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Background and history
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Defining sustainable living
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Many different terms are used to describe sustainable living, 
including ‘low-carbon living’, ‘sustainable consumption’, 
‘sustainable everyday lives’ and ‘sustainable livelihoods’. 
However, these do not necessarily get at the scale, magnitude 
and urgency of what is required to transform our ways of living.

We define sustainable living as aligning with 1.5 degree 
lifestyles. This concrete target reflects the level of ambition that 
has been scientifically determined to align with aspirations 
embedded in the Paris Agreement on climate change. 

A similar ambition is captured in the concept of one-planet living, 
which reflects the wider ecological challenges beyond climate. 

Our aim is to speed the global transition to sustainable living, 
in ways that are inclusive and equitable and that ensure 
individual and societal wellbeing. 

We define 
sustainable living 
as aligning with 

1.5 degree lifestyles 
and one-planet living.



Engaging people about changing their daily lives and 
habits can be a ‘hot button’ issue – it can be controversial 
and bring out strong emotions. 

It is a difficult topic even within the climate change 
movement and in communities advocating sustainability. 

However, there are ways to approach this issue with 
empathy and to support grounded, responsive and 
inspiring conversations that lead to motivated action.

We can combine the urgency revealed by the scientific 
foundation of living within ecological limits, with a 
generosity of spirit that reinforces solutions.
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The challenge

We support 
grounded, responsive 

and inspiring 
conversations that 
lead to motivated 

action.



What’s been done in the past

Focused on ordinary citizens ‘doing their part’ 
through reducing their personal carbon footprints.
● One-way, single-area actions: top 10 lists, ‘ways to 

go green’, etc.

Problems:
● People readily adopted some behaviors (turning 

off lights, recycling) but were less likely to take on 
more challenging sustainable behaviours.

● Failure to bring about meaningful (long-term and 
enduring) changes.

● Not close to the scale of change required. 

Earlier Approaches (1990s-2000s)
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Shifted away from a focus on individual behaviours, 
with the view that changes are instead needed in 
societal institutions and systems.
● Policymakers ‘nudging’ people and institutions 

toward low-carbon choices.

● Campaigns making the sustainability message subtle 
or secondary - focusing on positive solutions, but not 
leading with environmental messages.

Problems:
● This hides the footprint problem and fails to 

give a big picture perspective.

● People need the context and to understand 
the ultimate footprint goal to guide impactful action.

What’s been done in the past
Newer Approach (2000s to present)
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● We need to emphasize the footprint 
numbers, vs. taking a roundabout approach.

● We need to use effective communication to 
increase understanding, reframe people’s 
aspirations and priorities, support behaviour 
change, and shape new social norms and 
values...

● Changing behaviour in piecemeal 
ways and ‘nudging’ people into 
different choices have failed to 
mainstream sustainable living.

● More ambitious approaches – 
aligned with structural interventions 
that enable people to move in the 
right direction – are required.

 We need to find a better way

...toward the ultimate goal of sustainable 
living within ecological limits.
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The stories that we tell ourselves and each other 
about the world determine our actions in the future.

The narratives that people create about their lives – 
and that prevail – influence how deeply, and in which 
direction, mindsets shift.

Narrative approaches such as storytelling can help 
bridge the divide by tapping into the deeper values 
and motivations that drive sustained action.

The importance of narrative

“We’re not fighting over facts. 
We’re doing battle over narrative.”
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https://climateaccess.org/blog/why-storytelling-
matters-climate-leaders



It is important to shape and reinforce a few key 
narratives around sustainable living that 

people see as desirable and possible, and that 
inspire and engage them in effective action.
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General 
communications tips 
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The following communications tips 
are drawn primarily from the work of 
Climate Access, Climate Outreach 
and Mindworks. 

       See Further Resources on page 24 
for additional information
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Tell stories

● Stories help translate complex topics into 
relatable concepts that resonate emotionally.

● Powerful stories can be told with words or 
with images. 

● Good stories resonate across cultures, ages 
and life experiences.
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Tips for communicating 
sustainable living



Share what better living looks like:

● Stories of people thriving in less polluting, 
happier, more socially just living situations.

Profile diverse people, cultures and countries 
that are making the shift:

● Stories of mainstreaming new sustainable habits.

● Stories of vulnerability, anxiety and struggle 
(to engage emotions).

● Stories about and by overlooked communities 
and marginalized voices.

We want to tell stories that...
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Relate human experiences of change, success, 
improvement, perseverance and growth:

● Stories of real people working together for 
solutions (using authentic, everyday images).

● Stories of everyday heros and positive actions 
that are already making a difference.

● Local, observable stories that are relevant to 
people’s lives (sense of place, community, pride).
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We want to tell stories that...
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Tips for communicating 
sustainable living

Use visuals

● Visuals are a powerful form of storytelling – 
‘a picture speaks a thousand words’.

● They can be easily shareable and digestible.

● They can quickly showcase clear, everyday 
actions that people can take.

● They can be tailored to appeal to different 
groups, genders, ages, etc.



We want to use visuals that...
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People can easily relate to, individualize and spread:

● Infographics that quickly show the impact/ footprint 
of the individual action (and that connect to the data).

● Cartoons / animations, posters, easy-to-understand 
graphics to translate complexity.

● Checklists of ‘how-to’s’ (rich asks, not just top 10s).

● Challenge graphics (‘3 week challenge’, ‘5 things 
to...’), with badges to share on completion.

● Social media shareables (frames, GIFs, memes, lists, 
characters, products, icons and text that are Facebook 
/ Instagram ready).



Be participatory

● Help people see themselves as the ‘hero’ of the story.

● Take time to learn about their values and 
motivations, the issues they care about.

● Engage people directly via living labs, peer 
exchanges, blogs, videos, social media, etc.

● Motivate action through contests and other 
approaches that recognize people in front of peers.

● Invite conversation to support active, conscious 
reflection on what sustainable living means.

Tips for communicating 
sustainable living
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Tips for communicating 
sustainable living
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Reach beyond the choir

● Expand beyond the usual audiences… 
especially to those you least expect to take action.

● Engage collectives, subcultures and unlikely allies 
(banks, bartenders, beauty mavens, etc.).

● Tap into peer groups: networks, associations, 
clubs, etc.

● Harness the power of influencers and celebrities 
as well as everyday heroes.



Tips for communicating 
sustainable living
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Be creative

● Employ humor and fun to make people smile and 
want to engage.

● Use surprise to catch people off-guard and make 
them think.

● Be irreverent if it will grab people’s attention in a 
non-offensive way.

● Highlight unusual but appealing ways of living 
sustainably to show that anything is possible.



Language and messaging
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“Sustainability is dead. At least, the entire language we use to talk about it should be 
buried. Let’s face it – the ladies who lunch and meet over mani-pedis are not likely to 
be swayed by words such as ‘circular economy’, ‘eco-city’ or ‘collaborative consumption’.

The key issue at stake is scale. We need to remake the lexicon of sustainability if we 
are to move beyond preaching to the choir and gain serious mindshare of the less 
interested masses….

Sustainability messaging must shift hard from a focus on abstract responsibility to 
helping people make subconscious choices that make them feel good about themselves. 

We need to speak to the heart, not to the head.”

Language matters

www.oneplanetnetwork.org/sites/default/files/china_dream_initiative.pdf



Messaging on sustainable living should...
Present a hopeful, holistic vision in accessible, appealing language.
● Articulate the options for better outcomes.
● Show how things can be improved – offer imaginable solutions.
● Share ways to build new attachment to the new realities we’re trying to create.

Engage people on what to do.
● Invite and guide people to do things differently, rather than giving a set of instructions.
● Emphasize that there are many ways to shift to better living.
● Show that MANY people are already engaged in actions, movements and positive outcomes.

Use simple, easy-to-remember words to define people’s everyday decisions.
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Shifting the framing from negative ↝ positive
Use More:
● ‘’More of what matters’’ ‘resourceful’, ‘heal’, 

‘mature’, ‘regenerate’
● Sense of resilience, preparedness, mutual 

support, responsibility, stewardship, protection, 
safety, thrift

● ‘Protein swap’ vs. ‘giving up meat’
● Collective action: ‘We are all connected / in this 

together’
● Intergenerational solidarity: ‘We owe it to our 

children to…’

Avoid / Use Less:
● ‘Reduce’, ‘prevent’, ‘limit’
● A suggestion of sacrifice, hardship, fear, 

danger, risk, loss. despair
● Words like ‘fight’, ‘tackle’, ‘battle’
● Phrases like ‘catastrophic climate change’, 

‘mass extinction’, ‘irreversible damage’

We want to offer a sense of forward movement: 
“It’s already happening – it’s time to join in.” 
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Further 
Resources
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Communications resources

● Climate Access – climateaccess.org

● Climate Outreach – climateoutreach.org

● Mindworks Institute

● Yale Program on Climate Change Communication – 
climatecommunication.yale.edu
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https://climateaccess.org/


2016 Report on 
Fostering and Communicating Sustainable Lifestyles

PARTNERS:

www.oneplanetnetwork.org/resource/fostering-and-communicating-sustainable-lifestyles-principles-and-emerging-practices-full 26



1.5 Degree Lifestyles: Targets and Options for Reducing 
Lifestyle Carbon Footprints

https://www.iges.or.jp/en/publication_documents/pub/technicalreport/en/6719/15_Degree_Lifestyles_MainReport.pdf

● establishing global targets 
for lifestyle carbon footprints, 

● examining current 
consumption patterns and 
their impacts on footprints, 
and 

● evaluating potential reduction 
impacts of low-carbon 
lifestyle options. 

The report fills a gap in the existing research by: 
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Sustainable Lifestyles: Options & Opportunities

www.oneplanetnetwork.org/sites/default/files/sl-options-and-opportunities_oct18_web.pdf

● This publication offers proven actions for creating and 
inspiring more sustainable lifestyles. 

● It provides the rationale, resources and ideas for developing 
initiatives across areas of food, mobility, housing, goods and 
leisure as well as in general sustainable lifestyle areas.

● The audience is people running campaigns and initiatives with 
limited resources who want maximum impact.

● Developed by the United Nations Environment Programme 
and One Earth.
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Smart Shift: Communicating About Sustainable Consumption
Framing and Engagement Research & Recommendations for Local Governments

https://sustainableconsumption.usdn.org/communications/overview

● Given the pervasiveness of consumption in the culture and 
economy, gaining support within municipal governments to 
initiate consumption programs and communicating with the 
public about the issue is challenging. 

● On behalf of the Urban Sustainability Directors Network (USDN), 
Climate Access developed the Smart Shift report to provide 
municipal leaders with guidance on how to frame the issue and 
engage stakeholders in shifting consumption patterns.

● USDN commissioned Climate Access to develop framing and 
engagement approaches that can help generate buy-in and 
advance programs to shift consumption patterns. 

● The focus was on identifying barriers and opportunities to 
advance programs within city governments. At the same time, 
consideration was given to communicating with the public.
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Sustainable Production and Consumption Framing Research Summary

https://sustainableconsumption.usdn.org/communications/overview

● Effective issue framing puts information into a context that 
makes it easy to absorb and interpret by employing core 
themes that connect the dots across issues and tapping 
deeply held social values.

● The Sustainable Production and Consumption Framing 
Research Summary outlines framing barriers and 
opportunities to consider when communicating about 
consumption issues.

● This report is part of the Sustainable Consumption Toolkit, 
developed as part of the Urban Sustainability Directors 
Network’s suite of Innovation Products.
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Connect with us

At the Beacon, we are shining a light on bold sustainable living solutions that are 
simple and possible. We offer creative strategies at the scale and impact necessary.

The Communications Scan was last updated in November 2021.

We welcome any feedback or reflections on either the scan or the Beacon 
approach, please contact us at  beacon4SL@oneearthweb.org.

Join us as we continue this journey.
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Beacon4SL.com
visit us at:


