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Sustainable products, services  
and behaviors are the future.  

They are better for business, consum
ers 

and the planet, and increasingly 
consum

ers are asking for them
.

—  
N

inety-three percent of global 
consum

ers want to see m
ore of the 

brands they use support worthy social 
and/or environm

ental issues, and three 
out of four teenagers say they want to 

buy m
ore sustainable products. 

So why is selling  
sustainability so difficult? 
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W
H

Y IS SELLIN
G 

SU
STA

IN
A

BILITY  
SO

 D
IFFIC

U
LT? 

—It shouldn’t be. W
e know

 that consum
ers 

“care”. W
e have surveys in abundance 

revealing that people pay attention to 
social and environm

ental credentials, 
especially in the m

illennial generation. 

But all of those good intentions  
don’t fully translate into m

easurable  
purchase decisions.

M
arketers seeking to sell sustainability 

face the great values-action gap – the 
difference betw

een w
hat consum

ers  
say in surveys, and w

hat they go on  
to actually do. 

TH
E SEC

R
ET TO

 
SU

STA
IN

A
BLE 

M
A

R
KETIN

G
—There is a solution. C

onsum
er values 

are just fine, it’s the value offered by 
brands that needs attention. 

M
ost sustainability m

arketing today 
only sells sustainability. At m

ost the 
consum

er is buying a feel-good factor 
or a guilt-offset. That’s sim

ply not 
enough. There is one sim

ple question 
that can change everything:

‘ H
O

W
 CAN

  
SU

STAIN
ABILITY  

G
IVE M

Y  
CO

N
SU

M
ER  

M
O

RE?’

About the Sustainable  
Lifestyles Frontier G

roup
Jointly launched in April 2013 
by BSR and Futerra, the SLFG

 is 
taking the lead on sustainability 
m

arketing, learning from
 

participating businesses on how
 to 

enable sustainable lifestyles across 
industries and around the globe. 

To join our group, please contact 
Elisa N

iem
tzow

: eniem
tzow

@
bsr.org

About this guide
This guide w

as designed for  
the sustainability, brand and  
m

arketing team
s of our SLFG

 
m

em
ber com

panies. 

The insights are based on brand 
w

orkshops held in the U
SA, Europe 

and Asia over tw
o years.
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C
O

N
SU

M
ER

S  
N

EED
 A BU

SIN
ESS 

C
A

SE TO
O

—For m
ost sustainable products and 

behavior cam
paigns the hard question 

of “w
hat’s in it for the consum

er?”  
is still largely unansw

ered.

Sustainable products and behaviors 
are better for the planet; w

e need  
to m

ake them
 m

ore obviously better 
for the person. 

U
ntil w

e have a com
pelling value 

proposition from
 sustainability, w

ell-
intentioned products and cam

paigns  
w

ill continue to struggle.

There is a value equation. You need to 
tip the balance betw

een the barriers  
and benefits of your product or 
behavioral ask. 

VALU
E

M
O

RE 
BEN

EFITS
FEW

ER 
BARRIERS

Barriers can be lack 
of skills, m

otivation, 
infrastructure or 
beliefs (to list a few). 
For exam

ple, a barrier 
to purchasing an 
electric car m

ight be 
the belief that the 
driving experience w

ill 
suffer from

 inferior 
perform

ance. 

Benefits can be 
functional, em

otional 
or social. D

riving an 
electric car can com

e 
w

ith functional benefits, 
in that you can refuel at 
hom

e. It also has social 
benefits – autom

akers 
connect drivers 
to a com

m
unity of 

‘believers’ through apps 
and online forum

s.

Rem
ove the barriers 

and shine a light on 
the benefits. This 
is how

 you deliver 
better consum

er value 
from

 sustainability. 
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TH
E SEA

R
C

H
  

FO
R VA

LU
E

—Every sustainable product or 
cam

paign needs to answ
er the 

question: w
hat’s in it for the 

consum
er? If the balance tow

ards 
benefits isn’t strong enough, then 
it’s back to the basics – you need to 
build in m

ore benefits.

Barriers and benefits fit into three 
broad value categories: functional, 
em

otional, and social. To help you 
analyze and brainstorm

 the type 
of barriers and benefits that could 
be enhancing or lim

iting your value 
proposition w

e have suggested here 
a few

 prom
pt questions. 

FU
N

C
TIO

N
A

L BEN
EFITS

—
EM

O
TIO

N
A

L BEN
EFITS

—
SO

C
IA

L BEN
EFITS

—
C

an sustainability add  
or detract from

 value  
for m

oney?

Enhance or hinder 
perform

ance  
and effi

cacy?

Im
prove or  

w
orsen quality?

G
ive m

y consum
er m

ore 
or less tim

e in their day?

Add to safety or risk?

M
ake their life easier  

or harder?

C
an sustainability 

strengthen or w
eaken 

sensory experiences?

O
ffer m

ore or less 
physical com

fort?

Provide a thrill of 
excitem

ent or only  
a dull experience? 

H
eighten self-worth  

or add guilt?

Enhance or detract from
 

personalization?

M
ake their life happier  

or sadder?

C
an sustainability 

facilitate or disrupt 
fam

ily bonding?

M
ake them

 seem
 m

ore 
or less desirable in  
others’ eyes?

Prove how
 cool, sm

art 
and able they are or 
m

ake them
 look foolish?

O
ffer com

m
unity and 

a sense of belonging or 
isolate them

?

Be adapted into 
shareable content or is it 
too singular?
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H
ER

O
IN

G  
VA

LU
E

—H
ere are three exam

ples of brands 
and products that have offered their 
consum

ers clear and com
pelling 

benefits w
hile tearing dow

n barriers. 

FU
N

C
TIO

N
A

L
—

EM
O

TIO
N

A
L

—
SO

C
IA

L
—

In a fight against food w
aste, 

French superm
arket Interm

arché 
sold their im

perfect fruits and 
vegetables at a 30 percent 
discount under the banner 
Inglorious Fruits and Vegetables.

Through com
pelling m

essaging, 
Interm

arché offered consum
ers 

value for m
oney and m

ade 
tackling food w

aste the sensible 
and easy option. 

This lead to all of the Inglorious 
goods selling out, and an increase 
of store traffi

c by 24 percent. 

 O
n a m

ission to tackle m
yths that 

electric cars cannot offer the 
sam

e perform
ance as gas-fueled 

cars, Tesla introduced an Insane 
M

ode on their P85D
 m

odel 
allow

ing drivers to go from
 0-60 

in three seconds.

The m
ost exciting and thrilling 

driving experience w
as no longer 

pow
ered by fossil fuels, m

aking an 
electric car the m

ost enjoyable 
and desirable car on the m

arket.

Videos of people reacting to the 
Insane M

ode got alm
ost 5 m

illion 
views on YouTube,  follow

ed by 
a host of ow

ners sharing their 
ow

n Insane M
ode experiences on 

social m
edia.

To encourage m
ore people 

to exercise, N
IKE offered its 

consum
ers the opportunity to 

set goals and track their progress 
w

ith the Fuelband. This w
as paired 

w
ith a platform

 w
here users could 

share their fitness goals and 
progress publically, m

aking goals 
m

ore likely to be m
et. 

W
ith a sleek design, users could 

show off
 both their ability and 

good style. The public platform
 

also created an opportunity for 
sharing and connecting to a 
com

m
unity of likem

inded people.

Pre-orders w
ere sold out in four 

m
inutes, and the platform

 has 
connected over 18 m

illion users 
to share their progress stories. 

*N
IKE is now concentrating on new 

wearable technologies with Apple.
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TH
E VA

LU
E  

TEST
—C

heck your ow
n product, 

service or behavior against 
this fram

ew
ork. U

se the 
questions on page 6 to 
identify the barriers to 
overcom

e and the benefits 
you could offer. Your value 
proposition should em

erge 
stronger and clearer. 

FEW
ER 

BARRIERS
M

O
RE 

BEN
EFITS

VALU
E

SO
CIAL

SO
CIAL

FU
N

CTIO
N

AL
FU

N
CTIO

N
AL

EM
O

TIO
N

AL
EM

O
TIO

N
AL
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W
H

Y  
M

A
R

KETER
S  

M
ATTER

—As a m
arketer, you know

 how
 to analyze 

your audiences and get to the core of 
their w

ants and needs. You already have 
the skills to sell sustainability.

W
hich m

ight m
ake you the m

ost 
im

portant person in the w
orld. If w

e 
can unleash consum

ers’ dem
onstrated 

desire for sustainability then w
e 

m
ight just save the planet by getting 

consum
ers to purchase sustainable 

products over less sustainable products. 
That w

ay w
e’re doing w

ell and doing 
good w

hile generating value for our 
businesses in the process.

C
onsum

er dem
and for sustainability 

is the frontier of our transition to a 
greener, fairer and sm

arter global 
econom

y. You have the pow
er to 

unleash that consum
er dem

and by 
strengthening consum

er value. 

That m
akes you a 

sustainability superhero.

W
H

Y  
M

A
R

KETER
S  

M
ESS U

P
—There is kryptonite lurking in 
sustainability m

arketing. W
orthiness and 

G
reenw

ash can kill even the sm
artest 

sustainability positioning.

W
orthiness creeps in w

hen the value 
proposition isn’t strong enough.  
O

r occasionally w
hen m

arketers feel 
uncom

fortable ‘selling’ sustainability 
value. Keep a careful w

atch out. 
W

orthiness im
plies the consum

er m
ust 

m
ake a sacrifice. That’s not a great start.
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G
R

EEN
W

A
SH

—Build confidence by know
ing the 

rules. G
reenw

ash is rarely caused  
by m

alicious plots to deceive.  
Far m

ore often, it’s the result  
of over-enthusiasm

. Fam
iliarize  

yourself w
ith the basic rules of 

G
reenw

ash avoidance:

2. G
reen products V  

dirty com
pany 

Such as effi
cient light bulbs 

m
ade in a factory w

hich 
pollutes rivers

7. G
obbledygook 

Jargon and inform
ation that 

only a scientist could check 
or understand 

1. Fluff
y language 

W
ords or term

s w
ith no clear 

m
eaning, e.g. ‘eco-friendly’

6. Just not credible 
‘Eco friendly’ cigarettes 
anyone? ‘G

reening’ a 
dangerous product  
doesn’t m

ake it safe 

3. Suggestive pictures 
G

reen im
ages that indicate 

a (un-justified) green im
pact 

e.g. flow
ers bloom

ing from
 

exhaust pipes 

8. Im
aginary friends

 A ‘label’ that looks like third 
party endorsem

ent… except 
it’s m

ade up

4. Irrelevant claim
s 

Em
phasizing one tiny green 

attribute w
hen everything 

else is un-green

 9. N
o proof 

It could be right, but w
here’s 

the evidence? 

5. Best in class? 
D

eclaring you are slightly 
greener than the rest, even if 
the rest are pretty terrible

10. O
ut-right lying 

Totally fabricated claim
s  

or data



M
ESSAGIN

G 
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O
M

EN
TS

RIG
H

T TIM
E, RIG

H
T PLAC
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RIG

H
T M

ESSAG
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C
O

N
TEXT IS 

EV
ER

YTH
IN

G
—O

utstanding sustainability m
arketing 

starts w
ith a clear value proposition, but 

it doesn’t end there. 

M
edia convergence and proxim

ity 
technology has given m

arketers m
ore 

ability to target than ever before. 
For sustainability this is a helpful 
developm

ent. 

PO
IN

T O
F  

BEH
AV

IO
R

—Receptiveness to sustainability m
essages 

fluctuates throughout the day. For 
behavior change cam

paigns it’s especially 
im

portant to track these changes.  
The best m

om
ent to affect a habit,  

like recycling, is to reach the consum
er  

at their point of behavior (PoB).

But as you’ll find in the follow
ing pages, 

the high im
pact PoB for sustainability 

is also the least receptive m
om

ent for 
heavy, scientific or w

orthy m
essages.
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A D
AY IN

  
TH

E LIFE
—Every brand operates in a unique and 
specific context. But m

ost people 
operate w

ithin som
e basic routines 

and habits of daily life. Building a 
layered appreciation of daily rhythm

s, 
and daily environm

ental im
pacts, can 

ensure the right m
essage, at the right 

tim
e, is reaching the right person.

H
um

ans all deal w
ith circadian 

rhythm
s – our 24-hour cycle of 

physiological process. The highs 
and slum

ps in our w
akefulness 

affect our risk-taking, m
em

ory, 
ability to process inform

ation 
and openness to suggestions. 

Sim
ply put, w

e m
ake poor decisions 

w
hen w

e’re hungry or tired.
TIM

E O
F D

AY

m
id 

m
orning  

slum
p

post 
lunchtim

e 
slum

p

dinner 
tim

e 
peak

intim
acy 

peak

late 
afternoon 

slum
p

afternoon 
peak

noon 
peak

m
orning 
peak

aw
akening

after 
dinner 
slum

p
preparing 
for sleep

WA K E F U L N E S S

peak rational tim
e

fun/fam
ily tim

e
poor decision- 
m

aking tim
e
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U
N

EV
EN

  
IM

PAC
TS

—If you are seeking to change 
consum

ers’ long-term
 behavior, 

w
e suggest you analyze w

hen and 
w

here they create the biggest 
environm

ental im
pacts w

ith your 
product. For exam

ple, this graph 
illustrates how

 a consum
er’s energy 

use fluctuates throughout the day.

O
ur personal w

akefulness changes 
throughout the day, and so does 
our environm

ental im
pact. In the 

m
orning, our show

ers, breakfast 
and w

ashing build a first peak of 
im

pact. By the evening, w
atching 

TV, cooking dinner and lighting lead 
to the highest footprint of our day. 

E N E R G Y U S E

IC
T

cooking

w
ater heating

other

audiovisual

lighting

show
ers

unknow
n

cold appliances

w
ashing/drying

heating
Source: “H

ousehold 
electricity survey”,  
U

K D
epartm

ent of Energy 
&

 C
lim

ate C
hange, (2013)

TIM
E O

F D
AY
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TH
E IM

PAC
T 

PA
R

A
D

O
X

—O
ur w

akefulness and im
pact don’t 

align. In the evenings, during our 
biggest household im

pact, w
e 

are the least open to any rational 
or functional m

essages about 
sustainability. This paradox is w

aiting 
to catch unw

ary change cam
paigns. 

E N E R G Y U S E

W
A

K
E

F
U

LN
E

SS

TIM
E O

F D
AY

IC
T

cooking

w
ater heating

other

audiovisual

lighting

show
ers

unknow
n

cold appliances

w
ashing/drying

heating
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H
O

W
 D

O
ES  

TH
IS H

ELP?
—The daily life exercise is useful in 
appreciating your consum

er’s day.  
W

e suggest to think about your 
consum

er’s typical day, then put it 
together w

ith the “A D
ay In the Life 

M
ap” and the “U

neven Im
pacts” 

graph and som
e helpful rules em

erge:

—
  Rational and functionality  
m

essages w
ork best in the 

m
ornings or after lunch

—
  Social benefits are valued at  
w

ork, in stores and w
hen  

bonding w
ith fam

ily
—

  Em
otional m

essages are all w
e can 

handle in the evenings. So at this 
tim

e, these are the m
essages that 

w
ill m

ake the m
ost difference in 

changing behaviors.



BRIN
GIN
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TH
R

EE TH
IN

G
S  

TO
 R

EM
EM

BER:
—

O
ffer consum

ers 
m

ore value from
 

sustainability
Build functional, 
em

otional and  
social benefits

Tim
ing  

m
atters
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W
O

R
KIN

G 
TO

G
ETH

ER
—The Sustainable Lifestyles Frontier 
G

roup is a collection of pioneering 
brands w

orking to reveal the 
consum

er value of sustainability.

Together w
e are m

apping benefits 
and barriers, and testing value 
activations. W

e have now
 begun live-

testing of m
arketing and m

essages 
to see w

hat w
orks and w

hat doesn’t.

G
ET  

IN
V

O
LV

ED
—A benefits-based approach can 
transform

 your sustainability results 
and activate your consum

ers. If you 
are m

arketing sustainable products 
or trying to change consum

er habits, 
join us and unlock the secrets to 
better sustainability m

arketing. 

To learn m
ore about our approach, 

please contact Elisa N
iem

tzow
. 

About Futerra
W

e are the sustainability change 
agency. U

sing strategy and 
com

m
unications to im

agine  
better businesses, better brands  
and ultim

ately a better w
orld.

About BSR
BSR is a global nonprofit 
organization that w

orks w
ith 

its netw
ork of m

ore than 250 
m

em
bers com

panies to build ajust 
and sustainable w

orld. From
 its 

offi
ces in Asia, Europe, and N

orth 
Am

erica, BSR develops sustainable 
business strategies and solutions 
through consulting, research, 
and cross-sector collaboration.


