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To enable transformative change for biodiversity, 
we need to explore how people relate to and value 
the natural ecosystems we have. While our projects 
in the Transformative Change for Biodiversity Cluster 
generated knowledge through research, case studies 
and experiments, many of us often wonder how best 
to connect the project outcomes with a much broader 
society. This leverage points toolkit aims to support the 
cluster project partners to take a step back and explore 
how a human-centred design method, a vastly popular 
method used in businesses, could supplement the ongoing 
communications and public engagement activities in the 
final stage of the project cycle. 

What do Airbnb, Starbucks and Oral-B have in common? 
These companies applied human-centred design to 
develop popular services and products we use on 
a regular basis. Human-centred design, with its core 
principle of empathy, aims to create a solution through 
the perspective of the person you want to reach and 
engage with. It is a widely used method in business to 
develop products and services and increasingly in the 
social impact and public sector. The process involves 
understanding people’s experiences and problems. In 
other words, it focuses on discovering what people see, 
hear, say, do, and value and translating these learnings 
to develop goals and objectives. Empathy building is a 
powerful tool that fosters connection and understanding, 
which is why it comes first before jumping straight into 
creating a solution. 

Listen to what Emi Kolawole, the Editor-in-Residence at 
Stanford University’s d.school, says about the role empathy 
plays in human-centred design. 

If you’re intrigued by the potential of human-centred 
design in the public sector, watch a video featuring 
Mathan Ratinam, Lead Service Designer for the Victoria 
State Government in Australia. In this video, he explains 
how this approach can help ‘derisk’ the development of 
new policies, government services, and tools and foster 
appreciation among citizens and government employees. 

So why is this relevant to a systems change? According 
to leading systems thinkers, changing peoples’ mindsets 
is one of the most powerful leverage points for a systems 
change. Donella Meadows, an American environmental 
scientist who authored the famous book ‘Limits to Growth’, 
listed the twelve most effective systems interventions and 
ranked mindset shifts as one of the most prominent 
leverage points compared to any structural change like 
new law, policy or tax regimes (Meadows, 1999). Human 
decisions are both the cause of damage and, at the same 
time, the means to solve problems we face on earth. If 
we can impact how people think and see the world, a 
needed transformation can be made much quicker and 
on a larger scale. This is why human-centred design can 
significantly support the process of transformative change. 
The approach can help any group of people aiming to 
change the system by engaging with people who can 
multiply the impacts.

Watch “Empathy” by Emi Kolawole, IDEO
https://www.designkit.org/mindsets/4.html

Watch “Human-Centred Design and the Public Sector”
https://youtu.be/8VNkmb__gEA?si=GfhfIW5GmuHT4lMl

Check out Donnella Meadows’ “12 leverage points”, 
produced by UNDP/Carlotta Cataldi 
https://bit.ly/3SE2KUY

https://donellameadows.org/wp-content/userfiles/Leverage_Points.pdf
https://www.designkit.org/mindsets/4.html 
https://youtu.be/8VNkmb__gEA?si=GfhfIW5GmuHT4lMl 
https://bit.ly/3SE2KUY
https://www.designkit.org/mindsets/4.html 
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This makes sense theoretically, but putting it into practice 
poses a challenge. The best way to build empathy is to 
zoom into a specific scenario in a real-world setting. Here is 
a small brain exercise to get you in the mindset. Let’s think 
about the last time you encountered a person who shared 
a strong opinion about something opposite to your beliefs. 
Maybe it was something related to a political view or food 
choices. When we encounter someone who disagrees 
with us, we can get frustrated or upset and unconsciously 
distance ourselves. To involve and engage with various 
stakeholders in any collective process like co-design, we 
must stay open and be creative in approaching those 
with different worldviews. So what should we do when we 
find ourselves in these situations? 

One simple technique is to ‘consider the opposite.’ 
Taking a step back to ask, “How does this person see the 
world?” helps you get on the right foot and avoid racing 
to a conclusion. Here is a short video on considering the 
opposite by Al Pittampalli, the author of ‘Persuadable: 
How Great Leaders Change Their Minds to Change the 
World’. 

Assumptions can be the enemy of effective communication 
and public engagement. Imagine you are designing a 
wheelchair-friendly pedestrian pathway at an intersection 
with heavy traffic. Would you be confident in developing 
the best solution for this community without spending 
enough time to delve deep into what they experience first-
hand? The same thing can be said about communication 
and public engagement. Without understanding your 
target group, a perfectly structured narrative that ‘we’ 
think is great may mean little to others. This underscores the 
importance of building empathy before communicating 
a pre-designed message.

Human experience is mostly a shared experience, and 
empathy pivots the way we connect and understand 
each other. Before we move on to the next exercise, 
we invite you to watch a short clip by Lifehacker on the 
importance of empathy and how curiosity, observation 
and active listening can support the process of discovering 
others.

Watch “The importance of empathy - Lifehacker”
https://youtu.be/UzPMMSKfKZQ?si=7cxYxHoVMz5YBtmv

We could take a structured, more strategic approach 
using existing frameworks and tools to design 
engagement strategies and communication actions. 
There is a wide range of templates to map target 
communities’ experiences and viewpoints, like the 
empathy canvases below. The best way to approach 
this is to set up an informal conversation over coffee 
with several target group representatives. Imagine you 
want to develop a project communication package 
for European policymakers. Before you start writing up a 
‘policy brief’ just because you promised that in the project 
proposal, ask yourself: What do they want to see in these 
communication materials? Which concepts do they use 
repeatedly, and which concepts do they avoid? What 
problems do they experience navigating information and 
communication outputs from Horizon projects? What do 
they wish to have to make their lives easier? These small 
bits and pieces of ingredients would significantly help 
you design effective communication and engagement 
strategies and products. 

It may be difficult to have immediate access to your target 
group, let alone have a coffee meeting with them. In 
these circumstances, developing a persona helps identify 
and segment different target communities. Persona is a 
description of the person for whom you are designing 
the solution. Creating a persona enables you to research 
their likely behaviours, activates you to think of a specific 
person and validates the effectiveness of your proposed 
solution. Let’s say your mission is to develop a project 
narrative for early career foresters in Europe. Having a 
persona like this next to you when drafting a narrative 
helps you imagine this person’s reaction. Persona is a 
great tool to remind ourselves that we are not just coming 
up with a solution solely based on our points of view. It 
activates our imagination to think about how others see 
and experience your solution. 

Watch “Al Pittampalli on Considering the Opposite | 
+Acumen”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XBYKHTQp2Vo

Empathy Map via Nielsen Norman Group: 
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/empathy-
mapping/?source=delasign

Empathy Map Canvas via Game Storming: 
https://gamestorming.com/empathy-map-canvas-006/

You can use HubSpot’s tool to make your own persona here.

 https://youtu.be/UzPMMSKfKZQ?si=7cxYxHoVMz5YBtmv
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XBYKHTQp2Vo
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/empathy-mapping/?source=delasign
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/empathy-mapping/?source=delasign
https://gamestorming.com/empathy-map-canvas-006/ 
https://www.hubspot.com/make-my-persona?hubs_post-cta=on-page-redirect&hubs_post=blog.hubspot.com%2Fmarketing%2Fcreate-buyer-persona-makemypersona&hubs_content=blog.hubspot.com%2Fmarketing%2Fcreate-buyer-persona-makemypersona&hubs_content-cta=-medium
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When you develop different personas, you should get a 
good overview of the stakeholders you want to engage 
with through your solution. If you have a wide range of 
people with different backgrounds and needs, one way 
to cluster them is by using stakeholder mapping tools like 
the one available on Canva. This uses the power-interest 
matrix, which can be adjusted according to needs. For 
example, if you want to target marginalised communities 
in a specific area that produces soy in Brazil, then a 
different matrix needs to be used for stakeholder analysis. 
These types of mapping help you identify your priorities. 

People may resist the change you propose because 
they feel their freedoms are being threatened, worry 
about being manipulated, or simply prefer the status 
quo and are reluctant to change. It’s always important 
to remember that the existing system can push you back 
really hard, especially when you have a big societal 
mission to position biodiversity at the heart of our society. 
The eleven laws of systems by Peter Senge, the author of 

the Fifth Discipline, can teach us so much about how any 
of our existing systems can function. For example, you can 
find yourself getting back to ‘ground zero’ no matter how 
much effort you make to change something. A quick fix 
can also lead back to the starting point. This could result 
in a vicious cycle, where waiting for a change is actually 
better than forcing it. Nature also works like that. It takes 
years to restore biodiversity and over a decade for a tree 
to grow. Our nature’s law also says, “Faster is slower”. 
 
However, there is one specific systems law by Senge 
that all of us should remember: “Small changes can 
produce big results...but the areas of highest leverage 
are often the least obvious”. Greta Thunberg is one great 
example of how a student’s action has led the global 
climate movement. This is why we cannot underestimate 
the impacts of nurturing a better understanding of a 
small community of people in our communication and 
engagement actions to result in significant impacts. 

https://www.canva.com/online-whiteboard/stakeholder-maps/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Fifth_Discipline
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