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A cross the political spectrum, certain 
movements have demonstrated an 
extraordinary ability to mobilise 

millions of people, shape behaviour, 
influence culture and drive collective 
action. This article is not about adopting 
exclusionary, anti-democratic or extremist 
positions. It is about recognising that 
successful political movements often 
understand human psychology better than 
sustainability campaigns do. 

The strongest lesson sustainability can 
learn from successful political movements 
is not ideology. It is psychology.

Sustainability professionals tend to 
operate on a simple assumption: if people 
understand the facts, they will change their 
behaviour. Yet despite overwhelming 

At the end of this article, you will find a sustainability strategy framework 
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scientific evidence, countless ESG reports 
and increasingly ambitious targets, 
translating concern into meaningful action 
remains one of sustainability’s greatest 
frustrations.

At BNP Paribas Real Estate (BNPPRE),  
we have found that creating sustainable 
behaviour is rarely about providing more 
information. It is about creating the 
conditions that enable people to 
participate, belong and take ownership.

If sustainability advocates want to 
accelerate environmental and social action, 
perhaps we need to spend less time asking 
how to communicate information and more 
time asking how to build identity, 
belonging, agency and purpose.

WHY FACTS ALONE RARELY 
CHANGE BEHAVIOUR
Human beings are not purely rational 
decision-makers. Research shows that we 
rarely evaluate information objectively. 
Instead, we interpret facts through existing 
identities, social groups, cultural narratives 
and worldviews. Facts matter, but they are 
filtered through identity.

This helps explain why sustainability 
campaigns often struggle to generate 
action despite strong evidence. The sector 
has traditionally invested heavily in 
information-based approaches: reports, 
metrics, carbon footprints, scientific 
evidence and compliance frameworks.

Successful political movements on the 
other hand, focus on creating a sense of 
belonging. They provide people with a 
shared story about who they are, what they 
stand for and what they are trying to 
achieve together.

As a result, sustainability campaigns can 
sometimes feel like educational exercises, 
while successful political movements feel 
like social movements.

THE POWER OF IDENTITY AND 
BELONGING
Many sustainability messages are framed 
around abstract global challenges:
•	 Climate change.
•	 Biodiversity loss.
•	 Net zero.
•	 Scope 3 emissions.

These issues are critically important, but 
they can also feel distant and 
overwhelming. People often struggle to 
connect their individual actions to global 
outcomes.

Successful movements connect action to 
identity. People are not simply asked to 
support a cause; they are invited to become 

part of a group. For example, at BNP 
Paribas Real Estate, we establish dedicated 
sustainability committees that bring 
together key asset stakeholders, including 
the landlord, occupiers, facility managers, 
maintenance operators, and different 
suppliers. All are invited to share their 
identity, their purpose, their ambitions for 
the future, and, in doing so, help co-create 
the building’s community and ethos. 

Environmental engagement becomes 
more powerful when it answers questions 
such as:
•	 What kind of community are we?
•	 What kind of place do we want to leave 

behind?
•	 What responsibilities do we have to 

future generations?
•	 What does stewardship look like in 

practice?

Rather than focusing exclusively on 
global targets, sustainability messaging 
may become more effective when it 
emphasises local communities, civic pride, 
stewardship of place, protection of loved 
ones and community resilience.

People are often motivated less by saving 
the world than by protecting what they 
already care about.

AGENCY BEATS DOOM
Fear alone is rarely enough. People need to 
believe they can make a difference.

This sense of efficacy or agency is one of 
the strongest predictors of behaviour 
change. People disengage when challenges 
appear impossible. They engage when they 
believe action matters.

Effective sustainability communication 
balances urgency with agency. It 
communicates:
•	 The challenge is real.
•	 Solutions exist.
•	 Progress is possible.
•	 Individual and collective actions matter.
•	 People can influence outcomes.

The goal is not false optimism. It is 
realistic empowerment.
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SPEAKING DIFFERENT MORAL 
LANGUAGES
Sustainability messages often assume 
everyone shares the same moral priorities. 
Research associated with Jonathan Haidt’s 
Moral Foundations Theory suggests 
otherwise.

The same sustainability outcome can be 
framed in different ways:
•	 Conservation can be framed as protecting 

heritage.
•	 Energy efficiency can be framed as 

reducing waste and increasing resilience.
•	 Biodiversity can be framed as 

stewardship and responsibility.
•	 Community resilience can be framed as 

protecting families and neighbourhoods.

The objective remains the same. The 
moral language changes.

Effective sustainability communication 
may require a broader portfolio of moral 
narratives rather than assuming one 
message resonates with everyone.

TRUSTED MESSENGERS AND LOCAL 
ACTION MATTER
Who delivers a message is often as 
important as the message itself. People 
trust individuals they perceive as part of 
their own community and whose 
experience reflects their own. In the built 
environment, some of the most influential 
sustainability advocates may not be 
sustainability professionals at all, but 
facilities managers, building engineers, 
operations teams, local businesses and 
tenant representatives.

Equally important, human psychology  
is local.

People engage more strongly with issues 
that feel immediate, visible and personally 
relevant. Community resilience, healthy 
workplaces, local biodiversity, public spaces 
and neighbourhood wellbeing are often far 
more motivating than abstract planetary 
threats.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR PROPERTY 
MANAGERS AND ESG 
PROFESSIONALS
The built environment is one of the most 
powerful places to influence sustainable 
behaviour. Buildings are not just physical 
assets, they host communities where 
people work, interact and make thousands 
of decisions every day.

The most effective sustainability 
strategies therefore go beyond 
communicating targets; they create the 
conditions for people to participate.

At BNP Paribas Real Estate, we’ve found 
that behaviour changes when people feel 
ownership rather than obligation. That’s 
why we’ve rolled out dedicated 
sustainability committees across major 
assets, bringing together key stakeholders 
to identify priorities, co-design initiatives 
and champion change within their own 
organisations. The result has been stronger 
occupier engagement, improved 
relationships with local communities and 
measurable reductions in resource 
consumption.

The same principle applies beyond 
environmental performance. When 
developing social value strategies, we work 
with clients, building teams and occupiers 
to identify the issues that matter most to 
them and their local communities. Rather 
than delivering a prescribed programme, 
we create a shared plan that gives 
stakeholders the agency to lead initiatives 
they genuinely care about.

We also recognise that one message does 
not fit every audience. Investors, facilities 
teams and occupiers are motivated by 
different priorities, so our role is to provide 
the right context for each group. In one 
national energy-saving campaign, simply 
harnessing friendly competition between 
occupiers and building teams resulted in 
the highest-performing building reducing 
its energy use by nearly 40%.

The lesson is simple: sustainable 
behaviour is most likely to stick when 
people feel ownership, local relevance and 
a shared sense of purpose.

HOW TO BUILD A STRATEGY CENTRED ON 
PROMOTING SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIOUR

S uccessful political movements understand that people are motivated by identity, belonging, emotion, trusted relationships and 
shared purpose. To successfully mobilise people to act on the available evidence, sustainability does not need to abandon science 
or compromise its values, it simply must reframe the messaging to appeal to and activate the values, priorities and emotional 

bonds of the audience. Follow these six principles to create a successful sustainability movement founded on a strong identity, moral 
clarity, sense of belonging, emotional engagement and collective purpose.

SIX PRINCIPLES FOR BEHAVIOUR-CENTRED SUSTAINABILITY

1. MAKE SUSTAINABILITY  
PART OF IDENTITY

People are more likely to act  
when sustainability becomes part of  

who they are, not just something they  
are asked to do.

Ask: How can we help occupiers,  
tenants and communities see themselves 

as stewards of their building, 
neighbourhood or workplace?

4.USE THE RIGHT MESSENGER
People trust people like them.

 
Property managers, engineers, local 
community leaders, employers and 

tenant champions can often be more 
influential than sustainability specialists 

alone.
 

Ask: Who does our audience  
already trust? 

2. LOCALISE THE STORY
Global challenges feel distant. 

Local impacts feel real.

Connect sustainability initiatives to the 
places people know and care about: 

healthier workplaces, resilient 
communities, reduced waste, greener 

public spaces and improved wellbeing.
 

Ask: What does sustainability mean here, 
for this building and this community?

5. CREATE VISIBLE AGENCY
People engage when they believe their 

actions matter.
 

Break sustainability into practical actions 
with clear outcomes. Celebrate progress 

and demonstrate how individual 
contributions create collective impact.

 
Ask: Can people clearly see how their 

actions make a difference?

3. LEAD WITH EMOTION,  
SUPPORT WITH EVIDENCE

Facts build credibility, but emotions  
drive engagement.

Use stories that evoke pride, hope, 
belonging, protection and collective 

achievement. Then use data to reinforce 
the message.

 Ask: How do we want people to feel 
before we ask them to act?

6. BUILD COMMUNITY,  
NOT COMPLIANCE

Long-term change is sustained by social 
norms and shared purpose, not instructions.

 
Create opportunities for collaboration, 
participation and collective ownership.  

The goal is to build a culture where 
sustainable behaviour becomes the expected 

and valued norm.
 

Ask: Are we creating a movement,  
or simply communicating a policy?
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If you’d like to discuss the topics raised in this article and what they could mean  
for your business, please get in touch with our team:
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