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FrameWorks is on a mission…
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to advance the nonprofit sector's capacity  
to frame the public discourse on social and scientific issues



Reframing an issue catalyzes change that can be sustained 

What we say What people hear How people think How institutions respond
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how can we tell  
if a social movement’s framing is working?



Policy changes 
Successful influence on legislation or other 

forms of government policies

Societal shifts 
Cultural mindsets, public opinion, and social 

norms have shifted in favor of the cause

Institutional changes 
New organizations are established or 

existing institutions change in line with goals

Ongoing activism 
The movement continues to thrive  

and adapts to new challenges

Ways to measure 
impact of a social 

movement
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Key lesson

Identify key mindsets to move — and 
work continuously on moving them.



cultural mindsets are…



Child development happens 
inside the “family bubble.”

Meaningful learning begins  
when children enter school.

Some Target Mindsets for Core Story of Early Childhood

Children develop in an environment 
of relationships and experiences.

The earliest stages of life have a 
profound impact across the lifespan.

Negative experiences can “toughen 
up” a child — and have no effect if 

they can’t remember them.

Early adversity can disrupt children’s 
development, unless adults provide 

timely support.

dominant mindset target mindset



Mindsets can move in different directions

Change in boundaries

Less salient over time

Permanent replacement

More salient over time



Family bubble: a mindset that could stretch

Change in boundaries

Child development happens 
inside the “family bubble.”

Children develop in an environment 
of relationships and experiences.

dominant mindset target mindset

“Parents are children’s first teachers.”  
 

“In the end, it all comes down to parents.”

“The presence of responsive caregiving  — 
whether from parents, grandparents, child 
care providers — is a key factor in healthy 

early development.  

dominant framing reframing 



Mental models of early adversity needed fundamental change

dominant mindset target mindset

Negative experiences can 
strengthen a child — and have no 

effect if they can’t remember them.

Early adversity can disrupt children’s 
development, unless adults provide 

timely support.

We needed to 
make dominant 

mindset less salient 
over time

We needed to build 
a brand-new 

mindset over time



The concept of “toxic stress” helped to reframe early adversity



Consistent framing of early adversity  
moved mindsets over time
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2010 2016

Percentage of US parents who 
incorrectly believe that infants could 
not experience feelings such as sadness 
and fear until after they were 6 months 
old

69% 51%

Percentage of US parents who know 
that an infant can sense whether their 
parents were angry or sad and can be 
affected by their moods.

44% 54%



Consistent framing of early adversity  
moved mindsets over time
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2000 2016

Percentage of US parents of young 
children who know that  a child 
aged six months or younger can 
suffer long-term effects from 
witnessing violence 

23% 51%
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Excerpt from 2018 federal 
injunction that ordered a halt to 
the practice of separating infants 

and children from their families at 
the US border 

Public thinking and public discourse  
can allow decision makers room to make tough calls



Key lesson

Put your ideas on repeat - without 
sounding repetitive.



The ‘Brain Story’ is now part of a global narrative shift



Expand people’s mental model of who affects children
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Zero to Three

NAEYC (National Association for the Education of Young Children)
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Brain Architecture 
A metaphor for the process and impact of rapid early neural development 
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– Early matters: “The basic architecture of the brain is constructed like a 
house - foundation first.”  

– Experiences matter:  –“Early experiences build the brain, and establish 
either a sturdy or a fragile foundation for all of the development and 
behavior that follows.”  

– Later matters, too: – “This construction project starts in the earliest stages 
of life, and continues through early adulthood.”  

– “In fact, recent research shows that the brains of new parents undergo 
a rewiring process - a time when new skills and emotional capacities 
can develop.” 
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TN Legislators playing The Brain Architecture Game

Screen shot from Vroom app for parents

Local PBS documentary series

Hospital waiting room video
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Over time, the concept of “brains as built” has become ubiquitous



There is an art to flocking:  
staying separate enough to not crowd each other, aligned enough to maintain a 
shared direction,  
and cohesive enough to always move towards each other…
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adrienne maree brown 
emergent strategy



Key lesson

Make a consistent claim about shared 
fates and collective benefits.
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UNICEF

Bipartisan Policy Center



Key lesson

Go for the short wins, but stay focused on 
the long-term changes you need.



Without one, the 
difficult task of 
social change is 
even harder.

Movements need 
framing strategies 
that work for the 
long-term effort 
of moving 
mindsets.



“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)

Social movements engage in “meaning-making”



Photo by Tom Coe on Unsplash



Recap

What can we (all) learn about framing 
from the modern early childhood 
movement?



Prioritize mindsets & mindsets work. 
Identify key mindsets to move — and work 

continuously, using communications 
science, to move them.

Repeat, repeat, repeat. 
Develop and test “sticky” ways to explain 

core concepts and reframe understandings…
and use them again and again and again.

Make the story about shared fates. 
Rely on a tested way of showing that society 
has a stake in the issue — not only the group 

that would benefit most from change.

Play the long game.  
While you work toward short-term goals, 
keep in mind the meaning-making work, 

which unfolds over a decade or more.

Recap of lessons 
from the modern 
ECD movement
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The world changes according to the way people see it, and if you can alter, even 
by a millimeter, the way people look at reality, then you can change the world.
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James Baldwin 
New York Times interview, 1979



© 2024 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.

frameworksinstitute.org 
   FrameWorks Institute

Thank you! 
Let’s continue the conversation.

jsweetland@frameworksinstitute.org   

http://frameworksinstitute.org
mailto:jsweetland@frameworksinstitute.org


About FrameWorks 
The FrameWorks Institute is a nonprofit think tank that advances the mission-driven 
sector’s capacity to frame the public discourse about social and scientific issues. The 
organization’s signature approach, Strategic Frame Analysis®, offers empirical guidance 
on what to say, how to say it, and what to leave unsaid. FrameWorks designs, conducts, 
and publishes multi-method, multidisciplinary framing research to prepare experts and 
advocates to expand their constituencies, to build public will, and to further public 
understanding. To make sure this research drives social change, FrameWorks supports 
partners in reframing, through strategic consultation, campaign design, FrameChecks®, 
toolkits, online courses, and in-depth learning engagements known as FrameLabs. In 
2015, FrameWorks was named one of nine organizations worldwide to receive the 
MacArthur Award for Creative and Effective Institutions.  

Learn more at www.frameworksinstitute.org
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