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Welcome to 
Year 3: Session 4!
We wil l  get star ted soon.
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Session 4 Learning Objectives
•Identify three “traps” to avoid when talking

about public health with non- experts
•Explore ways to translate major concepts in

public health
•Learn strategies for making these ideas come

to life for people outside the field
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What is something 
you would do 
differently in your 
BOH/BOS role 
after learning 
today’s content? 

As we work through 
today’s content,  
consider…

(We wil l  share out at 
the end of the 
session!)
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While we are waiting to get
started, please tell us in the
chat:

1.Who are you (title/role)
and where are you joining
from today?
2.From your perspective, 
what’s “upside down” in the 
public conversation about 
public health these days?

(Interpret that as you will!)

Welcome
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April 25, 2022

Presented to
Iowa Public Health Leadership 
Academy

Strategic Framing: 
An Essential Tool for 
Public Health 
Champions

Julie Sweetland, PhD 
Senior Advisor
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FrameWorks is on amission...

to advance the nonprofit sector's capacity
to frame the public discourse on social and scientific issues

6



4/22/22

4

Today’s purpose:
Enhance your explanations of public health

- Identify three “traps” to avoid when talking about public health with non-
experts

-

-

Explore ways to translate major concepts in public health

Learn strategies for making these ideas come to life for people outside the 
field

7
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Framing
What it is andwhy itmatters for yourwork

8
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What is framing?

- Framing means making choices about how information is presented:

-

-

-

-

What commitments to invoke

What to emphasize

How to explain it

What to leave unsaid

- Our choices have frame effects: measurable, predictable influences on how 
people think about social problems and solutions
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WordsMatter

Researchers ran an 
experiment exploring 

the public’s 
associations with a few 

common reference 
terms for older adults

The recommendation:
Use the term

older person/people.
It cues both

“over age 60” and “competent.”

least competent most competent

senior elderly senior 
citizen

older 
person

older 
adult

senior elderly

~69

senior 
citizen
~68

older 
person
~64

older 
adult
~54~69

oldest youngest

10
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Positive or negative emphasis can matter
Selected results from a 2017 FrameWorks experiment on framing oral health equity
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Inaction
Leads to
Losses.

This message 
emphasized 
that if society 
fails to act on 
oral health, 
economic 
losses and 
public health 
problems 
would follow.

Democrats

Republicans
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Political Inaction on Gun Violence Is 
Unacceptable!

New Research Reveals the Impact of 
Gun Violence in Missouri

We Can All Agree that
Reducing Gun Violence
Will Do Missouri Good

The tone we take can matter

Viewed as ‘accusatory’ and politically charged

Rejected by participants as inappropriate for ‘civil conversation’

Viewed with suspicion: whose research?

Conversation focused on science and bias, not guns or solutions

Viewed as ‘inclusive’ and getting ‘past political beliefs’

Participants envisioned a productive conversation following

12
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Avoiding Traps
Gettingmessages through tricky terrain

13

Traps are plausible, logical ways of talking about a 
social issue that - upon investigation - turn out to 
fall flat, or do more harm than good.

Traps are often habits of a field. They can go 
unnoticed until someone points them out.

Communications traps

14
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This is about health and disease

Look how bad this is!

Nothing but “who” and “what”

Instead of this Try this

This is about the community we want

Look at this problem we can solve 

Lots more “why” and “how”

15

Misstep |Reset

Instead of leading with health, 
frame with a higher-level principle.

16
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Howthepublicthinksof‘health’
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Diet + Exercise = Health 
Assumption that personal 
lifestyle - and mostly choices 
about food and physical 
activity - are the main drivers 
of health outcomes.

Solution = Awareness

Assumption that the best 
way to influence health 
outcomes is to provide 
individuals with information 
to guide personal choices.

Individualism
Assumption that the 
causes of health/illness -
and their benefits/ 
consequences - happen 
entirely at the individual 
level.

Commonmentalmodels of health

18
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Selected results of FrameWorks’ national ‘culture change’ tracking survey, October 
2020
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Healthindividualismremainsstrongdespite
pandemic

Individuals’ lifestyle choices,
including diet and exercise, determine 
how healthy they are.

The neighborhood people live in 
determines how healthy they are.

19

Messages about ‘health’ often don’t work as expected

• In a 2014 experiment testing different ways of framing environmental health, emphasizing ‘protection’ 
or ‘public health’ had no effect. (Framing the issue in terms of fairness across places worked 
better.)

• In 2018 and 2019 experiments testing different ways of framing tobacco-related health disparities, 
emphasizing the negative health impacts had no effect on public support for equity-focused tobacco 
policy. (Framing the issue in terms of justice worked better.)

• In a 2020 experiment testing different ways of framing gun violence prevention in a heavily Republican
midwest state, messages about potential health benefits had no effect, while messages about
negative health impacts reduced support for policy. (Framing the issue in terms of democracy
worked better.)

FRAMEWORKS FINDINGS

20
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Appealing to a Shared Principle 
“Primes” Thinking

•
•
•
•

������� why ���� ������������

����������� � ���������� �����������

�������� � “ � � � � � � ���� ”

� � � � � � �

���� � � � � � � � � ���� ���������������� ���������
curiosity , concern , and can-do

21
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Which Principle Works Best?

universal > particular
collective > individual 

intrinsic > instrumental

22



4/22/22

12

FRAME ELEMENT

Justice / Fairness
“We need to ensure that everyone has access to what they need to support
good health. This means recognizing and accommodating specific needs -
because health is not one-size-fits-all.”

“Everyone should have an equitable (fair and just) opportunity to be as 
healthy as possible, no matter where they live, work, or play. To achieve this, 
we need to address social problems, unfair practices, and unjust conditions 
that can weaken the health of specific groups of Americans.”

“A just society ensures that no person - regardless of the color of their skin or
who they love - is exposed again and again to things we know are harmful. To
live up to the ideal of justice for all, we must tackle unhealthy conditions and
barriers to good health that affect some communities more than others.

23

Even before COVID-19, rising rates of preventable 
chronic disease and death were alerting us to the 

fact that Americans are not as healthy as they could 

be. Many lack access to the basic building blocks of 

health - like sufficient income to buy nutritious 

food, or safe environments that promote physical 

and mental health. Creating healthy environments 
can improve Americans’ health and decrease the 

hardships that come with disease - including 

disability, loss of quality of life, and the loss of

loved ones.

Framed with ‘health’

Even before COVID-19, different rates of chronic disease 
and death in different places were alerting us to the fact 

that Americans have uneven access to healthy 

environments. Conditions dramatically from place to 

place: some neighborhoods are cut off from the supply of 

fresh, affordable food. In other areas, manufacturing or 

agriculture drives air and water pollution. To ensure that 
everyone has a fair and just opportunity to be as healthy 

as possible, we need to improve unhealthy conditions 

wherever they exist.

Reframed with ‘fairness’

24
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Misstep |Reset

Instead of emphasizing the negative, 
communicate both risk and possibility.
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EpiphanyMore EvidenceNumerical Data
Charts, Graphs, 

Tables,
More Data

Providing more and more data doesn’t work

26
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“Is this situation perfect? No. Is it whatweexpected? Certainly not.
Canwedoanything about it? Nope.

AmI gettingmoreandmoredepressedas I talk about it?
Youbet.”

Over-emphasizing the problem doesn’t work
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The elimination of country and state programs will provide

$479 Million
Total Property Tax Savings

The total savings add up to

$127
per household annually

The savings plus the dollars paid to health care providers
are passed on to other businesses, generating

$ 1.06 Billion
in additional economic activity

This creates

16,000 Jobs
here in Idaho

Economic Impact By FiscalYear 2024

vs.

With Health Care Redesign,
Idaho Can

Focus Our Resources

And save

$479 Million
in state and local budgets

By creating

16,000 Jobs
here in Idaho

Expand Our Workforce

By generating

$ 1 Billion
in new economic activity

Build Our Prosperity

28
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Misstep |Reset

Instead of naming populations and issues, 
explain what affects what, to what end.

29

The “social determinants of health” are defined as the 
conditions in the environments in which people live, 
learn, work, play, worship, and age that affect a wide 
range of health, functioning, and quality-of-life 
outcomes and risks. Social determinants of health 
include aspects of the social environment (e.g., 
discrimination, income, education level, marital status), 
the physical environment (e.g., place of residence, 
crowding conditions, built environment [i.e., buildings, 
spaces, transportation systems, and products that are 
created or modified by people]), and health services 
(e.g., access to and quality of care, insurance status).

Framed with 
‘textbook definition’

Reframed with
‘plain language explanation’

The places where people live, learn, work, and play 
shapes health in many ways. Some neighborhoods have 
plenty of places to get affordable, nutritious food -
while others are cut off from the supply of fresh 
produce. Place affects diet, which affects health. Other 
aspects of the places where people live matter, too. The 
availability of good homes and jobs nearby can create 
stronger communities, which benefits mental health.
On the other hand, the wrong arrangement of buildings 
and roads can leave people feeling stressed and isolated
- and even lead to higher levels of pollution. Our 
housing, economic, and social policies are also health 
policies.

30
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Craft explanations step-by-step

– Strong explanatory chains:
– Clearly lay out cause-and-effect 

sequences

– Have a tight logical flow - one idea leads 
to the next

– Include many causal transition words,
guiding understanding of what affects
what

– Can double the level of support for good 
policy, when compared with mere 
description

31

FRAME ELEMENT

“Foundationsof CommunityHealth”
“The health of our community is like a building—it depends on a strong and stable foundation. Every 
sector contributes to laying that foundation, and we all depend on its durability to prop us up. Factors like 
steady employment, quality education, and safe housing form the base of a functioning society by 
supporting vibrant communities, strong economies, and long-lasting good health for everyone.

For example - education relies on the foundation of community health. Students’ experiences in the 
classroom, as well as things like test scores and graduation rates, are built on what happens outside of 
school. Partnerships between education and public health make sense if we’re going to lay a foundation of 
community health that supports the academic performance and general well-being of our students too.

Safe and healthy homes are part of the foundation of community health. We can work with housing 
professionals to strengthen that foundation—for example, by promoting regular home inspections as a 
way to deal with environmental triggers like mold and dust.”

32



4/22/22

17

Explanation can build support for range of good policies
Selected results of 2014 survey experiment on framing social determinants of health

Pe
rc
en
tp

oi
nt

ov
er

co
nt
ro
lg
ro
up

0

1

2

3

4

5

7

6

3.6

6.1
*

*
3.1
*

2.7
*

2.2
*

1.9
*

Should govt 
invest more in 
parks?

Do other
policy domains
- like housing -
affect health?

Should the 
govt provide 
more aging 
services?

Should we 
spent more 
on 
prevention?

Should we 
increase 
funding for 
walkable 
communities?

Should govt 
require a 
living wage?
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Don’t just say what’s in the boxes. Explain the arrows.

34
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Photo by TomCoe on Unsplash

35
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Concluding thoughts
Key takeaways, additional resources

37

This is about health and disease

Look how bad this is!

Nothing but “who” and “what”

Instead of this Try this

This is about the community we want

Look at this problem we can solve 

Lots more “why” and “how”

38
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May also be 
of interest...

ACES

Adolescent 
Substance Use 

Prevention
Healthy Housing 

Mental health

Social determinants 
of health

Tobacco disparities

We make our research and resources freely available at www.frameworksinstitute.org

39
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Open mic

Comments, questions, insights?

Unmute OR add to the chat

40

http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/
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Please share 3 words that describe
your experience/impressions of today’s 
session

It can be 3 separate words

Or they can make up a phrase

Let’s reflect

41
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frameworksinstitute.org 
@FrameWorksInst 
FrameWorks Institute

Thank you.
Let’s continue the conversation.

jsweetland@frameworksinstitute.org

@jsw33ts
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mailto:jsweetland@frameworksinstitute.org
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What is something 
you would do 
differently in your 
BOH/BOS role after 
learning today’s 
content? 

Put your answers in 
the chat! 

43

THANK YOU!
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