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Introduction

This research aimed to understand the extent to which local authority sustainability projects can stimulate 

pro-environmental behaviour change in their borough population. The factors that can influence the success 

or effectiveness of sustainability projects, in stimulating pro-environmental behaviour change, are also 

identified.

Qualitative interviews with sustainability officers aimed to first establish evidence that local authority 

sustainability projects can indeed generate pro-environmental behaviour change. Once this was established, 

the factors that influence the effectiveness or outcome of a project were identified.

Through this methodological approach and the interview data gathered, the challenges that are involved in 

evaluating projects were uncovered.  It is proposed that future work in this research area aims to develop 

a clear methodology to evaluate sustainability projects.

Method

Between 24th October 2011 and 4th April 2012, a total of nine council sustainability officers were interviewed 

representing eight inner London councils. The interviews aimed to collect data on the sustainability projects 

being delivered by these local authorities and how these projects (or interventions) facilitate a resident 

transition to a more sustainable lifestyle and consequentially, how the borough population are responding 

to these interventions. 

For the purpose of these interviews, a sustainability project is defined as ‘any planned intervention being 

undertaken by the local authority to reduce the environmental impact of the local authority and or the 

borough population’ and a sustainability project is deemed successful when it is observed to stimulate a 

pro-environmental behaviour change in residents.

Results
The type of sustainability projects being delivered in the borough varied and the types of projects analysed 

as part of this research are detailed in figure 3:
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‘Appetite from the community and then us 

getting access to them was probably why 

that particular one was quite successful’ 

(Council C, 2011)

‘We wouldn’t be anywhere 

without community’ (Council D, 

2011)

‘we were kind of a bit intrusive in saying ok, we are 

helping you…to understand more about your energy 

consumption…but also we want to monitor what you are 

doing and in a way, to tell us what you’re doing and this 

is something that I think would put a lot of people off’ 

(Council B, 2011)

‘I think it was because it was quite led by 

the community really and the council really 

did try to get them to come and to do it 

themselves’ (Council C, 2011)

It’s sort of community development work....

people sort of hearing about stuff that’s going 

on and want to get involved. So quite light touch 

but really, really successful. It’s because we’re 

not preaching it’s just letting them do what they 

want’ (Council D, 2011)

Analysis

Three of the eight councils have been analysed, the interview data from the other councils is to be analysed 

at a later date. The data was analysed using a grounded theory approach. 

From the coding categories, started to emerge, that detail the process of the sustainability project These 

codes informed the analysis approach and are detailed below:

‘I think the projects that haven’t been 

successful, they haven’t got the proper 

buy in and you aven’t gone through the 

correct channels’ (Council D, 2011).

Figure 1: This figure illustrates the link 

between successful projects and the type of 

delivery approach. The size of the delivery 

approach bubble is proportional to the number 

of successful projects that employed that 

delivery approach. For example, it shows that a 

community led approach and council facilitation 

of projects are much more likely to have been 

employed in projects with a successful outcome.
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Interviewees were asked specifically which of the 

sustainability projects had been the most successful 

and in their opinion, why. Reasons given to explain a 

successful project outcome varied but there were some 

consistent themes identified in the successful projects:

• The project was funded

• The project was community led 

• The project had political support and buy in from the 

upper echelons of the council 

• The project offered an incentive to residents

• The council took a step back on the project and instead facilitated the project instead of leading it

Through further analysis, a link emerged between the delivery approach and the project outcomes. This 

was explored further through the creation of a ‘successful projects matrix’. A strong link emerged between 

successful projects and firstly, a community led approach and secondly, a facilitated approach. The link 

between the different delivery approaches and a successful project outcome are illustrated diagrammatically 

in Figure 1. 

Figure 2: This figure illustrates the coding 

framework used in the analysis
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Figure 3: Types of sustainability projects

Conclusion
This research has uncovered the need for a more in-depth understanding of the factors that influence the 

success of sustainability projects; this piece of research has made a small contribution to this. It has also 

identified that there is a significant need to develop a clear methodology to evaluate sustainability projects, 

so that projects can be measured against each other and their success can be evaluated in terms of actual 

environmental impact, for example, quantitative carbon reductions. This has been identified as the key area 

for future work.

In terms of factors that influence of the effectiveness of local authorities in stimulating pro-environmental 

behaviour, this research has demonstrated that there is a strong link between the delivery approach of 

the project and the project outcomes. It has emerged from the data that community led projects that are 

facilitated by the local authority in terms of financial support, training or empowerment have a more successful 

project outcome. A positive relationship between the borough population and the local authority is also 

necessary. Otherwise the local authority will face difficulties in accessing the community and will not be able 

to subsequently encourage engagement in projects. Political support for the projects also leads to more 

successful outcomes as does support for the projects from the upper echelons of the council. Electorate 

support (such as lobbying) for projects also helps achieve a successful project outcome.

Top-down projects have been identified as tending to be less successful because they present a difficult vehicle 

through which to engage the public, these projects can also be intrusive which discourages engagement 

further.


