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How to Get People to Change   
(for the Greener) 

 

 

 

In 2010, Chip Heath and Dan Heath (of Made to Stick fame) were featured in an article 

in Inc. Magazine titled, How to Get People to Change, in which the brothers discussed 

their new book on change management.  

 

At Strategic Sustainability Consulting, the article sparked lots of internal discussion 

about what it takes for people to shift  both their thinking and their actions—and of 

course we looked at it through a sustainability lens. What followed was a series of SSC 

blog entries about how to get people to change (for the greener). We’ve rounded up 

those blogs and compliled them in a short white paper. Enjoy!  

 

Note: Text in blue italics are quotes from the original Inc. article.  

  

  

http://www.madetostick.com/
http://www.inc.com/magazine/20100201/how-to-get-people-to-change.html
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Consider your 
Communication 

“One of the main mistakes is when 

leaders come up with a new vision but 

never translate that broad analytical 

vision into something people on the 

frontlines can actually execute. I was 

talking to an entrepreneur who wanted 

his employees to have a "mindset of 

customer service." But if you're an 

employee, when you hear that, all you 

hear is buzzword, buzzword, 

buzzword, jargon, jargon, jargon.” 

 

Ahh, this could not be more pertinent 

for the “green” crowd.  Think back to 

your last conversation—around the 

water cooler with your climate skeptic 

colleagues, or networking at that small 

business happy hour.  Consultants 

pitching their wares and inside 

sustainability champions make the 

same mistake again and again.  We 

throw around terms like “sustainability” 

and “systems thinking” without 

providing any kind of common context.  

Hell, even the term “green” is vague.  

 

Is it any surprise that we see people nod 

(and perhaps even agree with us) and 

yet behavior goes unchanged? 

Companies create broad GHG reduction 

goals, but employees have no idea how 

to implement them.  Consultants 

provide slick reports to clients, who 

quietly place them into a drawer and go 

about their business.  Green teams 

create vision statements that speak 

compellingly of holistic change, but 

never get traction with the company 

decision makers.  

 

 

While there are many reasons that 

change doesn’t happen, buzzwords and 

jargon is certainly one of the main 

problems.  I challenge you to look hard 

at the language you’re using to 

convince people of the importance of 

sustainability.  Can you explain all the 

concepts in a way that people on the 

frontlines can execute?  If not, go back 

and practice on your loved ones…they 

have no choice but to sit patiently and 

listen. 
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Let Them Convince 
Themselves 

“… Microsoft had some very stubborn 

programmers who thought they were 

writing brilliant software. But six out of 

10 customers Microsoft surveyed 

couldn't figure out how to use the new 

feature. When they told the 

programmers this, their response was, 

"Where did you find six dumb people?" 

Microsoft brought the programmers 

into a usability-testing lab and put 

them behind a two-way mirror. When 

the programmers watched a real 

customer struggle with the software 

they designed, the programmers 

immediately started thinking about 

ways of changing it.” 

 

People need to see the final results of 

their actions.  Take a company field trip 

to your local landfill and watch people’s 

eyes open.  Not so radical, but equally 

effective: show them the electric bill.  

Consider posting the electric bill at the 

front doors every month and you’ll be 

amazed at how energized people 

become about turning off those unused 

bathroom lights.  

 

Lesson: some people need to see with 

their own eyes before they will be 

willing to change their behavior.  Don’t 

just tell people about the importance of 

going green—show them. 

Focus on a Few Specific 
Priorities 

“Our analytical capacity is wonderful, 

but we face too many choices. If you 

give customers in a grocery store an 

assortment of 24 jams to sample, 

they're actually less likely to buy any of 

the jams than if there are only six jams. 

Very often we paralyze our analytical 

side by offering it too much to analyze. 

The same thing happens if you give 

your employees too many things to 

think about -- like having a "mindset of 

customer service." As an employee, 

there are 45 things I could do that 

might improve customer service, and I 

don't have time to do all of those 

things, so I end up doing none of 

them.” 
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This is SO important for companies with 

a green program.  You can’t just 

encourage employees to “go green” or 

“reduce your carbon footprint”. Get 

specific!  Part of creating a smart 

sustainability strategy is creating a set 

of guiding principles that allows you 

(and everyone else in your organization) 

to set priorities.   

 

Give people a few key options to choose 

from—rather than leave them in limbo 

with a hundred thousand potential 

actions.  That not encourages employee 

to change their behavior, but also 

makes sure you get the biggest bang 

for your buck from a green initiative. 

Don’t Block the Path to 
Success 

“One of the most basic mistakes that 

psychologists have documented is that 

we tend to blame people and their 

personalities for problems and ignore 

situations. One of my students, a 

director at Nike, thought of herself as a 

very open manager. She had an open-

door policy, but when she asked for 
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feedback, she learned that her staff 

thought she was a bad communicator.  

After talking with her team, she realized 

the problem was the way her desk was 

set up. When an employee came in and 

sat across from her, her computer was 

right in the middle. She got distracted 

when e-mails showed up. After she 

rearranged her office so she would have 

to turn her chair away from the 

computer when an employee came in, 

she immediately got positive feedback. 

By fixing that environment, she fixed 

the problem.” 

We see this problem a lot working with 

clients.  Take the issue of recycling. 

Companies often complain that 

employees don’t take advantage of 

recycling opportunities, throw up their 

hands, and admit defeat.  Instead, we 

recommend they try three simple things 

before giving up (or investing in 

anything expensive): 

 

 Make recycling bins more 

accessible.  Instead of a single, 

central location for recycling, 

give each employee a small 

recycling bin to keep at their 

desk.  People will do what’s easy, 

so make it easy to recycle at the 

point of disposal.  Put recycling 

bins every place you might want 

to throw something away—the 

copy machine, the bathroom, the 

kitchen, the conference 

rooms…you get the idea. 

 

 At employees’ desks, swap out 

large trash cans for smaller, 

pint-sized versions. Smaller 

trash cans make employees 

notice how much trash they are 

actually generating—and that 

awareness is a key part of 

changing employee behavior. 

 

 Add clear and concise 

information about what can (and 

cannot) be recycled in easy-to-

access places.  A summary chart 

posted above the kitchen 

recycling facilities, a simple 

sticker on the office recycling 

bins, and a more comprehensive 

resource available on your 

organization’s intranet, are a 

great mix. 
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The next time you’re up against a green 

problem, look for a solution that makes 

it easier for people to change.  Often, 

just making the green option more 

convenient will result in a noticeable 

difference! 

Use Peer Pressure 
Effectively 

“Social influence is strong. If a third of 

your employees aren't filling out their 

expense reports on time, what they may 

not know is that two-thirds of your 

employees are. Sometimes just 

understanding that a crowd of people is 

moving in a direction makes people 

uncomfortable enough to change. One 

of my favorite studies in the book is 

about a group of researchers who went 

into hotels that have those "Please 

reuse your towels" signs. They changed 

one of the signs to say, "Most people in 

this hotel reuse their towels at least 

once during their stay." Immediately, 

towel reuse rates went up 25 percent, 

and laundry bills went down.” 

 

This is not just about letting people in 

your organization know about the 

“green things” that their colleagues are 

doing, but also about setting 

expectations.  And to do this effectively, 

you need to have some simple metrics.  

Do you know how many of your 

employees recycle?  How many of them 

telecommute at least once a month?  

Take advantage of public transit 

commuter benefits?  Before you can use 

social influence in the workplace, you 

need to have credible data backing you 

up. 

Preach Hope, Not Fear 

"We commonly think that fear is a good 

motivator, but fear works for only a 

short time. And this recession has gone 

on for a couple of years in some parts 

of the country. So when we try to 

motivate people, we need to find 

feelings of hope and optimism." 

 

Remember the movie An Inconvenient 

Truth, and how it swept over the United 

States and marked a huge turning point 

in our nation’s awareness of the perils 

of climate change?  It turns out that the 

movie was great at giving us a sharp 

slap to the face (metaphorically 
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speaking of course), but not great at 

inspiring change.  The doom-and-

gloom scenarios presented by Al Gore 

didn’t really make the case for 

responding to climate change.  People 

were shocked, but then went back to 

their everyday lives—just check out the 

latest surveys showing that fewer 

people believe that climate change is 

real today than they did two years ago.  

 

People need something to run to, not 

just something to run from.  As you 

think about a sustainability strategy for 

your organization, make sure it isn’t 

just about “reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions” or “using less water.” Put a 

positive spin on it – how many trees will 

you save by going paperless?  How 

much money will you trim from the 

electricity budget by installing 

computer power management 

software?  How many more hours will 

employees spend at home with their 

families instead of commuting when 

they have the option to telecommute 

once a week?  Find the positive!  

 

As sustainability consultants, we often 

work with clients who are approaching 

sustainability from a “have to” 

perspective.  Walmart is knocking on 

their door saying, "lower your 

greenhouse gases."  Investors have filed 

a shareholder resolution saying, "you 

have to implement a supplier code of 

conduct."  Customers are asking for it 

saying, "you have to pursue a third 

party 'green' certification."  

 

We work with clients to address 

stakeholder needs, but also balance 

that impetus with finding internal 

motivation.  What can employees rally 

around in this sustainability journey? 

It’s where high-impact issues meet 

high-enthusiasm that the most amazing 

things are accomplished. 

 

Look for the Bright Spots 

"There's a technique we talk about in 

the book: looking for the bright spots. 

When you face a change situation, 

you're often demoralized and 

depressed. Instead of focusing on what 

isn't working, you need to shift people 

over to thinking, What have we done in 
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the past that has been successful for 

us?" 

 

When we work with clients, we often 

use this technique—especially when 

employees want to “go green” but are 

skeptical or hesitant about whether or 

not it can actually be accomplished.  We 

ask them about a past work initiative 

that was successful, and try to figure 

out what characteristics of the project 

made it a winner.  

 

 Was it delegated throughout 

every department?  Or led by a 

specific team? 

 Was it well funded?  Or did 

having a shoestring budget push 

people to be innovative? 

 Were the CEO and executive 

management team actively 

involved?  Or did the CEO stay 

out of the way? 

 Were there clear deadlines and a 

detailed timeline for 

implementation?   Or was it a 

grassroots initiative that 

organically spread throughout 

the organization? 

 Were there lots of meetings to 

keep everybody informed?  Or 

was it successful because 

everyone wasn’t bogged down by 

unnecessary bureaucracy? 

 

Once employees are able to articulate 

characteristics that make a workplace 

initiative a success, we are better able 

to help them plan effective guidelines 

for a sustainability program.  We can 

spot potential red flags early and guide 

our client around potential pitfalls.  By 

engaging employees in a process where 

they recall past successes, they are 

often able to grab hold of that 

enthusiasm and apply it to this new 

sustainability venture. 

 

 

 

 

If you liked this white paper… 

Check out our website (www.sustainabilityconsulting.com), where you’ll find a library 

of other free white papers, including: 

CHANGE MANAGEMENT AND EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT 

 Become a Sustainability Champion: At Any Career Level 

 Engaging Employees in the Company's Sustainability 

 Sustainability Change Management: We've Had the Green Audit, Now What? 

http://www.sustainabilityconsulting.com/
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CARBON AND EMISSIONS 

 Reducing Your Organization's Carbon Footprint: Addressing Commuter-Related 

Emissions 

 Renewable Energy Technologies for SMEs 

 Business Investments in Renewable Energy Credits 

SUSTAINABILITY MANAGEMENT AND SYSTEMS 

 Choosing Sustainability Management Software for Your Business 

 Sustainable Manufacturing: Comparing Lean, Six Sigma, and Total Quality 

Manufacturing 

 Sustainability Standards and Certifications: Making Sense of the Maze for Your 

Business 

SUPPLY CHAIN AND PRODUCT RESPONSIBILITY 

 Cut the Wrap: Packaging Waste and Strategies for Mitigation and Reduction 

 Every Last Drop: Water and Sustainable Business 

 Sustainability Through the Value Chain 

 Introduction to Life Cycle Assessments: A Primer for Business Owners 

BUILDING AND FACILITIES MANAGEMENT 

 A Bright Idea: Energy Efficient Lighting for Offices 

 Green Roofs and Living Walls 

 Green Retrofitting 101 

 Sick Building Syndrome: When Good Air Goes Bad 

 Sustainable Commercial Interior Design 

 The New Way to Shine: A Guide to Greening Your Cleaning 

FOOD AND AGRICULTURE 

 Food Network: A Plan for Comprehensive Restaurant Sustainability 

 Sustainable Agriculture Go Together Like Peanut Butter and Jelly 

 Greening the Food Shopping Experience 

 Sustainable Energy Solutions for Small and Medium Sized Farms 

 Sustainable Winemaking: A Liquid Revolution 

SUSTAINABILITY REPORTING AND GREEN MARKETING 

 Green Marketing: Think Before You Act 

 Sustainability Report for SMEs: A Closer Look at the GRI 


