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Who is setting the pace for
personal sustainability?

From Deloitte’'s new Sustainable Actions Index comes a portrait
of the people bringing sustainability into the mainstream.
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Who is setting the pace for personal sustainability?

LIMATE CHANGE AND other ecological

crises are about people. Our families,

friends, neighbors, and colleagues will feel
the effects. Many already are. People will be at the
heart of solving these crises, too. As the costs and
impacts of climate change become clearer, so too
does the case for systems-level transformations
spanning energy, mobility, food, industry, and
more.! However, changes are only possible through
collective action, built through cumulative shifts in
attitudes and behaviors.

Because our choices are profoundly shaped by their
context—by what our friends, family, colleagues,
and communities do—the impact of an individual
action can extend beyond the immediate effect,

subtly influencing the behaviors of those around us.

In fact, research on social movements and change
suggests that a relatively small number of
dedicated individuals can catalyze much wider and
more rapid shifts in the broader environment.>

In the aggregate, such social contagion effects can
have dramatic impacts on attitudes and behaviors,
as seen on issues such as smoking and marriage
equality.3 That’s why personal efforts toward living
a more sustainable life matter. It’s less about the
individual emissions avoided by walking rather
than driving and more about the example the act
sets for others.

So how do we build societal support for a low-
carbon transformation?

We've created the Deloitte Sustainable Actions
Index to help answer that question. Our goal is to
understand what inspires individual and collective
action on sustainability-oriented behaviors. This
analysis can be applied to understand how close (or
not) we might be to societal tipping points in
behaviors and identify the levers companies and
governments can use to both respond to, and
encourage, the broader adoption of pro-climate
norms. It is part of an ongoing effort to look at
individual sustainability efforts in new ways,

centered around how companies, governments,
and civil society can catalyze the rapid adoption of
more sustainable practices by people. This is the
first in what will be a series of studies exploring
different applications of these ideas.

Constructing the Sustainable
Actions Index

To better understand the individual and collective
roles that people play in addressing climate change
and sustainability, we asked respondents to
Deloitte’s Global State of the Consumer Tracker*
about how sustainability factored into three
dimensions of their lives.

Because people are multifaceted, there are inherent
tensions and tradeoffs in the lives of even the most
sustainability-minded among us. That’s why the
survey was designed to gain insight into how
sustainability is shaping respondents’ actions in a
variety of ways: in their personal choices, their
civic participation, and in their workplace. The
approach allows us to see how different
demographic characteristics and beliefs manifest
differentially in behaviors across people’s lives.
Younger people tend to be more engaged with
sustainability across the board, for example, but
they are especially active in the political sphere. We
may dutifully recycle at home but take dozens of
flights for business travel. We may urge our
employer to do away with single-use plastics but
support political candidates who oppose policies to
address climate change.

Understanding these tensions and tradeoffs could
enable leaders to better manage risks and identify
ways to catalyze bolder, faster action. As a diverse
set of stakeholders increasingly demands climate
action, leaders can understand where, how, and
from whom “people pressure” to do more on
climate change and sustainability could manifest
and intensify. And it can allow them to craft
strategies and appeals to help accelerate action and




potentially shift behavior in ways that are tailored
to how particular groups are enacting sustainability
in different areas of their lives.

We addressed the three main spheres—home,
workplace, and community—in a series of
questions around personal choices, workplace

concerns, and citizen actions, as described below.

e Personal choices, covering matters that are
more directly under individual control as part
of daily habits and purchasing decisions. These
questions asked about the sustainability choices
people are making on a day-to-day basis. Do
they recycle or compost? Have they taken
measures to reduce energy usage or get their
energy from renewable sources? Have they
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e Workplace concerns related to people’s

engagement with sustainability at their jobs.
We asked questions about people’s expectations
of their employer’s sustainability actions, how a
potential employer’s position on sustainability
would factor into their decision to accept a job,
and if people would consider changing jobs to

work for a more sustainable company.

Citizen actions, about a person’s likelihood of
voting for a candidate who supports action
against climate change; their support of
regulations aimed at climate protection; their
participation in climate protests or
demonstrations; and if they have talked to
public officials or their friends and family about

climate change and the environment.

walked or cycled rather than using a personal

car? Have they considered, or bought, an We asked these and additional questions of 23,000
electric vehicle? Do they try to buy more locally, respondents in 23 countries in September 2021.
avoid or consume less meat, or choose more Responses were concentrated in North America,
sustainable products? Europe, and East and South Asia.
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To construct the Sustainable Actions Index, we then
synthesized responses to questions corresponding to
each of these three pillars and divided by the
number of items (varied by respondent depending
on nonresponses to specific items) and multiplied,
resulting in a unique score on each dimension of the
index. Respondents were then divided into three
groups based on their index scores’ deviation from
the mean: behavioral bystanders (low), the
moveable middle (medium), and sustainability
standard-setters (high), respectively.

This analysis focuses on the latter group because it
arguably serves as the best barometer for impactful

FIGURE 2

Profile of a sustainability standard-setter

25-44 years
old

behaviors and allows us to understand more
meaningful change and commitment. Research on
social movements and change suggests that a
relatively small number of dedicated individuals
can catalyze much wider and more rapid shifts in
the broader environment.5

Across geographies, a “typical” sustainability
standard-setter, among the respondents
participating in the survey, identifies as female; is
25—44 years old; is a high-income earner; has felt
worried or anxious about climate change recently;
has at least one child at home; and experienced at

least one climate event over the last six months.

Likely high
income

Experienced a
climate event
recently

Reports
climate
anxiety

Sustainability
standard-setter

Has at least one
child at home

Note: Deloitte analysis.




Digging deeper into the attributes of this group
reveals important variations across index
dimensions. There were five noteworthy
demographic and attitudinal factors that especially
correlated to people’s sustainability behaviors,
namely: belief in climate change; direct experience
of climate events; level of optimism about the
prospects of global climate action; the
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However, belief in a climate emergency doesn’t
seem to matter when it comes to motivating citizen
actions. Even those somewhat doubtful that
climate change constitutes an emergency are
almost as likely to be highly active in political and
civic activities as those who strongly believe
climate change is an emergency.®

presence of children at home; and age. Seve nty_two p erce nt of tot al

A sense of climate
emergency tends to
shape sustainable
behaviors

Not surprisingly, those who strongly believe
climate change is an emergency also tend to be the
ones working most actively to address it across all
aspects of their lives. But even modest shifts in the
strength of one’s beliefs are associated with a
significant drop-off in sustainability actions in
areas of personal choices and workplace concerns.
Twenty-four percent of respondents who strongly
believe climate change is an emergency were
standard-setters for personal choices, but that falls
to just 9% among those who only “somewhat

believe” climate change is an emergency.

respondents believe climate change
is an emergency.

This could suggest that climate change is a
polarizing and motivating issue for people across
the spectrum, but it might also indicate the degree
to which actions to address climate change can
enjoy widespread support—even among those who
are more sanguine about global warming. Among
all respondents, two-thirds of respondents wanted
government to take more steps to address climate
change and more than half said they supported
new regulations, even if it cost them personally. An
additional 54% of those surveyed said they would
be more likely to vote for a candidate that
supported climate action.”
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FIGURE 3

Belief that climate change is an emergency among sustainability
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Experiencing climate change
can spark action

Across every index domain, those who reported
recently experiencing a climate-related event—
extreme heat, wildfire, drought, etc.—were more
likely to be standard-setters. While this data
cannot determine causality,® the visceral
experience of living through the effects of a
changing climate appears to spur people to act (or
at least consider acting) in their personal choices,
in the public sphere, and in their workplaces. A
growing body of academic research supports this
idea,? although in some countries, there are stark
partisan divides.™ It is also possible that this is a

20 6% 19%
8% 9% 24%
1% L 18% | - 21%

Somewhat
believe believe

Don’t know Strongly

relatively recent dynamic, as media coverage grows
increasingly explicit about linking extreme weather
to climate change and as the scientific community
improves its ability to attribute particular events to
global warming.

Regardless, as more people across the world
directly experience severe weather and climate
events in the coming years,'* they may be spurred
to become sustainability standard-setters in
multiple aspects of their lives. Within local
geographies, climate-related disasters could
prompt employee, customer, and constituent
demands for more actions to mitigate and adapt to
climate change.
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FIGURE 4 Standard-setters are
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if they believe it’s feasible to effectively act in
solving climate change. For business leaders and
policymakers, this is an opportunity to catalyze
widespread behavioral change by building a
narrative of hope, emphasizing that addressing
climate change is within our wherewithal,

that we know what needs to be done, and that we
have most of the tools we need to do it—all
positions consistent with the scientific and
technological consensus.
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FIGURE 5
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A stake in the future translates
to sustainability action

Even if the world moves to rapidly reduce
emissions, the worst effects of climate change still
lie in our future.’s Having a tangible,
visceral stake in that future—evinced
by children at home—often translates
to a greater likelihood of being highly
engaged on sustainability issues
across all three pillars of the index.
The desire to set an example for one’s
children might also be at work; some
research indicates that parents act in
more climate-conscious ways when

children are watching.*®

Some observers contend that avoiding having
children is a climate-conscious choice because it

avoids the carbon footprint of another human' or
because it prevents one’s progeny from growing up
in an increasingly climate-damaged world.*® This
survey data offers a rejoinder to those arguments:
Having children appears to spur respondents to

Sixty-three percent of total
respondents with children at home
felt worried or anxious about
climate change, compared to 55%
among those without children.

engage more deeply and widely with sustainability,
making the kinds of changes that are needed to
avoid the worst climate change—induced impacts
facing us.




FIGURE 6
Children at home and their impact on
respondents’ sustainability actions
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Waxing and waning
sustainability actions with age

The index highlights clear differences in how
different generations incorporate sustainability
into their lives. Younger respondents are
significantly more likely to be highly engaged in
political and civic actions compared to older
groups. But the youngest cohort sees far fewer
respondents who are deeply active in sustainability
at either their workplaces or, perhaps surprisingly,
in their personal choices.
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This could reflect, in part, the constraints of their
circumstances. Some of the more impactful
sustainability personal choices—such as sourcing
renewable electricity for the home—may not be
available or viable. Likewise, those under 25 years
old are likely to be early in their career and may not
see a channel to influence sustainability in their
workplace environment. This finding reveals an
opportunity for business leaders to harness this
cohort’s overall support for more sustainable
practices. It’s also a chance to nurture long-term
brand loyalty from consumers by offering more
sustainable products even to the youngest cohort,
as this research suggests sustainable consumption
choices grow increasingly prevalent and important
with age.

Those who are in the early or middle parts of their
careers (25—44 years old) are also the most active
in their workplaces; they are only slightly less
engaged in citizen action and tend to be
sustainability standard-setters in the realm of
personal choices. This suggests an evolution with
age, with sustainability considerations expanding
to impact more dimensions of people’s lives,
starting from an initial focus on political and civic
actions to over time encompass workplace and
household behaviors.

Among older cohorts, the survey saw a high
prevalence of standards-setters around personal
choices, but that doesn’t extend to the workplace or
political life. The relative dearth of workplace
standard-setters among those older than 44 is
potentially worrisome given that those are likely to
be many of the people in leadership or managerial
positions and those who could be best positioned to
shape their organizations’ sustainability agendas.*
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FIGURE 7

Prevalence of sustainability standard-setters across respondents’

age groups and behavior dimensions
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From behavior change to
system change

Addressing climate change demands systems-level
transformations spanning energy, mobility, food,
industry, and more.2° But that doesn’t mean
individual attitudes and behaviors don’t have a role
to play. Shifting societal norms and actions can
feed into the efforts of companies and governments,
ideally creating positive feedback loops that can
lead to tipping points when adoption rapidly
accelerates. More demand for climate-friendly
products, for example, can prompt increases in the
quantity produced and their quality, and drive
down prices through economies of scale—in turn
fueling more demand.

It’s precisely this type of virtuous cycle that can
create a new cultural norm. The index offers
considerations for leaders across domains who
seek to encourage sustainable behaviors.

Prepare for change: Understand when, where,
and along which dimensions a tipping point in
behavior could be reached, leading to rapid change.
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7%
7%

17%
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15%
%
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Ages 55-64

Assess whether your organization is ready for a
shift in popular attitudes and actions. What risks
might such shifts pose across each of the three
index dimensions (consumption, politics, and work)?

Nurture a narrative of change: Optimism can
fuel action. Build a vision for your customers,
constituents, and workers that shows the potential
of a more sustainable future and a plausible path to
get there. Don’t sugarcoat the challenges or be
afraid to admit fears or constraints (large or small),
but emphasize a way forward rooted in action—
“the antidote to despair.”

Encourage change: Act in the areas where your
organization can accelerate behavioral change
among the constituents you speak to. If you are a
retailer or produce consumer goods, how can you
make the sustainable option also the go-to option,
one that doesn’t sacrifice performance or price?
Change the way you communicate with consumers
through marketing and advertising to make
sustainable choices more appealing. If you are in
government, how can you translate growing

support for climate action into actual policy? If you

10



are an employer, how can you integrate climate
and sustainability considerations into every part of
the business in ways that meet workers’
expectations and help you attract and retain the
best talent? What are the broader implications of
these shifts for your operating model and key metrics?

As the impacts of climate change and other
ecological crises become clearer, so does the case
for change. The world is mobilizing, belatedly, to
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address the climate crisis. Governments across the
globe are deploying an array of policy and
regulatory tools as they attempt to slash emissions.
Companies are setting net-zero targets, with broad
implications for supply chains and business
models. A large and growing group of
sustainability-minded citizens can help make these
efforts easier and more impactful, so it behooves
businesses and governments to enable individuals
to become sustainability standard-setters.

1"



Who is setting the pace for personal sustainability?

Endnotes

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

20.

21.

Scott Corwin and Derek Pankratz, Leading in a low-carbon future: A “system of systems” approach to addressing
climate change, Deloitte Insights, May 2021.

See, for just one example, Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic
of Nonviolent Conflict (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, August 2011).

Robert Frank, Under the Influence: Putting Peer Pressure to Work (Princeton University Press, January 2020).
Deloitte, Global State of the Consumer Tracker, accessed March 10, 2022.

See, for just one example, Chenoweth and Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works.

Note that this question does not ask about whether climate change is happening or what is causing it.
Deloitte Global State of the Consumer Tracker, Wave 23, September 2021.

Itis possible the explanation runs the other way, i.e., those who are most active on sustainability issues across
these domains are also most likely to interpret recent weather events through the lens of climate change.

Magnus Bergquist, Andreas Nilsson, and Wesley P. Schultz, “Experiencing a severe weather event increases
concern about climate change,” Frontiers in Psychology 10 (2019).

Jennifer Marlon, “Study: Extreme weather may not lead to increased support for climate action,” Yale Climate
Connections, June 16, 2021.

For more on advances in climate attribution, see: World Weather Attribution, “Home,” accessed March 17, 2022.
IPCC, AR6 climate change 2021: The physical science basis, 2021.

Just one example among many: Jonathan Watts, “Climatologist Michael E Mann: ‘Good people fall victim to
doomism. | do too sometimes,” Guardian, February 27, 2021.

IPCC, Global warming of 1.5 °C, 2018.
IPCC, ARG climate change 2021.

Helena Fornwagner and Oliver P. Hauser, “Climate action for (my) children,” Environmental and Resource
Economics 81 (2022): pp. 95-130.

Seth Wynes and Kimberly A Nicholas, “The climate mitigation gap: education and government
recommendations miss the most effective individual actions,” Environmental Research Letters 12,
no. 074024 (2017).

Elle Hunt, “BirthStrikers: meet the women who refuse to have children until climate change ends,” Guardian,
March 12, 2019.

Note that this dimension of the index applies only to those currently employed. Retirees exiting the workforce does
not account for lower prevalence of sustainability standards-setters in workplace concerns.

Corwin and Pankratz, Leading in a low-carbon future.

Often attributed to singer Joan Baez, a version of this sentiment is also expressed by climate scientist Katharine
Hayhoe; CNN, “Climate scientist: The antidote to despair is action,” video, September 24, 2021.




Who is setting the pace for personal sustainability?

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank the following people for their help and contribution in developing the
ideas of this research: Andrew Ashenfelter, Halina Franczak, Marcello Gasdia, Susan Hogan,
Nirmal Kujur, Aleksander Laszek, David Levin, Aditya Narayan, Jay Parekh, Elizabeth Payes,
Paula Payton, and Stephen Rodgers.

About the authors

Leon Pieters | leonpieters@deloitte.nl

Leon Pieters is the Consumer Industry leader for Deloitte Global. In this role, he is responsible for
overseeing Deloitte Global's four consumer sectors: Automotive; Consumer Products; Retail, Wholesale
& Distribution (RWD); and Transportation, Hospitality & Services (THS). Pieters is charged with setting
the overall strategic direction and go-to-market strategy for the practice. Currently a consulting partner
in the Netherlands firm, Pieters has more than 18 years of experience working with large
multinationals, especially in the food & beverage space, on strategy & transformation projects across
the major countries in Europe and in the United States. His key areas of expertise include supply chain
strategy, operating models, process optimization, technology enablement, and digital transformations.
He is a sponsoring partner of the LGBT initiative (GLOBE) of Deloitte Netherlands and is a board
member of Workplace Pride, the international organization for inclusiveness of LGBT employees

in the workplace.

Irena Pichola | ipichola@deloitte.com

Irena Pichola has more than 20 years of professional experience in sustainability, climate change,
economics, and public sector. She is a partner at Deloitte, responsible for the Sustainability &
Economics Consulting Central Europe practice. She has delivered more than 1,000 assignments of
different kinds for both public and private sector advising on strategic transformations,
decarbonization, stakeholder management, and disclosures to name a few. She is heavily involved in
the business-government cooperation related to sustainability challenges and has led flagship projects
involving national priorities and strategy related to sustainability.

Derek M. Pankratz | dpankratz@deloitte.com

Derek M. Pankratz is a senior research manager with the Center for Integrated Research (CIR) in
Deloitte Services LP. He leads Deloitte’s global research on climate change, sustainability, and the
future of mobility.

David R. Novak | danovak@deloitte.com

David R. Novak, PhD, is a research manager with the Center for Integrated Research (CIR) in Deloitte
Services LP. He manages and supports research and thought leadership at the intersections of climate
change, sustainability, human behavior, and technology.




Who is setting the pace for personal sustainability?

Contact us

Our insights can help you take advantage of change. If you're looking for fresh ideas to address your
challenges, we should talk.

Industry leadership

Leon Pieters
Partner | Global Consumer Industry Leader | Deloitte Consulting B.V.
+31 882882517 | leonpieters@deloitte.nl

Leon Pieters is the Consumer Industry leader for Deloitte Global. In this role, he has responsibility for
overseeing Deloitte Global's four consumer sectors: Automotive; Consumer Products; Retail, Wholesale
& Distribution (RWD); and Transportation, Hospitality & Services (THS).

Irena Pichola
Partner | Cyber and Stategic Risk | Deloitte Global
+48 22 5110335 | ipichola@deloitte.com

Irena Pichola has more than 20 years of professional experience in sustainability, climate change,
economics, and public sector. She is a partner at Deloitte, responsible for the Sustainability &
Economics Consulting Central Europe practice, which she established and developed over the years.




About the Deloitte Center for Integrated Research

The Deloitte Center for Integrated Research (CIR) offers rigorously researched and data-driven
perspectives on critical issues affecting businesses today. We sit at the center of Deloitte’s industry and
functional expertise, combining the leading insights from across our firm to help leaders confidently
compete in today's ever-changing marketplace.

Connect

To learn more about the vision of the Center for Integrated Research, its solutions, thought leadership,
and events, please visit www.deloitte.com/us/cir

Deloitte Climate & Sustainability

The world is at a turning point and the decisions we make today will be felt by the generations

that come after us. We believe a sustainable, prosperous future is within our collective reach.
Business can join government and society by making strong commitments and transitioning
toward sustainable practices. Together, we will make the impact that matters.



http://www.deloitte.com/us/cir
https://www2.deloitte.com/global/en/covid-19/climate---sustainability.html

Deloitte
INsights

Sign up for Deloitte Insights updates at www.deloitte.com/insights.

Follow @Deloittelnsight

Deloitte Insights contributors

Editorial: Elizabeth Payes, Dilip Poddar, Emma Downey, and Arpan Kumar Saha
Creative: Jim Slatton and Jagan Mohan

Audience development: Nikita Garia, Alexandra Kawecki, and Hannah Rapp
Cover artwork: Jim Slatton

About Deloitte Insights

Deloitte Insights publishes original articles, reports and periodicals that provide insights for businesses, the public sector, and
NGOs. Our goal is to draw upon research and experience from throughout our professional services organization, and that of
coauthors in academia and business, to advance the conversation on a broad spectrum of topics of interest to executives and
government leaders.

Deloitte Insights is an imprint of Deloitte Development LLC.

About this publication

This publication contains general information only, and none of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited, its member firms, or its
and their affiliates are, by means of this publication, rendering accounting, business, financial, investment, legal, tax, or other
professional advice or services. This publication is not a substitute for such professional advice or services, nor should it be
used as a basis for any decision or action that may affect your finances or your business. Before making any decision or taking
any action that may affect your finances or your business, you should consult a qualified professional adviser.

None of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited, its member firms, or its and their respective affiliates shall be responsible for any
loss whatsoever sustained by any person who relies on this publication.

About Deloitte

Deloitte refers to one or more of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited, a UK private company limited by guarantee (“DTTL"), its
network of member firms, and their related entities. DTTL and each of its member firms are legally separate and independent
entities. DTTL (also referred to as “Deloitte Global") does not provide services to clients. In the United States, Deloitte refers to
one or more of the US member firms of DTTL, their related entities that operate using the “Deloitte” name in the United States
and their respective affiliates. Certain services may not be available to attest clients under the rules and regulations of public
accounting. Please see to learn more about our global network of member firms.

Copyright © 2022 Deloitte Development LLC. All rights reserved.
Member of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited


http://www.deloitte.com/about

