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Introduction
Written in a moment of multiple challenges – environmental, economic, political, social
and health-related – ‘Introduction to making political and social change’ gives you a
grounding in some of the key citizenship skills and political knowledge you need to
intervene in the world as it changes around you. This free course explores how you can
make change politically and socially as an active citizen, giving essential background
information to get started, examples of inspiring changemakers, advice on how to have an
impact both within and outside of traditional UK parliamentary politics, and the qualities
needed to succeed. The course is primarily aimed at UK citizens, although much of the
content will apply to people living outside of the UK.

Figure 1: The UK Parliament (top left), Northern Ireland Assembly (top right), Scottish
Parliament (middle left), European Parliament (middle right), Welsh Parliament (bottom
left) and an example of political protest outside the UK Parliament (bottom right).

This OpenLearn course is adapted from The Open University’s Changemakers guide, but
has been expanded to include content on the devolved nations and global change.
This OpenLearn course links to the Open University course D113:
Global Challenges: Social Science in Action, now open for registration.
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Learning Outcomes
After studying this course, you should be able to:
● Recognise some of the current UK and/or global challenges that interest you.
● Understand what is meant by ‘active citizenship’.
● Understand how to make political and social change as an active citizen: how to be a ‘changemaker’.
● Understand the workings of the UK political institutions and the role they have in making change, as well as other

ways of making change.
● Identify and be able to apply in real-life settings some of the key skills and knowledge needed to make change.



1 Becoming a changemaker
We live at a time of multiple challenges – environmental, economic, political, social and
health-related, amongst others. A time of UK and global challenges. Two big challenges
the world is currently responding to are climate crisis and the legacies of colonialism.
How can ordinary people make a difference, politically and socially, to these challenges
and others? How can they utilise the UK Parliament and the devolved parliaments/
assemblies to make change? How can they be a ‘changemaker’?
This course will help you to make a difference through learning about political and social
engagement, offering guidance and inspiration to all changemakers, no matter how small.

1.1 What is active citizenship?
A good place to start in making change is understanding what citizenship actually means.
Political citizenship can be thought of in a narrow and broad sense. Narrowly, it refers to
someone’s ability to engage in electoral politics (so, voting in elections and the things that
go with that, like supporting a political party and standing for political office), which is
closely tied to a person’s citizenship status (the legal right to live in a state, e.g., someone
is a citizen of the UK or of Australia or of India etc.).

Figure 2: Voting in elections is an example of political citizenship.

More broadly, it refers to the ability a person has to engage politically in other ways. This
could be closely tied to the narrow sense of political citizenship, for example, political
protest, or signing a parliamentary petition. Or it could be less obvious. Indeed, there are
things we do which can be considered political, even if we don’t see them as obviously
political. For instance, it could be considered a political act to choose to read (or not to
read) a certain newspaper, as that newspaper may have a political stance. Or to sign up to
use, or delete, a social media account, as the company behind it may be run in a way that
you agree or disagree with. In this sense you ‘do politics’, and are political citizens, in a
multitude of ways every day, sometimes knowingly, sometimes unknowingly.
Recently, there has been a move towards an ‘active’ understanding of citizenship,
focusing on the ‘acts’ and ability of individual people to influence the society they are part
of. Active citizenship is the idea that someone can be an active political citizen; they can
actively try and make change (or indeed prevent it). They can be a ‘changemaker’. To do
so, they need to be motivated to participate as well as kept informed about politics,
democracy and the workings of society. There is also an element of personal
responsibility, i.e. they need to make the effort to engage.
Active citizenship is not a static term: it can be understood on a spectrum (Wood
et al, 2018). It can be understood in a minimal sense (activities which relate to ‘personal
responsibility’, such as obeying the law and paying taxes), all the way to a maximal sense,
focusing on combatting injustice in society, defined by Westheimer and Kahne (2004) as
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‘justice orientated’ citizenship. It is clear there are different ‘levels’ of active citizenship
and, linked to this, questions about just how active an individual should be. Whatever
approach a person takes, active citizenship is important for democracy, as is developing
an understanding of what active citizenship means and involves; this is particularly the
case in countries where democracy is at risk, but it applies everywhere.
This course is positioned more towards the ‘maximal’ end of the active citizenship
spectrum, although it will be of use to anyone with an interest in political and social
change. Indeed, research has shown that citizens need both deep knowledge about the
social issue they are interested in, as well as the ability to think critically about it, i.e. how
can their action lead to change? What are the different perspectives about the issue? Is
the issue a contested one? (Wood et al, 2018; Westheimer and Kahne, 2002). They also
need a range of practical skills and understandings to make real-life change within a
democracy, including how to communicate effectively (Wood et al, 2018).
An Introduction to Political and Social Change is a great place for potential changemakers
to start.

1.2 How to get started with making change
Change can be focused on:

● The political; for example, campaigning for a change of government or to change a
policy.

● The social; changing how something works in society, such as the rights a group has.

Figure 3: An example of political protest.

Of course, these things overlap – campaigning for a social change may lead to political
change. Change can be big or small. It could be a small individual action which leads to a
much bigger change. There are lots of different ways you can make change, whether
that’s by engaging with the UK Parliament to get your voice heard or by using other
channels.
Read below for guidance on how to get started:

● Do your research: it’s important to gather all the facts, the names of key people
and organisations, and information about the best approach to making change;
read the news and keep on top of the issue and different opinions surrounding it
– try and understand the ‘other side’ of the argument as this will help you make
your argument

● Work out your aims: what are you trying to achieve? It is useful to have a
limited number of clear objectives; focusing on informed solutions can be useful

● Reach out to others: you may be able to join in with a pre-existing campaign or
make your own campaign stronger by working with others

● Identify your target: who is the best person or group to approach to make
change? Who is the decision maker? Who is responsible? This could be an
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individual, multiple people, an organisation, council or parliament, or the
general public – it depends on what your aims are

● Think about timing: too early and you may not have an impact, too late and
you may not be able to influence. Recognise the topicality of an issue, and
when decision makers might be receptive to certain arguments

● Think about mode: should your focus be social media, a formal report, or
speaking at public meetings? What are your skills? You will probably need to
campaign in more than one mode

● Think about accessibility: make sure as many people as possible are able to
engage with your content (for instance, providing subtitles on videos, or the
transcript of a speech)

● Contact your representatives: if you hope to change the law, you may need to
contact or lobby your elected representative; this could be a councillor or a
member of a parliament or assembly (such as the UK Parliament)

● Publicise your campaign: think about the best way to promote your cause.
You could utilise social media, write letters to newspapers, and speak at
meetings and events for instance

● Finally: start small: small actions can lead to big change!

In relation to mode, and the skills and confidence needed to communicate change via
public speaking, you may find it useful to read
‘Dare to speak up’, a guide to communicating change via persuasive speech.

Activity 1: getting started with making change

15 minutes

Think about whether there are any national or international issues that you are
passionate about and how you could get involved. Think about whether there are
already people or groups campaigning about this issue, and what level of
involvement you can commit to (this could be as simple as signing a petition, or
writing about it on social media, or it could involve a bigger time commitment).

One of the ways you may want to make change if you are based in the UK is through the
UK Parliament. Read on to see how you can do this.
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2 Making change via the UK Parliament

Figure 4: The UK Parliament logo.

Engaging in the democratic process is one of the most important ways you can make
change: so, you need to vote! If you don’t vote you don’t get a say in who is elected and
who makes the decisions that affect you. If you live in the UK, make sure your voice is
heard in a UK general election by registering to vote at www.gov.uk/register-to-vote.
Registering using this link also gives you the right to vote in local, mayoral and police and
crime commissioner elections, and Northern Ireland Assembly, Scottish Parliament, and
Welsh Parliament elections if you live in one of those areas, as well as in referendums.

Figure 5: A typical UK polling station.

The age at which you are eligible to vote depends on the type of election and where you
live in the UK. You need to be 18 to vote in the UK Parliament General Election. You can
vote in person, by post, or have a proxy (asking someone to vote for you).

2.1 Raise your issue in the UK Parliament
Whether the issue you’re passionate about is local, national, or international there are lots
of ways to raise the profile of your campaign in the UK Parliament. Who should you be
speaking to and what could you ask them to do?
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Figure 6: The UK Parliament House of Commons debating chamber.

Did you know… you can speak to your Member of Parliament
Most MPs hold regular sessions called surgeries where they meet constituents to talk
about issues of concern – this can be face to face or online. Your MP’s website will have
information about constituency surgeries. It will help your MP to help you if you bring
along any documents or information about the issue or campaign you want to discuss.
Find your MP’s contact details at: www.parliament.uk/findyourmp
Did you know… MPs can hold debates
MPs can request time for debates on local, national, and international issues. They put
their case to the Backbench Business Committee which allocates time on issues that
have broad cross-party support among MPs, with many debates coming about through
campaigns.
Did you know... Members of the House of Lords can support your campaign
Alongside your local MP, members of the Lords may also support your campaign.
Members of the Lords are often appointed due to their knowledge and experience in areas
such as business, health, education, the arts and sports. They play a key role in
challenging the government and can help to champion your cause as they often have
more freedom from party politics than MPs. Lords don’t represent a particular
constituency but speak out on issues that interest them/they are expert in. You can search
for members of the Lords online whose policy interests and expertise align with your
campaign on www.parliament.uk/lords
Did you know… Members of both Houses can put questions to the government
You can ask members of both Houses to support your campaign by asking them to submit
written questions to government departments and ask questions in the Chambers.
Questions can be used to appeal for further information and press for action, so consider
what sort of question would help your campaign most. For example, MPs or Lords can ask
the government what it is doing about an issue or how many people have been affected
by a problem or have been helped by a specific policy. They can also use questions as a
direct way of urging the government to take action.
Did you know… there are All-Party Parliamentary Groups
All-Party Parliamentary Groups (APPGs) are informal, cross-party groups formed by MPs
and members of the Lords who share a common interest in a particular policy area,
region, or country. While they are not official Parliamentary committees, these groups can
sometimes be influential because of their non-party political approach to an issue. If the
focus of an APPG aligns with your campaign, you could approach members to ask if
they’ll add their support. You can read more about APPGs including a list of the different
groups on www.parliament.uk/about/mps-and-lords/members/apg/
Did you know… there are select committees
Anyone can submit written evidence online to a select committee. Submitting evidence to
one may not be the first thing that springs to mind when you want to raise the profile of an
issue – but following committees online and submitting evidence can have a big impact
and lead to positive changes.
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At the beginning of an inquiry, select committees call for written evidence. Committees will
also invite interested parties to give oral evidence to the committee where they may
explore the focus of written evidence in more depth. Your experience or the focus of your
campaign may provide valuable insights to a select committee inquiry. You can follow
select committees online and find out when inquiries are taking place so you can submit
evidence online: www.parliament.uk/about/how/committees/select/

2.2 Getting your MP on board
Persuading your local MP to support your campaign can be a step towards getting the
issues that matter to you raised in the UK Parliament.
Writing (by letter or email) is probably the best method for contacting your MP (or any
other elected representative such as a devolved representative, or a member of the
Lords) and it provides a written record that can be referred to at a later date.
When writing, keep in mind these tips:

DO:
Before writing:

● Finalise a clear description of what your campaign is trying to achieve.
● Gather evidence supporting your campaign.
● Consider how your issue fits with their policy interests.
● Have a clear idea of why you want them to be involved.
● Think about what action you would like them to take.

When writing:

● Explain who you are and clearly set out the issue you want to raise with them.
● Ask them to do something specific, e.g. ask a question during a debate or

session, or attend a meeting with your campaign group to discuss the issue
further.

● Remember to include your contact details.

After writing:

● Give them time to respond. They are busy juggling their time between their
constituency work and their job as an elected representative, so it may take a
little while for them to reply. But it’s ok to follow up if you don’t hear back.

DON’T…Rant! You may not agree with them on some issues, but they are your
representative, so building a positive relationship is more likely to move your issue
up the agenda.

2.3 Create a petition
Raising awareness of an issue through petitions can connect people from across the UK
on an issue that matters to them. It can demonstrate to MPs how an issue is affecting their
constituents and how strongly people feel collectively.
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The UK Parliament has an official petitions process. You can create your petition online at
petition.parliament.uk. It must be about something the UK Parliament or government is
responsible for. Only British citizens and UK residents can create or sign a petition.
If your petition achieves 10,000 signatures you will get a response from the government. A
government response is a really important step for any campaign. It can help clarify the
government’s position and provides the petitioner with further, more detailed information
from which they may choose to take further action.
If your petition achieves 100,000 signatures then it will (almost always) be scheduled for a
debate. MPs might consider a petition for a debate before it reaches 100,000 signatures.
Sometimes people who create petitions are invited to take part in a discussion with MPs
or government ministers, or to give evidence to a select committee. The Petitions
Committee may also write to other people or organisations to ask them about the issue
raised by your petition.
While you may set out with the ambition to change the law, there are many other
significant outcomes that a UK Parliament petition can achieve. Gaining debating time in
the UK Parliament’s agenda is a huge step as ministers must explain government policy
and face challenging questions from MPs of all parties. And never underestimate the
value of raising public awareness of an issue. It can connect people across the UK with
similar experiences and be the start of a wider campaign to effect change.
Sites such as Change.org and 38Degrees.org.uk can also be used to set up online
petitions, or you can submit a petition (almost like a formal complaint) to an organisation
directly. In choosing which petition site to use, you need to think about what you are trying
to achieve. The UK Parliament petition site is useful if you want a government response
and the subject matter discussed in UK Parliament. Other petition sites can help raise
awareness, gather support, and gather media attention.
A good petition is clear and easy to understand, it has a realistic and specific aim (it’s
often a good idea to start with a smaller change which can be built on), it outlines the issue
and provides links to further information, it is directed to the right people, and launched at
the right time.

Activity 2: find your UK Parliament representative

15 minutes

If you live in the UK take some time to find who your local Member of Parliament is.
You can also look up members of the Lords to see which ones are interested in the
same issues that you are.

● www.parliament.uk/findyourmp
● www.parliament.uk/lords

If you live in Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland you can also find your devolved
representative. Read Section 3 to find out more.
If you live outside of the UK, you can also look up your own elected representative(s).
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3 Making change via the devolved administra-
tions
In the UK, as a result of devolution, there are separate legislatures in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland: the Scottish Parliament, the Welsh Parliament (or Senedd), and the
Northern Ireland Assembly. These bodies have the power to make laws and deliver public
services in certain policy areas devolved to them by the UK Parliament. The Scottish and
Welsh legislatures were established in the late 1990s, after the public voted yes to
devolution. The establishment of the Northern Ireland Assembly was a key part of the
Good Friday Agreement and was then supported in a referendum in 1998.

3.1 The Scottish parliament

Figure 7: Scottish Parliament logo.

You can seek to make change through the Scottish Parliament in the following ways.
Work with your elected representative
Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) represent constituents in the Scottish
Parliament, as well as examining the work of the Scottish Government and holding it to
account. MSPs can help constituents with issues devolved to the Scottish Parliament (
more information here) – other issues are dealt with by the UK Parliament or local
councils. Unlike the UK Parliament, Scottish residents are represented by more than
one MSP:

● One constituency MSP, who represents a local area.
● Seven regional MSPs, who represent a larger area which includes a person’s

constituency.

Look up your MSP by postcode here. MSP offices can be contacted by letter, email and
phone, with Members holding regular surgeries. Check out the dos and don’ts from
Section 2.2 for advice about contacting your elected representatives.
There are lots of ways MSPs can help a constituent with making change. In the debating
chamber, MSPs can put forward a motion about a problem a constituent has brought to
their attention and ask the Scottish Parliament to address it. MSPs can also raise local
and national issues and question government policy during First Minister Question Time
and other Question Times (topical, general and portfolio), as well as by sending in written
questions. These are excellent opportunities for MSPs to raise awareness of issues that
constituents have contacted them about.
MSPs can also propose up to two Member’s Bills during each four year parliamentary
session; these can relate to issues that a constituent has raised.
You can see the proposals that have already been submitted here.
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Figure 8: The Scottish Parliament debating chamber.

Working with Cross-party Groups (CPGs)
Cross-party groups are made up of MSPs and other people who are interested in a
specific issue. They must be made up of MSPs from more than one political party. While
they do not have any powers to formally introduce issues into the parliamentary system,
the groups are a useful place for external stakeholders, including organisations and
members of the public, to discuss issues of relevance with MSPs, share information, and
raise awareness of issues, which can in turn impact the wider political agenda.
There is more information on CPGs here.
Giving your views to Committees
Committees want to know the views of Scottish residents in order to help Members with
their inquiries. You can submit your views on current committee inquiries and
consultations by searching for the latest issues under discussion on the
Scottish Parliament website.
If the discussion relates to a bill, you can usually submit either a detailed online response
on the specifics of the bill or answer a short survey on the general principles of the bill.
There are also other topics under discussion where feedback is sought more generally via
an online submission form or discussion forum.
You may also be called to be a witness at a committee session, if the committee feels you
have important information to explore in more detail.
You can find out more about how Scottish Parliament Committees work by watching
Video 1.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 1: There shall be a Scottish Parliament – Committees (Please note this video
has no spoken audio.)

Submitting or signing a petition
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Any person or organisation can submit a petition – you don’t even need to live in Scotland,
and it doesn’t matter how old you are. The Citizen Participation and Public Petitions
Committee sets the rules about how petitions work.
One of the most important rules is the petition must be about a) something devolved to the
Scottish Parliament, b) relevant to the whole of Scotland.
You should also have already contacted either an MSP or the Scottish government before
starting the petition, and let the Committee know what happened as a result of that
contact. If your petition meets the rules and is approved, it will then be added to the
Petitions website for other people to sign.
Once your petition has been published it will be looked at by the Committee who will
decide what action to take. This includes:

● Asking the Scottish government, organisations or individual people to respond.
● Asking the petitioner for more information or asking them to talk to the Committee

about the petition.
● Recommending actions for the Scottish government.
● Asking for a debate in the Chamber.
● Referring it to another committee.
● Closing the petition down.

You can find more information about Scottish Parliament petitions here.
You can also find out more about how Scottish Parliament petitions work by watching
Video 2.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 2: Petitioning the Scottish Parliament (Please note this video has no spoken
audio.)

Taking part in peaceful protest or demonstration
The Scottish Parliament has an official peaceful protest policy under the banner of being
‘open, accessible and participative’ with protests ‘a vital part of the expression of
democracy in Scotland’. Anyone planning a protest at the Scottish Parliament should write
to the Scottish Parliament’s police or security units to request permission to plan an official
protest on Scottish Parliament land. To be approved, protests must address all the rules of
the official policy, such as being non-party political.
More information about organising a protest on Scottish Parliament land can be found
here.
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Figure 9: A student climate change strike outside the Scottish Parliament.

Holding an awareness raising event at Parliament
MSP sponsored events normally take place on business days during lunchtimes and
evenings. These events are an opportunity to raise awareness of an issue with MSPs in
Parliament and they take place in different parts of the building, depending on how big an
event it is.
MSPs can also sponsor exhibitions to inform Parliament’s work and raise awareness of
issues, and photocalls (these are a chance to photograph MSPs in support of a cause).
Events must not be party-political but can reflect the interests and policy position of an
MSP. Venues are available for free, although there is a cost to hire audio-visual
equipment. More information about organising an event is available here.

3.2 The Senedd (Welsh Parliament)

Figure 10: Welsh Parliament logo.

Work with Members of the Senedd who represent you
The Senedd (otherwise known as the Welsh Parliament, or Senedd Cymru in Welsh, and
formerly the National Assembly for Wales or Welsh Assembly) is made up of 60 Members
of the Senedd (MS or AS in Welsh).
Similarly to the Scottish Parliament, Welsh residents are represented by more than one
MS: one representing the local area (the constituency), and four more representing the
region of Wales the person lives in.
MSs work to hold the Welsh government to account, as well as to resolve issues raised by
constituents which relate to matters devolved to the Welsh Parliament.
You can look up which areas the Senedd has power over here, other areas are addressed
by the UK Parliament or local councils.
Look up your MS by postcode here. MS offices can be contacted by letter, email, phone,
and social media, with Members holding regular surgeries. Check out the dos and don’ts
from Section 2.2 for advice about contacting elected representatives.
MSs can raise issues that have been brought to their attention in a variety of ways. For
example, they can ask a question to a Minister (including the First Minister) during full
meetings of the Senedd. These meetings take place in the main debating chamber, the
Siambr, on Tuesdays and Wednesdays. They can also ask written questions, make points
during debate, raise issues in committee meetings, or write directly to decision makers.
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Aside from assisting and supporting constituents, MSs also have an important role to play
in scrutinising laws and taxes. MSs therefore work to represent Wales and the issues that
matter to the people who live there, through their contributions.
Signing or creating a petition
Petitions to the Senedd can be used to bring attention to an issue of concern (if the
Senedd has power over the issue in question). Petitions with enough signatures and
which meet the required standards (including the person or organisation starting it has a
Welsh address) are considered by the Petitions Committee:

● Petitions with over 250 signatures will be reviewed by the Petitions Committee, who
will decide what they can do to take the petition forward, which includes asking the
Welsh government to take action.

● Petitions with over 10,000 signatures will be considered by the Committee for a
debate in the Senedd chamber. Factors that are taken into account include the topic,
how urgent it is, and the number of signatures from Welsh residents.

You can find more information about Senedd petitions here.

Figure 11: The Welsh Parliament.

Working with Cross-party Groups (CPGs)
Members of the Senedd can set up Cross-party Groups (CPGs) relating to issues covered
by the Senedd. They must be made up of representatives from at least three different
party political groups represented in the Senedd. While they don’t have a formal role in
policy making, they are well placed to raise awareness about issues. CPGs are also a
great way for interest groups and campaigning bodies to speak directly to MSs and to
discuss policy issues in detail.
You can see the current CPGs and contact details here.
Giving evidence to Committees
Senedd Committees examine proposed legislation and scrutinise the expenditure and
policies of the Welsh government. Committees are made up of Members from different
political parties, appointed by the Senedd in Plenary, and focus on particular subjects.
Welsh residents can contact committees to suggest issues they think should be looked at
in detail.
Committees may collect evidence from the public and organisations and then write a
report for the government. Calls for written evidence are published on a committee’s
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webpage. A committee may use this written evidence when deciding who to invite to an
oral evidence session to discuss the issue further.
You can find the current Senedd Committees here.
These are excellent opportunities for MSs to hear about issues that Welsh residents are
concerned about, and then to raise awareness of them within and outside of Senedd.

3.3 The Northern Ireland Assembly

Figure 12: The Northern Ireland Assembly logo.

Work with your Northern Ireland Assembly representative
The Northern Ireland Assembly elects Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs).
MLAs pass laws and examine policy on issues which have been devolved to the
Assembly (see here for more information) and listen to and act on behalf of their
constituents. Like the Scottish and Welsh parliaments, Northern Ireland residents are
represented by more than one MLA. There are five MLAs per each of the 18
constituencies across Northern Ireland and 90 MLAs overall.
You can look up your MLAs by postcode here. MLA offices can be contacted by letter,
email and phone, with Members holding regular surgeries. Check out the dos and don’ts
in Section 2.2 for advice about contacting elected representatives.
MLAs attend Plenary sessions in the Assembly Chamber (usually on a Monday or
Tuesday). These meetings are excellent opportunities for MLAs to raise local issues
during debates and question ministers on behalf of their constituents, including the First
Minister and deputy First Minister. MLAs can also represent their constituents by sending
in written questions (which normally receive more detailed responses from ministers than
oral questions), table motions for debate (including adjournment debates, which usually
relate to specific constituency issues), propose amendments to laws, and introduce
private members bills. MLAs therefore have lots of different ways they can represent their
constituents, and various opportunities to try and create change.
Assembly business is a matter of public record. You can research your MLAs’ positions on
specific policy issues by searching the Assembly Hansard for debates they have
participated in. You can also search for Bills they have supported and questions they have
asked via the Assembly website.
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Figure 13: The Northern Ireland Assembly.

Submitting evidence to a Committee
Committees are made up of MLAs and focus on a specific government department
e.g. Finance, Health and Education. Committees are tasked with holding the Northern
Ireland Executive to account, by examining and proposing amendments to legislation, as
well as by raising issues by tabling motions for debate in the Chamber. Committees can
also propose their own Bills.
They also hold inquiries, and as part of this individuals and organisations can submit
written or oral evidence to inform their recommendations (which the Department or
relevant minister must respond to). It’s possible to check online what issues committees
are currently looking into and the deadline to respond. Committees can also ask someone
to speak in person as a witness, if their expertise is deemed relevant to an inquiry.
Committees also call for evidence on Bills, so the public can influence legislation via
committees too.

● You can find the current Assembly committees here.
● You can find out more about how NIA Committees work by watching this video.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 3: Committees of the Northern Ireland Assembly
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Working with All Party Groups (APGs)
All Party Groups (APGs) are made up of MLAs from different parties with an interest in a
particular issue. Formal membership is for MLAs only, but individuals and organisations
can be invited to attend meetings and give briefings to inform and support the work of the
group.
All three designations (Nationalist, Unionist, and Other) at the Assembly must be
represented in the membership, which must be made up of at least ten MLAs.
You can see the current APGs and contact details here.
Presenting a petition through an MLA
MLAs can present a public petition, signed by members by the public and requesting
government action on a particular issue, to the Assembly. Once approved by the Business
Committee, the MLA presents the petition to the Speaker with some introductory words,
and the Speaker then arranges for the petition to be sent to the relevant minster. At some
point the minister will usually respond to other MLAs and/or the speaker outlining what
action has been taken as a result of the public petition.
Making change via North/South collaboration
The North/South Ministerial Council, made up of ministers from the Northern Ireland
Executive and Irish Government, co-operates on policy related to 12 areas of mutual
interest. Six of these areas are agreed mutually but implemented separately in each
jurisdiction. The other six are agreed together but implemented through shared
implementation bodies covering both Northern Ireland and Republic of Ireland. Details on
how to contact the Council, including areas of interest, are available on this website.

Activity 3: Who to contact?

15 minutes

If you live in the UK you have multiple representatives: a UK Parliament MP,
Members of Lords, and potentially devolved representative(s).
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In Activity 1 we asked you to think about whether there are any national or
international issues you are passionate about and how you could try and make
change. Now, take it a step further and think about which representative is the best
person to start with:

● Your MP?
● A Member of the Lords?
● A devolved representative?

You will need to research which issues are covered by which legislature (remember,
the Scottish Parliament, Welsh Parliament and Northern Ireland Assembly have the
power to make laws and deliver public services in certain policy areas devolved to
them by the UK Parliament).
You may decide that someone different is better placed to help (this could be a local
councillor, an international body, or a pressure group). The Making change globally
and Making change outside of parliamentary politics sections will be of interest if so.
If you live outside of the UK, you can also think about which of your own elected
representatives (or other organisation/person) is most appropriate for the issue you
are interested in.
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4 Making change globally
There are so many international movements for change, campaigning individuals and
organisations, and examples of relevant issues, that this section will take a slightly
different tack and focus on one issue in particular: climate crisis.

Figure 14: Wildfires in Los Angeles, made worse by lack of rain.

Thinking about climate crisis
Climate crisis is an example of a social and political issue which crosses borders. It is a
‘global challenge’. Indeed, some people argue that we need to use the word ‘crisis’ to
reflect the seriousness of the challenge, rather than climate ‘change’.
A global challenge is a very big problem that affects many people in a lot of different
countries, the solution to which requires concerted action across national boundaries.
This definition echoes the way in which the term ‘global challenge’ started to be used by
policy makers in the first decades of the 21st century. A notable example can be found in
the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The UN describes
those goals as seeking to address the ‘global challenges we face’ by offering a ‘blueprint
to achieve a better and more sustainable future for all’ (United Nations n.d.). The
challenges the SDGs highlight – things such as poverty and hunger – do not affect
everyone everywhere but, in common with the definition of global challenge above, they
do affect many people in a lot of different countries and their solution requires action
across national boundaries.
What happens locally cannot be divorced from wider contexts, but there is not a simple,
one-way relationship between the global and the local, with the global always dominating
what happens locally. Instead, it is better to think of the local and the global as continually
shaping each other. In particular, global forces are persistently resisted, refashioned and
repurposed by people in their localities and these actions can ripple out and have global
consequences.

4 Making change globally 27/02/23



Figure 15: Bleaching of coral caused by ocean heating.

Someone seeking to make political and social change needs to consider:

● Whether the issue is local and/or global and in what way.
● Which person/government/organisation is best placed to make change in that

context.

Activity 4: Local/global relationships

15 minutes

In Activity 1 you were asked to identify whether there are any national or
international issues that you are passionate about. Take this even further by
considering the local/global dimension. Is your issue an example in which what
happens locally is shaped and influenced by something happening elsewhere in the
world? Or is it an example in which a local outcome is shaped and influenced by a
wider social, economic and political context or environment? You can write your
answer in the text box provided.

Provide your answer...

Campaigning about climate crisis
What can or should we do about climate crisis? Professor Mark Maslin writes in How to
Save the Planet: The Facts, ‘We are not all equally liable for the mess we find ourselves
in.’ He presents these figures to back up his point:

● The richest 10% of the world’s population emit 50% of carbon pollution into the
atmosphere.

● The richest 50% of the world’s population emit 90% of carbon pollution into the
atmosphere.

● The poorest 3.9 billion people have contributed just 10% of the carbon pollution in
our atmosphere (Maslin, 2021).
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Some people have felt it necessary to take action against climate crisis. One important
figure is Greta Thunberg. In 2018 she began a solitary protest against climate change
outside the Swedish Parliament. Her demands were simple: cut down CO2 emissions
immediately in order to save the planet. Her protest inspired schoolchildren from across
the world to act, like the ‘Fridays for Future’ movement.
For Greta Thunberg, acting against climate crisis was a matter of principle as much as
doing everything to protect the future. She felt anger, shock and sadness at what was
happening:

‘We saw these horrifying pictures of plastic in the oceans and floodings and so on, and
everyone was very moved by that. But then it just seemed like everyone went back to
normal … And I couldn’t go back to normal because those pictures were stuck in my head.
… When everyone else seems to just compromise … I want to walk the talk, and to
practice as I preach.’
(in Chappell and Chang 2019)

That same year she also gave a speech to policymakers at the World Economic Forum in
Davos that went viral:

‘I don’t want you to be hopeful.

I want you to panic.

I want you to feel the fear I feel every day.

And then I want you to act.

I want you to act as you would in a crisis.

I want you to act as if our house is on fire.

Because it is.’
(Thunberg 2021: 15)

Greta Thunberg is far from the only climate striker out there. But she is one of the most
well-known and recognisable. She has a powerful moral outlook that views the climate
challenge in terms of simple right and wrong. She also shows that individuals can do
something about global challenges like climate crisis. As she puts it, ‘no one is too small to
make a difference’ (Thunberg 2021: 8).
Greta Thunberg has become a symbol of a much wider movement around the world,
involving tens of thousands of young people going on strike and demonstrating in the
streets against climate crisis. People are using the everyday technology that they have
access to (such as phones) to communicate and organise those demonstrations, meet up
with other people, and to take photos and videos of actions to spread the word on social
media.
She is an example of how an individual can work with others to influence change on a
global level. You can read more about how she created change in Section 6.1
Inspirations.
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5 Making change outside of parliamentary
politics
Working with local councils
In the UK, the issue you want to change may be best dealt with at a ‘local’ level, through
working with your local elected representatives, known as councillors. Councillors
represent their local community, develop and review council policy, and scrutinise
decisions taken by the council. They can be a good place to start if it’s a ‘local’ issue,
although you need to check who is responsible before you start. If you live outside the UK,
you can work with your own local representatives.
Working with the arts and music
You can raise awareness through art (‘artivism’) and craft (‘craftivism’), using visual
creations to promote a political or social cause. Similarly, social injustices and political
causes can be highlighted through musical performance and lyrics. This can be a good
way to raise the profile of a cause, although may need to be accompanied by more
‘formal’ campaigning and media activism.
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Figure 16: One way of making change is through music.

Taking part in media activism
You may find this a quick and cheap way to raise the profile of an issue and gather
support, including for groups who are underrepresented in ‘mainstream’ ‘traditional’
media. It includes social media campaigning, creating websites and making videos.
Petitions are often advertised via social media. However, you may still need to get your
campaign covered by the traditional media (newspapers, television news) to get traction.
Getting involved in broadcasting
Contributing to television and radio programmes, and even writing/presenting them, is a
more traditional form of media activism. You will need to build up some traction to
undertake the latter, with presenting often out of reach until you reach a certain level of
reputation, or you already work in this field. For this reason, you may find social media
campaigning a better initial approach. Making your own videos and broadcasting them via
a website like YouTube is an accessible alternative to traditional broadcasting.
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Writing/publishing
If you want to reach a broad audience you should make your writing easy to understand,
accessible to people who are visually and hearing impaired, easy to find, free (or low cost
if professionally published), and potentially interactive (give people the opportunity to
respond).
It’s useful to write in more than one mode, to reach as many people as possible (if you
write a report, you should also craft some social media messages which summarise it).
Think about who you want to reach and what your aims are, and chose the mode(s) that
fit. The written word can be very powerful, whether it takes the form of journalism, books,
poetry, reports, or writing for social media (blogging, for instance). The work could be
professionally published or more informal, depending on the audience and your aim.
Lobbying those with influence
You can attempt to influence your elected representative through lobbying. It is the lawful
attempt to influence political decision makers, such as MPs and government ministers.
Lobbying can be done by individuals, advocacy/special interest groups, or professional
lobbyists (experts hired to lobby on behalf of an individual or group). Most lobbying is
done by organisations via advocacy. You can also lobby businesses and organisations –
basically, people and organisations who have power or make decisions.
Taking part in economic activism
You can utilise your economic power to make change. This can be done in two ways:

1. boycotting companies and organisations whose values/way of working you don’t
agree with, therefore pressuring them to change their behaviour, or

2. rewarding ‘good’ companies and organisations through patronage and positive social
media.

Taking part in peaceful protest
You can attempt to achieve change via raising the profile of an issue through non-violent
and legal demonstrations. Peaceful demonstrations are legal under UK law, with
restrictions. Wherever you live, it is a good idea to check current legal guidance before
taking part in or organising a demonstration to make sure you are aware of current rules.
The attention gained from peaceful demonstrations can evolve into more formalised
methods of campaigning like making documentaries, speaking at conferences, writing for
newspapers etc.
Focusing on your local community
Community talks, presentations, and local lectures can be great ways for you to raise
awareness of an issue. It can also be a good way to gather support and set up a campaign
group.

Activity 5: making change using social media

15 minutes

As discussed above, one of the ways you can try and create change is through
social media.
Twitter, a microblogging site where you can publish messages (‘tweets’) of 280
characters or less, is a popular way to highlight an issue you are passionate about.
The messages can be ‘retweeted’ by other people, ‘liked’ and responded to.

5 Making change outside of parliamentary politics 27/02/23



We have linked some examples of campaigning tweets below. Once you have read
them, think about how you could utilise Twitter to support your cause. Try drafting
some tweets using these examples as templates.

1. Greta Thunberg

Figure 17: Greta Thunberg’s Tweet

2. Marcus Rashford
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Figure 18: Marcus Rashford’s Tweet

Provide your answer...

5 Making change outside of parliamentary politics 27/02/23



6 What makes a changemaker?
Making change can be tough. You may have immediate success or you may have to
campaign and lobby for a long time. You may make some progress but then face a
setback.
With this in mind, what qualities does a changemaker need?

● Emotional awareness and empathy:make an effort to understand how others
feel – this will help when communicating with people in your own team and
outside it. Placing yourself in the position of others can also help to strengthen
your argument. Also, be aware of how you feel and how this impacts on your
own performance.

● Optimism: stay positive, but…
● Realism: …be realistic. Understand what is achievable and set reachable

goals.
● Listening skills: listen to other members of your team and other campaigning

groups – including people who disagree with you. Listening to people with
different views may help you to strengthen your argument, or to come up with
solutions acceptable to both sides.

● Communication skills: you may need to communicate ‘formally’ (writing to a
politician or submitting evidence to a committee) as well as ‘informally’
(campaigning on social media). You need to consider different ‘modes’ of
communication (written, visual) and how to communicate with different groups
of people (politicians, the public etc).

● Assertiveness: stand up for what you believe in, but in a calm and positive
manner.

● Strategic mind: identify your long term goals and how you plan to achieve
them.

● Focus: have a clear outcome in mind and try not to get distracted by side-
issues.

● Resilience: if you face a setback, re-focus and re-strategise.
● Self-motivation: the ability to drive yourself to take action, even in the face of

setbacks. Keep your end goal in mind.
● Organisation: be clear in what you want to achieve, with good planning and

record keeping.
● Flexibility: have an openness to change and an ability to react to changed

circumstances.
● Ability to work with others: it is possible to achieve change working on your

own, although it’s often easier in a team. This will involve working with people
who may have different views to you (even if they share your end goal and/or
are part of your team).

● Creativity: be imaginative when campaigning. Think of the different ways you
can engage with the public and how you can publicise your campaign as widely
as possible using different methods.
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6.1 Inspirations
Which examples inspire you? Who can you learn from? While some (but not all) of the
changemakers chosen have undoubtedly been able to harness their fame or position in
making change, something not open to most of us, they all demonstrate how small actions
can lead to big change, inspire others to act, raise the profile of important issues, and
make change politically.

Making change through peaceful protest

Figure 19: Greta Thunberg

Who: Greta
Thunberg, a
Swedish
environmental
activist.
Category:
Peaceful pro-
test, media ac-
tivism and pe-
titioning.
Action: At the
age of 15 she
demonstrated
outside the
Swedish Par-
liament, calling
for more action
on climate
change, hold-
ing up a sign
which said:
‘school strike
for climate’.
Other students
joined in
across the
world, creating
a youth climate
strike move-
ment.
Impact: Her
initial small
step of indivi-
dual peaceful
protest in-
spired a youth
movement
across the
world, got poli-
ticians to en-
gage with cli-
mate change
issues, and
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improved pub-
lic awareness.
Her impact has
been called
the ‘Greta ef-
fect’.
Challenges:
Intense media/
social media
coverage and
criticism from
politicians and
others.

Making change through sport

Figure 20: Marcus Rashford

Who: Marcus
Rashford, a
British
footballer and
free school
meals
campaigner.
Category:
Media acti-
vism, lobbying
and economic
activism.
Action: With
food waste
charity Fare-
Share he
raised over
£20 million to
provide free
food for chil-
dren who
could no
longer receive
their free
school meal
due to the
Covid-19 pan-
demic. He then
lobbied the UK
government
about child
poverty and
free school
meals. He has
continued to
campaign
about this
issue.
Impact: His
highest profile
impact was in-
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fluencing the
government to
change its pol-
icy and extend
free school
meals for chil-
dren. By doing
this he also
raised the pro-
file of the issue
in the media
and with the
general public,
leading to a
national con-
versation
about food
poverty.
Challenges:
Bringing politi-
cians on board
with his ideas.
His earlier
campaigning
(supplying
food boxes for
young home-
less people in
Manchester)
also had a lim-
ited reach, de-
monstrating
the challenge
of making a
campaign suc-
cessful on a
large scale.
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Making change through engaging with UK Parliament

Figure 21: Ian McKellen

Who: Ian
McKellen,
actor and
LGBT
campaigner.
Category:
Media activism
and lobbying.
Action: One of
the founders of
the UK gay
rights (now
LBGT rights)
charity Stone-
wall in the
1980s, he
worked with
the charity to
lobby the UK
Parliament to
reform equality
law (issues like
the repeal of
Section 28 and
the introduc-
tion of an
equal age of
consent). The
charity set out
to profession-
ally lobby and
engage in the
political pro-
cess in order
to initiate
change, influ-
ence and work
with politi-
cians.
Impact: A
slow and
steady change
in the law and
public atti-
tudes. As one
of the most
high-profile
publicly gay
actors, he has
also inspired
generations
after him to be
out and proud.
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Challenges:
The length of
time it took to
effect key poli-
tical changes,
and early hos-
tile media atti-
tudes.

Making change through working with young people as stakeholders in Northern Ireland

Who: Pure Mental NI (puremental.org)
Category: Lobbying, media activism and social media.
Action: A youth led charity set up to put pressure on the Northern Ireland Executive about mental health issues
(education and early intervention) in primary and secondary schools in Northern Ireland. They have designed
mental health toolkits for teachers to use with students, they lobby politicians to try and improve mental health
provision in schools, and they undertake research.
Impact: They have already had some key wins on improving mental health services in schools.
Challenges: Juggling working for change alongside other responsibilities, funding.

Making change through Scottish Parliament legislation

Figure 22: Monica Lennon

Who: Monica
Lennon MSP
Category:
Scottish Par-
liament
Action: She
campaigned to
end period
poverty (when
women on low
incomes can-
not afford per-
iod products)
from 2016 un-
til 2020. She
campaigned in
the media and
in the Scottish
Parliament.
Impact: The
‘Period Pro-
ducts (Free
Provision)
(Scotland) Act’
became law in
2020, ensuring
local authori-
ties now have
a legal duty to
ensure that
items like tam-
pons and sani-
tary pads are
free to those
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that need
them. Women
should now
have better
access to
these items,
across Scot-
land.
Challenges:
Getting cross-
party support
to ensure the
success of the
proposal.
Tackling the
stigma around
the issue of
periods.
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