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Finding a Better Frame: 
Creating More Effective Messages on Homelessness



Why Does Framing 
Matter To You? 

What Are We Learning About 
Framing Homelessness?



-5

-4

-3

-2

-1

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Interdependence Ingenuity Empathy

Po
lic

y 
Su

pp
or

t r
el

at
iv

e 
to

 c
on

tr
ol

N=6,000

Support for Evidence-Based Addiction Policies

Because Understanding is Frame Dependent



ThinkingCommunication Discourse Policy & Practice

Because Frames Can Help Make Change



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 & Practice



Because You Have a Problem



You Say...They Think

AAA BBB

PublicExpert/Advocate



Our homes have powerful 
effects on our health and 
wellbeing. We need to put 
policies in place that help 
assure that everyone has access 
to quality, affordable housing. 

You Say...They Think

PublicExpert/Advocate



Poverty in the UK is a 
major problem and 
urgently needs to be 
addressed.  

You Say...They Think

PublicExpert/Advocate



Some people experience homelessness 
have complex needs, like addiction issues. 
Addiction is usually interrelated with the 
other causes of homelessness, like 
poverty, childhood trauma, and social 
exclusion. This is why providing people 
with the right supports is key to 
preventing homelessness.

PublicExpert/Advocate

You Say...They Think



What People Do When They’re In This Position 

• Provide (more) data

• Correct mistakes



Providing more data is not the answer



Epiphany

Providing more data is not the answer

More EvidenceNumerical Data
Charts, Graphs, 

Tables,
More Data



People misremembered the myths as true

Got worse over time

Attributed false information to the CDC 

Correcting mistakes is not the answer



Expert/Advocate

Some people experience homelessness 
have complex needs, like addiction issues. 
Addiction is usually interrelated with the 
other causes of homelessness, like poverty, 
childhood trauma, and social exclusion. This 
is why providing people with the right 
supports is key to preventing homelessness.

Public

You Say ... They Think

CULTURE!





Why Does Framing 
Matter To You? 

What Are We Learning About 
Framing Homelessness?



Homelessness
What are the cultural models of…

Homelessness = 
Rough Sleeping •Middle-Aged Men 

(addiction & mental 
health)

•Young People
•Abused Women

Prototypes
Home as Refuge; 
Essential Part of 
Being Human 

Government as 
Protector Universal Social Forces

•Self-Makingness
•Rational Actor
•Services Already Available
•Charity

Individualism

Some Sit at the Brink

•Bad Break
•Modern Life is Hard
•Vicious Cycle
•Game is Rigged

Fatalism

Solution: Crisis Intervention

Prevention Black Box



Where Do These Understandings Come 
From and Why Do They Persist?



Challenge 1 
Public Has Limited Access to Complete Systems Stories

Low Information/
Incomplete Stories



Narrative Component
Percent of Media 

Materials
Percent of Third-
Sector Materials

No values statement 86 62.7

No systemic cause mentioned 51.7 54.7

No societal consequence mentioned 74.4 69.6

Challenge 2 
People Fill in Narrative Holes 



Thinking and Discourse Converge

Third Sector is Missing Opportunities



How to Start Navigating Culture

???????????????





How to Start Navigating Culture

Tell Stories...Different Stories
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Effective Stories for Social Change:

Provide context, explain problems, and connect 
solutions to outcomes. 2

Use a wide angle lens to frame social issues. 1



How to Start Navigating Culture

Urgency Is Not Enough;
Get to Solutions





Hi Urgency

Low Urgency 

Hi EfficacyLow Efficacy

The Problem with Problems

Baseline

Low Motivation

Fatalism Magic



The 5 C’s of Effective Solutions Framing 

• Concrete

• Collective

• Causal

• Conceivable

• Credible



Map the terrain Develop a strategy to
navigate to higher ground

Build a caravan,
equip the travelers, 

and start moving

What Does it Take to Reframe an Issue?



Frame On!

"Neither revolution nor reformation can ultimately change 
a society, rather you must tell a more powerful tale, one so 
persuasive that it sweeps away the old myths and 
becomes the preferred story..." 

- Ivan Illich from "Storytelling or Myth-making?"


