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Overview

Youth around the world are at the convergence of multiple crises, namely climate change and
the COVID-19 pandemic. Young people, especially those from communities already made
vulnerable, shoulder the responsibility of climate adaptation and mitigation while also facing
unprecedented disruptions to employment, education, health, and financial security.
Projections by multilateral development institutions and researchers predict these burdens to
increase over the coming decades, as weather shocks, land degradation, and ecosystems
change endanger Southern economies. Youth are seeing the need to take approaches which
address these multiple issues at once, particularly in the Global South, due to the2

interconnectedness of these problems but also because of the limited resources they have
access to. Governments and institutions could harness this untapped potential to reap a
demographic dividend and build back better from COVID-19, but this will only happen if youth
are provided with opportunities to succeed and included as part of the solution.

This brief is part of the Youth Climate Lab (YCL) and the Green Africa Youth Organization
(GAYO) project Youth Voices on Climate Action and Recovery on the road to COP26. To help
contextualize multi-solving and gather lessons learned from youth in the Global South, we
recorded Building Back Better: The Storytellers, a 3-part audio blog series highlighting their
experiences. Ten youth representing the different regions of the Global South shared their
definitions of multi-solving and outlined design principles and recommendations for
government and civil society in adopting this approach. Working at the intersections of climate
change, circular economy, healthcare, youth empowerment, renewable energy and more, they
demonstrate how young people are already putting multi-solving into practice at the
grassroots level. This brief synthesizes their insights with theory and case studies from the
multi-solving literature to explain the what, why and how of multi-solving, and offer
recommendations for governments, development agencies, and other organizations.

What is Multi-solving?

Multi-solving is a strategic approach to finding solutions to the interconnected problems3

facing the climate and human society – producing multiple benefits in health, justice, equity,
resilience and wellbeing. Multi-solving can be rightly described as a practice of ‘feeding two4

birds with one scone.’ Under such an initiative, the investment of time, money and political will
remain constant which boosts key metrics in more than one sector of society, otherwise known
as ‘co-benefits’.

4 Climate Interactive. "What Is Multisolving?" Climate Interactive. Accessed October 10, 2021.
https://www.climateinteractive.org/ci-topics/multisolving/what-is-multisolving/.

3 Note: multi-solving can be found in the literature spelled both as multisolving and multi-solving, we use the latter for this paper unless quoting a
source that spells it differently.

2 The term Global South is used to describe countries which are categorized as developing nations and struggle with issues such as poverty,
infrastructure, digital access, technical support, and other socio-political and economic challenges. This includes many countries in Southeast Asia,
the Middle East, Africa, Latin America, and Small Island Developing States (SIDS). Global South countries tend to face the brunt of climate impacts
despite their contribution to the problem, via per-capita emissions, being much smaller than countries in the Global North.

https://www.climateinteractive.org/ci-topics/multisolving/what-is-multisolving/
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Intersectionality is a key concept and lens through which we identify problems that necessitate
multi-solving interventions. The term was first coined by Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989 to
describe how a person’s identities can converge to compound the structural oppression they
experience, such as how Black women experience both racism and sexism. Intersectionalty5

has since been applied to systems thinking about how problems in one area of society can
exacerbate those in another. For instance, carbon dioxide emissions not only contribute to
climate change in the long term but also negatively impacts public health in the form of
cardiovascular and respiratory diseases in the short term. Climate action sits at the nexus of6

economic, political, social, legal and technological decisions. Therefore, while framing climate
change policy solutions one must account for the other correlating problems to solve. This is
where the concept of multi-solving enters, which as Manal Bidar explains, combines an7

intersectionality lens with the practice of multi-tasking.

Why Multi-solve?

The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that at the same time as our global interconnectedness
has provided incredible opportunities, it also poses many new and deadly risks. The factors
accelerating climate change such as food production, travel, and global trade are the ones also
boosting zoonotic disease transmission, evidenced by COVID-19 rapid spread. Therefore,8

systemically tackling these issues will not only have tangible co-benefits but actually save lives.

A 2018 report by Climate Interactive identifies the following advantages of using a9

multi-solving approach, particularly when it comes to climate change and health:

1. It generates more savings than expenses since the benefits are accrued by various

sectors.

2. Stakeholders from various sectors assume more responsibility as they engage to

co-create solutions generating an array of benefits.

3. This approach not only focuses on reducing the long-term effects of climate change but

also aims at designing positive community change.

4. It promotes the concept of living in a more connected, healthy, resilient and fair world.

9 Elizabeth Sawin, Stephanie MacCauley, Shanna Edberg, Grace Mwaura, and María José Gutiérrez. Multisolving at the Intersection of Health and
Climate.Report. January 2018. Accessed October 20, 2021.
https://img.climateinteractive.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Multisolving-at-the-Intersection-of-Health-and-Climate-1.pdf.

8 YOUNGO, CliMates, and Institute for Sustainable Development. "COVID-19: Youth Climate Action." Youth Climate Action. June 5, 2021. Accessed
October 2, 2021. https://www.youth-climate.com/covid-19.

7 Youth Climate Lab, and Green Africa Youth Organization. “Episode 1: Intersectionality, Multi-tasking and Meaningful Youth Engagement” in Building
Back Better: The Storytellers. Youth Climate Lab (audio blog), November 4, 2021. https://www.youthclimatelab.org/multi-solving.

6 Rice, Mary B., George D. Thurston, John R. Balmes, and Kent E. Pinkerton. "Climate Change. A Global Threat to Cardiopulmonary Health." American
Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine. March 01, 2014. Accessed October 25, 2021.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3977715/.

5 Crenshaw, Kimberle. “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory
and Antiracist Politics," University of Chicago Legal Forum: Vol. 1989: Iss. 1, Article 8. http://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8.

https://img.climateinteractive.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Multisolving-at-the-Intersection-of-Health-and-Climate-1.pdf
https://www.youth-climate.com/covid-19
https://www.youthclimatelab.org/cop26
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3977715/
http://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/uclf/vol1989/iss1/8
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As we tread on the path to recovery, it is imperative for governments and organizations
to rebuild systems sustainably and equitably safeguarding health, nature and climate. COP26,
the 26th Conference of Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC), is one such opportunity to do so as it is the first COP to take place since the
beginning of the COVID-19 global pandemic.

Multi-solving in Action

“Multi-solving doesn’t happen by accident, it happens by design.”10

Photo Courtesy of Lina Yassin

From the literature we gather that most multi-solving projects start small and are tested as
prototypes which are low-tech and low cost. These initiatives are rooted in creativity,
generating new behaviours or using existing resources in new ways. This section explores
three case studies from countries in the Global South who are putting multi-solving into action
both pre and post COVID-19, with proven results.

10 Cheuy, Sylvia. Paper. Changing How I Think About Community Change. Tamarack Institute, September 2019.
https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/changing-how-i-think-about-community-change-multisolving.

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/changing-how-i-think-about-community-change-multisolving
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Case Studies

Cicolovía de Bogotá

Ciclovía de Bogotá in Colombia was launched by young activists in 1974 and was further11

developed by the Colombian government to decrease air pollution and enhance overall quality
of life. The project introduced the closure of 75 miles of roadways on Sundays and holidays
which totals up to 70 closures per year, and engages more than 20% of the city’s population on
every occasion. As a result, the city has reported a 16% reduction in carbon emissions every
weekend. Other project goals met have been reduction in chronic illnesses, alleviating social
inequity, and decreasing noise pollution.

This initiative received global traction and adoption with replication in México, Brazil, Perú,
Chile and other parts of Latin America through Recreational Cycling Routes of the Americas.
Other projects inspired by Ciclovía include Superblocks of Spain, the Journée Sans Voiture in
Paris, and Open Streets in Philadelphia among others.

Healthy Meals for Patients

The Tzu-Chi Dialysis Center in Penang, Malaysia has promoted healthy diets and lowered the12

center’s carbon footprint by adopting vegetarianism and circulation of only recyclable food
containers. This center was established with the aim to provide free dialysis, lead health
awareness campaigns, and transform waste into resources. The dialysis patients help execute
the recycling project, empowering them to contribute to their livelihoods and society. This
project has been running since 1997 and has had a significant impact on the environment and
the overall wellbeing of the patients and staff (demonstrated in Figure 1). Globally, this policy
has been replicated in all Tzu-Chi organizations spanning 54 countries.

Figure 1: One Year Snapshot of Healthy Meals for Patients Program Results13

13 ibid.

12 Climate Interactive. “Healthy Meals for Patients” Accessed October 20, 2021.
https://www.climateinteractive.org/ci-topics/multisolving/multisolving-at-the-intersection-of-health-and-climate/healthy-meals-for-patients/.

11 Climate Interactive. “Ciclovía Bogotá.” Accessed October 15, 2021.
https://www.climateinteractive.org/ci-topics/multisolving/multisolving-at-the-intersection-of-health-and-climate/ciclovia-bogota-2/.

https://www.climateinteractive.org/ci-topics/multisolving/multisolving-at-the-intersection-of-health-and-climate/healthy-meals-for-patients/
https://www.climateinteractive.org/ci-topics/multisolving/multisolving-at-the-intersection-of-health-and-climate/ciclovia-bogota-2/
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Nigeria’s Rural Electrification Project

In 2020, Nigeria’s Rural Electrification Agency joined hands with the African Development14

Bank and the World Bank to lead a solar capacity expansion project. The aim is to multi-solve
for environmental equity by empowering rural households that currently lack energy security
(only 40% of Nigerian households had access to electricity). Yemi Osinbajo, Nigerian
Vice-President, stated that these solar power generating panels will be installed for 5 million
households, impacting 25 million Nigerians connecting houses not already on the national grid.
Mini-grids are also being installed for health and medical centres. Osinbajo highlighted that this
project will create “millions of new jobs”, encouraging local materials, production, services,
human capital and innovation.

Figure 2: Case Studies of Multisolving for Climate and Health15

15 Elizabeth Sawin, Stephanie MacCauley, Shanna Edberg, Grace Mwaura, and María José Gutiérrez. Multisolving at the Intersection of Health and
Climate.Report. January 2018. Accessed October 20, 2021.
https://img.climateinteractive.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Multisolving-at-the-Intersection-of-Health-and-Climate-1.pdf.

14 Cassandra Breeze Ceballos and Elizabeth Sawin. "COVID-19 Recovery Spending Could Catalyze Transformative Change, but Time Is Running out."
TheHill. December 23, 2020. Accessed October 20, 2021.
https://thehill.com/changing-america/opinion/530831-covid-19-recovery-spending-could-catalyze-transformative-change-but.

https://img.climateinteractive.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Multisolving-at-the-Intersection-of-Health-and-Climate-1.pdf
https://thehill.com/changing-america/opinion/530831-covid-19-recovery-spending-could-catalyze-transformative-change-but
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Implementing Multi-solving

In this section we explore the challenges for institutions and governments in taking a
multi-solving approach, but also methods and recommendations for how they may overcome
these. We draw on literature such as the FLOWER model from Climate Interactive as well as the
learnings from our audio blog series.

Challenges

1. Silos: Disciplinary, Budgetary and Jurisdictional
Multi-solving involves a combination of multiple different types of expertise, decision makers,
stakeholders, and finance flows, across varying sectors, departments, jurisdictions, and even
nations/regions. While co-benefits are the goal, they can make it hard to narrow down16

beneficiaries or exact governmental departments or organizations who should be responsible
for the multi-solving initiative. Furthermore, different jurisdictions and legal processes can
create a lot of ‘red tape’ which people need to pass through in order to implement their project
and report back on successes and findings.

2. Lack of or Weak Community Engagement
Technical experts, particularly in the climate change space, often lack stakeholder and
community engagement skills, or simply follow protocols superficially without undertaking a
meaningful and accountable consultation process. Vulnerable and marginalized communities,
and especially young people, often feel tokenized and used by these processes. Multi-solving
requires community buy-in and genuine consent, wherein stakeholders need to be treated as
partners in the implementation of solutions.

3. Proactive vs Reactive Funding
A large portion of funding in the climate change and international development space go
towards urgently responding to a problem or crisis that has already begun. Less is used to
address the root causes of problems or prevent crises from occurring, which is the approach
multi-solving tends to take.17

4. Long-term vs Short term Planning
Climate change is an urgent problem, however because many strategies aim to mitigate it in
the long term, the effects of present day investments are somewhat intangible. This is an issue
in the context of election cycles, business fiscal years, and the other systems which necessitate
quick return on investment or metrics of success. As Climate Interactive puts it: “our existing
organizations measure cost and benefit within their area of focus and with an emphasis on
short-term results. In contrast, the benefits of multi-solving initiatives may unfold over longer
timeframes and across multiple sectors.”18

18 Ibid, 14.
17 Ibid, 14.
16 Ibid, 13.
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5. Funding, Resources and Decision Making Power for Youth
Audio blog participants identified that finding the resources to implement their solution, or
even to network with others who may help them, was very hard to locate. They find that lack of
infrastructure in their countries, as developing nations, means that relatively small actions
require large investments of money. The youth leaders also identified a barrier to technology
and issues around bureaucracy and decision-making power. Nisreen Elsaim shares that policy
makers in her country Sudan hold a lot of power, and even though young people were at the
heart of the revolution, now “when you compare how many young people are in the decision
making process, it’s almost zero”.19

Recommendations

Climate Interactive created a framework to ease the multi-solving process for governments,
called FLOWER (Framework for Long-Term, Whole-System Equity-Based Reflection) to develop
holistic policies. It maps co-benefits generated through a given response to climate action by20

taking into account not just the direct benefits accrued but also the positive distribution among
various populations.

In order to ensure that benefits translate across
various sectors, governments need to
reassess and ask the right questions while framing
policies. Some of these could include:21

- Do energy infrastructure projects generate
low greenhouse gas emissions and also
provide green employment?

- Do new employment opportunities include
job training, healthcare, and childcare?

- Is healthcare accessible to people from all
racial, gender and economic backgrounds
who may have not had the opportunities
previously?

- Are programs like home weatherization
provided to low-income households, where
the utility bill savings matter the most?

21 Sawin, Elizabeth. Op-Ed. “Multisolving Our Way to COVID-19 Economic Recovery.” The Relevator. November 16, 2020.
https://therevelator.org/multisolving-covid-recovery/.

20 Climate Interactive. "FLOWER A Tool for Evaluating Potential Co-benefits of Climate Actions & Policies." Climate Interactive. Accessed October 10,
2021. https://www.climateinteractive.org/ci-topics/multisolving/flower/.

19 Youth Climate Lab, and Green Africa Youth Organization. “Episode 1: Intersectionality, Multi-tasking and Meaningful Youth Engagement” in Building
Back Better: The Storytellers. Youth Climate Lab (audio blog), November 4, 2021. https://www.youthclimatelab.org/multi-solving.

https://therevelator.org/multisolving-covid-recovery/
https://www.youthclimatelab.org/cop26


10

Incorporating these learnings, here are recommendations for governments, development
agencies, and other organizations wanting to implement multi-solving:

1. Centre Inclusivity and Accessibility
As highlighted by the audio blogs series, youth and their community members are already
putting multi-solving into practice at the grassroots level, and governments and organisations
have a lot to learn from their experiences. Stakeholders of all ages need to be involved in
multi-solving initiatives from the get go and accommodations must be made to make
decision-making spaces accessible to them, whether through language translation, travel
funds, or digital access. Furthermore, it is imperative to acknowledge that youth are not a
monolith and come from a host of varied backgrounds and experiences. Therefore, it is
necessary to involve a wide diversity of young people from North to South, especially from
communities already made vulnerable such as Indigenous, rural and remote communities.

1.1 Consult and collaborate with Youth
When making policy/program design spaces more accessible for youth and including
them at the table, it's important that they are not tokenized. For Nisreen Elsaim,
listening to youth necessitates that you are willing to change something: “if you really
engage young people then you will change your plans: for example your desires, your
programs, according to the inputs from young people”. So youth’s input on22

multi-solving initiatives has to be incorporated into the design, and organizations need
to take action on their recommendations.

1.2 Commit more funds, resources and expertise
As Youth Climate Lab has highlighted in our Climate Financing Insights Report, youth-led
green enterprises and non-profit organizations in the Global South struggle with lack of
capital and technical support. Manal Bidar highlights that true “accessibility would23

mean access to information, access to knowledge, access to skills, access to resources,
access to funding, really access to any tool or form of support that could be helpful and
could really empower and mobilize people”.24

1.3 Build communication channels and capacity with local communities
Another theme that surfaced during our audio blog series was for governments and
organizations to aid local communities in capacity building, such as investing in
education and skill building around sustainability, climate action, and policy advocacy. In
addition, it's vital that decision makers establish a solid channel of communication
between themselves and youth and other community members.

24 Youth Climate Lab, and Green Africa Youth Organization. “Episode 1: Intersectionality, Multi-tasking and Meaningful Youth Engagement” in Building
Back Better: The Storytellers. Youth Climate Lab (audio blog), November 4, 2021. https://www.youthclimatelab.org/multi-solving.

23 Youth Climate Lab. Rep. Youth-Inclusive Climate Finance Insights Report. Youth Climate Lab, 2019. https://www.youthclimatelab.org/toolbox.

22 Youth Climate Lab, and Green Africa Youth Organization. “Episode 1: Intersectionality, Multi-tasking and Meaningful Youth Engagement” in Building
Back Better: The Storytellers. Youth Climate Lab (audio blog), November 4, 2021. https://www.youthclimatelab.org/multi-solving.

https://www.youthclimatelab.org/cop26
https://www.youthclimatelab.org/toolbox
https://www.youthclimatelab.org/cop26
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Photo Courtesy of Pexels

2. Create realistic goals to scale up
Oftentimes the goals that are set to address climate change issues are large and ambitious in
order to meet the enormity of the crisis, but lead to a shortfall in actualization. Therefore, it is
imperative to suggest realistic goals and create prototypes which can be tested locally. This
allows for a gradual integration of feedback that can help to sustainably grow impact. Careful
planning, execution and human capital is required to lead these initiatives, especially in the
Global South where infrastructure and lack of access to technology make scaling up more
difficult.

3. Foster Collaboration Across Departments, Issue Areas, and Sectors
Establish multi-solving task forces where heads of multiple departments meet to identify
common issues they could collaborate on, and decide how they can allocate resources to
more efficiently and effectively work together. Hire staff with multidisciplinary education and
skill sets, and develop existing personnel’s abilities to synthesize multiple different types of
expertise.
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Conclusion

The convergence of the COVID-19 and climate crises pose both unique challenges to
government and civil society, and new opportunities to align economic and environmental
goals with equity at the centre. Youth have been disproportionately hit by the impacts of both
crises, and have the most to lose if we do not build back better. Multi-solving is an approach to
policy which combines an intersectionality lens with multi-tasking to create co-benefits in many
areas of society. Green recovery initiatives, at both government and civil society levels, are the
perfect vehicle for multi-solving, especially when developed in collaboration with young people
and other vulnerable stakeholders. In the Global South in particular, multi-solving can help
overcome lack of infrastructure and limited pools of resources, while also providing
employment opportunities and impetus for social entrepreneurship. Key challenges to
overcome include disciplinary, budgetary and jurisdictional silos, weak community
engagement, reactive vs proactive funding, short-term vs long term planning, and lack of youth
access to resources and decision-making power. In our recommendations section we suggest
that these challenges are actually opportunities for governments and other institutions to work
more efficiently and effectively, by reducing bureaucratic red tape, bringing together different
technical expertise, fostering holistic thinking, and growing capacity for multidisciplinary work.
Most importantly, it is an opportunity to invest in the visions youth have for their futures,
including providing them with the funding, technology, technical expertise, capacity building
and decision-making power they need to make their multi-solving projects a reality.

Limitations

While there is extensive literature on intersectionality, pioneered by Kimberle Crenshaw, the bulk of the
literature on multi-solving as an approach comes from the US-based organization Climate Interactive,
and particularly from thought leader, Dr. Elizabeth Sawin. Some interrelated research has been done by
the Canadian charity, Tamarack Institute as well. As multi-solving is a new term, we struggled to find
different/diverse sources on the topic, and therefore had to rely primarily on citing the above-mentioned
organizations. While we found case studies written about multi-solving projects located in the Global
South, there were hardly any publications authored by people from those countries themselves. We see
this as both a limitation of the research but also an opportunity and further motivation to contribute
diverse youth voices, particularly from the Global South, to multi-solving discourse and publications. We
also recognize that the audio blogs, by speaking with only ten youth, provide a very small sample size
which is over-represented by youth who are already deeply entrenched in climate justice theory and
praxis.
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