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SOCIAL CHANGE:  
PROCESS AND THEORIES
Process of Social Change
Something always triggers a social change. The impetus 
may come from within an organization or a society, a source 
of change known as strain. Sometimes, it comes from out-
side an organization, what sociologists call stress. Let us 
consider two examples of strain: (1) conflicting goals and  
(2) contrasting belief systems within an organization.

Conflicting goals are seen in the case of the platinum 
mining industry and its union workers. In the Lonmin 
South African platinum mines (providing materials for 
catalytic converters and jewelry), 44 workers died and 78 

were injured in August 2012, and 2 more died in May 2014 
during strikes against the company. In a report on the 
deaths at the mine, police, company managers, and union 
officers were blamed for letting the strike escalate to vio-
lent confrontation (St. Claire and Smith 2015). Two feud-
ing unions both demanded pay hikes, and in an ugly 
confrontation, police opened fire on an unruly crowd. 
Individual miners work in difficult, dangerous conditions 
to try to meet their basic needs for food and shelter for 
their families. Sometimes, they must live at the mines, 
away from their families for many months, but when jobs 
are scarce, one does what one must. Company goals focus 
on the bottom line: being profitable in a competitive envi-
ronment. The company argues that it cannot afford to 
raise wages and still be competitive, yet its profit margin 
has dropped as a result of the strikes (Herskovitz 2012; 
“Lonmin Profit Plunges” 2014). This conflict and others 
like it demonstrate how the needs of the workers can be at 
odds with those of the company, creating internal strain.

Contrasting belief systems (political, religious, eco-
nomic, and social) within a society can also have a major 
effect on the type and rate of change. For example, some 
religious groups oppose stem cell research, which often 
uses the cells of fetuses created in test tubes. Yet other 
members of those same religious groups may believe this 
research will alleviate the suffering of loved ones and save 
lives. Although both sides in the organization believe they 
are pro-life, the internal conflicts can be disruptive and 
cause internal strain (Religious Tolerance 2014).

Stresses, those pressures for change that come from 
the organization’s external environment, can be traced to 
several sources: the natural environment and natural 
disasters, population dynamics, actions of leaders, new 
technologies, changes in other institutions, and major his-
torical events. For example, the natural environment can 
bring about either slow or dramatic change in a society, as 
seen in the effects of droughts in many parts of the world. 
In California, households are cutting their water usage, 
recycling wastewater, and changing from grass lawns to 
desert landscapes requiring little water (Cameron 2015).

Natural disasters such as floods, hurricanes, tsunamis, 
heavy snows, earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, mudslides, 
tornadoes, and other sudden events are not planned occur-
rences, but they can have dramatic consequences. Disease 
epidemics are often unpredictable, such as the 2010–2013 
cholera epidemic in Haiti and the Ebola epidemic in sev-
eral African countries (UNICEF 2014). Natural disasters 
and diseases are important as a dramatic change agent, 
and the sociology of disasters has become a specialty field 
within the discipline.
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Natural disasters—floods, droughts, hurricanes, tornadoes, 
earthquakes, and volcanic eruptions—can be the cause of major 
social changes in a community. California and places like this—Lake 
Mead National Recreation Area in Nevada—can find the entire 
economy is turned on its head by a severe drought.


