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3 Key Questions



Why Think about Framing?

Why is Effective Communication So Hard?

So What Do We Do?



...A Critical Opportunity

Geo-political shifts --> Less pressure on countries to uphold human rights 

More focus on security --> less focus on human rights 

Lack of public will/demand  

An Urgent Need

+

...Because Your Issues Are In Danger



“Movements are engaged in ‘meaning-work’…the struggle 
over the production of ideas of meaning...The failure of 
mass mobilization when structural conditions seem 
otherwise ripe may be accounted for by the absence of a 
resonant master frame.”  

                                                         - Snow and Benford (1998)

...Because Opportunity is Not Enough
Social Change Requires a Master Frame
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...Because Opportunity is Not Enough
Social Change Requires a Master Frame

1. Effective Messages (Frames Matter)

2. Effective Dissemination (a Strategy-Strategy)
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1. Effective Messages (Frames Matter)
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EFFECTIVE
 FRAMING

2. Effective Dissemination: A Strategy-Strategy
Splintering Vs. Amplifying Effects
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Education

Child Development
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Effectively
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Core Story 

Sticky

Passable

Changed Public 
Understanding; 

Demand for 
Better Policies 



What Does a Strategy-Strategy Look Like? 

Lasswell’s Model of Communication:
Who says what in which channel to whom and with what effects
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WHO SAYS WHAT CHANNEL TO WHOM EFFECTS

Lasswell’s Model of Communication:
Who says what in which channel to whom and with what effects

Policymakers 
& Engaged 

Citizenry

Influential 
Frame 

Sponsors

High-Status 
Publications 
& Speeches

Well-Framed 
Explanations 
of Science of 

ECD

Increased 
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& Support



...Because Frames Can Make Change
changes in communication

changes in discourse

changes in thinking

changes in policy 



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



Why Think about Framing?

Why is Effective Communication So Hard?

So What Do We Do?



...Because You Have a Problem
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Improving the CJ system is 
about supporting individuals 
and meeting needs so that 
people can better decisions.

You Say...They Think
Yes! And the best way to affect 
these decisions is to make 
punishment more severe across 
the board so people will think 
twice before deciding to break the 
law! One strike and you’re out... 

Our current system denies 
immigrants their basic 
rights and makes them 
vulnerable to worker 
exploitation.

Sure, all people deserve
respect, but if you’re one of 
those people who chose to 
break the law, why should you 
get the same rights as
those of us who follow it?

Persistence stress can lead 
to mental health problems 
in children and have long 
term negative effects on 
developmental outcomes. 



 “People approach the world not as naïve, blank-slate receptacles who take in 
stimuli …in some independent and objective way, but rather as experienced and 
sophisticated veterans of perception who have stored their prior experiences as 
an organized mass. This prior experience then takes the form of expectations 
about the world, and in the vast majority of cases, the world, being a systematic 
place, confirms these expectations, saving the individual the trouble of figuring 
things out anew all the time.” 

-- Deborah Tannen, Framing in Discourse. New York: Oxford University Press, 1993.

Opinions as Expectations









...Because Effective Communication is 
Frequently Not Logical





It’s NOT about Louder or More



Numerical Data Charts, Graphs, 
Tables, More Data More Evidence

Epiphany

It’s NOT about Louder or More



It’s NOT about Correcting Mistakes

People misremembered the myths as true.

Got worse over time.

Attributed false information to the CDC.



Beliefs that vaccines 
have serious side 

effects

Nyhan, B., Reifler, J., Richey, S. and Freed G.L. (2014) Effective 
Messages in Vaccine Promotion: A Randomized Trial. Pediatrics; 
March 3, 2014; DOI: 10.1542/peds.2013-2365 

Intent to vaccinate 

It’s NOT (Just) About Resonance





I can’t put it into layman’s language for you. I 
don’t know any layman’s language. 



It Is About the Swamp

Knowing what’s in the swamp that’s eating your messages

Using proven strategies to get your messages out alive



Public Safety and Criminal Justice
What’s in the swamp of . . .

Rational actor
“Rotten eggs”
 Parents 

Causes of Crime Responsible 
Inept, wasteful

Government

Fairness
Uniform: sentencing  needs to be consistent
Contextual: punishment takes context into account

The System
Police
Corrupt individuals
Broken beyond repair

Context matters 
Context and Circumstances

Solutions
????????????
Fatalism 
Affect decision calculus: ! surveillance, !punishment
Find the dirty cops and get them out of the system

Historical progress
Separate fates
Minority “culture” (lack of self-
makingness)

Race







Questions?



Why Think about Framing?

Why is Effective Communication So Hard?

So What Do We Do?





5 Framing Fundamentals



Framing Fundamental #1:
Figure Out What You Want to Translate 

Before You Try to Translate It



How does “it” work?
•Environments contain factors that threaten or facilitate positive outcomes to various degrees. 
•Environments vary in the degree to which they are invested with such factors.
•Individuals vary in susceptibility to environmental factors.
•That variability originates in the body’s genetic instructions, but experiences can adjust susceptibility 

by shaping whether, and how fully, genes are expressed and by building competency. 

What are the solutions?
•Better outcomes can be cultivated by promoting protective factors and reducing risk factors.  
•Supportive relationships are a key protective factor.
•Skills can be cultivated that mitigate vulnerability to risk factors. 

The Expert Story of Resilience: 
Positive Outcomes in the Face of Adversity

What does the science say about “resilience”?
•Resilience is a positive outcome in the face of adversity. 
•Resilience is explained by each individual’s unique combination of bio susceptibility, and experiences 

that facilitate compensational skills.  



Framing Fundamental #2:
Use Values To Direct Thinking



Values: 
enduring beliefs, which orient individuals’ attitudes and 
behavior (perceptual lenses)  

Shared Fate/Common Good Pragmatism Prevention



But Which Values Work?
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Sample
Ingenuity

Society needs to invent and replicate 
more effective policies and programs for 
young children.  Some innovative areas 
have been able to design high-quality 
programs for children, but many areas 
don’t have access to these innovations.
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Dependent
Variable:

Dependent Variable: CMH Policies
• Mental health and substance abuse services should be available and affordable 

for all parents, caregivers and children who need them.
• Victims of child abuse should receive priority in the allocation of mental health 

funds so that appropriate treatment can be given to prevent the cycle from 
continuing when they reach adulthood.

• Sufficient numbers of well-trained professionals with expertise in mental health 
services should be recruited, trained and licensed to serve the documented needs 
of families with young children.

• Early care and education professionals should be required to receive training in 
mental health screening to aid in their early detection of mental health concerns 
in young children.

• Culturally and linguistically appropriate screening services for early detection of 
mental health concerns in young children and their families should be available 
to all who need them.



But Which Values Work?
 An Empirical Question

Random 
assignment to

treatment 
group

Independent Variable:
Values

1.Prosperity
2.Ingenuity
3.Prevention
4.Vulnerability
5.Control

5,322 on-line
participants 

Sample

Support for 
CMH Policies

Dependent
Variable:

Diffs btwn 
treatment and 
control groups 
(controlling for 
demographic 

variability)

Analysis
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Framing Fundamental #3:
Explain How Things Work to Make People 

Better Thinkers 



Cause Solution



Causal Explanations

Child Development: 5%
Community Factors: 5%
Individual Factors: 4%

NO CAUSE MENTIONED: 86% 86%

4%
5%5%

Unfortunately....



Makes something that is hard to understand easier to understand, by 
comparing it to something concrete and familiar

The Explanatory Metaphor:

≈
Brain Development Building/Architecture

Brain Architecture



The Power of  ‘How’

“I think you should be more explicit here in step two.”
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Consistent Effects that are 
Positive in Relation to 

Communications Goals



What the Metaphors were Designed to “Do”

1. Systems Shape Outcomes: Help people understand how 
systems affect individual and group outcomes

2. Ineffective and Inefficient: Explain that the current system is 
ineffective, inefficient and creates poor/disparate outcomes

3. Change System-->Improve Outcomes: Allow people to see 
how system-level solutions have can improve outcomes 



The Maze

Our current criminal justice system is 
like an exceptionally difficult maze, 
with too many paths in and too few 

ways out. Let’s redesign it.

A metaphor for flaws in the system that contribute 
to mass incarceration and other problems

Strategic way to redirect these public 
perceptions...

Individualism 

Rational Actor

Fairness = Uniformity

Fatalism

Works to:
Establish Systems Perspective  

Illustrate how Systems Affect Individuals

Clarify “Design” as Problem and Re-
Design as Solution



Framing Fundamental #4:
Don’t Forget the Solutions



The Magic Combination

Baseline Low Motivation

Fatalism MagicHi Urgency

Hi Efficacy

Low Urgency 

Low Efficacy



Don’t Forget the Solutions
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Solutions: Don’t Leave Them Out

Sense of problem cannot outweigh sense of solution

Urgency + Efficacy = Magic Combination 

Solutions need an explanatory approach--people need to see 
how they work to improve outcomes 





Framing Fundamental #5:
We Think in Story...Always Tell a Story



Values
(why the issue matters)

Metaphors
(how the issue works) A B

Solutions
(what to do and why)

Understanding, Efficacy, Support

{ Facts/Examples
(why the issue is important)

Narrative
(what is the issue about)
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The Only Way to Counter a Story...
Is With a Better Story 
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The Only Way to Counter a Story...
Is With a Better Story 



Wide Angle
 Lens

Framing With 
Numbers

Talking Skills 
& Learning

Framing 
Fundamentals

A C A D E M Y

And many more courses to come!

Frame On
Interested in learning more?

FrameWorks Academy lets you dig deeper

FrameWorks Academy is a multimedia online 
learning platform offering self-paced, self-

directed courses on strategic framing.

• Build understanding of obstacles to effective 
communications.

• Gain actionable insights and examples to help 
build public support and understanding of a 
range of social issues.

Visit www.frameworksacademy.org
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