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A handbook for creative rebels and change agents



and who better to help fix it 

than designers and creative 

thinkers?!

That’s basically what this 

handbook is about - Its not the 

‘why’ you should make change 

- that should be pretty bloody 

obvious - This book is about 

training your brain to Actively 

make change happen. 

Let’s be honest, the 
world is a little bit 
broken.
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Make Change is a handbook for creative 
rebels and change agents. Offering a 

grab bag of mental tools and practice 
opportunities, this books guides us through 
an essential exploration of human behavior 
and how to change it, covering the basics 

of psychological, behavioral, social and 
cultural theories on change.
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Proposing that social and environmental 
sustainability should be a core driver, 

rather than additional component of all 
creative endeavors, make change helps you 
craft intended interventions into existing 
systems, to empower and enact positive 
world changing outcomes through the 

things that you do.
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of engaging their communities with positive cultural, social, and environmental 

change and to actively participate in the construction of a more socially equitable 

world. So, that’s my agenda, and one I am proud to say permeates all the work 

that I do (if you want to check out some of the things I have done or am up to at 

the moment please visit www.leylaacaroglu.com).

“The secret of 
change is to focus 
all of your energy, 
not on fighting the 
old, but on building 

the new”
- Socrates

Whatever the type of change you’re interested in - social, cultural, political, 

personal, or environmental – (all change should be both sustainable and creative 

– right…?) the ideas contained within this handbook are for you. There are a few 

key ingredients needed in order to understand and successfully effect change – 

starting with the important act of getting your head around the cognitive, cultural 

and social conditions that both resist and allow for change to happen. Over the 

following pages you will discover a range of approaches from psychology, the 

behavioral sciences, economics, business, and sociology that combine to provide 

an overarching context for change. 

The one constant thing in life is change! There exists a limitless universal fl ux 

where everything is shifting and evolving around us, including us - meaning that 

change can be elusive and hard to pin down. But make no mistake, we can 

and do already all affect change in the things we do. Every action, intended or 

otherwise, participates in the formation of ourselves, of other people, and the way 

we interact with the world around us – we are literally making the world up as we 

go along. Designers design change. Business infl uences change. People change 

each other. Basically, change is everywhere, ever present and constant, whether 

we know it or not. This handbook is a proactive approach to encouraging the 

direction of creative power and infl uence in a way that generates positive social, 

environmental and cultural change. 

In exploring the fascinating world of change, beyond the notion of just 

‘changing behaviors’ and individuals, the provocation is for the creative rebels 

and change agents out there to rise up and start to deploy more tactical methods 

INTRODUCTION
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Think for a moment of all the ways change occurs in our day-to-day lives. 

We change address, music taste, location, underwear, ideas, partners, schools, 

nationalities, cars, governments, jobs, clothes, perspectives, money, the subject, 

and our minds... We change and reinvent ourselves constantly, we change the 

world around us, and ultimately we change the planet through the things that we 

choose to do - or the things that we choose not to.

Change is everywhere - and always was. In 500 BC, the Greek philosopher 

Heraclitus found that “the only constant in life is change”, that “stability is an 

illusion”, and in his opinion “there is a constant universal fl ux”. If, as Heraclitus 

says, change is constant, then it is also chaotic – “an inescapable paradox, yet a 

beautiful necessity, critical to all life” [1]. It is from this perspective that change is 

approached throughout this handbook. Never lose sight of the fact that we are 

all changing constantly and that the world is changing around and with us.

When we get to its root, the word change means to ‘make’ or to ‘become 

different’, no matter if we’re talking about objects, people or the natural world. 

Change encompasses all these concepts although they develop at varying 

speeds: change can be constant, progressive, static or slow.  

I propose being change-centric as a way of defi ning an agenda, the 

objective and outcome to effect positive social change in and through the things 

that you do – a change-centric practice if you will. Throughout this handbook a 

variety of theories and practice approaches are explored, designed to help build 

a stronger mental toolkit that can be adapted, deployed and explored by any 

practitioner interested in contributing to positive change through their work – after 

WHAT IS 
CHANGE?

7

LEYLA  ACAROGLU

all it’s the things we do that defi ne our participation in the world, not just what we 

think. But I will say, the very fi rst and crucial step to change is thinking differently!

This change-centric approach is by all means a cultivated one, whereby I 

mean that you have to work at wanting to make change because it’s not always 

easy – in fact it can defi nitely hurt sometimes - and frankly often requires some 

measure of failure along the way. I’m a strong believer that failing hard and fast 

early on creates better, stronger results later. In saying this, it should be noted that 

change is also one of the easiest things to make happen if you have the right tools 

and resources. 

One of the legacies of the fi eld of change theory is the idea that changing 

behaviors will lead to social change – so allow me to start there with our core 

question –how can we affect change?  

“Ultimately all change 
effects boil down 

to the same mission: 
can you get people 
to start behaving 

differently?” 
- Heath & Heath, IN SWITCH

[1] Graham, D.W. Heraclitus. 2011, acessed  14/5/2013; Available from: http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/

sum2011/entries/heraclitus/

> Heath, C. and D. Heath, Switch: How to change things when change is hard 2010, London: Random 
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BEHAVIOR 
CHANGE

In an attempt to answer the question ‘how to make change’ we start in 

the realm of Behavioral Change. Here, the fi rst thing we notice is that there are 

many theories and schools of thought that deal with the mission of how to get 

people to start behaving in a new way. For a long time changing behavior has 

been the holy grail of making change. For example, in the 1950’s and 60’s social 

psychologist Kurt Lewin gave us the ‘Three Stage Change Model’ [2] which 

essentially says that you need to ‘un-freeze’ a behavior, insert a new one and 

then ‘re-freeze’ the desired new behavior. Et voilà: here’s your changed person! 

Or is it…? Unfortunately, this doesn’t really work, people are complex, situations 

are diverse, and given that we are not robots, it’s very hard to simply insert a new 

way of doing something. After all as they say– old habits die hard.

After Lewin, Ajzen & Fishbein proposed the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) 

in 1969 [3]. TRA is a model for predicting behavioral intent based on attitudes and 

normative social infl uences such as external forces. The TRA theory presents 3 

key constructs for analysis in behavior change: behavioral intention, attitude, and 

subjective norms. This was then adapted in 1991 to the Theory of Planned Behavior 

(TPB), the authors adjusted their model to include the idea that intention and 

control of individual behavior is rationally based. Contemporary views however 

examine behavior as intentions that are infl uenced by attitudes, subjective norms 

and perceived control. Hardly very rational! This was where the idea of cognitive 

self-regulation, attitude, intentions related to attitude, what other people think, 

subjective norms, as well as a perceived level of control over the behavior and 

self-identity were introduced as major infl uencing factors in how people approach 

change.

More recently, sociologist Elizabeth Shove and her colleagues have proposed 

the idea of Social Practice Theory, where norms and structures rather than 

individuals are the main drivers of change. It positions individuals as agents 

who actively perform practices in the course of everyday life that then create 

collective conventions. These conventions or norms shape society and are 

how routines and rituals are formed – making practices the target of a change 

endeavor means that you infl uence the individuals who carry them out and thus 

are able to change behavior en masse. 

This theory takes a more expansive view of change, approaching it from the 

perspective of collective choices that societies and cultures establish, rather than 

individuals opting for doing things their own way. Consider for a moment, how 

much of your behaviors are actually your choice, and how many are constructed 

ways of doing that you have learnt or adopted. Simple things such as how often 

you shower or wash your clothes are often defi ned by cultural conditions, not 

necessarily individual choices.

[2] Lewin, K., The Dynamics of Group Action. Educational Leadership, 1944: p. 195-200.

[3] Ajzen, I., The theory of planned behavior. Organizational behavior and human decision processes, 1991. 

50(2): p. 179-211.

> Benabou, R. and J. Tirole, Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. The Review of Economic Studies, 2003. 70(3): p. 

489-520.

Intrinsic Extrinsic

Behavior motivators
internal

motivations
incentives

external
motivations
incentives

responding to 
outside reward or 

punishment

responding to 
self-directed or 
personal reward
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So what does this all mean? Well, behaviors are individual acts that exist within 

larger practices. Practices are based on a series of defi nable elements and agents, 

and behaviors are essentially what individuals exert within their practices. Thus it 

is practices that dictate what behaviors one will employ. Practices are socially 

defi ned, whereas behaviors are related more to individual choices. For example, 

football is a practice but a person makes a behavioral choice to play the game 

and buy-into the practice – same goes for say a graphic designer, the practice 

is defi ned by the social conventions around the industry and profession, but the 

behaviors and techniques of each practitioner are defi ned by the individual. 

The world is made up essentially of producers and consumers –we all know 

how we participate in consumption, but how we are involved in production is 

less obvious – most professions involve the production of something – products to 

ideas, we are all just as much producers as we are consumers. 

Products and services infl uence both our practices and our behaviors. 

Unfortunately though, there is a dominant theory that all humans are rational 

economic beings – the economy is based on the idea of homo economicus – 

assuming that we act rationally in our decision making and weigh up the pros and 

cons of every choice before making it; as opposed to the reality: where humans 

are predictably irrational beings. We are social animals after all, governed by 

individual choice but also controlled by social infl uences and norms [4].

The authors of a 2008 report entitled Creatures of Habit [5] state that “in going 

about their daily lives, people are guided by impulse, habit and social norms as 
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much as by the availability of information and a desire to minimize cost” thus 

concluding that the traditional rational choice model of behavior is an ineffective 

approach to address complex social problems. The cracks that exist in the 

dominant social/behavioral theories open up space for subversive and tactical 

ways of encouraging, facilitating and potentially normalizing change activities 

within the everyday and that’s where creative thinkers and doers can actively 

participate help in making positive change. 

When we look at the world through a change-centric lens, we fi rst need to 

fi gure out if it’s structural or individual – is it personal or social forces that infl uence 

change? Social practice theory suggests that the agency for change lies within 

the infl uencers of social conditions [6-8]. A very important name in this context is 

Anthony Giddens, one of the most prominent modern sociologists [9]. He proposed 

the theory of structuration. Structuration explores the duality of structure whereby 

users continually make and remake ‘normal society’ through their routine actions 

and practices. This theory of practice suggests that social constructs infl uence the 

individual to a degree where choice is empowered by the practice rather than 

the individual. Basically, we are infl uenced by social forces as well as personal 

choice-making. Behaviors are habits perpetuated through routine, which are 

either decided on consciously or are subtly infl uenced by society at large. This 

means that in order to make change, one needs to consider the personal, social 

and political systems at play and seek to intervene at different points.   

One of the issues with older views on behavior change, is the perception that 

the root of the change is related to the individual rather than the social conditions 

within which individuals operate. This shift from seeing change as being obtained 

through the individual, to the wider social context, was brought about by our more 

detailed understanding of the human condition and the role that society and 

social constructionism plays in effecting people, and has helped to revolutionize 

the ways in which change is approached.

[4] Berger, P. and T. Luckmann, The social construction of reality. NY-1966, 1992.

[5] Prendergrast, J., et al., Creatures of Habit? The Art of Behavioural Change. 2008, The social Market 

foundation: London.

[6] Maniates, M.F., Individualization: Plant a tree, buy a bike, save the world? Global environmental politics, 

2001. 1(3): p. 31-52.

[7] Shove, E., Comfort, Cleanliness and Convenience: The Social Organization of Normality (New 

Technologies/New Cultures). 2004.

[8] Hargreaves, T., Practice-ing behaviour change: Applying social practice theory to pro-environmental 

behaviour change. Journal of Consumer Culture, 2011. 11(1): p. 79-99.

[9] Giddens, A., The constitution of society: Outline of the theory of structuration. 1984: Univ of California Press.
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SOCIAL 
CONSTRUCTION

Elizabeth Shove argues that incrementalized social change achieved through 

targeting personal behaviors, legitimizes, rather than challenges unsustainable 

social conventions. This means that social systems construct the ways in which 

people behave and that if you attempt to change an individual’s behaviors you 

are not changing the system, but rather making the undesirable behavior even 

more obvious. These social systems are often called conventions or norms – the 

collective rules that we operate under in different social conditions, including 

appropriate dress codes and expectations around social etiquette. One thing 

that is common to all humans is that we are socially constructed – we are all raised 

to confi rm to the social convention of the day often through the mechanism of 

reward and punishment, otherwise known as the stick and carrot approach. This 

is why governments and many change programs use rewards and regulations as 

mechanisms for infl uencing behaviors in the population.

Social construction is a complex and fascinating fi eld of sociology that I 

strongly recommend you explore further, but for the purpose of this handbook, 

just consider the social system as a constructed or designed thing that has slowly 

evolved through the collective participation of all that exist within it.

As in any fi eld, there are a number of alternative views: Robert Gifford for 

instance, professor of Psychology and Environmental Studies at the University of 

Victoria and his colleagues say that there are three general infl uences that effect 

behavior change: intrapersonal, interpersonal and external [10]. The intrapersonal 

is often viewed as the critical factor triggering behavior change as it involves the 

personality state, values and motivations of an individual. Interpersonal factors 
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on the other hand include social comparisons and norms considered to be 

‘acceptable’. External forces work to alter behaviors through rewarding good 

behaviors, and penalizing or punishing when people fail to conform to the new 

desired behavior [11]. 

 I have simplifi ed these theories into three areas that have helped me to 

identify and understand the systems of change I am seeking to intervene in. 

These are: the personal (the internal drivers for change such as the desire to be 

successful); the social (the social conditions such as regulation and norms that 

effect our decisions) and the political (the structures and regulations that have 

a wider infl uence on collective conventions). They are all interconnected, and 

the one thing that fl ows throughout is regulation – we regulate ourselves to effect 

change, the social conditions regulate our behaviors in the world to achieve 

social order, and political regulations form the moral codes that infl uence the 

values of the present day.  

[10] Ruiter, R.A.C., C. Abraham, and G. Kok, Scary warnings and rational precautions: A review of the 

psychology of fear appeals. Psychology & Health, 2001. 16(6): p. 613-630.

[11] Gifford, R. and L.A. Comeau, Message framing infl uences perceived climate change competence, 

engagement, and behavioral intentions. Global Environmental Change, 2011. 21(4): p. 1301-1307.

Systems of change

political

personal

social

the ‘I’

the ‘we’

the ‘us’
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The word ‘sustainability’ has gone through many incarnations over the years, 

making it a somewhat frustrating term that often leaves people confused about 

what it represents. It’s made up of the conjoined words ‘sustain’ and ‘ability’, 

which could lead one to assume that its meaning involves the ability to sustain 

something. Unfortunately though, it has been used and abused to the point where 

it has taken on many different cultural, social, and political meanings.  

It is often easiest to describe something by what it isn’t, rather than what it is… 

In the case of the word sustainability, it’s not about hugging trees or even simply 

protecting the natural world – it’s about approaching the way we do things at 

individual, business, community, and wider socio-political levels to ensure that we 

harmonize the social, economic and environmental impacts of the things we do 

and the actions we take.

Really, sustainability is an aspiration. It is an undertaking to do good in the 

present so that future generations don’t end up having a worse (or non-existent) 

quality of life than we have today. I literally see it as a fantastic aspiration, a 

word that represents the idea of actively confronting and engaging with my 

responsibility to the systems that sustain life on Earth, and frames an opportunity 

for positive change through innovation. 

The defi nition of sustainability is used as an abbreviation from the concept 

put forth in the landmark report from 1987, known colloquially as the Brundtland 

Report which is actually called Our Common Future and defi nes sustainable 

development as “development that meets the needs of current generations 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 

[12]. 
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Make no mistake, sustainability is totally anthropocentric (human-centered) 

in its approach to self-preservation.  This is about us, not polar bears (who also 

deserve to live a long and happy life!), and unless we start to acknowledge that 

environmentally appropriate choices are benefi cial for all humans, then we will 

continue to destroy the very systems and services that keep us all alive on this 

wonderful and randomly beautiful blue dot of a planet. 

Perhaps one of the major issues with sustainability is that it represents a 

‘dilemma’ which systems theorists, such as Russell Ackoff defi ne as “a problem 

that cannot be solved within the current worldview” [13]. People opt out of 

confronting things that are too cognitively complex for them to understand. 

So, what we really need is a new way of thinking. The sustainability dilemma 

comes in part from the historic framing of its problems as well as its potential 

solutions. These narratives of fear, morality and destruction often make people 

feel helpless and overwhelmed by the issue resulting in denial or avoidance. 

In his 2009 book Ecological Intelligence Dan Goleman [14] provides an 

interesting concept to explain this phenomenon. A ‘vital lie’ – the lies that we 

tell ourselves in order to justify inaction. “Recycling contributes” is one such vital 

lie that we use to convince ourselves that we are already making a difference, 

when the fact is that what we are doing barely dents the vast tidal wave of 

collateral damage done to people and the planet by the things we buy and 

use. In this case the concept of recycling – a small and painless act - placates 

our sense of guilt around waste – we feel OK about using disposable packaging if 

we are recycling it, but condone a behavior based on a myth that we are doing 

good. Don’t get me wrong, recycling is good! It’s that it can also have a negative 

effect of increasing peoples use of recyclable materials because of the very fact 

that they can be recycled, thus increasing consumption.

Our collective challenge is to overcome our predisposition to avoidance, we 

need to question the dominant myths that make up the current status quo, we 

should embrace a fl exibility in the way we see the world and our role in it. Change 

starts with ourselves.  

[12] Brundtland, G.H., Brundtland Report. Our Common Future. Comissão Mundial, 1987.

[13] Ackoff, R., Systems thinking and thinking systems. System Dynamics Review, 1994. 10(2�3): p. 175-188.

[14] Goleman, D., Ecological Intelligence: How knowing the hidden impacts of what we buy can change 

everything. 2009, New York: Broadway Books 
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Hyper mass consumerism is defi nitely the status quo of so called ‘advanced 

industrialized societies’ like ours. Our social wealth in economic terms is measured 

by our rate of consumption. We are encouraged to spend our way out of tough 

times as the dominant ideology says that money spent leads to more industrial 

production which leads to more jobs which leads to a healthier economy. One of 

the main industries implicated in the perpetuation of this hyper consumer cycle is 

design. By being involved in the formation of materials into goods, designers assist 

in the effectiveness of the mass consumption model. 

In the 1960’s Vance Packard’s book The Waste Makers [15] warned of dire 

ramifi cations from the growing wastefulness of American consumer society. The 

early part of the twentieth century had seen the development of incredibly 

sophisticated advertising and consumer manipulation techniques spearheaded 

by Edward Bernays, the father of public relations (see page 50) resulting in a 

normalization of hyper-consumption cementing the current linear model of 

produce, use and waste. 

The problem with the current consumption model is the never-ending reliance 

on material goods, extracted from nature at ever increasing rates which has led to 

many of our current catastrophic ecological threats. Decisions made in the design 

and consumption of everyday goods needs to be critically examined and altered 

in such a way as to radically reduce the overall burden that mass production and 

consumption has on natural systems and services.  

An alternative to this material intensive economy is one that is based on 

experiences and services. There are new approaches such as what’s called 
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Material accumulation is 
not the purpose of human 

existence. All growth is not 
good. The environment is a 

necessity, not a luxury. There 
is such a thing as enough”

- donella meadows

‘product service systems’ [16] - where products are designed to exist within a 

service delivery model such as leasing or shared ownership and circular economy 

models that design out waste. These system alternatives address the current issues 

through a redistribution of the economic motivations that both producers and 

consumers function within from ’things’ to services and experiences – material 

goods still exist, it’s just that we value and use them in different ways. 

Consumption, like many other normalized traditions, has been engineered. It 

is incredibly complex and controversial to attempt to unravel the tightly woven 

threads that make up our constructed desires, to pick apart the physiological 

underpinnings of our all-too-easy-to-persuade selves. 

Make no mistake, consumption is the critical issue affecting our collective 

ability to live sustainably on this planet. This doesn’t mean that we have to stop 

consuming – we consume air, water and food and yes stuff for survival. We just 

need to fi nd ways of consuming within the capacity of the planet especially as 

we move towards 10 billion people.  

[15] Packard, V., The Waste Makers. 1960, Middlesex: Penguin Books.

[16] McAloone, T. and M. Andreasen. Defi ning product service systems. in Design for X, Beiträge zum 13. 

Symposium, Neukirchen. 2002.

> Watch the excellent BBC Four documentary Century of the Self by Adam Curtis to explore more of the role 

of Bernays and mass-consumerism.
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COGNITIVE 
DISSONANCE 

Humans are undoubtedly fascinating beings and our brains work in mysterious 

ways – even to ourselves! Before we start to unpack some of the psychological, 

behavioral and sociological theories about change and how that affects our 

brains, let’s start by looking at the disconnect between thought and action. 

This is known as cognitive dissonance [17]. When we believe one thing and do 

a completely different thing to that belief. Scientists fi rst started to identify this 

disconnect in the 50’s when experimental research showed that people were 

incentivized to do something opposed to their stated belief, they would change 

their beliefs to match their actions rather than changing their behavior.

A study conducted by Leon Festinger in 1957 took college students and gave 

them an incredibly boring task of moving some wooden blocks back and forth for 

no apparent reason. They were then told that the researchers were short-staffed 

and needed assistance in informing new participants about the study in exchange 

for a small payment, all they had to do was encourage the new participants that 

the research was fun and interesting – in short they had to tell a lie.  The students 

who were offered $20 to lie about the tasks later reported honestly saying that 

they found the task boring but had no issue lying about it to the next participants.  

Whereas other students, who were only offered $1 for their assistance in lying to 

the new participants, later reported the opinion that the research was fun and 

would do it again, changing their opinion of the experience to match the lie they 

had just told.  

Essentially the economic incentive rationalized their dissonance, but when it 

was not enough, it was mentally easier to shift their view entirely rather than value 
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truth so cheaply.  Since then, much work has been carried out to investigate how 

humans fl exibly alter their opinions in order to confi rm and participate in society. 

From the change agents perspective this means that fi rst one must be sure the 

request for change is relevant and that the social conditions are right, but more 

to the point it needs to be known that often people will tell you one thing and 

do something completely different – even if they don’t know they will! In short 

people’s attitudes often don’t match their actions [17]. 

This disjunct between what people say and what they do is pretty 

problematic! Think about it, you say you believe one thing but then in a given 

situation you do something completely different – not only is this confusing for us 

as individuals, it is also damaging for the entire social system that is (theoretically) 

based on economically rational choice. Cognitive dissonance explains why so 

many people say they care about environmental or social issues, but don’t do 

anything about it. When push comes to shove knowledge of something does not 

necessarily translate into action. This is so important to know when it comes down 

to making change – having a verbal commitment from someone does not mean 

change will happen – likewise translating information does not result in cognitive 

change. What’s even more confusing is that people don’t even realize that they 

are doing it. 

[17] Festinger, L., A theory of cognitive dissonance. Vol. 2. 1962: Stanford university press.

[18] Crompton, T. and J. Thøgersen, Simple and Painless? The limitations of spillover in environmental 

campaigning. 2009, WWF: London.

ACTIONBELIEF
Inconsistency  

Dissonance 

Cognitive dissonance 
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WORLDVIEWS 

Picture a worldview as being the lens or frame through which you see the 

world. It can be highly individual but at the same time it is infl uenced by the 

cultural norms under which we have been brought up, such as religion, culture, 

family, education and the political systems of the day. Worldviews infl uence the 

way in which our problems are framed and approached, and governs which 

questions we ask and the answers we consider to be legitimate [19]. In essence: 

our worldview dictates agendas, and infl uences practices.

Designers and creative agents contribute to the worldview of others through 

the formation and arrangement of ‘stuff’. Product, systems and services that make 

up our day to day lives are all designed by intent and through this they script the 

way we each live in the world – infl uencing our experiences and consequently our 

worldviews. Literally, stuff makes us think and act differently! 

A change-centric approach involves provoking an expanded worldview 

in ourselves and others. This extended approach includes a systems thinking 

perspective as proposed by Donella Meadows and Kauffman [20, 21]. Imagine: 

everything that exists is interconnected. Meaning that the world does not 

consist of isolated units of materials and things. Rather, there is a relationship 

between materials, people and the planet. With this kind of lens (seeing links and 

interrelations between everything), the worldview becomes an expanded and 

holistic view and we foster fl exible rather than reductive thinking. 

At the core of a change-centric worldview there is an element of activism – 

of actively critiquing and questioning the status quo, but it is used in the sense of 

agitating and activating for change. In order to participate in the construction of 
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“If you don’t like 
something, change it. 

If you can’t change it, 
change your attitude”

- Maya Angelou

new social norms that perpetuate positive infl uence on the world, we need to 

actively participate in change, it cannot function otherwise.

As creative rebels and change agents, we’re agitating, provoking and 

disrupting for change in other people’s worldviews. In an ideal world the norm 

would be to practice in a socially and environmentally engaged way, it would 

just be natural, but we currently still see this as a supplementary or ‘add-on’ 

option. Why should ethics be an add-on? We defi nitely don’t live in an ideal world 

- therefore it’s also important for us to be realists and rebels. 

We must understand that the world is made up of ‘things’ that we buy and 

this market drives industry which creates jobs that we all  have and that provides  

a  society that is considered functional. It is important to realize that competition 

is what drives prices down so low that cheaper and dirtier methods of production 

are encouraged, and that we are all direct benefi ciaries of this unsustainable 

system. But this dominant worldview is one that needs to be challenged, for it is 

not exactly serving the most people in the most effective way. 

[19] Dake, K., Orienting dispositions in the perception of risk an analysis of contemporary worldviews and 

cultural biases. Journal of cross-cultural psychology, 1991. 22(1): p. 61-82.

[20] Meadows, D., Thinking in systems: A primer. 2008: Chelsea Green Publishing.

[21] Kauffman, D.L., Systems one: An introduction to systems thinking. 1980: Future Systems Minneapolis, MN.
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HABITS 

In daily life, we all perform habits, the deep rooted routines that make life 

easier and more effi cient for us. A specialist in this area, Charles Duhigg [22] wrote 

an excellent book, called Habit which looks at the science of how habits form 

and can be changed. Duhigg describes what he calls the ‘habit loop’ whereby 

behaviors are reinforced through repetitive action to create routines, in order to 

break a habit one has to rewrite the code that created it. The habit loop involves 

a cue that is reinforced via routine and solidifi ed as a habit through reward – the 

latter is often a little rush of dopamine to your brain.  

Habitual actions have been studied as part of social cognitive theories of 

behavior change, with researchers trying to understand why people do or do 

not adopt a new behavior [23]. The authors of a report with the title Creatures of 

Habit [5] state that “in going about their daily lives, people are guided by impulse, 

habit and social norms as much as by the availability of information and a desire 

to minimize cost”, this provides further support for the argument that the traditional 

model of rational choice in behavior is an ineffective approach to addressing 

complex social problems. The cracks that exist in the dominant social/behavioral 

theories open up space for subversive approaches to leveraging change in the 

everyday lives of others.

In one respect change at its fundamental level is about getting people to 

do what you want them to do – to change habits usually provides a clear shift 

from old behaviors. Yet behaviors are only one indicator of change and supply a 

reductionist view of what change is and how it exists. Make no mistake, changing 

habits is an important step in the change process, and certainly as individuals 
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challenge their own habits they start the momentum for bigger change. But 

building on this, we need to start critiquing the social and political systems at 

play and seek out innovative and positive ways of effecting change within these 

larger social structures for individuals don’t make choices in a social vacuum.

This always reminds me of the old fable of the sun and the wind having a 

wager to see who could get a man to take his coat off. The wind blows harder 

and harder, yet the man just holds his coat closer and tighter to his body. When it is 

the sun’s turn, it shines hot on the man until he happily removes his coat. Whilst this 

might be a metaphor on methods to effect change (the sun shines bright whilst 

the wind’s methods fall short), it is also a reminder of the expectations of change. 

The wind did actually change the man’s behavior just not in the desired way (i.e.: 

removing his jacket). It could be argued that the wind effected the most change 

in the man as his perceptions of his need for his coat and its protective capacities 

could have been cemented in new and profound ways.

[22] Duhigg, C., The Power of Habit. 2012, United States: Random House.

[23] Nilsen, P., et al., Creatures of habit: accounting for the role of habit in implementation research on clinical 

behaviour change. Implement Sci, 2012. 7(1): p. 53.

“The first thing I do 
in the morning is 

brush my teeth and 
sharpen my tongue” 

-  Dorothy Parker
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Systems thinking is essentially a way of seeing the world as a series of 

interconnected and interdependent systems rather than a series of independent 

parts [13, 24]. As a mental tool, it seeks to oppose the reductionist view (you 

remember, the idea that a system can be understood by the sum of its isolated 

parts) and replace it with expansionism – that everything is part of a larger whole 

and that the connections between all elements are critical. Systems are essentially 

networks made up of nodes or agents that are linked in varied ways. 

Systems are made up of subsystems. Just as we are made up of atoms with 

molecules and quantum particles, problems are made up of problems within 

problems. Every system is like a babushka doll, made up of smaller and smaller 

parts within a larger whole. Seeing things in this way helps to create a more fl exible 

view of the world, the way it works, and opportunities for addressing some of its 

existing and potential problems. A systems worldview also creates a desire to 

uncover the links and connections rather than focusing on individual items that 

make up the whole.  

But this holistic approach has not been around very long. It was only in 

the 1920’s when the Sciences - which up until that point had segmented and 

dissected the world into smaller and smaller parts in order to obtain knowledge 

- started to understand biological interdependence and thus to look at 

relationships between things. Through this, a new way of seeing the world started 

to came about, scientists started to study general systems theory and the role that 

interdependence, consequences and choice had on the entire system – not just 

parts of it. Unfortunately, this expanded thinking has not yet permeated all parts of 
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society, and for many of us we have been educated in a way that encourages 

an individualistic and isolated perspective. In order to adopt a systems world view 

we each have to choose to overcome reductionist thinking and adopt a new 

expanded approach.  

An example of thinking in a systems mind set would be like this: Say you have 

a glass of milk and you add more milk to it, you end up with a larger amount 

of milk – whereas if you have a cow who produces milk and you add a new 

cow to the other one, you don’t get a larger cow – you get two cows who can 

produce more milk. If you pour half of the milk into another glass, you have two 

separate glasses of milk – whereas if you cut a cow in half you don’t get two 

cows; in this case the system is dramatically changed, and the cow is no longer 

able to produce milk, instead it’s now just a heap of meat. This is because systems 

function as a whole and a ‘heap’ does not. The critical thing to know here is 

that systems are dramatically affected by changes within subsystems – after all 

everything is interconnected in a system, and we live in one giant eco-system 

that sustains life through its interrelationships, that creates the right environment 

for the grass to grow to feed the cow that makes the milk [21]. 

While the world is made up of endless large and small interconnected 

systems. There are three big systems at play that keep society functioning, the 

economy churning along, and the world functioning for us. There are social 

systems – where we create society and all its norms, rules and rituals. Industrial 

systems – that require natural resources to be transformed into material goods 

and facilitate social practices of sustenance and consumerism. And the last big 

system, and arguably the most important, the ecosystem, which provides all the 

natural services (such as clean air, food, fresh water and natural resources for the 

other two systems to exist).   

Ultimately approaching things from a systems perspective is about tackling 

big, messy real-world problems rather than isolating cause and effect down to 

a single point. In the latter case, solutions are often just a band-aid rather than 

a real and holistic systemic solution. Looking for the links and relationships within 

the bigger picture helps identify the system causes and lends itself to innovative, 

more holistic solutions rather than causing unintended consequences. 

[13] Ackoff, R., Systems thinking and thinking systems. System Dynamics Review, 1994. 10(2�3): p. 175-188.

[21] Kauffman, D.L., Systems one: An introduction to systems thinking. 1980: Future Systems Minneapolis, MN.

[24] Meadows, D., Dancing with systems. Systems Thinker, 2002. 13: p. 2-6.
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The law of unintended consequences demonstrates that decisions made in 

isolation of wider system relationships will often result in consequences somewhere 

else, affecting changes in the system in unpredictable ways. While results could 

be both far worse, or even better –the gambled risk of negative impacts tends to 

be much higher. Allow me to demonstrate this law in action through the example 

of biodiesel. 

In 2007 the European Union and later the US introduced some seemingly 

progressive bio diesel policies. It was decreed that up to 10% of fuel would come 

from biodiesel – fuel derived from cellulose crops such as corn, canola, sugarcane 

and soybeans [25, 26]. This seemed like a really good idea, reduce the amount 

of fossil fuels needed to power cars and start the green revolution towards bio 

based fuel alternatives. Yet it was completely wrong. A few years after the policies 

were implemented a strange thing started to happen, emerging economies were 

running out of food. Oops!

Remember, in the late 2000’s when world food prices increased dramatically? 

This was later attributed to the appropriation of land away from food crops 

to produce – you guessed it, biofuels. Researchers started to look at the food 

distribution systems to understand how and why this was happening. The cause, it 

turned out, was that due to biofuel targets, so much land was now being used to 

grow fuel crops instead of food that there was not enough land to grow the basic 

food that the world needed. This is a clear case of unintended consequences: 

when a good intention – usually based on economic rational theory – results in a 

far worse situation.

Unintended 
Consequences 

Another interesting example comes from Mexico City. In 1989, the government 

introduced a new policy called Hoy No Circula (HNC) - which literally meant 

“today it [your car] does not circulate”. The intention was to reduce air pollution 

which was caused by excessive car use in Mexico City. And they wanted to 

make the change by prohibiting cars on the street on certain days of the week 

(the last digit of the car’s number plate decided which days you could drive your 

car). It was assumed by the policy makers that the fi ne for disobeying the new 

law would result in more car sharing and less cars on the road. However this was 

not the case.

Not long after the policy was introduced, the pollution got worse! More cars 

were on the road and no one was being fi ned. So what happened? Humans 

are very good at circumnavigating obstacles – especially when it comes to 

rules that take away a perceived privilege and right and which makes our lives 

harder. In the case of Mexico City, people just started buying second cars with 

number plates that allowed them to drive on the other days. But since it was now 

an added expense to have two cars, people were purchasing older cars that 

didn’t have the same level of exhaust fi ltration, and now with more  older cars on 

the roads, the net result was more air pollution and a greater number of cars in 

circulation. What happened was the exact opposite of the original intention; an 

unintended consequence.

Unintended consequences happen constantly and are a symptom of a linear 

or isolated decision making process. In sociology [27] we often refer to these 

types of cases as rebound effects and economists call them externalities – the 

by-products of an action not originally accounted for. For the change maker it is 

critical that decisions are made with a holistic view of the relationships that exist 

before an intervention is designed and implemented as otherwise unintended 

consequences can result in a far greater problem than the original issue that you 

were attempting to remedy! 

[25] Findlater, K.M. and M. Kandlikar, Land use and second-generation biofuel feedstocks: The unconsidered 

impacts of Jatropha biodiesel in Rajasthan, India. Energy Policy, 2011. 39(6): p. 3404.

[26] Prins, A.G., et al., Global Impacts of European Agricultural and Biofuel Policies. Ecology and Society, 2011. 

16(1): p. 506.

[27] Hertwich, E.G., Consumption and the Rebound Effect: An Industrial Ecology Perspective. Journal of 

Industrial Ecology, 2005. 9(1-2): p. 85-98.
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Systems thinking methodologies arose from the consideration of social systems, 

with the stakeholders being the designers - we are all stakeholders in this planet. 

One of the most prominent systems thinkers was MIT professor Donella Meadows 

(who authored the famous book Limits to Growth book in the 70’s [28]). Meadows 

was a strong proponent of systems thinking - especially systems interventions as a 

method of leveraging change. Her work details the ways in which serious change 

can be brought about through systems interventions to solve serious environmental 

issues [29].

Systems, like everything else in the world are not immune to change, they are 

in themselves an ever evolving mass of feedback loops and entropy [21]. It is 

argued that much of the social and environmental ills that society currently face 

are a consequence of faulty or misused systems [30 , 31]. Subversive interventions 

can be seen as a way of shifting the fl ow of a system, to literally ‘throw a spanner 

in the works’, to disrupt the status quo and challenge for positive change.

To intervene is to disrupt the current course or trajectory. You can call it an 

active opposition or alternative offering to the status quo. Sure, it could be argued 

that any design is inherently an intervention as it will intervene or disrupt whatever 

came before. But what I am proposing here, is for a designed intervention to be 

intentional and conscious, it is the act of making change.

A 1980 study by a group of behavioral scientists reported experiments into 

design interventions of litter bins in shopping malls. They found that when they 

installed a simple ‘duck’ shaped bin it was far more successful at changing 

littering behaviors of passersby than the standard unobtrusive bin designs so often 
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used in urban settings. Interventions such as this were experimented with and 

encouraged more recently with The Fun Theory - an initiative of Volkswagen that 

plays with innovative and unique approaches to effecting human behavior. 

Instances of piano stairs, bottomless garbage bins, speeding lotteries and arcade 

recycling machines have been used to explore the use of fun, interactive designs 

to generate behavior change . 

Consider the ways in which simple changes affect your day-to-day life. 

On your next morning commute to work or school consider how much of this 

is normalized and when small changes or shifts occur, such as public transport 

being late or not running, or street construction, changes the way you move, 

your emotions and the habitual behaviors that you usually employ in your daily 

routine. Interventions into every-day ways of life can shift social norms and thus 

alter behaviors, they are implicated in a systems level change agenda . Design-

led interventions are already a large part of the material world, from dominant 

approaches in modern architecture where elevators and lifts are given priority 

positions to the stairs. Also think about the dominance of disposability - dictated 

through the constant perception of convenience.  

[21] Kauffman, D.L., Systems one: An introduction to systems thinking. 1980: Future Systems Minneapolis, MN.

[28] Meadows, D., E. Goldsmith, and P. Meadow, The limits to growth. Vol. 381. 1972: Universe books New York.

[30] Wackernagel, M. and W. Rees, Our ecological footprint: reducing human impact on the earth. 2013: New 

Society Publishers.

[31] Buchanan, R., Wicked problems in design thinking. Design issues, 1992. 8(2): p. 5-21.

> Check out the Fun Theory interventions www.thefuntheory.com

“Never doubt that a small 
group of thoughtful, 

committed, citizens can 
change the world. Indeed, it is 
the only thing that ever has” 

- Margaret Mead
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SOCIAL 
NORMS 

Social norms are the unwritten social codes that infl uence and construct the 

ways in which individuals operate in society - or in their respective societies [32]. In 

sociology, norms are the rules that a group uses to appropriate values, behaviors, 

beliefs and attitudes. If the rules are broken then it may result in severe punishment 

or exclusion from the group. Norms are constantly shifting, but consistently act as 

an ever present framework to operate and navigate within. If you deviate from 

what is considered appropriate or ‘normal’, then very likely you will be made 

aware of it. 

Social norms are constantly evolving based on the actions and activities of 

the participants within organizational and cultural structures [33]. What we see 

as norms today are vastly different to what they were say 50 years ago, they are 

ever-changing reactions to the structural and institutional forces as well as the 

actions of the individuals that make up society. Essentially we are infl uenced by 

and infl uencing the social norms that make up our current experiences of the 

world.  

The reality is that the creators and instigators of these structures (such as 

government, media, corporations, institutions etc.) have a vested interest in 

maintaining the status quo and are very keen to preserve and reinforce the 

existing market-led practices. Intentional change actions seek to disrupt these 

dominant structures through subversive, subtle or overt interventions. Whilst there 

are many agents and activities that participate in shifts and changes to structural 

forces, ultimately the choice to make change requires an agenda to do so.

Political correctness is a clear example of a modern social norm. Where once 
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“Any intelligent fool can 
make things bigger, more 

complex, and more violent. It 
takes a touch of genius -and 
a lot of courage- to move in 

the opposite direction”
- Albert Einstein

it was not frowned upon to say certain things based on ethnicity or gender, it is 

now deemed inappropriate, and the social group acts to warn people who drift 

from what is politically correct. There are many forms of social control that act as 

frames we exist within, obviously they are important, protecting and encouraging 

a more equitable society in some ways, but norms can also create habits of 

avoidance. Such is the case with political fads and the rise and fall of ‘hot’ topics 

such as climate change or the ethics of workers’ rights in clothing production. 

Norms have to be challenged or maintained – they are in a constant state of fl ux 

and open to intervention. 

Change is about challenging social norms through the offering of alternative 

ways of doing or being in the world. Norms infl uence values and these create the 

types of worldviews people adopt, thereby reinforcing particular values. It’s one 

big feedback loop that requires constant evaluation and challenge. 

[32] Thøgersen, J., Social norms and cooperation in real-life social dilemmas. Journal of Economic Psychology, 

2008. 29(4): p. 458-472.

[33] Ostrom, E., Collective action and the evolution of social norms. The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 

2000. 14(3): p. 137-158.
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BYSTANDER 
EFFECT 

What would you do if you saw a well-dressed man or women lying in the street, 

clearly in pain and calling out for help? Would you stop to offer assistance? Would 

you act differently if the person was dressed in disheveled clothes? There is a 

fascinating social condition originally explored by American social psychologists 

John Darley and Bibb Lantane [34] in the late 60’s which measured how long it 

took people to respond to an emergency situation. Now known as ‘the bystander 

effect’, the research (which has since been replicated in many other studies) 

demonstrates how people follow social cues from others, often resulting in a 

complete absence of response to a confronting situation. Essentially we take our 

cues on how to behave and as to what is ‘socially normal’ based on what others 

do. In a situation where someone is in distress and needs help, we are more likely 

to assist if there is no one else around, but when there are one or more people also 

present to the distress and they don’t act, then we are less likely to do anything. 

Inaction or action is indeed contagious.

Why does this happen? Some theories say that it’s related to information 

overload, others say it represents of a lack of altruism (especially amongst 

city dwellers) [35]. Then again this non-action is also interpreted as a diffused 

responsibility; where everybody waits for the other to be the fi rst to intervene in 

the situation. It could also be linked to the phenomenon of ‘group think’. This 

was demonstrated by Solomon Asch who in the 1950s conducted conformity 

experiments on the power of ‘group think’. It was found out that people mimicked 

others when more than three of the fellow people got an answer to a simple 

question incorrect – even when they knew the answer was wrong they copied the 
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“I’ve made up my mind… 
never try and reform 

man – that’s much too 
difficult. What I would 

do was to try to modify 
the environment in such 

a way as to get man 
moving in preferred 

directions” 
– R. Buckminster Fuller 

wrong answer in order to not stand out from the pack. 

The implication of the bystander effect to making change is the way in which 

individuals are infl uenced by and respond to cues in social situations. Just as these 

cases show a negative effect, the fact that we respond to other behaviors means 

we can infl uence early adopters, constructing environments that push towards 

the desired change. This also speaks to the need for exploring social practices as 

major infl uencers, rather than individual behaviors; given that the social condition 

is a far more infl uential factor in individual decision making than rational choice.

[34] Darley, J.M. and B. Latane, Bystander intervention in emergencies: diffusion of responsibility. Journal of 

personality and social psychology, 1968. 8(4p1): p. 377.

[35] Garcia, S.M., et al., Crowded minds: the implicit bystander effect. Journal of personality and social 

psychology, 2002. 83(4): p. 843.
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CHANGE 
BLINDNESS

Another social phenomenon that occurs is known as ‘change blindness’ – 

this is when a change occurs clearly within ones range of vision, but for some 

reason one doesn’t notice it. Psychologists Simons and Levin [36] conducted 

an experiment in 1998 that was more like a practical joke. It went like this: they 

had people engage in a conversation with a stranger. This stranger briefl y went 

to get something and when he returned he was a completely different person 

who continued as if everything was normal. Only half of the participants actually 

noticed that someone completely different was standing in front of them after the 

brief interruption. This demonstrates how people avoid seeing the obvious, or at 

least doubt the change has happened. Many of the participants later reported 

thinking the man was different but told themselves that couldn’t be the case – 

thus intentionally avoiding acknowledging that the change ad happened. 

You may also have seen the YouTube video of a group of basketball players  

passing a ball whilst a man dressed in a giant monkey suit walk right through 

their dance scene, yet it’s only at the end of the video that most people even 

notice this has happened. The video points out how you missed it – when you 

are concentrating on the dancers in the foreground your brain selectively ignores 

the periphery activity in the background - even if it is a giant Panda!  The science 

behind this phenomena works because human beings have a limited capacity 

to process the information that we see. The consequence of which, is that our 

brains (in an attempt to be effi cient and energy saving) prioritize what they think is 

important and only allow us to see that. This is also how magicians can use sleight 

of hand to distract and perform tricks, and how a pickpocket gets away with your 

purse!
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It’s utterly fascinating to discover just how little we are actually in control of – 

even in our own brains! We are all subconsciously infl uenced by others, we don’t 

see things that are right in front of us because our brains are saving power and 

apparently, even our willpower is an exhaustible resource!

There are many cognitive biases that subtly effect and infl uence how our 

brains deal with change. Take for example the phenomenon of ‘confi rmation 

bias’ whereby people selectively seek out information that confi rms their pre 

-existing beliefs or ideas. There is also ‘negativity bias’ whereby negative things 

are far more memorable or penetrative then positive messages. There are too 

many cognitive biases to mention here (there are at least 100 and counting!), 

but suffi ce to say – our brains are complex machines that are subconsciously 

infl uencing our every move, decision and choice. 

[36] Simons, D.J. and D.T. Levin, Failure to detect changes to people during a real-world interaction. 

Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 1998. 5(4): p. 644-649.

> Watch the change Blindness video on YouTube “The Monkey Business Illusion”

“Ignoring isn’t the 
same as ignorance, you 

have to work at it” 
- Margaret Atwood
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WILLPOWER

The power to control our desires and delay gratifi cation are all intertwined. 

Willpower is a fascinating personal resource and one that scientists recently 

discovered was exhaustible – a little like a muscle that can fatigue if used too 

much. A study conducted by psychologist Roy Baumeister in 1996 [37] found 

that we can actually run out of willpower. The experiment went like this: people 

were placed in a room with a bowl of radishes and another bowl of fresh choc 

chip cookies. Half of the participants were told they could help themselves to 

the cookies while the other half were instructed that they could eat the radishes 

but not the cookies – these people clearly had to use their willpower, some even 

went up and sniffed the cookies longingly. After fi fteen minutes the participants 

were asked to do a complex puzzle where they traced an image without lifting 

their pen. What they weren’t told was that this was unsolvable, and from behind 

a two way mirror the scientists examined how long people persevered with the 

challenge. The cookie eaters on average tried for double the time than the radish 

participants, essentially the radish eaters had exhausted their desire and capacity 

for doing tedious tasks in the fi rst half of the experiment and thus gave up way 

easier.

The ability for one to self-regulate and delay gratifi cation was also tested 

through the now famous Stanford Marshmallow Test which ran over the 1960’s and 

70’s and has been replicated countless times. It goes like this, children are seated 

in a room with a single marshmallow and told that they could eat it immediately, 

but if they waited for fi fteen minutes they would get two. They were then left alone 

and watched via a two way mirror. Just imagine those 15 minutes! Many of the 

"Education is not 
preparation for life; 

education is life 
itself" 
– John Dewy

kids who could delay their gratifi cation and wait for the second reward were 

more successful later in life compared to those that acted on impulse and ate 

the single marshmallow [38]. 

So not only do we have to take care of our willpower, but we also need to 

be aware of our abilities to see the bigger picture when it comes to rewards. 

Presenting people with challenges that use up their willpower can often lead 

to immediate failure, this is very true when it comes to personal change, Drugg 

the author of Habit says that you can’t ever eliminate a behavior, we can only 

ever replace it with a new one. So rather than trying to dramatically change an 

ingrained behavior such as smoking, the individual needs to fi nd a new habit to 

override the old one. This helps to overcome the issue of willpower exhaustion. 

The good thing about willpower is that is it actually contagious [39], given 

that we take social cues from those around us, when we see others exerting 

willpower – say to quit smoking – we socially adopt this and it often increases our 

own resolve to change behaviors and habits. 

[37] Baumeister, R.F., et al., Willpower. 2011: Simon And Schuster Audio.

[38] Urist, J. What the Marshmallow Test Really Teaches About Self-Control. 2014; Available from: http://

www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2014/09/what-the-marshmallow-test-really-teaches-about-self-

control/380673/.

[39] McGonigal, K., The Willpower Instinct: How Self-Control Works, Why It Matters, and What You Can Doto 

Get More of It. 2011: Penguin.
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Popular culture is a dominant infl uencer of capitalist societies [40] and is 

generally concerned with mass culture, mass communication and mass media. 

Different theoretical positions breed different defi nitions of pop culture, but the 

term is generally used to describe cultural artifacts like TV shows, fi lms, books, 

music, clothes etc. 

It’s interesting to consider the notion of popularity in relation to effecting 

change. Certainly there are topics relating to sustainability that have gone 

through waves of popularization. Just think of celebrities advocating hybrid cars 

and organic clothing. Of course an object or idea is ‘sexier’ when marketed by, 

say, Leonardo di Caprio or Angelina Jolie. It seems we all buy into it more quickly 

and easily. Popular culture has the power of mass appeal mixed with celebrity and 

aspirational desires. While what is popular is often a representation of the cultural 

condition of the time. It is intriguing to think about how something becomes part 

of popular culture.

There are a number of ways to popularize ideas by utilizing pop culture 

mediums. One such way is through the adaptation of current cultural icons, 

artifacts or ideologies to popularize critical themes relevant to pro-sustainability 

change. But we are all too aware of the fact that just because something is 

popular doesn’t mean that it will create change or ‘stick’. Popularity is fl uid, and 

people are fi ckle. 

The dominant cultural discourse is constantly changing based on the 

contributors of the day. We all participate in what is popular and what is not even 

if we don’t think we do! What we buy, where we eat, what we click on or share 
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online – these minor daily life choices are collectively forming the pop culture of 

the day. Culture is also intrinsically linked to consumerism, as everything starts to 

become more and more commoditized. Famous songs are incorporated into ads 

to create positive associations with brands, reality cooking shows are long format 

advertisements for supermarkets, and product placement in blockbuster movies 

creates brand recognition.

Whereas in the past (hands up who remembers the pre-social media days?), 

messages were dictated by a very select few via traditional media. Nowadays, 

the increase in peer-to-peer social networking, review websites, YouTube and 

blogs etc, means that average citizens are more actively engaged with dictating 

what is culturally relevant, propagating that information, and creating their own 

content. We are now all consumers and producers of media which is intrinsically 

linked to what is popularized in culture. Two of the most disruptive media platforms 

of recent times have been Facebook and Twitter, and together they created an 

entirely new landscape which just keeps changing with each new platform that 

enters the arena. Communication avenues are now so diverse and democratic 

that everyone with a smart device and an internet connection can broadcast 

their views and opinions about nearly anything.

In essence we are all being schooled in life through pop culture, we adopt 

habits, trends, aspirations, ideologies and worldviews as we experience the world, 

and since a large part of our world is infl uenced by the media and the resulting 

pop culture, we are educated through social indoctrination as much as we are by 

the things we learn at school (which ironically is itself infl uenced by pop culture).  

[40] Strinati, D., An introduction to theories of popular culture. 2004: Routledge.

“If there’s a book that you 
want to read, but it hasn’t 
been written yet, then you 

must write it” 
– Toni Morrison
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In the opening to his best-selling book Tipping Point, Malcom Gladwell [41] 

provides the example of how young hip people in New York City starting to wear 

the almost obsolete Hush Puppy shoes, creating a trend that brought the shoe 

company back from the brink of near extinction.  These types of social phenomena; 

trends and fads, ebb and fl ow throughout culture, challenging the status quo and 

shifting social norms. Change in this case comes about through the choices of a 

few individuals who are often referred to as ‘early adopters’ or ‘trend setters’. Their 

actions are amplifi ed through the choices of other individuals to imitate or adopt 

the change. But what is the change here, a revival of a consumer good and how 

this knowledge be used to infl uence positive change? 

Tipping points are like a bell curve, at some point a movement will tip over 

the center point of a curve and go from being an anomaly to suddenly being 

the norm – we call this ‘normalization’ and it happens constantly. From the types 

of words that enter the common lexicon to fashion trends and even political 

ideologies – tipping points can be used to explain and understand social cultural 

change. 

One of the most important aspects about tipping points is that we do not know 

when they will come. The very fact that they can’t be predicted or planned for 

means that there is always a possibility of positive change being normalized at 

any point in time – obviously there are people who work toward this happening 

tipping point
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and those that operate as counter balances, but tipping points into normalization 

are possible in any movement or agenda. 

So much of what we do currently has been infl uenced by structural forces, 

albeit mainly through corporate marketing perpetuated by well-intending 

conformists. Swiss-British philosopher Alain de Botton [42] speaks of this as a ‘status 

anxiety’, stemming from an inherent desire to be loved and accepted. He argues 

that humans are constantly seeking love affi liated emotions (such as belonging, 

status and happiness) which allow us to be easily manipulated, constantly seeking 

things that will make us feel cooler, sexier, funnier – more desirable to others.

This is how hyper-consumption has come about – through the manipulation of 

our inbuilt fears and desire for acceptance and worthiness. Just as shoe wearing 

trends are copied, so are our socially normative behaviors. Trends are about 

change and change creates trends. Desires are triggered and manipulated by 

marketing and advertising. Essentially, all forms of communication are working 

to get into our heads and infl uence our decisions through leveraging our desires.

It sounds a bit sinister doesn’t it? But actually it’s truly brilliant. Marketing and 

advertising have mastered the art of manipulating individual desires in subtle 

and subversive ways in order to increase consumption. These tactics have been 

used over generations becoming part of socially constructed society. We are all 

indoctrinated and perhaps intoxicated by these types of messages promoting 

hyper-consumption (particularly in western cultures).

Conceptually, a tipping point is a unique motivator for participating in 

change-making. The apparent randomness of when and how a tipping point 

will come into play is part of the journey, the excitement and the challenge.  It 

is also one of the things that can keep change agents sane and hopeful. When 

it appears that all is lost and the pessimism seeps in, when you understand the 

overwhelming magnitude of the forces that you are up against and the tidal 

wave of change needed to shift the current status quo, this may be exactly when 

the tipping point will occur. 

Who knows where we are on any given tipping point trajectory? The summit 

may be attained tomorrow and the critical point will then be within reach just as 

it has been with countless social and environmental movements of the past. This 

can put fuel in your tank of optimism and push your drive to keep going. 

[41] Gladwell, M., The Tipping Point: How little things can make a big difference. 2006: Hachette Digital, Inc.
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CHOICE

Too many choices can impede our decision-making capacity, in fact, they 

can kill it. Truly, there is such a thing as ‘choice paralyses’ where too many choices 

can mean no decision at all. Psychologist Barry Schwartz [43] is well known for 

writing a book called The Paradox of Choice which proposes that eliminating 

consumer choices would reduce consumer anxiety [43]. This area of study has 

come to be referred to as ‘choice overload’ – what happens when people are 

given an ever increasing array of options? Do people make better, more informed 

choices or do they struggle with the overload?   

Supermarkets are perhaps one of the most overwhelming choice environments. 

In the past few years the amount of grocery items in an average supermarket has 

increased dramatically, from 3,750 in 1949 to a staggeringly out of control 43,000 

items by 2013 [44]. No wonder it’s so hard to fi nd what we need. But the other issue 

is that when faced with complex or overwhelming choices we often resort to old 

habits due to the mental safety they offer as well as brain effi ciency resulting in 

choice blindness and avoidance. We can quite literally shut down when we are 

overwhelmed by choice! This perhaps explains why people purchase the same 

brands over and over – even if they are not satisfi ed with the product! 

By devising a study where people were offered tastings of between 20 – 30 

different jam options and comparing this to the purchase rate of consumers who 

only encountered fi ve jam options, researcher Sheena Iyengar demonstrated that 

the implicit assumption ‘more choice is better’ is perhaps incorrect. Whilst more 

people were attracted to the larger number of jam offerings, the conversion rate 

from tasting to consumption was actually much higher with the people who had 

“The truth does not 
change according 
to our ability to 

stomach it” 
- Flannery O’Connor

only been given fi ve jam options. Her fi ndings indicate that people were more 

likely to take action when choice options were limited [45].

What does this say about humans and change? Knowing that we avoid 

making decisions when there are too many options means that we need to 

simplify the message and make the options readily accessible to the market we 

are engaging with.  

Choice theories show us that perhaps one of the best options is to reduce the 

number of choices available and remove the undesirable options entirely (but 

who decides what these are is clearly a question). Infl uencing human behavior 

is best done without too much cognitive investment. Making something a ‘no 

brainier’ and constructing the intervention in such a way as to make it fashionably 

desirable and contagious so that it eventually becomes a social norm is the 

optimal way to encourage people to make the ‘right’ choices.

[43] Schwartz, B. The paradox of choice. 2004. Ecco New York.

[44] FMI. Supermarket Facts: Industry Overview 2013. 2013; Available from: http://www.fmi.org/research-

resources/supermarket-facts.

[45] Iyengar, S.S. and M.R. Lepper, When choice is demotivating: Can one desire too much of a good thing? 

Journal of personality and social psychology, 2000. 79(6): p. 995.



FRAMES 

44

MAKE CHANGE

Think of your favorite picture or painting at a museum or gallery – the one that 

never ceases to blow you away every time you see it. Now imagine it in a cheap 

plastic frame, or an old fancy gold baroque one. Is it still the same? Can the frame 

alone alter the way in which you see the picture? Just as the clothes a person 

wears affects your opinion of them almost intuitively or how text is laid out on a 

page infl uences the way you read it, the constructed boundaries and boxes that 

we physically and mentally construct around things are frames.

Frames are the mental structures that guide the way we see the world. They 

are the invisible scaffolding that infl uence our thinking and actions [46]. Making 

the foundation of our worldview, frames form parts of our brains that we can’t 

access, they are part of our ‘cognitive unconscious’. Frames are constructed 

through communication - words, images, and phrases - all of which rely on the 

transfer of information about an issue or event [47].  

The way a message is framed can affect the level of response in the target 

group. Georg Lakoff, the eminent proponent of frames, argues that reframing 

is social change and politics and the media use framing as a way to construct 

public opinion. Language is the activator of frames; so in order to think differently 

we are required to speak differently. Frames draw on our Schemas [48]- A schema 

is a cogitative method of structuring and organising information – they are the 

frames that we assign to parts of the world to help make sense of it. For example, 

if I describe something that has four legs, is often made from wood and has 

a fl at top. Most commonly used for placing objects on, such as dinner plates, 

newspapers and laptop computers. What comes to mind? It’s not a trick question 
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“Framing is about getting language 
that fits your worldview”

- George Lakoff

– it’s a table. We all have our own schemas that we develop based on our 

experiences within the world. We develop a mental reference bank that helps 

us make quick decisions and process new information (once again the theme of 

brain effi ciency comes up). Once a basic ‘table’ schema is understood, it can 

be used as the frame for other encounters with table-like things thus allowing us 

to conserve brain power. 

Studies have found that the framing of a message is critical to the effectiveness 

of uptake and engagement of pro-sustainability and social change [49-51]. 

Information has different meanings for different people depending on their 

backgrounds, values and tastes [52]. For example, whether or not a message 

is framed as being sacrifi ce-oriented or motivation-oriented, affects the level of 

engagement in the target group [11]. A great example by Owens and Driffi ll [49] 

looked at ways of getting people to reduce their energy use, the most success 

was achieved when they showed people how they were performing compared 

to their neighbors, basically leveraging status anxiety to conform. Too easy: 

no messages of moral obligations, simply competitiveness leveraged to drive 

behavior change. The frame sets the benchmark and the perceiver applies the 

interpretation. A standard tactic of the politician, marketer and journalist, framing 

is used to control and infl uence peoples worldviews [53] and thus intentional 

framing is really critical for making change.

[11] Gifford, R. and L.A. Comeau, Message framing infl uences perceived climate change competence, 

engagement, and behavioral intentions. Global Environmental Change, 2011. 21(4): p. 1301-1307.

[46] Lakoff, G., Don’t think of an elephant: Know your values and frame the debate. 2008: Chelsea Green

[47] Chong, D. and J.N. Druckman, A Theory of Framing and Opinion Formation in Competitive Elite 

Environments. Journal of Communication, 2007. 57(1): p. 99-118.

[48] Nicolopoulou, A., Play, cognitive development, and the social world: Piaget, Vygotsky, and beyond. 

Human Development, 1993. 36(1): p. 1-23.

[50] Nisbet, M. Study Finds That Fear Won’t Don’t Do It: Why Most Efforts at Climate Change Communication 

Might Actually Backfi re. 2010 , Available from: http://bigthink.com/age-of-engagement/study-fi nds-that-fear-

wont-dont-do-it-why-most-efforts-at-climate-change-communication-might-actually-backfi re.

[51] Nisbet, M.C., Communicating climate change: Why frames matter for public engagement. Environment: 

Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 2009. 51(2): p. 12-23.

[52] Hughs, R., CULT-URE: Ideas can be dangerous. 2011, London Fiell Publishing 

[53] Entman, R.M., Framing: Toward Clarifi cation of a Fractured Paradigm. Journal of Communication, 1993. 

43(4): p. 51-58.
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CONFIRMATION 
BIAS 

We humans tend to enjoy being right, or at least agreed with. We seek out 

people who agree with our worldview and develop amazing abilities to avoid 

those who don’t! This is where confi rmation bias comes into play, this is the 

tendency to search out and prioritize values and information that confi rms pre-

existing beliefs and opinions. Consider this as part of a suite of cognitive biases 

that we develop to coup with the world – again as part of our brains ability to 

create more effi cient operating mechanisms. People often remember things 

selectively and even alter the way in which an event occurs in their head as a 

way of confi rming what they believe to be true. 

Scientists have found [54] that people search out information in a biased way, 

looking for validation that their ideas align with an existing hypothesis – this is the 

confi rmation bias [54];  and it effects all of us. 

A study conducted by Dereck Muller [55], looked at different ways of 

communicating basic scientifi c facts (such as Newtown’s Laws). He created a 

communicative video clearly demonstrating the laws of gravity but found that 

this did not increase a student’s ability to answer a test question on the subject 

correctly. After further investigations, Muller predicted that the issue was with pre-

existing mental frames – students assumed they knew the answer based on their 

existing experiences of the world. In fact he found that the videos reinforced the 

prior knowledge even if it was completely incorrect, the students selectively heard 

what fi tted their existing knowledge frame. To combat this, Muller conducted a 

new experiment, again creating a video explaining gravity, but this time with two 

people in the video – one voicing the common misconceptions and the other 
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“The whole problem 
with the world 

is that fools 
and fanatics are 

always so certain 
of themselves, and 

wiser people so 
full of doubts”

- Bertrand Russell

person indicating that the assumption was incorrect. Together these two work 

out what is correct through social dialogue. This latter experiment increased the 

students test results; despite them indicating that they found the video confusing 

. Leading with the misconceptions, according to Muller challenges the viewer to 

reconstitute what they already believe to be true.

[54] Nickerson, R.S., Confi rmation bias: A ubiquitous phenomenon in many guises. Review of general 

psychology, 1998. 2(2): p. 175.

[55] Muller, D.A., et al., Saying the wrong thing: Improving learning with multimedia by including 

misconceptions. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 2008. 24(2): p. 144-155.

[56] Samuelson, W. and R. Zeckhauser, Status quo bias in decision making. Journal of risk and uncertainty, 

1988. 1(1): p. 7-59.
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THE 
STATUS QUO 
If there is one thing that’s in constant need of defi nition through challenging 

it’s ‘the status quo’. Often spoken of in reverential tones as something that needs 

to be ‘preserved’ (like it was jam) or returned to (as in “let’s get back to the good 

old days”), the status quo is actually defi ned as the current structures that exist in 

present day society, infl uenced by such cultural forces as religion, politics, values 

etc.  

There is such a thing as ‘status quo bias’ where deviating from the baseline 

standard way of doing something is somehow perceived as a loss, thus creating 

a desire to maintain the original condition. Sound familiar? Politicians, industry, 

conservatives – people in power seeking to maintain the status quo for fear of 

losing the power that they hold.

For some, doing nothing, appears to be far easier than doing something.  

And many vested interests work very hard to maintain a level of control over the 

‘masses’ in order to maintain the status quo. This however is running counter to the 

persistent fl ux that the world is always subject to (remember Heraclitus saying that 

change is constant?). More force has to be exerted to control something than 

there does to allow it to run free. Clearly this is not a case for anarchy, it’s just that 

so much energy is invested to control and maintain the dominant status even if 

this is not effi cient or effective for a positive society. 

Chaos might be constant in nature, but when it comes to humans, it would not 

be benefi cial given the sheer number of us! However the status quo should always 

be challenged, as it is formed through and by its participants and should thus 

seek to serve the most people in the best possible way. Change-making is really 
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“We can’t solve 
problems by using the 
same kind of thinking 

we used when we 
created them”

- Albert Einstein

about dominance and power, and history has shown us time and time again that 

if power is left unchecked and allowed to get to extreme levels of control, then 

catastrophic things can happen.

One study exploring how people like to stick with the status quo rather than 

activating  change was done by Samuelson and Zeckhauser [56]. It looked at how 

people avoid loss by providing hypothetical investment opportunities. People 

would opt for the status quo, only changing their choices if the status quo was 

shifted. There is an however an antidote to status quo bias called the ‘reversal 

test’ [57]- where cognitive challenges test the value proposition by looking at 

the situation or question in reverse. For example, instead of preventing yourself 

from spending money on a candy bar, consider reversing the frame and asking 

yourself if you would be happy to be paid the cost of the treat for skipping it. The 

cognitive shift re-frames the proposition away from the status quo and allows for 

an easy adoption of the more preferable option. 

[57] Bostrom, N. and T. Ord, The Reversal Test: Eliminating Status Quo Bias in Applied Ethics*. Ethics, 2006. 116(4): 

p. 656-679.
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Why do we buy what we don’t need? The answer could be in part due to the 

work of spin doctor Edward Bernays [58], the American nephew of Sigmund Freud. 

Bernays was an infamous propagandist during the second would war and later 

went on to establish the fi eld of Public Relations (PR). He spent his life mastering 

the art of manipulating public opinion, harnessing the knowledge that his uncle 

was uncovering at the time, that being how individuals were infl uenced through 

social conditioning. 

In his 1947 paper Engineering of Consent, Bernays says; “The conscious and 

intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses is 

an important element in democratic society. Those who manipulate this unseen 

mechanism of society constitute an invisible government which is the true ruling 

power of our country. ...We are governed, our minds are molded, our tastes 

formed, our ideas suggested, largely by men we have never heard of.” [59]

Throughout the 50’s and drawing on his direct access to Freud’s ideas, he 

translated these new concepts of human desire and latent needs into ways of 

manipulating consumer choices through highly constructed interventions and 

framing of public opinion through marketing. He masterminded several now 

infamous campaigns that dramatically changed the American way of life, shifted 

public opinion and created the modern consumer society. To do this, he used 

what he called ‘big think’ a way of manipulating consumer desires through 

big picture social interventions, masterfully crafted  on his research into human 

insecurities, needs and latent subconscious desires.

Throughout his life, he honed the skill of identifying psychological components 

of infl uence. His list of achievements is impressive, albeit concerning. In order to sell 

more soap he started a nationwide soap carving contest for children, popularizing 
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the tagline ‘cleanliness is next to godliness’. He wrote to 5000 physicians asking 

if a ‘heavy breakfast’ was better than a light breakfast in order to increase the 

consumption of bacon, cementing the now cultural norm of the big American 

breakfast of bacon and eggs. He manipulated fashion trends to increase the 

desirability of smoking among women, even managing to have suffragettes take 

up smoking, framing cigarettes as ‘torches of freedom’. To help ALCOA (the 

world’s third largest producer of aluminum), he had a little by-product of aluminum 

production – fl uoride – added to drinking water and he worked on increasing the 

use of disposable drinking cups by leveraging the growing concerns of public 

hygiene. He may be the father of PR but he could also be called the granddaddy 

of hyper-consumerism. Advising his clients on attitudes and actions to win over 

the public through education and persuasion.

If Bernays and PR can be used to manipulate subconscious desires of 

individuals and create systems of un-sustainable consumption, then these very 

same methods can be subverted and used to disrupt the dominant status quo. 

Subversion is often seen as a manipulative tactic. However it’s defi nition by the 

Oxford Dictionary is: seeking or intended to subvert an established system or 

institution. In other words to subvert is to undermine the power structures, such as 

that which has come to be modern media and marketing. 

Communication, marketing, advertising, media – it’s all part of the subversive 

control system. Surely, this sounds like a crack-pot conspiracy theory and when 

you study PR or marketing you also study psychology and how to infl uence and 

effect – that’s right change! Now, how is this different to behavior change? Or to 

any change for that matter? Isn’t it all the same?

Whether you’re selling toothbrushes or a care factor for the planet, ultimately 

it’s about getting under peoples skin, into their sub-conscious messing round a bit 

and then hoping that they do what you want. This sounds kind of evil, and it can 

be – these techniques have fuelled the dramatic increases in our consumption 

driven society, and are directly related to the destruction of the natural 

environment and exploitation of millions of people around the world.  Everything 

is interconnected, so we may as well master these techniques and use them for 

good rather than evil!

[58] Times, N.Y., Edward Bernays, ‘Father of Public Relations’ And Leader in Opinion Making, Dies at 103, in 

New York Times. 1995: http://www.nytimes.com/books/98/08/16/specials/bernays-obit.html 

[59] Bernays, E.L., The engineering of consent. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science, 1947. 250: p. 113-120.
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PERSUASION

Language is one of the key commodities of the persuader. Researcher William 

McGuire calls our contemporary society the ‘persuasion era’ [60], one which is fi lled 

with a cacophony of advertising and social infl uencers. Aside from language, the 

rise in communication techniques has played into the hand of persuasion options. 

Obviously, when there was only a telegraph wire to communicate, these options 

were still somewhat limited. Today’s communication landscape is a dream come 

true for persuasive tactics, with multiple avenues of access and millions of eager 

consumers. 

The American social critic and journalist Vance Packard wrote The Hidden 

Persuaders back in 1957, which exposed the hidden agendas and ominous 

activities of the advertising industry. He also shed light on the psychological 

manipulation techniques used by PR agencies. By now, Bernays’ legacy of 

effective manipulation of the masses through consumer motivational research 

had become a cemented part of the advertising culture [61]. 

The art of persuasion is often linked to the sinister acts of a master manipulator. 

Yet it involves the art of moving people to a position that they currently don’t hold 

through careful preparation, appropriate framing and effective presentation  to a 

new desired position [62]. Whilst on one hand persuasion is a tool that is wielded to 

the successes of consumerism, it is equally as effective as a tool for social change 

outcomes. Indeed, persuasion is a critical tactic of any change-centric endeavor, 

for the objective is to effect and move someone to your intended position, in 

thought or action. There is nothing inherently sinister to put forth an argument that 

will evoke response and motivate action.

“Since ours is a culture 
based on Pursuing 

endless opportunities 
for more and more 
consumption and 

spending, we assume 
that the pursuit of 
self-interest is the 

only reasonable goal 
for anyone, and we 

understand self-
interest in narrowly 
materialistic terms” 

- Peter Singer

[60] McGuire, W.J., Standing on the shoulders of ancients: Consumer research, persuasion, and fi gurative 

language. Journal of consumer research, 2000. 27(1): p. 109-114.

[61] Holbrook, M.B. and E.C. Hirschman, The experiential aspects of consumption: consumer fantasies, 

feelings, and fun. Journal of consumer research, 1982: p. 132-140.

[62] Conger, J. The Necessary Art of Persuasion. 1998  [cited 2013 5/12/2013].
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MEMES

I will assume you are abundantly familiar with internet memes - those viral, 

often humorous concepts that spread amongst social media users (think Grumpy 

Cat, or Planking). Within change theory though, memes mean something slightly 

different. Richard Dawkins [63] coined the term to explain the evolution of ideas 

within culture – similar to the way genes are spread through reproduction, memes 

are spread through the repetition, adaptation, and mutation of ideas by random 

change and a form of Darwinian selection - he separates this phenomenon from 

internet memes which are altered by human creativity. 

Memes are critical components of any society as they generate a cultural 

language that is specifi c to that time and place, but also have universality as 

they are picked up, spread, copied, edited and replicated [64]. Memes ‘infect’ 

hosts and are transferred via an array of modes. There appear to be no rules that 

defi ne what will be mematic. It’s a process of trial and error, experimentation and 

amplifi cation.

The world is a battleground for ideas, some fl ourish and others die. Trends ebb 

and fl ow and conversations get louder and softer. Memes all feed on or are fed 

by this. Cultural currency is hard to predict but apparently easy to manipulate. So 

much of what we want, what we see as desirable is implanted – seeded. Some 

take off and others don’t. It’s a battleground of competitiveness. Divergence is 

key. Do something different or do the same in an entirely new way.

Memes are essentially ‘sticky’ ideas, the ability to make a contagious message 

memorable. Stickiness as a concept in effecting change can be leveraged in 

calculated ways through communication tactics as discussed by the authors of 
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“knowledge is no more 
than a means to an end.... 

unless knowledge can 
be put in the service 

of appropriate ends, it 
cannot truly benefit 

individuals or society”
- Immanuel Kant

Switch, Chip and Dan Heath – they propose The SUCCESs Framework: Simple, 

Unexpected, Concrete, Credible, Emotional, Stories. It’s through these seven 

strategies, they say that ideas can be made to stick.

Think of the last time you heard an amazing story, one that made you want to 

pass it’s message on. Why do we choose to relay something that we have heard? 

What we decide to post or share on social media is representative of us, what 

we want our friends and followers to think of us and what we want to be seen as 

representing. Social media has certainly exploded the ability for everyone to be 

pigeon carriers of information, we are all part of the media now, as individuals 

generating content. Traditional media now mine social media for quotes and 

ideas – what goes around comes around!

[63] Dawkins, R., The Selfi sh Gene 1976, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

[64] Aunger, R., The electric meme: a new theory of how we think. 2002: Cambridge Univ Press.

[65] Milgram, E.S., Six Degrees of Seperation. 1967.
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Thanks to all the research and experiments conducted over the years by a 

host of clever people, we have collectively managed to uncover some very 

interesting things about humanity and the way the world works. Admittedly, most 

of the following experiments would not be approved by today’s ethical standard 

committees, but what was discovered through these controversial studies has 

contributed profoundly to the understanding of how power dynamics and 

prejudices are created:

In 1968, primary school teacher Jane Elliott conducted an experiment with her 

grade 3 students. Martin Luther King Jr had just been assassinated and she wanted 

to fi nd an experiential way of getting her students to understand prejudice and 

how it is formed. Known as the ‘Brown Eye, Blue Eye Experiment’, one morning 

Elliot instructed the class that all the children with blue eyes were superior to the 

children with brown eyes and that the brown eyed kids would have to sit at the 

back of the classroom, they were made to wear collars to indicate their lower 

status compared to the blue eyed students and were informed that their eye 

color made them less intelligent.

Quickly the children took to their new hierarchical structures with the blue eyes 

mocking and belittling their lower brown eyed classmates. The next day the roles 

were reversed and the brown eyes, now in the higher power position gave back 

as good as they had gotten the day before. The experiment was later conducted 

on many different groups from police offi cers to school teachers and the results 

correlated - people respond to power play and construct hierarchy based on 

socially constructed norms and values.
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Another infamous study also conducted in the 1960’s by psychologist Stanley 

Milgram looked at obedience and sought to understand how so-called ‘good’ 

people can do bad things [65]. 40 men were recruited through newspaper adds 

to participate in the research, each was briefed along with one other person 

who was actually an actor. In this briefi ng the volunteer was told that they were 

the teacher and had to read a series of questions to the student (the actor) who 

was placed in a glass walled room and wired up to electrodes. If the participant 

answered incorrectly, then the teacher was instructed by the white lab coat 

wearing scientist to administer electric shocks. The machine delivering these was 

designed to be intimidating with a dial that went all the way up to ‘xxx’ and 

‘death’. The critical learning came through the fact that the volunteers would, in 

many cases administer the ‘death’ shock to the participant if instructed by the 

scientist observer in the room. This authority fi gure in many cases controlled the 

volunteers’ actions and only a very small group of volunteer’s activity refused to 

continue, the rest followed orders.

Building on the work of Milgram, in 1971 Stanford professor Philip Zimbardo 

[66] set up a psychological experiment simulating prison life with 24 students. 

Infamously known as the ‘Stanford Prison Experiment’, what was initially intended 

to run for two weeks, was shut down after just six days due to the extreme nature 

of the power plays: Students were split between prisoners and guards and 

instructed to play out the associated roles in a specially designed mock-prison 

space. The guards became abusive and the prisoners became depressed and 

anxious. Even Zimbardo lost sight of the morality of the situation often overlooking 

the abusive behavior in his role as prison warden.

What all these experiments show us is that power is constantly at play and 

that is has a very intoxicating effect on us - be wary to the power plays, as they 

just might have the opposite change effect to the one you are seeking out. 

Knowing where and how you hold power, as well as using it wisely is fundamental 

to effecting change.

(65) Milgram, E.S., Six Degrees of Seperation. 1967.

(66) Haney, C. and P. Zimbardo, The past and future of US prison policy: Twenty-fi ve years after the Stanford 

Prison Experiment. American Psychologist, 1998. 53(7): p. 709.
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3 tactics for 
change

1.
Stories are one of the primary forms through which human experience is made 
meaningful and through which we learn and interact. Humans are inherently storytellers, 
as we experience and then relay our lives through the mediums at our disposal. We 
do it every day. They allow us to dream and articulate a different version of what we 
see and experience, igniting our imagination, helping us form memories and construct 
future aspirations. For this, stories are a very powerful tool in enabling change. They 
are an embodiment of experience and a mind's protest against conformity. Stories are 
part of our social transactions, commodities that we trade, sell and perform. I use them 
as part of my toolkit for engaging and activating people with the change narratives I 
wish to translate. As a vehicle for information, they are effective because they fire the 
imagination and generate emotions that assist in remembering. Therefore, they are 
implicated in the process of knowledge transfer and are educative. An interesting thing 
about storytelling is that we all add our own little bit of pizazz and personality to a story 
when we recount it. In making it our own, we adapt it to fit our voice and storytelling 
style. We reorder the parts, flip it around and add pauses for intrigue. Don't be shy 
when telling a good story; it's ok to reorder it, add, subtract, emphasize and drop the 
climax in different ways. It is the variance that gives the speaker as much enjoyment in 
the telling of the story as the listener receives through its performance. 

Storytelling

These are the tactics I use for effecting change in and through my creative practice: Challenge is a parameter for change. Most of us seek to effect change through the 
things we do because we have seen a problem that we believe needs to be remedied. 
In essence, we define the challenge for ourselves. Challenge also drives creativity and 
forces us to be agile and flexible in the ways in which we approach being a positive 
influencer in the world. I have come to accept and value the fact that I use challenge 
as a way of driving myself and my work further, to be more creative and effective in 
how I operate in the world. I have also learnt to embrace the challenges others throw 
at me, because I believe everyone should be challenged on their convictions. I don't 
have all the answers by any means, but challenge helps me to refine and solidify my 
ideas and stances. It also helps to acknowledge that we are all explorers in life, and in 
challenging ourselves we can find a better way forward personally and professionally. 

Challenging
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Play consists of actions and ideas, fantasies and games. It forms part of the 
sub-structure of human life and is critical to one's development. Enhancing 
creative thinking and problem solving skills and serving as a tactic for change, 
play can be employed as a mechanism for engagement that increases and 
activates participation as well as facilitating didactic knowledge transfer. The 
burgeoning approaches of gamification, serious play and fun theory have all 
effected the way that I approach change and the types of interventions I 
design. The use of play and interactivity combine to form part of the new so-
called 'experience economy' whereby we are motivated by and lean towards 
things that are enjoyable - experiences that make us happy in ways that 
material consumption can't. 

2.

3.Playing



make
change!

60

MAKE CHANGE

Well, this is where Make Change the handbook ends, but where your creative 

space begins. The grab-bag of ideas, theories, and examples presented here 

were selected to help you fi nd new ways of making change and to assist with the 

implementation of your own ideas.  Whilst there are many things that can inhibit 

change, there are just as many opportunities for embracing it. Pick the ideas that 

resonate with you and turn them into something that you can apply to what you 

already do, or create something completely new. Don’t be afraid to fail, stay 

positive, active and brave. Be creative and curious, be outrageous and honest, 

fail many times and learn fast, grow with strength and courage, think differently, 

be rebellious and provocative, make the choice to be the change you want to 

see in the world.  

Experience is one of the most effective educators and mechanisms for making 

you a better change agent and your projects more fully realized and successful. 

Think of all that you do as pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, whilst each piece might not 

make sense in isolation, once you start to put them all together you will be able 

to see the full picture and how all the little parts will have their place in making up 

the whole.

In my opinion, curiosity is the mother of creativity, and from curiosity comes 

courage. We often undervalue the power of experiences in the making of ourselves 

and ultimately the world around us. Be a rebel, fl ip the script on the dogma that 

dictates and dominates our world, be the positive change that you want to see 

and never believe that one person can’t make a difference – because we are all 

changing ourselves and the world we live in everyday. 

Go on, make change! 
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LEYLA  ACAROGLU

“It is better to 
have enough 

ideas for some 
of them to be 

wrong, than to 
be always right 

by having no 
ideas at all”

- Edward de Bono
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thanks
With great thanks to everyone who has made this possible, 

and a special mention to Kathleen Waechter, Taya Brendle, 

Heidi Sloane and Yvette King. Knowledge is a fl uid and 

transformative thing, without advice, editing, emails, wine and 

these women, I may well have gotten lost.

And thanks to you, the reader, the inquisitor and activator 

of change - without you I would not see the point in writing.  

Leyla Acaroglu, November 2014
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