
Gary Wexler, an American marketing expert, was invited to Israel to teach activists in social organizations how to sell their struggle 

to the general public. The disappointing failure to enlist the grass roots, Wexler explained, stems not only from the security situation, 

but primarily from poor marketing and problems of formulating strategy.  According to him, even if some of the new organizations 

disappear in the long run, the third sector in Israel has already demonstrated that it is alive and kicking.

the social struggle hasn’t failed: it just needs to learn how to market itself

HA’ARETZ

by merav sarig

During the community motivational 
seminar held last Thursday in Tel 
Aviv, Gary Wexler, an international 
marketing expert, asked the participants 
– approximately 200 activists from 
social organizations – who among them 
personally knew someone who had been 
wounded in the terrorist bombing of the 
Number 14 bus in Jerusalem the day 
before. Twelve people stood up. Wexler 
believes that this fact directly impacts 
the reality of Israeli society – and the 
organizations’ difficulty in enrolling the 
masses in the social struggle.

“It’s obvious that the situation here is 
different from those in other countries,” 
says Wexler. “Everything here is so 
small, close, stressful and concentrated; 
and when we speak of social change, 
there are both positive and negative 
aspects to it. Negative, because people 
here are tired. They feel nothing can 
change until the security situation 
improves. I can understand them,” he 
says. “Sharon knew that Israel would 
pay a heavy price for the assassination 
attempt on Rantisi, and he did it 
anyway. This creates despair.”

But this hard fact also has a positive 
side. “Because everyone here knows 
everybody else, you care more about 
each other. Israelis are committed to 
their country, and there is a certain 
life force that drives them. If the 
government actually does do something 

to improve the situation, they would 
believe even more strongly in this 
society, and shake off the apathy that is 
weighing them down,” Wexler predicts.

“For now, the non-profit organizations’ 
hands are tied, because there is 
something stronger than them that 
is affecting society. They are trying 
to breathe life into this society, but 
they cannot solve the problems by 
themselves.” 

Wexler was invited by Shatil (which 
provides support and consulting services 
for organizations working toward social 
change) and the New Israel Fund to 
lead a seminar for organization activists 
on getting the community involved 
and motivated, in view of the problems 
they’re having getting the grass roots 
to join their social struggle, and their 
abysmal failure to derail [Finance 
Minister] Binyamin Netanyahu’s fiscal 
policy. 

“This seminar is designed to meet an 
important need that we’ve identified 
in the social organizations,” says Shatil 
director Rachel Liel. “I do sense an 
awakening of sorts when it comes to 
everything related to social issues. It’s 
already no longer first and foremost the 
security situation and only afterwards 
the social one: it’s both.

“At the same time, however, I am 
aware that these organizations are 
not managing to gather sufficient 
strength. They are succeeding neither 

in attracting the masses to them, nor in 
advancing significant social processes; 
as a result, they are unable to effect 
change.” 

Nonetheless, Liel emphasizes, it is too 
early to concede defeat. “Although we 
didn’t score any tremendous success 
when it came to stopping Netanyahu’s 
plan, social change should be examined 
from the perspective of time. It’s a 
long process,” she maintains. “We are 
now occupied with learning from our 
mistakes and studying why we ‘failed’. 
The seminar is part of the process of 
learning lessons, part of the thinking: 
how we accumulate power for change.

The Antibiotic Goat
In the first exercise that Wexler gave 
the organizations in the seminar, they 
were asked to split up into groups. 
Some groups were assigned the task of 
marketing products from nature. The 
group comprising Osnat Bar-Or (the 
Diwan al Lajun Theater in Umm el 
Fahm), Giora Rosen (ombudsman for 
Channel 2 News) and Osnat Gispan 
(a Jerusalem Theater Group) chose to 
market a black goat whose milk, they 
claimed, is of much higher quality 
than that of the white goat. “A regular 
antibiotic for children,” they asserted. 

Other groups were asked to marked 
manmade products. The purpose of 
this exercise was to demonstrate to the 
200 participants the difference between 
commercial marketing, which is 
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designed to make a profit, and the social 
marketing in which they are engaged, 
where the objectives are fundraising, 
motivating the community and social 
change. 

“Passion marketing,” Wexler explained 
to those in attendance, “is marketing 
that comes from the soul. When you are 
delivering a message to society, you have 
to come from that place. You’re not 
selling consumer goods; you’re selling 
quality of life.”

According to Wexler, an American Jew 
from Los Angeles, there is a tremendous 
difference between commercial and 
social paradigms. “They are totally 
different roots, which give rise to 
completely different trees,” he says. 
“When someone builds a paradigm 
for products, his obligation is solely to 
make money. When you sell a message 
of values, your objective is to change 
society. Both the money and the people 
will come because of this objective. It is 
more emotional.”

A Problem of Strategy
The day after the seminar, in the lobby 
of the Dan Hotel in Tel Aviv, Wexler 
tried to answer Liel’s questions and 
to analyze the criticisms aimed at the 
social organizations: Why are there 
more social leaders in Israel than social 
revolution? Why is the public apathetic? 
Or, as Israel Twito, leader of “The Loaf 
of Bread,” asked insightfully in Ha’aretz 
two weeks ago: “Why is it that the more 
social organizations we have here, the 
worse the social situation gets?”  

“It’s not fair to link the social 
organizations to the terrible situation 
by saying they’re not helping. For now, 
we have to look at the micro level, 
and not at the macro; because society 
comprises individuals who are helped 
by the organizations,” says Wexler. 
“The question is what would happen f 
they were not here – and not why is no 
progress being made in spite of the fact 
that they’re here.”

Like Liel, Wexler does not believe the 
organizations have failed. “You Israelis,” 
he says, “all that you care about are why 
aren’t there immediate results? You 
don’t have the least bit of patience. The 
whole issue of the third sector is a new 
one in Israel. One must understand 
that it will take years to see the changes 
that the organizations have wrought. 
Currently, their success lies in the 
fact that they exist; and I’m sure that 
gradually, their actions will change the 
awareness of the entire country.”

Yuval Albashan, a lawyer and one of the 
prominent leaders of the social struggle, 
is of the opinion that the organizations 
did not fail, rather they were defeated. 
He told Ha’aretz the reasons he cites 
for the defeat, apart from the security 
situation: the organizations failed to 
raise money, to win politicians over 
to their cause, and to work properly 
with the media. He charges that the 
organizations had trouble setting a joint 
agenda and arousing the community as 
a whole.

“We were able to arrange a group from 
Bat Yam,” Albashan recounts. “They 
could have gotten straight to [former 
Finance Minister] Silvan Shalom’s 
house by taking bus route #1, but they 
demanded reimbursement of their fare. 
This came to a lot of money.”

Wexler rejects this argument out of 
hand. According to him, if the social 
organizers want to bring people to a 
rally, they have to charter buses for 
them. “Only now are you planting the 
seed of the third sector; the seed is small 
but hardy. It is natural that at this stage 
the organizations do not know exactly 
how to do this. If Albashan says people 
didn’t come because they didn’t have 
bus fare, it’s the organizations’ fault, 
because they did not build a strategy. 
If they want to bring people out to 
demonstrations, they have to think 
things through, including bus fare. If 
you don’t have the money for buses, 
don’t hold a demonstration. Part of 

the strategy is how to raise the funds.  
There is a problem of strategy here: they 
don’t plan everything down to the last 
detail.  They don’t see the big picture, 
the entire vision. If someone wants to 
get to a certain point, he has to know 
every detail about how he is going to get 
there.”

This is precisely what Wexler was 
teaching in the seminar: how to build 
marketing strategies and tactics; how 
to work effectively with the media; 
why their vision is so crucial and how 
to focus it; how to work with the 
community and organize it; and why 
their inspiration is more important than 
the information that they are trying to 
convey.

 “Community recruitment is more 
than just demonstrations and strikes,” 
says Wexler. “In order to create social 
change, you need a lot more than 
that: you need to go into schools, 
organizations, reach every individual in 
the society, work on the details.”

Could there be a real social struggle 
in Israel? Wexler expects that some 
organizations will succeed, while others 
will not – but the third sector itself will 
overcome. 

“There is a good foundation here for 
a social struggle,” Wexler says. “There 
is wise leadership, with vision -- and 
people who really care. If after these two 
difficult years, the third sector has not 
yet vanished, it is not going to disappear 
so quickly.”

A PR Pro with a Conscience
Up until 10 years ago, Gary Wexler, 
now head of Gary Wexler and 
Associates, worked as a creative director 
and copywriter for several of the leading 
advertising agencies in the United 
States. After an award-winning career in 
this field, he felt he could no longer fool 

around with “nonsense,” as he calls it. 

“At forty, I realized I could no longer 
write jingles for Coca-Cola to persuade 
people to drink something that rots 
their teeth. I decided I wanted to 
use my talents for something more 
profound,” he recalls.

The Los Angeles riots that erupted in 
1992, in the wake of the beating of 
African-American Rodney King by 
white police officers, were the turning 
point for Wexler. “I felt that as a Jew 
– [a member of] a strong minority in 
the city -- I could teach other minorities 
in the city how to market their pressing 
issues. And I did. In front of 500 people 
– brown, black and yellow – I explained 
to the minorities in the city how they 
could market themselves. After the 
lecture, I said to myself, this could be 
a good career. But my wife said there’s 
no money in it. She is practical. I told 
her: You’re right. But after that night, 
I received phone calls from all sorts of 
organizations that wanted my help. I 
agreed.

“One of the organization’s requesting 
my services in dealing with the media 
was the Jewish Federation. Two months 
after starting his work, Wexler got a call 
from Spielberg’s Shoah Foundation.

“I thought someone was playing a 
practical joke on me, and I hung up the 
phone,” he relates. They called back 
and said, ‘Don’t hang up. It’s really us, 
and we need you. That’s how I began to 
build this business.”

Today, Wexler consults for hundreds 
of social organizations, in the areas 
of environmental protection, social 
justice, women’s rights and civil rights. 
Among his clients are Peace Now, 
the Jerusalem Foundation, the  Ford 
Foundation, Steven Spielberg’s Shoah 
Foundation, ICEF Foundation and 
the UJA/Federation of New York.
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