Why Some Social Movements Succeed While
Others Don't

Social movements have always played a crucial role in shaping society. From the
civil rights movement to the fight for gender equality, these movements have
managed to make significant changes and bring about positive transformations.
However, not all social movements achieve success. Some fizzle out, fail to gain
the necessary momentum, or simply do not achieve the desired outcome. This
article aims to delve into the reasons behind the success or failure of social
movements and shed light on the key factors that contribute to their

effectiveness.

1. Clear and Achievable Goals

A successful social movement needs to have clear, well-defined goals that are
not only easily understood but also achievable. Movements that lack a clear
direction or have unattainable aims often find it difficult to garner support and
sustain momentum. This is because people are more likely to rally behind a
cause when they can visualize the concrete changes and understand how their

participation will contribute to achieving those goals.
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The civil rights movement in the United States is a prime example of a successful
social movement with clear goals. The movement fought for the end of racial
segregation and discrimination, aiming to establish equal rights for African
Americans. By having a specific focus and achievable objectives, the movement
was able to attract widespread support and ultimately achieve significant legal

and societal changes.

2. Strong Leadership and Organization

The role of leadership and organization cannot be overstated when it comes to
the success of social movements. Effective leaders possess the ability to inspire
and mobilize individuals, ensuring that the movement stays focused and
progresses towards its goals. Without strong leadership, movements risk falling

into disarray and losing their momentum.

Additionally, a well-organized structure is essential for the success of a social
movement. This includes establishing clear roles and responsibilities,
coordinating protests or demonstrations, and maintaining effective
communication channels. Occupy Wall Street, a movement that started in 2011
advocating for economic equality, is an example of an initially promising
movement that struggled due to a lack of strong centralized leadership and

organization.
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3. Broad-Based and Diverse Support

Successful social movements are often characterized by broad-based and
diverse support. They manage to engage various segments of society,
transcending boundaries of race, gender, socioeconomic status, and political
affiliations. This diversity not only enhances the legitimacy of the movement but

also strengthens its collective voice.

The LGBTQ+ rights movement is a testament to the power of broad-based
support. It brought together people from all walks of life, including members of the
LGBTQ+ community, allies, and advocates, to fight for equal rights and
acceptance. By actively seeking allies and promoting inclusivity, the movement
gained widespread support and accomplished significant milestones, such as

legalizing same-sex marriage in several countries.

4. Effective Communication and Messaging

Communication plays a vital role in the success of a social movement. Effective
messaging allows the movement to convey its goals, rally support, and maintain
public interest. Movements that utilize various communication channels, such as
social media, traditional media outlets, and grassroots organizing, often have a

larger impact and reach a wider audience.

One notable example is the #BlackLivesMatter movement. Through powerful
social media campaigns and the effective use of hashtags, this movement shed
light on systemic racism and police brutality. The movement's ability to
communicate its message resonated with millions of people worldwide, leading to

widespread protests and increased awareness.

5. Flexibility and Adaptability



Successful social movements recognize the importance of flexibility and
adaptability. Circumstances and environments constantly change, and it is
essential for movements to evolve accordingly. This may involve adjusting
strategies, responding to unforeseen events, or adopting new approaches to

achieve their goals.

The environmental movement provides an excellent example of adaptation.
Initially focused on climate change, the movement expanded to address a range
of environmental issues, including deforestation, pollution, and ecosystem
destruction. By adapting to changing circumstances and expanding their scope,
environmental movements have gained more traction and effectively influenced

policies and practices.

Social movements have the power to ignite change and reshape societies. By
understanding the factors that contribute to their success or failure, we can better
support and participate in movements that aim to create positive transformations.
Clear and achievable goals, strong leadership and organization, broad-based
support, effective communication, and flexibility are crucial elements that
determine the fate of social movements. Ultimately, the success of a movement
relies on a collective effort and a relentless pursuit of justice, equality, and social

progress.
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Discover how those who change the world do so with this thoughtful and timely
book

Why do some changes occur, and others don't? What are the factors that drive
successful social and environmental movements, while others falter? How
Change Happens examines the leadership approaches, campaign strategies, and
ground-level tactics employed in a range of modern social change campaigns.
The book explores successful movements that have achieved phenomenal
impact since the 1980s—tobacco control, gun rights expansion, LGBT marriage
equality, and acid rain elimination. It also examines recent campaigns that seem
to have fizzled, like Occupy Wall Street, and those that continue to struggle, like

gun violence prevention and carbon emissions reduction. And it explores
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implications for movements that are newly emerging, like Black Lives Matter. By
comparing successful social change campaigns to the rest, How Change
Happens reveals powerful lessons for changemakers who seek to impact society

and the planet for the better in the 215 century.

Author Leslie Crutchfield is a writer, lecturer, social impact advisor, and leading
authority on scaling social innovation. She is Executive Director of the Global
Social Enterprise Initiative (GSEI) at Georgetown University’s McDonough School
of Business, and co-author of two previous books, Forces for Good and Do More
than Give. She serves as a senior advisor with FSG, the global social impact
consulting firm. She is frequently invited to speak at nonprofit, philanthropic, and
corporate events, and has appeared on shows such as ABC News Now and
NPR, among others. She is an active media contributor, with pieces appearing in
The Washington Post. Fortune.com, CNN/Money and Harvard Business

Review.com.

» Examines why some societal shifts occur, and others don't

» |llustrates the factors that drive successful social and environmental

movements

» Looks at the approaches, strategies, and tactics that changemakers employ

in order to effect widescale change

Whatever cause inspires you, advance it by applying the must-read advice in
How Change Happens—whether you lead a social change effort, or if you're tired
of just watching from the outside and want to join the fray, or if you simply want to

better understand how change happens, this book is the place to start.
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