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FrameWorks is on a mission...

to advance the nonprofit sector's capacity  
to frame the public discourse on social problems.



A Multidisciplinary Approach to Communications

PUBLIC HEALTHLANGUAGE & LINGUISTICSADVOCACY

DESIGN & DIGITAL MEDIAADMINISTRATIONCOMMUNICATIONS, CAMPAIGNS, & MEDIA

SOCIOLOGYPOLITICAL SCIENCE ANTHROPOLOGY & PSYCHOLOGY



• Annie E. Casey Foundation - how to make the most powerful case for children’s issues 

• Charles Hamilton Houston Institute for Race and Justice – how to frame a progressive 
agenda on criminal justice reform, including youth justice and racial disparities 

• National Human Services Assembly - how to build support for a range of social services 
and reframe the conversation about supporting healthy development across the lifespan 

• Nellie Mae Education Foundation - how to make the case for transforming the ed system 

• Jacksonville Partnership for Child Health - cross-sector, inter-agency network working 
to build support for child mental health as a key to reducing disparities in child outcomes

FrameWorks investigates the communications aspects of social 
issues



Why Does Framing Matter?   
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Because Understanding is Frame Dependent



ThinkingCommunication Discourse Policy & Practice

Because Frames Can Help Make Change



Changes in Communication



Changes in Discourse



2002 2011

Only 42% understood that 
infants can communicate 
before they learn to speak.

Public unsure whether babies’ 
cries were ‘conscious 
manipulation’ or expressions 
of genuine need.

85% understood that for infants, 
cries and signals indicate a 
genuine need for adult 
attention.

96% understood that infants 
can communicate before 
they learn to speak.

Changes in Thinking



CALIFORNIA SENATE PASSES RESOLUTION ASKING 
GOV TO LOOK AT INTERVENTION POLICIES TO 
ALLEVIATE “TOXIC STRESS” IN CHILDREN

Changes in Policy & Practice



Because You Have a Problem



The Field 

AAA BBB

Public

You need to reframe when:

You Say ... They Think



Our homes have powerful 
effects on our health and 
wellbeing. We need to put 
policies in place that help 
assure that everyone has access 
to quality, affordable housing. 

You Say...They Think

PublicExpert/Advocate



Talk with a neighbor about any “You say…they think” experiences you have had. 
Think about the following questions: 

• What do you think was causing the lost in translation moment? 
• What strategies did you use to translate your perspective? 

Framing Practice
You say…they think



What People Do When Faced with the  
BackFire Effect 

Provide more data 

Emphasize Urgency 

Focus on Opportunity



Backfire: 
Death by Data



The Bad: 
Death by Data



Backfire: Crisis Framing





Advocates

All members of society 
should have the opportunity 

to live in safe, healthy, 
affordable housing

Public

The “Opportunity” Trap



Advocates

All members of society 
should have the opportunity 

to live in safe, healthy, 
affordable housing

Public

The problem with “Opportunity”



#1  
Understand What You’re  

Up Against & Get Strategic   

Cultural Models

AVOID

ADVANCE







•  Assumptions and understandings created 
through years of experience and exposure.  

•  Taken-for-granted and largely automatic. 

•  Relied on to interpret, organize and make 
meaning of experiences.

Cultural Models



What’s in the Swamp? 



Housing
What’s in the swamp of...

“Housing”= 
Assisted Housing 

• Responsible for Regulating Rentals 
• Inefficient and Corrupts 

Government

• Rising Costs 
• Just the Basics 
• Segregation is Natural 

Consumerism

• Healthy Housing = Do No Harm 
• Visible Contaminants 
• Stress Affects Health 

Housing as Threat

• Protection from Outside World 
• What Surrounds Us Shapes Us 
• Open Children 

Context
• Mentalism 
• Individual Responsibility 
• The Good Old Days 
• Evil Slumlord

Individualism

Fatalism



Swamp Drop



What cultural models are activated by this message? 
 Is there any conversation about reforming CEQA in Sacramento? None. Any 
chance of reforming Proposition 13? Very little. The only discussion to date 
involves the so-called “split-roll” that would raise commercial rates while 
leaving Proposition 13’s limits on residential property taxes untouched. This 
will only make the local government bias against residential real estate worse. 
And so, California families continue to face a very real housing crisis. The state 
leaders, meanwhile, are not helping. It’s the cruelest irony; we have a housing 
crisis, and California’s leaders are not addressing it. They’re merely professing 
to help with costly policy gimmicks that are no substitute for freeing the 
market to align supply with demand. 



What cultural models are activated by this message? 
Taking good care of yourself and your family is important. You try to eat 
healthy foods. You see your health care provider for checkups. You try to 
protect your family from accidents and illness. You want to live in a safe 
neighborhood and home. There is a direct relationship between your home 
and your health. A healthy home can reduce or prevent some health 
problems. A house, apartment, or building should be maintained to support 
the health of its residents. 



#2  
Shift the Big Idea



Values help shift from affordability to availability 
From

Affordability

To

Fairness and 
Interdependence 
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Thinking About “Affordability”



Thinking About “Affordability”

Cues consumerism

Solutions stuck in effort and income



Fairness Across Places 
Our zip codes—where we live— shouldn’t determine 
our success in life. That’s why we need to make are 
that all communities share the critical resources they 
need, like good homes that people can afford. 

Regional Interdependence 
Our region only prospers when all of the communities 
in it prosper. That’s why we need to make sure that all 
communities have the critical resources they need, like 
good homes that people can afford. 
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Values and Housing



Interdependence

Your issue matters because:

Redirect public perceptions away from:

Move public thinking towards: 

We are all connected. What impacts 
one part of our community effects 
us all. 

• What surrounds us shapes us 
• Shared fates and benefits 
• Collective impacts

• Consumerism 
• Separate Fates 
• Individualism



Need affordable senior housing? You may 
be waiting years

RETIREMENT

By Caitlin McCabe

The Philadelphia Inquirer (TNS)

Updated February 7, 2019 6:00 PM

Cities recognize connections, make 
seniors’ access to affordable homes a 
priority



Framing Practice
Leading with a tested Value.

“What do you do?”  
We often answer this question with our title or our organization. 
What if we responded with the WHY of what we do?  
 
Imagine that you’re introducing yourself at a social gathering. 
Set up your work with Interdependence, using the Value before mentioning particulars. 
Example: I’m Nancy, and my work makes sure that all of the talents and energy  of San Mateo 
County are available to strengthen our communities no matter where they live. I run a 
program that keeps everyone connected by making sure quality housing is available to all.  

Use your Reframe Card to put in as strong a “dose” of the Value as you can manage.  



Strategies to use Backfires to avoid

• Shift the big idea to focus on 
availability))))))) 

• Use Regional Interdependence + Fairness  
to explain why homes matter 

• Connect policy to housing availability 

• Balance urgency and efficacy when 
describing problems and solutions

• Avoid the “consumerism” frame and 
Personal Responsibility backfire 

• Avoid the Crisis + Fatalism and Personal 
Responsibility backfires 

• Avoid the Crisis + Fatalism  and Zero 
Sum Thinking backfires 

• Avoid the Crisis + Fatalism backfire

A Conference Framing ChallengeEach strategy helps avoid a backfire



• Where do you see opportunities to use these framing tools in your 
communications? 

• Who isn’t here today who should be part of the discussion about 
affordable housing?  

• What other ideas do you have for disseminating a reframed message?

Reflections



Q&A



Thank you!

© 2019  FrameWorks Institute 
Slides in this presentation were developed by the FrameWorks Institute for individual use and cannot be represented, adapted, or distributed without the express written permission of 

FrameWorks.  All images in this presentation are licensed for the purpose of this presentation only and may not be reproduced elsewhere.

www.frameworksinstitute.org @FrameWorksInst FrameWorks Institute

http://www.frameworksinstitute.org

