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Abstract:
In order to reach sustainability, all parts of the system “individuals within
organisations within society within the biosphere” must change. Individuals
are major leverage points, and being more efficient in engaging them to act
strategically towards sustainability is and will be of critical importance. To
explore how to help the engager improve this engagement process, the
authors did a broad transdisciplinary literature review; structured their
information in a “Five Elements Guide – Structured information to help
engage individuals to act strategically towards sustainability”; and used
three brief examples to illustrate how to use their results.
Based upon a deeper awareness about determinants of human behaviour
and about how individuals change and become engaged, the results are
structured into five interdependent elements:
‘The Fifth Element’ – Think ‘Systems’.
‘Earth’ – Understand yourself and what you want to achieve.
‘Water’ – Understand the other’s behaviour and the influence of context.
‘Air’ – Understand how change happens.
‘Fire’ – Design an approach and perform it.
This structure also allows for the addition of further findings that might be
helpful for engaging individuals to act strategically towards sustainability.
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Executive Summary
Background, introduction and methodology
In the last century, less than a blink of an eye in geological time
perspectives, human beings have uncovered from the Earth crust what took
billions of years and millions species to clean and detoxify. In the last 50
years the environmental movement has grown bigger, and recently there is
a recognition that working towards sustainability can be a win / win
situation, a big opportunity, and not only limiting or frustrating constraints
which we have to place upon ourselves.
There are many examples that show the way forward and the benefits that
come from being proactive. But why aren’t our societies clearly engaged
towards sustainability (a sustainable society being “one where we all live
our lives in a way that everybody else can live theirs anywhere, now and
later”)?. In the very first days of the master’s programme for which this
paper is written, Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt stated that “the restrictions in the
system ‘human society within the biosphere’ for arriving at a sustainable
society are not to be found in the capacity for production of food, or energy,
or technical solutions, or financial means, or even of selfish incentives to
support sustainable development. The question is whether there will be
enough good leaders in time.”
“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can
change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”
Margaret Mead.
From our awareness of what is going on in the bigger picture, and the fact
that nothing will happen without the actions of individuals, we believe that
the needed change towards sustainability could be accelerated if one finds
good ways to answer our main question: How can individuals be engaged
so that they take actions leading strategically towards sustainability?
In order to tackle this question, we built on the knowledge gained
throughout our programme in the field of strategic leadership towards
sustainability (it is about planning from a principle definition of success and
then developing strategies to arrive at that goal). Then, through a
transdisciplinary literature study, we increased our understanding of the
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determinants of behaviour for an individual, and how an individual changes
and becomes engaged. As represented below, the areas we looked into for
this literature review include the field of psychology and other related ones
such as communication, pedagogy, marketing, and sociology.

Results’ structure
Because of the complexity of the human mind and behaviour, and the
complexity amongst individuals, we recognize that there is no way to make
a cookbook with recipes for how to engage an individual to change
behaviour. What we have found, however, is that there are many
‘ingredients’ from all of these areas that seem to gather a broad support,
and that can be useful to consider when planning to engage individuals to
act strategically towards sustainability. This information has been
structured into “The Five Elements Guide – Structured information to help
engage individuals to act strategically towards sustainability”. As a standalone product, the Guide is in Appendix. The results section of the report
highlights the main results and their origins.
The Guide is designed for the individuals and organisations who are willing
to engage other individuals. It can be used before or while building their
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approach, or when an existing engagement process is not achieving the
expected results. It is built around three levels of information:
1. The Five Elements: Think ‘Systems’, Earth, Water, Air, and Fire.
They function as a principal structure for the more detailed
information, and as a guiding overview for aspects that should be
considered when engaging individuals.
2. Key information: contains a number of important findings that give
the reader a high-level overview of what one should be aware of.
3. In-depth information: concepts, notions, and tools which (1) support
and expand the findings highlighted in the key information, (2)
provide tools, stories and examples for the engager, and (3) are a
starting point for readers who wish to go even deeper into this
subject. This level of information is only in the Guide (in appendix),
not in the results section of the following report.
The Five Elements
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Each of the Five Elements informs an important aspect of engaging an
individual to act strategically towards sustainability. The Five Elements are
interconnected and interdependent.
Having an understanding of what one wants to achieve and of one’s
strengths, weaknesses, limitations, and resources (Earth) is a necessity to be
able to take strategic actions towards that goal. Understanding what shapes
the other’s behaviour, the influence context has upon the individual, and
how change happens (Water and Air) allows you to decide upon
appropriate strategies, methods, and tools (Fire) for engaging the individual.
The Fifth Element – Think ‘Systems’ – is both the one that links all the
other four, and one that is present in all of the others. It is necessary to take
a system’s perspective when planning to engage individuals due to the
complexity of human behaviour.
Examples and Discussion
Through three illustrative examples on how to use the Five Elements Guide,
we show how it can help analyse and improve existing practices, and how it
can be used to create new engagement interventions.
The ability to implement our work on those examples was made possible
partly through the use of the metaphor of the Five Elements. It is designed
to allow easier to read results with a stronger impact, both in strength and
persistence. The metaphor also highlights the interconnection between each
of the elements. And of course, those Five Elements are valuable because
they cover all the levels expected for successful planning in complex
systems, and because they are supported by deeper levels of information.
Through our work, we have managed to link diverse areas of knowledge, to
create easy to use information for a variety of people, in a format allowing
for future evolution. In the meantime, we recognise the limitations in terms
of scope and depth, our study is an overview of a very broad subject. It
would have been interesting to have more resources to test the results
practically and with a relevant panel of experts.
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Conclusion
Without offering any kind of sure recipe, our results can be used by using
the Guide before or while building approaches to engage one or different
individuals. It can also be used as a structured gathering of information to
find ideas on how to solve problems when engaging individuals, or as a
source of further explanation to an unexpected reaction. It is also an
invitation to reflect on one’s personal competencies and strengths which
can be used to engage someone else to act strategically towards
sustainability.
An unexpected result of our study was to realize that the Five Elements
might be useful to improve the definition and practical application of step A
in the ABCD process taught in our master’s programme. Sometimes the Astep seems to be too quickly overlooked by the practitioners of the ABCD
process (for readers not familiar with this strategic process, see figure 6.1.
in the report).
“In a world of things, you hold on to your things.
In a world of ideas, the more we share, the more we have.”
Göran Carstedt
Sharing ideas with others allows ideas to grow and diffuse, and there’s only
so much one should do before communicating one’s work. This report
represents how far we have been able to go on this subject with the
resources we had. We can see at least three possibilities of further research
from where we got to: continue the research, do some practical testing, and
deepen the relation with the step A of the ABCD process.
At least for the two of us doing this study, we feel we have done something
that will help us in the future. We hope and believe it can help others, and
still more important that it could bring a little something to the growing
number of strategic actions towards sustainability. The fact that our results
raised quite a few questions and that there is a potential for future research
are probably good signs. With this work or without it, the best sign of all
would be that more and more individuals will be engaged to act faster and
faster strategically towards sustainability.
We wish you, and us, success in this quest!
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Introduction

The bigger picture
“Most of human evolution took place before the advent of agriculture
when men lived in small groups, on a face-to-face basis. As a result
human biology has evolved as an adaptive mechanism to conditions
that have largely ceased to exist. Man evolved to feel strongly about
few people, short distances, and relatively brief intervals of time; and
these are still the dimensions of life that are important to him.”
Evolutionary Biologist S.L. Washburn, quoted in [1]
We wish to give the reader an understanding of the bigger picture before
getting fully into our subject “Engaging individuals to act strategically
towards sustainability”. Taking into account Washburn’s words, we will
limit our overview of the 4.5 billion years history of the Earth to 6 days!
Let’s imagine that we are now Saturday evening midnight, and that the
Earth started Monday at 00:00. Then, life appeared as a single cell Tuesday
around 8am. Thursday very early came the first complex cell, and the first
amphibians came out of the water today, Saturday morning. The primates
appeared around 10pm, and Homo Sapiens Sapiens (our specie!) around 6
seconds ago. We settled down to become farmers around 1.2 seconds ago,
and started the industrial revolution 1/40th of a second ago [2].
From Tuesday morning until now, from the first cells through millions of
species, life was busy changing our environment from a very toxic one to
the actual one where bigger mammals like us can survive. One way it did so
was to bury lots of poisonous elements in the Earth crust. Human beings,
only one specie, has uncovered in less than a blink of an eye that which
took ‘days’ and millions of species to clean and detoxify.
In the last 50 years, 1/200th of a second in the above metaphor, the
environmental movement grew bigger. A few voices have been heard in
their times, like Rachel Carson’s awakening call on the danger of pesticides
[3]. Other individuals came together to form the Club of Rome and depicted
in 1972 a rather scary perspective of humanity’s future the way it was going
[4]. In order to be noticed a lot of those actions needed to be rather
aggressive, punching against the main paradigm, fighting to be heard. This
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is still often the case today. As we were writing this report, the United
Nations published a document where 3600 scientists concluded that 60% of
the earth’s ecosystems are in decline [5]. At the same time, the social fabric
is deteriorating as inequities remain or increase, such as the gap between
the financially wealthy and the poor: today the richest 150 individuals have
an income equal to what 3 billion people earn [6]
In the last decades, we believe there has been two major evolutions in this
fight for the protection of our environment. First, the environmentalists and
the social / humanitarian activists have realized that they should work
together, and that they have been working on two sides of the same
problems. A good proportion of both groups has also acknowledged that
economic activity is needed, and even helpful if done in the proper way.
Signs of this evolution can for example be seen in the increasing influence
and recognition of the concepts of fair trade and sustainable development.
More recently, the second evolution we can see is the realisation by some
that working towards sustainability can be a win / win situation, a big
opportunity, and not limiting or frustrating constraints. Some companies
and governments are putting words into practice and their employees,
citizens, clients, stakeholders and shareholders are very satisfied. Examples
are Ray Anderson’s successes with Interface [2], or the participative
democracy in Porto Alegre [7], and there are many others.
Since we do have these examples showing the way forward and the gains
from it, why aren’t our societies clearly engaged towards sustainability? In
the very first days of the master’s programme for which this paper is
written, Dr. Karl-Henrik Robèrt stated that “the restrictions in the system
‘human society within the biosphere’ for arriving at a sustainable society
are not to be found in the capacity for production of food, or energy, or
technical solutions, or financial means, or even of selfish incentives to
support sustainable development. The question is whether there will be
enough good leaders in time.”
The role of the individual
''The world is dangerous not because of those who do harm but
because of those who look at it doing nothing''
Albert Einstein
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“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can
change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”
Margaret Mead.
From the bigger picture briefly described above, most people forget about
the opportunity, mainly remember today’s global problems, and fall into
feeling powerless. Margaret Mead’s quote is often used to reverse this trend
and reinforce the role and impacts individuals can have. Following the
same direction, our programme’s approach is based on the recognition of
the complex system we all live in: the individual within the organisation
within society within the biosphere. We had many lecturers among the most
experienced in organisational change pointing out that organisations are
made of people. A seemingly obvious statement that tends to be forgotten.
It’s through the involvement of individuals that changes happen.
From our awareness of what is going on in the bigger picture, and the fact
that nothing will happen without the actions of individuals, we believe that
the needed change towards sustainability could be accelerated if one finds
good ways to answer our main question: How can individuals be engaged
so that they take actions leading strategically towards sustainability? (See
Figure 1.1 for a definition of “acting strategically towards sustainability”)
Once we had our main question, we needed to ask ourselves: Where do we
start from? What do we know and what is already available?
Our knowledge so far
“In fact, no one has a clear sense of what success would be. Making
progress towards ways of living that are desirable, equitable and
sustainable is like going to a country we have never been to before
with a sense of geography and the principles of navigation but
without a map or compass. We do not know what the destination will
be like, we cannot tell how to get there, we are not even sure which
direction to take…”
IUCN, Engaging People in Sustainability [8]
“The Natural Step is a clear voice in the commotion.”
Leif Johansson, CEO, AB Volvo [9]
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First, let’s have a look at the current status of what people know about
sustainability. Our master programme in Strategic Leadership towards
Sustainability, here at Blekinge Institute of Technology (Karlskrona,
Sweden), revolves around an intellectually strict model for making
systematic progress towards an attractive and sustainable society. Built on a
total systems perspective and a scientifically relevant world-view, it is
known as The Natural Step Framework, an internationally recognized
methodology for guiding strategy towards sustainability [9]. The quotes
above show that not all of the involved actors towards sustainability have
been exposed to this framework: Leif Johansson has, but obviously not the
authors of the IUCN report. Needless to say we have taken advantage of
this knowledge in our study.
Acting Strategically towards Sustainability
Of course, you will learn more about this subject later in this report
and in the Five Elements Guide, but this concept will come back
often, and it is important to define it in the very beginning.
Sustainability – using everyday life words, one of the many ways to
describe a sustainable society is “One where we all live our lives in a
way that everybody else can live theirs anywhere, now and later”.
Our current world is not sustainable on at least two major aspects:
today many people on our planet are not able to meet their basic
needs, and we are living at the expense of the future generations and
other life forms.
Acting strategically towards sustainability – it is about planning
from a principle definition of success and then developing strategies
to arrive at that goal: “From the imagination that we have reached
sustainability, how did we engage individuals back then (i.e. today).

Figure 1.1. Acting Strategically towards Sustainability
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Then, when it comes to facilitating and promoting change, a lot of the
information we have been exposed to during the master’s programme has
focused on organisational change and leadership in groups. There has been
less information on individuals, how they change, and how they become
involved. In the area of psychology, there is such information, some of it
even linking to pro-environmental behaviour, but not to strategic leadership
towards sustainability, not as far as we know anyway.
Our research questions
Building on the bigger picture and on the role individuals can have, our
primary research question is:
How can individuals be engaged so that they take actions
leading strategically towards sustainability?
Building on it and on our actual knowledge, we split it into 3 secondary
research questions:
1. What are the generic characteristics of an individual’s change
process through which he becomes engaged in something new?
2. How can the information found in Q1 be structured so that it
becomes useful for engaging individuals to take actions leading
strategically towards sustainability?
3. Drawing from the results of Q1 and Q2, what are some illustrative
examples that may show how to engage individuals to take strategic
actions towards sustainability?
Areas of research and boundaries of our study
In order to tackle those questions, we have built on the knowledge gained
through our programme in the field of strategic leadership towards
sustainability. Then, through a transdisciplinary literature study we
increased our understanding of the determinants of behaviour for an
individual, and of how an individual changes and becomes engaged in
something. The areas we looked into for this literature review include the
field of psychology and other related ones such as communication,
pedagogy, marketing, and sociology. Our main focus being the individual,
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the areas of organisational behaviour and change, and group dynamics,
have been treated as related areas but not part of our main study.
It is also important to note that we have approached the literature primarily
from an overview level. This was the depth needed to answer our questions,
and the one we could allow considering the time and resources available.
What’s next in this report
This introduction sets up the context of our study: starting from the bigger
picture, going through the role of the individual and our knowledge so far,
and finally presenting our research questions, areas of research, and
boundaries of our study.
It will be followed by the methodology we used, before going into the
results of our study. Those are organized in two main parts:
- Presentation of our results and structured key information that is
relevant and helpful for anyone who wishes to engage individuals to
act strategically towards sustainability.
- Three examples illustrating the use of this structured information.
A discussion will then go into the links between our study and the concepts
exposed in our programme, and the relevance and limitations of our results.
And the conclusion will highlight the applicability of our findings, and the
potential for improvement and for future research.
Finally, we have added the product that we built through this work in the
appendix. “The Five Elements Guide – Structured information to help
engage individuals to act strategically towards sustainability” is designed
for individuals and organisations who are willing to engage other
individuals. It can be used before or while building an approach, or when an
existing engagement process is not achieving the expected results. It
contains the structured key information presented in this report and more
detailed concepts and information people can use to strengthen their
understanding of the subject and their abilities. Due to its size and the fact
that it is designed as a stand alone product, we believe it is better to place
the Guide in the appendix rather than trying to fit it in the report.

6

2

Methodology

The methodology used in this project can be divided up into three parts.
First, a literature review to gather data to answer the primary research
question and the first of the secondary research questions. Second, methods
and criteria used for organizing and structuring the information. And third,
methods and criteria used for choosing, developing, and analysing
illustrative examples.
2.1

Literature review – Data collection

Already in the planning stages of the project it was obvious that the
information available about human behaviour, change, and how to engage
individuals would exceed by far our capacity to attain and analyse all of it.
Because of this we decided to rely fully upon secondary research rather
than doing primary research ourselves.
The decision to do a literature review was accompanied by the question of
how to decide on the scope of our review, that is, what topic areas to
include and how deep to go. Instead of deciding to look only into
psychology as one area of science, we decided to let our primary question
of how individuals can become engaged to act strategically towards
sustainability guide our study in a transdisciplinary manner [10]. This
means that even though our main focus was on psychology, we allowed
ourselves to look into other areas as well, for instance communication,
pedagogy, and sociology. The idea of this approach was to study the areas
from a high level of overview to find common theories and thoughts, and
some beneficial diversity (see figure 2.1).
To ensure that we were on the right track throughout the study, we
consulted experts working actively with engaging individuals or with
human psychology and behavioural science. They gave us feedback on our
findings and/or directed us to helpful sources of information. This process
was done in the form of conversations and e-mail correspondence.
The literature was collected with the following methods (no specific order):
- Overview of psychology course literature.

7

-

-

Database searches via BTH’s electronic library services (ELIN –
Electronic Library Information Navigator, EOLSS – Encyclopedia
of Life Support Systems, ebrary).
Library searches.
Internet searches.

Figure 2.1. Overview of areas studied in the literature review through “the
lens” of our primary research question
To acquire as valid and relevant data as possible, sources from scientifically
published articles where first prioritised, and secondly published books by
authorities on the subject(s). Furthermore we tried to find information,
supported by multiple sources, and information that can be found in
literature with different cultural origins, mainly Anglo-Saxon and French.
We took advantage of our origins (France and Sweden), and language skills
to find diverse ideas, always vital especially when dealing with a topic and
individuals who are diverse by definition, even among just one culture.
In the area we are more familiar with – strategic actions towards
sustainability – the information we used for this study came mainly from
our understanding gained before and during the master’s programme.
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2.2

Data analysis, organisation, and structure

The process of structuring the information from the literature review is a
central aspect of our study. We put up three criteria for the structure:
1. The large amount of information from the literature review has to be
easy to review and to use.
2. The principal structure and main findings should be able to stand on
their own as a self-explanatory piece.
3. It has to be possible to add new information in the future since our
project only gives a high level overview, and does not cover the
topic exhaustively. There are many things that are not included in
our project that are useful for engaging individuals. Because of this
we have given extra weight to developing a basic structure that
allows to be built upon.
Structuring the data from the literature review started already during the
data collection period as the main categories of information became clear. It
was further analysed by viewing it from a systems thinking perspective, for
example exploring possible structures using a 5-level model for planning in
complex systems (see [11] and page 20 of this report), and the ABCD
strategic process (see [12] and page 59 of this report).
Two metaphors were also used to explore how to structure the information:
the tree metaphor (figure 2.2) and the magnifying glass / bird’s eye view
metaphor (figure 2.3). The tree metaphor [13] helped us reaching a clear
overview structure by sticking to the “trunk and branches” and not getting
overwhelmed by “leaves”. Furthermore with an understanding of the “trunk
and branches” the leaves and twigs can be more easily understood.

Figure 2.2. The tree metaphor
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The magnifying glass / bird’s eye view metaphor [14] helped us to come up
with ways of structuring the information into central overview (bird’s eye
view) and in-depth levels (magnifying glass).

Figure 2.3. The magnifying glass / bird’s eye view metaphor
2.3

Finding and analysing illustrative examples

The purpose of the examples is to inspire and illustrate how the results can
be used. Towards this purpose we decided to have three examples:
1. One example that shows how our results can be used to design and
plan an engagement strategy.
2. Two examples that show how our results can be used to analyse
already existing and successful engagement campaigns:
a. One where we believe there could be even further
improvement with the use of our results,
b. One where we think they used an effective approach which
we will analyse through the lens of our results.
As criteria for choosing which examples to present, we decided that as a
whole they should inspire people to look closer at our results, and illustrate
their diverse uses. They should also present as much content as possible of
each part of our results and the value of the integrated approach we took.
To analyse the last two examples (2a and 2b in the above list), we follow a
two stepped logical approach. First we present the main information on the
example, such as its context, goals, and results. Then we analyse it through
the lens of our results, pointing out the correlation between the two and the
potential improvements where relevant.
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3.

Results

This chapter presents our results’ structure, highlights the main results, and
their origins. It is built around the following structure:
1. Results of the literature review: an overview of the information we
found to answer our first secondary research question (What are the
generic characteristics of an individual’s change process through
which he becomes engaged in something new?).
2. Structuring the information where we present the three levels of
information we use to structure our results, the metaphor we found
for the first level of information, and the product we designed and
placed in appendix. Those three items answer our second secondary
research question (How can the information found in Q1 be
structured so that it becomes useful for engaging individuals to take
actions leading strategically towards sustainability?).
3. The content of the second level of information, with a few more
examples so that the reader of this report can read and understand it
without having to go through the complete product in the appendix.
Chapter 4 will present three examples illustrating the use of the results
displayed here. It answers our third secondary research question.
3.1
3.1.2

Results of the literature review
Identification of five groups of information

Our literature review confirmed our initial thoughts that, due to the
complexity of the human mind and behaviour, and the breadth and depth of
sustainable development, there is no obvious way to make a “cookbook
with recipes” on how to engage an individual to act strategically towards
sustainability.
Even though many concepts, theories, and frameworks have been
developed to understand what shapes human behaviour and how individuals
change and are engaged, no definitive over embracing theory has been
developed. This is to be expected and indicates that the question of what
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determines behaviour is such a complex one that it cannot be visualized
through a single framework or diagram [15].
What we have found in all of the areas we have studied, however, is that
there are many ‘ingredients’ that seem to gather a broad support: useful
aspects to consider when planning to engage individuals to act strategically
towards sustainability. The useful ingredients, i.e. the information we found
in our literature review got separated naturally into five groups revolving
around the following themes:
1. Understanding yourself (the engager) and what you want to achieve
(strategic actions towards sustainability).
2. Understanding the other’s behaviour and the influence of context
(“the other” being the individual one wants to engage, a semantic
way in our study to distinguish between the engager and the
engaged)
3. Understanding how change happens.
4. Designing an approach and performing it.
5. A fifth group around how all of these groups of information are
interconnected and interdependent, i.e. “systems thinking.”
3.2.2

The five groups cover the subject’s scope

Finding the five information groups above was a good step, but we
wondered if they were really covering the subject. Are they exhaustive? Do
we really need all of them?
To answer these questions we relied on two basic methods. First, we
checked whether we could find any information that could not be fitted into
at least one of the groups. By doing this we found that the groups covered
all of our findings. Second, we tested whether the groups were necessary
and sufficient by creating two types of scenarios. The first scenario in the
form of a short story checked that the information groups are sufficient to
allow for the creation of engagement approaches. The second type of
scenario was used to check whether all of the five groups are necessary or
whether any one of the groups can be dropped. In short, we came to the
conclusion that the five groups seem to be both necessary and sufficient.
We give a short description of the two scenarios below and even more
information in the discussion chapter of this report.
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Scenario 1. If one can not tell in a simple and short way the logic behind
any research, it probably means there is something missing. So we told
ourselves the following short story:
“Having an understanding of what one wants to achieve and of
one’s strengths, weaknesses, limitations, and resources (1) is a
necessity to be able to take strategic actions towards that goal.
Understanding what shapes the other’s behaviour, the influence of
context upon the individual, and how change happens (2 and 3)
allows you to decide upon appropriate strategies, methods, and tools
(4) for engaging the individual. And, due to the complexity of
human behaviour and of the problems characterizing
unsustainability, it is necessary to take a systems perspective (5)
when planning to engage individuals to act strategically towards
sustainability.”
The above story indicates that taking those five groups into consideration
seems to increase the chances of success which was enough for us to go on
to our second type of scenarios for testing the information groups.
Scenario 2. The second type of scenario, where one information group was
missing from an engagement approach, was used to test if all of them are
necessary. The five short points below show that each information group is
necessary (point number 1 relates to information group number 1 in the list
above, point 2 to 2, and so on):
1. One of the current problems of sustainable development could be
that many people don’t really understand what they want to achieve,
get lost in the leaves (see tree metaphor in chapter 2), and
consequently fail to engage individuals to act strategically towards
sustainability. Understanding one’s goals is necessary in order to be
strategic. This is confirmed by the five level model for planning in
complex systems [11].
2. Imagine a campaign aimed at solving the waste problem of Africa
purely by only using information on recycling. As far as we know
there is no or very few recycling facilities there, a problem which
information about recycling would not solve. This would clearly
demonstrate the need to take the context into consideration when
planning the campaign.
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3. Over-estimating the possible speed of change can ruin any
engagement process. Without considering how change happens it is
hard to plan and choose appropriate strategies.
4. Just picture a brilliant mind with very poor communication skills
and poor preparation. Who hasn’t had such a teacher or lecture at
least once? Planning and preparation is probably always necessary
in order to be successful in engaging others.
5. Imagine a beautiful presentation following all the best rules of
communication, but neglecting the priorities of the target audience.
It is not enough to master one of the information groups and fail to
take the other groups into account. All of them have to be included.
From recognizing that our information was being naturally split rather
distinctively into those five groups, and the confirmation that they were
covering the subject we were investigating, we can go into our second
secondary research question to find a structure that will make this
information available in a user-friendly way.
3.2
3.2.1

Structuring the information
Three Levels of information

One main criterion for efficient communication, as our results will show
below, is that the amount of information should be adapted to the target
audience’s capacity. From the size of our literature review results, and the
recognition that there is no unique set of criteria we could choose, we were
faced with the challenge that not many audiences would be ready to receive
that much information. We also wanted to open the possibility to fit future
findings into one main structure, which should be able to stand on its own,
as a quick manual. So we structured our information into three levels as
figure 3.1 indicates. The Guide mentioned in the level 2 in this figure is the
product we realised which contains all three levels (more about it in the
section 3.2.3 of this report).
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Figure 3.1. Three levels of information
Level 1 – The Five Elements: It relates to the five groups we mentioned in
the former section. The reason for this metaphor (Five Elements), and the
content of this higher level of information will be presented in the next
section. By reading only this level of information, someone could get in a
few minutes a quick overview of what is needed to engage individuals to
act strategically towards sustainability.
Level 2 – Key information: By giving a little bit more time, but without
having to read all three levels of information, one would get a good idea of
the content, and would probably learn a few useful concepts. In this report,
this is the deepest level of information we will go into. The many concepts
included in the key information are divided according to the five groups.
This means that when reading this report, there might not be any direct link
from one point to another, except for the major fact that they belong to the
same group of information. In this report, we also punctually added some
examples to some concepts, so that the reader can understand and read the
report without having to go through the third level of information.
Level 3 – In-depth information: This level of information is not present in
the main sections of the report you are reading. It is only in our final
product which is in appendix. This level of information requires more time
investment for a deeper understanding of how to engage individuals to act
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strategically towards sustainability. Here we gathered concepts, notions,
tools that one can use to understand a lot of facets surrounding how to
engage individuals to act strategically towards sustainability. This level of
information serves three purposes:
- Support and expand the findings highlighted in the key information.
- Provide tools, stories and examples for the engager.
- As a starting point for readers who wish to go even deeper into this
subject, by using the external references provided.
3.2.2

The Five Elements metaphor

Another criteria for efficient communication is to use vivid information, to
make it attractive. We had the five groups of information coming together,
a clear idea that they were interdependent and interconnected, and one more
challenge: how could we make this easy to communicate? The question
slowly transformed into “what can we do with those five elements?”, and
then the mystery of mind association made its work!
A cinematographic reference came up to our mind – Luc Besson’s “The
Fifth Element” with Bruce Willis and Milla Jovovich. In the movie, a fifth
element combines with the four elements (Earth, Water, Air and Fire) to
‘defeat evil’, something which the five elements can only do together. The
similarities between our five groups and the five elements made us realise
that the metaphor could be used to communicate our five information
groups. The connection between the elements and information groups could
be described as follows:
1. Earth … is at the root of all changes, like the engager understanding
himself and what he wants to achieve.
2. Water … is like individuals and can appear in various states
depending on many factors, including the context.
3. Air … can be a mild summer breeze or a violent storm, like change.
4. Fire … takes some effort to fuel and structure correctly to make it
strong, just like a lasting change needs a well designed approach.
5. And finally Think ‘Systems’ could become our fifth element, the
last piece of the puzzle in the movie, the one linking all the other
elements, the one both within and containing all the other elements.
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The graphic representation of the Five Elements, our first level of
information, is represented below (figure 3.2).

Figure 3.2. The Five Elements

The Five Elements represent the principal structure of our findings, that is,
five elements that are useful to consider when planning to engage
individuals to act strategically towards sustainability. All other information
is categorized according to them.
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3.2.3

The Five Elements Guide

All three levels of information have been gathered into a guide called the
“The Five Elements Guide – structured information to help engage
individuals to act strategically towards sustainability”. It also contains the
three examples illustrating the Guide’s use (like in this report’s chapter 4).
The Guide is in appendix of this report with its own graphic standards and
structure. It is a stand alone product intended to be used broadly.
Having all three levels of information, an attractive graphical layout, and
illustrative examples, it is designed to be as user-friendly as possible. The
link between information level 2 and 3, i.e. key information and in-depth
information, is created through the use of graphic labels as presented in
figure 3.3. Each label sends to a page number in the Guide where the key
information is further developed and elaborated on.

Figure 3.3. Linking levels 2 and 3 in the Five Elements Guide
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Now that we presented the structure of our results, each following section
describes one of the Five Elements with the key information related to it.
3.3

Think ‘Systems’ – The Fifth Element

What is a system?

“Anything which takes its integrity and form
from the ongoing interaction of its parts.”

[16]

The biosphere, society, organisations, television sets, computer games,
cells, and human behaviour are all systems. What all of these systems have
in common is that a change in one part of the system will have effects in
another part or parts of the system. [17]
Systems thinking.

Descriptions of systems thinking are generally based on the idea that it is
only by recognizing the interdependence of its different parts that one can
start to understand a system. Another important notion is that the
interaction of the parts is not often easily explained in any mechanistic way.
Systems thinking helps you think, and act more effectively towards desired
goals in the system, no matter what problems and opportunities you may
face in the future. [17, 18]
Change, leverage points, and systems.

There are many different places to intervene in a system: many parts that
can be used as potential leverage points to bring about change. Deciding
which leverage point to influence depends upon the goal and the available
resources. There is no simple recipe for finding appropriate leverage points.
Sometimes a goal can be reached by influencing small things such as single
parameters in the system and other times the design of the system is what
causes the problem, and the system has to be redesigned, or the goal
redefined. [19]
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A Five level Model for planning in complex systems.

Robèrt [11] offers a five level model for planning in complex systems:

1.

System

Understand the system

2.

Success

Determine favourable outcomes in the system.

3.

Strategy

Determine overall guidelines for how to reach a
favourable outcome in a system.

4.

Actions

Carry out actions that are in line with the
strategic guidelines (3) for how to reach
success (2) in the system (1).

5.

Tools

Use tools and concepts that help guide actions,
monitor progress, and build capacity.

Figure 3.4. The 5-level model for planning in a complex system
The five level model makes it clear that it is only by understanding how the
system functions, and by having a clear view of what one wants to achieve
in the system that one can determine strategies, guide actions and use tools
strategically towards that goal.
3.4

Earth – Understand yourself and what you
want to achieve

Understand yourself

It is important to understand why you take actions leading strategically
towards sustainability and why you want to engage others: what is it that
motivates you? You should also learn about your own strengths and
weaknesses, limitations and resources, so that you can better engage others.
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To gain a better understanding of these aspects you can look to the elements
“Water” and “Air”. You are an individual too, and your behaviour is
influenced by the same factors as the individuals you want to engage.
Example: The source of the engager’s own motivation will have an
impact on what he uses to engage individuals, sometimes it will
match, sometimes it won’t. For example, someone with a strong
connectedness with nature (see Element Water) might not have great
success if trying to engage an urban person by using his personal
love for quiet walks in the mountains. Or in a similar way, someone
who has a member of his family who got accidentally poisoned by a
chemical pollution will probably not be the best one to engage
people from the chemical industry.

Understand what you want to achieve

For the purpose of this project, “understand what you want to achieve” is to
understand what it means to engage individuals to act strategically towards
sustainability, and to understand what it takes to achieve a lasting change
towards sustainability.
“Engage individuals…”
To engage individuals is to lead them on a path of discovery where they
learn new and different ways of thinking and behaving.
“…to act strategically…”
If an action leads in the right direction towards a desired goal or vision,
provides a platform for future strategic actions, and provides enough
return on investment to allow further strategic actions, then it can be
defined as is a strategic action. Being strategic implies that at the
starting point of the planning, an envisioned successful future outcome
has been clearly defined [11].
“…towards sustainability”
An overriding philosophical definition of sustainability is a society “that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs” [20]. It can be broken down
into principles concrete enough to guide the thinking: based on the
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system conditions for sustainability from Robèrt et al. [11, 12, 17], the
goal of an individual’s strategic actions towards sustainability is to:
1. …eliminate the individual’s contribution to systematic increases in
concentrations of substances from the Earth’s crust.
2. …eliminate the individual’s contribution to systematic increases in
concentrations of substances produced by society.
3. …eliminate the individual’s contribution to systematic physical
degradation of nature.
4. …eliminate the individual’s contribution to the systematic
undermining of human’s capacity to meet their needs worldwide.
An even larger vision for the individual would be for him to not only
eliminate his contribution but also promote the elimination of society’s
violation of those four conditions.
Achieving a lasting change towards sustainability

As the other elements of the key information will support, achieving a
lasting engagement requires among other things, that the individual takes
concrete actions and that he values the credibility of the information
presented. Hence, to be able to inspire, guide and answer questions from the
individual you wish to engage, it is important for you to:
- Understand and be able to communicate that society as a whole is
on a dangerous path, with little time to react, and technology alone
won’t solve the problem, all sectors of society will have to be
involved and will be impacted by this change. Be aware that as long
as society is on its unsustainable course, the scope of opportunities
is diminishing with time.
- Understand and be able to communicate that the four conditions
describing sustainability allow for more creativity by delimiting
clearly the boundaries for a sustainable society, boundaries within
which anything can happen. By aligning their actions towards those
conditions, organisations and individuals create more opportunities
for them and the society they belong to.
- Get to know some of the tools, actions, and concepts that people
have successfully used to move towards sustainability.
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Note: In the Five Elements Guide, there is more information related to
sustainability that helps understand why we have highlighted the three
points above as important aspects to be able to achieve a lasting
engagement towards sustainability. Organized around those three points,
we also have some facts, case studies and stories to provide the user of
the Guide with contents and ideas for further investigations (the funnel
metaphor [13], the case study of Interface [2], using a strategic approach
with various tools and concepts along the way [11], etc.).
Taking into consideration that a lot of our readers are probably already
involved in sustainability actions, and to allow them to keep on reading
with a free mind, the intent of this comment box is to briefly clarify why
we chose those three points.
Our intention is to give some clear elements people can use to engage
others. To draw on the tree metaphor again [13], we wish to “stick to the
trunk and branches”, not exploring all the aspects of sustainability we
could have. Based on our knowledge of sustainability, and on the
understanding brought by the other 4 elements of our result:
- The first bullet point is needed to get the credibility from the other
individual, to create a sense of urgency to act, and an increased
awareness. (Note: information can be communicated by actions and
experiences, not only by words or graphs).
- The second bullet point brings the inspiration to act, a realisation of
what is possible. It builds on the fact that the 4 conditions
describing sustainability are doing so at the largest possible systems
level, perhaps the only level that people from all kinds of expertise
can understand and share together. To understand something
together may be stimulating in itself and create better conditions for
team and community building. It is here too that one presents what
has been achieved. After the increased awareness of the first point,
this can be a next step for an individual to decide to act.
- The last bullet point brings the actual knowledge people will need
to start acting or to improve and deepen their actions.
As a whole, those three bullets, and the in-depth information linked to
them in the Guide, are intended to cover most questions people can ask
when one tries to engage them to act strategically towards sustainability.
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3.5 Water – Understand the other’s
behaviour and the influence of context
Overview of factors determining behaviour

Many factors have been identified to influence behaviour, most easily
divided into two broad categories, internal and external [15]:
- Internal factors. Attitudes, beliefs, values, worldviews,
connectedness with nature and others, emotional involvement,
behaviour specific skills, locus of control, perceived cost,
sustainability awareness, motivation, intention, commitment, old
habits, different intelligences, decision making, etc.
- External factors. Context, physical environment, infrastructure,
resource availability, social norms and roles, culture, economy, etc.
The relative importance of the factors varies: between individuals, over
time, and with various situations and contexts [21]. The convictions of your
heart and the actual content of your thoughts (internal) are always balanced
with the immediate context of your behaviour (external). Three factors can
be seen as “necessary and sufficient” for generating behaviour [22, 23].
That is for a given behaviour to occur, an individual must:
- have strong intentions (or made a commitment) to perform the
behaviour,
- have the necessary skills to perform the behaviour,
- not be restricted by environmental constraints.
Apart from the necessary skills that the individual needs to be able to
perform the behaviour, he also has to have an understanding that guides his
actions strategically towards sustainability (see “Earth – What you want to
achieve”).
As an example of the diversity of the internal and external factors, we have
listed a few below which may help to understand the other’s behaviour and
the influence of context.
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Highlighting a few internal factors

Motivation. Motivation is shaped by the following three components that
determines which behaviour is chosen from all the possible options [24]:
- Direction: what a person is trying to do.
- Effort: how hard a person is trying.
- Persistence: how long a person continues trying.
An individual’s behaviour can be motivated by a concern for himself
(egoistic), for others (altruistic or enlightened self-interest), and/ or for the
biosphere. [25, 26]
Attitudes. Attitudes are the positive or negative feeling about some person,
object, or issue. They are often wrongly thought to be the primary
determinant of behaviour [15, 21]. They do have a greater influence on
behaviour when [24]:
- we are aware of them,
- they are strongly held,
- they are directly related to a specific behaviour [27].
- there are few counteracting situational and external factors [28]
Example: The first two points relate to the concept of attitude strength,
their impact on behaviour is quite intuitive. For the third point, one
example is that the comparison between attitude toward climate
change and driving behaviour usually shows no correlation [15]. The
attitude is not closely related enough to the behaviour. And an
example of the fourth point is that a positive attitude towards
composting is not enough to change behaviour if the physical
environment and infrastructure does not allow for composting.

The trap of decision making – freezing effect. Once a decision is made,
justified or not, individuals tend to repeat the actions associated with that
decision, even if there are unsuspected effects. A simple insignificant “yes”
to a small request can influence us to behave in a totally different way we
may have otherwise. This is known as a “freezing effect.” [29]
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Example: One experimenter is on the beach, alone with a transistor. He
goes for a swim (a) without talking to anyone or (b) having asked
previously to his neighbour to have a look at his stuff, or simply
asking for the time. An accomplice comes to steal the transistor. In
the control conditions (a), 20% of the individuals will act to stop the
burglar. In the commitment condition (b), it goes up to 95% ! [29]

Locus of control. Locus of control represents an individual’s perception of
whether he has the ability to bring about change through his own behaviour
[30].
Example: If the deep feeling of the individual is that there is nothing he
can do, he won’t change or become engaged. He is even likely to
fall into denial, apathy or resignation to relieve himself from
negative feelings such as stress and fear that come from not being in
control over the situation [15]. There are several ways to help boost
a person’s locus of control, one way is to help the person see that
change can be possible when working with others.
Max-Neef told a story which highlights the power of the civil
society during his presidential candidature campaign in Chile [6]:
“If you’re in a field and you have in front of you a furious
rhinoceros ready to charge: the stupidest thing to do is to assume
that you are also a rhinoceros! How can you defeat him? There is
only one way: the mosquito cloud! It drives the rhino crazy, and no
mosquito will be killed by the rhino! It has two attributes: it sticks
together and there’s no chief mosquito.”

Highlighting a few external factors

The power of context. Human beings often make the mistake of
overestimating the importance of internal factors and underestimating the
importance of the situation and context [1, 24]. As an example, even if the
intention exists to use renewable energy, this may not be an option for many
people because of the absence of infrastructure or the extra initial costs.
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Culture. Culture influences how an individual learns, perceives,
categorizes, believes, and behaves in relation to his environment. It is
helpful to keep in mind that, as individuals, we see the world less “as it is”
and more “as we are” [31, 32].
Social diffusion. Human choice is not a straightforward mechanical process
of calculating what is best for the individual. Individuals often adapt ideas
and behaviours that they encounter around them – they do as others do [33].
An individual can be affected more by a friend’s experience than an
expert’s judgement, by neighbour’s expectations more than by personal
inconvenience or cost.
3.6

Air – Understand how change happens

The illusion of “information Æ attitude change Æ
behaviour change.”

Especially in the field of pro-environmental behaviour, many studies show
the inefficiency of communication campaigns and strategies based on the
simplistic assumption that more knowledge will automatically lead to more
enlightened behaviour [15, 21, 34]. Lack of knowledge, awareness, and
appropriate attitudes are significant, however not the only factors that can
prevent change.
How does an individual change?

Although we did not encounter a commonly agreed upon model for the
change process, we have provided two examples that seem to be
representative of the many models we reviewed:
- Unfreeze Æ Movement Æ Freeze [35]
- Unfreezing: recognise the need for change by identifying driving
and resisting forces.
- Movement: change is implemented through a strategy which
decreases resisting forces.
- Freezing: reinforce new behaviour and be open to feedback.
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-

A cyclical model going through: [36]
1. Security, a pre-change phase,
2. Anxiety caused by the loss of old familiar patterns and processes,
3. Discovery during which new information, skills, and behaviours
are uncovered,
4. Integration, during which the new information, skills and
behaviours are used to develop new practices and processes

Note: The models we present are compatible with each other and while
each theory tends to offer unique concepts and insights, differences
seem to be more a matter of emphasis, focusing on different aspects
of behaviour, rather than complete contradictions. We chose them
because they seem to have support from empirical research.
In a first approximation, it also seems possible to relate the two
models: unfreezing and the loss of familiar patterns, movement and
new information and skills, freeze and integration.

When is change likely to happen?

Perceived value difference. Change is likely to happen when the individual
perceives the difference in value between the old and the new way of doing
things as greater than the perceived ‘cost’ of the switch (in terms of money,
effort, time, discomfort, inconvenience, etc) [37].
Facing threats. Threats can be strong incentives for change along certain
conditions: when the individual perceives that the problem is serious, that it
is likely to affect him, that it can be avoided by taking certain specific
action, and that he is capable of performing the behaviour [38, 39]. Too
much fear and a feeling of helplessness are likely to lead to maladaptive
responses [40].
Empowerment. Empowerment is a process through which individuals and
groups gain power from within themselves by understanding their situation,
their own value and strength, and their own capacity to handle problems
that they meet in life [41]. That is, switching from “I cannot” to “ I can” or
“we can” [42].
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What promotes a lasting change?

A feeling of freedom leading to voluntary change is a very efficient type of
engagement if the goal is a long lasting behaviour change [29, 43].
Authority, manipulation, and persuasion can all have an impact on
behaviour, but may not yield the best results on a longer time scale. This is
why “inviting someone to something purposeful, meaningful, and
learningful” [44] may seem a good strategy for engagement.
Example: Imagine a police officer on the side of the road and the cars
slowing down just around that zone to avoid getting a ticket, and
then speeding up again. It is probably vivid enough to recognize
intuitively that voluntary change for a long lasting behaviour change
has more value. Many authors used the potential of the feeling of
freedom in compliance techniques, and have published many results,
one of them being a reduced daily cigarette consumption of over
50% during a month. [27]

Different types of commitment. An individual’s type of commitment
influences the kind of change that can be reached. One can differentiate
between four forms of commitment which combine in various ways to
make up a four levelled hierarchy from the shallowest to the most profound.
Understanding commitment in its various forms is central to their purposes
[45]:
1. Political (commitment to something in order to gain something else)
2. Intellectual (commitment of the mind to a good idea) or Emotional
(commitment that arises out of strong feelings)
3. Intellectual and Emotional
4. Spiritual (commitment to a higher purpose)
Note: The term “spiritual” is used here not in the sense of “religious”
but as a calling from some source larger than one’s self. The call
may be religious, but might also be from some other source such as a
community, a family, a set of ideals or values, or those who are in
need. Richards [45] suggests that the maximum engagement, or
available energy is reached when such a commitment is inspired.
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3.7

Fire – Design an approach and perform it

Take the other four elements into account!

-

Fifth Element: Be aware you’re dealing with systems.
Earth: Understand yourself and what you want to achieve.
Water: Understand the other’s behaviour and the influence of
context.
Air: Understand how change happens.

Example: It can be better to spend one’s efforts on removing external
barriers that lie beyond the individual’s influence, than trying to engage the
individual to influence internal factors.
A few strategies to guide interventions

Change can be brought by promoting the new, critiquing the old, and
supporting/ facilitating the switch [37].
Levers of change. Gardner [46, 47] claims that human beings have a set of
relatively autonomous intelligences and that no two people possess exactly
the same profile of intelligences. Building on this, he later identified seven
“levers” that can have a significant impact on the process of mind change
[48]:
1. Reason (making logical arguments)
2. Research (presenting factual data)
3. Resonance (connecting with an individual’s or group’s emotional or
spiritual core)
4. Representational redescriptions (presenting the same idea in
multiple formats, reflecting our various intelligences)
5. Resources & rewards (offering positive or negative reinforcement)
6. Real world events (leveraging happenings that are out of your
control)
7. Resistances (identifying and countering longstanding, contrary
beliefs)
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Involvement of the audience. Much can be gained in terms of support and
increased chances of success by including the individual(s) in the
development and execution of an engagement strategy [21, 34].
Multiple intervention strategies. Use multiple intervention strategies to
account for the many factors that influence an individual, and the
differences between individuals [21].
Pilot, test, and continuously monitor, evaluate and adjust the intervention
strategy [21, 34].
Example: Since the world might not be in accord with your intuitions,
you need to test them. It is difficult to know in advance what the best
combination of interventions is for a specific situation because of [1]:
- the difference between situations,
- the need to see the situation from the individual’s perspective,
- the fact that it is not likely that the approach will be perfect from
the beginning.

Some possible interventions

Information and communication. The individual has to be able to relate to
the information with his own interest, experience, intelligences, culture and
imagination [49, 50, 51].
- Providing information works better when it takes some principles
for effective communication into account [24, 34, 38], including:
- Capturing attention by using vivid, concrete and personalised
information (ex: stories or graphs);
- The type of information and the amount of information; and,
- The credibility of the communicator, the framing of the
message, and considering the use of appeals to threat and/or
opportunities.
- Depending on the culture the other individual is from, he may pay a
different level of attention to certain kinds of information from his
environment. “Some sample the content of communications more
than the context (e.g. tone of voice, gestures), whereas others do the
reverse.” [32]
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The theory of committing communication [52] suggests to move
towards “Who says what, to who, in which canal, having him do
what, and with what effect?”, adding the importance of linking
action to information. The action improves the chances of changing
the individuals behaviour.

Interpersonal interaction. A few interpersonal communication techniques
can help solve and avoid conflicts, and increase communication
effectiveness. Robèrt [53] highlights the “Yes, and” and “Asking Advice”
techniques which help create a more constructive dialogue.
Laws, Regulations, Incentives, … These tools are not always available for
everyone, but they can be part of a good approach to engage an individual
as long as it is understood that they do not necessarily lead to long-lasting
changes.
Compliance techniques. Compliance techniques allow for engagers without
power or ability to pressure to have other individuals perform an action
they normally would not. It also has the advantage that the engaged
individuals feel they acted freely based on their own ideas and values [29].
These techniques are widely used in marketing and communication, and
increasingly in recycling and energy saving campaigns [52, 54, 55].
One example is the Foot-in-the-door [56] which begins with asking a
person to comply with a small request, often called preparatory act.
Compliance with the small request enhances the probability of compliance
with a larger request later.
3.8

Key Information – conclusion

We have now gone through the Five Elements, and the content of the key
information part of our results. We feel it is important to remember that:
- Each of the Five Elements informs an important aspect of engaging
an individual to act strategically towards sustainability.
- The Five Elements are interconnected and interdependent.
The Five Elements Guide in appendix contains these findings and the indepth information to support them. It provides tools and stories for the
engager, and a base for readers who wish to go deeper in this subject.
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4

Examples

We have chosen three examples to illustrate how the Five Elements Guide
can be used, and answer our third secondary research question. An easy
choice would have been to comment on campaigns that were obviously not
fully successful. But we thought it would be more interesting for our purpose
and for the reader to look at successful initiatives. There were no specific
criteria for choosing the examples, except for that we liked them, that we discovered
each of them during our research, and that they are diverse and complementary:
1. Futerra’s 10 Rules of Sustainable Communication. We present
them, compare them to our Five Elements Guide and identify
potential room for improvement.
2. Global Action Plan. Following the presentation of the approach, we
compare how the main aspects of our Five Elements Guide are
included in their EcoTeam programme, designed to help households
reduce their environmental impact from energy and water use,
household waste, transports and consumer behaviour.
3. Engaging consulting companies. This is an example where we use
our results to create a new approach rather than to analyse one that
exists.
4.1

4.1.1

Futerra’s 10 Rules of Sustainable
Communication
Presentation of Futerra and their 10 Rules

Futerra Sustainability Communications Ltd. is a UK based co-owned
company whose purpose is to “promote and participate in sustainable
development” by offering “creative and strategic communications for
sustainable development”. [57]
Futerra’s origin is described on their web site [57]:
“The germ of the idea for Futerra arose from the experiences of the
co-founders, on the Forum for the Future Scholarship Programme
in the late 1990’s (www.forumforthefuture.org.uk). We felt
frustrated at the lack of good communication on sustainable
development, the constant glazing over of all our friends’ and
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relatives' eyes whenever we mentioned it, and the general paucity of
public understanding of what seemed to be (and still does!) the only
really sensible way of thinking about the world.”
One of the co-founders mentioned [58]:
“I became quite frustrated by poor communication of the concepts
behind sustainable development. You either have people
experienced in sustainable development who aren’t experienced
communicators, or people who can communicate who aren’t
knowledgeable about the issues. There is a communication barrier.”
The idea for Futerra was born, an organisation “dedicated to establishing
the best ways to communicate the overall philosophy of sustainable
development to different audiences”. [58]
“Our first few months were spent rigorously researching the
communication of sustainable development and corporate social
responsibility, exploring previous campaigns nationally and
internationally and conducting interviews with an array of people
from advertising agencies to change management consultants – in
order to construct what would eventually become Futerra’s 10
Rules of Sustainable Development Communication.” [57]
Futerra’s work is based on 10 Rules of Sustainable Communication [57]:
1. Big picture – make connections, demonstrate long-term thinking, blow myths
2. Technically correct – be trustworthy, provide transparency, give real facts
3. Be cool – be sexy, mainstream, non-patronising, brave – stand out !
4. Belong – join a massive worldwide change, start positive conformity, join
a success
5. Only stories work – empathy and emotions are powerful, use stories to
hold people’s attention
6. Optimism – sustainable development is achievable, avoid too much guilt
7. Glory button – ‘sustainable development makes you a great person, and
we love you for it’
8. Change is for all – break stereotypes, use inclusive language and images,
push mass ownership
9. We need more heroes – introduce icons to emulate – ‘be like me’
10. Personal circle – relate big ideas to everyday life, give them a familiar
context
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The 10 Rules of Sustainable Communication underpin all of Futerra’s work
and have been adapted to create:
- “The Rules of the Game – Evidence base for the Climate Change
Communications Strategy. The game is communicating climate
change; the rules will help us win it.”
- “10 Steps to Success” – a guide by the European Association of
Communication Agencies on “How communications agencies can
turn corporate social responsibility, industry’s newest challenge,
into business” (note: the authors of this document decided that
“corporate social responsibility” was synonymous with “sustainable
development”).
4.1.2 Analysis of the Ten Rules through the lens of the
Five Elements Guide

When looking at Futerra’s history, we noticed the similarity between their
initial months spent researching the communication of sustainable
development; what they want to achieve, communicate the overall
philosophy of sustainable development; and our own purpose with this
work, communicate how to better engage individuals to act strategically
towards sustainability. As an anecdote, we also noticed that in their
communication material and in our Five Elements Guide, we both use the
oriental symbol of the yin and yang.
Futerra’s 10 Rules seem to be successfully used, and from what we can see,
their enterprise is doing well too. Our analysis is developed with the
recognition of those achievements in mind.
Our investigation of Futerra’s 10 Rules for Sustainable Communication go
along 3 different points structured by the Five Elements:
- The purpose of the Rules – Fire, Earth and the 10 Rules
- Think ‘Systems’ and the Rules – The Fifth Element and the 10 Rules
- The elements behind the Rules – Air and Water and the 10 Rules
The purpose of the Rules. When we did a cross analysis of the 10 Rules and
the Five Elements, we linked all of them with Fire – ‘design an approach
and perform it’. The Rules’ purpose is to communicate sustainable
development, they are designed to create good communication: the rather
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exclusive link with Fire is a logical one. We also identified that the 10
Rules are developed taking into account a lot of elements that come from a
good understanding of individuals and how they change. Just like what we
suggest in Fire: “Take the other four Elements into account”.
Going deeper into Fire, we recognize a lot of concepts from this Element in
the Rules. For example: the lever of change ‘Research’ (present factual
data) obviously relates to ‘Technically correct’; and ‘Personal circle’ relates
to some of the points we highlighted in ‘information and communication’.
On the other hand, there are a few points in our Five Elements Guide on
which the Rules could build on. For example: the concept of linking action
with communication, having people do something and not only receive
information; or the importance of feedback to adapt the communication
approach, and the value of multiple intervention strategies.
If we compare the Rules with Earth, ‘understand yourself and what you
want to achieve’, it seems that the rules themselves do not mention what the
communication aims to achieve. That is, to “communicate the overall
philosophy of sustainable development” for Futerra, or to “engage
individuals to take actions leading strategically towards sustainability” for
us. Through Futerra’s website and actions, we know that this is not their
habit, nor their intention, but their rules as they are could be used for other
purposes like “green-washing”, something we tried to avoid by including a
clear vision of success, i.e. the system conditions for sustainability. For
Futerra, it’s probably their company purpose and the content of the
communication they create from the Rules that guide the use of the Rules.
In the Five Elements Guide, we rather relied on an explicit indication of
what one wants to achieve, with a clear definition of the goal, sustainability.
In addition, the self-awareness of the communicator doesn’t seem to be
taken into account in the Rules. Therefore we could suggest one more rule
like: “Build on your strengths, Be aware of your weaknesses”.
Think ‘Systems’ and the Rules. From the case studies we saw on Futerra’s
website, it seems clear that systems thinking is not foreign to them. In the
presentation of their 10 Rules, it seems also implied that the simultaneous
use of all rules is expected, and not a juxtaposition. Understanding the
system is obviously part of Futerra’s approach, as shown in various rules
like ‘Big picture’, ‘Change is for all’ and ‘Personal circle’.
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In addition, the Rules could include that there is a lot of value in looking at
the same system from a different perspective, or to clearly identify the
perspective of the observer. They could also benefit from highlighting the
importance of determining: the best accessible leverage points to reach the
expected result, the potential impact for each identified point, and the
necessary resources associated with each.
The Elements behind the Rules. As we already mentioned, it seems clear
that the rules are based on what we call Water and Air – an understanding
of the individual’s behaviour, his context and how change happens. For
example, the rules ‘Belong’ and ‘Optimism’ take the motivation and locus
of control factors into consideration. ‘Personal circle’ addresses the
importance of culture and personalized communication. And ‘Glory button’
and ‘We need more heroes’ indicate an understanding of the importance of
norms and social diffusion, and of changing the perceived value difference.
What we could comment on is the apparent absence of the external factors,
of the influence of context. Even the best communication campaign won’t
make people recycle if the physical system to do so is not convenient
enough. Also, if the application of the Rules is imbalanced, the
communication method may come across strongly as coercion. This could
limit the individual from experiencing a feeling of freedom to act, which is
very necessary for long-term commitment.
Conclusion of the analysis. We performed this analysis to highlight how the
Five Elements can be used to study existing practices. We have mentioned
the similarities and the limitations of Futerra’s 10 Rules for Sustainable
Communication, and proposed a few suggestions. We based our review on
the Rules as presented on their website, and when we overviewed the
application of the Rules Futerra used for the Climate Change
Communications Strategy document, we saw that a number of our
comments have already been considered.
We also recognize the biggest asset of the Futerra Rules; they are direct and
simple. In the unlikely event Futerra would decide to add a rule for each of
our comments, there would be too many rules and the target group may be
overloaded with information. This could strongly diminish the impact and
interest of the rules. Translating our comments from the comparison with
the Five Elements Guide into recommendations for the Rules would require
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a dialogue with Futerra which we have not had the resources to attempt
during this project.
From this brief and high level overview, it seems that Futerra is acting
strategically towards sustainability. Through this modest contribution we
have hopefully helped a little, or confirm what they already know. For now,
we can say it has been very rewarding to see other people putting words
into action and taking a similar approach to the one we have taken: finding
out how to better communicate and engage people in the realm of
sustainable development.
4.2
4.2.1

Global Action Plan
Presentation of the Global Action Plan

Global Action Plan (GAP) is a network of national and in some cases local
organisations working for a common goal: to empower people to live
increasingly sustainably. Each member organisation is an independent
entity with full responsibility for designing and delivering appropriate
programmes, and for its own funding and financial management.
GAP programmes are based on individual empowerment. They are
delivered and disseminated through a variety of mechanisms that have
grown over the past decade, for example through community programmes
and schools. One such programme, designed to help households reduce
their negative environmental impacts, is the EcoTeam programme.
The information for this section comes from their website [59].
4.2.2

Presentation of the EcoTeam programme

"An EcoTeam is not simply a discussion group, it is a practical
workshop where words and thoughts are translated into action."
Julie Pescod, EcoTeams Programme Manager, Nottinghamshire. [59]
An EcoTeam is a group of households (usually 6-8) who commit to
monitoring their habits with regard to waste, gas, electricity, water,
transport and consumer behaviour [60].
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EcoTeams are designed to help households reduce their environmental
impact from energy and water use, household waste, transport and
consumer behaviour. The aim is that, by measuring improvements, the
household will be able to change its behaviour and play its part toward a
cleaner, more sustainable future [60].
EcoTeams are built upon a few simple principles [60]. In the following
paragraphs, we will refer to them as the “four EcoTeam principles”:
- Nobody can do everything, but we can all can do something.
- The work is shared by a group so that members can support and
encourage one another and share experiences and ideas.
- It's a step-by-step process that helps you to change your lifestyle by
small adjustments that become good habits.
- By measuring resource use, improvements can be monitored during
the course of the programme.
The EcoTeam programme is set up as follows: The group of households
meets and discusses environmental household behaviour based on the
information that is in the EcoTeam Workbook. To aid them they have
access to an EcoTeam advisor. Between the first meeting and the coming
meeting the households measure their consumer behaviour and resource
use. The group then meets on a monthly basis dealing with one of the
themes described above for every meeting. After each meeting participants
determine which actions they want and can take in their household. These
actions may range from simple actions such as turning off lamps when
leaving the room to complex actions such as installing solar panels.
Progress is tracked and feedback regarding for instance potential savings,
and experienced problems and benefits of actions taken, are shared within
the group. At the end, there is a final meeting where the households report
the final measurements of their consumer behaviour and resource use in
relation to the measurements they did before they went through the
programme [61, 62].
In his doctoral thesis Paul Harland [61, 62, 63] concludes that the EcoTeam
programme seems to help participants break through behavioural habits,
that it is very effective in changing a large number of behaviours in a proenvironmental direction, and that the changes are maintained in the long
term (two years after participation).
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In figure 4.1 below you can see a diagram showing the amount of
household garbage reductions achieved as a result of participation in the
programme. There are similar diagrams for all of the themes, i.e. energy
and water use, garbage, gas, electricity, transport, and consumer behaviour.
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Figure 4.1. Waste in garbage can per person and week. The EcoTeam
columns represent the average disposal of 1465 Swedish households in
May 1996. Figure adapted from the Swedish Ecoteam workbook
4.2.2

Analysis through the lens of the Five Elements
Guide

In this analysis we decided to evaluate whether the Five Elements cover the
most essential strategies and content of the successful EcoTeam approach
to engagement. The reason for doing so was to gain further knowledge
about the applicability and validity of the Five Elements.
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To start the analysis, we identified seemingly central aspects of the
EcoTeam approach so that we could see if they fit into the Elements at a
later stage. We identified: the purpose to lessen the households
environmental impact, the strategy of individual empowerment, the four
EcoTeam principles, the public commitment of the participants, the
workbook, and the availability of support by the advisor.
We will now discuss the identified aspects in relation to the Five Elements.
The purpose to lessen the participant households’ environmental impact can
be defined as the goal of the participants, and therefore represents Earth,
“understanding what you want to achieve.” This awareness is central,
because it guides the actions of the participants.
The strategy of individual empowerment is related mainly to Fire, but is
based on an understanding of individual behaviour, Water, and how
individuals change, Air. Also, all of the four principles are guided by this
strategy of empowerment.
We interpret the first of the four EcoTeam principles, “Nobody can do
everything, but we can all can do something,” as a principle highly related
to empowerment. The principle is meant to infuse the participants with the
feeling that they can affect environmental problems by acting to reduce
their environmental impact. It is raising the participants’ locus of control.
The second principle, “the work is shared by a group so that members can
support and encourage one another and share experiences and ideas,”
relates to the Fire, and is based in the Elements of Water and Air. Fire,
because the principle indicates a strategy for how the individuals become
engaged. Water, because the principle indicates an understanding of factors
that influence behaviour, especially the importance of social diffusion. And
Air, because the support and encouragement of the group are empowering.
The third principle, “it's a step-by-step process that helps you to change
your lifestyle by small adjustments that become good habits,” is also a
strategy that is based on the understanding of factors influencing behaviour
and how change happens. Fire, Water, and Air.
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The fourth principle, “by measuring resource use, improvements can be
monitored during the course of the programme,” highlights the importance
of monitoring progress and feedback so that adjustments can be made. The
feedback is meant to be empowering as it can change the behaviours
specific attitudes, beliefs, and skills elated to the feedback. The fourth
principle is also a strategy (Fire), based on Water and Air.
The fact that households voluntarily commit to participate and monitor
household habits suggests an understanding of the importance of voluntary
public commitments and freezing effects. So, to ask participants to commit
is a strategy (Fire) which is based on an understanding of Water and Air.
The workbook and the availability of an advisor are two central
communication aspects (Fire) that are developed to support the EcoTeams
process. It has an easy to follow format and layout, and contains some
information that is aimed at raising the participant’s awareness. But most of
all it suggests different actions to take, how to take them, and how to track
progress. The advisor and the workbook clarifies what this GAP
programme is about (“understand yourself”, the engager) and its goals
(“what you want to achieve”), in our terms ensuring the presence of Earth.
In table 4.1 below we can see a summary of all of the aspects and their
relationship to the Five Elements. What that is interesting to see is that
almost all of the aspects that can be put in Fire, are based in Water and Air.
Table 4.1. Relationship between EcoTeam aspects and the Five Elements
The Five Elements
EcoTeam aspect
System Earth Water Air
Fire
Purpose to reduce env. impacts
Empowerment
~
~
Principle 1
~
Principle 2
~
~
Principle 3
~
~
Principle 4
~
~
Public commitment
~
~
EcoTeam workbook
Advisor
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The one Element that has not been discussed yet in this example is Think
‘Systems’. From looking at the table it can be seen that Think ‘Systems’ is a
central aspect of the EcoTeam approach. All of the aspects are
interconnected and build upon each other to form something which is
greater than the sum of its parts. It is the combination of various strategies
and actions that build upon the understanding of an individuals’ behaviour,
of how individuals change, and how individuals become engaged, that
make the EcoTeam approach successful.
4.2.3

Conclusion of the comparison

The comparison indicates that all of the central aspects of the EcoTeam
programme fit into the Five Elements. In addition, when we evaluated the
different strategies and content of the EcoTeam approach against the Five
Elements, we could not identify any gaps. This comparison between a
proven successful approach and our results leads us to think that the Five
Elements Guide can increase the chances of creating successful engagement
approaches.
If we were to question any aspect of the EcoTeam programme it would be
that the actions taken to reduce the households environmental impact are
not necessarily actions leading strategically towards sustainability. The
actions that reduce the use of energy and other resources are not guaranteed
to lead in the right direction or provide a flexible platform. For this to be
possible, the actions have to be guided by a more complete vision which is
not only to reduce the impacts, but to achieve something greater, i.e. a
principle vision of sustainability.
Since the EcoTeam programme seems to be successful in empowering
individuals to change their lives towards living more sustainably, it could
be used as a first step followed by further engagement steps including,
among other things, a principle understanding of sustainability. Maybe this
could be a further development of the EcoTeam programme.
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4.3
4.3.1

Engaging CEO’s of consulting companies
Presentation of the example

This example differs from the other two since its purpose is to show how
the Five Elements Guide can be used to design an approach of how to
engage individuals to act strategically towards sustainability, and not to
comment on one that exists. The idea for this example comes from a
question posed our master’s programme: “what would you do if you were
at the head of The Natural Step International (TNSi)?” For us this question
became “which individuals should TNSi engage to strategically strengthen
its network? And how?”
For readers who might not be familiar with TNS [11]:
“The Natural Step (TNS) is an international non-for profit NGO
[non-governmental organisation], instituted to facilitate an ongoing
dialogue between scientists on the one hand, and decision makers in
business and public policy on the other. The objectives of TNS are to
(i) identify such overarching principle levels of strategic planning
towards sustainable development that can be agreed upon, (ii) based
on such principles develop a framework for planning that can serve
as a shared mental model — or language — for sustainable
development, (iii) support the implementation of the framework in
various kinds of firms and organizations and (iv) to study the actual
results from this implementation.
This process has led to the development of The Natural Step
Framework for decision-making. It is designed for qualitative
problem analysis, community building, and for the development of
investment-programs in business corporations and municipalities.”
In the following section, we show how the Five Elements Guide can be
used to answer the above questions.
When developing this example it became clear to us that it can be beneficial
to use the Five Elements in a cyclical manner rather than a linear one . So,
instead of going through the Five Elements one by one when planning to
engage individuals, it can be very helpful to make several successive
cycles, with increasing depth. Each cycle builds on the content of all
Elements from the previous one.
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4.3.2

Cycle #1 - Outlining the idea

Looking at the system around TNSi (Fifth Element), we can highlight the
fact that TNSi works with organisations at a strategy level to accelerate
society’s evolution towards sustainability. Having more individuals and
organisations using the TNS Framework is one main leverage point that can
strengthen the TNS network. We also recognize that TNSi and the members
of the TNS network can not be considered among the main strategy
advisors available to organisations. There are many, very large, consulting
companies that focus on strategic planning, sometimes even on
sustainability matters. What TNS has that makes them different from others
is the use of a scientifically relevant framework that helps lead
organisations strategically towards sustainability.
From the above, it seems to be interesting to look at engaging consulting
companies since this could both strengthen the TNS network, and lead
towards what TNSi wants to achieve in the long run (Earth), i.e. socioecological sustainability.
When exploring the TNS network a bit more, as Earth’s ‘understand
yourself’ suggests, it seems obvious that there are a few high level contacts
who could potentially help TNSi to engage high level management of the
large consulting companies. We are talking about TNS’s founder KarlHenrik Robèrt, some political contacts who have assissted TNS in the past
and might be willing to do so again for this (for example the King of
Sweden), and some leaders of the business, scientific and media world who
have used the TNS Framework and/or supported TNS’ growth.
By going through those two Elements, the idea grows clearer: trying to
engage consulting companies through their CEOs or high level
management. And from this, the Elements Water and Air raise the
following questions: Who are they? How do they behave? How can they
change? From a brief overview, we can probably draw easy conclusions
that those individuals, they are: very busy, in a position with a certain
power, under pressure to maintain their business under a competitive and
very scrutinized context, and probably very dedicated to their work. Since
this could quickly fall into creating a stereotype of these individuals, it is
important to remember that they are also human beings who are likely to
have families, value life, and hope to leave a positive image of their actions
at a personal and professional level.
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With all of those Elements in mind, how can we use TNSi’s strengths, take
into account the target audience, and reach the intended goal? How should
the approach be designed and performed (Fire)? When considering this, it
came to mind that simple communication, such as sending basic
information, might not be engaging enough, and a one week “re-education”
or training programme might be unrealistic. However, inviting them for a
one day workshop could be both realistic and effective enough to achieve
some of the desired result. Also, the workshop could be used as a platform
for future collaboration and engagement.
The second “Five Elements cycle” builds on the understanding and ideas
from cycle one and elaborates an approach TNSi can use to engage CEO’s
of consulting companies around a one day workshop.
4.3.3 Cycle #2 - Refining the idea

Below we list some of the questions the individuals within TNSi could ask
themselves during this cycle. We also provide a few answers or directions
based on our knowledge of the individuals and of the TNSi organisation.
Earth – Understand yourself and what you want to achieve.
Some questions (and a few possible answers) TNSi could use to go deeper
into “Understand yourself”:
Q. What are our strengths as an organisation to succeed in this project?
A. TNS network has a number of good case studies, contacts, and
recognitions that can be used. Many of its components also have a
lot of consulting experience which should help share a common
language with the target audience.
Q. What are our weaknesses?
A. TNSi could be seen as competition by the consulting companies.
Q. For each individual who would contact the target audience: what are
his strengths and weaknesses in this specific endeavour?
A. TNSi has some human resources available, and with the
understanding gained from the other elements, it could be beneficial
to not always have the same individuals making personal contacts.
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A few possible answers to “Understand what you want to achieve”
“At the end of the one day workshop, TNSi has …”
… created a platform and agreed on the next steps to take for a lasting
connection between TNSi and the consulting companies. It could for
instance be to train the consultants, to do research and methodology
support, or to be partners on some specific missions, etc.
… ensured that the CEOs understands the importance and urgency to
orientate society towards sustainability and the added value of the
TNS Framework, highlighting the connection between the TNS
Framework and other concepts.
… participated in influencing the paradigm behind the advices the
consulting companies give to their clients: Create, facilitate, or
accelerate the appropriation of the mindset of “strategic actions
towards sustainability” in all missions of the consulting companies.
Water – Understand the other’s behaviour and the influence of context
Some questions TNSi could ask, and a few possible answers:
Q. What internal factors can we use that might influence most of the
CEOs? What attitudes and worldviews do the CEOs come to the
table with, and how can those be used / altered to engage them?
A. It might be interesting to sketch a profile of the ‘average CEO’ to
influence the agenda of the workshop. Elements coming from this
profile will most likely indicate that there need to be some influence
on their awareness of what can be achieved, what they can do
personally, as well as why actions are needed and are a win/win
option.
Q. What external factors could prevent the CEOs from attending or
being engaged? What increases the chances of holding this event?
A. Social norms and social diffusion are important factors here. The
CEO’s will most likely answer to invitations from people they know
and value, either as personal or business contacts. Inviting them all
and not just one by one could increase the attendance rate. Maybe
using the approach used for the “Arlanda meeting” during the TNS
launch could be helpful (in short, sending to all expected
participants a “thank you for agreeing to participate” led to a high
level of attendance [53]). The environment in which the workshop
happens will have an influence, as well as the economic interest of
their participation and future engagement.
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Air – Understand how change happens
From understanding the content of this Element, it is clear that TNSi will
have to bring more than raw information to achieve a lasting engagement.
How can the workshop be designed to increase the chances of engagement?
It may for instance help to look at the option of a three phased day based on
the “unfreeze / movement / freeze” theory. Threat appeals and
empowerment should be used in a balanced way. Both the workshop and
the invitation process should be based on highlighting a feeling of freedom
to participate and decide to act. Of course, the perceived value difference
between before and after the workshop has to be clear. If obtaining a
spiritual commitment might be an unlikely accomplishment for some, the
workshop should aim to reach at least both an intellectual commitment
(“it’s a good idea”) and an emotional commitment (“deciding from
experienced feelings”).
Fire – Design an approach and perform it
Some ideas regarding the design of the approach have been mentioned in
the previous Elements. Some other aspects of the workshop could be that:
- The workshop is one component of a larger engagement approach
that includes, for example, the invitation process and the follow-up
actions. How could these become successive escalations of
commitments? That is, how can a small “yes” given to an invitation
grow to become a bigger “yes” leading to the creation of
partnerships. Treating those steps as successive parts of a Foot-inthe-door technique with appropriate labelling could help.
- The communications before and during the workshop should cover
all levers of change, for example: Representational redescriptions presenting the same idea in multiple formats, reflecting our various
intelligences. It should also take principles of effective
communication into consideration.
- Piloting and testing the strategy could be done by previously
organizing a workshop for smaller local consulting companies to
find what works best. For example, will people be more likely to
attend a one day workshop, seminar, conference, retreat, or
meeting?
- The invitation process could build on multiple interventions using
various approaches, probably from different actors, for example not
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only TNSi, but some other businesses or media or organisations.
Building on Earth and Water, it might be good to intentionally pair
the engager and the engaged depending on the individuals: which
individual will directly try to engage which CEO?
The Fifth Element – Think ‘Systems’
As a result of this cycle, it should be possible to have a clear document
structuring this information. This could be done with the Five level model
for planning in a complex system which is included in the Fifth Element.
The result of what such a structuring process could look like is summarized
in the table below, at an overview level.
Table 4.2. Potential structure for the information of cycle #2
Level
Overview of Content
- Describing TNSi and its environment.
1- System
- Describing the idea of a one day workshop for CEOs of
consulting companies (first Five Element cycle).
- Defining success for the workshop, and for the overall
2- Success
engagement approach.
- To go through each Element (Earth, Water, Air and Fire) to
analyse deeper the engagement approach.
3- Strategy - To design an approach including at least three phases
(invitation process, workshop, follow-up), one potential
test event, and an organisational structure.
- Perform each Element’s analysis and distribute the results
and answers of this second cycle in the relevant levels of
4- Actions
this model (example: further understanding of CEO’s
internal factor goes into System).
- The resulting actions of the engagement approach.
- Five Elements Guide.
5- Tools
- TNS strategy and presentation documents.
- Primary list of contacts and of targeted audience.
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4.3.4

Cycle # 3 - Some in-depth planning

This third cycle would have to build on some of the answers given above to
go in-depth into the details. Due to the limited resources of this project we
have chosen to not go into the realisation of this cycle, since we have no
way of answering the questions that need to be asked. We will just say that
it could include, for example:
- A one by one Earth, Water and Air analysis of the individual
participants and of the contacts TNSi will use in the process
- A rather detailed planning and content design of the invitation
process, the workshop, and the follow-up phases.
The result of this cycle is an action plan that can be followed to perform
what hopefully would be a successful engagement strategy.
4.3.5

Concluding thoughts

In this example we have done two cycles of increasing depth, outlined a
third, and adapted the Five Elements when it was needed. For example, we
did not go into the “perform it” phase of Fire in each cycle.
As many other guidelines and frameworks, the Five Elements Guide does
not intend to give sure recipes that can be applied in every situation. It
offers general guidance, reminds of specific issues to consider, and is
designed to allow for flexibility. This example clearly showed us that the
Guide supported the design process and allowed for creativity.
While preparing this example, we confirmed the value of the
interdependence and interaction between the Elements. We learnt that when
working on one specific Element, it is helpful to have the others in mind
and apply them simultaneously. It also became clear that it is more efficient
to use the Five Elements in successive cycles done with increasing detail,
rather than going through them once in a strictly linear approach. Each
successive cycle builds on the information found in all the Elements of the
previous cycle; it is not only a deeper look at each Element.

50

5

Discussion

The discussion of our results will go through 4 points:
- Relating our results to our research questions
- Relating our results to the 5-level model for planning in a complex
system which is used in our programme
- Our results’ strengths
- Our results’ limitations
5.1

Our Results and the research questions

With the structure of the Five Elements and the content of each of them, we
believe we have been able to bring one possible answer to our primary
research question: “How can individuals be engaged so that they take
actions leading strategically towards sustainability?” Each Element’s
content help to answer the question, and their interconnectedness and
interdependence are as important as each separated Element.
Each Element brings something. For example it’s in Earth when
understanding “what you want to achieve”, that the engagement of the
individual is directed to strategic progress towards sustainability and not
just towards any kind of change.
The Elements Air and Water directly answer our first secondary research
question (Q1) “What are the generic characteristics of an individual’s
change process through which he becomes engaged in something new?”.
This is achieved by those two Elements looking respectively into
understanding the other’s behaviour and the influence of context, and
understanding how change happens.
We used two ways to answer our second secondary research question “How
can the information found in Q1 be structured so that it becomes useful for
engaging individuals to take actions leading strategically towards
sustainability?”:
1. The metaphor of the Five Elements, which is designed to make our
results nicer to read and with a stronger impact, both in strength and
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persistence. This metaphor also highlights the interconnection
between each of the elements.
2. The complete Guide in appendix is structured on three levels of
information: around the Five Elements, the key information, and the
deeper concepts and tools that people can use. It should allow for an
easier grasp of a quite complex and diversified subject.
And finally, as it was suggested in our third secondary research question,
we used three examples to illustrate how to use our results to engage
individuals to take strategic actions towards sustainability.
5.2

Our Results and the 5-level model

There are many ways we could have approached our subject. And there are
many ways we could have displayed our results. We decided to use the Five
Elements because it seemed like answering more efficiently to what we
expressed in our second secondary research question, “structured
information in a useful way”.
The 5-level model which is included and presented in the Fifth Element
‘Think Systems’ is a main component of our programme [11, 17]. We used
it throughout the project to structure our thoughts and as a natural
component of our thinking process. Here we will apply it to discuss our
results, especially checking how the 5 elements and their contents relate to
each of the five levels. This comparison is done in the following table, a
grey cell meaning that the element answers the related level. The relevance
of this comparison comes from the fact that the 5-level model provides a
structured comprehension for planning and decision making for success in
any complex system [17].
Table 5.1. Our results and the 5-level model
Our results – 5 elements
5-level model
th
5
Earth Water
Air
~
System
~
Success
~
Strategy
~
Actions
~
Tools
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Fire

If we take the example of the element ‘Earth’, “Understand yourself and
what you want to achieve”, it is quite obvious that:
- “Understand yourself” relates to a better understanding of the
system that will be involved in engaging an individual, i.e. 2 people
and their interaction, their context, etc.
- Understand “what you want to achieve” relates to success, engaging
an individual to act strategically towards sustainability.
The Fifth Element Think ‘Systems’ includes the 5 level model itself, and is
presenting a general way of thinking that applies to most activities. In that
sense, we could say it relates to all five levels. We recognize that this could
be discussed, which is why the table contains the little sign ‘~’.
The comparison of the Five Elements structure and the 5-level model has
reassured us about our choice of structure since it shows that all of the
necessary components for planning in complex systems can be found in the
Five Elements structure.
5.3

Our results’ strengths

We can see a number of strengths with our results that should make them
interesting. After highlighting our findings from the example section, we
will present three assets: linking diverse areas of knowledge, easy to use
from a diversity of people, and a format allowing future evolution.
5.3.1

Findings from the examples

The examples definitely helped us finding out more about the Five
Elements Guide, and how to use it:
1- In the existing approaches we looked into, and in the other ones we
came across in our research, we often saw “Fire oriented”
approaches. Approaches quite well influenced by Water and Air, but
lacking in terms of Earth and Fifth Element. The Five Elements
Guide suggests that there would be value in adding more of those
two Elements.
2- When creating the third example, supported by the Five Elements
Guide, we realised its strength as a reminder to look at different
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aspects needed to engage individuals. We also learnt that when
working on one specific Element, it is helpful to have the others in
mind and fill them up at the same time: they are interconnected.
3- While preparing the third example we confirmed the value of the
interdependence and interaction between the Elements. It also
became clear that the Five Elements were more efficiently used
through successive cycles done in increasing depths than by going
through them once in a strict linear approach. Each successive cycle
builds on the information found in all the elements of the previous
cycle, and not only a deeper look at each Element.
5.3.2

Linking diverse areas of knowledge

As we already mentioned, there are a lot of theories and ways of explaining
how an individual changes. We tried to get an overview of some of them,
and to structure the information in a useful way to ‘non-specialists’.
There are also many ways to present sustainable development and how to
reach sustainability. The strategic process towards sustainability which we
have been taught in our programme allows for other tools and concepts to
work in parallel and complementary ways [11]. Our findings are thus good
generic knowledge for people willing to engage individuals to act
strategically towards sustainability.
Our work allowed for the linking of three broad areas:
- the psychology of the individual’s behaviour and change process;
- the different techniques, theories and concepts to engage individuals
(which often builds on the previous field);
- and, strategic actions towards sustainability.
5.3.3

Easy to use for a diversity of people

The structure of information we used, with the Five Elements, the key
information, the in-depth information, and the examples should allow
people to find their way through this very dense and diverse subject. The
format with the symbols and the metaphor of the Elements should make it
pleasant to read and easy to communicate. It is also intended to answer the
needs of people with diverse goals and varying amounts of available time:
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-

in a few minutes and a quick look at the Five Elements, one should
have a quick reminder or learn something useful immediately;
with a little more time and the reading of the key information, one
could get a deeper insight and extra knowledge;
and finally, going through the whole Guide including the in-depth
information, one can obtain ideas, techniques and information
sources for further exploration of a subject or for future research.

In addition, in Earth, by highlighting “understand yourself and what you
want to achieve” to better engage an individual to act strategically towards
sustainability, we also opened our target audience to diverse future
engagers. Someone who doesn’t know much about strategic progress
towards sustainability will be helped with a good overview and directions
for further research, and others are reminded to take into consideration their
own strengths and weaknesses when trying to engage others.
5.3.4

A format allowing future evolution

The Five Elements structure allows for extra information to be added in the
future. If there are concepts on how individuals can be engaged to act
strategically towards sustainability that we haven’t mentioned, they could
probably fit into one of the Five Elements.
5.4

Our results’ limitations

While recognizing the strength and interesting aspects of our work, we are
also aware of its limitations, and we would distinguish them into two
categories: scope and depth on one hand, and validity on the other.
5.4.1

Scope and depth

We approached our work as a first clearing of all the related literature and
concepts we could get somewhat familiar with in the limited time we had.
So we are aware that we did not cover the whole scope of what could be
included to engage individuals to act strategically towards sustainability.
For example, we did not explore the influence of the different learning
styles, personalities, pedagogies, or education theories. Neither have we
looked much into the use of incentives, laws or regulations.
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Even for the depth into which we covered the areas we touched upon, we
must recognize that our results are limited. For example, we mention the
influence attitudes have on an individual’s behaviour, but we did not get
into techniques of investigation of someone’s attitude towards something.
Our study was an overview of the subject. We found a few other attempts to
do so, some had broader scopes, others were more specific, and some went
deeper into one subject while we went further into another. We followed
our personal interests in what we think resulted in a “broad enough way to
have a complete enough results”. We fully recognize that there is a big
potential for improvement.
5.4.2

Validity

All the concepts we mentioned come from researchers and / or
practitioners, a lot of them from peer-reviewed articles, or very well
received books. In the fields of psychology and of sustainability, as it is the
case generally in all sciences, there are a lot of controversies and diverse
beliefs. So we acknowledge that some experts might disagree on the
concepts we used. We believe that for the most part, we used concepts and
information that are generally agreed on. And our Five Elements seem to be
broad enough to attract a good level of support.
At the same time, we fully recognize that we have not had the time and
resources to test our results with a relevant panel of experts. Nor have we
been able to test them on various individuals and engagement approaches to
see if we really bring something valuable to the field. The comments we
received from our colleagues in the master’s programme, other students or
instructors, were a quick and first rather positive testing. But on their
validity and usefulness, our results and their structure could be further
investigated.
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6

Conclusion

A brief summary of our study
After the identification of our subject, the confirmation of its relevance for
strategic progress towards sustainability, and the clarification of what we
wanted to achieve, our study revolved primarily around a broad
transdisciplinary literature review. We aimed to get information from
various cultures, academic fields, and lines of thought.
Our next challenge was to find a way to structure this diverse information
in an helpful way for people. We did that in three different manners:
1. Structuring it around Five Elements that give a good overview of
how to engage individuals to act strategically towards sustainability
- Fifth Element – Think ‘Systems’
- Earth – Understand yourself and what you want to achieve
- Water – Understand the other’s behaviour and the influence of
context
- Air – Understand how change happens
- Fire – Design an approach and perform it
2. Based on those Five Elements, we organised some high level key
information as an overview of the main aspects we found.
3. We put together a Guide based on the Five Elements, with the key
information, and relevant tools, theories and concepts that can be
useful for a deeper understanding and practical application of the
subject. That Guide is presented in the appendix of this report.
Then we used three examples to show how our work could be used: through
the design of a new approach, and through the comments of two existing
successful case studies, one we considered complete and one which we
believed could be even further improved.
Finally, we discussed the relevance, strengths and weaknesses of our study.
In the following concluding points, we wish to look into the application of
our results and the possibilities for improvement and future research.
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Using our results to accelerate strategic progress towards sustainability
With this study, we are concluding a master’s programme entitled
“Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability”. That name has been chosen
because it describes exactly what it aims at: training individuals in strategic
leadership towards sustainability (see figure 1.1 for what is “acting
strategically towards sustainability). In our present and future activities,
instructors and students are and will be exposed to very different situations,
interacting with diverse organisations and contexts. Together with all the
other advocates of a faster societal evolution towards sustainability, we will
encounter many obstacles and also many opportunities.
There is at least one constant in all this diversity though: we will all interact
with individuals. Each individual will have a different behaviour, will be in
a different context and will probably be better engaged through a different
approach than his neighbour or colleague.
Our results can be used by having the Five Elements in the background
when adapting approaches to fit different individuals. It can also be used as
a structured gathering of information to find ideas on how to solve
problems when engaging individuals, or as a source of further explanation
to an unexpected reaction. It is also an invitation to reflect on one’s
personal competencies and strengths which one uses to engage someone
else to act strategically towards sustainability.
It is important to highlight here that we do not pretend to offer any kind of
sure recipe of some sort. We have compiled some guidelines in one way
that seemed helpful. In our study of this subject we haven’t found any
overall agreed on model with the answer. And, as many other who spent
much more time on this subject, we doubt that finding the one answer is a
realistic hope [15].
Application of our results to the ABCD process
Even if it was not an expected result of our study, when reviewing our
findings, we realized that the Five Elements might be useful to improve the
definition and practical application of step A of the ABCD process. A step
which seems to be sometimes too quickly overlooked by the practitioners of
the ABCD process. For readers not familiar with the ABCD, see figure 6.1.
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Structured around the Five Elements, our results are intended to help
engaging individuals to act strategically towards sustainability. Individuals
– like organisations – being systems within bigger systems, it makes sense
to believe that the higher level of our results (the Five Elements) can be
used when applying the ABCD process with organisations.
Without in-depth analysis of this idea, we envision two ways the Five
Elements could improve step A:
1. By having a better understanding of the engagement process of the
individuals participating in the ABCD process.
2. By using the questions asked in Earth, Water and Air to improve the
definition of what is meant by “awareness of the system”:
Understand yourself / the group, what you want to achieve, the
organisation’s behaviour and the influence of context, and how
change happens (in general or in the specific organisation).

In our programme, we have been using a lot the ABCD strategic
process, a strategic tool for backcasting from basic principles from
sustainability [12, 17]. In short, and for readers not familiar with this
process, the 4 steps are:
A. Awareness of the system and sharing a mental model of the
process to follow.
B. Assessing today from the point of view of success, when
sustainability has been reached.
C. Brainstorming solutions and visions to go from the present
situation towards success.
D. Selecting and prioritising measures from the C-list, by asking for
each measure: if it goes in the right direction; if it is a steppingstone for future improvement (flexible platform); and if it makes
good sense to perform it (ex: good return on investment, good
business or political opportunity, …).
Figure 6.1. Quick overview of the ABCD strategic process
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Ideas for future research
“In a world of things, you hold on to your things.
In a world of ideas, the more we share, the more we have.”
Göran Carstedt [44]
There’s only so much one can do in a limited amount of time and before
sharing ideas with other to let them grow faster. This report represents how
far we have been able to go, we can see at least three possibilities of further
research from where we got to.
Continue the research. Testing our findings with a panel of experts, trying
to improve our suggested structure of Five Elements and Guide, finding
different and possibly better detailed information, potentially getting rid of
some. These could be future research around our subject.
Practical testing. How is this information and the way it is structured
helpful? One option could be to approach individuals following these
elements for one group, and to forget all or some of them for another group.
Are there differences? Are some elements more important than others?
How can our structure be improved? How can extra or less information
improve the guide we put together?
The Five Elements and the ABCD process. We haven’t given a lot of
thoughts to this unexpected result. Can the Five Elements help improve the
use of the ABCD process? How can the ABCD process help improve our
results? When people do increasing cycles of ABCD, what happens to them
from the point of view of the Five Elements? Right now, we mainly see
some potential collaboration between the two around step A. How can it be
done and tested? Is it mainly in with A or with the whole ABCD process?
At least for the two of us, we feel we have done something that will help us.
We hope and believe it can help others, and more important that it could
bring a little something to the growing number of strategic actions towards
sustainability. The fact our results raised quite a few questions and potential
future researches is probably a good sign. With this work or without it, the
best sign of all would be that more and more individuals will be engaged to
act faster and faster strategically towards sustainability.
We wish you, and us, success in this quest!
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Appendix

–––––
The Five Elements Guide
Structured information to help engage individuals
to act strategically towards sustainability

–––––
In the appendix, we present the reader the Five Elements Guide we created
as a result of this thesis work. Having been through our thesis report, one
will find that entire sections are repeated in the Five Elements Guide. This
is because it is designed to be a stand alone product as useful as possible.
This Five Elements Guide is available in electronic format and in colours.
Hoping it can bring a little something in the needed change to bring society
faster towards sustainability, the authors are happy to distribute this work as
widely as interest will ask for.
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