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National Human Services Assembly
• Our 80 members, the largest national human service
organizations in the U.S., reach and support nearly
every household in America.
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Source: FrameWorks Institute, Handed to them on a Plate: Map the Gaps Report, 2013.

You Say…They Think
We are failing to do right by
children and youth. Child
poverty, youth homelessness,
and juvenile delinquency
threaten the health and wellbeing of the next generation.
Isn’t it time to invest more?

What doesn’t kill you makes you
stronger! Poor kids have to fight
to overcome adversity, which
makes them tougher and
ultimately more successful. It
helps if they have good strong
parents behind them, helping
them make the right choices.

Source: FrameWorks Institute, You Say They Think, 2014.

Cultural Models

What Is
Well-Being?

What Threatens
Well-Being?

• Financial Health
• Physical Health

• Lack of Willpower
• Bad Parents

How Do We
Improve
Well-Being?
 Individuals are
Responsible
 Government is Inept and
Corrupt
 Informal Networks

What are Human
Services and
How do they Work?
• Cognitive Hole
• Direct Aid to Needy
• Charity and Compassion

Avoid Correcting Mistakes

Avoid Correcting Mistakes

• People misremembered the myths as
true.

• Got worse over time.
• Attributed false information to the CDC.
Source: Skurnik et al 2005,
Journal of American Medical
Association

• Fatalism
• Fatigue
• Skepticism

Reasonable Tone
• Sensible
• Doable
• All in this Together

Source: FrameWorks Institute, Taking Tone Seriously as a Frame Cue, 2002.

The Personal Story

Source: FrameWorks Institute, Vivid Examples: What They
Mean and Why You Should be Careful Using Them, 2006.

Widen the Lens: Systemic Challenges

Source: FrameWorks Institute.
http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/workshops/wideanglelens/chil
dren/part1-12.html

Widen the Lens: Collective Solutions

Source: FrameWorks Institute, Episodic vs Thematic Stories, 2007.

Widen the Lens: Solutions
What will this story do?
Who is the star of the story?
• Keep the focus on context and solutions.
• Use individual examples to point to larger
themes/trends
• Empowered vs Disenfranchised
• Fix the Person vs Fix the Problem
• Inspire motivation vs evoking sympathy

What cultural models might “eat” this message?
Growing up in poverty increases the chances that an
American will continue to live in poverty as an adult. That's
of course bad for those people directly affected and also
bad for the economy. Furthermore, it casts a long shadow
on The American Dream.
A common response to intergenerational poverty is to scale
back forms of direct aid to families — welfare, food stamps,
etc. — that are frequently labeled as creating dependency.
This position flies in opposition to the facts. Research shows
that giving aid to a family increases the chances that a child
will not continue to live in poverty as an adult. If we want to
end intergenerational poverty in America, we should be
giving families more aid — not less.
To state the obvious, money is a big deal. Having more
money makes all sorts of things possible — a healthier diet,
higher quality child care, a move to a safer environment, a
trip to a museum or other experiences that expand a child's
world. Kids with access to any of these things are more likely
to thrive.

The Solution: Framing

Elections vs Issue Evolution
• Zero Sum, Winner Takes All
• Just enough change +
Just enough votes
• Short-term/Scorched Earth
• Public feels disengaged

• Positive sum, Inclusive
• Build up of consistent
stream of messages
• Long-term, Incremental
change
• Public feels engaged

Research-based Communications

1. Frame A
2. Frame B
4000+ online
participants nationally
representative
sample

Analysis

Treatment Groups

Sample

Random
assignment to a
treatment group

3. Frame C
4. Control (No Prime)

Outcome
Measures

• Attitudes
• Knowledge
• Policy
Support

Diffs btwn
treatment and
control groups
(controlling for
demographic
variability)

A Well-Framed Story Arc:

Answering the public’s big questions about social issues

Why does
this matter?

‣VALUES

What’s this about?
How does this
work?

If it’s not
working, why
not?

‣ METAPHORS
‣ EXAMPLES
‣EXPLANATIONS

What can we
do about it?

‣
PRINCIPLES
‣ EFFICACY
‣ SOLUTIONS

A Well-Framed Story Arc:

Answering the public’s big questions about social issues

Why does
this matter?

Human
Potential: Human
services help
everyone to reach
our potential, so
we can all
contribute fully to
our communities

What’s this about?
How does this
work?

If it’s not
working, why
not?

What can we
do about it?

Which Value works? That’s an empirical question.
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Human Potential

Redirect public perceptions from:
• Individuals are Responsible
• Well-Being = Financial SelfSufficiency
• Well-Being = Physical Health

Conveys human services as:
Your issue matters because...
“When we support well-being, we
make sure that everyone can reach
their potential and fully contribute
to our communities.”

• Applicable to everyone
• When people reach their full
potential, everyone benefits

Framed with Crisis and
Fatalism
As lawmakers wrestle with the budget, funding
for vital services are at risk of being gutted.
The cuts proposed would shut the door to
critical services for hundreds of thousands of
individuals and families across the state. But
then what? Families in need are not going
away. For each proposed cut, some basic
questions need to be answered. What is the
impact on the family denied access to services
and how much will that impact end up costing
the state in the long run? How many people
losing elder or disability care, for example,
would require institutionalization, which is far
more expensive? How much more will
taxpayers end up having to support in costs
associated with increased ER visits and
escalated healthcare cases? We need a budget
that is prudent, reasonable and doesn’t end up
costing more than it saves. Cutting in the dark
is never a good idea.

Reframed with Building WellBeing
As our policymakers use our most important
civic tool for peering into the future - our
public budget - we must make it a priority to
attend to our nation’s most important asset our human potential. When we support wellbeing, we ensure that everyone can
contribute to our communities. To do that,
we must maintain and protect the initiatives
that foster people’s potential. For example,
nurse visits for people with disabilities keeps
them home and out of institutions, which
keeps our communities vibrant. Health and
nutrition efforts targeted at families today
make sure that children’s talents and gifts will
be available to our workforce tomorrow. A
good budget meets our needs today and
plans for the future - so let’s keep in mind
that we need everyone’s potential for the
civic, social, and economic well-being of our
communities.

Framing Activity
“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 party or networking event.
Set up your work with Human Potential, using the Value before
mentioning particulars.
Example: I’m Nancy, and my work makes sure that the gifts and
talents of older Americans remain available to our communities after
they retire. I run a program that taps their skills for volunteer-run
organizations.
Write your introduction on an index card. Then we will share them with
the group.

A Well-Framed Story Arc:

Answering the public’s big questions about social issues

Why does
this matter?

What’s this about?
How does this
work?
Construction:
Well-being is built,
by a team, over
time

Human Potential:
Human services
help everyone to
reach our
potential, so we
can all contribute
fully to our
communities

If it’s not
working, why
not?

What can we
do about it?

Metaphors
Help You Navigate the
Swamp
Uses the power of analogy
to channel attention to
certain features of an issue
- and redirect attention
away from others

Building Well-Being
Emphasizes the need for
support and reinforcement
throughout a lifetime
Describes well-being as
supports and foundation, not
bootstraps
Implies a sense of communal
responsibility (can’t build a
house by yourself!)
Source: FrameWorks Institute, Talking Human Services MessageMemo, 2015

Framed with Fatalism +
Corrupt Government

Reframed with Human
Potential + Construction

Leading the Conversation
There is a movement to convert Medicaid
into a Framed
block grant,with
likely Crisis
eliminating
andthe
guarantee that everyone who’s eligible
would receive it Fatalism
and giving states sweeping
new authority to restrict eligibility, cut
benefits, and make it harder for people to
enroll.
A Medicaid block grant would institute deep
cuts to federal funding for state Medicaid
programs and threaten benefits for tens of
millions of low-income families, senior
citizens, and people with disabilities. To
compensate for these severe funding cuts,
states would likely have no choice but to
institute draconian cuts to eligibility,
benefits, and provider payments. To
illustrate the likely magnitude of these cuts,
an analysis from the Urban Institute of an
earlier block grant proposal found that
between 14 and 21 million people would
eventually lose their Medicaid coverage..

When we support well-being, we make sure that
everyone can reach their potential and fully
contribute to our communities. When the building
materials for well-being are not available, people
and communities may have difficulty weathering
life’s storms. Health care that supports physical
and mental health is a keystone for well-being and
resilience. Medicaid provides that care for 20% of
our population. Getting health concerns addressed
can mean being able to stay in your home, at a job,
or engaged in your community. Medicaid creates
the stability we all need to do well in life.
Converting Medicaid into a block grant would
make it harder to ensure that everyone who’s
eligible receives it. It also makes it more likely that
some states would restrict eligibility, cut benefits,
and make it harder for people to enroll.
Up to 21 million people, one-third of those
currently eligible, could lose access to health care,
including preventative doctor visits, cancer
screenings, and prescription medicines. As we
seek to keep our communities vibrant, let’s make
sure our policy makers know that the current
Medicaid system works.

Framing Activity

Your group will be assigned a broad area of human services work.
Work together to “map” different examples of that work to the
Construction metaphor. Try to come up with about 5 examples and
how you might describe them using this tested Explanatory
Metaphor.
Quality Health Care= reinforces a weakening foundation
or builds resilience over time
Basic needs assistance = essential materials for maintaining a sturdy
structure that can weather life’s storms
Mentors = architects helping to design a young person’s future
Bonus points for creativity! Double bonus points for using the
Reframe Card!
Work for 15 minutes, then we’ll share out.

A Well-Framed Story Arc:

Answering the publics big questions about social issues

Why does
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by a team, over
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If it’s not
working, why
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Construction:Shaky
foundations, missing
materials, life’s storms can all
negatively impact wellbeing

What can we
do about it?

Framed with Vulnerable
Populations
Our organization is focused on helping the
diverse children and families in our
community who have significant
psychological, emotional and behavioral
problems, resulting from abuse or neglect,
trauma and mental illness. To achieve our
mission, we a family-centered approach
and offers bilingual/bicultural services. In
2016, our organization provided a variety
of therapy services to over 1450 children
and adults.

Reframed with
Construction/Life’s Storms
Our organization builds the well-being of
children and families in a caring
community of skilled and dedicated
professionals. Our communities’ future—
our social and economic vitality—depends
upon all children having the opportunity to
grow up into healthy adults, cognitively,
socially, and emotionally. That means
making sure children have the resources
and supports they need to build strong
brains and bodies. But when children are
exposed to chronic, toxic stressors such as
abuse or neglect, the effects can be like
constructing a building on a shaky
foundation: these experiences can have
negative, long-lasting health
consequences. Preventing abuse and
intervening early and effectively when
abuse does occur are two important ways
we can help children maintain or regain
the stable foundation they need.
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Construction:Shaky
foundations, missing
materials, life’s storms can all
Construction: Well-being
negatively impact wellbeing
is about planning and
maintenance
Life Cycle Examples
Demonstrate how
programs support
well-being
throughout life, show
the scope of human
services, and
highlight prevention.

Examples
Help You Navigate
the Swamp
Illustrate particular facets
of an issue, focusing on
those that deepen
understanding, motivate
engagement, and drive
policy support

LifeCycle Examples

•
•
•

Be specific. Offer concrete examples to help people understand
what the term refers to. Drop jargon.
Provide examples of planning, prevention, and remediation.
Offering examples of the different types of services, reinforces a
broader understanding of the functions of human services.
Emphasize a diverse array of recipients. Given the default
assumption that human services are only for people living in
poverty, use examples to illustrate how we all rely on human
services at points in our lives. Broadening understanding of
recipients is critical to cultivate support for human services.
Source: FrameWorks Institute, Handed to them on a Plate: Map the Gaps Report, 2013.

Which of these Life Cycle Examples is
framed most strategically?

a) Violence threatens Americans in every stage of
life: infant neglect, childhood sexual trauma, and
elder abuse are all occurring at epidemic
proportions in our society.

b) When we establish a strong foundation for wellbeing through early learning programs, build on it
through advocacy for youth development, and
shore it up through opportunities to stay engaged
throughout adulthood and later life, we make sure
that our communities remain safe and vibrant.

c) Children who participate in Head Start have
benefits throughout their lifespan, from academic
gains in elementary school, to decreased
absences from school as adolescents, to reduced
involvement in crime as adults.

Which of these Life Cycle Examples is
framed most strategically?

a) Violence threatens Americans in every stage of
life: infant neglect, childhood sexual trauma, and
elder abuse are all occurring at epidemic
proportions in our society.

b) When we establish a strong foundation for
well-being through early learning programs, build
on it through advocacy for youth development,
and shore it up through opportunities to stay
engaged throughout adulthood and later life, we
make sure that our communities remain safe and
vibrant.

c) Children who participate in early learning have
benefits throughout their lifespan, from academic
gains in elementary school, to decreased
absences from school as adolescents, to reduced
involvement in crime as adults.

Lifethe
Cycle
Example
Leading
Conversation
Early Childhood: We know from multiple research studies that the infrastructure of
well-being is built in the earliest years of life, establishing a sturdy or a shaky
Framed
with
CrisisWe ensure that pre-school aged children have a
foundation
for
all
that
follows.
Framed
with Crisis
and
Fatalism
strong academic and social foundation.

and Fatalism

Youth: Adolescence is a time when the structure of well-being can be tested by life
storms – especially for youth in foster care. Our program provides activities and
support designed to connect with and challenge children in foster care to help build
their confidence. Michelle, a teen in foster care, said that this program helped
recognize her own potential. Our organization advocates for public policies to insure
continued investment in these programs.
Young Adults: In early adulthood, people need community connections to maintain
well-being, and sometimes need specific supports. Ours residences offer young
adults with mental illness support, services, and encouragement so that they can live
as independently as possible. In this way, these young people can also contribute to
their communities. Cheryl, a young adult at Shady Oaks, volunteers at a local
elementary school, and is in the process of finding employment. “The staff is pretty
cool,” says Cheryl. “They help me with my needs and let me do my own stuff.”

Source: FrameWorks Institute, Talking Human Services MessageMemo, 2015

AVOID

ADVANCE

Letting the public narrowly define
“human services”

Broader, fuller picture of the sector:
research, advocacy, direct services

Charity and Compassion

Safety net for the vulnerable

PROBLEM PROBLEM PROBLEM
solution?

Skilled, essential profession

Varying supports for everyone
across the lifespan
problem

SOLUTIONS SOLUTIONS
SOLUTIONS

Learn More

• iflanagan@nassembly.org
• www.nassembly.org
• www.frameworksinstitute.org

