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FrameWorks is on a mission...

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



Frames are sets of choices  
about how information is presented:  

What to emphasize, how to explain it, and what to 
leave unsaid. 

When differences in presentation lead to 
differences in responses, this is a frame effect.

What is a frame?



Names are part  
of frames

Researchers ran an 
experiment exploring 

the public’s associations 
with a few common 

reference terms for older 
adults 

The recommendation:  
Use the terms  

older person/people. 
It cues both  

“over age 60” and “competent.”

least competent most competent

senior elderly senior citizen older person older adult

elderly senior citizensenior older person older adult
~69 ~68~69 ~64 ~54

oldest youngest



These organizations recognized a shared challenge



Expert  
Interviews

21

Cultural Model 
Interviews

40

Media Content & 
Field Frame Analysis

592

We investigated the communications aspects of aging advocacy

Persistence 
Trials

60

Usability  
Trials

26

Survey 
Experiments

11,300

Sample Size:

12,185

E CM

On-the-Street 
Interviews

146

OTS



know the story you’re in 

insist on evidence 

change the story you tell 

frame with friends



Know the story you’re in



Public thinking about adult aging

Text

Place Video on Slide



Problems without solutionsIdealized

In public discourse, 
we found two major types of 

narratives on aging



Neither advocates nor the media talk much about  
the social supports involved in healthy aging



These ideas - and stories - limit good policy

If people believe that aging is 
“just” a process of decline…

…they are less likely to identify as “aging”

…they are less likely to support good aging policy

…they are less likely to connect aging  
to other social issues



Insist on evidence



Correcting their mistakes doesn’t work

Study of myth-fact structure found: 

People misremembered the myths as true. 

•Got worse over time. 

•Attributed false information to the CDC.

Source: Skurnik et al 2005, Journal of American Medical Association





Epiphany

Providing more data doesn’t work

More EvidenceNumerical Data
Charts, Graphs, 

Tables, 
More Data





The crisis story has its limits



“A talent for speaking differently, 
rather than arguing well,  
is the chief instrument of  
cultural change.” 

-Richard Rorty





Change the stories you tell



“Othering” cues to clear out  
of the field’s vocabulary

“them,”  “they”

aging population 
elderly  
seniors  
senior citizen

help 
assist 
vulnerable

burden of aging 
fighting aging



PUSH BACK ADVANCEAVOID

Older = Other We Are All Aging



Framed with Older = Other

Those receiving home-delivered 
meals often are isolated from 
community institutions, friendships, 
and family relationships.  
Without regular contact with a Meals 
on Wheels volunteer, this population 
would be at severe risk for social 
isolation.  As our aging population 
and the healthcare burden 
increases, Meals on Wheels and 
similar programs offer critical 
support that permit senior 
citizens to stay in the community. 

Reframed with Aging = Us

As more Americans live longer lives, 
it’s time for us to figure out ways that 
we can all stay connected to our 
community as we age. Home-
delivered meals can be an important 
way to ensure that if we develop 
mobility challenges in later life, we 
can still count on being included in 
our communities. Initiatives like 
Meals on Wheels and similar 
programs are important ways to to 
reduce the risks that social isolation 
poses to our health.



PUSH BACK ADVANCEAVOID

Crisis Possibility



Ingenuity

“Americans are problem-solvers. 
When we see an opportunity, we 
figure out how to seize it – and 
when we see that something isn’t 
working, we rethink our approach. 
Replacing outdated practices with 
new, smarter ways of doing things is 
the key to our nation’s ingenuity.” 

• Collective responsibility 

• Problems can be solved 

• Fatalism 

• Us versus Them thinking 

• Solutions = More Information 

Shifts thinking away from:

Moves thinking toward: 



Framed with Because Demography

Since 1900, the percentage of 
Americans aged 65 or older has 
more than tripled. Two years 
ago, they numbered 46.2 million 
and made up 14.5 percent of the 
total population. Flash forward 
to 2040 and 21.7 percent will fall 
into that category. Even more 
remarkable, each and every day, 
10,000 US residents turn 65. 

Reframed with Ingenuity

As Americans live longer, healthier 
lives, we need innovative approaches 
to make sure that older people can 
continue to contribute to our 
communities, our economy, and our 
culture. By rethinking policies that 
were developed in an earlier era, we 
can make sure that the systems that 
shape our everyday lives - from 
transportation to health to 
workplaces - are updated and suited 
for a society with more older people.



• Aging as opportunity 

• Aging as “us” 

• Policies support well-being as we age  

• Older people as contributors to the 
collective good

• Us Versus Them 

• Aging as Discrete Categories  

• Decline and Deterioration  

• Aging as a “battle” or “fight” 

• Dependency

Shifts thinking away from:

Moves thinking toward: 

Building Momentum

“As we get older we gather 
momentum, which powers us to 
take up new ideas and advance 
toward common goals. This 
energy powers up our society 
and helps move our communities 
forward.”



Framed with  
Could Be Good, Will Probably Be Bad

The graying of the U.S. population is a 
phenomenon that has been a long 
time coming, but that we remain 
largely unprepared to confront. The 
fact that science has basically doubled 
lifespans in the past century and a half 
is maybe the most extraordinary 
accomplishment in the history of 
mankind.  But unless we shift our 
attitudes and responses to aging, it 
will go from being a miracle to a crisis. 

Reframed with Building Momentum

Thanks to scientific and medical 
progress, Americans are living longer 
and healthier lives. This modern 
miracle can change our society for the 
better - but only if we make some 
adjustments. People build momentum 
as they age, with the accumulation of 
experience and insight pushing them 
forward. If we adapt our workforce 
policies in creative ways, our economy 
and our civic life can be powered by 
this momentum. If we don’t, we run 
the risk of wasting that energy.



Reframing public thinking



Frame with friends





ThinkingCommunication Discourse Policy

Frames can drive broad social change







We invite you to join  
the #ReframingAging effort!

Research & resources at 
 

 frameworksinstitute.org/reframing-
aging.html

Online framing courses at  
 

frameworksacademy.org 

http://frameworksacademy.org


With gratitude to our national funders...



“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, one so inclusive that it 
gathers all the bits of our past and present into a 
coherent whole, one that even shines some light into our 
future so that we can take the next step... 

If you want to change a society, then you have to tell 
an alternative story.”

–Ivan Illich



Thank you! 
Let’s continue the conversation.
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