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Abstract 
 
 

Social media has been used as a communication tool and has become a bridge that 

connects individuals with communities, corporations and organizations. It has also been 

used as a method of spreading information from firms and organizations. Non-profit 

organizations have used social media platforms to publicize their campaigns and receive 

donations from people; they gained many benefits from the society after they used Social 

Media platforms. It seems that people only focus on the advantages of social media and 

overuse these platforms without considering negative aftereffects. Comparing to two non-

profit organizations -- Epic Change and The Humane Society of the United States-- that have 

been successful using social media platforms to “KONY2012” campaign run by Invisible 

Children, is an example of failure of viral campaign via social media platforms.  Due to 

heavy attentions on the campaign, the non-profit organization, Invisible Children, could not 

handle the campaign and silently canceled it. Exploring how this organization handled the 

situation is a way to find possible lessons for other non-profit organizations. In this way, 

the lessons will facilitate that viral campaigning, which uses social media to spread 

information quickly via online users, not only successfully helps the growth of charity 

organizations and companies, but also allows individuals to carefully make donations in the 

future. 
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Advantages of Social Media to Non-Profit Organizations: 

 What about the Disadvantages? 
 

The importance of social media has been emerging because it actually helps firms, 

organizations, and individuals to gain tremendous advantages by posting advertisings, 

making connections with customers, and sharing information. At first when social media 

came out, it was used for a communication tool and now has become a bridge that connects 

individuals with communities and companies. It has also allowed each entity to 

communicate better with each other. People have shared their stories with the public by 

posting blogs and comments through social media platforms, such as Twitter and Facebook. 

However, nowadays, social media has been more recognized as a way to spread 

information much like a marketing tool. Companies have used these platforms to advertise 

them and their products and for their public relations. Also, social media platforms are 

used by charity organizations to publicize their campaigns to people broadly, to 

communicate with their supporters, and to raise donations from people.  

In 2012, a non-profit organization, Invisible Children, presented a video created by 

Jason Russell featuring the KONY 2012 campaign and posted it through YouTube. This 

video was created to make Joseph Kony, who abused children in Uganda, famous and have 

supporters for hopefully arresting him by the end of 2012. As soon as it was uploaded, the 

video had more than 100 million views for the first week and had huge attention from 

people in the United States. This video was spread through the world, and the campaign 

was supported by people worldwide. This viral campaign had been centered as the 

example as a use of social media by non-profit organizations and its contribution to 

creating social movement. Social Media impacted this campaign so much that other non-
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profit organizations started to use social media platforms as their campaigning tools and 

rejected traditional ways of campaigning and fundraising (Cummings, 2012).  

Before social media appeared, non-profit organizations were within church system 

and provided care for the poor; religious groups incorporated them. Non-profit 

organizations had limits to publicize their campaigns for fundraising, and their sizes were 

used to being smaller compared to today. With a lack of sufficient money to run the 

organizations, the campaigns were usually within the religious communities. Also, global 

connections of these organizations were impossible between countries (Hammack, 2002). 

Since the world has been turned into an information technology emerging society, non-

profit organizations have had many different options to publicize themselves and their 

campaigns. Their traditional sources of raising funds, developing their public service 

announcements, and gathering supporters have been destabilized. In the world of non-

profit organizations, strategies, plans, and processes of campaigning have become 

increasingly important, and traditional ways of campaigning are not the best strategies in 

this information technology age (Bryson, 1988).  

More recently, the use of social media platforms has been common for corporations 

for their viral marketing tools.  Even charity organizations use these tools for spreading 

their campaign and achieving huge amounts of donations worldwide. Using social media as 

a campaigning tool is called “viral campaigning.” Viral campaigning means increasing the 

organizations’ awareness and their objectives of campaigns by using pre-existing social 

technology forms, such as making videos and putting these videos into social media 

platforms, such as YouTube, Facebook, and Twitters (Logan, 2013). Due to heavy benefits 

of using social media, some organizations, corporations, or individuals overuse these 
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platforms without considering aftereffects.  What many people do not realize is that uses of 

social media platforms can bring negative impacts to not only individuals’ lives but also 

corporations’ or organizations’ images and credibility from their customers or supporters.  

Beyond many successful stories of using social media by non-profit organizations, the 

KONY 2012 campaign is a recent example that shows how social media can bring negative 

impacts to charity organizations; viral campaigning can actually make some campaigns 

shut down and can lead charity organizations to lose credibility from their supporters. 

Thus, when using social media platforms, the non-profit organizations should have 

considerations of whether the use of social media platforms is the best option and enough 

preparations for after effects is needed. 

Advantages of Social Media and non-profit organizations 
 
 Since the appearance of viral campaigning, non-profit organizations have 

advantages from it. When charities publicize themselves or their campaigns to the public, 

they experience budget issues because they are run by donations from donors or by 

fundraising campaigns. Before fundraising was more likely from home or religious places, 

such as churches, so their budget was very limited.  Viral campaigning allowed the 

campaigns to be inexpensive; they can simply make a video that matches their budget line 

and post it through social media, such as YouTube (James, 2010). Also, the most important 

impact of social media on non-profit organizations is that it allowed the organizations and 

its supporters to have deepened relationships because social media empowers supporters 

without controlling them and keeps tracking supporters by consistently sending out 

information. An increase in supporters’ engagement with the organizations is the key factor 

that non-profit organizations’ sizes have grown larger than ever before, and certain non-
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profit organizations branch out globally with spending less money.  This globalization of 

organizations has let people who work for the organizations to have collaborative 

campaigns worldwide, and more donations are supported by people. Not only its increase 

in size but also its sizes of supporters has let the organizations’ campaigns to become 

globalized and raise awareness of social issues. Finally, it leads to a step towards social 

movement and change towards the issues (Kanter, 2009).  With all of these advantages that 

social media can bring to non-profit organizations, two organizations --Epic Change and the 

Humane Society of the United States -- have excelled in using social media with successes.  

Epic Change is a non-profit organization that has been recognized in its achievement 

of uses of social media.  This organization’s successful use of social media contains a 

message that small organizations also can have unprecedented success through viral 

campaigns although their budget is limited. Also, it shows the positive value that viral 

campaigning is not expensive (Weinberg, 2009).  Sanjay Patel and Stacey Monk founded 

Epic Change in 2007 with pursuing goals of raising awareness of visibility and creating 

hope in the world.  This organization believes that each person has “epic” stories to share, 

and these stories can change the world by sharing them. Thus, their destination is creating 

positive effects to the world from small communities where people belong to. To spread 

stories, it mainly uses social media platforms, such as blogs, Twitter, YouTube, and Flickr 

(Epic Change Official Site, 2007). Epic Change started to use social media because social 

media allows people to have broadened audiences possible without spending money, and 

this role has fitted into their pursuance of spreading stories (Anonymous, 2012). 

The most recognized campaign of Epic Change is “Tweetsgiving” which is designed 

to raise money for helping to build classrooms in Tanzania. This campaign is known as the 
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first charity initiated on Twitter. Epic Change held this campaign during the week of a 

Thanksgiving holiday in 2008, and aimed the goal of raising $10,000 (Monk, 2009).  It 

asked people to retweet what they are thankful for with the hashtag of #Tweetsgiving. As 

soon as they posted tweets, in forty eight hours, they have not only achieved their goal of 

raising money but also had applications of people who seek to volunteer and support for 

this campaign.  The major success of this campaign was that they attached emotion to this 

campaign by asking what people are thankful for and used the holiday Thanksgiving when 

families gather from different places and pray for what they are thankful for (Monk, 2009).  

Since 2008, this event has become an annual campaign for the organization with the name 

of Epic Thanks Campaign, and the organization has created a public service announcement 

video for this event. According to Alvi Kaplan, the director of communications at Epic 

Change, Twitter is what let them to have a deeper relationship with their supporters, and 

make their supporters to be active participants (Weinberg, 2009).  Also, its main initiative 

of the success is that it has opened connections to the supporters by making partnerships 

with bloggers from six different categories: social media, Social Entrepreneurship & 

Philanthropy, Africa & International Development, Mommy, Holiday Gift, and Green. This 

organization has its own blog and posts their values and reflections on their work for the 

supporters. This connection allowed for having a broad audience and keeping trust and 

credibility from supporters (Epic Change Official Site, 2007). 

Correspondingly, the Humane Society of the United States (HSUS) is another known 

example of an organization that successfully used social media for their viral campaigning. 

It was founded in 1954 and became the largest leading organization to protect animal 

rights and helps to end animal abuse in the United States. They are helping animals by 
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advocating for making pre-existing laws better, creating campaigns to let people know the 

cruelty of human abuse on animals and to educate people about animal rights, and rescuing 

animals that are abused and that have lost their home by natural disasters. Their main goal 

is to prevent animals from abuse. HSUS helps not only animals in the United States but also 

animals all over the world (HSUS Official Site, 2011). This organization is one of the active 

users in using social media since its establishment of its MySpace profile.  Today, it 

primarily uses Facebook and Twitter, conducts videos to spread information about their 

campaigns, and puts these into the sites of YouTube, Care2, and Change.org. It believes that 

it has generated the most attention from people via social media platforms. As a result of 

using social media, HSUS has been known as the nation’s largest animal protection 

organization (Catone, 2009).   

Social Media has played a substantial role dedicating this organization to be 

successful. Significantly, Facebook plays a big role with raising donations and having 

supporters and volunteers. This organization raised more than $500,000 through Facebook. 

It states that every day more than one million people see its posts on Facebook.  To attract 

people’s attention, the organization tries to provide interesting content (Lewis, 2010). A 

known HSUS’s viral campaign through Facebook is the annual Spay Day Campaign. This 

campaign is conducted to raise funds for homeless street animals and educate people about 

animal spaying and neutering (HSUS, 2011). Each year more than 200 organizations that 

quest for animals’ rights, and individuals who care and love animals participates this event. 

Each year it raises over $600,000 from more than 40,000 people (Catone, 2009). Secondly, 

this organization conducts videos every time it presents campaigns. Their public service 

announcement videos are effectively presented and enough to make audiences feel 
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sympathy. In the video footage, this organization has started to present celebrities for the 

campaigns; this program is called the Hollywood Outreach Program.  The program also 

includes celebrities’ support of this organization via Facebook pages. This strategy has 

helped to increase more audiences and supporters (HSUS, 2011). To handle the 

tremendous attention from people, this organization has created an Emerging Media Team 

that consists of people who are expert in social media. The creation of the team has made 

the organization available to develop social media uses for publicizing their campaigns and 

to handle significant demands from supporters (Catone, 2009).  

Overall, both organizations--Epic Change and the Humane Society of the United 

States--have successfully used social media platforms. The viral campaigning via social 

media platforms is the primary successes of both organizations, leading the organizations 

to be recognized from people and to grow the size of not only organizations but also its 

supporters.  Epic Change’s dominant strategy is communication. By creating blog postings 

about their works with supporters and tracking supporters via Twitter and Facebook, this 

organization has created deepened relationships between it and its supporters. On the 

other hand, the Humane Society of the United States’ dominant strategy is creating 

sympathy by videos and having support from celebrities.  Although this organization 

heavily relies on Facebook, its main key is making new and interesting content by following 

trends of the society: conducting videos with great sympathy and leading the campaigns 

with celebrities. According to Carie Lewis, the director of Emerging Media at HSUS, finding 

audiences and their interests are the most important key factors of not failing the viral 

campaigns. Non-profit organizations should learn social media trends in order to be 

successful (Lewis, 2010).   
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KONY 2012 
 
  Beyond the benefits of viral campaigning via social media platforms, non-profit 

organizations do not seem to realize that viral campaigning can bring negative effects to 

their organizations. Viral campaigning via social media platforms has become necessary for 

charity organizations for spreading their campaigns and attracting people to donate for 

their campaigns. The KONY 2012 campaign by Invisible Children is a recent example that 

shows how a viral campaigning via social media negatively affects to charity organizations; 

it can actually shut down some campaigns and can lead charity organizations to lose their 

credibility from their supporters.  

 Invisible Children is a non- profit organization that was founded by Bobby Railey 

and Laren Poole in 2004.  According to Invisible Children, it was incorporated with the 

purpose of letting the world know about the fact that there has been abuse of children by 

the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) in Central Africa. The Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) is 

led by Joseph Kony, and he rules over children by forcing them to be in his army. In 2004, 

when this organization was founded, the LRA operated its army in Uganda, but the army 

has spread throughout countries where the political systems are not strong enough to 

control their armies such as the African Republic, South Sudan, and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo. Invisible Children primarily has four programs: media, mobilization, 

protection and recovery. With media programs, they create films to let people know what is 

going on in African regions and teach supporters how to create public service 

announcements effectively. To help with protection, they promote international responses 

to this tragedy. It is really important that the United Nations and the African Unions 

support efforts toward end it. In order to end this problem, Invisible children has taken 
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actions such as passing legislation requiring disarmament of the LRA as well as passing the 

Northern Uganda Recovery Act. Invisible Children has also advocated that the government 

of the United States take military actions against the LRA and work with people in Africa to 

take further military actions.  This organization has also presented fundraising campaigns 

to mobilize a massive number of supporters worldwide.  Also, its recovery program 

contains economic and educational systems that help rehabilitating the lives of African 

children from the LRA (Invisible Children, 2004). These four programs are direct actions 

that Invisible Children was taken for making African countries, where the LRA has 

abducted kidnapped and abused children, become better places for children’s lives and 

future. 

 KONY 2012 campaign was started by Invisible Children on March, 05, 2012.  The 

invisible children organization has created a KONY 2012 film, directed by Jason Russell, to 

spread its “Stop Kony” movement to the public and to make Joseph Kony famous globally.  

The “Stop Kony” movement was promoted with hopes and aims to arrest Joseph Kony by 

the end of 2012.  This 30-minute viral video was released on the organizations’ website and 

YouTube (KONY2012, 2012). It starts with questioning the issues related to humanity with 

human rights that all people hold in common. The director, Jason Russell, presents his son 

in this film, and the storyline goes with telling his son the story of Jacob, a child who was 

abused to be in the LRA and escaped the military to freedom.  As the video plays, the story 

talks about the political reasons why the American government will not be able to 

intervene in this movement. Finally, Jason Russell gives the message that people should 

mobilize and take action in order to stop what is happening in Uganda and distribute the 

story and the posters of KONY 2012 (Russell, 2012).  Invisible Children also created the 
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KONY 2012 Action Kit, a set of bracelets, two T-shirts, stickers and posters, to promote the 

campaign. People could have this action kit by donating $30 to the campaign (KONY 2012, 

2012).  

As soon as this viral film was online, it had over 100 million views in a week and had 

become the most viral video of all times (KONY2012, 2012). Viewers started to spread this 

campaign primarily through Facebook, and even some viewers shot video footages that 

contained their opinions about this campaign and uploaded it to YouTube (Westerfield, 

2012).  Invisible Children has a long history of making efforts to reach out to youth: high 

schools and colleges throughout the United States. It educated youth about the Invisible 

Children’s philanthropy to raise students’ awareness of human rights issues (Invisible 

Children, 2004).  Also, the KONY 2012 viral campaign primarily targets the audience of 

youth.  The organization put the video on YouTube and made it easy to spread it via social 

media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter (Boyd, 2012).  According to the Pew 

Internet and American Life Project, the majority of people sharing the KONY 2012 links on 

Facebook and Twitter were 18 to 29 years-olds. Moreover, for this campaign, Twitter 

played a significant role in spreading this campaign and increasing the viewership of the 

KONY 2012 video. A week after the KONY 2012 film was uploaded, there were about five 

million tweets about it. Among those tweets, 66% of tweets had positive reviews of the 

campaign, and there was a small percentage of negatives about the campaign (Choney, 

2012). 

 The KONY 2012 campaign shows that mainstream social media is a powerful tool 

for spreading information and communication. Because of the attention of young people, 

this campaign grew bigger than Invisible Children had imagined. This video spread through 
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the world, and people all around world had paid attention to this campaign.  Then, “Stop 

KONY 2012” led to a social movement by people, and the U.S government got politically 

involved in saving children in Africa and financially supported the organization. President 

Obama announced US supporting of this movement and passed legislation of the Justice Bill 

for this campaign (KONY2012, 2012). KONY2012 is a known example that shows how 

social media can positively use people’s awareness of a social issue, and its development of 

social change movement was a revolution (Kao, 2012). According to Invisible Children, 

3,727,815 people from different counties supported this viral campaign and had a 

signature-seeking campaign for KONY 2012, and those signatures were delivered to the U.S 

Embassy and the United Nations. 

Although its dedication to increase awareness of social issues that lead to social 

movements was recognized, the KONY 2012 campaign was canceled. Jason Russell, the 

director of the KONY 2012 viral video, was busy doing interviews about the success of the 

campaign across the country. However, ten days after he revealed his second KONY2012 

video, he appeared naked on a street in San Diego. He was hospitalized because of mental 

illness (Newcomb,2012). His public meltdown incident was the latest news about KONY 

2012, and this campaign has been silenced since then. 

The Failure of KONY 2012 
 

Social Media also brought negative impacts from the KONY 2012 viral campaign, 

and there are possible reasons why this campaign failed. First, social media spread the 

campaign worldwide and created extravagant supporters, so that the organization could 

not handle the huge amount of attention and support. According to Invisible Children, they 

expected a 500,000 member audience for their viral campaign, but had more than 100 
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million viewers; the organization did not imagine how wide spread their campaign would 

be.  The organization was unprepared for its success and not ready to answer questions 

about criticisms of the video and its campaign. Also, there was more demand than supplies 

for KONY 2012 Action Kits. This organization was not prepared with enough KONY2012 

Action Kits because there was excessive demand from supporters, so it could not deliver 

the KONY2012 Action Kit to donors on time. Its delays raised complaints from supporters 

(Moore, 2012). Another possible reason is that Invisible Children oversimplified the 

complex problems of relationships between and roles among entities such as governments 

(Brooks, 2012). Although supporters from all over the world tried to make changes by 

starting a signature campaign and delivering collected signatures to the United Nations, 

this problem could not end with what the campaigned aimed at – arresting Joseph Kony. 

The reason why the conflict could not be resolved is the complexity of the relationships of 

Lord’s Resistance Army, Governments, the United Nations, and other NGOs. Finally, social 

media had a negative on Jason Russel. The director of the KONY2012 Video, Jason Russell, 

had a public meltdown and psychological problems. After treatment, Russell said that he 

had a lot of pressure from tremendous attention to his campaign and exhaustion from the 

result of his second KONY 2012 video; it only had 2 million viewers. Also, People’s attacks 

against him personally were also one of the reasons for his suffering from mental illness 

(Newcomb, 2012).  

After Invisible Children’s failure, people and supporters have raised questions about 

where all the donated money went. According to the Invisible Children Official Website, 

more than 500,000 KONY2012 Action Kits were ordered. In other words, Invisible Children 

raised approximately $15 million.  This organization stated that 81.49% of the budget went 
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to their programs. Nevertheless, Invisible Children had not been sufficiently using donated 

money as they insisted. According to the 2011 financial report from Invisible Children, 

about 25% of the budget was used for filmmaking and traveling, and only 37% of their 

budget went to support African programs (KONY 2012, 2012). With all of the consequences 

from the cancelation of its campaign without making a statement to the public about what 

they were undergoing, Invisible Children has already lost its supporters’ trust. This 

instance shows that social media has the ability to make some campaigns shut down and 

can lead charity organizations to lose credibility from their supporters. 

With Invisible Children’s attention looking at the possible reasons of its failure and 

the results, other companies or charity organizations should consider whether presenting 

viral campaigning via social media platforms is the best option before they use social media. 

Furthermore, organizations should have enough time to prepare for after-effects that can 

be created when they decide to use social media platforms. Social media can be a great 

publicity tool if organizations use it with awareness of possible negative impacts and the 

preparation for possible solutions for unexpected circumstances.  

Conclusion 

 Social Media platforms are useful tools for publicizing and advertising products and 

images of individuals, charity organizations, and corporations. It allows individuals to 

share their own stories and other interests, and these stories will also be spread quickly via 

social media platforms. Under these circumstances, social media creates broad 

communication places for individuals, organizations, and corporations. Some non-profit 

organizations have had benefits from it, and they well manage themselves and their social 

media platforms from planning to integrating viral campaigns. However, as the case of the 
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KONY 2012 campaign shows, viral campaign via social media platform can bring negative 

impacts on the organizations if they are not well prepared for the aftereffects. 
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