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ABSTRACT

The climate crisis presents an unprecedented challenge that requires collective
behavioural change on a large scale. Drawing on the social identity approach to
crisis leadership, this paper examines how identity leadership principles can mobilise
sustainable behaviours. Through integration of recent empirical findings from acute
crises and theoretical insights from the identity leadership literature, I propose a
framework highlighting that climate leadership involves three key processes: (1)
creating shared group identity that makes climate action identity-relevant, (2) building
collective efficacy beliefs that transform individual helplessness into group agency,
and (3) embedding sustainable practices as group norms. However, climate leadership
faces unique challenges distinct from acute crises. The paper also addresses tensions
between local identity mobilisation and global coordination, alongside social justice
considerations that emerge when climate impacts and action capacities vary across
groups. I conclude with policy recommendations for fostering identity leadership
at multiple levels, including community-level training programmes, organisational
interventions, and international coalition-building strategies, while protecting against
manipulation. I argue that the path to sustainability requires navigating collective
identity processes within contested influence dynamics.
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I know we need a system change rather than individual change, but you cannot have
one without the other. If you look through history, all the big changes in society have
been started by people at the grassroots level. No system change can come without
pressure from large groups of individuals. (Greta Thunberg, Brilliant Minds Conference,
Stockholm, June 13, 2019)

INTRODUCTION

The climate crisis demands collective action, yet policy responses often focus on individual
behaviour change that encourages citizens to reduce their carbon footprint, to adopt renewable
energy, or to alter consumption patterns. Whilst individual actions matter, this i-frame approach
(individual-level frame (1)) overlooks the deeply collective nature of both the climate challenge
and human responses to crises. Economists, sociologists, and political scientists have focused
on systems-level change (s-frame; system-level frame, (1)), examining how to transform rules,
norms, and institutions to foster sustainability from the top down. Yet, these interventions
often suffer from a lack of social acceptance and can reinforce the status quo by representing
the interests of powerful groups whilst failing to engage the broader population.

This paper argues for a third approach: the group-level or g-frame perspective (2, 3). Rather
than choosing between individual behaviour change and top-down system transformation,
[ propose that sustainable transitions require activating the group processes through which
individual concerns become collective action and through which policies gain the social
legitimacy needed for their implementation. By focusing on the meso-level (the groups,
communities, and collective identities that bridge individuals and institutions), we can design
interventions where system-level and psychological dimensions of change reinforce each other.

To develop this approach, I synthesise insights from the theorising around identity leadership
and crises. Unlike traditional leadership models that emphasise individual traits or specific skills,
identity leadership focuses on leaders’ ability to create, represent, and embed shared group
identities (4, 5). Leaders who successfully position themselves as “one of us” and articulate a
vision of “who we are and what we stand for” can transform individual concerns into collective
mobilisation (6).

Based on this, I propose that climate leadership involves three interconnected processes:
(1) crafting inclusive group identities that make climate action identity-relevant; (2) building
collective efficacy that transforms helplessness into group agency; and (3) embedding
sustainable practices as group norms rather than individual sacrifices. This approach proves
particularly relevant for sustainability challenges, where the gap between individual intentions
and collective outcomes remains a persistent barrier (7). By building on identification and
collective efficacy through identity leadership, this g-frame perspective (2, 3) offers a more
effective path than approaches focused solely on individual attitudes and behaviours (i-frame)
or exclusively on system-level policies and institutions (s-frame, see Figure 1).
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Figure 1 The g-frame as a
bridge between micro and
macro-level.



These insights challenge dominant policy approaches that rely on either individual behaviour
change or top-down regulation, suggesting instead that sustainable transformation requires
leadership that activates and harnesses social identity processes. The paper addresses a central
challenge of this special issue: how do we achieve behavioural change for sustainability at
scale? By making group-level dynamics explicit, I develop actionable insights for policymakers
seeking to foster rather than to impose sustainable transitions.

A SOCIAL IDENTITY APPROACH TO CRISIS LEADERSHIP

Traditional approaches to crisis leadership focus on individual competencies and managerial
skills such as technical preparedness, decision-making abilities, and command structures (8).
Yet recent global crises reveal that crisis leadership is fundamentally relational, emerging from
the dynamic interaction between leaders and followers within specific social contexts (5, 9).
The social identity approach to crisis leadership shifts the focus from what leaders possess
or do as individuals to how they foster collective responses through group processes. Thus, I
argue that crisis leadership involves three interconnected processes that transform individual
perceptions into collective agency (9). First, leaders define features of collective identity that
align with crisis requirements. Their task is to articulate “who we are” in ways that enable
effective responses. Second, they foster collective efficacy, building the shared belief that “we
can tackle this together” rather than centring individual responsibility alone. Thirdly and finally,
crisis leaders create structures through norms and values that facilitate a collective response
rather than relying solely on individual compliance. This approach embodies the g-frame (group-
level frame) perspective (2) and recognises that structural progress is best realised through the
mobilisation of shared understanding. It assumes that human psychology is fundamentally
social, with individuals’ perceptions, cognitions, emotions, and behaviours being shaped by the
groups to which they belong. By operating at this group level, crisis leadership bridges individual
psychology and top-down policy interventions and creates the social foundation through which
both personal action and institutional change become possible.

APPLYING IDENTITY LEADERSHIP TO SUSTAINABILITY: THE
CLIMATE CRISIS AS A COLLECTIVE ACTION PROBLEM

Climate change poses a chronic crisis that could be characterised by temporal distance,
diffuse impacts, and complex causality (10). However, recent studies highlight that people
perceive climate change as proximate and feel responsibility for distant others (11, 12). Beyond
individual perceptions, social identities and group memberships play a central role in shaping
environmental behaviour.

The Social Identity Model of Pro-Environmental Action (SIMPEA) provides a framework for
understanding how group processes influence environmental behaviour (13). SIMPEA posits
that pro-environmental action emerges when it aligns with group identity, when sustainable
behaviour represents group norms, and when people believe their group can make a difference.
This convergence with identity leadership suggests that understanding climate mobilisation
requires examining the social identities through which people understand their relationship to
environmental challenges and their capacity for collective response (14).

Recent theoretical work addresses how leaders can transform climate concern into collective
action by creating and activating relevant group identities (15) and activate concepts relevant
to SIMPEA. What follows builds on these foundations by systematically examining how
identity leadership mechanisms advance the processes identified in SIMPEA: shared identity
construction, collective efficacy building, and norm formation (see Figure 2).

CREATING CLIMATE-RELEVANT GROUP IDENTITIES

Theidentityleadershipmodel assumesthat sharedidentity emerges through effective leadership
within groups. Leaders actively shape collective understanding of “who we are” and “what we
stand for” (5, 9). Hence, I propose that climate leadership begins with defining groups in ways
that make environmental action identity-relevant. Rather than treating climate as a technical
problem requiring expert solutions or an individual responsibility demanding personal sacrifice,
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climate leaders can frame it as “our challenge” requiring “our response.” However, this identity
work can occur on contested terrain, where different groups compete to define climate action’s
meaning and implications (16). For example, the fossil fuel industry’s decades-long campaign
exemplifies strategic identity framing, with BP’s promotion of the “personal carbon footprint”
representing a deliberate attempt to shape understanding in ways that preserve existing power
structures by individualising a systemic problem (17). By contrast, climate leaders should
engage in counter-narratives that reframe climate action as group-based transformation
rather than personal virtue, actively contesting dominant framings like BP’s whilst advancing
alternative visions of collective identity and action (18). Different identities can be strategically
activated to foster sustainable behaviour. Local identities (city, neighbourhood, or community
membership) could offer particularly useful entry points for climate mobilisation. When leaders
frame climate impacts in terms of threats to “our community,” such as local flooding risk,
children’s future, or regional economy, abstract global challenges become concrete group
concerns (7). This localisation makes climate change immediately relevant to existing group
memberships rather than requiring the formation of entirely new collective identities.

Beyond place-based identities, existing group memberships can work as scaffolds for pro-
environmental collective identities. Professional and organisational identities offer important
avenues for mobilisation, where organisational leaders can position their companies as
sustainability pioneers, with employees engaging in pro-environmental behaviours as
expressions of their organisational identity (19). Generational identity represents another
powerful mobilisation pathway. Movements like Fridays for Future successfully galvanised
youth identity around climate action by framing climate change as an intergenerational justice
issue. They positioned young people as a group disproportionately affected, created a salient
ingroup (our generation), and engaged in visible collective action (school strikes); therefore,
they transformed environmental concern into identity-based mobilisation (18, 20).

Based on principles from the identity leadership model, leaders can articulate core group
values (“this is what our ‘we’ represent”) and champion collective goals (“we will solve this
problem together”), thereby strengthening members’ sense of belonging while simultaneously
establishing norms. Empirical work corroborates these identity leadership mechanisms across
diverse settings. A meta-analysis by Steffens and colleagues (21) revealed that leaders who
embody aspirational group traits demonstrate greater effectiveness, particularly in established
groups with clear collective identities. Studies spanning over 30 countries consistently show
positive associations between identity leadership and group identification (22, 23). This
relationship holds across diverse contexts, including organisational teams (24, 25), citizens
(26), and sports teams (27, 28). Recent evidence by Bibic et al. (29) advances understanding
of this relationship by demonstrating that identity leadership dimensions vary in their impacts.
Representing and advancing the group relate more strongly to trust, while creating and
embedding a shared identity relate more to team identification. These findings highlight that
perceived identity leadership promotes shared identity both in everyday settings and during
crises, binding individuals into action-oriented communities. This process applies directly to
sustainability initiatives ranging from local environmental projects to national policy campaigns.

Gleibs
LSE Public Policy Review
DOI: 10.31389/lseppr.170

Figure 2 Identity leadership
and collective mobilisation.



BUILDING COLLECTIVE EFFICACY FOR CLIMATE ACTION

A critical barrier to climate action is the sense of individual helplessness when facing a global
challenge. Identity leadership addresses this issue by building collective efficacy: the group’s
shared belief in its capacity to achieve desired outcomes. This shift from “I cannot solve this
alone” to “we can solve this together” is fundamental for sustained engagement (30).

Three interconnected processes can foster collective efficacy. First, highlighting past group
achievements might remind members of previous collective successes. Historical mobilisations
that successfully addressed environmental challenges, such as ozone depletion and acid
rain (31), demonstrate group capability and provide templates for current action (32).
Second, making collective impact visible through feedback systems that aggregate individual
contributions into group achievements can be useful. For example, carbon tracking applications
that display neighbourhood or organisational progress can transform invisible individual
actions into tangible collective accomplishments (33). Third, celebrating incremental progress
to maintain momentum through recognition of group achievements rather than dwelling on
the magnitude of remaining challenges can enhance efficacy. For example, local tree-planting
schemes that publicly mark cumulative milestones. Haringey Council’s celebration of reaching
successive 2,000-tree thresholds toward a borough-wide canopy target (https://haringey.gov.
uk/news/20250630/trees-wide-web-new-online-trees-map-launched) can sustain motivation
by foregrounding what the group has already achieved rather than the magnitude of what
remains.

Moreover, the concept of “participative efficacy” proves particularly important in this context.
Participative efficacy captures individuals’ belief that their contribution matters to group success
(34). When leaders emphasise that every contribution counts and create structures where
individual actions visibly contribute to collective goals, both participation and collective efficacy
are strengthened. This explains why community-based climate initiatives often succeed where
individual behaviour changes campaigns fail: members see their actions as part of a larger
collective effort rather than as isolated personal choices.

Research has consistently demonstrated positive relationships between identity leadership and
collective efficacy across diverse settings (25, 27). Most directly relevant to climate action, Jans
et al. (35) examined identity leadership in community energy initiatives and found a strong
correlation between identity leadership and collective efficacy, with both predicting project
acceptability and willingness to join. This convergent evidence suggests that identity leadership
mechanisms that build collective efficacy can be effectively applied to climate mobilisation
contexts.

Rather than focusing messaging on individual responsibility or personal sacrifice, climate
leaders can emphasize collective capability and group achievements. This might involve publicly
celebrating community milestones in emissions reduction, highlighting how collective actions
have produced measurable environmental improvements, or framing climate challenges as
problems the group has the capability to solve together. By building collective efficacy through
these mechanisms, leaders transform climate action from a burden that individuals must
shoulder alone into an empowering collective endeavour.

EMBEDDING SUSTAINABILITY AS GROUP NORMS

Finding the balance between individual action and collective action specifically matters for
achieving social tipping points, defined as the critical minority adoption that triggers broader
social change. Whilst recent research identifies approximately 25% as the threshold for social
convention shifts (36), seminal social psychological work on minority influence shows the
psychological mechanisms underlying such tipping dynamics (37).

Minorities create change not through numbers alone but through consistency, confidence and
commitment that forces majorities to reconsider assumed positions. Unlike majority influence,
which often achieves mere compliance, committed minorities generate conversion and
internalised attitude change that persists even without social pressure (37). Recent experimental
evidencedemonstrates that environmental activists can accelerate this conversion process when
they are perceived as prototypical of the group’s identity rather than as threatening deviants
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(38). Within sustainability contexts, minority members can become identity leaders, elevating
expectations toward more ambitious environmental norms. This framework helps explain
other social movement dynamics. For instance, Extinction Rebellion began as a small minority
in 2018 and catalysed global climate mobilisation through their consistent behavioural style.
By accepting arrest through nonviolent civil disobedience, they forced majority reconsideration
of conventional climate activism, ultimately spreading the movement across the world (39).
Their effectiveness did not arise from majority support but from behavioural consistency that
signalled a profound commitment to climate values. Thus, committed minorities can function
as identity leaders by demonstrating behavioural consistency. They need not await majority
support to initiate influence processes that eventually shift broader social conventions.

Furthermore, leaders shape norms through both symbolic actions and structural changes.
By adopting sustainable practices themselves and making them visible, leaders signal that
environmental behaviour is normative for group members. When combined with the structural
mechanisms discussed earlier, individual exemplary behaviour becomes woven into broader
processes of norm formation and collective identity construction.

This integration of identity leadership with minority influence reveals how leaders can
catalyse sustainable behaviour change. Leaders who cultivate a shared social identity while
demonstrating behavioural commitment create the conditions for norm shifts. Through
building identification, establishing environmental norms as group-defining, and fostering
collective efficacy, they transform isolated individual actions into coordinated collective
movements. The evidence suggests this process operates across contexts, from sports teams to
community energy initiatives to global climate movements, indicating that identity leadership
principles provide a robust foundation for understanding and enabling climate mobilisation.
Yet this integration also raises theoretical tension: minority influence requires deviating from
norms, yet identity leadership requires prototypicality. This tension could be resolved by
looking at prototypicality as multidimensional. Greta Thunberg embodies core youth identity
characteristics (authenticity, moral clarity) while advocating non-normative climate action.
Additionally, identity leadership involves actively crafting aspirational identities. Effective
leaders are prototypical of “who we are becoming,” not just “who we are now,” and therefore
have the potential to extend norms in new directions (16). Lastly, temporal dynamics also
matter in that leaders may initially face resistance but gain prototypicality as groups adopt new
norms, exemplified by Extinction Rebellion’s success.

CHALLENGE OF INCLUSIVE IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION

The preceding sections establish how identity leadership can mobilise climate action by
creating relevant group identities, building collective efficacy, and embedding sustainable
norms. However, a critical challenge remains. Climate impacts and capacities for action vary
across social groups. Climate leadership must therefore navigate the tension between building
a unified collective identity for coordinated action whilst acknowledging that different groups
face climate change in unique ways and possess unequal resources for response.

This challenge is not unique to climate contexts. Research on (crisis) leadership more broadly
reveals that appeals to unified collective identity often obscure differential impacts and
competing priorities. Subasi¢ et al. (18) demonstrated that leadership involves intergroup
competition where different factions attempt to define superordinate group values, norms, and
appropriate responses. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, different experts competed
to define what “protecting the community” meant. Some prioritised mortality reduction, whilst
others stressed broader wellbeing impacts, including mental health (40, 41) or education (42,
43). These were not only policy disagreements but contests about community values and
priorities. Moreover, the pandemic illustrated the “same storm, different boats” reality: whilst
leaders invoked unified rhetoric, marginalised communities suffered disproportionate death
rates even as affluent areas accessed better healthcare (44).

In climate contexts, these tensions are also acute. For example, climate action threatens
not only specific policies, but lifestyle choices closely tied to valued identities. Meat-eating
connects to masculine identity for some groups (45) and a high-consumption lifestyles signal
economic success and social status (46). When climate leadership contests these practices,
it challenges the status and identities they represent. This is a challenge at the identity level,
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making it particularly difficult to overcome through rational arguments or economic incentives
alone (47). Beyond these identity threats, climate policies create distinct material impacts,
with lowering carbon emission being closely related to inequality and so potentially affecting
communities differently. For example, renewable energy transitions could displace workers in
fossil fuel industries or dietary shifts might affect farming communities. Climate leadership
that ignores these differential impacts risks fracturing potential coalitions and reproducing
existing inequalities under the guise of collective action.

In addition, the identity leadership framework largely focuses on how leaders mobilise collective
climate action within groups. Thus, identity leadership primarily addresses intragroup processes
rather than relations between groups (48, 49). However, when considering climate politics
involving multiple leaders mobilising different constituencies around competing positions,
pro-climate identity leadership may provoke counter-mobilisation by leaders constructing
oppositional identities. This creates potential for intergroup conflict and escalating polarisation.
Managing intergroup conflict from a leadership perspective requires complementary
frameworks, such as the intergroup leadership model (48, 49) or approaches that emphasise
superordinate identity construction (50). However, intergroup cooperation and negotiation
still require that groups themselves are mobilised and capable of collective action. Identity
leadership provides the intragroup mechanisms that enable groups to act collectively, even if
additional frameworks are needed to manage relations between groups.

Overall, building inclusive climate identities requires deliberate strategies. Thus, leaders should
actively shape superordinate identity content to encompass diverse subgroup concerns rather
than assuming a single climate identity fits all (51). This might involve articulating higher-
order goals that different groups can align with whilst pursuing them through different means
(52). In addition, inclusive climate leadership creates multiple pathways for contribution,
recognising that groups possess different resources and face different constraints. Just as
COVID-19 mutual aid groups enabled diverse participation through activities ranging from
food delivery to mental health support (53), climate initiatives should offer varied entry points.
Some community members might contribute through behaviour change, whilst others might
contribute through advocacy or knowledge sharing or organising. This multiplicity ensures that
participation does not depend on specific economic or social privileges. In addition, leaders
should explicitly acknowledge differential impacts and address inequities rather than invoking
empty unity rhetoric. Climate leadership requires transparency about who bears transition costs
and who benefits from maintaining the status quo. This might involve explicitly discussing fairer
transition principles, compensatory mechanisms for disproportionately affected communities,
or progressive policy design that protects vulnerable populations.

An additional challenge emerges from what social psychologists call ingroup projection
(54). Subgroups tend to project their own characteristics onto superordinate categories,
assuming their values and norms define the larger group. In climate contexts, this means
different factions may assume their approach represents what it means to be environmentally
responsible. Urban professionals might project cycling and plant-based diets as defining a
sustainable identity, whilst rural communities might emphasise land stewardship and local
food systems. But leaders should avoid letting one group define “who we are” as climate actors.
This requires actively crafting superordinate identities that are complex and multifaceted,
explicitly incorporating diverse perspectives and practices rather than privileging dominant
group characteristics (55, 56).

These considerations reveal that inclusive climate leadership is not simply about mobilising
unified action but about building coalitions across differences. It requires acknowledging that
whilst we face a common climate threat, we arrive from different positions with different
vulnerabilities and capacities. Climate identity construction therefore balances the need for
coordinated collective action with recognition of legitimate diversity in experiences, priorities
and pathways to sustainability (57).

LEADERSHIP AS A CONTESTED AND CREDIBLE PROCESS

The inclusion challenges discussed above represent one dimension of complexity in climate
leadership. Beyond building coalitions across diverse groups, climate leaders must also navigate
active contestation from opposing interests. Climate leadership does not occur in a social
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vacuum but represents a contest for influence between competing visions of environmental
futures. In climate contexts, this manifests as ongoing competition between those advocating
systemic transformation and those defending the status quo, and extends beyond questions
of inclusion to active resistance and co-option attempts (18). Within this contested landscape,
leader credibility becomes essential. Research conducted by Westlake et al. (58) demonstrated
that individual leader behaviours serve as powerful signals that either reinforce or undermine
collective identification. When climate researchers who advocate for emission reductions
continue to fly frequently to conferences, the inconsistency undermines their credibility and
weakens their influence on public behaviour change (59). This behaviour-advocacy gap proves
particularly acute in climate contexts. Unlike pandemics or conflicts where leaders face the
same immediate threats as followers, climate impacts often feel temporally and spatially
distant. When advocates maintain carbon-intensive lifestyles whilst promoting climate action,
such behaviour can create cognitive dissonance that undermines emerging group identities
(58, 60). The gap signals that climate action is not truly central to group values, making it
harder for followers to internalise sustainable practices as identity-consistent behaviours.

Thus, leading by example functions not merely as individual virtue signalling but as strategic
leadership. Leaders could use their own behavioural choices to define group boundaries and
establish what membership means. When organisational leaders implement no-fly policies for
short-haul trips and take trains themselves, they perform dual functions: modelling specific
behaviours and reconstructing organisational identity around sustainability. The visible
behavioural change redefines what it means to be a member of that organisation whilst
demonstrating authentic commitment to collective values (61).

Yet this contested landscape makes climate leadership vulnerable to co-option by vested
interests. Corporate greenwashing represents attempts to capture climate identity whilst
preserving unsustainable systems. Lamb et al. (62) term these “discourses of climate delay.”
Suchdiscourses employ identity rhetoric (“we’re allin this together”) whilst shifting responsibility
away from systemic change toward individual action or technological fixes that preserve existing
power structures. This strategic use of collective language without commitment undermines
climate leadership by creating the facade of action whilst maintaining the status quo.

Distinguishing ethical climate leadership from populist manipulation (63) requires attention to
three factors. First, consistency between rhetoric and action. Leaders who invoke a collective
climate identity whilst maintaining carbon-intensive operations fail the credibility test. Second,
transparency about trade-offs. Ethical leaders acknowledge challenges and losses involved in
transition rather than promising painless solutions. Third, attention to distributional effects.
Climate leadership should address rather than obscure differential impacts across social
groups (64), recognising that burden-sharing and benefit distribution shape whether proposed
collective identities feel inclusive or exploitative.

Thus, the relationship between individual examples and collective mobilisation is complex. As
mentioned, research on minority influence shows that consistent behavioural commitment
from dedicated minorities can shift group norms over time (38). However, overly demanding
exemplary behaviour risks creating unrealistic standards that discourage rather than inspire
action. Effective climate leadership requires calibrating behaviour to be aspirational yet
achievable. Leaders should demonstrate commitment through actions that followers can
realistically adopt whilst acknowledging systemic constraints. The goal is not creating an elite
of sustainability exemplars but normalising progress and collective improvement.

These considerations suggest that policy interventions require accountability mechanisms to
prevent “identity politics.” Without such safeguards, collective identity rhetoric risks becoming
another tool for maintaining unsustainable systems. The challenge for climate leadership is
to build collective identity and efficacy whilst resisting co-option and remaining genuinely
inclusive of diverse stakeholder perspectives.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS: FOSTERING IDENTITY LEADERSHIP FOR
SUSTAINABILITY

Addressing climate change requires identity leadership at multiple scales, from local
communities to international negotiations. Policy interventions should focus on developing
identity leadership capabilities rather than simply providing information or economic incentives.
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At the community level, programmes that train local leaders in identity leadership principles
show promising results. One example is The Women’s Environmental Network’s Climate Sisters
programme. This 10-12-week Feminist Climate Leadership Programme brings together groups
of marginalised and racialised women to collectively explore their priorities for climate justice
across multiple scales (individual, local, regional, national, and international). Participants then
develop creative projects showcasing their experiences, ideas, and solutions to the climate
crisis  (https://www.wen.org.uk/2023/04/26/meet-the-climate-sisters/). Such programmes
emphasise the three cornerstones of effective identity leadership for sustainable behaviour:
crafting inclusive narratives and identities; building collective efficacy through participatory co-
production; and embedding sustainable practices as community norms.

Organisational leadership development could integrate sustainability with identity leadership
training. Rather than treating environmental responsibility as a separate corporate function,
organisational leaders could aim to embed sustainability into organisational identity. This
requires moving beyond compliance-focused training toward programmes that help leaders
connect environmental action to organisational values and purposes (65). For example,
the 5R programme (Readying, Reflecting, Representing, Realising, and Reinforcing) provides
a practical framework for identity leadership development (51). This work suggests that
guiding leaders through processes of mapping values within teams, connecting these
values to professional identity, and embedding value and norm considerations into
organisational structures and practices (66) can be a fruitful approach to sustainable
change. As demonstrated in social work contexts (67), this approach enables leaders to
address emerging challenges (such as environmental justice) by grounding them in shared
professional identity and collective purpose (for example, by ensuring that sustainability
becomes intrinsic to organisational practice rather than an externally imposed compliance
requirement).

At a national level, leaders could link climate action to existing national values. For example, the
United Kingdom positioned itself as a climate leader by connecting to Britain’s identity as an
innovator and a global leader. In the 2008 Climate Change Act, the world’s first legally binding
national emissions law, was framed as putting “British business...into the forefront of world
innovation” (68). Such leadership framing could be more effective than framing climate action
as a moral obligation or sacrifice. Thus, to build a national identity as a pro-environmental
identity, political leaders could represent climate action as expressing “who we already are”
(representing), position the nation as climate leaders (advancing), articulate environmental
values as core national values (crafting), and create national structures celebrating climate
achievements (embedding). Yet effectiveness depends on credible links between climate action
and existing national identity, leader legitimacy to redefine identity content, and tangible
national benefits that reinforce identity claims.

Overall, the presented framework suggests shifting from individual responsibility narratives
toward collective identity frames. Rather than “reduce your carbon footprint,” messaging
should emphasise “our community’s climate action.” This linguistic shift, whilst seemingly
minor, fundamentally reframes climate action from individual burden to collective endeavour
(69). Importantly, climate narratives could connect to existing identities rather than requiring
people to adopt new ones. Parents could be urged to protect their children’s future (70) or faith
communities to see climate justice as a moral issue (71), with identity-matching approaches
likely more effective than generic climate messaging.

At the international level, negotiations should recognise the importance of identity dynamics
in building coalitions. Rather than focusing solely on technical targets or financial transfers,
diplomacy should attend to creating superordinate identities that enable collective action. The
Paris Agreement partly reflected its ability to create an inclusive “we” rather than maintaining
divisive “developed” versus “developing” country categories (72). Future negotiations could
benefit from explicit attention to how treaty language and institutional structures either
facilitate or hinder the construction of a shared global climate identity.

Importantly, though, policies should create structures that make collective impact visible and
meaningful. Carbon accounting systems that track neighbourhood, city, or organisational
progress rather than just individual footprints could help build collective efficacy. Research
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on community energy initiatives demonstrates that when community members have visible
influence over collective environmental projects, both perceived collective efficacy and
willingness to participate increase substantially (35). Such interventions can celebrate progress
rather than emphasise inadequacy, as collective efficacy is strengthened when groups can see
tangible evidence of their shared impact on sustainability goals.

Policies should therefore balance urgency with agency, maintaining motivation through
recognition of collective achievements (73). Investment in collective infrastructure such
as public transport, renewable energy systems, and community gardens provides tangible
evidence of group capacity to address climate challenges. These collective goods serve both
practical and symbolic functions, demonstrating that “we can do this together” whilst making
sustainable behaviours more accessible.

Yet a critical challenge for identity-based climate mobilisation remains the tension between
local identity mobilisation and planetary-scale coordination. Whilst place-based identities
effectively mobilise local action, as we have seen in examples throughout this paper, achieving
change on a global scale proves more difficult (74). An open question remains: what form of
identity is required for transformational change at a planetary scale and what kind of global
leadership would enable it? Related to these questions of scale are questions of justice. As
emphasised throughout this paper, climate impacts and capacities for action vary by class,
race, geography, and generation. Identity narratives that obscure these differences whilst
ignoring distinct vulnerabilities risk reproducing inequalities and fracturing coalitions (75).
Climate leadership must acknowledge differential impacts whilst building solidarity through
what Muldoon terms “inclusive superordinate identities”, shared identities that encompass
rather than erase difference (76).

CONCLUSION

The climate crisis requires rapid, large-scale behavioural change that individual-focused
approaches have failed to deliver. This paper demonstrates that effective climate action
requires identity leadership that activates group-level processes, bridging the gap between
individual intent and systemic transformation through mobilised communities.

I propose three core principles for climate leadership. First, leaders create and activate group
identities that make climate action identity-relevant rather than treating it as an external
obligation. Second, they build collective efficacy by making group impact visible and celebrating
collective achievements rather than emphasising individual helplessness. Third, they embed
sustainable practices as group norms through both symbolic actions and structural changes,
making environmental behaviour an expression of group membership rather than an individual
sacrifice.

The climate crisis might be humanity’s defining collective challenge. It demands identity
leadership that transforms “I should act” into “we must act together.” The social identity
approach to leadership offers both theoretical foundations and practical strategies for this
transformation. Sustainable futures will be built not through millions of isolated individual
choices nor through top-down policies alone but through mobilised communities who see
environmental protection as expressing their collective identity. The path to sustainability lies
in activating the power of “we.”
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