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A STUDY ON CAMPAIGNS THAT SUCCEEDED ON THE DIGITAL
ACTIVISM PLATFORM CHANGE.ORG
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The prevalence of digital technologies on our lives in the global sense, abolished the differences of
time/space, changed and had a deep influence on our attitude and behaviour, our forms of
communication and our social lives. With the technology of web 2.0, individuals who were in the
position of receiving the news in conventional media had the chance to report, share and comment on
the news themselves. In this context, many of the practices in real life has moved to social platforms on
digital mediums. One of the new meeting places of pressure groups, lobbyists and individuals who are
displeased by some actions and decisions of the people who manage the society is now digital activist
platforms. In this study, Change.org, one of the most preferred digital activist platforms, which has 125
millions of users globally, is analyzed. This analysis covers the first 30 of the list of successful projects
announced on Change.org between the dates of Nov. 2nd — Dec. 2nd, 2015. The 30 projects subject to
the study are evaluated under the topics of theme, time spent to succeed, total signatures, who started
the campaign, who is addressed by the campaign, whether the campaign took place in conventional and
social media and whether the subject of the campaign is discussed in the Grand National Assembly of
Turkey. The evaluation includes the correlation between all of these topics or the lack thereof.
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Introduction

Social media is an internet-based communication system without the limitation of time and space. It is a
social and virtual sharing/discussion platform where people share their stories and experiences via videos,
images and other technological means. Through social media, people get the opportunity to promote their
companies, products and studies, to form new friendships, and to broadcast their thoughts collectively
through formed groups.

In this study, we examine that new media technologies bring activism which is a format of social
organization into a digital dimension and how the practices of digital activism converts to real life. In the
research part, Change.org, which is one of the most preferred digital activist platforms with 125 million
users globally, is analyzed. The analysis covers the first 30 projects in the list of successful projects,
which were announced between the dates of November 2™ - December 2™ 2015 on Change.org. The
aforementioned 30 projects are evaluated under the titles of subject, success time, signature count,
campaign initiator, campaign collocutor, whether the campaign was on conventional and social media,
whether the campaign subject was discussed at the Grand National Assembly of Turkey. The evaluation
includes the correlation between all of these topics or the lack thereof. The study presents importance
because it shows that digital communication technologies transform our life styles swiftly and how
alternative views, which have a hard time to be voiced on the conventional media, can be organized
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through these technologies. In the first section of the study theoretical and conceptual frames are drawn,
in the second section fieldwork is addressed.

New Media Technologies and Social Media

New media is defined as “systems that can cover mass audience also as individual users and that users can
reach content or applications at different time zones and in interaction” (Geray, 2003: 20). When new
media is said, we understand media that cannot be formed or used without the processing power of
computers. These media are generally digitalized and give its users the opportunity to interact. The
process which started at first at the level of electronic mail communication progressed quickly and came
into our lives with virtual communication platforms such as Messenger, Gtalk, Facebook, Myspace,
Twitter (Glingor, 2011: 312).

User based social media brings masses and people together and creates an interaction between them,
users increase this interaction by contributing to the contents of the information shared. While social
networks (Facebook, Twitter etc.) give people the possibility to share their emotions, thoughts and works,
they also provide the opportunity to comment on social subjects and voice their reaction. Maybe the most
important feature of this technology is to give the opportunity to the individuals who are in the position of
receiver of conventional media, to express themselves by creating and sharing their own message
contents. Likes of social acts in daily life such as protests now happen in virtual environments.

Chomsky asserts that new media technologies are the media controlled by the citizens, outside the
control of big media monopolies and the government. New media technologies and social networks builds
networks of meanings among the different citizen groups of civil society in terms of civil society being
organized and making their voices heard as something vitally important in democratization. According to
Keane, it makes the shocked ones between the less powerful parts of society come together in solidarity
against the atomization effect of modern life, thanks to communication networks that stopped
centralization; many citizens can have a place in civil society through various organizations (Keane, 1999,
as cited in Tirk, 2013: 57).

As a Way for Individuals to Express Themselves: Concepts of Protest and Activism

A protest is to react relatively against an incident and a situation. Usually, this form of reaction contains
the character of making public of opposing views and expresses it as a group besides verbally expressing
said views. The purpose of this is to make your voice heard more in the eye of public opinion and to show
a more effective stance against the administration. This is a way of direct expression and effect, in other
words, activism.

Forms of protest in real life can be listed as civil disobedience, strike, hunger strike, marching,
meeting, collective signings, physical acts (such as turning the lights off, using a name tag), quitting jobs,
etc. However, a virtual protest is people showing their reaction about public incidents in a social media
environment. Forms of virtual protest are; freezing personal accounts, changing profile photos, forming
groups about the subject, starting signing campaigns on social activism sites, sharing photos or videos
about the subject, hacking a page, etc.

In a general sense, activism can be defined as a deliberately delivered act to create a social or
political change. This act is used in the sense of supporting one of the parties in contradictory debates.
Activism can be evaluated on a vast scale from writing a letter to a newspaper or politician, a political
campaign, economical activism (such as supporting or boycotting companies), meetings, blogging and
marching in the streets to strikes and even guerilla tactics. Acting against conducts of individuals,
institutions or governments, which are believed to be wrong, mistaken or to have harmful results is called
activism, and people delivering these actions are called activists.
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Digital Activism Fact

As we witnessed in many life practices with digital communication technologies reigning over our lives,
activism works started to use digital platforms, too. Online activism or cyber-activism is usually defined
as usage of internet communication technologies for various forms of activism (Akin, 2011:39, as cited in
Sert, 2012:129). Digital activism according to Ugkan is a general name given to the internet usage of
different activism forms. There are also usages of the term as ‘internet activism’, ‘e-activism’, ‘cyber-
activism’ (2012).

With activism becoming digitalized, individuals thinking that they have performed their social
responsibilities with one click are criticized by some. As a response to these criticisms, Change.org
campaign expert Paktin argues that digital activism does not change the world with two clicks but it
strengthens the idea that the world is changeable with each click. According to him, digital activism is a
method to bring people who will fight together around an idea and make them act. Digital activism does
not change anything on its own but bring people who will, together. The ‘collective thought’ these people
created does the rest (2013). On the contrary, according to Avar, Change.org and similar establishments
work in a sense like blackmailing institutions, with whomever they serve, they put the politicians,
companies, lobbies of the opposing party in a difficult situation through campaigns, as well as presenting
the information and tendencies of millions of people in close to 200 countries to the market. The writer
also points out; masses, which think themselves social from where they sit are presented with a sense of
satisfaction (2015).

Things You Should Know About Change.org

Change.org was founded in 2007. The mission of the site is, “Strengthen people to create the change they
want to see everywhere”. In the light of this mission, the site supports people to organize signing
campaigns free of charge and hosts their campaigns by sponsoring the organizations. According to
Rattray, the founding purpose of the site is to change the equilibrium of power between the individuals
and large organizations.

According to the information taken from Change.org on 14 November 2015, the site is active in 196
countries and the number of its users is 124,972,168. 15,096 projects are given as the count of the
campaigns, which have succeeded until that moment. The work being done on the site is defined as ‘a job
model for public benefit’. It is being specified that the income gained is completely used as re-investment
for services provided to the users, and they have the extension ‘.org’ at the end of their names because of
their work focused on duty instead of gaining profits.

Change.org meets its users with the language of and campaigns opened in whichever country it is
logged in from. The founding date of Change.org Turkey office is September 2012.

Change.org is, as examined, a petition platform intended for collecting signs. Owners of the petitions
are usually individuals and social institutions such as foundations. Petitions, which are open for signing,
are usually announced on social media through Facebook and Twitter, in an effort to make the campaign
more efficient. There are examples of campaigns that find a place in the digital or conventional media,
and occasionally the subject can be brought into the Assembly as a parliamentary question.

The Purpose, Importance and Sample of the Research

The activist platform that is the subject of the study is being examined in context of studies of Harold
Innis, who voices that communication technology is a representative of political and economic process,
that ‘monopolies of knowledge’ determined by technology direct the split of political power between
social groups (Irge, 2012: 67) and that deprived groups in the society lead the technological advances to
gain power. The sample is limited to the digital activism platform that has the most widespread working
area in a global level, Change.org, and 30 projects that succeeded at this institution in a specific period.
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The purpose of the study is to make it easier for us to understand the effects of digital communication
technologies on forms of social organizing. The reason of specifically choosing the succeeded projects is,
to exhibit if there is a meaningful correlation between all of these successful projects. The importance of
the study is based on showing that the digital communication technologies transform our lives and how
alternative views, which have a hard time to be voiced through conventional media can get organized
thanks to these technologies, as well as examining the common traits or differences of the successful
projects.

Method

In this study, Change.org is examined deeply using the method of descriptive analysis and the numerical
data received while analyzing the successful projects is tabulated using the content analyzing technique.
The date of access to the list of Change.org’s successful projects is November 2nd, 2015 — December 2nd,
2015. The first 30 in the successful projects list that is published by Change.org between these dates are
evaluated in this study’s extent. The specified dates are only the dates of access to the “successful projects
list” published by the site. There should not be any meaning made out as if the projects succeeded
between those dates. The 30 projects which are the subjects of the study are categorized under the
sections of; subject, succeeding time, signature count, initiator of the campaign, collocutor of the
campaign, whether the campaign appeared in conventional and social media or not, whether the subject of
the campaign was discussed in the Grand National Assembly of Turkey, the codification was made
according to these sections. The evaluation includes that whether there is a correlation between these
sections or not and aims to form a success index.

Findings of the Research

Under the extent of the research, 30 projects that succeeded which were listed on Change.org between the
dates of November 2nd, 2015 — December 2nd, 2015 are examined by sorting them into 7 categories
according to the subject titles. When put in order according to the number of projects, subject titles are as
6 about health, 5 about environment, 4 about animal rights, 4 about education, 3 about women’s rights, 2
about entertainment and 6 projects as others taking place under different subject titles.

Table 1. Campaigns about “health”
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Throughout the table, it is seen that the projects about health succeeded the most. Looking at the
succeeding time of the subjects about health, it is seen that 5 of 6 projects succeeded in 3 months and one
in a year. It can be observed that the project. which took a long time to succeed was initiated by a
foundation and the others were by individuals.

It is seen that the signature count is not the only determiner for success. While a project, which was
addressed to a local authority succeeded with 203 signatures, another project, which was addressed to
Ministry of Health, Ministry of Labor and Social Security, Ministry of Treasury and Prime Ministry
succeeded with 367,545 signatures.

It is seen that the projects with a higher count of signatures have appeared in both conventional
media (TV, newspapers, etc.) and social media as a news event. While all of the projects appeared in
social media, it is observed that the ones with a signature count less than 10,000 could not find any place
in conventional media.
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It is seen that the projects with a higher signature count were subject to the discussions in the Grand
National Assembly of Turkey. The reason of this can be thought as both the signature count being high
and various ministries being chosen as addressee.

It is seen that the signing campaigns were addressed to the government offices such as Ministries of
Health, Labor and Social Security, Family and Social Policies, Prime Ministry and Presidency.

In addition, it is seen that when compared to the projects under the other subject titles, the projects
about health could collect many more signatures. On social activism sites such as Change.org, besides the
signature count being important as an oppression element, the addressee of the project and the project
being published in all media choices are also effective elements for success.

Table 2. Campaigns about “environment”
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In the 30 successful projects of Change.org we evaluated, projects about environment are in second
place in terms of numerical majority. The evaluation of the five projects about environment is such as
following:

It is hard to make a generalization when we look at the succeeding time of the projects. While there
is a project that succeeded right away, there is also a project, which succeeded in a long time like 2 years
7 months.

When we look at the signature count of the projects, the project, which succeeded with the most
signatures is the one initiated to stop the Grand National Assembly of Turkey from passing of the law that
allows making changes to the attributes of olive groves. The addressee of the project is 40 people in the
Commission of Agriculture and Rural Affairs. An addressee this specific is not seen at the other projects
where some ministries are addressed about the subject. The success time of the project is six months. The
project was also discussed at the Grand National Assembly of Turkey.

It is seen that all the projects about environment appear in both conventional and social media. All of
the successful projects about environment were started by individuals.

The project with the subject of “Lake Burdur is drying and faces the danger of disappearing
altogether in 20 years”, succeeded immediately with 6,549 signatures. The addressee was specified as all
the people in the world. The project also appeared in conventional and social media.

The project, which took the longest time to succeed, is the one with the demand of HES projects in
Kamilet Valley being cancelled and the valley being announced as a conservation area and a national
park. The addressee of the project was stated as the Ministry of Forestry and Rural Affairs, the
Directorate of Protection of Nature and National Parks, and the Ministry of Energy and Natural
Resources. The project succeeded with 43,238 signatures and appeared in conventional and social media.
It was also discussed at the Grand National Assembly of Turkey.

The project which had the second highest count of signatures and succeeded in a year and a half,
which also appeared in conventional and social media, addressing the ministries of Culture and Tourism,
Forestry and Waterworks, Environment and City Planning was initiated to stop the RIXOS Hotel chain
from building a new hotel in the ancient city of Phaselis.
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There are 4 projects about animal rights among the 30 projects that are evaluated in the extent of the
study. The success time of the projects change between one month and a year and a half. None of the
campaigns was discussed at the Assembly.

When we look at the signature count, the project with the least signatures is the one with 610
signatures that was started by the Foundation of Protection of Turkey’s Nature, addressing the Ministry of
Forestry and Waterworks and the Ministry of Internal Affairs. The subject of the project is “We do not
want a cement factory in the living area of Hatay mountain antelopes”.

The campaign, which collected the most signatures about animal rights, is addressed to a private
company named Hatem Yavuz. The project collected 65,363 signatures and resulted in a month. It
demands that the leather producer named Hatem Yavuz stop producing from sealskin.
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Table 4. Campaigns about “education”
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Among the 30 successful projects evaluated under the extent of the study, four projects about
education take place. The success time of the projects change between immediately and a year. The
project, which succeeded immediately, is a singular example of students wanting to go to a school nearby,
and it succeeded in a very short time with 6,092 signatures.

The project with the most signature count with 32,841 signatures is addressed to YOK, concerning a
great number of students with “Removal of exponentially increasing prices with each year for taking
lessons of former school years”. This is the only project discussed at the Grand National Assembly of
Turkey. The same subject under a different title was initiated by another person, a project this time
addressed to the Grand National Assembly of Turkey + YOK + President. This project, which was
initiated at the same period, gathered 22,487 signatures.

The project titled ‘We do not want the Fatih Girls’ High School converted into an Islamic High
School’ based in Fatih, succeeded in a year with 867 signatures.
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Table 5. Campaigns about “women’s and human rights”
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It is seen that the succeeded campaigns about Women’s Rights and Human Rights have short success
times. The project chose Acun Ilicali and Acun Media as the addressee is about preventing Nihat Dogan,
who made remarks that gathered a public reaction after the Ozgecan Murder, from participating in a
popular competition program, and has the highest signature count about women’s rights with 91,731
signatures and was concluded in a week.

It is remarkable that all three projects about women’s rights are about television programs. Besides,
all three projects were initiated by women. None of the projects about women’s rights was discussed in
the Grand National Assembly of Turkey; a reason may be that the projects succeeded in a very short time.
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When looking at the distribution according to subject titles of the projects evaluated in this study, it
can be seen that some subject titles have 1-2 projects. These projects are shown in Table 6.

The projects initiated about subjects such as sports, social responsibility, worker rights, ethics etc.
succeeded in a period not exceeding four months.

The project about social responsibility has gathered the highest signature count with 85,933
signatures. The project with the subject “giving a motivational gift to Ibrahim Civici, a TCDD worker for
20 years who walks 10 miles per day” succeeded in a month. With the addressee of Head of the HR
department of TCDD and tourism companies and hotels, the project found a place on the social media.

Both projects under entertainment are for the cinema sector, addressed to Mars Entertainment. The
company responded to these signing projects and took affirmative action in a short time.

The project titled “We demand that Koton removes the billboards saying ‘Don’t buy a bigger size. |
won’t wear it next year too. I’ll wear what will be fashionable.” and probably setting a bad example for
children.” ended immediately. The collocutor of the project is KOTON and the project succeeded with
37,468 signatures.

It is seen that especially the private companies produced a solution in a short time for the projects
initiated on Change.org. In our times, it is impossible for companies that don’t heed the social media to
succeed.

Discussion and Conclusion

Manufacturers and distributors of digital technologies that allow expansionist policies, form monopolies
of knowledge and make the countries that they sell these technologies to, dependent on them. Sovereign
powers who have the control of monopolies of knowledge, also have the power to inspect, and stop if
necessary, the institutions that perform research and development besides themselves. Communication
technologies may not be the only identifiers of social transforming as Innis has defended but it is a fact
that they have an important role in this transformation.

Alternative opinions that could not make their voices heard via conventional media, can get together,
form groups, organize quickly and take action thanks to the internet systems that allows interaction.
Activities of organizations like Change.org must be evaluated in this context. Another advantage of the
campaigns is to make important subjects that get overlooked or fall from our agendas because of the daily
bombardment of information, stay in the agenda. Activism sites like Change.org are platforms that help
individual users bring the matters they think are a problem into the agenda of social media users and find
supporters.

Sites that activist actions are carried out on, such as Change.org, are significant platforms in terms of
creating alternative solutions for individuals about the problems they have or for the sensitivity they have
shown about specific subjects, both making their voices heard by the authorities, and getting the support
of other people that think and feel just like themselves. In the developing, changing and swiftly
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transforming new world order, communication technologies both make people face new problems by
maintaining their effectiveness just as they did in former periods and in a sense, make an effort to clean
their names by providing new kinds of solutions. In terms of getting the attention of especially the
political authority, that has the legislative power to specific subjects, and conducing toward getting
desirable results, sites as Change.org can be important lobbying tools.

It must be expected that we would face more of different formations in the future due to new media
technologies that are still thought to be in the infancy period. Conducting more research in this field to
understand and evaluate these formations would be shining a light onto many more studies to come.
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