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1. Background 

Let’s remind ourselves that global warming is real. Climate change may not only lead to the permanent flooding of low-lying 
regions, the disruption of potable water supply to millions around the world as the ice-packs in the mountains shrink and deplete 
the water reserves of major population centers, or to the decline in oil and gas supplies as hydro-carbon reserves peak and the 
price of energy increases exponentially. It also causes, directly or indirectly, deep fractures in world trade and commerce 
resulting in political tensions and armed conflict among religious, ethnic and cultural communities across the world. Ending 
extreme poverty is impossible without tackling climate change. Climate change is just one of the defining challenges for our 
generation (Pachauri, 2015; Sarabhai, 2016). 

At the 2012 edition of the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, the background report on the global risks our world 
faces clearly stated that three common, crosscutting observations emerged from the varied groups of experts consulted (World 
Economic Forum, 2012: 49): 

 Decision-makers need to improve understanding of incentives that will improve collaboration in response to global 
risks; 

 Trust, or lack of trust, is perceived to be a crucial factor in how risks may manifest themselves. In particular, this 
refers to confidence, or lack thereof, in leaders, in the systems which ensure public safety and in the tools of 
communication that are revolutionizing how we share and digest information; 

 Communication and information sharing on risks must be improved by introducing greater transparency about 
uncertainty and conveying it to the public in a meaningful way. 

In other words, more and more one considers communication to be crucial to effectively tackle the major problems of today. 
Hence, the question we need to address: Is there a right communication strategy? 

2. CSC for Whom and for What? 

Communication for Social Change (CSC) has started to address the specific concerns and issues of food security, rural 
development and livelihood, natural resource management and environment, poverty reduction, equity and gender, and 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs). However, perspectives on sustainability, participation and culture in 
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communication changed over time in line with the evolution of development approaches and trends, and the need for effective 
applications of communication methods and tools to new issues and priorities. In other words, more analysis, discussion and 
research are needed. 

In the social and communication sciences, development has traditionally been associated with “development problems” that 
occurred in “developing countries.” It is only since the late 1980s and early 1990s that the concept of development was gradually 
replaced by social change to highlight the global and universal importance of the issue. 

The study of communication for development and social change has therefore been through several paradigmatic changes. 
From the modernization and growth theory to the dependency approach and the multiplicity or participatory model, these new 
traditions of discourse are characterized by a turn toward local communities as targets for research and debate, on the one hand, 
and the search for an understanding of the complex relationships between globalization and localization, on the other hand. The 
early 21st-century “global” world, in general as well as in its distinct regional, national, and local entities, is confronted with 
multifaceted economic and financial crises but also social, cultural, ideological, moral, political, ethnic, ecological, and security 
crises. Previously held traditional modernization and dependency perspectives have become more difficult to support because of 
the growing interdependency of regions, nations, and communities in our globalized world.  

The conclusion we can draw from late-20th and early 21st-century reconceptualization and reorientations of development and 
social change is that while income, productivity, and gross national product (GNP) are still essential aspects of human 
development, they are not the sum total of human existence. Just as this has important implications for the way we think about 
social change and development, so too does it present opportunities for how we think about the role and place of communication 
in development and social change processes. 

In the last twenty years, Sustainable Development has emerged as one of the most prominent development paradigms. In 1987, 
the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) concluded that “sustainable development is development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. Sustainable 
development is seen as a means of enhancing decision-making so that it provides a more comprehensive assessment of the many 
multi-dimensional problems society faces. What is required is an evaluation framework for categorizing programs, projects, 
policies, and/or decisions as having sustainability potential. 

Four dimensions are generally recognized as the “pillars” of sustainable development:  economic, environmental, social, and 
cultural. Over the years, different perspectives -- based on both ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ philosophical starting points -- have 
resulted in a more holistic and integrated vision of Sustainable Development (van Egmond, 2014). At the same time, a unifying 
theme is that there is no universal development model. Development is an integral, multidimensional, and dialectic process that 
differs from society to society, community to community, context to context. In other words, each society and community must 
attempt to delineate its own strategy to sustainable development starting with the resources and “capitals” available (not only 
physical, financial and environmental but also human, social, institutional etc.), and considering needs and views of the people 
concerned.  

Sustainable Development implies a participatory, multi-stakeholder approach to policy making and implementation, 
mobilizing public and private resources for development and making use of the knowledge, skills and energy of all social groups 
concerned with the future of the planet and its people.  Within this framework, communication and information play a strategic 
and fundamental role by; (a) contributing to the interplay of different development factors, (b) improving the sharing of 
knowledge and information, and (c) encouraging the participation of all concerned. 

3. One World, Multiple Cultures 

The above history has been summarized in “Communication for Development. One World, Multiple Cultures” (Servaes, 1999; 
see also other references in bibliography). We distinguished between 3 general development paradigms (modernization, 
dependency, and multiplicity), which were narrowed down to two communication paradigms: diffusion versus participatory 
communication.  

In general, Social Change (or development) can be described as a significant change of structured social action or of the 
culture in a given society, community, or context. Such a broad definition could be further specified on the basis of a number of 
“dimensions” of social change: space (micro, meso-, macro), time (short, medium, long-term), speed (slow, incremental, 
evolutionary versus fast, fundamental, revolutionary), direction (forward or backward), content (socio-cultural, psychological, 
sociological, organizational, anthropological, economic, and so forth), and impact (peaceful versus violent).  

The field of communication for social change is vast, and the models supporting it are as different as their underlying 
ideologies. In our own work (see Bibliography) we counted 14 different devcom approaches which currently remain being used 
and applied. Some of these are more traditional, hierarchical and linear, some more participatory and interactive. Most contain 
elements of both. From an epistemological and ontological perspective, that doesn’t always make sense; but in practice that 
seems to be a given. Therefore, generally speaking we see two approaches: one aims to produce a common understanding among 
all the participants in a development initiative by implementing a policy or a development project, that is, the top-down model. 
The other emphasizes engaging the grassroots in making decisions that enhance their own lives, or the bottom-up model. Despite 
the diversity of approaches, there is a consensus in the early 21st century on the need for grassroots participation in bringing 
about change at both social and individual levels. 
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Development is shaped and done by people –not for people. In order for people to be able to do so, they need to understand 
‘how the system works’. Therefore, development or social change should be equated with empowerment: the ability of people to 
influence the wider system and take control of their lives. 

It is obvious that people cannot do this entirely on their own. It also requires effort on the part of development change partners 
(agencies and agents) to help solve some of the dysfunctions in the system and create the enabling conditions. Therefore, this 
perspective argues that communication needs to be explicitly built into development plans and social change projects to ensure 
that a mutual sharing/learning process is facilitated. Such communicative sharing is deemed the best guarantee for creating 
successful transformations. 

Therefore, the new starting point is examining the processes of “bottom-up” change, focusing on self-development of local 
communities. The basic assumption is that there are no countries or communities that function completely autonomously nor 
completely self-sufficient and nor are there any nations whose development is exclusively determined by external factors. Every 
society is dependent on the other in one way or another, both in form and in degree.  

 

4. The sustainability of social change processes  

In our research, we have subdivided communication strategies for social change at five levels:  
a) Behavior change communication (BCC) (mainly interpersonal communication),  
b) Mass communication (MC) (community media, mass media and ICTs),  
c) Advocacy communication (AC) (interpersonal and/or mass communication),  
d) Participatory communication (PC) (interpersonal communication and community media), and  
e) Communication for structural and sustainable social change (CSSC) (interpersonal communication, participatory 

communication and mass communication).  
Interpersonal communication and mass communication form the bulk what is being studied in the mainstream discipline of 

communication science. Behavior change communication is mainly concerned with short-term individual changes in attitudes and 
behavior. It can be further subdivided in perspectives that explain individual behavior, interpersonal behavior, and community or 
societal behavior.  

 
Looking at desired or expected outcomes, one could think of four broad headings:  
a) approaches that attempt to change attitudes (through information dissemination, public relations, …) ,  
b) behavioral change approaches (focusing on changes of individual behavior, interpersonal behavior and/or community and 

societal behavior);  
c) advocacy approaches (primarily targeted at policy-makers and decision-makers at all levels and sectors of society); and  
d) communication for structural and sustainable change approaches (which could be either top-down, horizontal or bottom-

up). 
 The first three approaches, though useful by themselves, are in isolation not capable of creating sustainable development. 

Sustainable social change can only be achieved in combination with and incorporating aspects of the wider environment that 
influences (and constrains) structural and sustainable change.  

These aspects include:  structural and conjunctural factors (e.g. history, migration, conflicts); policy and legislation; service 
provision; education systems; institutional and organizational factors (e.g. bureaucracy, corruption); cultural factors (e.g. religion, 
norms and values); socio-demographic factors (e.g., ethnicity, class); socio-political factors; socio-economic factors; and the 
physical environment. 

5. Looking Ahead 

Communication for Social Change theory and practice have been changing over time in line with the evolution of 
development approaches and trends and the need for effective applications of communication methods and tools to new issues 
and priorities (see also Lennie & Tacchi, 2013; McAnany, 2012; Wilkins et al., 2014). 

In line with this vision, at the end of the 1980s the participatory approach became a key feature in the applications of 
Communication for Social Change. CSC is about dialogue, participation and the sharing of knowledge and information. It takes 
into account the needs and capacities of all concerned through the integrated and participatory use of communication processes, 
media and channels. It works by: 

 
 Facilitating participation: giving a voice to different stakeholders to engage in the decision-making process. 
 Making information understandable and meaningful. It includes explaining and conveying information for the purpose 

of training, exchange of experience, and sharing of know-how and technology. 
 Fostering policy acceptance: enacting and promoting policies that increase rural people’s access to services and 

resources.  
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Within this framework, communication is viewed as a social process that is not just confined to the media or to messages. 
CSC methods are appropriate in dealing with the complex issues of Sustainable Development in order to:  

 
 Improve access to knowledge and information to all sectors of society  and especially to vulnerable and marginalized 

groups; 
 Foster effective management and coordination of development initiatives through bottom-up planning;  
 Address equity issues through networking and social platforms influencing policy-making; 
 Encourage changes in behavior and life-styles, promoting sustainable consumption patterns through sensitization and 

education of large audiences; 
 Promote the sustainable use of natural resources considering multiple interests and perspectives, and supporting 

collaborative management through consultation and negotiation; 
 Increase awareness and community mobilization related to social and environmental issues;   
 Ensure economic and employment opportunities through timely and adequate information; 
 Solve multiple conflicts ensuring dialogue among different components in a society.  

 
CSC has been facing new challenges in the last decade, as a consequence of globalization, media liberalization, mediatization, 

rapid economic and social change, and the emergence of new information and communication technologies (ICTs).  

6.  Right to Communicate 

Liberalization has led not only to greater media freedom, but also to the emergence of an increasingly consumer-led and 
urban-centered communication infrastructure, which is less and less interested in the concerns of the poor and rural people. 
Women and other vulnerable groups continue to experience marginalization, and lack of access to communication resources of 
all kinds. The issue of ensuring access to information and the right to communicate as a pre-condition for empowering 
marginalized groups has been addressed by several meetings and international conferences (World Summit on the Information 
Society, and the World Social Forum). 

Within the CSC framework, communication, education, participation and public awareness approaches are used in an 
integrated manner to reach out effectively to the key groups who are needed to facilitate social change (Ruth & Pfeffer, 2014; 
Morrison, 2015). 

7. Conserving environmental sustainability 

Another of the challenges faced by rural development programs is how to alleviate poverty and stimulate economic growth 
while, at the same time, preserving the environment. Fighting land degradation and desertification, halting deforestation, 
promoting proper management of water resources and protecting biodiversity require the active participation of rural 
communities through communication processes. 

CSC focusing on participatory approaches can facilitate dialogue, increase the community knowledge base (both indigenous 
and modern), promote agricultural practices that are compatible with the environment, and develop awareness among policy 
makers, authorities and service providers. Furthermore, participatory communication approaches can bring together different 
stakeholders and enable the poorest and most marginalized to have a voice in the use of natural resources (Foster, 2015; Pachauri, 
2015). 

8. Promoting food security, rural development and sustainable livelihood 

Food security and rural development policies have been revised in recent years placing more emphasis on holistic approaches 
to rural livelihoods and the sustainable use of natural resources. Furthermore, the spread of digital communication technology has 
made information and communication services increasingly cost-effective options for providing basic information to dispersed 
rural producers, in particular to those settled in remote and poorly accessible areas. The focus remains on the needs of rural 
people, rather than on communication media per se. The critical aim is to enhance the capacity of local stakeholders to manage 
communication processes, to develop local contents and to use appropriate media tools. Communication development strategies 
must be context specific and reflect the values, perceptions and characteristics of the people and institutions involved (Blumberg 
& Cohn, 2016).  

9. Empowerment of women, girls … and senior citizens 

Communication can also play a decisive role in promoting the empowerment of women and girls with a more equitable 
framework of gender dynamics. Communication processes allow rural women a voice to advocate changes in policies, attitudes 
and social behavior or customs. Through communication for development, women can take control of their lives and participate 
as equals with men in promoting food security and rural development. Hence, UNDP’s Human Development Report 2013 
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(Malik, 2013: 18) clearly states that “educating women through to adulthood is the closest thing to a ‘silver bullet’ formula for 
accelerating human development”. 

In a similar way, the power and expertise of senior citizens, who in many societies enjoy great authority and respect but are 
often left outside development efforts, should be recognized. Many societies may have to reconsider their contributions and 
potential anyway, given other social and demographic developments (De Cuellar, 1996). 

10.  Narrowing the digital divide 

The issue of equal access to knowledge and information is becoming one of the key aspects of sustainable development.  
Vulnerable groups in the rural areas of developing countries are on the wrong side of the digital divide and risk further 
marginalization. In the rush to “wire” developing countries, little attention has been paid to the design of ICT programs for the 
poor. The trend ignores many lessons learned over the years by CSC approaches which emphasize communication processes and 
outcomes over the application of media and technologies. There needs to be a focus on the needs of communities and the benefits 
of the new technologies rather then the quantity of technologies available. Local content and languages are critical to enable the 
poor to have access to the benefits of the information revolution. The creation of local content requires building on existing and 
trusted traditional communication systems and methods for collecting and sharing information (Ross-Larson, 2016; Servaes, 
2014; Servaes & Hoyng, 2015; UNDP, 2012).  

11.  Poverty reduction   

Communication can contribute to the effective reduction of poverty and offer better opportunities for the inclusion of 
marginalized groups and isolated population in the policy-development and decision-making process. Although poverty cannot 
be divorced from uneven power structures, and communication cannot substitute for structural change, the appropriation of 
communication for development processes and technologies by marginalized and vulnerable groups, including indigenous 
people, can ensure that they have a voice in decisions that affect their lives (Servaes & Oyedemi, 2016).  

12.  Good and Affordable Health for All 

Health should be viewed from a social justice and rights-based perspective. Issues of power and gender, socio-economic 
determinants of the problem and both collective and individually oriented responses are equally important to tackle health 
problems and promote good and affordable health. 

The role of the public health analyst or researcher is to assist, not simply a decision-maker, but a decision-making process that 
has the assent of the community as a whole. In this process the community, as well as the decision-maker and the analysts, are 
involved (Malikhao, 2012, 2016). 

13. Conclusion 

This brief overview of the past and present of Communication for Social Change, and an attempt to outline future challenges 
for the field, indicates that CSC approaches differ according to what development issues are involved. What they have in 
common is a set of guiding principles and steps to follow. The emphasis now is on the process of communication and on the 
significance of this process at the local level. Furthermore, according to the approach of different agencies, CSC coincides with 
the enhancement of local capacities and the appropriation of communication processes and media by local stakeholders, and 
especially by vulnerable and marginalized groups. Therefore, capacity building in communication, including “bridging” of the 
digital divide is now seen as an essential condition for sustainable development and the fulfillment of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).   

 
Three streams of action are important: 
• (Social) Media (both old and new, off- and on-line) must be activated to build public support and upward pressure for 

policy decisions. 
• Interest groups must be involved and alliances established for reaching a common understanding and mobilizing societal 

forces. This calls for networking with influential individuals and groups, political forces and public organizations, 
professional and academic institutions, religious and cause-oriented groups, business and industry. 

• Public demand must be generated and citizens' movements activated to evoke a response from local, national and 
international leaders. Organized social action with the involvement of committed individuals and communities, support 
from influential forces and the involvement of concerned sectors of society will result in (more) power to the people. 

That’s why Communication for Social Change (CSC) should be front and center in discussions on Global Impact. 
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