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Creating a
Social Movement
Associations excel when the Board of Directors, volunteer leaders, 
executive director, staff, and partners work together on a common 
objective. In other words, a social movement is created. But, can you set 
out to deliberately foster one? Absolutely. And the work of Dr. Christina 
Economos shows us how.

In 2001 she pulled together a team of researchers and took a deep look at 
what it took to turn the United States around 180° in four separate social 
movements1. This was no easy feat, considering each of these required 
bringing over 300 million people around including legislators, industry 
leaders, shareholders, private manufacturers and scientists.  The areas she 
studied were recycling, tobacco cessation, breast feeding, and seat belt 
usage. Through their diligence they uncovered 10 key elements necessary 
to spread change on a massive scale. 

You may say, “That’s fine, but I am not involved in such a grand challenge. 
I have smaller projects, more humble aims.” I can tell you from personal 
experience, these elements transpose neatly on internal change initiatives 
that address culture as well as objectives that are priorities for a trade, 
profession or cause.

I know because I have had the chance to use her results multiple times in 
my work with leaders. These 10 key elements can support an internal 
initiative to shift to a culture that is more nimble, agile and entrepreneurial 
just as well as they can support larger initiatives that involve world-class 
partners in an effort to address a long-standing issue that has evaded 
resolution by others. 

In this relatively obscure piece of research there can be found the 
easy-to-apply essence of what it takes to generate a social movement, 
large or small. Read on and consider how you will make use of this 
valuable information.

Here’s to your success,

Seth Kahan
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1 Economos, Christina D and Ross C. Brownson and Michael A. DeAngelis and Susan B. Foerster and Carol Tucker Foreman and 
Jennifer Gregson and Shiriki K. Kumanyika and Russell R. Pate. “What Lessons Have Been Learned from Other Attempts to Guide 
Social Change?” Nutrition Reviews Volume 59. Issue 3 (March 2001): Pages S40–S56



How do you get peoples’ attention? Penetrating the overwhelming 
information overload and competing priorities that permeate both 
professional and personal life is one of the great challenges of any social 
movement. To move an issue to the front burner, it needs to be 
perceived as a crisis.  

There is a place for positive, aspirational goals, but they won’t get the 
attention needed initially. The reality of dire consequences is what it 
takes.

Look at the cost of inaction, the downside of failure and recognize the 
inherent risk. Use that to frame your issue so you get people’s attention. 
Once you have their attention, there will be more to communicate 
including your goals and aspirations.ABRAHAM LINCOLN

16th President of the United States

#1
Frame the Crisis

I am a firm believer in the 

people. If given the truth, 

they can be depended 

upon to meet any 

national crisis. The great 

point is to bring them the 

real facts.
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Once you have the attention of your audience, they will want to know 
what evidence you have that deserves their attention, let alone their 
dedicated action. There must be a body of work that supports your 
conclusions and aligns with your plan.  

It is vital that your audience is able to investigate the research on their 
own, come to the same conclusions, and see for themselves how the 
facts unite to support the solution you are seeking. It is not enough to 
simply take your word, even if you are their leader. Their trust must be 
bolstered by due diligence and science-based recognition of your claims.

This is easy enough as you will no doubt come across this research and 
may even actively gather it to support your work, including formulating 
your plan, publications and presentations. Be sure to share the research 
with your audience. Make the basis of your efforts transparent. 

SETH BERKELY
CEO, Global Alliance for
Vaccines and Immunization

#2
Science-based
Research

No country in the 
post-colonial era 
has thrived without 
first building its 
capacity to 
conduct scientific 
research.

©
 S

et
h 

K
ah

an
 2

01
8



Dr. Economos and her team determined that whenever a significant 
economic cost associated with a social issue could be demonstrated to 
the public, and where a cost savings could be shown as a result of 
behavioral changes, the intervention stood a better chance of emerging 
as an effective movement for change, and thus, as a solution to the 
problem overall.

“In fact,” the study’s authors write, “it could be argued whether any 
social transformation or social marketing can ever be successful unless 
the prevention benefits can be qualified in dollar terms.” 

While it might be clear to you that your objectives are the right thing to 
do, a moral imperative even, the economics will drive the behavior of 
many of your most important players. Make the financial case. 

Money talks.

ITALIAN PROVERB

Man prates. 
Gold speaks.
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#3
Economics



We all know that hard science and hard cash aren’t enough. Creating an 
effective social change model, whether at the level of a single 
organization or across an entire nation, is vitally dependent on the people 
who make it their mission. These are your spark plugs. Inspired, active, 
committed individuals at every level provide the sparks that ignite the 
movement. 

These are leaders willing and able to hold a shared vision like a sacred 
promise, through difficulty and around challenge, leading with strength, 
stamina, wisdom, and intelligence. They know when to eschew 
business-as-usual for new and powerful models. They are the ones who 
will press the front, troubleshoot and engage where needed, and drive 
your movement.

Cultivate your spark plugs. Make them a priority. Give them what they 
need to succeed. Find them, activate them, cultivate them, and treasure 
them.

BILLIE JEAN KING
Former World Number 1
Professional Tennis Player

Champions 

keep playing 

until they get 

it right.
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#4
Spark Plugs  



Every social change initiative uses the power of coalitions. This includes 
informal communities, geographic groups, professional disciplines, 
partners who share your agenda, and more. From these groups you will 
build a network of constituencies that share a common objective. When 
they work together, combining their efforts and focus, they exert on 
multiple fronts and create synergies which leverage their collective force 
for great impact.

The graphic above lays out the systems model I use for identifying key 
constituencies when designing a grand challenge. I find it useful for 
addressing the various dimensions required to get real change. It should 
be simplified for an internal change initiative or smaller change program, 
but still works well as a model.

In my work at the World Bank we discovered the power of professional 
communities to innovate and apply knowledge for increased results. 
Communities were the power house of acceleration in any given field. 
These were groups of professionals who were passionate about their 
work. Coalition building unites communities like these in a common 
cause and will form the infrastructure for your movement to grow. They 
will increase both impact and speed of adoption.

JOHN ENGLER
Former Governor of Michigan

You win by working 

hard, making tough 

decisions and 

building coalitions.
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#5
Coalition Building



When this paper was written by Dr. Economos and her team of 
researchers they did not mean advocacy in the sense of going to Capitol 
Hill only. They meant the forceful use of influence at all key points in the 
system.  

A social movement that reverses a systemic dynamic requires multiple 
points of interaction.  It is a lot like moving one of those mobiles that sits 
over a child’s crib. If you take one part of the mobile and move it, all the 
other forces conspire to return it to its original position. The only way you 
can change the positioning of the various toys hanging from the wires is 
to move the entire mobile, to alter the overall structure. This is what 
systemic advocacy does – it attacks all the critical points in the system 
simultaneously.

SCARLETT JOHANSSON
The World’s Highest Paid Actress

#6
Advocacy

If you take a job as 

a public advocate, 

then you must 

advocate publicly.
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If your initiative will require policy change to succeed, then bring in the 
government early. Bring in all levels necessary: local, state, and federal. 
The sooner they are engaged, the better you will do with the long game 
of policy change. 

If you are running an internal program among membership, make sure 
your Board of Directors is deeply involved. Find the right ways to engage 
the leaders of committees and working groups.

And if you are championing an organizational change initiative, bring in 
any groups that represent staff interests as well as Human Resources 
from the beginning.

CHERYL YEOH 
CEO and founder,
Malaysian Global Innovation and Creativity Centre

#7
Government
Involvement

The best way to 
minimize 
disagreement is to 
make sure that all 
the stakeholders 
are in the room.
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A system wide communication plan is a requirement. Understand your 
audience and build a single message that will reach everyone. Use all 
media at your disposal: news, press releases, video, social media, 
face-to-face events. 

Be explicit about what you are working for. Say it up front. Give everyone 
an unambiguous message. 

You may customize more detailed communiques, but there should be 
one overriding message that is easy to digest and share. 

JAMES HUMES
Author and presidential speechwriter

The art of 

communication 

is the language 

of leadership.
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#8
Mass
Communication



To effectively induce a change in behavior, the environment must also be 
changed. In this instance we are not talking about the natural 
environment, but the environment your audience works in day—to-day. 
For example, in order to have physicians and nurses use antibacterial 
hand wash more often, dispensers are placed in their path: at the 
patient’s bedside, on the doorframes they pass through. This is literally 
changing the environment, so it is easier to do the right thing.

Policy changes must be put in place that accomplish the same end. For 
example, in 1968 federal law was passed that all cars must have seat 
belts. It became a requirement that supported the social movement to 
get everyone to where their seatbelts. 

ALEXANDER DEN HEIJER
Dutch Purposologist

When a flower 
doesn't bloom 
you fix the 
environment in 
which it grows, 
not the flower.
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#9 Environmental
and Policy Change



For partners to join you in your efforts, they must see your plan. The plan 
need not be etched in stone, unnecessarily rigid, but it must be clear. The 
plan must make sense when it is explained and it must be easy to 
determine in short order that it is a reasonable plan to effect the change 
you are seeking.  

Creating a plan to generate no less than a social movement involves, 
according to Dr. Economos’ research, multilevel organized activity, which 
she and her team define as including:
 • citizen action
 • community support
 • social marketing
 • media advocacy
 • policy development
 • business and industry assistance
 • and coordinated research efforts

For an internal change initiative, each one of these has a corresponding 
component. For example,
 • employee action
 • division and department support
 • messaging and support materials
 • communications through memos, events, and regular updates
 • new expectations, incorporated into policy when needed
 • assistance from employee groups, partners, and even customers 

or members
 • welcoming additional ideas and resources in sync with your 

objectives

DEBBIE FORD
Author

If you wish to fly to 
new heights, begin 
by setting your 
sights on a 
destination you can 
reach and then 
create a flight plan, 
a map, that will be 
your guide.
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#10
A Plan





Where to Go
from Here

Follow Seth:

Seth Kahan has worked hand-in-hand with 100+ association CEOs. 
He worked at the World Bank for 13 years including with President 
Jim Wolfensohn, helped spearhead a $20m change initiative at 
Royal Dutch Shell, consulted on 3 large-scale change initiatives 
for the director of the Peace Corps. He is the author of two 
business books, Getting Change Right and Getting Innovation 
Right. More information and resources can be found at 
VisionaryLeadership.com.
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Creating a social movement can help you whether you are seeking to 
upgrade your culture, or drive for systemic change out in the world. 
Understanding the key elements can help you assess your capability.

If you are planning such an initiative, or already in one, use the 10 Key 
Elements for Creating a Social Movement to conduct an informal audit. 
Do you have all the elements? Where are you weak or absent a key 
element? This simple exercise can make an extraordinary contribution 
to your success.

I use the 10 Key Elements in my work often. When I am working with a 
CEO to change the culture of their organization, it is a helpful tool to first 
explore and then strategize on what exactly can be done to accelerate 
the results they are looking for. And when I work with a senior team or 
board of directors to design a Grand Challenge, a bold and audacious 
goal to effect change in the world, we do a formal audit once we have 
the initial players together. 

By putting these elements to work, you will be able to increase the 
quality of your efforts to make change real. This can help you achieve 
greater mission impact, drive sustainable and profitable revenue, or 
grow membership. 

To explore how this can be adapted and put to your work in your 
organization, or schedule a private conversation, email me at 
Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com.


