Institutional pressure can drive businesses to adopt more 

sustainable practices, but the effectiveness of these measures in reducing carbon emissions remains 

uncertain. 

• Laundry messaging development: The analysis revealed that the linkages in consumer messaging 

include six potential consumer benefits: better clothes care, cleaning performance, convenience, 

energy savings, environmental benefits, and cost savings. Cleaning performance remained the primary 

driver for consumer choices, overshadowing environmental messaging in consumer decision-making. 

• Data limitations: This study had some limitations regarding data access, insufficient country specific 

data, and consideration of perspectives of business managers instead of direct consumer evaluations. 

 

Fostering Sustainable Laundry Habits with Behavioral Science (Strube, R. 2023) 

 

Strube reported that research by P&G Germany reveals that Germans wash at an average of around 43°C, 

which is higher than the European average. A campaign #WirDrehenRunter (We Turn Down) was created by 

the World Wildlife Fund and The Collaborating Centre on Sustainable Consumption and Production with an 

aim to influence behavior change and reduce the average temperature of laundry washing in Germany by at 

least 1°C per year over 3 years. To prepare, social norms, role models, the power of positive emotions, 
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nudging, and targeted information provision and feedback were reviewed from previous sustainability 

campaigns. As part of the evaluation framework and to assess the campaign’s effects, monthly surveys with 

specific questions related to barriers for colder washing, as well as qualitative focus groups were conducted. 

 

Key takeaways: 
• Behavioral factors:  

o To assess consumer practices towards colder washing, behavior change was considered due to 

three things: capability, opportunity, and motivation for a target behavior. 

o Lowering the washing temperature from 60°C to 30°C can reduce the carbon footprint of 

laundry by as much as 60%. Despite all the evidence about laundry detergent effectiveness in 

cold water, most people still use warm water for laundry, suggesting that underlying behavioral 

factors rather than performance-related issues are the drivers. 

• Barriers identified:  

o Lack of knowledge: Many consumers were unaware that colder washing can be a pro-

environmental behavior. Many consumers were likely to take action if the cost-saving aspect of 

colder washing was explained and presented in the right way. 

o Routine: Washing is a matter of routine and habit, which consumers don’t think about and are 

unlikely to question. 

o Lack of awareness of detergent formulation: Consumers are often not aware that advanced 

detergent formulas provide high performance at cold washing temperatures.  
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Data Gaps 
 

Based on the literature review, the following data gaps and information limits were identified for laundry 

detergent toxicity and environmental impacts and consumer laundry habits. 

  

Laundry detergents – science, toxicity, health outcomes: More research is needed about: 

• Toxicity and environmental impacts of amphoteric surfactants to confirm low toxicity. 

• Use of chemicals such as volatile organic compounds in “fragrance” and their connection to health 
outcomes. 

• Impacts from other laundry products: softeners, drying sheets, stain removers, scents. 

• Biodegradability and post- treatment analysis of Polyvinyl Alcohol from laundry detergent pods and 
sheets. 

• Environmental impacts from all chemicals used in laundry detergent formulations, including 
bioaccumulation potential and toxicity in aquatic environment. 

• Health risks and consequences associated with detergent exposure. 

• Difference between powder and liquid laundry detergents.  

• Laundry detergent wastewater characterization and impacts from post-wastewater treatment. 
  

Impacts on clothing from detergents and washing: More research is needed about: 

• Effects on clothing from different laundry detergents. 

• Fiber release from laundry detergents and additional products such as stain removers, softeners, and 
others. 
 

Factors that influence laundry habits: More research is needed about: 

• Impact of economic aspects such as household income, product price, monthly bills, when choosing 

detergents and laundry practices.  

• Awareness of detergents efficiency in cold water. 

• Mistrust of the amount of detergent required to get items clean. 

• Effectiveness of product labels designed with fiber-shedding data to inform buyers. 

• Influence of culture on barriers and motivators when adopting laundry habits. 

• Local community-based research to overcome specific disgust sensitivity and considerations for “clean” 
and/or “dirty” items when laundering.  

• Effectiveness of marketing campaigns on different media focused on promoting sustainable laundry 
practices and its benefits. 

• Specific messaging which would work to influence laundry consumer behavior for different audiences. 
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Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats (SWOT) 

Assessment  
 

A Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats (SWOT) Assessment was conducted with project staff to 

identify the known and potential positive and negative factors influencing residential laundry practices and 

messaging regarding using less laundry detergent to decrease toxic chemical loading to wastewater streams 

and to help make clothing last longer. This assessment explored the internal and external factors that impact 

strategic planning and decision-making.  

 

Table 1. SWOT2 Laundry Behavior Change Project  

Strengths 
• Reputations of the lead organizations 
• Existing partners 
• Data on motivating factors and barriers, based on community-
based research 
• New messaging has been tested 
• Compelling videos 
• Creativity and diversity of project team (including Spanish 
language) 
• NGO’s= Flexibility 
• Many existing channels for information distribution and testing 
• Environmental education and justice lens 

Weaknesses 
• Lack of funding for implementation  
• Limited time capacity 
• Lack of programs to mine from/mimic 
• Data gaps on alternatives, toxicity and post wastewater treatment 
• Lack of updated data on environmental impacts 
• Ideally would have focus group data 
• Ideally would have more audiences to test 
• Ability to measure outcomes accurately, in some cases 
• Large number of projects competing for attention 
• Difficulty of trying to introduce behavior change 

Opportunities 
• Awareness is high about fish and wildlife health 
• Awareness is fairly high about toxic chemical impacts, water 
pollution and energy impacts, generally, in the Pacific NW 
• Region is already a leader in the US on addressing toxic chemicals 
and climate change 
• Good public will 
• Political climate and concern about funding 
• People want to be perceived as sustainable and environmentally 
conscious 
• Audiences tend to listen to authentic youth voices and messaging  
• People want to save money 
• Trend towards buying used clothing and aiming for clothes to last 
longer 
• Social marketing gaining momentum 

Threats 
• Advertising from detergent companies 
• Concern about how people perceive you (i.e., clean and trendy 
clothing)  
• Lack of knowledge/awareness about the problem 
• Cultural belief that “more is more” or “more is better” 
• Cultural belief that if it has a fragrance of laundry detergent it is 
cleaner 
• Convenience culture (i.e., laundry pods) 
• Rise of fast fashion and need to have the latest, trendy items 
• Competition for time and resources (less time to research safer 
alternatives) 
• Visibility/physical presence of water in the area  
• Political climate  

 

  

 
2 © Alan Chapman 2005-09. Free PDF version of this tool and information about SWOT analysis methods are available at www.businessballs.com/swotanalysisfreetemplate.htm. This is a free resource from 

www.businessballs.com which contains lots more useful tools, diagrams and materials. Not to be sold or published. 
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Motivators and Barriers 
 

This section outlines a preliminary list of motivators and barriers related to adopting more sustainable 

laundering behaviors. The initial list was developed during a Week 2 brainstorming session with the project's 

youth cohort, who explored why common laundry habits exist. This list has been supplemented with findings 

from the project's literature review and research. 

 

Action - Adopting sustainable laundering behaviors (e.g., using less detergent, washing less 

often, using cold water) 
 

Barriers: 

• The feeling of disgust and the fear of being perceived as unclean or having a bad odor 

• Belief that using more detergent or hotter water is more hygienic 

• Family laundry habits, which are often resistant to change. 

• Inertia (easier not to change) 

• Desire for convenience, speed, and ease  

• The instructions on detergent packaging. 

• The influence of marketing and commercials 

• The higher cost of eco-friendly alternatives. 

• Lack of knowledge about the negative impacts  

• Concern about allergies, thus desiring specific products 
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Motivators: 

• Reducing the direct cost of purchasing detergent 

• Saving money on utility bills by using cold water and washing less frequently 

• Making clothes last longer by reducing exposure to harsh chemicals and the physical wear from 
machine agitation. 

• Protecting family members from the health effects of toxic chemicals found in conventional 
detergents. 

• Addressing specific health needs, such as using hypoallergenic or natural products to avoid allergic 
reactions. 

• Protecting aquatic life and water quality 

• Aligning actions with a personal or "green" self-identity. 

• Following positive environmental trends seen online or in the community. 

• Believing it is "the right thing to do" for the environment.  
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Photo, by Youth Intern, taken during at home laundry assessment 

Observations of existing laundry practices  
 

At-home Laundry Assessments 
As an early step, the youth cohort conducted an at-home laundry assessment to capture the on-the-ground 

laundry practices within their families. The goal was for the youth to record their unbiased observations by 

filming the laundry process of a family member without providing any instructions. This approach, undertaken 

before the interns received in-depth education about laundry issues, was designed to minimize bias and 

document habits as they naturally occurred. The following observations are summarized from the seven 

assessments the youth conducted. 

 

Findings from at-home laundry assessments 
The assessments revealed a wide variety of laundry routines, yet several key themes emerged regarding the 

use of water, heat, and laundry products: 

• Inconsistent and high-volume detergent use: The method for measuring detergent varied significantly 
and often led to potential overuse. Observations included using a pre-packaged Tide pod, adding one 
and a half cups of Gain powdered detergent, filling a Tide cap "to the line at the top", or simply 
"eyeballing" the amount of liquid without formal measurement. 

• Prevalence of multiple chemical additives: In nearly all observations, residents used multiple products 
in a single load beyond just detergent. These included liquid fabric softeners (Downy), various brands 
of dryer sheets (Bounce, Suavitel, Snuggle), scent boosters (Downy Unstoppable), bleach (Clorox), and 
brighteners (Ecos Oxobrite). 

• Default to warm/hot water and high-heat drying: Most laundry was done using warm or hot water 
settings. Only one observation mentioned the exclusive use of cold water. This preference for warm or 
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hot temperatures extended to the drying cycle, where "high temperature" was the most commonly 
reported setting. 

• Varied and inconsistent sorting habits: There was no consistent approach to sorting laundry. Some 
individuals did not sort their clothes at all, while others engaged in detailed sorting, separating clothes 
by color before washing and even by item type before drying. 

Laundry Behavioral Interviews 
Based on data gaps in the literature and the need to identify current laundering practices, the youth cohort 

conducted 45 laundry behavioral interviews, in person and by phone, with people who were part of the target 

audiences and acknowledged to be responsible for doing their own laundry, which was the other requirement 

to be interviewed. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected aiming to understand current laundry 

practices, such as washing frequency, temperature, detergent dosage, preferred brands, and most 

importantly, to identify key wording and consumer insights that the youth could use to develop messaging 

materials, all this with the goal of influencing laundry behavior change to more sustainable practices.  

It's important to note the presence of potential biases and limitations that could have affected the research 

process and results. Interview participants were considered based on accessibility, availability and willingness 

to be interviewed, likely indicating that the selected sample size is not representative of larger populations. 

Additionally, the questions design, and interviewers’ (youth) experience could have influenced results since 

some questions were not fully answered and, in some cases, the answer categories identified were not 

mutually exclusive, so some respondent answers may fall within various categories. Lastly, none of the results 

were statistically treated.   

Audience demographics and results from the laundry behavioral interviews are presented below. Summaries 

of the results are shown in the next section of the report.  

Laundry Behavioral interviewee demographics: 

 
Interviewee Gender (n=45) 

• Female: 26 respondents (59.1%)   

• Male: 18 respondents (40.9%)   

• They/them: 1 respondent (2.3%)   

  

Interviewee Age   

• 13-18: 15 respondents (34.1%)   

• 19-24: 4 respondents (9.1%)   

• 25-34: 6 respondents (13.6%)   

• 35-44: 7 respondents (15.9%)   

• 45-54: 7 respondents (15.9%)   

• 55-64: 5 respondents (11.4%)   

• 65+: 1 respondent (2.3%)   
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Interview results: 
 
Frequency of washing 
1a. How many times do you wear pants/shorts before 

you wash them?  

• 1 time: 17 respondents (37.8%)  

• 1-2 times: 11 respondents (24.4%)  

• 2-3 times: 8 respondents (17.8%)  

• 3-4 times: 4 respondents (8.9%)  

• 5 times: 2 respondents (4.4%)  

• 5-8 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 6 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 60 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

 

1b. How many times do you wear jeans before you 

wash them?  

• 1 time: 13 respondents (28.9%)  

• 1-2 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 2-3 times: 19 respondents (42.2%)  

• 4 times: 2 respondents (4.4%)  

• 5 times: 5 respondents (11.1%)  

• 6 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 8 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• NA: 3 respondents (6.7%)  

 

1c. How many times do you wear t-shirts before you 

wash them?  

• 1 time: 26 respondents (57.8%)  

• 1-2 times: 3 respondents (6.7%)  

• 2 times: 10 respondents (2.2%)  

• 2-3 times: 2 respondents (4.4%)  

• 3 times: 3 respondents (6.7%)  

• 3-4 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

 

1d. How many times do you wear other shirts before 

you wash them?  

• 1 time: 28 respondents (62.2%)  

• 1-2 times: 3 respondents (6.7%)  

• 2 times: 4 respondents (8.9%)  

• 3-4 times: 5 respondents (11.1%)  

• 5 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• NA: 4 respondents (8.9%)  

 

1e. How many times do you wear 

sweatshirts/hoodies/fleeces before you wash them?  

• 1 time: 7 respondents (15.6%)  

• 2 times: 10 respondents (22.2%)  

• 2-3 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 3-4 times: 15 respondents (33.3%)  

• 4-6 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 5 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 6 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 7 times: 4 respondents (8.9%)  

• 15 times: 4 respondents (8.9%)  

• 100 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

 

1f. How many times do you wear undergarments 

before you wash them?  

• 1 time: 42 respondents (93.3%)  

• 1-2 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 2 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 2-3 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

 

1g. How many times do you wear jackets/coats before 

you wash them?  

• 1 time: 5 respondents (11.1%)  

• 2-3 times: 12 respondents (26.7%)  

• 3-5 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 4 times: 2 respondents (4.4%)  

• 5 times: 5 respondents (11.1%)  

• 6 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 7 times: 5 respondents (11.1%)  

• 8 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 10 times: 4 respondents (8.9%)  

• 14 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 15 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 20 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 30 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• ≥ 50 times: 5 respondents (11.1%)  

 

1h. How many times do you wear pajamas/nightwear 

before you wash them?  

• 1 time: 15 respondents (33.3%)  

• 1-2 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 2-3 times: 13 respondents (28.9%)  

• 2-5 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 3-4 times: 8 respondents (17.8%)  

• 5 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 7 times: 4 respondents (8.9%)  

• 10 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• NA: 1 respondent (2.2%)  
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1i. How many times do you wear dresses/skirts before 

you wash them? 

• 1 time: 15 respondents (33.3%)  

• 2-3 times: 8 respondents (17.8%)  

• 3-4 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 10 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• NA: 20 respondents (44.4%)  

 

1j. How many times do you use towels before you 

wash them?  

• 1 time: 13 respondents (28.9%)  

• 1-2 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 2-3 times: 12 respondents (26.7%)  

• 3-4 times: 1 respondent (2%)  

• 4 times: 3 respondents (6.7%)  

• 5 times: 2 respondents (4.4%)  

• 7 times: 9 respondents (20.0%)  

• 7-10 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 14 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• 20 times: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

• NA: 1 respondent (2.2%)  

 

1k. How many times do you use bedding before you 

wash them?  

• 1 time: 8 respondents (16%)  

• 3-6 times: 7 respondents (14%)  

• 7 times: 13 respondents (26%)  

• 10 times: 1 respondent (2%)  

• 12 times: 1 respondent (2%)  

• 14 times: 14 respondents (28%)  

• 28 times: 1 respondent (2%)  

• 30 times: 5 respondents (10%)  

 

1l. “Other” items. How many times do you wear/use 

other items before you wash them? (specify what 

other is)  

• Shoes:  

o 4 times: 1 respondent (2.5%)  

o 6 times: 1 respondent (2.5%)  

o 2 times a year: 1 respondent (2.5%)  

o Kitchen towels: 1 time: 1 respondent (2.5%)  

o Blankets: 1 time: 1 respondent (2.5%)  

• Hair accessories: 3 times: 1 respondent (2.5%)  

• Slips: 2 times: 1 respondent (2.5%)  

• NA/ blank: 33 respondents (82.5%)  

 

Prompt for washing 
2. What is the reason you decide something needs to be washed? (respondents could give multiple answers) 

• Smell: 28 (62% of respondents)  

• Stains/how it looks: 19 (42% of respondents)  

• Dirty, muddy, texture: 10 (22% of respondents)  

• It has been worn: 6 (13% of respondents)  

• Weekly routine: 4 (9% of respondents)  

• “Sweaty, I worked out or did painting”: 3 (7% of respondents)   

• Dusty: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• Covered with pet hair: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• When “basket is full”: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• “After being used constantly”: 1 (2% of respondents)   

• “Timing relative to how much I use it”: 1 (2% of respondents)  
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Type and format of detergent 
3. What brand of detergent do you use and why do 

you use it? (respondents could give multiple answers) 

• Tide: 20 (44% of respondents) 

• Gain: 9 (20% of respondents)  

• Ariel: 3 (7% of respondents)  

• Ever spring: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• Arm and hammer: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• Biokleen: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• Ecos: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• El sueño: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• 7th generation: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• Earth breeze: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• Poesie: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• Freddie: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• Mrs Meyers: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• “I don't know the brand. I use fragrance free, no 

dye etc. so that my skin doesn't get irritated”: 1 

(2% of respondents) 

  

Why use this brand?  

• Family habit/purchase/recommendation: 14 

(31% of respondents)  

• It works great/cleans well: 11 (24% of 

respondents)  

• Smell/fragrance: 8 (18% of respondents) 

• It’s eco-friendly: 8 (18% respondents) 

• It is good for stains: 3 (7% of respondents)   

• It’s hypoallergenic and good for sensitive skin: 3 

(7% of respondents)   

• Price: 3 (7% of respondents)   

• Brand: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• It has less chemicals: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• “How clothes look”: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• “Popularity”: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• It is convenient: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• It’s free of plastic and other things: 1 (2% of 

respondents) 

• No reason mentioned: 1 (2% of respondents) 
 

4. What type of detergent do you use? (Liquid, 

Powder, Pods, Other) 

• Liquid: 27 (60% of respondents) 

• Pods: 8 (18% of respondents)  

• Powder: 8 (18% of respondents)   

• Sheets: 4 (9% of respondents)  

• Beads: 1 (2% of respondents)  

 

5. Why do you use that type of detergent? 

(respondents could give multiple answers) 
 

Liquid:  

• Family habits/parents buy it: 7 (16% of 

respondents)  

• It gives best results, clean stains, it works: 7 

(16% of respondents)  

• It’s eco-friendly: 5 (11% of respondents)  

• Smell: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• Brand: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• It dissolves better: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• Convenience: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• It is hypo-allergenic: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• It’s “easy to manage”: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• “I like pouring it”: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• It is the best for the washer: 1 (2% of 

respondents)  

• Price: 1 (2% of respondents)  
 

Pods:  

• It works and cleans well, gives best results: 3 

(7% of respondents)  

• It is convenient: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• “Parents buy it”: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• Smell: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• It was recommended: 1 (2% of respondents)  
  

Powder:  

• It works and “cleans well”: 4 (9% of 

respondents)  

• Fragrance/smell: 3 (7% of respondents)  

• Makes “clothes feel softer”: 1 (2% of 

respondents)  

• It is convenient: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• Brand: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• “It foams up”: 1 (2% of respondents)  
  

Sheets:  

• It’s eco-friendly: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• Convenience: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• Less plastic packaging: 1 (2% of respondents)  
  

Beads:  

• “Parents buy it”: 1 (2% of respondents)
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Quantity of detergent used 
6. How do you decide how much detergent to use? (Follow measuring lines, estimate, use a full cap, 1 pod, 2 pods, 

etc.) (respondents could give multiple answers) 

• Measuring lines in the cap or in the washer compartment: 12 (27% of respondents)  

• Read label instructions: 9 (20% of respondents)  

• Estimate: 8 (18% of respondents)  

• “Based on the load size”: 6 (13% of respondents)  

• 1 cap: 5 (11% of respondents)  

• “Based on how dirty the load is”: 4 (9% of respondents)  

• 2 pods: 3 (7% of respondents)  

• 2 caps: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• 1 pod: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• 2-3 pods depending on load size: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• 5 pods per load: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• 1 tablespoon: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• 1 scoop: 1 (2% of respondents) 

• ½ cap: 1 (2% of respondents) 

  

Use of additional products 
7. Do you use any additional laundry products during laundering? Why or why not? (fabric softener, scent boosters, 

bleach, dryer sheets) (respondents could give multiple answers) 

• Yes/Sometimes: 32 respondents (71%)  

Why?  

o Softener, dryer sheets and scent booster because of the smell: 12 (27% of respondents) 

o Bleach for whites: 7 (16% of respondents)  

o Softener because of the texture on fabric (“clothes feel soft”): 5 (11% of respondents) 

o Dryer sheets to collect dog hair and lint: 4 (9% of respondents) 

o Stain removers for extra stains and strong odors: 4 (9% of respondents) 

o Dryer sheets to eliminate static: 3 (7% of respondents)   

o Bleach for white clothes and/or towels: 3 (7% of respondents) 

o Softener and dryer sheets to eliminate wrinkles: 2 (4% of respondents)   

o Answers that mention using all options listed because “clothes can last longer and look better”: 1 (2% of 

respondents) 

o Lysol to disinfect towels: 1 (2% of respondents) 

o “Wool balls and drops of essential oil to get it to smell nice”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

  

• No: 13 respondents (29%)  

Why not?  

o No reason specified: 5 (11% of respondents) 

o Because it’s unnecessary: 4 (9% of respondents) 

o Because the detergent “does the job”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

o To prevent skin irritation: 1 (2% of respondents)  

o “Tide pods are a 4in1 and include other stuff in it”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

o To prevent damage to clothes: 1 (2% of respondents)  
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8. How can you tell that your clothes are clean? (respondents could give multiple answers) 

• “By smell, by scent, by fragrance, when smells good, smells nice, smells fresh, when has no bad 

odor/smell”: 38 (84% of respondents) 

• “By look, by color, has no stains or no residue”: 24 (53% of respondents) 

• “By feel or texture”: 8 (18% of respondents) 

• “After washing it”: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• When “lint is gone”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “It has no debris”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

 

9. What temperature do you wash clothes at? (respondents could give multiple answers) 

• Warm water: 27 (60% of respondents)  

• Cold water: 17 (38% of respondents)  

• Hot water: 7 (16% of respondents)  

• Depends on the clothing item: 5 (11% of respondents)  

 

10. Why do you wash your clothes at those temperatures? (respondents could give multiple answers) 

 

Warm water:  

• It cleans better/best results, “it can take out odors and stains better,” “helps clean germs”: 13 (29% of 

respondents) 

• Habit, ”it was taught that way “: 6 (13% of respondents)  

• It is the machine default setting: 4 (9% of respondents)  

• Clothes feel better: 3 (7% of respondents)  

• To prevent clothes from shrinking: 2 (45 of respondents)  

• To avoid wrinkles: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Warm, because it's not too cold or too hot”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Not everything needs hot water and reduces carbon footprint”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

  

Cold water:  

• Because it’s better for the clothes, protects fabric, prevent fading: 10 (22% of respondents) 

• To prevent clothes from shrinking: 6 (13% of respondents)  

• Because of the washer recommendations/settings: 2 (4% of respondents)  

• Because it uses less energy: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• “It works”: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• “That’s how it was taught”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Tag recommends it”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

  

Hot water:  

• "It cleans better ”, “best results”, “helps clean germs”, ” gets rid of bacteria”: 8 (17% of respondents) 

• "Was taught that way”: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• No response: 2 (4% of respondents) 
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11. Do you hang dry any of your clothing? If so, which categories? (respondents could give multiple 

answers) 

• No: 21 respondents (47%)   

• Yes: 20 respondents (44%)   

• “Only in summer”: 2 respondents (4%)   

• “Based on the tag of the shirts”: 2 respondent (4%)  

 

Categories mentioned: 

• Delicates, silk, wool sweaters and coats: 9 (20% of respondents) 

• Blouses, sweaters, jackets, hoodies, jerseys: 4 (9% of respondents) 

• No categories specified: 3 (7% of respondents)  

• “All clothes except jacket”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Pillow covers”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• Everything: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Underwear, dresses, nice shirts”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Jeans, sweaters and undergarments”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Sweaters, special hoodies, leggings, dresses”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Aprons”: 1 (2% of respondents)  

• “Work uniform and undergarments”: 1 (2% of respondents)   

 

12. Do you believe using different amounts of detergent have different outcomes? Why or why not? 

(respondents could give multiple answers) 

 

• Yes: 37 respondents (83%)  

` Why?  

o Effects cleanness results, including sterilization and stains: 17 (38% of respondents) 

o Impacts clothing (extra residue, weird texture): 4 (9% of respondents)   

o Depends on amount of dirt/soil on clothing: 4 (9% of respondents)   

o Too much detergent will be “too soapy”: 4 (9% of respondents)   

o Depends on load size: 4 (9% of respondents)   

o Changes in scent (stronger scent was perceived as cleaner): 3 (7% of respondents)  

o Depends on detergent: 1 (2% of respondents)   

o Different detergent amounts will cause damage to your health: 1 (2% of respondents)   

  

• No: 8 respondents (17%)  

  Why not?  

o “It works the same”: 6 (13% of respondents) 

o “Scent is the same”: 1 (2% of respondents)   

o "I never change it”: 1 (2% of respondents)     
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13. Do you think different water temperatures change the final result? Why or why not? (respondents could 

give multiple answers) 

• Yes/maybe: 34 respondents (66.7%)  

Why?  

o Hot water damaging your fabric/clothes or causes fading: 14 (31% of respondents) 

o Hot water causing shrinkage, cold does not: 6 (13% of respondents  

o Hot water removes stains: 5 (11% of respondents) 

o Cold water does not clean very well: 3 (7% of respondents)   

o It depends on the clothes, hot/warm is better for whites and towels: 3 (7% of respondents)  

o Hot water is better for killing germs and disinfection: 3 (7% of respondents)  

o Hot water cleans better: 2 (4% of respondents) 

o Different water temperatures will change how the detergent mixes: 2 (4% of respondents) 

o Warm water cleans better, “it seems to help with stain in whites, sheets and towels”: 2 (4% of 

respondents) 

o Hot water causes wrinkles: 1 (2% of respondents)    

o “Bad smell stays when using cold water”: 1 (2% of respondents)    

o “Some tags say to wash in cold”: 1 (2% of respondents)    

 

• No: 10 respondents (22.2%)  

Why not?  

o “It’s just water/works the same”: 6 (13% of respondents) 

o “It’s just to take the soap off”: 2 (4% of respondents) 

o No reason: 2 (4% of respondents) 

  

• Other: 1 (2% of respondents)    
o “I don’t know, I never change it”: 1 (2% of respondents)    

 

14. Do you think there are any impacts of laundry products? If yes, what impacts? (respondents could give 

multiple answers) 

• Yes: 33 respondents (73%)   

• No: 11 respondents (24%)   

• Maybe: 1 respondent (2%)  

 Impacts:  

• Toxics and chemicals cause pollution and harm the environment, ocean and waterways, animals and 

plants: 19 (42% of respondents) 

• Damage clothing: 8 (18% of respondents)  

• Skin allergies and irritation: 7 (16% of respondents)  

• Effects on human health: 3 (7% of respondents) 

• Bleach is bad: 3 (7% of respondents) 

• Answers mentioning impacts microfibers, plastic shedding from clothes and product containers: 3 (7% 

of respondents)  

• Different cleanness results: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• “More sewage processing”: 2 (4% of respondents) 

• “Use of energy”: 1 (2% of respondents)    
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Findings from Laundry Behavioral Interviews  
  

The surveys guided the youth in identifying common household laundry practices, motivators and drivers of 45 

community members residing within the Duwamish Valley/King County area. After analyzing the data 

collected from the interviews, below are the summarized findings. 

Washing frequency  
The survey results show general patterns in how often people wash different types of clothing and household 

textiles. First layer items worn closest to the skin such as undergarments, T-shirts, and shirts, are washed most 

frequently, typically after every wear. On the other hand, outerwear and heavier fabrics, including jackets, 

coats and hoodies tend to be washed the least frequently, often after many uses. 

 

Based on the results, jeans, sweatshirts, jackets, and pajamas show much more spread, with some people 

washing after just 1–3 wears, while others wait 10, 20, or even 100 times before washing jackets/coats. 

Additionally, it's important to note that the category of dresses/skirts did not apply for approximately 44% of 

the interviewees, however, among those who responded, the results show a trend of wearing these items 

between 1-3 times before washing. 

 

  

 
Figure 1. Washing frequency by clothing item 
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Figure 2. Washing frequency distribution by clothing type 

 

 

Figure 3. Washing frequency comparison of towels versus bedding 

 

Towels are mostly washed within 1–3 times (close to half of respondents) or on a weekly schedule, while 

bedding is often stretched to 1–2 weeks or more. 
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Prompt for washing 
The number one reason respondents decide something needs to be washed is smell (62%), followed by  

appearance (stains/looks, 42%) and then texture/dirtiness (22%) and just being worn (13%). Less popular 

reasons were routine (9%) or specific contexts like sweating, painting, or workouts (7%). 

 

 
Figure 4. Reasons for deciding when to wash clothes. 

 

Laundry detergent usage habits 
Mainstream brands dominate – Tide, Gain, and Ariel together account for 71% of responses. Eco and 

alternative options (Everspring, Arm & Hammer, Biokleen, Ecos, 7th Gen, Earth Breeze, Mrs. Meyers) make up 

20% of brands used by respondents.  

 

 
Figure 5. Laundry detergent brands reported to be used by respondents 
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The choice of laundry detergent brand within our target audiences is shaped largely by family habits or 

recommendations (31%). In addition, many people prioritize cleaning effectiveness (24%), fragrance (18%) and 

there’s a growing interest in choosing more sustainable options reflected by prioritizing eco-friendly 

detergents (18% of respondents). A smaller number mentioned specific cleaning performance, such as being 

good for stains (7%), or being hypoallergenic or good for sensitive skin (7%). Practical factors like price (7%), 

brand name recognition (4%), and having fewer chemicals (4%) also play a role. 

 

In sum, people mainly stick with detergent brands because of family influence, cleaning effectiveness, 

fragrance, and eco-friendliness, while factors like price, sensitivity, and packaging matter for smaller groups. 

 

 
Figure 6. Reasons for choosing detergent brands 

In terms of most common format of detergent used, liquid form is the favorite (60%), often selected out of 

tradition since families purchase it, but also for its perceived cleaning effectiveness. On the other hand, 

detergent pods (18%) are valued for their convenience and ease of use. Powder detergent (18%) appeals to 

those who prioritize effectiveness and fragrance. Sheets (9%) are primarily chosen for eco-friendly qualities. 

Lastly, sensory preferences (smell/fragrance) are more tied to powder and liquid formats. 

 

 
Figure 7. Format of detergent used 
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Quantity of detergent used 
To determine how much detergent to use, most respondents use the measuring lines in the cap or washer 

compartment (27%) or follow label directions (20%). Less frequently, people estimate (18%) or base their 

decision on load size (13%). Others use a fixed amount or ad hoc amounts (like “1 cap” or “2 pods”). 

 

 
Figure 8. How people decide how much detergent to use 

 

Belief about amount of detergent used 
A strong majority of respondents (83%) believe that detergent quantity changes results, especially for 

cleanliness and stain removal (38%) or issues with residue, load size, and scent. Fewer (17%) believe the 

amount of detergent makes no difference, mostly due to perceived sameness. 
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Figure 9. Belief about detergent amount making a difference, and reasons for answer (yes or no) 

  

Commented [AR2]: Make this graph bigger? 
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Use of additional laundry products  
Most respondents (71%) reported using extra laundry products, mainly for fragrance (27%), whitening with 

bleach (16%), and improving fabric texture or reducing wrinkles (15%). Dryer sheets are also used for reducing 

static and removing lint or pet hair. Meanwhile, 29% of respondents do not use extra products, citing reasons 

such as finding them unnecessary, relying on multi-functional detergents, preventing skin irritation from extra 

chemicals, or avoiding fabric damage.  

 

 
Figure 10. Reasons for using additional products 

 

 
Figure 11. Reasons for using additional products 
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How people determine clothing is clean 

Smell (84%) and appearance (53%) dominate the respondent’s sense of cleanliness followed by feel or texture 

of the clothing (18%).  

 

Figure 12. How people tell if their clothes are clean. 

Laundering temperature  
Warm water (60%) is the most common choice for washing clothes, followed by cold water (38%) and hot 

water (16%). Only 11% reported that their choice of water temperature depends on the type of clothing being 

washed. 

The reason people use warm water is mainly for better cleaning, followed by habit and machine default 

setting. 

Cold water is used by others because of fabric care (protecting fabric or preventing shrinkage) or energy 

saving. While hot water is preferred by those who feel it sanitizes or deep cleans or habit. 
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Figure 13. Reasons for washing temperature choice 
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Belief about temperature effect 
Two-thirds of respondents believe that water temperature changes washing results, while about one-fifth 

think it doesn’t make a difference. 

 

Most respondents associate hot water with both benefits including cleaning power (11%), disinfection (7%) 

and risks including fabric damage or fading (31%) or shrinking (13%). Cold water is believed by some to not 

clean well (7%).  22% of respondents said temperature doesn’t matter. 

 
Figure 14. Belief that water temperature makes a difference and reasons why answered yes or no 
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Hang drying 
Almost an equal number of people hang some or all of their clothes to dry (44%) or do not (47%). Those who 

hang dry tend to do so mainly for delicates and special fabrics (20%) or specialized items such as 

blouses/sweaters/jackets/hoodies (9%) 

 

 

 
Figure 15. Do you hang dry any of your clothing? 

 
Figure 16. Categories of clothing hang dried 
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Awareness of impacts from laundry products 
A large majority (73%) believe laundry products have impacts, while 24% do not, and 2% are uncertain.  

The most commonly mentioned concern, by 42% of respondents, is that laundry products introduce toxins and 

chemicals that pollute waterways and harm aquatic life and ecosystems.  

 

Other common impacts cited include damage to clothing (18%) and skin irritation or allergies (16%). A smaller 

number (7%) mention human health effects in a broader sense, and an equal proportion point to the negative 

effects of bleach or microfibers/plastic shedding from clothing and packaging.  

 
Figure 17. Awareness of laundry product impacts and reasons cited 

 

General associations connected to laundering 
The survey results show that people’s laundry habits vary widely depending on the type of item being washed, 

with first-layer clothing such as underwear and T-shirts almost always washed after each wear. In contrast, 

heavier items like jeans, jackets, and pajamas are laundered far less frequently, with responses ranging from 

every few wears to after dozens of uses. Dresses and skirts show a mixed pattern, some wash after one to 

three wears, but this category did not apply to nearly half of respondents. Household textiles such as towels 

and bedding are washed less often, typically weekly or biweekly. These patterns indicate that laundering 

frequency is guided by how close the item is to the body, how visibly dirty it becomes, and its perceived 

durability. 

 

When it comes to deciding when to wash, smell is by far the strongest cue (62%) followed by visible 

appearance (42%) and dirtiness. Routine schedules and specific circumstances such as sweating or messy 

activities play smaller roles. In detergent use, mainstream brands like Tide, Gain, and Ariel dominate, though 

there is some use of eco-friendly options. Family habits strongly shape choices, and cleaning effectiveness, 

pleasant fragrance, and environmental considerations are the main decision drivers. Most people use liquid 

detergent, citing that they are familiar, effective, and dissolves easily, while pods and powders appeal for 

convenience or fragrance, and detergent sheets for environmental reasons. 
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Beyond detergent, a large majority of respondents use additional laundry products such as fabric softeners, 

scent boosters, bleach, or dryer sheets, primarily for fragrance, whitening, softness, or static reduction. Those 

who avoid such products typically cite concerns about skin irritation, fabric damage, or environmental impact, 

or feel that modern detergents already contain enough additives.  

 

Most people wash in warm water, balancing cleaning performance with care for fabrics, though about a third 

prefer cold because of energy savings or preservation. The majority believe temperature affects cleanliness, 

associating hot water with better cleaning but also fabric damage.  

 

Awareness of laundry’s impacts is relatively high (73%), with many recognizing pollution and chemical 

concerns from products (42%), while others remain unaware or uncertain about their broader effects. 
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Preliminary Messaging Approaches 
 

Based on their observations and the survey results, the Youth Cohort developed 5 communication themes and 

corresponding factsheets to test preliminary messaging ideas with community members: 

• Make clothes last longer by washing less  

• Save money by using less laundry detergent 

• Help the environment by using less laundry detergent 

• Use eco-friendly laundry detergent for the health of yourself and your family 

• Protect wildlife by using eco-friendly laundry detergents 

A unifying message was strategically woven into all five factsheets: that adopting these sustainable habits will 

still result in clothes that are "clean and smell fresh." This addition was a direct response to survey findings 

which indicated that the scent and perceived cleanliness of laundry are primary concerns for residents, 

addressing a key potential barrier to behavior change. 
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Fact sheet key message #1: Save money by using less laundry detergent 
 

 
 

This message (Using less laundry detergent can save you money) was developed by the youth after interview 

data showed that residents use a variety of high-volume measuring methods (measuring lines, estimating, full 

caps, or pods), leading to the conclusion that most are using more detergent than actually needed for clean 

clothes (Sanci, 2025). This message directly targets the financial motivations of the consumer by highlighting 

that a single load of laundry can cost up to $2.00 and that using too much soap can wear clothes out faster, 

leading to replacement costs. The primary call to action is to use less detergent to save money. 
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Fact sheet key message #2: Help the environment by using less laundry detergent 
 

 
 

This factsheet (Use less laundry detergent and stop hurting the environment) was the second messaging 

strategy developed from the conclusion that residents are likely using too much detergent, and it was 

designed to appeal to those with environmental concerns. The message explains that conventional detergents 

contain toxic chemicals that pollute rivers and lakes and can harm aquatic life by damaging the gills of fish. It 

encourages readers to consider biodegradable or homemade detergents as an alternative. 
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Fact sheet key message #3: Use eco-friendly laundry detergent for the health of yourself and 

your family 
 

 
 

This factsheet (Skin irritation? Might be your laundry detergent) was developed after data showed a majority 

of respondents use big-brand mainstream detergents, leading to the conclusion that residents are likely using 

products with potentially harmful chemicals. This message targets parents and families by focusing on the 

potential health impacts on children, warning that harsh chemicals and unspecified "fragrance" can irritate 

delicate skin and trigger allergic reactions. The factsheet recommends choosing plant-based or hypoallergenic 

detergents with certifications like "Safer Choice". 
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Fact sheet key message #4: Protect wildlife by using eco-friendly laundry detergents 
 

 
 

This factsheet (Use ecofriendly detergents to protect wildlife) used a second messaging strategy derived from 

the finding that residents primarily use big-brand detergents. It aims to motivate those who are concerned 

with wildlife preservation. The message explains that harmful chemicals like petroleum-based surfactants can 

impact fish and birds and directs consumers to look for biodegradable products and labels like "Safer Choice" 

to help protect wildlife. 
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Fact sheet key message #5: Make clothes last longer by washing less 
 

 
 

This message (Want to make your clothes last longer? Just wash less!) was created by the youth in direct 

response to interview data showing that most respondents wash clothing after only one or two wears, and 

that 34 out of 45 respondents use warm or hot water. To address this pattern of over washing, the message 

appeals to both financial and sustainability motivations by focusing on clothing longevity. The factsheet 

explains that washing clothes too often, especially in warm or hot water, degrades fabric, causes colors to 

fade, and can lead to tears and holes. It recommends alternative actions such as spot-cleaning stains by hand 

or airing clothes out to remove smells. 
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Most successful messaging approaches 
 

To determine which preliminary messaging approaches would potentially be 

the most effective at inspiring behavior change, the youth cohort conducted 

100 intercept surveys with attendees at a Duwamish Valley Youth Corps (DVYC) 

graduation event and at an additional community event. Each of the five 

factsheets were tested with a group of 20 different participants who do 

laundry. Interns asked participants to review a fact sheet and then answer a 

short series of questions designed to gauge message comprehension and 

impact, including "What is the main point you took away from the fact sheet?" 

and, most critically for determining success, "Based on the fact sheet, would 

you change your laundry habits? Why or why not?" Following the events, the 

youth transcribed and compiled the qualitative and quantitative responses 

from the surveys. Project staff then reviewed this compiled data, analyzing it 

for recurring patterns and to measure the success of each message. Below are 

the results. 

Fact Sheet Intercept Survey Results 
There was a total of five fact sheets, and each one was tested with a group of 20 different participants who do 

laundry. A total of 100 unique intercept surveys were conducted. All questions were open-ended questions. 

 

Similar to the Laundry Behavioral Interviews, this study has limitations that could have influenced the results. 

Participants were selected based on availability and convenience, so the sample is likely not representative of 

the larger population. Furthermore, answer categories were not mutually exclusive, and the results have not 

been statistically tested. 
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Fact Sheet #1: Using less laundry detergent can save you money (n=20)  
  

What is the main point you took away from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give multiple answers)  

• Use less or different amounts of laundry detergent: 13 (65% of respondents)  

• Save money: 5 (25% of respondents)  

• Save energy or water: 2 (10% of respondents)  

• Save resources: 2 (8% of respondents)  

• Make clothes last longer: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Make sure your clothes are cleaned in the wash”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Pods are concentrated”: 1 (5% of respondents)  
   

What are 3 changes you can make that you remember from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give 

multiple answers)    

• Use less or control the amount of detergent: 17 (85% of respondents)  

• Use cold water: 8 (40% of respondents)  

• Use liquid detergent: 7 (35% of respondents)  

• Hang clothes to dry: 5 (25% of respondents)  

• Wash less often: 5 (25% of respondents)  

• Save money: 2 (10% of respondents)  

• Use different laundry products: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• Avoid harmful chemicals: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• Save energy: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• "I already do most of these changes”: 1 (5% of respondents)  
  

Is there anything confusing or anything that could be explained better on the fact sheet?  

• No: 16 respondents (80%)  

• Yes: 4 respondents (20%)  
  

Direct suggestions/questions from people surveyed:   

• “I would mention about homemade detergent”  

• “Hanging clothes isn't realistic”   

• “Difference between liquid and powder”  

• “Changes you can make should have more info”  
  

Based on the fact sheet, would you change your laundry habits? Why or why not?   

• Yes: 15 respondents (75%)  

• Some habits: 1 respondent (5%)  

• No, because they already practice some or all of these habits: 4 respondents (20%)   
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Fact Sheet #2: Use less laundry detergent and stop hurting the environment 

(n=20)  
 

What is the main point you took away from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give multiple answers)  

• Use less detergent: 8 (40% of respondents)  

• Detergents have chemicals that harm the environment, fish/wildlife, and pollute the water: 13 (65% of 
respondents)  

• Detergent contains toxic chemicals and is harmful to humans: 4 respondents (20%)  

• Make your own detergent: 2 respondents (10%)    

• There are safer laundry detergent alternatives: 2 respondents (10%)  

• Wash clothes by hand: 1 respondent (5%)  
   

What are 3 changes you can make that you remember from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give 

multiple answers) 

• Use eco/biodegradable/safer alternatives: 15 (75% of respondents)  

• Use less detergent: 10 (50% of respondents)  

• Make your own detergent: 9 (45% of respondents)  

• Use specific quantities of detergent: 6 (30% of respondents)  

• Look into detergent ingredients: 2 (10% of respondents)  

• Wash less: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Stay healthy”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Use care in selecting detergent”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Examine cost of products”: 1 (5% of respondents)  
   

Is there anything confusing or anything that could be explained better on the fact sheet?  

• No: 18 respondents (90%)  

• Yes: 2 respondents (10%)  
  

Direct suggestions/questions from people surveyed:  

• “I wonder "how bad" it's compared to other things we put out in wastewater”  

• “No. It was a good summary. Maybe more data and sources?”  

• “A reliance of provocative fonts. Bold segment to grab attention of a reader”  
   

Based on the fact sheet, would you change your laundry habits? Why or why not?  

• Yes: 15 respondents (75%)  

• Some habits: 1 respondent (5%)  

• No: 2 respondents (10%)  

• No, because they already practice some or all of these habits: 2 respondents (10%)   
   

Fact Sheet #3: Skin Irritation? Might be your laundry detergent. (n=20)  
  

What is the main point you took away from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give multiple answers) 

• Detergents harm or irritate the skin: 8 (40% of respondents)   

• Avoid detergent with toxic chemicals: 3 (15% of respondents)  
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• Detergents are dangerous, contain harmful chemicals, or are harmful to your health: 7 (35% of 
respondents)  

• There are alternative detergents: 2 (10% of respondents)  

• “Detergents with fragrance can cause allergies”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Make healthier laundry habits”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “My choice in detergent is important”: 1 (5% of respondents)  
  

What are 3 changes you can make that you remember from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give 

multiple answers) 

• Use fragrance-free detergents/avoid fragrance: 17 (85% of respondents)  

• Use eco-friendly, organic or other safer alternative laundry detergent: 1 (80% of respondents)  

• Check labels, look for USDA or Safer Choice labels: 9 (45% of respondents)  

• Use natural ingredients: 5 (25% of respondents)  

• Answers that mention other: 2 (10% of respondents)  

• Use less detergent or 1-2 tbsp: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Use detergents with less ingredients”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Opt for detergents that are formulated for sensitive skin”: 1 (5% of respondents)  
  

Is there anything confusing or anything that could be explained better on the fact sheet?  

• No: 15 respondents (75%)   

• Yes: 5 (25%)  
  

Direct suggestions/questions from people surveyed:  

• “Specify chemicals so they can reference it”  

• “List chemicals and their side effects”   

• “List chemicals we should avoid”   

• “Specify the allergies or symptoms”   

• “Specify chemicals but other than that no”  
   

Based on the fact sheet, would you change your laundry habits? Why or why not?                      

• Yes: 12 respondents (60%)  

• Some habits: 1 respondent (5%)  

• No: 4 respondents (20%)  

• No, because they already practice some or all of these habits: 3 respondents (15%)   
  

Fact Sheet #4: Use ecofriendly detergents to protect wildlife (n=20)  
  

What is the main point you took away from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give multiple answers) 

• Use ecofriendly detergents: 8 (40% of respondents)  

• Ecofriendly detergents are good for the environment and/or wildlife, or common laundry detergents 
are harmful to the environment and/or wildlife: 8 (40% of respondents)  

• Common detergents are bad or harmful: 5 (25% of respondents)  

• Ecofriendly detergents still clean your clothes well: 2 (10% of respondents)  

• Use safer choice labels: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “We needed safer ingredients in detergent": 1 (5% of respondents)   
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• “Surfactants are bad”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Don't use chemical detergent ": 1 (5% of respondents)  
  

What are 3 changes you can make that you remember from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give 

multiple answers) 

• Using ecofriendly or safer alternatives: 16 (80% of respondents)  

• Avoid dyes: 7 (35% of respondents)  

• Avoid fragrance/synthetic scents: 7 (35% of respondents)  

• Look for safer choice or other labels: 7 (35% of respondents)  

• Avoid chemicals: 3 (15% of respondents)  

• Answers that mention other: 3 (15% of respondents)  

• “Suds mess with bird feathers”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Help wildlife”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Share what I learned, and learn more what I impact the environment”: 1 respondent (5%)  
  

Is there anything confusing or anything that could be explained better on the fact sheet?  

• No: 13 respondents (65%)  

• Yes: 7 respondents (35%)  
  

Direct suggestions/questions from people surveyed:  

• “How birds are affected in greater detail”  

• “The layout is kind of all over. more eye-catching stuff at the beginning, the place confusing, loses your 
attention”  

• “Impact to birds is confusing, could talk about it better”  

• “Not really, examples of eco-friendly detergent”  

• “Concerned about cost”  

• “More facts and data for statistics”  

• “(Translation: Explain more because we think that these detergents don't clean the same or don't leave 
the clothes as clean.) "Ser más explicado porque creemos con los jabones de estos no limpian igual o 
dejan la ropa igual de limpia.””  

   

Based on the fact sheet, would you change your laundry habits? Why or why not?                      

• Yes: 12 respondents (60%)    

• Some habits: 0 respondents (0%)  

• No: 4 respondents (20%) 

• No, because they already practice some or all of these habits: 4 respondents (20%) 
  

Fact Sheet #5: Want to make your clothes last longer? Just wash less! (n=20)  
  

What is the main point you took away from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give multiple answers) 

• Wash clothes less often: 11 (55% of respondents)  

• How to change your laundry habits: 3 (15% of respondents)  

• Use cold water: 3 (15% of respondents)  

• Take care of clothing: 3 (15% of respondents)  

• Washing your clothes less often is good for the environment: 2 (10% of respondents)  
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• “Wash your clothes also the heat with the detergent together ": 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Can be harmful to your health, and that denim can be worn a lot before washing and temperatures 
important”: 1 (5% of respondents)  

• “Too much clothes goes into the laundry”: 1 (5% of respondents)  
  

What are 3 changes you can make that you remember from the fact sheet? (Respondents could give 

multiple answers) 

• Use cold water or be mindful of the temperature: 15 (75% of respondents)  

• Wash less: 11 (55% of respondents)  

• Practice spot cleaning: 10 (50% of respondents)  

• Air-out clothes: 7 (35% of respondents)  

• Wash clothes based on fabric type: 6 (30% of respondents)  

• Use less detergent: 3 (15% of respondents)  

• Use natural fabric sprays: 2 (10% of respondents)   

• "The chemicals”: 1 (5% of respondents)  
  

Is there anything confusing or anything that could be explained better on the fact sheet?   

• No: 17 respondents (85%)  

• Yes: 3 respondents (15%)  
  

Direct suggestions/questions from people surveyed:  

• “Using less hot water”   

• “No but there's spelling and grammar errors”  

• “No it's good, vodka spray can make clothes smell better too”   
  

Based on the fact sheet, would you change your laundry habits? Why or why not?  

• Yes: 10 respondents (50%)  

• Some habits: 4 respondents (20%)  

• No: 6 respondents (30%)  

• No, because they already practice some or all of these habits: 5 respondents (25%)    
   

Messaging Results  
  

Messaging success was primarily measured by the response to the question, "Based on the fact sheet, would 

you change your laundry habits?" The results showed that messages focused on the financial and 

environmental motivators were more successful for potential behavior change. The results for each fact sheet 

are synthesized below: 

 

1. Using Less Laundry Detergent Can Save You Money 
Most respondents understood the core takeaways: use less detergent (65%) and save money (25%). When 

asked what changes they could make, nearly everyone (85%) said they would use less detergent, and many 

also mentioned using cold water (40%), using liquid detergent (35%), and washing less often (25%). Only 20% 

found parts of the sheet confusing, asking for more details about detergent types or homemade options. 

Three-quarters (75%) said they would change their laundry habits. 



 Situational Analysis of Residential Laundry Practices. July 2025.   Page 59 

 

2. Use Less Laundry Detergent and Stop Hurting the Environment 
Participants took away strong environmental messages: detergents harm the environment and wildlife (65%) 

and contain toxic chemicals (20%). Many also understood they should use less detergent (40%). 

When recalling actionable steps, most said they would use eco-friendly or biodegradable detergents (75%), 

make their own (45%), or use specific measured amounts (30%). Nearly all respondents (90%) found the sheet 

clear, though some wanted more data or sources. Similar to the first factsheet, 75% said they would change 

their laundry habits. 

 

3. Skin Irritation? Might Be Your Laundry Detergent 
This fact sheet effectively communicated health-related risks. The main message taken away was that 

detergents can cause skin irritation (40%) or contain harmful chemicals (35%). Key behavior changes 

remembered included using fragrance-free detergents (85%), choosing eco-friendly or safer brands (80%), and 

checking for Safer Choice or USDA labels (45%). One in four participants (25%) wanted clearer information—

especially about specific chemicals and symptoms. Overall, 60% said they would change their laundry habits. 

 

4. Use Ecofriendly Detergents to Protect Wildlife 
All of the respondents understood that mainstream brands could be hurtful, with 40% responding that 

ecofriendly detergents help protect wildlife and the environment and 40% specifically saying that common 

detergents are harmful. Most said they would switch to ecofriendly or safer detergents (80%), avoid dyes and 

fragrances (35%), and look for Safer Choice labels (35%). About one-third (35%) found parts confusing, 

especially regarding how detergents affect birds or the layout of the fact sheet. 60% said they would change 

their habits. 

 

5. Want to Make Your Clothes Last Longer? Just Wash Less! 
The main takeaway reported by participants from this fact sheet was that people should wash clothes less 

often (55%) to extend garment life and save energy and water. Behavior changes most remembered were 

using cold water (75%), washing less often (55%), spot cleaning (50%), and airing out clothes (35%). Only a few 

(15%) found anything confusing—mostly small layout or grammar issues. Half (50%) said they would change 

their habits. 
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Results summary 
Across all five fact sheets, most participants understood and remembered key messages, particularly about 

using less detergent, choosing ecofriendly options, and washing more efficiently. Between 50–75% of 

respondents across fact sheets said they would change their laundry habits based on what they learned. 

 

The two most successful two fact sheets (#1 and #2) were focused on saving money and protecting the 

environment. 

 

 
Figure 18. Percent of participants who viewed factsheets, who said they would change their laundry habits, by factsheet theme 
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Educational, PSA, and Music Videos 
 

Given that all five messaging approaches proved to 

be generally successful, many of these core themes 

were integrated into the scripts for the project's 

video outputs. The scripts for the educational, public 

service announcement (PSA) video and the music 

video lyrics incorporate the most effective 

motivators, such as saving money, protecting 

wildlife, and making clothes last longer, to create a 

compelling and multi-faceted call to action. All 

emphasize that clothes will be clean (after using less 

detergent, using safer alternatives, etc.) 

 

The PSA script explicitly states that by changing 

laundry habits, residents can "not only contribute to 

protecting the environment, but we will also save 

money”, while the music video lyrics include lines like, "Save your clothes and cut the bill" and “less is more, 

no need to spill.” The PSA used the same script as the Educational Video but was shortened to fit the style of a 

PSA. 

 

Links to the videos are: 

Educational Video: https://vimeo.com/1105637500 

PSA Video: https://vimeo.com/1105637039 

Music Video: https://vimeo.com/1105638101 

 

 

 
 

  

https://vimeo.com/1105637500
https://vimeo.com/1105637039
https://vimeo.com/1105638101
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Conclusion 
 

The impacts of laundry detergents include aquatic pollution, microfiber emissions, human and wildlife health 

concerns, and zero waste issues such as longevity of clothes. This Situational Analysis provides the 

foundational research for messaging components of a future social marketing campaign designed to reduce 

the use of laundry detergent among residents, thereby decreasing the load of toxic chemicals entering the 

local wastewater system and reducing other impacts.  

 

The community-based research conducted by the youth cohort revealed that local laundry habits reflect these 

broader trends, confirming the prevalence of high-volume detergent use, use of mainstream conventional 

detergents, use of other products, and a default to warm or hot water washing. The research also showed that 

most users consider smell a key indicator of clothing cleanliness. 

 

Youth-developed factsheets tested messaging in five themes. These were tested with interviews with 

community members. Messaging focused on saving money and reducing environmental impact were most 

successful, each showing a 75% success rate in persuading participants to consider changing their habits. 
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