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Changing people’s behaviour 
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Based on Change Management for Sustainable Development, IEMA/Penny Walker, 2017.  
 
If you want people’s behaviour to be more sustainable, then it helps if they have the right attitudes? 
Well, yes, but much less that you’d think. According to Professor Ken Peattie of Cardiff University’s 
Centre for Business Relationships, Accountability, Sustainability and Society (BRASS), research shows 
that attitudes towards the environment explain less than 20% of the differences between low-impact 
choices and high-impact ones. 
 
Even if people have them, eco-values are a very poor predictor of eco-action. So, if you want to 
change people’s behaviour, changing their attitudes may be a very slow and unreliable way of going 
about it. Fortunately, individual motivation is just one of six key sources of influence which together 
provide a sound foundation for getting the behaviour you want. 
 

Six Sources of Influence 
Grenny, J. Patterson, K. Maxfield, D. 2013. ‘Influencer: The New Science of Leading Change.’ 
 
The six sources of influence on behaviour divide into ‘motivation’ and ‘ability’.  You need to address 
these two crucial components at the level of the individual, their social setting (peers) and the 
structures within which they work. The more sources you utilise, the more powerful your behaviour-
change lever will be.  
 

 MOTIVATION ABILITY 

Personal 

1 Make the undesirable desirable. 
Give people reasons to do the new 
thing, or stop doing the old thing. Not 
just your reasons (which may be 
altruistically ethical or environmental), 
but reasons which match their own 
motivation (which could be completely 
different. 

2 Surpass your limits 
Find out what people need, to be able 
to adopt the new behaviour and put it 
in place. This could be skills, 
equipment or permission. 

 

Social 

3 Harness peer pressure.  
Encourage those who are prepared to, 
to prompt and comment, to lead from 
the middle. 

 

4 Find strength in numbers. 
Does the change need critical mass (for 
example, a car sharing scheme), are 
there economies of scale (for example, 
buying Fairtrade refreshments)? Put 
them in place. 

 

Structural 

5 Design rewards and demand 
accountability. 
Make sure people get feedback. Will 
anyone notice if the behaviour 
changes? What will the consequences 
be for them if people adopt the new 
way of doing things, and if they don’t? 

 

6 Change the environment. 
Ensure that the equipment, resource, 
and physical environment prompt and 
enable the new behaviour. 

 



The behaviour we want to see:  
 
 
 
 
 
The sources of influence we can use to bring this about:  
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