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One of the key recommendations of the 2012 report, Resilient People, Resilient Planet: A Future 
Worth Choosing, is “empowering people to make sustainable choices.” Prepared by the United  
Nations Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on Global Sustainability (2012), this landmark report 
reframes sustainability while—like other reports before it—challenging those in the conservation 
community to consider how to create the pathways to empower people to make sustainable choices, 
to change their future, to be resilient.

The hope of empowering people to make sustainable choices is not new, but the approaches and 
tools by which improved decision-making is facilitated and supported are changing rapidly. This  
article examines emerging, successful trends in communication and its link to change management. It 
explores contextualizing a problem or challenge, influencing policy through strategic communication, 
engaging stakeholders, and managing change. To better describe these linkages, this article presents 
a sample change strategy, the processes used to manage change, and the various aspects of a change 
management approach.

Creating pathways for positive change is of special interest to the representatives of the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN) Commission on Education and Communication (CEC), 
who developed this article. Sharing a vision of a global community that loves and values nature, the 
Commission facilitates capacity building, change management, knowledge management, learning 
processes and communication activities worldwide as a way to create pathways for positive change.

Keywords: Resilience, stakeholder, change, management, communication, 
environment.

Surveys
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The report recommends many actions or enabling conditions 
to contribute to empowerment. These include basic educa-
tion, health services, gender equity, land tenure for women 
and democracy. These enabling conditions require transform-
ing structures that are essential for people to “become beings 
for themselves” (Freire, 1993, p.55).

Resilience from an organizational management perspective 
is when the entity—whether a business, government, or non-
governmental organization—has the ability to adapt to chang-
ing demands and external and internal influences with flex-
ibility and fluidity. For example, organizations that have flatter 
and less complex hierarchies, an organizational culture that 
encourages innovation and creativity, and a decentralised gov-
ernance structure all help empower people. As Freire (1993) 
demonstrated, people empower themselves by understanding 
“more clearly what and who they are so that they can more 
wisely build the future” (p.65) and by developing “their power 
to perceive critically the way they exist in the world” (p.64). 
Processes such as dialogue, critical and systemic thinking, 
and learning by taking action on the world all support empow-
erment (Freire, 1993; Brown et al., 2005). “Resilient organiza-
tions have learning built into their system. With good learn-
ing practice and tools the organization anticipates change, 
recognizes it, and adapts” (C.W. Phillips & G. Martin-Mehers,  
personal communication, August 2011). 

The IUCN Commission on Education and Communication 
(CEC) examines how certain practices can create pathways for 
positive change in conservation. Their cumulative expertise 
spans communication and public outreach, formal and infor-
mal education, capacity building, policy development, knowl-
edge management, and change management. To mark the oc-
casion of the 2012 World Conservation Congress, members of 
the CEC leadership prepared this article to share knowledge 
about how to influence sustainable development and conser-
vation through the use of strategic change approaches. 

The paper summarises useful insights and current thinking 
about how to engage people and bring about change with and 
by people for environmental and social resilience and is based 
on four pillars:

•	Applying social science research to guide communication;
•	Influencing policy through strategic communication;
•	Engaging stakeholders; and
•	Managing positive change.

2. Applying social science research  
to guide communication

Never before has so much information about the planet been 
available. Each day, satellites aircraft, unmanned aerial vehi-
cles, balloons, ocean buoys, ships, submersibles and other in 
situ instruments collect data and provide vital details on sub-
jects such as forest cover, floods, coastal regions, glaciers, 

1. Introduction

Somewhere in the world today a new road will connect previously 
isolated villages, a new school will open its doors and wel-
come students, a political or business leader will set forth a 
path for the future, and someone will speak on a mobile phone 
for the first time. At the same moment, an extreme weather 
event will flood a habitat, fish will swim into polluted waters, 
forests will be cut, and carbon will continue to be emitted into 
the atmosphere. Whether good or bad, natural or manmade, 
local or global, humans need to respond to change constantly. 

Unlike other species, humans can influence or guide most 
changes. The ability of groups or communities to cope with 
these stresses is called ‘social resilience’ (Adger ,2000, quoted 
in Gallopin, 2006, p.297). In other words, resilience includes a 
capacity of response and an ability to cope with the impacts 
produced by a perturbation in the environment or society  
as well as being able to take advantage of opportunities  
(Gallopin, 2006, p.300).

Resilient People, Resilient Planet: A Future Worth Choosing 
(United Nations Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel on 
Global Sustainability, 2012) suggests that the people of the 
world are not yet on a pathway to being a resilient people, 
where they can quickly respond or adapt to changes. The re-
port identifies three major strategies towards increasing its 
vision of resilience: empowerment, a greener economy, and 
governance. These strategies are essentially oriented to so-
cial change—to developing and deploying human capacities, 
rethinking and re-organising our economies, and improving 
the governance of our societies.
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When developing new approaches, direction can be found in 
diverse fields such as psychology, marketing, social science, 
decision science, public relations, linguistics, communication 
management, cognitive and brain sciences. The cognitive lin-
guist George Lakoff, rejecting traditional views, argues that: 
“Real reason is: mostly unconscious (98%); requires emotion; 
uses the logic of frames, metaphors and narratives; is physi-
cal (in brain circuitry); and varies considerably as frames vary.” 
(Lakoff, 2010, p.72). Lakoff cautions that it does not work to try 
to give people the facts about ‘a future worth choosing’ in the 
hope they will reason to the right conclusion. “The facts must 
make sense in terms of their system of frames, or they will 
be ignored. The facts, to be communicated, must be framed 
properly. Furthermore, to understand something complex, a 
person must have a system of frames in place that can make 
sense of the facts” and building these takes time (Lakoff, 
2010, p.73). 

2.2 Understanding What Gets Attention and Why

Gaining attention for environmental or sustainability issues 
in society is very competitive and requires professional 
public relations (PR) expertise. Businesses, non-
government organizations (NGOs), political parties, religious 
organisations, unions, and governments use public relations 
staff or companies to relate to their stakeholders, gain 
positive attention for their organisation, share ideas, or even 
market products in a very competitive or noisy world. PR, the 
“management of communication between an organisation 
and its publics” (Grunig, 1992, p.4), is more than media 
relations, publicity, or communication techniques; it plays 
a part in “a continuous process of conflict over political and 
economic power, but also as part of a wider struggle around 
the production and use of social meaning” (Greenberg et al., 
2011, p.68). 

The climate change issue has been the theatre of an intense 
‘war of ideas’ and the strategies deployed have attracted many 
analytical articles (Nesbit, 2011; Greenberg et al., 2011). In the 
United States, views in 2010 about climate change were di-
vided along strong partisan lines with a Pew Research Center 
survey (2010, June 17) reporting that over “half of Democrats 
(56%) saying it is a very serious problem, whereas only 18% of 
Republicans are this concerned. More than one-in-four Re-
publicans (28%) think climate change is not a problem at all” 
(p.70). This represents a lower level of concern about climate 
change than elsewhere in the world: in 19 of 22 countries sur-
veyed “at least three-quarters of the population perceive glob-
al climate change as a serious or very serious problem” (ibid.). 

Research suggests that public interest in environmental is-
sues fluctuates over time. The American public gave higher 
attention to environmental concerns in 2006 and 2007, dur-
ing a period of low unemployment and a decade of reason-
able economic stability. Recently, with the global financial  
crisis and its impacts on unemployment, jobs and the economy,  

weather patterns, and ocean productivity. Geospatial tech-
nology advancements enable people to access, analyse, and 
visualize their world in new ways. Through the use of smart 
phones and cameras, citizen scientists throughout the world 
are also providing local observations and providing them on 
platforms such as GoogleEarth allowing people anywhere and 
any time to see changes on local scales. 

An abundance of data does not translate into information, 
just as an abundance of information does not translate into 
knowledge, and knowledge does not translate into improved 
decision-making or action. Identifying challenges doesn’t 
necessarily result in swift action to resolve a problem. One 
of the greatest challenges in the sustainability field is how to 
communicate urgent issues and motivate change. 

Although published more than 20 years ago, Our Common 
Future, the ground-breaking report of the UN’s World Com-
mission on Environment and Development led by former Nor-
wegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, captures sus-
tainability’s challenge even today:

	 In the middle of the 20th century, we saw our planet from 
space for the first time. … From space, we see a small and 
fragile ball dominated not by human activity and edifice 
but by a pattern of clouds, oceans, greenery, and soils. 
Humanity’s inability to fit its doings into that pattern is 
changing planetary systems, fundamentally. Many such 
changes are accompanied by life-threatening hazards. 
This new reality, from which there is no escape, must be 
recognized—and managed. (UNWCED, 1987, p.1)

An important departure from the 1987 Brundtland Commis-
sion report and today’s extensive global investment in envi-
ronmental change science is the emerging recognition of the 
significance of social science research, which helps us under-
stand how people make choices to change the pathway to a 
more resilient planet and people.

2.1 Developing New Approaches to Communication

Creating pathways to positive change will require new approach-
es. This was the essential message of the provocative report 
by Michael Shellenberger and Ted Norhaus, The Death of Envi-
ronmentalism: Global Warming Politics in a Post-Environmental 
World, which argued that the environmental movement needed 
to be completely transformed if it was to be capable of address-
ing climate change. Among other criticisms, the report asserted 
that none of the US environmental public campaigns articulated 
a “vision of the future commensurate with the magnitude of the 
crisis” (Shellenberger & Norhaus, 2004, p.6) and challenged the 
environmental and conservation movement’s focus on trying to 
build a mass audience and its emphasis on themes like reducing 
mass consumption. They argue that a more appropriate response 
would be mass government investment in technological innova-
tion, particularly through the military (Lalasz, 2012, March 1). 
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environmental issues and global warming have sunk to the bot-
tom of the priority list (Nisbet, 2011). This is described as the 
public having a “finite pool of worry” by Leiserowitz et al. (2010, 
p.4), so that as “one perceived risk gains attention, other risks 
often are bumped from concern” (Nisbet, 2011, Chapter 4). 

2.3 Framing to Motivate Change

As already touched on in Section 2.1, people think, mostly un-
consciously, in terms of systems of structures called frames, 
each one of which is a physical neural circuit in our brains. 
“We use our systems of frame-circuitry to understand ev-
erything, and we reason using frame-internal logics. Frame 
systems are organized in terms of values, and how we reason 
reflects our values, and our values determine our sense of 
identity” (Lakoff, 2009, May 19). 

According to Nisbet (2009),

	 “Frames are interpretive storylines that set a specific 
train of thought in motion, communicating why an issue 
may be a problem, who or what might be responsible 
for it, and what should be done about it. Framing is an 
unavoidable reality of the communication process, es-
pecially applied to public affairs and policy. There is no 
such thing as unframed information, and most success-
ful communicators are adept at framing, whether using 
frames intentionally or intuitively” (p.15).

Under the right conditions, words activate frames, so commu-
nicators have to choose their words carefully to communicate 
a complex fact to activate the right frames. If people do not 
have such frames, then a longer process of building these in 
people’s minds is required through repetition. As Lakoff (2010) 
puts it, “All words in all languages are defined in terms of 
frame-circuits in the brain. Ultimately, framing is about ideas, 
about how we see the world, which determines how we act” 
(p.73). The moral significance of the environment “can only be 
communicated honestly and effectively using the language of  
value-based frames, preferably frames already there in the 
minds of the public” (Lakoff, 2009, May 19).

Most people do not have the overall background of frames to 
be able to understand the real crisis of our times in climate 
change and the environment. Even worse, most people have in 
their brain circuitry “frames that would either contradict the 
right frames or lead them to ignore the relevant facts” (Lakoff, 
2010, p.74). Thus, if the facts don’t support a person’s values, 
they are not retained. This may be related to self-preservation; 
according to Crompton (2010), “…individuals are often predis-
posed to reject suggestions that they should change aspects 
of their behaviour where these are important in establishing 
and maintaining their social roles” (p.18). 

In the case of climate change, and particularly with reference 
to rebutting the climate change denials of what he refers to 

as “conservative moral systems”, Lakoff suggests develop-
ing frames that connect the values that underlie our concerns 
about our planet’s future: empathy, responsibility, freedom, 
and our ability to thrive, linking to everyday themes, like 
health, jobs, and their children’s future. These ideas need to 
be repeated over and over (Lakoff, 2010, p.76). He suggests 
the following practical advice:

•	Frame issues in terms of moral values rather than policies.
•	Don’t reinforce your opponent’s frames by repeating 

them or by structuring your argument to counter them.
•	Frame facts in narratives that exemplify the emotional or 

moral context.
•	Make the message accessible by avoiding jargon and  

addressing everyday concerns.

2.4 Changing Behaviour through Government Action

To achieve policies for conservation, sustainability or to de-
velop more resilient societies, people must change their be-
haviour. How to bring about behaviour change for social and 
environmental benefits is a mainstream topic of governments 
globally (Branson et al., 2012). Governments typically use a 
range of instruments from regulation to taxation and financial 
incentives to change behaviour – often referred to as “shov-
ing”. These are often used in combination with communication 
which is oriented to stimulating voluntary change by connect-
ing to people’s sense of responsibility, explaining other in-
struments or lowering people’s perceived barriers to making 
a change. 

To bring about change in people it is necessary to make the 
change as easy as possible: identify obstacles and then re-
move those barriers. More common techniques to try to in-
duce change, such as arguing, promising, or threatening, fail 
because they “increase tension rather than easing tension by 
removing barriers that make behavior change easy” (Hernan-
dez, 2009, December 19). Such observations have led to the 
idea of “nudging” gaining credence, whereby behaviours are 
encouraged “simply by modifying the environment in which 
people conduct their actions” (Branson et al., 2012, p.4). An 
example of a nudge is for shops to charge for plastic bags, a 
practice which has successfully reduced their use. Nudging is 
a low cost solution, but has its limitations, and according to a 
UK government report, “usually the most effective means of 
changing behaviour at a population level is to use a range of 
policy tools, both regulatory and non-regulatory” (ibid., p.6).

How well do people accept government behaviour change 
strategies? The Social Research Institute Ipsos MORI explored 
the public acceptability of a range of political interventions in 
24 countries, intended to change personal behaviour on smok-
ing, eating unhealthy foods, saving and living in an environ-
mentally sustainable way (ibid.). The report found that there is 
majority support for all types of intervention across all of the 
countries polled, including surprisingly high levels of support 
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Conservationists attempting to influence policy commit 
common communication errors, as outlined in Box 1. Scientists 
also find it difficult to step out of their scientific role and to 
understand the varying perceptions that exist among different 
stakeholders (Hesselink et al., 2007). As Olson (2009) puts it: 
“….communication is not just one element in the struggle to 
make science relevant. It is the central element. Because if 
you gather scientific knowledge but are unable to convey it to 
others in a correct and compelling form, you might as well not 
even have bothered to gather the information” (p.9). Strategic 
communication and improved framing of important messages 
in a policy-relevant manner can help reduce tension and avoid 
conflict. Amongst the key features are:

•	understanding the political process and the art of influence; 
•	having a clear mandate and focus; 
•	gaining legitimacy by producing policy-relevant work; 

and 
•	building partnerships with like-minded individuals and 

groups Haid et al. (1999).

Box 1: The eight most common errors  
in communicating to influence policy

1. Letting the facts, figures and other evidence speak for 
themselves 
2. Using communication as an add on and not integrating 
it in the project 
3. Not being aware of the principles of systemic change  
4. Forgetting that influencing policy means influencing 
people  
5. Using messages that do not stick 
6. Applying wrong communication approaches or wrong 
expertise 
7. Forgetting to develop a strategy 
8. Sticking to old fashioned prejudices regarding spin, 
style and PR

From Hesselink & Zeidler (2012).

3.1 Understanding the Policy-making Process

Zeidler (2009) recognizes four distinct stages of policy-making: 
development, implementation, impact evaluation, and review, 
which represent different entry points to influence policy. Com-
munication strategies vary in terms of influence – from simply 
distributing research results to the relevant policy agents, to 
informing a specific current policy debate, to directly influenc-
ing government policy and investment (Fisher et al., 2008). 

Understanding the different policy stages is also useful for 
identifying the diverse group of individuals involved at each of 
the levels of the policy-making process. Effective policy com-
munication requires clearly identifying the target audience 

for prohibitive government legislation, such as outright bans 
on smoking and unhealthy foods. The provision of information 
about how to change one’s behaviour is highly supported, as 
are financial incentives, with nudge strategies considered the 
most acceptable. Legislative approaches receive less support, 
with acceptability decreasing as more freedoms are lost. The 
variety of cultural norms across different countries means 
people have different levels of acceptance of government in-
tervention: it is higher in India and China than in wealthy North 
European nations and the USA (ibid.). 

The Ipsos MORI report concludes that there are no magic le-
vers that will result in a desired change of a specific behav-
iour. There is a need to draw on a broader notion of public 
preparedness that understands that public acceptability is 
part of a cycle of change, and is not simply a static indicator 
of support. 

These insights reveal the importance of  public surveys and 
communicating a coherent frame to support environmental 
policy through an ethical strategic communication process. 
Increasingly, as highlighted in the practical examples below, 
governments can gain effective policy outcomes when they 
engage stakeholders in shaping policy and engage with com-
municators to help design processes at any early stage of any 
programme or policy. 

3. Influencing Policy through Strate-
gic Communication

One of the key areas where change must occur to benefit 
conservation is in the policy arena. Conservation scientists 
and activists frequently express frustration with the policy 
system (Zeidler, 2009; Spierenburg, 2012). The key is to un-
derstand the basics of communicating to an audience that is 
not necessarily passionate about conservation, but that has 
the power to take decisions directly impacting its efforts. 

Effective communication is much more than policy briefs, 
reports or glossy brochures. Instead, it is about setting the 
stage, creating the mood, crafting the right language and im-
ages, and identifying the best time and means to deliver mes-
sages. Most importantly, it is about clearly stating the specific 
actions that are expected from the different audiences being 
approached (Hesselink & Zeidler, 2012). 

Policy makers are the recipients of a plethora of policy, lobby-
ists, and media briefs. Even before the information revolution, 
government staff would report being “awash in information” 
(Weiss, 1977, as cited in Feldman et al., 2001). Capturing their 
attention should not be attempted through content, but pri-
marily through style. A number of effective techniques have 
been identified through extensive research, including using 
anecdotes, clearly articulating the meaning of data, and iden-
tifying the relevance of research findings to policy questions 
(Feldman et al., 2001). 
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and understanding its specific needs. Since people respond 
better to others they trust, rather than to logical arguments 
or cost-benefit analysis alone, building relationships with key 
players is an important step that will also help make these 
needs more evident. 

Key players in the policy-making process include:

•	Top Decision Maker: The top executive in Cabinet, who 
is looking for clear and politically favourable decisions 
appealing to the voter. 

•	Parliament: A more diverse conglomeration of policy 
makers, often coming from different party backgrounds 
and looking for advocacy debates. 

•	Environment Ministry Leadership (or its equivalent): 
Ministers, Deputy Ministers and Permanent Secretar-
ies or equivalents. As the Environment Ministry is not 
always perceived to be politically powerful, the Minister 
will look for policy opportunities that link to the national 
development agenda to position the Ministry in a more 
visible, political landscape. 

•	Environment Ministry Staff: This group should provide 
the policy-relevant technical information. It must be not-
ed that their interests and needs may also be politically 
motivated. 

•	Other Government Institutions: These tend to have wide 
ranging and conflicting interests. The environment 
agenda is often far from their priorities. 

•	Non-government Players: A powerful member of this 
group is industry. The citizen or “concerned neighbour” 
who has a direct interest in the specific area of concern 
can play a strong advocacy role, which can contribute to 
the communication strategy.

3.2 Crafting Policy-Relevant Communication

In addition to understanding an audience’s unique set of 
needs, an effective communicator should also understand the 
motivations and reward systems in play (Gibbons et al., 2008). 
For example, since changing policy and practice can lead to 
costly and sometimes negative administrative or political con-
sequences for a ministry or governmental organization, the 
dynamics of resistance to change should be addressed. Aware 
of this potential challenge, an effective communications strat-
egy will identify the current attitudes and behaviours of the 
intended target group, and include strategies to overcome 
prejudices, fears and resistance (Hesselink & Zeidler, 2012). 

For example, the Damara Tern, a near-threatened unique 
seabird breeding on the desert coastline of Namibia, has 
faced considerable conservation problems due to increasing 
development pressures. Figure 1 illustrates the attitudinal and 
behavioural changes needed to ensure that the conservation 
needs of a bird like this will be considered by the government 
leadership, as well as a strategy to affect the desired changes 
through a series of actions. 

3.3 Delivering the Message

Once the strategy has been crafted, it needs to be delivered to 
its target audience using the appropriate communication tools 
(e.g. Hesselink & Zeidler, 2012; Zeidler, 2009; Hesselink et al., 
2007; Haid et al., 1999). For example, if we want to target par-
liamentarians, a publication that is disseminated to the gen-
eral public will not suffice. Instead, an appropriate distribution 
channel must be identified, and the policy message must be 
crafted in an appealing and concrete manner in accordance 
with the parliamentarians’ needs and priorities. 

3.4 Assessing Impact 

Although the final policy decision is the ultimate measure of 
success of the communication strategy, it is beneficial to track 
its impact earlier in the decision-making process. The follow-
ing questions incite thought and encourage effective progress 
towards finding what works and what does not, learning from 
past successes and mistakes and adapting these for future 
impact on policy decisions: 

Target Audience:
Government Leadership

Development (e.g. mining, coastal 
housing) will continue even if it 
takes place on the breeding or 
feeding grounds of Damara Terns.  

Bird areas are off the agenda of the 
Cabinet. 

The Cabinet is not concerned with 
the unintended impacts on bird 
areas and ignores publicity about 
their destruction.

Actions on bird conservation are 
taken only when no other interests 
are involved. Bird conservation  
is not a development problem, 
but a problem for conservation 
organizations. 

Actions: Stakeholder meetings and discussions; Briefings to other involved 
departments; Roadmap; Draft White Paper on ICZM

Timeline: One year

Communication Strategy: Key components: (1) ‘seeing is believing’ (2) 
providing social currency. Demonstrate link to the government’s top priorities 
by translating conservation wins into economic and job wins. For example: 
organize an outdoor lunch for the government leadership with a renowned 
international bird specialist and a top business man from the tourism sector. 
The goal is to show how conservation practices can enable the creation of new 
jobs and expanded tourism activities. 

Pay-off message: Let’s make an appointment to discuss further how we can 
turn this into a win-win situation after your relevant departments have studied 
the feasibility of this proposal and the necessary steps to be taken. 

Development will not continue in 
the breeding or feeding grounds of 
Damara Terns. These areas will be 
designated as priority conserva-
tion zones and “no-go” areas for 
infrastructure development. 

Bird areas, and the grounds of the 
Damara Tern, contribute to our 
country’s tourism activities. 

Bird areas will be on the agenda  
of the next Cabinet meeting. 

It is in the Cabinet’s interest to 
explore how development and bird 
conservation can go hand in hand.

The government should champion 
bird conservation and that  
conservation be integrated in 
development plans.

Current Behaviour

Current Attitude

The Strategy

Current Behaviour

Desired Attitude

Figure 1: Framework for planning how to influence change in  
attitude and behaviour of government decision-makers using the 
example of a near-threatened bird species. 
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achieved when projects and policies are acceptable to the peo-
ple and organizations that will live and work with their impacts 
(e.g. Susskind, 2009). Thus, stakeholders must be informed 
and involved from an early stage in the design and implemen-
tation of projects, programs and policies. 

To a certain extent, stakeholder-focused approaches have  
replaced the more traditional one-directional or top-down ap-
proaches that used to be common in policy-making and com-
munication. Taking a wider perspective, the increasing focus 
on stakeholders is connected to changes in the social struc-
tures of many countries in the world: citizens have become 
better informed and are more ready to challenge imposed 
decisions; the commercial sector is more aware of reputa-
tional damage and legal claims of poor practice; the lack of 
manpower and resources makes it increasingly difficult for 
authorities to enforce top-down decisions against opposition 
(Rientjes, 2002). This has led to new approaches such as in-
teractive policy-making, corporate social responsibility, part-
nership agreements, and participatory project management 
(Lewicki et al., 2003).

•	What was heard, and what was understood? These two 
should not be confused. In many cases, messages are 
heard but not understood. 

•	What worked, and what did not in terms of messaging 
and channels of dissemination and communication? 
Why did some messages not induce change? The 
channels of outreach and dissemination used can prove 
to be a major impediment.

•	What were the strategic budget allocations, and where 
was money not spent well? Because resources and 
funds available for the conservation communication are 
often quite limited, it is important to determine their ef-
fectiveness. Lessons learnt from budget allocations with 
limited impact can go a long way towards improving bud-
get allocations in the future.

4. Engaging Stakeholders

A crucial element in realizing social and ecological resilience 
is stakeholder engagement, or stakeholder participation. Suc-
cessful and effective action towards sustainability will only be 

Table 1. Overview of the number and diversity of stakeholders involved in the Ghana Forest Case Study 

Ghana Case Study - Stakeholders, Issues, and Sustainability Interests

Primary stakeholders Organizations or individuals with a formal 
responsibility for environment and sustainable 
development 

•	Ministry of Land Forestry and Mining
•	Timber Industry Development Division
•	Forest Services Division
•	Wildlife Division
•	Forestry Commission
•	Resource Management Support Unit

Authorities with a responsibility for sectors that 
impact sustainability

•	Parliamentary Select Committee 
•	Ministry of Finance & Economic Planning
•	Ministry of Trade and Industry
•	Customs
•	Ministry of Justice
•	Attorney General 
•	Forestry Research Institute of Ghana
•	National House of Chiefs

Commercial land, infrastructure and resource 
users

•	Ghana Timber Millers Organization
•	Ghana Timber Association
•	Individual forestry companies
•	Chainsaw loggers (Domestic Timber Associations)

Secondary stakeholders Non-commercial land and resource users •	Local communities
•	Tourists, recreationists, passers-by

Tertiary stakeholders Governmental budget holders and other funders •	Multilateral and bilateral donors

Scientists, media, mediators and intermediaries •	Academia
•	National Working Group on Certification
•	IUCN (facilitating and mediating role with Observer status) 

INGO
•	International organizations (e.g. FAO, UNDP)

NGOs and other civil society actors working on 
sustainability and the environment

•	Forest Watch Ghana (coalition of 32 NGOs)
•	Tropenbos International Ghana (NGO)
•	CARE International Ghana (NGO)
•	Media
•	Civil society (e.g. NGOs around issues as health, gender, rural 

development, human rights etc.)
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This section examines the process of managing stakeholder 
engagement, illustrating it with the example of a recent IUCN 
experience that supported the development of sustainable 
forest governance in Ghana1. A brief overview of the Ghana 
case is given in Box 2.

BOX 2 : The Ghana Forest Experience

The European Union wants to buy timber from sustain-
ably managed forests and needs assurance of good forest 
governance. In 2009, Ghana was the first country to sign a 
Voluntary Partnership Agreement (VPA) with the Europe-
an Commission on forest governance following a series of 
multi-stakeholder dialogues including the government, 
private sector, civil society, and traditional authorities. 

IUCN’s CEC played a key advisory role in this process and 
convinced the government of the relevance of a multi-
stakeholder dialogue. The expression and integration of the 
differing views and interests was instrumental in moving 
toward the common goal of good forest governance.

Analyzing the Position of the Stakeholders in the Ghana 
Forest Management Case

The stakeholders in the process are outlined in Table 1. 
Of these, only the Ghana government and the interna-
tional organizations were initially in favor of a VPA, while 
the timber industry was against it, fearing potential addi-
tional production costs. Those who were already involved 
in certification processes did not see any need for a VPA. 
Chainsaw operators were not really aware or informed at 
the early stages, since a VPA was not in their immediate in-
terest; and lacking any formal organization, they had little 
influence. However, as a result of the stakeholder process, 
they became organized into domestic timber associations. 

Forest Watch Ghana, representing civil society, was initially 
neither in favor nor against the VPA. They sought clarity on 
the benefits of VPA for local communities and tactically gave 
their support to the VPA process, canvassing to be given a 
seat on the Steering Committee. The European Commission 
(in their role as donor) used its influence to mediate be-
tween the government and civil society to reach agreement 
about the principles of stakeholder engagement.

The direct role of local communities was limited due to 
their distance from the capital, in consequence of which 
they were represented by NGOs and international organi-
zations. Forest Watch Ghana actively informed local com-
munities throughout the country and was perceived as a 
reliable source of information.

Preparing the Ground and Facilitating Stakeholder  
Involvement in Ghana

Much time was invested in fostering social interactions 
between the various stakeholders. The IUCN, initially ap-
pointed by the Ministry to represent civil society on the 
Steering Committee, negotiated a more neutral role of 
observer and facilitator. In this capacity IUCN informed 
primary stakeholders and exposed them to international 
meetings on forest governance where government staff 
could benefit from the experiences of their peers in other 
countries. IUCN also brought in specific expertise (scien-
tists, policy makers, educators) from its global networks 
where the process needed it and mediated one-on-one 
meetings where stakeholders could clarify their posi-
tions, thereby avoiding misunderstanding or prejudices.

The multi-stakeholder dialogue resulted in most stake-
holders being in favor of negotiating a VPA with the  
European Commission. The actual discussion of the 
agreement’s details led to new potential conflicts for 
which a new analysis had to be implemented. 

In the end, a common goal was achieved and many 
changes took place within the stakeholder community, 
with both stakeholders’ positions and level of influence 
varying throughout the process. 

Ghana: Lessons Learned and the Effects of a Stakeholder 
involvement process

During the five years of the Ghana VPA multi-stakeholder 
process, many lessons were learned. 

All stakeholders recognized that such a process could en-
hance policymaking by providing additional information on 
technical, economic and legal aspects of forest governance. 

The government now values alternatives to a top-down 
approach and is interested in exploring how to better 
engage local communities on topics such as the REDD 
(Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Deg-
radation) process. 

Government institutions changed their attitudes and 
practices towards the private sector and civil society, 
both of which are clearly satisfied that their voice has 
been heard. 

In many NGOs a high degree of professionalism was es-
tablished and clear areas were defined where they can 
work with the government. 

The importance of informal relationships as a support to 
the formal process was exemplified. e.g. The official VPA 
coordinator from the Ghana Forestry Commission formed 
an informal team with IUCN and Forest Watch to interact 
on ways to make the formal process run smoothly. 

1	The authors wish to thank Dr. Adewale Adeleke, Director IUCN Ghana and project leader for IUCN during the Ghana VPA Multi-stakeholder dialogues and Ms. Chantal 
van Ham and Mr. Jean Paul Ledant, members of the evaluation team of the IUCN project, Strengthening Voices for Better Choices, for their valuable comments and 
text suggestions on the Ghana case.
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2	This should not be confused with other power differences between stakeholders (e.g. access to financial or political resources). There is a range of techniques a 
facilitator/mediator can use to counterbalance that. 

4.2 Stakeholder Interests

Stakeholder interests can be divided into three categories 
(Rientjes, 2012): 

•	Material interests (income, value of property, legal  
position);

•	Social interests (power, tradition, status); and 
•	Emotional/psychological interests (sense of ownership, 

attachment, memories, values, self-determination,  
self-image).

 
With so many competing interests, conflicts between different 
stakeholders are unavoidable. Conflicts can relate to the 
issues themselves, the procedure followed, or access to 
information. In most conflicts, social and emotional issues play 
an important role. This is certainly true for any issues related to 
sustainability and environmental management: changes to the 
way people live and work with the natural environment affect 
their prosperity and livelihood, and can also affect their identity, 
their sense of community, and their sense of independence 
and self-determination. This mix of material and non-material 
interests makes conflicts concerning sustainability and the 
natural environment notoriously complex and volatile. Table 3 
gives an overview of potential sources and types of conflicts 
that can occur arising from these diverse interests. 

When working to resolve conflicts between stakeholders, a 
general rule is that the solution to the conflict has to lie in the 
same ‘sphere’ as the cause of the conflict. Thus, if the basis 
of the conflict is that the local traditions and practices of a 
certain group of stakeholders are not respected, then financial 
compensation alone will not adequately resolve the conflict. If 
material interests are at stake, at least part of the solution will 
have to be material, such as offering (financial) compensation. 

4.3 Avoiding and resolving stakeholder conflicts: 
good negotiations and a clear process

To avoid or minimize conflicts between stakeholders, engage-
ment begins at the earliest possible juncture, with informing, 
explaining and educating the stakeholders (at a minimum the 
primary stakeholders), and extends to negotiating and making 
compromises. 

In managing compromises between stakeholders, Reed (2008) 
cautions that “…the quality of a decision is strongly dependent 
on the quality of the process that leads to it” (p.2421). For ne-
gotiations to succeed it is necessary that all the stakeholders 
realize that they are mutually dependent on each other. It is 
rare that one stakeholder or stakeholder group can impose 
its wishes on all the others without negative consequences 
or high costs at a later stage: resource- and time-consuming 
monitoring and enforcement activities. A negotiated agree-
ment is easier and cheaper to maintain if the parties involved 
have an interest in its successful implementation.

4.1 Stakeholder analysis 

The term ‘stakeholders’ refers to all individuals and groups of 
people or organizations that are involved or have an interest 
in a given issue or project (Kovacs & Rientjes, 2000). As an ex-
ample of the number and diversity of stakeholders that may be 
involved in any given issue, Table 1 identifies the stakeholders 
involved in the Ghana forest governance case study.

A first and essential step in stakeholder involvement is to 
identify the primary, secondary and tertiary stakeholders:

•	Primary stakeholders are those directly affected by the 
proposed activities; they include:
-	 those whose permission or approval of financial sup-

port is needed to reach the project’s goals;
-	 those who stand to suffer material, social or emotional 

loss or damage;
-	 those who stand to benefit from the project.

•	Secondary stakeholders are indirectly affected.
•	Tertiary stakeholders are not directly involved, but can 

influence opinion or facilitate the process.

This stakeholder analysis acts as the basis for a process of 
negotiation, consultation and communication. Not all stake-
holders are involved in the process in the same way and to the 
same extent. Broadly speaking, stakeholders can be divided 
into four categories, based on their level of support for the 
project (for/against) and their degree of power over the issue2 

(e.g. degree of control over land or resources; high/low). The 
process of engagement that should be followed depends on 
the category of stakeholder; this is illustrated in Table 2. 

Table 2. Stakeholder map. Stakeholders can be separated into four 
categories based on their support for the issue (for or against), and 
their level of power/influence over the issue (low/high). Each quar-
ter in the table gives, in italics, an example of a stakeholder from the 
Ghana case study that falls into that category, as well as the approach 
to adopt when communicating with that stakeholder.

Power/influence of stakeholders over issue  
at stake

Low High

Su
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or
t o

f s
ta
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e.g. Chainsaw operators

Inform; try to reduce 
opposition.

e.g. Timber industry

Focus on engaging them; 
enter into dialogue and 
negotiations.

Fo
r

e.g. IUCN; NGOs

Inform; keep involved; 
keep motivated; reward 
support.

e.g. Ministry of Forests; 
Parliamentary Committee; 
donors.

Engage actively in 
consultations; use as 
lobbyists and mediators.
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The Harvard negotiation principles (Fisher & Ury, 1981)  
elements of good negotiations are based on the: 

1.	 Separate the people from the problem: do not make it 
personal; avoid prejudices and stereotypes.

2.	 Focus on interests, not on positions: Note that stakehold-
ers with opposing positions may have shared interests.

3.	 Invent options for mutual gain: be creative about finding 
alternatives that will meet the needs/interests of all 
stakeholders. 

4.	 Insist on using objective criteria: jointly formulate criteria 
for success  and use these to assess proposed solutions. 

The Ghana forest case experience identified additional crite-
ria, specifically concerning negotiations that involve a wider 
range of stakeholders:

1.	 Engage diverse stakeholders: ensure that all the relevant 
(primary) stakeholders are involved in the process and 
that all sides of the issue are represented.

2.	 Set up a good, but flexible structure for process manage-
ment: ensure that the process of the stakeholder in-
volvement is set up in advance, but be prepared to make 
changes as the need arises.

3.	 Practice transparency: make sure all parties understand 
who is making the decisions, what the decisions are, and 
the limits to the process (as determined by, for example, 
the law, democratic processes and government structure). 

4.	 Use effective communication channels and existing social 
networks: identify the stakeholders’ existing channels 
for obtaining, distributing and processing information to 
ensure information will be delivered in a language and 
format that is understandable to them. 

5.	 Be responsive to all concerns. (Stokes Alexander, 2007) 

Potential barriers to participation include varied levels of ne-
gotiation skills, information access, status and power. There-
fore, support may be needed in the following areas to facilitate 
active and engaged participation: 

•	Strategic communication may be needed to make stake-
holders aware that there is an issue that affects them 
and encourage them to take part in the negotiation.

•	Training may be required to enable stakeholders to learn 
negotiation skills prior to the engagement process.

•	Expert advice and support may be essential when ex-
amining complex, technical, or legal issues. 

•	Facilitators (skilled and impartial) that help to focus, 
guide, and summarize discussions can make the process 
run more smoothly.

4.4 Conclusions

The traditional way to resolve conflicts is through the law. 
Throughout the world, alternative forms of dispute resolu-
tion are becoming more widely used, e.g. mediation, where 

Table 3. Areas of potential conflict of stakeholder interest, with examples from the Ghana Forest case (after Rientjes, 2012).

Type of 
conflict

Conflict Sphere  Examples of potential conflicts Ghana Case

Material or 
content- 
related 
conflicts

Material interests

•	Access to and control of land, water,  
or resources;

•	Possibilities for/restrictions on resource use; 
•	Damage or depreciation of property,  

loss of income;
•	Availability/distribution of grants, subsidies, 

compensation schemes.

•	Costs of certification for industry;
•	New operations procedures for industry;
•	Subsidies from international donors to facilitate  

the process;
•	New strict regulations and governance system  

for logging;
•	Role of traditional land owners and Chiefs.

Procedure/ Pro-
cess

•	Room for negotiation/ willingness to negotiate;
•	Communication (style, language,  

comprehensiveness); 
•	Participants, representatives;
•	Timing;
•	Negotiation skills.

•	Willingness to accept committee members not  
handpicked by government;

•	Position of IUCN as representative of civil society;
•	Include the House of Chiefs in the process;
•	Include more representatives of civil society  

in steering committee.

Knowledge/
information

•	Quality and quantity of information;
•	Access to information;
•	Local/tradition knowledge versus  

formalized knowledge.

•	Most of the knowledge was with government,  
industry had only technical knowledge, civil society  
had little knowledge.

Social or 
emotional 
conflicts

Values
•	Images/appreciation of nature;
•	Professional codes;
•	Local/regional traditions and practices.

•	Government believed that a VPA was their responsibility 
and initially did not see the added value of listening to 
other expertise and opinions.

Psychology

•	Self-determination;
•	Emotional ownership;
•	Recognition;
•	Fear.

•	A common ground was the feeling of ‘Ghana pride,’  
the sense of all parties ‘we in Ghana can solve  
this issue’.

Relationship
•	History, previous interactions;
•	Trust;
•	Stereotypes and prejudices.

•	There was in the beginning little trust between civil 
society and government due to past conflicts about 
transparency and the collection of taxes from the  
timber industry.
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the parties involved in a conflict develop their own tailor-made 
solutions. Mediation as a form of conflict resolution is closely 
linked to stakeholder involvement approaches. This frequently 
leads to innovative and creative outcomes that the courts can 
rarely provide. The mediation process itself can also help to 
bridge differences between the stakeholders and improve re-
lations, thus decreasing the chance of new conflicts arising in 
the future. 

As illustrated by the Ghana VPA experience, a well-managed 
stakeholder involvement process has many results beyond 
a potential agreement or policy. In bringing together stake-
holder groups that may normally not be on speaking terms, 
new patterns of social interaction are formed and the stake-
holders are better equipped to resolve any future conflicts of 
interests. Stakeholder processes can lead to innovative and 
creative solutions when oriented to processes that encourage 
learning together. Stakeholder involvement builds a sense of 
shared ownership of the issues and solutions among the par-
ties involved. 

5. Managing Positive Change

Managing change for the long-term requires a process that 
is strategically managed and maintained with discipline. One 
of the causes for the meagre progress to date in changing so-
cietal behaviour in response to the threat of global warming 
may be the absence of a change management protocol that 
addresses the societal and individual behavioural changes 
necessary to deal with any complex issue. This section reviews 
the reasons for failure in change management, the need for a 
behavioural component, and reports on an existing protocol.

5.1 Why change fails

Extensive research concludes that at least 66% and perhaps 
as many as 90% of all change initiatives fail (Palmer, n.d.; 
Hannum et al., 2011). This is a sobering statistic for anyone 
seeking to change organizations, individual behaviours, com-
munities or social systems. Moreover, it is a statistic that ap-
pears to have changed little over the last 25-30 years. The first 
step to managing change is to understand why change initia-
tives tend to fail.

One three year study (Doppelt, 2003) investigated the failure 
of 25 public and private organisations to achieve sustainable, 
“cradle to cradle” production. It concluded that a principal er-
ror was attempting to become more efficient within the ex-
isting hierarchical and linear business model, failing to rec-
ognise that profound cultural and organizational change was 
required. Consistent with this, a recent study published by the 
Center for Creative Leadership (CCL) (Hannum et al., 2011) 
reported that between 66 and 75 % of all public and private 
change initiatives fail, identifying a resistant organizational 
culture as the chief cause. 

John Kotter (1995) of the Harvard Business School provides 
one of the more exhaustive and often-quoted research efforts 
about why change fails. His study, focussed on business or-
ganizations, concluded that root causes of the failure include:

•	failure to meet expectations of stakeholders;
•	ineffective, missing or conflicted leadership;
•	lack of well-articulated goals;
•	inadequate resources dedicated to change; and
•	the complexity of the change management process.

In general, there has been less published on managing change 
in public or not-for-profit organizations. An exception is an 
intensive two-year study of large-scale changes in six public 
and not-for-profit organizations by Kee and Newcomer (2008). 
That study focused on the role that leaders play in initiating 
and implementing change. Their findings indicated that most 
change efforts fail as a result of the shortcomings in change 
leadership, including:

•	Insufficient advocacy for the change; 
•	Failure to adequately understand their responsibilities in 

the change initiative;
•	Insufficient attention to the complexity of the change and 

the potential risks raised by the change initiative;
•	Inadequate engagement of critical stakeholders; 
•	Inadequate understanding of the organizational culture 

in the primary organization or the organizations in the 
larger system;

•	Inadequate appreciation of the organizational capacity 
needed to implement and sustain the change. 

5.2 Behavioural component

A change management protocol that affects behavioural 
change must incorporate knowledge from the social scienc-
es as well as the natural sciences. Progress in this direction 
has been somewhat hampered by a lack of accessibility to 
research from the social sciences that can help us to under-
stand how to elicit responses to climate changes and promote 
behaviour changes: 

	 “Despite an increasing awareness that tackling climate 
change is as much about understanding human behaviour 
as modelling regional rainfall patterns, most practitioners 
are unable to access the knowledge that they need. In fact, 
while interest in the psychology of communicating climate 
change and promoting sustainable behaviour has grown 
rapidly among social scientists, the people who engage 
with the public–environmental campaigners, local and re-
gional government officials or community groups–rarely 
see the fruits of that labor.” (Corner, 2012, February 17) 

Thus, the chain of communication between academics and 
practitioners is often broken. Certainly, “of all the human 



24 Goldstein et al | p12

Goldstein et al Creating Pathways for Positive Change 

sciences with a potential to contribute to the key task of un-
derstanding and informing behaviour change in the environ-
mental domain, psychology – the study of human beliefs and 
behaviours – has been particularly underused” (Spence & 
Pidgeon, 2009, p.9).

Nevertheless, a successful change management protocol 
must incorporate a behavioural component, as the example in 
the next section illustrates. 

5.3 Change Acceleration Process (CAP)

The most well-grounded and broadly applicable universal 
change management process that we know of is the Change 
Acceleration Process (CAP) developed at General Electric (GE) 
in the late 1980’s (Von Der Linn, 2009, January 25).

The GE research that underpins CAP found that 100% of all 
changes considered “successful” had a good technical solu-
tion or approach; however, over 98% of all changes evaluated 
as “unsuccessful” also had good technical solutions or ap-
proaches. What differentiated the successful approaches was 
having a thorough strategy for addressing the “people side” of 
the equation; that is an organizational and cultural strategy. 

CAP was developed to incorporate into its protocol a disci-
plined integration of the psychosocial issues of change, while 
addressing the technical or content changes as well. This can 
be represented by the formula Q x A = E where Q = quality of 
the technical solution; A = acceptance of the strategy and en-
gagement as a result of the cultural and organizational strat-
egy; E = overall effect and effectiveness of the change.

CAP represents change as a progression from the ‘Current 
State’ via a ‘Transition State’ to a ‘Desired State’. It identifies 
the following necessary conditions for initiating change:

•	Leadership –  a committed leader who ensures that the 
process has the required resources, publicly supports 
the change, models desired behaviours and is helpful in 
overcoming organization resistance. 

•	Changing Systems, Structures and Capabilities – the 
ability and willingness to redefine fundamental infra-
structure, policies, and practices and adjust skills and 
capabilities to support and drive to the desired state.

When these necessary conditions have been met, there are 
five essential elements of successful change:

•	Creating a Shared Need – developing compelling rea-
sons for the change (e.g. a long or short term threat or 
opportunity) that resonates with all stakeholders. 

•	Shaping a Vision – a clear image of the world after the 
change should be communicated, that should be widely 
understood and sufficiently detailed to allow stakehold-
ers to see themselves in the picture.

•	Mobilizing Commitment – critical stakeholders should 
be engaged in the actualization of the change (see Sec-
tion 4, “Engaging Stakeholders”). 

•	Making Change Last – the change must be vis-
ible; change-driving strategies should be re-assessed  
regularly; leveraging early wins is essential; and the 
process must integrate with other activities and ways 
of operating. 

•	Monitoring Progress and Learning – measuring prog-
ress is crucial: indicators of success such as milestones, 
benchmarks, future state descriptions, and behavioural 
cues should be put in place. Experiences and best prac-
tices should be communicated widely. 

The CAP model highlights the importance of good process 
design and management of change that incorporates psycho- 
social components. An essential consideration is 
understanding and responding to resistance to change. The 
critical issue in people’s resistance to change is not the lack 
of attractiveness of the new state; it is inertia or attachment to 
the current state and the unwillingness to “lose” whatever it 
provides – familiarity, predictability, stability of relationships, 
sense of capability and competence. A manager or leader 
of a change process needs to recognize that there are 
accompanying emotions and psychological impacts to such 
loss that must be addressed as part of the process. 

6. Conclusion

Developing resilient societies and ecosystems is a major chal-
lenge, with degraded diversity, overtaxed ecosystems, and the 
global population heading towards 9 billion by 2050. In times 
of tighter budgets, it will be even more vital to make strategic 
investments and ensure a process exists to accomplish con-
servation and sustainable development goals. 

There is information from many fields of social research 
that needs to be incorporated into these strategies, because 
in general people respond emotionally and unconsciously, 
rather than rationally to information about the state of the 
environment. As noted throughout this piece, new consider-
ations such as developing frames will be essential to help-
ing people to understand the crisis of environmental issues, 
linking to values that will drive action. Successfully engaging 
and communicating with policy-makers and other stakehold-
ers requires understanding their interests, constraints, and 
the processes by which various sectors work. Only then will 
environmentalists, scientists, conservationists, governments, 
businesses, and NGOs communicate and engage to identify 
and develop solutions. 

As new pathways to positive change are designed and imple-
mented, those that represent the conservation community will 
need to become artful, yet ethical, in managing stakeholder 
processes, negotiations, and managing conflict. The funda-
mental emphasis of this article is in having an intentional 
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change strategy for any action be it for biodiversity conserva-
tion or resilience. Success will be dependent upon a thoughtful 
and disciplined approach that must be guided through to its 
end, considerate of the people and entities that are engaged in 
the change process.
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