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“We can't impose our will on a system. We 
can listen to what the system tells us, and 

discover how its properties and our values 
can work together to bring forth something 

much better than could ever be produced by 
our will alone.” 

–Donella Meadows



People are Nested in Systems & Places

Nature Built Environment Social Realms



Social 
Ecological 

Model

• Model of  nested 

system

• Individuals and groups 

are agents of change

• Dynamic interrelations 

across levels

Health Promotion: creating change requires attention 
to the context of action beyond individual traits. 

Society

Community

Organizations

Inter-Personal

Individuals



PATTERNS of BEHAVIOR

Behaviors, Processes, Routines



Theory & 
Toolkits

• Each layer has unique 

influence

• Layers shape each 

other

• Multi-layer solutions

Tangible Objective



Integration of Tools for Change

$
Wind

Power

Education
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Champions

Modelling

Operations

Normative 
Feedback Prompts

Policy



HOW DO WE BEGIN?



Discover and 
Define Problem

Too many programs fail 

because they start here. ASIGES 
GOAL

Background

Selecting Behaviors

• Sector

• Assess Impact

• Probability

• Penetration

Barriers & 
Benefits

Develop 
Strategies

Piloting

Broad Scale 
Implementation

Assess & 
Evaluate

Evidence-Based Change Processes



Discover Define Develop Deliver

Social Science Research 
Tools

Evidence-Based Strategies

1. Discover & Define
the Problem

Design Thinking

Double-Diamond

(Design Council 2012)
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OBSERVATIONS



REDEFINE the PROBLEM



Cautionary 
Tale

Community Engagement

Inter-personal

Individual-CBSM



Block Leader Programs

Fort ZED: Community Energy Challenge

 Individual sign up

 NO education 

 Private commitment

 New networks

 No audience segmentation

 No peer mentoring

Evidence-Based Strategies

 Leaders recruit peers

 Monthly education

 Public commitment

 Existing social networks

 Tailored Messaging

 Modelling



Skipping Steps 
Creates Failed 
Efforts

ASIGES 
GOAL

Background

Selecting Behaviors

• Sector

• Assess Impact

• Probability

• Penetration

Barriers & 
Benefits

Develop 
Strategies

Piloting

Broad Scale 
Implementation

Assess & 
Evaluate

Evidence-Based Change Processes



WATER 
CONSERVATION



Discover Define Develop Deliver

Social Science Research 
Tools
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Discover and 
Define Problem

ASIGES 
GOAL

Background

Selecting Behaviors

• Sector

• Assess Impact

• Probability

• Penetration

Barriers & 
Benefits

Develop 
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Broad Scale 
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1. OBSERVE

Nature Built EnvironmentSocial Realm

designed by plantdrivendesign



2. ASSESS 
POTENTIAL 
IMPACT

Outdoors
50%

Toilets
10%

Washers
9%

Showers
9%

Dishwashers
1%

Faucets
9%

Baths
4%

Leaks
8%

California Residential Water Use

Source: Pacific Institute 2015



BARRIERS & BENEFITS

MULTI-STEP ACTIONS SOCIAL NORMS INERTIA



ASSESS 

IMPACT



Discover Define Develop Deliver

Social Science Research 
Tools

Evidence-Based Strategies

(Design Council 2012)
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WHAT IS THE 
OPPORTUNITY FOR 

WATER CONSERVATION?



CASH for GRASS



ELIMINATE BARRIER: 
INERTIA

1. Commit to square 

footage to remove

2. PAID GRASS 

REMOVAL



INCREASE BENEFITS

Garden Plans

Workshops



Develop Strategies Across Layers

Policy & Regulation

Markets

Community Engagement

Organizational Change
Interpersonal



Municipal Policy

• water use

• plantings

• lawn

• herbicide use



HOA Policy

Allowing non-grass 

plantings

designed by plantdrivendesign



Organizations & 
Markets

Cultivating

Stocking

Marketing

Educating

Labelling



Community Engagement

Gardening Courses

Workshops





Removing Turf

• Municipal & HOA 

Policy

• Native Plant Nurseries

• Workshops

• Neighborhood 

Interactions

• Choice Architecture

• Financial Levers
URBAN GARDENS
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