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Discussion Group #8:

Framing Our Message to Communicate Effectively

Background
To succeed in advancing a system of early care and education in the U.S., we will need to communicate clearly to the public and policymakers what we want.  Practical experience and communications research can guide us to more effective methods.  Communication campaigns use the media, messages and organized activities to effect specific outcomes.  

Julia Coffman of the Harvard Family Research Project says public communication campaigns are “an attempt to shape behavior toward desirable social outcomes.”  There are two main types of campaigns: (1) individual behavior change campaigns, also called public information or public education campaigns, which try to change individual behaviors that lead to social problems (smoking cessation) or promote behaviors that lead to improved individual or social well-being (eating heart-healthy foods); and (2) public will campaigns that attempt to mobilize public action for policy change.  

Public will or public engagement campaigns are the focus of this issue brief.  As Ethel Klein says, “All public engagement campaigns have to figure out what it is that they want the public to do; legislation is often a piece of that.” (Coffman, 2002)  The campaign goal is to get people to act in a way that creates the necessary social context for change and to create the necessary rationale for policy change.  (That could take the form of speaking out publicly, supporting political candidates who support early learning or urging elected officials to pass or fund early learning policy.)

Change is hard, and it takes a long time – especially when you’re building public will. Common sense tells us it’s easier to reduce bad behavior than it is to make positive changes in a policy context.  Even reducing bad behavior takes a long time.  By all accounts it has taken more than 20 years to reduce smoking.  
This issue brief was written on behalf of Smart Start’s National Technical Assistance Center 
by Anne Mitchell and Louise Stoney of the Alliance for Early Childhood Finance 
with assistance from Rachel Perry.

First, there was an individual behavior change campaign to ‘stop smoking’ then the campaign shifted into public engagement mode on the ‘dangers of secondhand smoke’ to create the social context for change (and that government has a role in fixing the problem), which led to smoking bans in public places and government dramatically raising tobacco taxes (by the way, an easier revenue generator than raising other taxes).  The end result is smoking declined measurably – but only after 20 years of high-visibility and expensive issue advertising, public relations and opinion leader outreach combined with an aggressive and long-term legislative strategy. 
The theory of change for public will campaigns is that policy change happens by changing the agenda of the media, public, voters and policymakers.  Policymaker action is assumed to be influenced by business and opinion leaders (especially campaign contributors), and by voters.  To change their agendas takes both priming and framing.  Priming is the idea that people know little about most subjects and depend on the media for information about what matters.  Framing is the idea that people respond to new ideas from frames – mental shortcuts – that are based on internalized values and concepts from personal experience.  

The Berkeley Media Strategies Group (BMSG) has written an extensive handbook on media advocacy strategies for early care and education, called Making the Case for Early Care and Education: A Message Development Guide for Advocates.  It includes an appendix called Mobilizing Support for Child Care:  Five Key Messages by Ethel Klein that reports the results of voter polling research.  Another source of useful information is the FrameWorks Institute message memo on early childhood development frame choices.  This issue brief is based on these sources and the practical wisdom of United Way Success By 6 Communications Director Rachel Perry, a seasoned communications strategist who orchestrated the campaigns that launched and sustained Smart Start along with over a dozen political and issue campaigns.  

BMSG encourages us to:

· Focus on one policy goal at a time. Don’t present the entire system change as a single initiative.  Early childhood education solutions will require large investments and a buildup of political support that can take a very long time – and the full-system price tag alone can deflate even the most committed legislative supporters.  

· Find messages that help frame the issue of early childhood education as a social good, regardless of a particular policy goal.

· Focus on policymakers — those who have the power to create the change that advocates want to see. (Dorfman et al,  2004, page 19)  Messages that appeal to policymakers are usually not the same ones that appeal to child advocates or to parents.

Susan Bales and her colleagues at The Frameworks Institute took a broad perspective on child development and childhood risks in focus groups and interviews with civically active adults and business leaders and based on that gave us information on the frames people use.   

“When reasoning about the early development of young children, Americans have automatic recourse to a small set of internalized frames which we will characterize as follows: 
· The Family Bubble:  Child rearing takes place in the family, making those things that occur outside the family largely irrelevant to the discussion.

·  The Self-Made Child:  The goal of this family-centered child rearing is to raise a successful and self-reliant child, who can “stand on his own two feet in the world,” placing the emphasis on autonomy and self-sufficiency over interdependence.  

· It’s Fate:  Successful development depends largely on pluck and luck, which depends on a complex equation of genes and environment which you are born into and can’t be controlled.  Development is basically automatic (FrameWorks Institute, 2005, page 9-10).

These frames essentially preclude intervention or public support.  Therefore, Bales and others say we need ‘simplifying frames’ to displace these, specifically a frame on ‘brain architecture’ that translates the brain research into a compelling story on how development works and that early experiences affect the structure of the brain.  Bales and her colleagues say that subsequent promising frames are ‘the future’ and the ‘community.’  Don’t go overboard with this rhetoric, but casting the conversation in terms of ‘stewardship’ is an effective way to extend the brain architecture concept. 

Frameworks Institute also cautions us to:

· Make the issue universal – positioning early learning as an opportunity for foundational growth for all children and all parents.

· Make parents and caregivers feel competent and frame positive care giving as something that parents can do any time of the day.

· Avoid expert jargon, bringing scientific research down to a basic and practical level that all parents and caregivers can understand and apply.

· Use simple causal sequences that demonstrate cause and effect, experience and impact.  

A brain research expert who’s been very effective at presenting the brain architecture argument as part of a policy push is Dr. Jack Shonkoff of Brandeis University, a prominent pediatrician who leads the new panel of scientists, the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child.  He’s been addressing the question of why early experiences matter – and why it is worth funding – in his speeches to business and legislative leaders across America.  He’s helping decision makers understand that what communities do to support young children has long-lasting impact on their brain development, their academic future – and that community’s future prosperity. The National Scientific Council on the Developing Child is creating white papers that effectively translate science into concepts that can support your early learning system change efforts.

While Dr. Shonkoff talks to decision makers, many of us also need to be talking to voters as part of our effort to bring about systemic change.   Rachel Perry highly recommends that advocacy groups undertaking major early childhood legislative agendas that require significant funding and policy change consider conducting public opinion research – focus groups and surveys of frequent voters – as part of the messaging spade work.  Working with a local pollster, you can find out how the people in your community perceive the issue (positively and negatively). And a statewide public opinion survey that supports your position makes good news - and can be persuasive with elected officials too.

Ethel Klein, a public opinion pollster in New York, extracted key communications lessons in her polling of voters.  She took them through a series of opposing views on government funding of child care that allowed them to assess the issue from multiple perspectives.  Her study confirmed conclusions from other studies: A majority of voters support public financing of child care. She says, “The polling results underscore that the child care movement does not need to persuade voters about child care, it needs to mobilize supporters and move child care higher up on their political agenda. That’s good news. A mobilization campaign seeks to make an issue more salient - that’s a task that is more complicated but shorter-term than a persuasion or educational campaign.”

She urges us to use five key messages (Klein, 2004, page 35-36):  
1) Remind voters that providing child care is a public responsibility. Using some form of the public good argument such as “Government needs to support and protect its youngest citizens by ensuring that every child has access to affordable, quality child care” builds political support. Six out of ten voters support legislation because they believe children are our future citizens and they need our support, or child care strengthens families or we have the capacity to create a viable, successful child care system in this country. Nine out of ten (94%) people who strongly favor spending $10 billion on affordable child care (core supporters of the child care movement) and 75% of those who favor this legislation (soft supporters) agreed with a social responsibility message at least once across three paired arguments.

2) Reinforce the general message that child care is a social good with specific mention of the successful experience the military has in developing a quality child care system and the need to expand that model to the rest of the country. The public is encouraged when they learn that “The military experience shows that we can have a high quality child care system if we make the commitment.  We should expand the military model to set up a better child care 
system for the rest of the country.” The “can-do” spirit of the argument of the military experience shows that a big, complicated problem like “providing quality child care can be solved if we put our minds to it” also inspires them.

3) Underscore the pragmatic needs facing middle-class families. People make the connection that child care strengthens families when they are reminded. “Given that most middle-class families can no longer survive on just one paycheck, it is important for government to support child care.” In periods of economic stress, this message could be an increasingly powerful counter to opponents’ lambasting child care as a symptom of a materialistic society that values “things” more than children.

4) Press for Pre-K. Voters know quality child care is a positive experience for children but most people do not translate this understanding to supporting child care policy. One way to politicize their understanding is to make a pragmatic argument for pre-k. “Now that we know more about how children learn it makes sense to give parents the option to start preschool at age three.” This connects the abstract information about brain development to a concrete notion of children learning in a “school” setting. It also helps move pre-school into the larger conversation about education reform.

5) Reframe the conversation away from people’s nostalgic wishes for the way things were to a positive statement about how things can be. Realistically, the mommy wars are over. Most children are in and will continue to be in some form of non-parental care. Voters respond when they are extolled to ensure that this be quality care that provides children with a positive, desirable experience. Remind Americans. “Given that the majority of young children are in some form of child care, we need to ensure that children are provided quality care.  When done right, child care promotes language and reading skills, helps kids learn how to get along with others, and helps teach children how to value themselves and others.” The introduction to this statement challenges the listener to “get real” about the need for quality child care.

Early learning advocates in many states – including Texas and Ohio – are engaging political pollsters to conduct focus groups of voters to obtain qualitative and quantitative data to shape and support their communications and legislative strategies.  They’re making significant discoveries.  For example, Republican pollster Frank Luntz found in Ohio that the word “investment” triggered negative reactions among voters.  He recommends that early childhood advocates make their case in the context of “providing parents with choices to provide their children with opportunities.”   Note that his phrases echo the Frameworks Institute advice. 

So – what does all this mean?  Rachel Perry says the brain architecture frame identified by Frameworks Institute is critical – as a first step in your message.  But communicating to decision-makers or voters means making an “ask” – which requires making a case and having a call to action.  As important as the brain architecture concept is, she recommends that you also:
· Define your local/state problem and spell out in concrete, human terms how your policy is part of the answer.

· Lay out the “return on investment” (ROI) that decision makers or voters will get for the funding required to finance your early childhood system.  (If you don’t have numbers, the Perry Preschool Report is still the most effective ROI example, as long as you are specific about the inputs and the returns.)

An effective communication campaign starts by defining what we want to happen then determining who can make that happen – and what messages are persuasive to that target audience.  Then ask:  What’s in the way now of effective messaging?

Here are Perry’s recommendations for basic steps in crafting messaging for public will campaigns:

1. Identify audiences – A public engagement campaign is a “conversation,” so to whom are you talking? Too often, early learning advocates want to talk to the public and the politicians – but those are two distinctly different conversations.  Which one matters most?  Which one comes first? Keep in mind that the messaging may be completely different.  Also think about who may influence either group – should they be your initial targets instead?  In Alabama, the statewide children’s advocacy organization opted to be low-profile and focus on identifying, educating and persuading business leaders statewide – with the idea of activating them the following year as a communications strategy to support an ambitious legislative agenda.
2. Clarify & integrate messages – What are you trying to communicate in this campaign conversation?  Make sure you’re crystal-clear on that, and that you can sum it up in a single paragraph.  Also make sure that the outcomes and ongoing work of all coalition members can fit into that frame.  For example, when you define the problem it’s important to point out what your organization is already doing to solve it.  A formula that Perry offers from her political experience is “good start, right direction, more to do.”  This can make your message more positive, demonstrate results at the community level and reassure your target audience that the problem is “fixable.” 

3.  Clarify & Simplify the Call to Action – What exactly do you want your target audience to do?  Make sure you’ve identified this call to action and that your campaign plan drives toward that specific action.   Keep in mind the experts’ advice to break up comprehensive system change into manageable policy initiatives.   For example, making the case to improve the quality of child care, or helping families pay for child care, or offering pre-kindergarten to all children are all part of advocating for “system change.”  Smart Start was framed that way in North Carolina, policy piece by policy piece. 

At its most basic level, policy communications starts with a problem that your policy is designed to solve.  But the message and its framing must connect to people’s values – to get their heads and hearts around value-based concepts.  
People put their money where their heart is - and where they think it will make a difference.  While most parents are inclined to support early childhood policy, you must still make the case that the expenditure is worthwhile and that it will have results.  Those without kids may be more persuaded by messages that focus on the community’s future well-being. 

But whenever there’s a large pot of money at stake, don’t guess what your target audiences think – ask them! When Perry ran the nation’s largest higher education bond campaign in 2001, initial polling showed public support to be very low.  But focus groups brought out the fact that even parents of college students opposed spending more money on universities.  Parents were skeptical that the universities needed the money because they looked so flush from afar – and nothing could persuade them otherwise.  As a result, the messaging and advertising was shifted to focus on opportunity (more buildings meant more kids could go to college) – and the measure passed overwhelmingly. 

The way to comprehensive system change is usually one step at a time.  Consider that each step is a distinct messaging opportunity – all within a framework that resonates with your decision makers and demonstrates the long-term advantages to your community.  Our challenge as advocates of whole system reform is to maintain our focus on the whole system we desire to implement – knowing what the parts are, how they fit together, which comes first, etc. –  and to understand clearly which parts are ‘moveable’ when.

Additional Resources

The FrameWorks perspective: Strategic frame analysis.  
Bales, Susan N. (2002).

http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/strategicanalysis/perspective.shtml
 “The Framing of Early Child Development and Education 
Lessons from the Communications Research” in Nurturing The National Treasure: Early Childhood Development and Education from Birth to Age 5 
Bales, Susan N. (forthcoming 2006) Alvin Tarlov, editor.  
Public Communication Campaign Evaluation: An Environmental Scan of Challenges, Criticisms, Practice, and Opportunities.  
Coffman, Julia (2002).  Prepared for the Communications Consortium Media Center.  Boston, MA:  Harvard Family Research Project 

Making the Case for Early Care and Education: A Message Development Guide for Advocates.  
Dorfman, Lori, Katie Woodruff, Sonja Herbert & Joel Ervice (2004). Berkeley, CA: Berkeley Media Studies Group. http://www.bmsg.org/pdfs/YellowBook.pdf 

Talking Early Child Development and Exploring the Consequences of Frame Choices: A FrameWorks Message Memo.  

FrameWorks Institute (July 2005).  http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/products/frameworksmemo_1.pdf 

Mobilizing Support for Child Care:  Five Key Messages.  
Klein, Ethel D. (2004) Berkeley, CA: Berkeley Media Studies Group.  http://www.bmsg.org/pdfs/YellowBookAppendix.pdf 


The National Scientific Council on the Developing Child is a multidisciplinary collaboration designed to institutionalize and extend the work that culminated in the preparation and release of From Neurons to Neighborhoods through the active, ongoing dissemination of accessible research findings on early childhood development to the media, the public, and the nation's policymakers.

www.developingchild.net 
Pennsylvania Partnerships for Children has translated the FrameWorks advice into a Communications Toolkit for advocates of PreK in Pennsylvania.  To find out more, contact comm@papartnerships.org
Translating school readiness:  How to talk abut investing in young children.  
Issue Brief September 2005.  Voices for America’s Children (2005).  Washington DC  http://www.voicesforamericaschildren.org/Template.cfm?Section=Browse_by_Organization&CONTENTID=6318&TEMPLATE=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm 
Discussion Questions
1. We have a ‘whole system’ approach to reform.  What are the essential parts of our reform plan that we could move one by one?  

2. Does the concept of a multi-sector quality rating system hold promise as a framework that advances whole system reform? What constituency/constituencies is/are our focus to advance this concept?  What are the most effective frames for that audience?

3. Does the concept of an early learning accountability system – aligned and mutually reinforcing program standards, practitioner standards and child outcome standards – with their associated assessment strategies hold promise as a framework that advances whole system reform?  What constituency/constituencies is/are our focus for this?  What are the most effective frames for that audience?

4. Could we use the concept of an early education system, akin to the K-12 or higher education system, as a messaging frame?  Might the ‘opportunity’ argument that worked in Perry’s higher education bond campaign be workable?

5. Tackling one policy element at a time, for example, QRS or PreK, what is our ‘ask’?  What constituency is our focus?  What are the most effective frames for that audience?
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