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Framing for More Effective Advocacy
Changing the  Conversation On Child Development, Abuse, and Neglect



FrameWorks Is On a Mission...

to advance the not-for-profit sector's capacity 

to translate relevant expertise and enhance public 

understanding of social issues.
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A Multidisciplinary Approach





FrameWorks’ Research on Child Development
A Robust Evidence Base

n >95,000 people
Research since 2001, with major partners and sponsors including...



FrameWorks’ Research on Child Development
International Reach



Why Framing Matters



FramingInvolves a Set of Choices



The purpose of screening adolescents for 
alcohol and drug use is to catch and punish 
this behavior.

23% 
say 
yes

The purpose of asking adolescents about
alcohol and drug use is to catch and punish 
this behavior.

3% 
say 
yes

The purpose of having a conversation 
with adolescents about alcohol and drug 
use 
is to catch and punish this behavior.

1% 
say 
yes

#1 Understanding is Frame Dependent
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#2 Frames that “Work”…



#3 Framing Can Unite a Field



#4 Re-frames Create Social Change

ThinkingCommunication

Discourse Policy & Practice



Map the terrain Design and test frames Engage the field 

How Do We Reframe an Issue?



What You’re Up Against





“What comes to mind when you think about…?”
Child Development



“What comes to mind when you think about…?”
Child Abuse and Neglect



Child Development,
Abuse, and Neglect

What’s in the Swamp of…

Willpower
Effort explains 

individual differences Family Bubble
Parental behavior explains 

individual differences

Black Box of 
Development
???

Solutions
• ???

• Awareness / Education

• Punishment

• Fatalism
Causes
• Normalization

• Perpetrator

• Interference with 

care

Spectrum of 
Severity
neglect < emotional < physical < sexual



You Say… They Think…

Advocates The Public

AAA BBBCULTURE!



Advocates

Children’s early years are 
critical for development. 

Inadequate support can 

cause lifelong problems.

Life’s hard. Life’s supposed 
to be hard. What doesn’t kill 

you makes you stronger.

The Public

You Say… They Think…

Willpower



Advocates

Experiencing abuse can 

damage a child’s health and 
future. We need to invest in 

interventions to help break the 

cycle of disadvantage and 

dysfunction.

There are some people who 

just shouldn’t have children. 

The Public

You Say… They Think…

Family 
Bubble



Common “Traps” to 
Avoid



Correcting Mistakes is NOT the Answer

The myths were 
misremembered as true

False 
information attributed 
to the CDC 

Mistakes got 
worse over time

Schwarz et al. (2007)



Epiphany!!!More EvidenceNumerical Data

Charts, 

Graphs, 

Tables,

More Data

Providing More Data is NOT the Answer



Exposure to Violence Gets Carved Into Children’s Brains

Emphasizing Urgency is NOT the Answer



Telling Individual Stories is NOT the Answer

“By the time I was 
twelve, I’d get so angry 
I’d just go out and beat 
people up…”

-Jeremy



A New Narrative for Child Advocates
Reframing Development, Abuse, and Neglect

A Vulnerable Child Story A Science Story



A New Narrative



Frames are Navigation 

Tools



What Is Child Development?

Brain Architecture Serve and Return





What Harms Child Development?

Toxic Stress Overloaded



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 and Practice
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Always Offer Solutions



“”
— Richard Rorty

“A talent for speaking differently, rather than 
arguing well, is the chief instrument of cultural 

change.”



Thank You!
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