Simulating a Social Movement
Building, Leading, and Organizing Social Change

Summary
This 90-minute simulation immerses students in the process of designing and organizing a social movement in order to understand how leadership structure, strategic goals, and differentiated roles shape collective action. Students are divided into two movement groups tasked with reviving the Occupy Wall Street movement in response to contemporary economic inequality. Each group operates under a distinct leadership structure—horizontal or hierarchical—and adopts either a reformist or radical strategic orientation. Within each movement, students assume one of three leadership roles: agitators, innovators, or orchestrators. These roles require participants to articulate grievances, develop actionable strategies, and coordinate collective efforts. The contrasting structures and goals create meaningful constraints that influence decision-making, participation, and internal dynamics. The exercise concludes with group presentations and a structured debrief comparing how leadership design and movement goals shaped outcomes. The central objective is to move students beyond viewing movements solely through visible protest activity and toward a more nuanced understanding of how organization, strategy, and leadership affect the possibilities and limits of social change.
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Modifying the Exercise:
This simulation is adaptable across a range of class sizes and instructional formats. It works especially well in classes of approximately 30 students divided into two groups, but it scales to larger enrollments. In courses of 50 students, instructors can form two groups of 25. In large lectures of 100 or more, the simulation can expand to four concurrent movements, distributing leadership structures and strategic orientations for comparative analysis. The exercise is paired with a short reading on the agitator, innovator, and orchestrator framework, which can complement existing course materials. Although the current version focuses on Occupy Wall Street and economic inequality, the issue area can be easily modified to align with other disciplines or themes, including gender equity, racial justice, environmental justice, immigration, tribal sovereignty, or public health. Time allocation is flexible. While extended breakout sessions deepen strategic planning, the exercise can be condensed into a one-hour format without losing its core learning objectives. Structured reflection questions allow instructors to tailor the debrief to their pedagogical goals.
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Social Movement Simulation-Group A

You are revitalizing the “Occupy Wall Street'' movement. You can rename the movement, but your task ultimately is to focus on economic inequality and build a successful and sustainable movement. You are assigned a leadership structure to guide this process. Your group is also divided into three roles: agitators, innovators, and orchestrators. During this simulation you will have to both work as a large group to build your movement and in small groups to determine different aspects of Your movement. In the end, you need a plan that you can present to the class that will revitalize and sustain "Occupy Wall Street."

Type of Movement: Your group is building a reform movement. Your objective is to focus on existing policies, laws, political officials, or institutions that need to be reformed or amended to meet your movement goals.

Your Leadership: You have a hhierarchical leadership structure. For each role (i.e., agitators, innovators, and orchestrators) appoint a leader who will be responsible for leading the small groups. These Three leaders will also work together to ensure all the movement pieces are connected.

Task # I (15 minutes):
Appoint three leaders to represent the agitators, innovators, and orchestrators. These three leaders meet Separately to decide: (i) definition of the problem, (2) movement name, (3) the solution to the problem. Report back to the larger group for feedback/update them.

Task #2 (50 minutes):
Assemble into your small, assigned groups and complete the Tasks associated with each role.

Agitators: Your goal is to develop a plan to articulate the problem and launch collective action against the status quo. Below are questions to help guide you in developing your plan:
· What is the twitter handle for the movement?
· What is the plan for organizing the protest? How will people be invited to join the protest? How will you keep track of how many participants will join? What is the budget for the protest? What supplies do you need? Where will the protest take place?
· How will you communicate the severity of the problem?
· What actors are you targeting?
· Who are your partners or allies?
· What are your talking points for the press?
· What is your plan to ensure protestors are safe? If the city institutes a curfew how will you respond? How will people get home safely?
· How will you get the media's attention? Are there certain news outlets you are targeting?
· What is your plan for keeping supporters involved in the movement after the protest?
· What is your plan for evaluating if the movement resonates with people?
· How will you measure success with the protest?
· How will you incorporate different perspectives in the messaging of the problem?

Innovators: Your goal is to develop a solution and demonstrate why it is better than the current status quo.
Below are questions to help guide you in developing a plan for proposing a solution.
· What is the solution? Why does it solve the problem?
· How will you build a coalition around this solution? Who do you involve and what is their role?
· What resources does the solution require? Who has to provide those resources? What incentives are necessary to secure these resources?
· What needs to change in order for your solution to be effective? How do you initiate that change?
· Do you need to do research? What additional information do you need to know to ensure the solution is feasible?
· What are your talking points for communicating the solution? Who is the primary audience for this messaging?
· How will you evaluate if this solution meets the needs of participants in the movement?

Orchestrators: send one member of your team to listen to the innovators and report back to you to make sure you are mobilizing around a similar solution. This person can come back and forth between the two. groups. The other members need to develop a plan to scale up and sustain the movement and the solution. The following questions will help guide you in developing this plan:

· What is your plan for sustaining the movement? 
· Does it involve frequent protests? 
· Messaging on social media? 
· Regular organizing of participants that identify with the movement?
· How will you build allies? 
· Who might support the movement and your solution?
· What is your plan for assessing if the solution effectively resolves the problem?
· How will you scale up the solution proposed by innovators? W
· hat is a realistic timeline for this change?
· What challenges or obstacles do you anticipate as you try to implement the solution?
· How will you know the problem has been addressed? What will specifically change?
· How will you keep people energized in the movement?
· What are all the actors that need to be involved to successfully change the status quo?
· How will you communicate progress to movement supporters?


Task #3 (10 minutes):
Get together as a group and discuss your plans and come up with a brief 7-10 minute presentation.

Task #4 (10 minutes):
You have 7-10 minutes to present your full movement plan across the three different roles.

Social Movement Simulation-Group B

You are revitalizing the “Occupy Wall Street'' movement. You can rename the movement, but your task ultimately is to focus on economic inequality and build a successful and sustainable movement. You are assigned a leadership structure to guide this process. Your group is also divided into three roles: agitators, innovators, and orchestrators. During this simulation you will have to both work as a large group to build your movement and in small groups to determine different aspects of Your movement. In the end, you need a plan that you can present to the class that will revitalize and sustain "Occupy Wall Street."

Type of Movement: Your group is building a radical movement. Your objective is to challenge, contest, and reimagine existing policies, laws, and institutions. In the end, your plan must include new solutions that are not currently existing in the status quo.

Your Leadership: You have a h orizontal leadership approach. This means there are many leaders who each take turns leading. This also means that for each task your group needs to check-in to make sure all perspectives are reflected.

Your group also has to discuss if anyone has been left out in participating in this exercise as well as fictional participants you are imagining will support the movement.

Task #I (15 minutes):
As a large group you need to agree on (i) definition of the problem, (2) movement name and (3) the solution to the problem. While You discuss and finalize these foundational parts of your movement make sure that everyone has a chance to weigh in on these decisions.

Task #2 (50 minutes):
Assemble into your small, assigned groups and complete the Tasks associated with each role.

Agitators: Your goal is to develop a plan to articulate the problem and launch collective action against the status quo. Below are questions to help guide you in developing your plan:
· What is the twitter handle for the movement?
· What is the plan for organizing the protest? How will people be invited to join the protest? How will you keep track of how many participants will join? What is the budget for the protest? What supplies do you need? Where will the protest take place?
· How will you communicate the severity of the problem?
· What actors are you targeting?
· Who are your partners or allies?
· What are your talking points for the press?
· What is your plan to ensure protestors are safe? If the city institutes a curfew how will you respond? How will people get home safely?
· How will you get the media's attention? Are there certain news outlets you are targeting?
· What is your plan for keeping supporters involved in the movement after the protest?
· What is your plan for evaluating if the movement resonates with people?
· How will you measure success with the protest?
· How will you incorporate different perspectives in the messaging of the problem?

Innovators: Your goal is to develop a solution and demonstrate why it is better than the current status quo.
Below are questions to help guide you in developing a plan for proposing a solution.
· What is the solution? Why does it solve the problem?
· How will you build a coalition around this solution? Who do you involve and what is their role?
· What resources does the solution require? Who has to provide those resources? What incentives are necessary to secure these resources?
· What needs to change in order for your solution to be effective? How do you initiate that change?
· Do you need to do research? What additional information do you need to know to ensure the solution is feasible?
· What are your talking points for communicating the solution? Who is the primary audience for this messaging?
· How will you evaluate if this solution meets the needs of participants in the movement?

Orchestrators: send one member of your team to listen to the innovators and report back to you to make sure you are mobilizing around a similar solution. This person can come back and forth between the two. groups. The other members need to develop a plan to scale up and sustain the movement and the solution. The following questions will help guide you in developing this plan:

· What is your plan for sustaining the movement? 
· Does it involve frequent protests? 
· Messaging on social media? 
· Regular organizing of participants that identify with the movement?
· How will you build allies? 
· Who might support the movement and your solution?
· What is your plan for assessing if the solution effectively resolves the problem?
· How will you scale up the solution proposed by innovators? W
· hat is a realistic timeline for this change?
· What challenges or obstacles do you anticipate as you try to implement the solution?
· How will you know the problem has been addressed? What will specifically change?
· How will you keep people energized in the movement?
· What are all the actors that need to be involved to successfully change the status quo?
· How will you communicate progress to movement supporters?


Task #3 (10 minutes):
Get together as a group and discuss your plans and come up with a brief 7-10 minute presentation.

Task #4 (10 minutes):
You have 7-10 minutes to present your full movement plan across the three different roles.

