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This is not about:

 “Liking” government

 Promoting satisfaction 
with government

 Being partisan or 
even bi-partisan

 “Spinning” 
government

Goals
This is about:

• Valuing a proactive 
role for government

• Engaging the public 
in improving 
government

• Being non-partisan

• Creating more 
engaged citizens



Key Lesson from SFA?
You have to know: 

• what’s in people’s heads on the issue (what’s 
in the swamp)

• where the trip wires are in their patterns of 
thinking, and (what are the “frame predators” 
in the swamp)

• what  trumps and redirects those patterns 
(how to navigate the swamp and get out alive)

• Key Frame Elements that redirect: Values 
and Simplifying model

Research Completed
• A meta-analysis of existing public opinion 

research 

• Cognitive interviews or one-on-one open-
ended interviews 

• Focus groups 

• Development of a simplifying model

• A national survey  n=2500; tested reframes 
against controls



Research in Process
on

Budget and Taxes

• 25 Cognitive interviews (completed), 
Baltimore, MD; Philadelphia, PA; Cleveland, 
OH

• Peer discourse analysis sessions - 2 in 
Scottsdale, AZ; 4 in Charlotte, NC; 4 in KS

Bureaucratic 

Wasteful

Corrupt

Irrelevant

Greedy

Political Out for 
themselves

Necessary Evil

What We Learned: Top of Mind 
Perceptions about “Government”



Bureaucratic 

Wasteful

Corrupt

Irrelevant

Greedy

Political

Out for themselves

Necessary Evil

Underlying 
schema/
frames

“Government”

Are overtaking:
 Citizenship
 Democracy
 Government as 

“us”

The overarching challenge:

The dominant frames of:

• Consumerism

• Capitalism/Free Market

• Government as "them"

“. . . it all comes down to whether you 
look out and see a nation of consumers 
or a nation of citizens.”

- Bill Moyers
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Consider the Contrasts:
The Consumer Perspective

•Government takes money that 
people could use.

•Government redistributes 
income – think taxes

•Government is a drag on the 
economy and a barrier to 
business.

•Government services are for 
the lazy; those who work hard 
will succeed.

•Government is the problem.

The Citizen Perspective

• Government is a necessary agent in 
maximizing quality of life.

• Government redistributes risk – 
think Social Security.

• Government works with citizens and 
business to create economic 
opportunity.

• Government services offer 
protection and empowerment when 
needed.

• Government is our tool for solutions.
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Consumer vs. Citizen - Frame Clash

Massachusetts Gubernatorial Debate
Healey: The way you grow a stronger economy is to allow 

people to keep their own money and to allow businesses 
to have more money so that they can add jobs. That's 
how you grow the economy, Deval. 

Patrick: It is their money, but it's also their broken road. And 
it's their over-crowded school. It's their broken 
neighborhood and broken neighbor. . . it's not this idea 
that people earn what they earn and have no 
responsibility for the Commonwealth. We have a 
responsibility, in addition to personal responsibility, to 
take charge of shared responsibility.



Missing frame ingredients in the 
public’s thinking about government
• Its mission as distinct from, but not antithetical to, 

business

• A persona more in keeping with democratic ideals: 
protector, responsible manager, long-term planner, 
the people’s voice

• Its connection to values that the country as a whole 
embraces: future, stewardship, and the building and 
preservation of community

• Reinforcement of the notion of shared fate, in the 
form of the common good or quality of life, which 
gives rise to government in the first place 

New Tools to Work With:
Two Values

• The Protection Frame communicates that the role 
of the public sector is to protect citizens from 
physical and financial harm.

• The Common Good Frame states that public 
sector institutions rely upon citizens who work 
together to come to consensus for the common 
good and to improve quality of life. 



New Tools to Work With:
Public Structures Model

 The main advantages that make America so 
successful come from what are called Public 
Structures. The Public Structures America 
has created include physical structures we 
need in order to get things done – like 
highways, airports, and communications grids 
– as well as the organizational structures we 
need, like a postal system for delivering mail 
and courts for settling business 
disagreements.  Developing nations have 
many smart, hard-working individuals, but 
they don’t have the Public Structures that are 
essential for overall success. 

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

(Government)

Common Good
Protector/Responsible Manager

simplifying model
for Level 2 Public Structures

Funding Clean Energy Sources
Preserving public health funding

Investing in service programs



Structure of the Govt Story
• Level 1 Value: Our nation’s success is based on the 

power of people working together…Whether it is 
revitalizing a crumbling downtown, restoring parkland, 
or determining health and safety regulations, our 
nation’s quality of life now and into the future depends 
upon citizens working together.

• Level 2 via Model: The public structures Americans 
have created – from laws to highways and schools – 
are the machinery that produces American success 
and quality of life.

• Level 3 Solution:  That’s why we cannot tie the hands 
of the public sector through laws that limit its flexibility; 
we need to use government as one among many tools 
to aid us in innovating and problem-solving for the 
long-term.

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Choice/
Informed 
Parents

Consumer 
issue

Protect 
children from 
exposure to 

toxins

Protection 
of Public 
Health

Government 
as Regulator/
Public Issue

Protect 
children from 
exposure to 

toxins



Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Greed/
Waste

Government

Restore 
programs/
services

Common 
Good/
Shared 
Values

Community

Restore 
programs/
services

The Frame We Need:
• Mission: Common Good, 

Protection
• Essential Structures
• Actor: Citizens
• Pragmatic
• Collective
• Citizen, villager
• Protect & empowers 
• Us, we
• Anti-rogue business
• Life Quality/community

Reframing Government: Synopsis
The Frame We’ve Got:
• Goal: specific Level 3 

policy agenda
• Politics, Bureaucracy 
• Actor: Government
• Ideological
• Individual
• Consumer
• Nanny/Crutch
• It, the other
• Anti-business
• Programs and taxes



The Graveyard of Framing 
Hypotheses

 Hypothesis #1: By presenting the public with 
examples of government workers and services, 
they will appreciate government in their lives

 In reality: It generates a discussion of whether 
business can do it better and cheaper

 Hypothesis #2: By telling vivid stories of people 
helped by government programs, people will 
value and support government for all

 In reality: Reinforces nanny government/
government as a crutch.

What We Have to Do

Avoid triggering the dominant and negative frames

•“Them” – just politics / partisan bickering
•“It” – blurry, bloated bureaucracy
•Consumer – “what’s in it for me”

Elevate the mission and purpose of government – 
what makes it different than the private sector – and 
connect it to quality of life, common interests and 
other values.
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