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National Human Services Assembly  
Our members reach and support nearly every 

household in America 
 



Creating a New Narrative 

• Spark a new dialogue 
  

• Increase public support 
and investment 
 
 



What are Human Services? 

https://vimeo.com/129701529


What Are Human Services? 

PLAY VIDEO:  
 
https://vimeo.com/129701529  
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Scope of 
human 

services 

Services 
Advocacy 
Prevention 

Direct 
services 

Causes Systemic Individual 

Responsibility Civic Individual 

Beneficiaries Everyone 
Direct  

Recipients 

Source: FrameWorks Institute, Handed to them on a Plate: Map the Gaps Report, 2013. 

Mapping the Gaps 
Experts Public 



You Say…They Think 

In these tough times people 
need more support, not less! 
This is no time to cut funding 
to human service issues. 

In tough economic times, people 
who get those programs have a 

better quality of life than the rest 
of us! Must be nice to have 

someone else pick up the tab... 

Source: FrameWorks Institute, You Say They Think, 2014. 
 





Cultural Models 



 

• Fatalism 
 

• Fatigue 
 

• Skepticism   
 
 

 



Human Services 
SWAMP 

What is well-being? 

•Financial Self-Sufficiency  
•Physical Health 

What threatens  
well-being? 
•Lack of Willpower 
•Bad Parents  
•Dangerous Communities 

• Individuals are Responsible 
•Government is Inept and Corrupt 
• Informal Networks 

How do we improve 
well-being? 

What are human 
services and how do 

they work? 
 

•Cognitive Hole 
•Direct Services  
•Kindness and Charity  
•Only the Basics and Temporary  



The Solution: Framing 



Why does framing matter? 

People will respond differently to the 
same core idea depending on how 

the idea is described 

National Human Services Assembly 



Shift the Conversation 

Source: FrameWorks Institute, Opening Up the Black Box: A Case Study, 2004. 



Shift the Conversation 

Source: FrameWorks Institute, Opening Up the Black Box: A Case Study, 2004. 



Research-based Communications 

4000+ online 
participants - 

nationally 
representative 

sample 

Sample 

Random 
assignment  

to a  
treatment 

group 

Treatment Groups 

1. Frame A 

2. Frame B 

3. Frame C 

4. Control (No Prime) 

•Attitudes 

•Knowledge 

•Policy 
Support 

Outcome 
Measures 

Diffs btwn 
treatment and 
control groups 
(controlling for 
demographic 

variability) 

Analysis 



Answering the public’s big questions about social issues 
A Well-Framed Story Arc: 

Why does 
this 
matter? 

What can we 
do about it? 

If it’s not 
working, why 
not? 

What’s this about?  
How does this 
work? 



Human Potential: 
Human services 
help everyone to 
reach our potential, 
so we can all 
contribute fully to 
our communities 
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Human Potential 

Your issue matters because... 
 

 “When we support well-being, we 
make sure that everyone can reach 
their potential and fully contribute 

to our communities.”  

Redirect public perceptions from: 

Conveys human services as: 

• Individuals are Responsible 
• Well-Being = Financial Self-

Sufficiency 
• Well-Being = Physical Health 

• Applicable to everyone   
• When people reach their full 

potential, everyone benefits 
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Planning and 
Research 

Messages 

Which Value works? That’s an empirical question. 

Prevention Remediation Importance & 
Efficacy 

* 

* 

* = Statistically Significant  
p < .10 

VALUE: 
Autonomy 

VALUE: 
Opportunity for All 

VALUE: 
Compassion 

VALUE: 
Human Potential 
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Framed with Crisis and 
Fatalism 

Leading the Conversation Human Services Council 

HSC strengthens the not-for-profit 
human services sector’s ability to 
improve the lives of New Yorkers in 
need.  
 

Framed with Vulnerable  Reframed with Potential 

HSC strengthens New York’s nonprofit 
human services sector, ensuring all New 
Yorkers, across diverse neighborhoods, 
cultures, and generations reach their full 
potential.  



Human Potential: 
Human services 
help everyone to 
reach our potential, 
so we can all 
contribute fully to 
our communities 

Construction: 
Well-being is built, 
by a team, over 
time 

Construction: 
Shaky foundations, missing 
materials, life’s storms can 
all negatively impact well-
being  

Answering the public’s big questions about social issues 
A Well-Framed Story Arc: 

Why does 
this 
matter? 

What can we 
do about it? 

If it’s not 
working, why 
not? 

What’s this about?  
How does this 
work? 



 
Building Well-Being  

Emphasizes the need for 
support and reinforcement 
throughout a lifetime 
 
Describes well-being as 
something much more than 
meeting basic needs 
 
Implies a sense of communal 
responsibility (can’t build a 
house by yourself!) 

Source: FrameWorks Institute, Talking Human Services MessageMemo, 2015 







Framed with Crisis and 
Fatalism 

Leading the Conversation Human Services Collaborative of Greater Peoria 
Building A Greater Community 
Community well-being is the set of values, 
principles, policies and programs which 
enable everyone to reach their potential and 
fully contribute to a community. 
The mission of the Human Services 
Collaborative is to build a greater Peoria area by 
recognizing the impact of—and leveraging 
support for—everyone’s well-being. 
 
Well-being is built just like a home is built. 
A home is not a collection of boards and nails 
and shingles. It contains all those pieces and 
more, but it doesn’t become a great place to live 
until everything is correctly fastened together. 
Similarly, a community provides well-being 
when everyone can access economic stability as 
well as educational, cultural and social 
opportunities; everyone has medical care; and 
everyone feels cared for and safe. Only then can 
individuals reach their full potential. 



Life Cycle Examples 
Demonstrate how 
programs support well-
being throughout life, 
show the scope of 
human services, and 
highlight prevention. 

Construction: Well-
being is about planning 
and maintenance  

Human Potential: 
Human services 
help everyone to 
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contribute fully to 
our communities 

Construction: 
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by a team, over 
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all negatively impact 
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Why does 
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not? 
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Life Cycle Examples 

 
• Be specific. Concrete examples. Drop jargon.  
• Provide examples of planning, prevention, and 

remediation. Reinforce a broader understanding 
of the functions of human services. 

• Emphasize a diverse array of  recipients.  
Broadening understanding of recipients is critical 
to cultivate support for human services. 

 
Source: FrameWorks Institute, Handed to them on a Plate: Map the Gaps Report, 2013. 

http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/toolkits/immigration/


a) Violence threatens Americans in every stage of life: 
infant neglect, childhood sexual trauma, and elder 
abuse are all occurring at epidemic proportions in our 
society. 
 

b) When we establish a strong foundation for well-being 
through early learning programs, build on it through 
advocacy for youth development, and shore it up 
through opportunities to stay engaged throughout 
adulthood and later life, we make sure that our 
communities remain safe and vibrant. 
 

c) Children who participate in Head Start have benefits 
throughout their lifespan, from academic gains in 
elementary school, to decreased absences from school 
as adolescents, to reduced involvement in crime as 
adults. 

Which of these Life Cycle Examples is 
framed most strategically? 
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Where does data fit? 



Social Math Example 

22 grams 
of Sugar 



Social Math Example 

Source: 9 Surprising foods with more sugar than a Krispy Kreme donut, Dana Liebelson, Mother Jones, 
September 9,  2013. 



 
Causal Stories 

 
"If the governor does not act, 
CPS will be forced to end school 
13 days early, which means over 
380,000 kids will not have adult 
supervised activities in June and 
could possibly be put in harm's 
way.” 
 
 –Chance the Rapper at a press 
conference in Chicago, March 6, 2017. 
 
 
 



 
Do No Harm 

  
• When we focus on the 

characters, we see less of 
the setting 

 
• Vulnerable, Needy, Charity, 

Safety Net 
 

• Thousands, Millions, 
BILLIONS! 
 

• False/True 
 

 



Remember These 3 Things 

• Start any 
communication with 
the shared value of 
HUMAN POTENTIAL 

• Talk about the 
importance of Building 
Well-Being, like you 
build a house 

• Emphasize SOLUTIONS 
not Problems 

Artwork Jason Casteel 



Get Started on Reframing 

Talking Points FAQs Message Cards 

http://frameworksinstitute.org/toolkits/humanservices 



 

 
 

http://www.nassembly.org/get_involved 

• Join the Reframing Network Newsletter 

• Request a Workshop or Presentation 

• Explore Additional Tools and Resources  

 
 
 

 

http://www.nassembly.org/get_involved


Bridget Gavaghan 
Consultant, National Reframing Initiative 

c: 773.829.2791 
e: bgavaghan@nassembly.org 

National Human Services Assembly 
1101 14th Street NW 

Suite 600 
Washington, DC, 20005 

http://nationalassembly.org/  

 

http://nationalassembly.org/
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