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change in society. Each individual in society has the poten-
tial to be a change agent.

Individuals are active agents, and they can either 
stimulate or resist change. Sometimes they prod organi-
zations to change, insisting on more family-supportive 
policies (like an on-site day care center), better safety pre-
cautions for employees, or more environmentally friendly 
buildings and programs. For example, at the urging of 
students and others, colleges may develop more recycling 
programs, more energy-efficient buildings or transporta-
tion systems, and more degree programs that involve 
study of the environment.

Sometimes, individuals are not eager to change. They 
must be enticed or manipulated into change by organiza-
tions. When this does occur, most organizations—schools, 
businesses, and volunteer associations—use one or more 
of the following strategies to persuade individuals to 
accept change: They appeal to individuals’ values, use per-
suasion by presenting hard data and logic, convince indi-
viduals that the existing benefits of change outweigh the 
costs, remove uncooperative individuals from the organi-
zation, provide rewards or sanctions for acceptance of 
change to alter the cost–benefit ratio, or compel individu-
als to change by an order from authority figures. In any 
case, individuals are critically important parts of any 
understanding of social change.

Change at the Institutional  
Level: Meso-Level Analysis
Global climate change, an issue connected to pollution 
and use of Earth’s natural resources, affects people at all 
levels in the social system. Many meso-level organiza-
tions have developed policies and practices to reduce 
emission of pollutants and change the way they use 
resources. For example, many religious denominations 
have developed programs to be more “green” or “Earth 
friendly.” The United Church of Christ is one such group, 
passing a resolution in July 2009 encouraging local 
churches to become “Earthwise Congregations.” 
Mayflower United Church of Christ in Minneapolis was 
one of the first to seek the designation. The church has an 
action team that works on ways to help members have 
more energy-efficient homes, but it also brought a resolu-
tion to the congregation that by 2030, the church would 
be entirely carbon neutral. The resolution was approved, 
and fund-raising began to change the heating system to 
solar energy. The roof of the church is now covered with 
240 solar panels. Within 18 months, the church reported 
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Angelina Jolie (top) has used her fame as an Academy Award– winning 
actress to bring attention to problems of refugees, serving as a 
special envoy and goodwill ambassador for the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees. Bill and Melinda Gates (bottom) hold 
babies  receiving a trial malaria vaccine at a medical research center in 
Mozambique. Gates announced a grant of $168 million to fight malaria, a 
disease that kills more than 1 million people a year, 90% of them children. 
Sometimes, social change occurs because of individual initiatives.
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philanthropy, qualities that appeal to American individual-
ism. Gates has the power to influence others because of his 
fame, wealth, and personal organizational skills. Although 
now retired from Microsoft, he is able to bring about 
change in organizations through his ability to motivate 
people and set wheels in motion. Some people have per-
suasive power to influence decision making, based on 
expertise, wealth, privileged position, access to informa-
tion, or the ability to use coercive force. Any of us, if we feel 
strongly about an issue, can rally others and bring about 


