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o A PRACTICAL GUIDE FOR SUSTAINABILITY PROFESSIONALS

From Fear
to Forward

Why sustainability messaging often drains people, and what

the psychology of motivation tells us about what actually gets
them moving.

— An editorial edition. Five maps drawn from our work.
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00 / INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

THE ARGUMENT

The frame, not the content, is

doing the damage.

Something is wrong with how we talk about sustainability. Not the

content. The framing.

Most sustainability communication triggers a reaction that looks like engagement but functions

like shutdown. People hear the message, understand the problem, and go back to what they

were doing.

This guide makes one argument over six pages. Information without a workable frame

produces fatigue, not action. Each page that follows carries one map drawn from our work

with 350+ organisations. Read the maps. The argument follows the geometry.

The argument runs across three movements, drawn here as a single arc.

FIRST - DIAGNOSE SECOND - ACT

Where the energy Four shifts that move

drains the work

Three common patterns share Four named frame changes,

one feature. They cluster low each with a mechanism. Self-

and left on the fatigue map. determination, agency, norms,
identity.

THIRD - SUSTAIN

Eight weeks of
compounding

Language shifts first. Behaviour
follows. Effort stays steady.
Observation rises.

Five maps. One argument. /f the geometry is right, the work

5 that follows becomes obvious. The pages after this are written
S0 you can see it as fast as you can read it.
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01 / DIAGNOSE

THE FATIGUE MAP

PART ONE - DIAGNOSE

Information is not the missing
piece.

Three of the most common sustainability communication patterns
share a single feature. They cluster in the bottom-left of the
motivational space. Strong on accuracy. Weak on the two variables
that move people.

The fatigue map. Where common framings land in Drawn from our work with 350+

motivational space. organisations.
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Lasting change

o Open with what's broken purpose-led + sustained
g fear framing, creates distance
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framing —

How to read it. Each circle is a pattern from our work, plotted by how the message is framed and how long the
change holds. The dashed line shows what the next four practices change.

Why the cluster sits low and left. Why purpose alone is not enough.

Fear-based framing activates psychological
distancing. Information without agency produces
paralysis. Both move on the same axis. They are
signals 1 and 2.

Signal 3 sits on the right of the framing axis but still
low on the change axis. A good message without
scaffolding is a launch event with a half-life of two
weeks. Frame plus structure, not frame alone,

carries.

A reading

from our work

The problem is not that people do not care about
sustainability. The problem is that we keep asking them to

care in ways that make them feel worse, not better, about

acting.
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02 / ACT

PART TWO - ACT

FOUR NAMED SHIFTS

Four shifts that move the work.

Each practice is a frame change. Each change names the mechanism that does the

moving. Think of them as four moves on the fatigue map, each pulling up and to the right.

0 Name what you are building, not what you are escaping

From fear to purpose

The current frame

Cut emissions or face
consequences

People are pushed away
from a future they did not
choose.

° Give people real agency, not just instructions

moves through

Self-determination theory

—

people move toward what they want,

not away from what they dread

From compliance to commitment

The current frame
"Reduce travel”

An instruction. Compliance
is the ceiling, never the
floor.
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moves through

Ownership

N\

T

a budget and a question produce
commitment that nudges cannot

The frame that moves

Build what the next
generation will inherit

People are pulled toward a
future they help author.

The frame that moves

"You have a budget.
Redesign the
workflow."

An invitation to design.
People defend what they
helped build.
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02 / ACT

FOUR NAMED SHIFTS, CONTINUED

PART TWO - ACT, CONTINUED

e Build social proof before you ask for behaviour change

Norms move people

The current frame

"Only 12% currently
choose plant-based"

Naming the gap reinforces
the gap. The minority
becomes the norm in the
listener's head.

° Connect the work to values people already hold

Relevance over rhetoric

The current frame

"This is why
sustainability matters"
Your reasons. Your
language. The reader is
being persuaded into
someone else's argument.
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moves through

Social norms

_—

norms outperform information on
durable behaviour change

moves through

Identity alignment

e

people support what they helped build,

in the words they helped choose

The frame that moves

"40% of your team

already chooses plant-
based"

Surfacing what is already
happening shifts the
threshold for joining.

The frame that moves

"What do we already
value that connects?”

Their reasons. Their
language. The work
becomes theirs by
definition.
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THE EIGHT-WEEK CURVE

03 / SUSTAIN

PART THREE - SUSTAIN

Effort stays steady.
Observation rises.

The change is slow, then sudden. Most people stop before the second curve. The first signal is
rarely new behaviour. It is new language. Watch the slope, not the start.

The eight-week curve. What rises while your effort stays steady.Pattern across client engagements.

weeks 3-4 weeks 5-6 weeks 7-8

weeks 1-2

high

What you observe
rises as practice compounds

Your effort
stays steady

Jow

eight weeks of practice

Weeks 1 to 2 Weeks 3 to 4 Weeks 5 to 6 Weeks 7 to 8
Pushback you can The first language Compounding The new norm
use shift

"This feels too positive.
Acknowledge it openly.
You are not denying the
crisis. You are choosing
the approach that
actually moves people.

You hear someone else
use a possibility-first
frame in a meeting you
did not run. The earliest
signal that culture is
moving.

Two practices start
reinforcing each other.
Agency feeds social
proof. Values feed
framing. You stop feeling
like you are pushing.

A reminder worth keeping

Energy stays stable in a
crunch period. The team
trusts that the way you
talk about sustainability
is the way it gets done.

Changing the message does not mean downplaying the problem. It means choosing

communication that actually moves people.

The goal is action, not agreement.
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WORK WITH US FROM FEAR TO FORWARD

WORK WITH US

Ready to shift how your
organisation responds
to sustainability?

FutureFit Collab helps organisations move from sustainability plans to
lasting action. We work with the psychology of change, not against it.
We help you design communications that energise rather than paralyse,
build the conditions for ownership, and develop leaders who inspire
action through meaning and agency.

Where does your team sit on the fatigue map?

Share this guide with a colleague who is stuck in the fear frame. Forward it to your
sustainability lead. The argument works best when it spreads through a conversation, not
a campaign.

EMAIL

Berend Aanraad & info@futurefitcollab.org

FOUNDER, FUTUREFIT COLLAB @ WEBSITE
futurefitcollab.org/membership

PRACTICAL GUIDE SERIES

eh FutureFit A growing collection for sustainability
CO"G b professionals in organisations worldwide. New
guide every two weeks.
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