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Social change
What is social change? Why is it important? How does it 
occur?

Social change, generally, refers to any signifi cant change, over 
time, in behaviour patterns and attitudes, cultural values 
and norms. These changes have serious and long-term social 
consequences. The Women’s Suffrage Movement and The Black 
Civil Rights Movement are just two examples of social changes 
that have had signifi cant and long-term effects on society.

Social change is important for the advancement of society. It 
is important for our growth as an individual, as a nation and 
as part of an increasingly connected world. What affects us as 
individuals is part of a larger picture. Social change is important, 
as it affects us all!

How does social change occur?
Change starts with an individual or a 
group of people who share a common 
belief. These people begin a social 
movement to bring about change to 
a social situation they believe needs 
attention. These people may believe their 
needs are not being met and work to 
bring about the change that will benefi t 
them. People’s needs, generally, fall into 
two categories – survival and personal 
growth.

The actions of the individuals that follow 
have helped inspire change in our past; 
they have impacted on our present, and 
will continue to impact on our future. 
They are the agents of social change.

 VOICES OF SOCIAL CHANGE

“Social change is important 
because the world we live in 
changes every moment. We 
still have a long way to go 
to achieve peace and equity, 
and every effort – big and 
small – makes a contribution 
toward this. Our actions that 
contribute to the greater good 
are our signature or legacy to 
be left on the world.”

Dr Anjali Forber-Pratt,
World champion Paralympian

“I hope you choose to broaden, and not contract, your 
ambit [area] of concern. Not because you have an 
obligation to those who are less fortunate, although 
you do have that obligation. Not because you have a 
debt to all of those who helped you get to where you 
are, although you do have that debt. It’s because our 
individual salvation depends 
on collective salvation. And 
because it’s only when you 
hitch your wagon to something 
larger than yourself that you 
will realize your true potential 
– and become full-grown.”

Barack Obama,
President of the United States 
of America
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 Activity 1: Social change Answers – see RESOURCES

1. In your own words, explain what social change is and how it occurs.

2. With reference to the quotes from Dr Anjali Forber-Pratt and President Barack Obama, explain 
why social change is important.

 Activity 2: Introduction to agents of social change Answers – see RESOURCES

1. Identify as many of the people as you can from the images that follow.

a.  b.  c.  

d.  e.  f.  
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2. Matching exercise
 Try to match the person to the decade they became famous and the country they are associated 

with. You may need to do a little research if unsure of the answers. An example has been done 
for you.

Decade

1850s

1880s

1920s

1940s

1940s

1950s–1960s

Name

Nelson Mandela

Martin Luther King Jnr

Mother Teresa

Mahatma Gandhi

Florence Nightingale

Kate Sheppard

Country

India

England

South Africa

New Zealand

India

America (USA)

Social change is generally regarded as the change to culture 
and social structure that occurs over time. This change may 
occur rapidly (e.g. as a result of severe confl ict), or more slowly 
(e.g. via the spread of ideas).

 Activity 3: Social change continuum Answers – see RESOURCES

Following is a list of ways in which social change may occur. Place these on the continuum where 
you think they belong.

Confl ict        Ideas        Culture        Population changes        Environmental changes

Most infl uential Least infl uential

Vocabulary
infl uential: having the power 
to cause changes (synonyms are: 
dominant, signifi cant).

culture: the beliefs, customs, art, 
etc. of a particular group, place or 
time.

social structure: the organisation 
of society based on relationships 
(e.g. family).
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Signifi cance
A key concept of Social Studies is signifi cance – more specifi cally, 
the signifi cance of people, places and events. The people you will 
now learn about are signifi cant – meaning they are important. But 
… how do we decide what or who is signifi cant? And … does 
the signifi cance of a person, place or event change over time?

 Activity 4: Understanding signifi cance Answers – see RESOURCES

1. Discussion
 Choose one of the people from the images in Activity 2: Introduction to agents of social change 

to discuss with your family or friends. Do they know who this person is? Do they know what 
he/she did? How do they know this? Do your friends/family think the actions of this person 
were signifi cant? Why, or why not?

2. Defi ne signifi cant (use a dictionary if you need to).

3. Who was the most signifi cant person in your life when you were fi ve years old? Why was this 
person so signifi cant?

4. Who was the most signifi cant person in your life when you were ten years old? Why was 
this person so signifi cant? If this person is a different person from the person you chose in 
question 3., why do you think your response changed?
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5. Who do you think is the most signifi cant human being alive today? Your chosen person may 
live anywhere in the world. Justify your answer.

 Activity 5: Determining signifi cance Answers – see RESOURCES

How is signifi cance determined?

List four things you think make a person, place or event signifi cant. For example, a person, place or 
event can be signifi cant through a connection to other events or people.

There are a number of models that can be used to help identify 
the historical signifi cance of a person, place or event:
• Partington’s model
• the 5 Rs model
• the ‘GREAT’ model.

Partington’s model
This model has fi ve vital ingredients.

(1) Importance – to people in the past.

(2) Profundity – how deeply people’s lives have been affected.

(3) Quantity – how many lives have been affected.

(4) Durability – for how long people’s lives have been affected.

(5) Relevance –  in terms of the increased understanding of the 
person or event in the present time (now).

Importance

Profundity

Quantity

Durability

Relevance
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The 5 Rs model
This model was developed by Christine Counsell.

(1) Remembered – Does the event hold a place in memory?

(2) Results – Does the event have long-term consequences?

(3) Remarkable – Is the event unique or unusual?

(4) Resonant –  Do people often draw comparisons with this 
event?

(5) Revealing – Does the event tell us about a bigger issue?

The ‘GREAT’ model
This model was developed by Rob Phillips.

Ground-breaking

Remembered … by all

Events … that were far reaching

Affected … the future

Terrifying

The Diamond Nine
The Diamond Nine is a method that may help you to refl ect on 
the importance of a person, place or event.

• The person, place or event you consider to be the 
most important is placed in the apex of the diamond 
(number 1).

• The person, place or event you consider to be the 
least important of the 9 is placed at the bottom of 
the diamond.

• Items in each row are of equal importance.

Six things that help to determine signifi cance follow.
• Resulted in great change
• Periods of time
• Large numbers of people
• People’s perspectives and purpose
• Link to larger trends
• Revelation of something important

   1
  2  3
 4  5  6
  7  8
   9

Remembered

Results

Remarkable

Resonant

Revealing

Ground-breaking

Remembered

Events

Affected

Terrifying
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 Activity 6: Signifi cance Answers – see RESOURCES

1. Choose one of the models outlined (Partington’s, 5 Rs or GREAT) to help you determine the 
signifi cance of the following nine events in New Zealand history.

 Place these events on the Diamond Nine diagram provided on the following page where 
you think they should go. If you do not know anything about these events, ask your friends, 
siblings, parents, grandparents or use the internet to read up on them.

 The Christchurch City Libraries website has useful and easy-to-understand information:
http://christchurchcitylibraries.com/Kids

1840 –  Signing of the Treaty 
of Waitangi

1931 – Napier earthquake 1977 –  Bastion Point 
occupation

2011 –  Christchurch earthquake 2010 –  New Zealand fl ag at 
half-mast for 29 miners 
killed at Pike River Mine

1914–1918 – World War I

1893 –  Women vote at their 
fi rst election, Tahakopa, 
south-east Otago

1939–1945 – World War II 1985 –  Rainbow Warrior 
bombing
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2. Once you have completed the Diamond Nine, provide reasons why you have placed the events 
you did in positions 1 and 9 (at the apex and at the bottom of the diamond).

Position 1 – Apex

Event:

Reason(s) for choice of position:

 

Position 9 – Bottom

Event:

Reason(s) for choice of position:

 

3. Compare your choices with those of a friend or ask your parents to rank the events. Did you 
have the same answers as those you made comparisons with? If not, why do you think you 
have different answers?
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To truly understand the impact Nelson Mandela had on the lives 
of people in South Africa, and beyond, we need to understand a 
little about the regime under which South Africans lived.

Apartheid is an Afrikaans word that means “apartness”. 
Apartheid was often called “separate development”. Apartheid 
classifi ed people into separate groups – Bantu (all black 
Africans), Coloured (those of mixed race) or White; a fourth 
category – Asian (Indian and Pakistani) – was later added. 
Implementation of apartheid was made possible through the 
Population Registration Act of 1950. The white minority ruled, 
sanctioning racial segregation and political and economic 
discrimination against non-whites.

Legal racial segregation had previously been widely practised in 
South Africa, but the National Party, which gained offi ce in 1948, 
extended the policy and gave it the name apartheid. The Group 
Areas Act of 1950 established residential and business sections in 
urban areas for each race – members of other races were barred 
from living, operating businesses, or owning land in them.

 NELSON MANDELA

 Activity 1: Short-answer questions – Apartheid Answers – see RESOURCES

Refer to the preceding information on apartheid to answer the following questions.
1. Apartheid is an Afrikaans word that means what?

2. Which group of people had the power in South Africa – the whites or the non-whites?

3. What is the name of the Act that made apartheid possible?

4. What four categories were people grouped into as a result of the Population Registration Act of 
1950?
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