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Greater emphasis is being placed on 
sustainability in development, planning, 
and design, particularly in relation to 
cities and urbanizing spaces. While 
this has resulted in an increase in 
redevelopment plans that emphasize 
density and mixed-use buildings, 
these future-oriented plans often fail 
to account for the impact on current 
residents.  Though much has been done 
to draw attention to and increase the 
implementation of environmentally-
conscious practices, true sustainability 
requires a focus on goals broader and 
more integrated than environmental 
conservation efforts alone. Sustainable 
development is explicitly defined 
in terms of the conservation and 
protection of the three “E’s” – economy, 
environment, and equity.  While, 
it appears (at least anecdotally) 
that people more often associate 
sustainability with its environmental 
or its economic component, the third 
E, equity, is often overlooked.   One 
example of this can be seen in the 
working conditions of the people 
employed in the construction of these 

redevelopment projects. Texas has the 
highest number of construction work-
related deaths and high reported rates 
of wage theft and poverty-level wages.  
The working conditions and quality of 
life afforded by workers building the 
luxury condos downtown stands in 
stark contrast to that afforded by those 
buildings’ occupants and provides just 
one example of the inequities often 
present in redevelopment efforts.   
The contrast between the conditions 
faced by workers in the Texas 
construction industry and the stated 
ideals behind green building’s renewed 
emphasis on social equity led one Austin 
organization to explore whether the 
sustainability framework could provide 
a rationale for improving industry labor 
standards. In collaboration with industry 
partners, the organization developed a 
consumer-driven mechanism, a social 
equity certification program grounded 
on the premise that a project could 
only be truly sustainable and “green” 
if workers involved in its construction 
were treated fairly. Certifying buildings 
as built by workers who are fairly 
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by more than 53,000 people a year.  
Accompanying the growing population 
is a growing demand for housing and 
commercial space. Industry experts 
estimate that consumers will demand at 
least 5,000 brand new apartments a year 
through 2020  and at least 16 mixed-
use residential towers and hotels are 
scheduled to be built downtown in the 
next 5 years. 

In the context of this rapid growth, 
Austin residents and policymakers have 
made a clear commitment to continue 
to uphold and improve upon standards 
of green and equitable development.  
Austin has been consistently named 
one of the nation’s greenest cities,  has 
won numerous awards for its innovative 
approach to sustainable urban living,  
and is widely known as the home of the 
nation’s first green building program, 
Austin Energy Green Building (AEGB). 
The AEGB program was so successful 
that city code now requires downtown 
projects to achieve at least a one 
star rating.  The newly adopted city 
comprehensive plan, Imagine Austin, 
reflects this continued commitment to 
sustainability in development with its 
emphasis on densification of central 

compensated, safe on the job, and given 
training opportunities, permits and 
encourages consumers to incorporate 
and consider labor standards and social 
equity in their home purchase decisions. 
This study investigates the viability of 
this mechanism by exploring consumer 
interest in promoting improvements in 
working conditions in the construction 
industry as part of their purchase 
decisions. 

Context

Noted for its unique character, green 
values, and strong economy that has 
prospered during the recent economic 
recession,  Austin, Texas, has become the 
fastest growing city in the United States.  
The city has experienced more economic 
growth in the past five years than any 
other major U.S. city and is projected 
to continue growing at projected rate 
higher (6.6%) than the projected rate 
for U.S. metropolitan areas in general 
(4%).   Austin is also projected to become 
the number one city in the U.S. for 
business in the next decade.  With its 
growing economy also comes a growing 
population; recent reports show that the 
Austin area’s population is increasing 
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neighborhoods as a key strategy for 
development that “provides equitable 
opportunities for people, and protects 
the environment.” 

Demand for housing has also resulted 
in a healthy and expanding local 
construction industry. Despite the 
decline in total volume of construction 
since the 2007 recession, approximately 
26,000 new Texas construction jobs were 
added between June 2010 and June 
2011 (a 4.6% employment increase), a 
period when 27 other states registered 
declines in construction employment.  
Currently, over 44,000 Austin residents 
work in the construction industry, 
making it one of the largest sources of 
employment in the city.  

Challenges to Truly Sustainable 
Development

Economic vitality, job growth and a 
commitment to green practices alone, 
however, do not necessarily produce 
socially equitable development. 
While the City of Austin has a proven 
record of implementing innovative 
sustainability programs, equity concerns 
are not integrated into all aspects of 



Sustainability on the U
T Cam

pus: A
 Sym

posium
Essays

city development. The dangerous and 
poor working conditions faced by the 
construction workforce building the 
green city exemplifies the obstacles 
that thwart the city’s realization of 
sustainability in this respect. Industry 
pressures have resulted in jobs 
characterized by low and unsafe working 
conditions, declining wages and few 
employment-based benefits.  Texas is 
the most deadly place for construction 
workers in the country. In 2010, 89 
workers died on the job (double the 
number of deaths in California, a state 
with a larger construction workforce).   
Additionally, many workers in the 
industry struggle to make ends meet.  As 
seen in Figure 1 below, since the 1980s 
in Austin, the percentage of workers 
earning below poverty level wages has 
increased while the cost of living has 
continued to increase.

It is apparent that the city is struggling 
to realize this vision of sustainability and 
ensure that new development creates 
good, safe, construction jobs despite the 
fact that the construction industry, both 
nationally and especially in Austin, has 
begun to re-emphasize the importance 
of equity in sustainable development 
and green construction.

Using the Consumer Market to Change 
the Construction Industry

Governments and advocacy groups 
have increasingly been turning to 
market-based instruments that capitalize 
on trends in consumer preferences 
to improve industry conditions. On 
the demand side of the equation 
there is “ethical consumption,” driven 
by consumer interest in providing 
additional societal benefits as a part 
of a product purchase.   Products are 
marketed according to the type of 
benefits they provide. Two of the more 
well known examples are “fair-trade” 

and “green” products which benefit 
people (via ensuring that workers are 
provided a fair price for the product) and 
the environment, respectively. On the 
supply side of the equation is corporate 
social responsibility (CSR), the idea that 
businesses have a social responsibility to 
treat a wide range of stakeholders, both 
inside and outside a firm, according to 
the ethical norms of a society.  Existing 
perhaps for centuries, the concept 
appeared in the business literature in the 
United States as early as the 1930s.  
Marketing of products that provide 
social benefits unites the supply and 
demand sides in a holistic approach 
to product differentiation via tool 
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Figure 1. Construction Workers Earning Below Poverty Level Wages as Compared to the Living 
Wage.

*1983 HUD Fair Market Rent used to calculate the Living Wage for 1980 as it’s the earliest year available.
**Based on the Universal Living Wage Campaign’s formula.
***The federal poverty level was calculated using Federal Poverty Guidelines for a 1-person household.

called “certification.” Certification 
allows companies to demonstrate 
their commitment to social and 
environmental standards by displaying 
a seal that shows consumers that the 
company is not only committed to the 
social good, but also is in partnership 
with a third-party organization that 
monitors them to “certify” that standards 
are met. This both adds value to a 
company’s products by linking its brand 
to sustainability   and makes it easy for 
the consumer to decide where to buy 
and feel good about the positive impact 
of their purchase.  
Premier Community Builders 
Certification
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Noting the need for creating a viable 
mechanism that would inspire 
improvements in the working conditions 
in the construction industry and the 
increasing success of certification 
programs to redirect benefits to 
larger society, an Austin community 
organization, Workers Defense 
Project (WDP) alongside industry and 
community partners created the Premier 
Community Builders (PCB) certification 
to (1) recognize developers that meet 
sustainable workforce standards and 
(2) encourage other developers to do 
the same.  PCB certifies developers who 
ensure that workers are competitively 
compensated, safe on the job, and given 
training opportunities. PCB creates 
a framework under developers can 
ensure that workers on their projects 
enjoy safe working conditions and 
fair pay. Additionally, PCB certification 
alerts consumers to developers that are 
leaders in the industry and give back to 
the community by creating safe jobs, 
investing in the local economy, and 
constructing high-quality buildings. 
Similar to organic certification for 
food  and LEED certification for energy 
efficient buildings,  PCB certification 
informs consumers that a developer 
creates good, sustainable construction 
jobs for Austinites. 

Fair Work Austin Study

As a market-based initiative, the 
success of Premier Community 
Builder certification hinges on its 
ability to create consumer demand. 
Thus, to investigate whether the PCB 
program could indeed be a viable 
mechanism through which to change 
the construction industry, the Workers 
Defense Project in partnership with the 
Center for Sustainable Development at 
the University of Texas conducted a nine 
month investigation into the preferences 
of Downtown Austin construction 

consumers. We surveyed the industry’s 
primary consumers, homebuyers and 
hotel patrons, asking whether they 
would they be willing to pay more 
for a home that was PCB certified. To 
gain a more nuanced understanding 
of what motivates a willingness to pay 
more we also conducted focus groups 
with owners and renters of homes in 
downtown Austin mixed-use buildings, 
as well as construction consumers a 
step removed – those who work to sell 
the homes and rooms in downtown 
buildings: realtors and leasing agency 
staff and event planners. A total of 124 
completed surveys were collected from 
residents of 8 mixed-use buildings. The 
majority of survey respondents (62.6%) 
were owners of their downtown condo 
and 86.8% considered it to be their 
primary place of residence. The resident 
survey sample is fairly comparable to 
the general the downtown population 
(using 2010 census data) along basic 
demographic characteristics. The 
snapshot comparison shows that on 
basic characteristics. A total of 161 
completed surveys were collected from 
guests of the 5 hotel buildings surveyed. 
Hotels surveyed included major hotels 
in downtown as well as boutique hotels 
in order to get a range of hotel guest 
“types.”

Findings

A majority (67%) of both resident and 
tourist survey respondents indicate that 
they are willing to pay more than their 
current monthly payment or nightly 
room rate for PCB certified buildings.

As seen in Figure 2, approximately 69% 
of residents are willing to pay at least 1% 
more. Even more revealing, almost half of 
those who are willing to pay more would 
pay more report being willing to pay 5% 
or more above their current monthly 
payment. Similarly, approximately 67% 
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of tourist respondents report that they 
are willing to pay a higher rate, 33% of 
those are willing to pay from $26 to $50 
above that rate.

Survey data show that willingness to pay 
for PCB certification is not something 
that interests only consumers within 
a narrowly defined range of political 
beliefs or minimum level of educational 
achievement. Rather, resident and 
tourist respondents with who report 
identifying with beliefs across the 
political spectrum (conservative, centrist 
or liberal) all report being willing to 
pay more for a home or room in a 
building certified to meet the PCB fair 
work standards, though differences 
between groups were still significant 
(α <0.10). While among both residents 
and tourists respondents who identify 
as liberal are more likely to indicate 
that they are willing to pay more than 
residents who identify as centrist or 
conservative, almost half (48%) of the 
resident respondents who identify as 
conservative and the majority (55%) 
of tourist respondents who identify as 
conservative state that they are willing 
to pay more for a home or hotel room 
in a building with PCB certification 
Additionally, while respondents with 
a graduate degree are more likely to 
indicate they are willing to pay more for 
PCB certification, the majority of resident 
respondents at all levels of education 
indicate that they are willing to pay more 
to purchase a home in a building with 
PCB certification.

Focus groups reveal that the motivation 
behind participant willingness to 
pay largely resides in the perceived 
link between worker treatment and 
building quality. For participants, good 
worker treatment means quality work. 
As one resident owner explained, “I 
think when you have workers that are 
given rest and water breaks and that 
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receive living wages for all hours of 
work and appropriate safety equipment 
and training…I think you get a more 
respectful product. I think you can see 
it in the finished product.” Conversely 
participants also saw poor worker 
treatment as a “red flag” or indicator 
that the workmanship might be of poor 
quality. When asked whether he would 
consider purchasing a home where 
workers had not been paid for their work 
one downtown condo owner responded 
“That would be a huge red flag for 
me. That tells me that they ran out of 
money, they were cutting corners. I 
would stay away from that.” Furthermore, 
several participants expressed concerns 
that failing to provide for workers 
represented a potential longer-term risk 
for them as homeowners, “To me it’s not 
just an indication that it’s unsafe but 
obviously they were in a rush to build 
it and there are other things that could 
factor in long-term.”

Additionally, both survey and focus 
group data reveal a consumer preference 
for a certification program monitored 

by an independent organization. The 
majority of resident (58%) and tourist 
(59%) respondents indicate they are 
more likely to trust an independent 
monitoring organization than any of 
the other alternatives and almost four 
times as many resident respondents 
chose that they would trust independent 
monitoring over a construction industry 
organization or a government agency. 
Similarly, almost three times as may 
tourist respondents chose that they 
would trust independent monitoring 
over a government agency and over five 
times as many tourist respondents chose 
that they would trust an independent 
monitoring organization over a 
construction industry association. As 
one resident in a focus group explained 
“If I found out that something is certified 
something I would probably want to 
know who is doing the certification. 
‘Cause I think often times you like 
find that like oh the industry group 
calling things green is telling you that 
it’s green…like, okay, that is way less 
powerful than somebody else [a third 
party].” The product differentiation 
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Figure 2.  Survey Respondents by Willingness to Pay for PCB Certification.

that third-party monitoring added 
was seen as another important reason 
for independent monitoring, as one 
participant mentioned, “It is that 
additional luxury distinction, that might 
not be a good role for the government – 
it’s a better role for [a third party].”

Focus groups with realtors and event 
planners confirmed the importance 
of the link between PCB certification 
and quality of product to consumers 
as well as suggested that the sales arm 
of the Austin construction industry 
middlemen recognized the potential 
for a program like to PCB certification 
to aid in differentiating quality homes 
for consumers, even despite perceived 
consumer apathy. Event planners shared 
that their clients’ priorities included 
preserving the consistency of their own 
corporate brand or image. Comparing 
the certification to similar initiatives such 
as organic food products, they felt that 
their clients would be open to selecting 
PCB certified venues once they were 
more aware of the option and need. 
According to one, “they would definitely 
brag about that they chose a hotel… 
that did that [achieved PCB certification]” 
while another noted that it would need 
to become popularized first stating, 
“if this was to really get the push and 
get started and these hotels started… 
getting this certification… maybe in a 
few years it could have a more deciding 
factor.” 

Overall, study data reflect the idea that 
the consumers take a company’s social 
practices into account and that PCB 
certification would afford another way in 
which they could continue to generate 
social change via their consumption 
patterns. Over one fourth (30%) of 
resident respondents and almost half 
(43%) of tourist respondents indicate 
that they often to always consider 
whether they agree with a company’s 



Sustainability on the U
T Cam

pus: A
 Sym

posium
Essays

practices when making purchase 
decisions. As one downtown 
resident explained, “As consumers 
that’s one of our biggest powers 
is to vote with how we spend our 
money… if that’s a way for me to 
say, I am not purchasing here… 
because it’s not certified, or from 
this particular builder because 
they don’t follow these [fair labor] 
practices.” Generally, regardless 
of whether it was framed under 
the umbrella of PCB certification, 
the sentiments of most resident 
participants are reflected in this 
resident’s thoughts, “I’d prefer to 
buy a building that, I knew people 
were employed fairly.” Though 
equity issues may not necessarily 
be what participants first jump to 
when thinking of sustainability, it is 
not difficult for people to make the 
conceptual link.

Conclusion

Some scholars believe that 
sustainable development can be 
characterized as a series of trade-
offs, with equity issues consistently 
being traded for economic or 
ecological concerns.  However, 
these findings indicate that 
certification programs incorporating 
equity related issues – including fair 
treatment of workers and workplace 
safety – hold the potential to (1) 
respond to consumer demand for 
fairly constructed developments 
and (2) create a niche market—
supply-- for certified buildings.  
Such programs hold promise 
as an innovative way to ensure 
that the profits and quality of life 
improvements gained from urban 
redevelopment projects benefit 
society broadly. 
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