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Abstract: The use of energy in the building sector has increased rapidly over the past two decades.
Accordingly, various building assessment methods have developed in green building practices.
However, the questions still remain in regard to how positively green buildings affect regional
surroundings. This study investigates the possible relationship between LEED-certified buildings
and urban heat island effect. Using GIS with spatial regression, the study found that constructing
an LEED building in a 30-m boundary could possibly lower the temperature of the surrounding
environment by 0.35 ◦ C. Also, having a higher certification level, such as Gold or Platinum, increased
the lowering effect by 0.48 ◦ C, while a lower certification level, such as Certified or Silver, had a
lowering effect of 0.26 ◦ C. Although LEED has gained a substantial amount of interest and skepticism
at the same time, the study results could be a potential sign that the Sustainable Sites Credits or
energy-efficient materials play a positive role in lowering the temperature.
Keywords: LEED; urban heat island effect; regional credits; OLS regression analysis; spatial analysis;
land cover; sustainable architecture

1. Introduction
The use of energy in the building sector has increased rapidly over the past two decades, currently
accounting for 20% to 40% of the world’s total energy use. This trend will continue in both developed
nations and emerging economies, due to a near-universal increase in urbanization [1]. As part of the
effort to reduce environmental problems, the creation of sustainable built environments has become
a significant global issue in both architecture and urban planning disciplines. Accordingly, various
sustainable building and environment assessment methods have developed, and the main goal is to
evaluate a building’s performance and its influence on the surrounding environment, including the
issues related to construction, maintenance, and resource management [2]. Such assessment methods
have played a key role in bringing green building practices to the current construction market as well
as in mitigating international environmental problems. Moreover, these practices now serve as a new
set of guidelines and standards for those seeking to create sustainable built environments.
It has been found that proper environmental assessment methods can offer owners and occupants
significant benefits regarding land prices [3–6], cost savings [7–9], and productivity and health [10,11].
Although assessment methods deal with built environment issues ranging from the building scale to
the urban scale, there is a lack of studies on the regional benefits stemming from their use. For example,
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efforts to reduce the urban heat island effect are included in the most widely-used assessment methods,
such as Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) in the United States, Building
Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM) in the United Kingdom,
Comprehensive Assessment System for Built Environment Efficiency (CASBEE) in Japan, and Building
Environmental Assessment Method (BEAM) in Hong Kong [12]. In Europe, there is a collective effort to
reduce energy consumption in buildings, such as the Energy Performance Buildings Directive (EPBD)
and the European Union Green Paper [13,14]. In addition, many have articulated how to properly
assess the energy performance of buildings, ranging from the Net Zero Energy Building theory to
environmental indicators [15–17].
However, questions remain in regard to how positively green buildings affect their regional
surroundings. Therefore, the goal of this study is to investigate the possible relationship between
a particular building assessment method and outdoor temperature, with the main focus on
LEED-certified buildings in the state of California, USA.
2. Backgrounds
The United States Green Building Council (USGBC) has developed the LEED, a green building
certification system designed to help build sustainable buildings and neighborhoods [18]. Since its
beginning, more than 72,500 LEED-certified buildings have been built internationally, rendering
it the most popular green building rating system in the world [19]. Consequently, its efficacy
has been investigated by various scholars. For instance, one study found that LEED-certified
buildings were 25% to 30% more energy efficient than the national average [20]. Particularly,
higher-rated LEED buildings such as Gold and Platinum-level buildings perform up to 45% better than
non-LEED buildings [21]. Although there has been some skepticism regarding the energy efficiency of
LEED-certified buildings [22–26], earning a LEED badge may allow owners and users to take advantage
of certain benefits and become a part of a recognized standard for mitigating energy consumption in
the United States and around the world.
The USGBC has established four levels of LEED certification; each corresponds to the number
of points on a scale with a maximum of 100. These levels include: Certified (40 to 49 points), Silver
(50 to 59 points), Gold (60 to 79 points), and Platinum (80 points or more) [18]. LEED credits are
also awarded based on several categories: Sustainable Site (26 possible points), Water Efficiency
(10 possible points), Energy and Atmosphere (35 possible points), Materials and Resources (14 possible
points), Indoor Environmental Quality (15 possible points), Innovation in Design (6 possible points),
and Regional Priority (4 possible points) [20]. Although LEED covers a variety of environmental
issues, most post-occupancy evaluations of LEED-certified projects focus on Energy and Atmosphere,
measuring the building’s total energy use intensity (EUI) [21–25,27,28].
In this regard, there are two key lines of inquiry that contribute to this research area. First,
despite the large portion of points awarded for Energy and Atmosphere in the LEED rating
systems, this category is still just a sub-section of the overall sustainability evaluation system.
Thus, an inclusive post-occupancy evaluation for LEED projects is required, one that includes all
of the other categories. Second, previous studies have clearly shown that LEED-certified buildings
bring benefits that are enjoyed predominantly by the owners of these buildings, such as energy savings.
Accordingly, this means that the benefits resulting from other credit areas and the building’s overall
interaction with the surrounding environment should be emphasized.
The urban heat island effect occurs when there is a significant temperature difference between
an urban space and its surrounding rural areas. Urbanization leads to increases in high density
built environments and related human activities, resulting in an urban heat island [29]. There are
several causes, such as anthropogenic heat emissions, air pollution, urban canyons among high density
buildings, a lack of green space, and the material properties of buildings and pavement [30]. Precisely,
the use of materials with low levels of albedo and solar reflectance indices (SRIs) [31,32], decreased
wind speeds [33], and increased stored long-wave radiation [34] in the built environment all directly
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correlate with the increase in urban temperature. Consequently, the temperature increase in such
areas has a negative effect on energy consumption [33,35]. In other words, although numerous studies
have investigated methodologies to increase building energy savings and contribute to the built
environment [36], there are only limited building energy savings in urban environments, due to
the higher temperatures of the buildings’ surroundings. As a result, there is a growing interest in
examining the relationship between a building’s energy performance and the heat island effect.
In accordance with the demand, the USGBC awards LEED credits for reducing the urban heat
island by establishing the required paving properties through the use of shade, paving materials with
SRIs of at least 29, an open grid system for non-roof areas such as the site hardscape, and vegetated
materials with high albedos and a sloped shape for roof areas [20]. The 23rd most commonly earned
point, “Sustainable Sites Credit 7.1: Heat Island Effect”, was awarded to 62% of projects. The 31st most
commonly earned point, “Sustainable Sites Credit 7.2: Heat Island Effect” was awarded to 53% of
projects [37]. In other words, around 50% of all LEED-certified projects earned points from heat island
measurements, meaning that these buildings played a role in mitigating the heat island effect in their
respective areas through materials or technologies.
As mentioned above, LEED as a regulatory system has achieved an impressive reputation
and level of confidence worldwide. However, the credits are based on US-oriented environmental,
social, and economic parameters [38]. This means that further regional adjustments in terms of the
local characteristics of various countries are necessary to establish the system’s efficacy in terms of
international application and accuracy [39,40]. Although LEED v. 4, the newest version, offers some
alternative evaluation systems, it still does not function as a flexible and adaptable weighting system
in terms of local parameters [38]. For example, sustainable site credits awarded for the heat island
effect deal with the built environment’s local and regional context, addressing certain types of material
properties. In practice, however, the same points are assigned for heat island credits regardless of local
geographic and climate characteristics. In addition, research projects investigating how LEED credits
mitigate urban heat island are yet both scarce and unreliable.
To this extent, the objective of this study is to examine the effect of LEED certification on
urban temperature, to facilitate its use as a measure of regional interaction. A LEED certificate
is a reliable indicator of a sustainable built environment; consequently, a group of these certificates
should demonstrate a building’s ability to bestow significant benefits. In this respect, the authors
question whether a large cluster of certified buildings and their surrounding temperature could have a
relationship. As described, some LEED credits are designed to address issues in a regional context.
If these credit assignments are an effective means of incentivizing the incorporation of green elements,
then regional credits such as sustainable sites and reductions in the heat island effect should offer a
reliable foundation for a more reliable evaluation process.
3. Research Framework
3.1. Study Area and Data Analysis Procedure
The study boundary was set to the city of Los Angeles in the state of California. Based on the
previous study, the state of California showed the highest number of LEED buildings and their negative
correlation coefficients with its annual temperature among the three southern states—California,
Texas, and Florida, [41]. Also, the three counties selected in the state of California according to the
clustered LEED buildings—Los Angeles, San Diego, and San Francisco counties—presented the highest
correlations with their temperature. These results suggested that an urban area with a group of LEED
buildings in California will show the most distinctive outcome to test the research questions rather than
rural areas. Well known for its natural and cultural assets, Los Angeles is one of the most populous
metropolitan areas in the world. Another practical reason for selecting Los Angeles is because of the
city’s strong preference towards environment-friendly policies. In 2002, the Los Angeles City Council
voted for a requirement of LEED certification for all public constructions whose gross square footage is
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greater than 7500. Also, in 2003, the Council required that all projects sponsored by the city comply
with the certificate standards [42].
To properly assess the possible relationship between LEED certificates and their effects on urban
temperature, non-LEED buildings and certified buildings are the two main predictors. For information
regarding the certified buildings, the USGBC database provides details about all LEED buildings in
the US and each building’s details, such as address, certification level, certification date, and rating
systems, were collected. As of January 2014, there are 47,496 certified buildings in the US, including
all levels of certification buildings. After a data-clearing process to obtain a more reliable sample,
a pool of 13,273 buildings remained. During the process, buildings with incomplete physical addresses
and no clear statements on certification levels were dropped for a clearer research outcome. By using
Geographic Information Systems (GIS), all LEED buildings were geocoded based on their physical
addresses, and the buildings within the Los Angeles city boundary were selected. For the non-LEED
buildings, the Los Angeles County GIS Data Portal was utilized as it provides building outlines
collected from January through April 2008, measuring all the buildings with a size greater than
400 square feet. Overall, the city of Los Angeles has 1,143,945 non-LEED buildings and 197 certified
buildings within its city limits.
The authors utilized two steps of analyses. First, a citywide analysis through ordinarily least
squares (OLS) regression models was performed and after that, a spatial regression analysis through
the spatial error and spatial lag models was conducted. The OLS models focused on identifying the
certified buildings and its relationship with the outdoor temperature. These models predicted how
much outdoor land temperature change was induced by an LEED-certified building. Also, the certified
buildings were divided into two categories based on the level of certification, low level (Certified
and Silver) and high level (Gold and Platinum), to figure out whether the levels of certifications do
make a difference in heat reduction capability. Accordingly, the dependent variable was the outdoor
temperature of the study site, and there were three categories of independent variables: (1) the number
of LEED-certified buildings; (2) the number of non-LEED buildings; and (3) the presence of impervious
land covers. Lastly, the number of non-LEED buildings was divided by the low and high level of
LEED certificates.
The second step was the spatial regression analysis. This research investigated the outdoor
temperature data as the dependent variable. The problem is that temperature is spatially correlated in
nature. Specifically, temperature in a particular cell will tend to be similar to temperature in adjacent
cells. The degree of spatial similarity was measured by the Moran’s I coefficient, ranging from −1 to
+1. If there was spatial correlation, Moran’s I indicates higher or lower values than zero, and suggests
a geographical clustering. In this case, controlling special autocorrelation was required to generate
unbiased results. Therefore, this study developed two spatial regression models: spatial error and
spatial lag. The spatial error models assumed that the error terms in the model were spatially correlated,
while the spatial lag model assumed that the dependent and independent variables were spatially
correlated as well as error terms [43–45]. The assumption of the spatial lag model was more related to
this research, since the dependent variable is temperature and it spreads out over an adjacent area.
3.2. Dependent and Independent Variables
The United States Geological Survey (USGS) provides Landsat Thematic Mapper (TM) and
Enhanced Thematic Mapper Plus (ETM+) sensor thermal bands images. The heat data to measure
the outdoor temperature was acquired by using both the ETM+ and TM datasets. The guideline
for the selection of a satellite image was based on the percentage of cloud coverage and its filming
date. The basic rules of thumb were twofold. First, the percentage of cloud coverage should be
minimal because the amount of cloud cover reduces the degree of urban heat island magnitude [46].
This study features the image that had the lowest cloud coverage option in USGS, lower than 10%.
In addition, the selected image should have been taken between January and April to generate the
best outcome according to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) research outcomes about
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atmospheric urban heat island [47]. Therefore, the satellite image captured on 13 March 2014 was
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Table 1. Summary of dependent and independent variables.
As described above, the dependent variable of outdoor temperature was observed in 30 m × 30
m resolutions.
Accordingly, the number of observation
is 1,376,820,
the same number as the total
Dependent Variable
Independent
Variables
number
of the(◦ C)
cells. For
number
LEED-certified
Temperature
No. ofthe
LEED
Buildingsof non-LEED
%
No. buildings
of Buildings and %
Land Cover buildings,
No. of Cells their
% total
Min within
46.13the 30-m
Total distances
197 from
100%
1,143,945
Totalbased on
1,376,820
100%
numbers
the cell centroid
were100%
calculated
each cell.
Land
Max
71.77
Certified
39
20%
Pervious
959,271
70%
coverMean
was converted
into
to indicate the imperviousness
of each
cell and 30%
paired
64.48
Silvera dummy
54 variable
27%
Impervious
417,549
Std.
dev. cell for
4.54 each temperature
Gold
78 value.
40%
with
one
To verify the effectiveness of LEED certification level, four
Platinum
26
13%
OLS regression models were designed. Model 1 includes all certification levels of LEED as an
independent variable, whereas the second and third models contain the low and high levels of LEED
As described above, the dependent variable of outdoor temperature was observed in 30 m × 30 m
certification, respectively, as an independent variable. The last model (Model 4) includes both the low
resolutions. Accordingly, the number of observation is 1,376,820, the same number as the total number
and high levels of LEED certification to measure the difference between the levels of LEED
of the cells. For the number of non-LEED buildings and LEED-certified buildings, their total numbers
certifications. In addition, two spatial regression models, spatial error and spatial lag models, were
within the 30-m distances from the cell centroid were calculated based on each cell. Land cover was
designed to control the spatial autocorrelation effect.
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converted into a dummy variable to indicate the imperviousness of each cell and paired with one
cell for each temperature value. To verify the effectiveness of LEED certification level, four OLS
regression models were designed. Model 1 includes all certification levels of LEED as an independent
variable, whereas the second and third models contain the low and high levels of LEED certification,
respectively, as an independent variable. The last model (Model 4) includes both the low and high levels
of LEED certification to measure the difference between the levels of LEED certifications. In addition,
two spatial regression models, spatial error and spatial lag models, were designed to control the spatial
autocorrelation effect.
4. Analysis and Results
Table 2 shows the results from the OLS regression analyses. The total number of LEED buildings
was used for Model 1 to represent the overall effect of LEED buildings. Model 2 and Model 3 were
used to gauge the effect of low- and high-level LEED buildings. Model 4 used the number of low- and
high-level LEED buildings cumulatively to indicate the differences between certification levels. As can
be seen, the R-square and adjusted R-square show very similar results (R2 = 0.3895, Adj. R2 = 0.3895)
across the four models. All of the independent variables indicate statistically significant results.
Table 2. Summary of the models.
Variables

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Intercept
Land Cover
Non-LEED Buildings
LEED Buildings
All LEED Buildings
C&S LEED Buildings
G&P LEED Buildings
N
R-squared
Adjusted R-squared

66.1409 ***
−4.5995 ***
0.1281 ***

66.1408 ***
−4.5994 ***
0.1281 ***

66.1408 ***
−4.5994 ***
0.1281 ***

66.1409 ***
−4.5995 ***
0.1281 ***

−0.5163 ***
1,376,820
0.3895
0.3895

−0.2620 ***
−0.4817 ***
1,376,820
0.3895
0.3895

−0.3524 ***
−0.3047 ***
1,376,820
0.3895
0.3895

1,376,820
0.3895
0.3895

Dependent variables: outdoor temperature (◦ C). Note: ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 99%, 95%, and 90%
confidence levels, respectively. C&S LEED Buildings: number of Certified and Silver LEED buildings. G&P LEED
Buildings: number of Gold and Platinum LEED buildings.

For Model 1, land cover shows the coefficient of negative 4.6, meaning that if the cell boundary of
30 m × 30 m is mainly made with pervious covers, such as open spaces or natural vegetation, it could
lower the outdoor temperature by −4.6 ◦ C. The non-LEED buildings’ coefficient of 0.128 illustrates
that within the 30 m × 30 m boundary, one non-LEED building may increase the surrounding outdoor
temperature by 0.128 ◦ C. Lastly, the LEED buildings’ coefficient shows that one certified building
within the 30-m boundary, regardless of its certification level, could have an effect of lowering the
surrounding temperature by −0.35 ◦ C. This is a noteworthy result, as it shows that the certified
buildings do have an effect on lowering the temperature of their surroundings. It also means that the
regional credits of the LEED certification system, such as Sustainable Sites or Urban Island credits,
may deliver even greater environmental benefits to the overall environment.
Coefficients for both the numbers of Certified and Silver buildings (Model 2) and the number of
Gold and Platinum buildings (Model 3) revealed negative values, indicating that the areas with more
LEED building units have a higher probability of having lowered outdoor temperature. In addition,
the coefficients for the Certified and Silver buildings in Model 2 show a lower result (−0.30 ◦ C) than
the coefficient of the Gold and Platinum buildings in Model 3 (−0.52 ◦ C). This means that the higher
levels of LEED certification tend to have more of a mitigation effect on outdoor temperature. The effect
of low and high certification levels was also revealed in Model 4. As can be seen, the presence of a
Gold or Platinum building within a 30m boundary could lower the outdoor temperature by −0.48 ◦ C.
Compared to the overall effect of low-level LEED buildings, this is an improvement of about −0.22 ◦ C.
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Figure 2. Moran scatterplot for temperature.
Figure 2. Moran scatterplot for temperature.

Table 3 lists the results from the Ordinary Least Square (OLS) regression, spatial error, and spatial
lag models. Unlike the OLS model, maximum likelihood estimations are utilized for the spatial error
and spatial lag models. All signs are identical to the OLS model, while the degree of effect of a
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non-LEED building diminished drastically in the spatial models. On the other hand, LEED buildings
still decrease the surrounding outdoor temperature significantly, by 0.12 and 0.13 ◦ C, respectively.
Table 3. Spatial regression results.
Variables

OLS

Spatial Error

Spatial Lag

Intercept
Land Cover
Non-LEED Buildings
LEED Buildings
Lambda
Rho
N
R-squared
Pseudo R-squared

65.7879 ***
−2.9768 ***
0.1706 ***
−0.2324 ***

66.1712 ***
−0.2206 ***
0.0111 ***
−0.1233 ***
0.9666 ***

2.5252 ***
−0.2868 ***
0.0098 ***
−0.1286 ***

5595
0.1100

5595

0.9622 ***
5595

0.0843

0.9486

Dependent variables: outdoor temperature (◦ C). Note: *** and ** indicate significance at the 99% and 95% confidence
levels, respectively.

5. Conclusions
To identify whether the LEED certification system has effective regional measurements,
the authors questioned the system on two aspects. First, if LEED is a good indicator for energy
saving and sustainability at large, then how much could the outdoor temperature be lowered as
a result of the certified buildings? Second, if LEED does help lower the surrounding temperature,
then will the level of the certification make a difference? Using GIS and OLS regression analysis,
the authors observed that constructing an LEED-certified building in a 30-m boundary could possibly
lower the temperature of the surrounding environment by 0.35 ◦ C. Also, having a higher certification
level, such as Gold or Platinum, could increase the lowering effect by 0.48 ◦ C, while a lower certification
level, such as Certified or Silver, had a lowering effect of 0.26 ◦ C. This is a meaningful result, as not
many previous studies have articulated the empirical relationship of LEED certifications and their
effects on a regional climate. It should also be noted that spatial regression models present identical
signs with OLS regression models. Even after controlling for the sample’s spatial clustering effect,
the analysis results still imply the same signs of reduction around the LEED buildings, and this could
be an evidence for the effect of the certificate system.
Two things should be noted, however. First, as the R-square values for both models show
relatively low scores (R2 = 0.39), interpretation of the results should be carried out in a careful manner.
Possible considerations for other factors affecting the heat could be wind, building orientation, density,
and so forth. This means that there may be other possible concerns involved in the heat island
effect. Also, although the satellite image for the heat data was estimated in a conventional way,
the analysis results could vary to a certain degree depending on the quality of the satellite data and the
method to estimate the temperature. The top of atmosphere brightness temperature may have errors
up to 0.2−0.4 K due to land surface emissivity and up to 0.2−0.7 K due to atmospheric effect [50].
In addition, future studies should improve on minimizing such limitations by using more sophisticated
temperature estimation methods, addressing multiple satellite images.
Despite the fact that the study has some possible limitations, this paper adds a meaningful
contribution to the ongoing efforts of the LEED industry and sustainable architecture at large. Based on
the analysis results, it could be possibly said that the LEED certification system not only saves costs in
energy usage for the users and the owners, but it also provides meaningful environmental benefits to
the surroundings. In addition, the LEED certification system’s regional credits, such as Sustainable
Site and Heat Island Effect, may contribute to overall environmental justice regardless of their possible
maximum points. This is a preliminary indicator for a more environment-friendly building standard
and should be studied more thoroughly. Future studies should investigate a more specific relationship
between LEED buildings and heat island effect, such as energy-efficient materials, the amount of
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vegetation areas, higher SRI values, and so forth. It should be also noted that subsequent studies
should identify the typology of each building and its rating scores, to investigate whether there is any
correlation between building rating systems and typology.
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