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MAKING CHANGE: 

HOW  SOCIAL  MOVEMENTS  WORK  & 

HOW  TO  SUPPORT  THEM 

OVERVIEW: 

  INTRODUCTION   

  MOVEMENT THEORY, MOVEMENT PRACTICE 

  SCALING UP 

  KEEPING IT REAL 

  10 KEY ELEMENTS 

  6 KEY CAPACITIES 

  3 KEY DIRECTIONS, 3 KEY WARNINGS  

  CONCLUSION 

INTRODUCTION 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS DEFINED 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS are: 

Sustained groupings that develop a frame or narrative based on shared 

values, that maintain a link with a real and broad base in the community, 

and that build for a long-term  

transformation in systems of power. 
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INTRODUCTION 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS DEFINED 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

  Shift the nation’s fundamental frame of reference 

  Combine an authentic base with a compelling strategy 
for leveraging systemic change 

MOVEMENT THEORY, MOVEMENT PRACTICE 

CATEGORIES OF SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORIES 

  DEPRIVATION THEORY 

  ECONOMIC THEORY 

  RESOURCE MOBILIZATION THEORY 

  POLITICAL PROCESS & OPPORTUNITY THOERY 

  NEW SOCIAL MOVEMENT THEORY 

  FRAMING THEORY 

SCALING UP 

THE SCALE & GEOGRAPHY OF SOCIAL MOVEMENTS 

THE ROLE OF GEOGRAPHY: 

 Constituting community and community interest 

 Regions as economic and political units 
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KEEPING IT REAL 

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS must 

 Produce practical policy ideas and wins 

 Connect the issues of the day with a viable policy platform 

while not having themselves defined simply by a series of policy 

planks 

 Have a sense of timing 

 Be complex in functions and rich in skills 

 Have “anchor” organizations 

THE 10 ELEMENTS 

1. A Vision & Frame 

2. An Authentic Base in Key Constituencies 

3. A Commitment to the Long-Haul 

4. An Underlying & Viable Economic Model 

5. A Vision of Government & Governance 

6. A Scaffold of Solid Research 

7. A Pragmatic Policy Package 

8. A Recognition of the Need for Scale 

9. A Strategy for Scaling Up 

10.  A Willingness to Network with Other Movements 

FUNDAMENTAL 
ELEMENTS: 

IMPLEMENTATION 
TOOLS: 

SCALE: 

FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS 

ELEMENT 1:  A vision and frame 

Movements are based on visions, frames and values 

  A VISION sets the goal 

  A FRAME sets the terms of the debate 

  The POLICY PACKAGE describes how  

interests might be met  

“Martin Luther King famously proclaimed ‘I 

have a dream,” not “I have an issue.” 

-Van Jones (2007) 



6/30/11 

4 

FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS 

ELEMENT 2:  An authentic base in key constituencies 

Movements have a membership base that is engaged or is 

being organized to be engaged 

The role of the organizer is to help  
build leadership within the community 

FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS 

ELEMENT 3:  A commitment to the long-haul 

Social movements are not episodic or 
coalitional 

It involves a strategy to build power to 

effect broader change and focuses on 
building a strong membership for the 
long-haul 

IMPLEMENTATION TOOLS 

ELEMENT 4:  An underlying and viable economic model 

Social movements are about the redistribution of 
resources 

An analysis [economic, political, and policy] is a 
critical groundwork for moving agendas, organizations 

and movements 
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IMPLEMENTATION TOOLS 

ELEMENT 5:  A vision of government and governance 

Social movements have  

 A theory of the state  

 A way to show how the role of 

the state is a full expression of 
democracy 

Government is one of the most important 
tools of change 

IMPLEMENTATION TOOLS 

ELEMENT 6:  A scaffold of solid research 

Social movement organizations have [internal and 

external] analytical and research capacity 

Research has become increasingly important for 

analyzing problems and suggesting solutions 

IMPLEMENTATION TOOLS 

ELEMENT 7:  A pragmatic policy package 

Social movements develop practical policies that has the 
potential to address the specific problems 

For long-term systemic change, organizations need to: 

 Direct efforts towards strategic targets,  

 Focus on large-scale and long-term positive impact,  

 And push for fundamental changes in decision-making   

   structures and allocation of resources 
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SCALE 

ELEMENT 8:  A recognition of the need for scale 

 Moving power requires 

organizations that are at a scale 

sufficient to challenge 

concentrations of existing power 

  The 2 elements of size: 

1. Organizational 

2. Movement 

 Successful social movement  

organizations have a theory on the  

geography of change 

 There is no single geographic approach – it can depend on the 

constituency and the issue area 

  There are two variants of building scale: 

1. Building on the basis of like organizations 

2. Building with organizations that are distinct but are united by their 

frame and general politics 

SCALE 

ELEMENT 9:  A strategy for scaling up 

SCALE 

ELEMENT 10:  A willingness to network with other movements 

Bridging gaps between networks which will eventually build streams 

of social movements that comes into a river of change 
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THE 6 CAPACITIES 

1. The ability to organize a base 

constituency 

2. The capacity to research, frame & 

communicate 

3. The ability to strategically assess power 

4. The capacity to manage large & 

growing organizations 

5. The capacity to engage & network with 

others 

6. The ability to refresh organizational vision 

and organizational leadership 

3 KEY DIRECTIONS: 

1. Provide operational and long-term funding to build 

success 

2. Support network-to-network building to sustain 

success 

3. Develop metrics of movements to measure success 

3 KEY WARNINGS: 

1. Don’t think you’re the social movement 

 Foundations are not the change they want to see; they are 

the supporters of that change.  

2. Don’t be afraid of confronting power 

 “Power concedes nothing without demand.  It never did 

and never will.” 

3. Don’t let urgency set the agenda 

 If a foundation is to get in this game, get one’s bearings 

firm and stick with it. 
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CONCLUSION: 

As Gihan Pererra from Miami Worker Center says,  

 “You know you have a movement if it still exists even 
though the issues change.” 

Why is this so important to The Endowment? 

COMPREHENSIVE change  = local level 

SYSTEMIC change   = state level  
      
           

Threaded 

Together by 

SOCIAL 

MOVEMENTS 


