
Values-based framing



Poll

• How much decision-making in the brain is done using rational, 
conscious thought?

• Above 50%? Type ‘more’ in the chat.
• Below 50%? Type ‘less’ in the chat.



How does the mind work?

• 90% + of our decision-making is subconscious

• Determined by the subconsciously held values we prioritise

• Rationality and logic aren’t as in charge as we think



Source: Holmes, T., Blackmore, E., Hawkins, R. & Wakeford, T., ‘The Common Cause Handbook’, Public Interest Research 
Centre (2011).
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Authoritarian political movements

1) Who do authoritarians ‘blame’ or identify as the ‘problem’?

2) What do authoritarians say these groups/people are doing or what 
problems are these groups/people causing? 

Answers in the Zoom chat box!



Frames used by populist authoritarians
• Marginalised groups: migrants, ethnic minorities, LBGTQI persons, religious 

minorities, feminists, vegans

• Threat-based:
• Security
• Culture
• Economic stability

• Competition-based:
• Socio-economic hierarchies

• Elites who condone/help marginalized groups: judges, academics, activists, 
experts, mainstream politicians.



Using a frame to activate values

• Wall Street vs community game

• Crime as a beast vs virus



Poll

• If you think people who played the “Wall Street” Game were more 
likely to share resources, type ‘share’ in the chat. 

• If you think people you played the “Wall Street” Game were more 
likely to betray each other, type ‘betray’ in the chat. 



Things we should avoid (1/3)
• Repeating a damaging frame.

- Because it has become common terminology: ‘Emergency coronavirus law’
Instead: ‘dictatorship law’ ‘law enabling rule by decree’

- Because you want to contradict it:
‘You have to sacrifice rights to protect public health’ vs ‘We must maintain our 
freedoms, even if it means some risk to public health’ 

Instead: ‘Human rights are tools we use to make sure our governments put the 
interests of everyone at the forefront of decision-making.’

- ‘Illegal immigrants’ vs 'No human is illegal’, 
Instead: ‘This virus reminds us that we are all human and that we all depend 
on each other for our wellbeing.’



Things we 
should avoid 
(2/3)

This means we 
shouldn’t myth-bust!

Source: 
https://www.globaljustice.org.u
k/blog/2017/jun/19/busting-
migration-myths-toxic-tabloid-
headlines



Things we should avoid (3/3)

•What happens when we myth-bust? 

• People remember the misleading information because it has been 
repeated to them.

• Repeating the myth also repeats the damaging frame which 
reinforces values that underpin support for authoritarian 
attitudes.

• Facts that conflict with your existing frames are ignored. 
People will question the accuracy of the statistics. 



Things we should be saying…



Values statement
Break down the right you are talking about in terms of values belonging to 
benevolence, universalism and self-direction.

• e.g. Media freedom - One of the ways we ensure that our politicians do what’s best for us, 
is by getting them to talk to us regularly. We want to know what choices politicians are 
making to keep us healthy, and how they decided that those choices were the best ones. 
If they make a mistake, we want to know why and what they'll do to stop it happening 
again. And we want them to let us know what we should be doing to slow the spread of 
the virus and to keep our loved ones safe. This is why a free press is so important.



• e.g. Right to health for at-risk groups - The pandemic has made it clear that our 
health depends on everyone else's: the person in the next house, town, or 
country. We are all connected to each other. We can only stop the virus spreading 
and keep each other safe if we give the same care and support to everyone, no 
matter where we are living. 

That includes people who live close to each other in confined spaces. Whether 
that is care homes for people with disabilities or older people, shelters for people 
without a house, prisons, hospitals or centres holding newcomers and people 
asking for asylum.



• e.g. Right to social security – Most of us want the same things in life: 
a fair paying job so we can afford somewhere to live, put food on the 
table and give our families a brighter future. We all contribute to our 
communities through taxes so we can invest in public services that 
help us lead a dignified life. For example, schools, roads and hospitals. 
But our taxes like an insurance policy that we invest in, so that during 
difficult times, like if we fall ill or lose our jobs, we will be able to 
count on somewhere to live and a basic standard of living. 
That's why there is a human right to social security. Governments are 
obliged to use our public resources to create a social security system 
that will help us get by until difficult times pass. 



Break down the problem
• Who is doing what (and why) to produce the problem? Or what process or 

system is behind the problem?

• e.g. Media freedom – Our government has cancelled future press conferences. Ministers 
say this is because it's not safe to have press conferences during the pandemic. But this is 
just an excuse - it is still perfectly possible for journalists to question ministers, even if they 
are not in the same room. All of us know this, because we all have video conversations 
over the internet. Some politicians just don't want their citizens to be able to check 
whether they are spending public resources properly, taking the right decisions and 
learning from their mistakes. 

• E.g. Right to health for at-risk groups - Everyone knows that to stop the virus from 
spreading we have to keep a minimum physical distance, wash our hands regularly and 
isolate ourselves if we have symptoms. If you're in a crowded space it can be difficult to 
take these precautions. So it creates a bigger risk that the virus can spread. The 
government has made it very difficult for people it is holding in institutions like prisons to 
take these precautions because they are too crowded.



• e.g. Right to social security – Many of us are losing their jobs, as businesses that 
can’t open or sell their services and products lay off employees. In some cases, 
governments are giving large bailouts of public money to wealthy corporations. 
But these corporations do not always pass on this support to their employees by 
using these public funds to keep people in their jobs. 



Include a solution + call to action 
• How can we change the process or choices that have created the problem and 

bring the situation back into line with the values we first stated?

• e.g. Media freedom – Most other countries in Europe continue to have press conferences 
online and allow journalists to ask the questions that the public want answered. There is no 
reason we cannot follow the same example. Share this video and sign our petition if you 
agree.
• e.g. Right to health for at-risk groups - We can protect the health of everyone by allowing 

people who are already being prepared for release to leave detention and instead be 
monitored in their homes. This will create enough space for prisoners who need to serve 
their sentences to keep a safe distance while in detention. 
• e.g. Right to social security – Bailing out large corporations does not ensure that public 

money supports ordinary people. It’s only by supporting people directly through social 
security that we can have money to pay rent and buy food for our families. The 
contributions we have made to our shared public funds, like an insurance policy, should go 
back to supporting us to live in dignity until difficult times pass.



How to test communications materials?

• Guide on how to test your communications 
https://publicinterest.org.uk/testing-comms-guide/

https://publicinterest.org.uk/testing-comms-guide/


Examples of promising narratives
• https://twitter.com/_BraveNewWords/status/1268607210172669952?s=20
• https://twitter.com/_BraveNewWords/status/1251186466367188993?s=20
• https://twitter.com/amnesty/status/1253708068162015232?s=20
• https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/politicians-do-whats-right-when-watched-by-free-

press/19116 (free press)
• https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/why-associations-are-good-for-your-health/19086 (civic 

space)
• https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/our-health-depends-on-everyone-elses-newcomers-

greece/19143 (migration)
• https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/governments-try-to-divide-but-together-we-can-make-

sure-care-health-covid-19/19174 (hate speech)
• https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/heres-how-we-use-our-rights-to-get-our-freedoms-back-

after-corona/19013 (rule of law)
• https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/human-rights-are-tools-we-can-use-to-fight-corona/18975

(human rights in general)

https://twitter.com/_BraveNewWords/status/1268607210172669952?s=20
https://twitter.com/_BraveNewWords/status/1251186466367188993?s=20
https://twitter.com/amnesty/status/1253708068162015232?s=20
https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/politicians-do-whats-right-when-watched-by-free-press/19116
https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/why-associations-are-good-for-your-health/19086
https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/our-health-depends-on-everyone-elses-newcomers-greece/19143
https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/governments-try-to-divide-but-together-we-can-make-sure-care-health-covid-19/19174
https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/heres-how-we-use-our-rights-to-get-our-freedoms-back-after-corona/19013
https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/human-rights-are-tools-we-can-use-to-fight-corona/18975


If you’d like to drop me a line…

• Email: i.butler@liberties.eu
• Twitter: @idjbutler

Other people/organisations to follow on twitter:
@anatosaurus
@_Narrative
@pircuk
@FrameWorksInst
@hopebasedcomms
@GeorgeLakoff

mailto:i.butler@liberties.eu


Sources
• Frameworks Institute ‘Framing files’: http://frameworksinstitute.org/framing-files.html & podcast 

https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/frame-s-of-mind/id1473274387
• Public Interest Research Centre: Toolkit on framing equality in general http://equineteurope.org/wp-

content/uploads/2018/01/framing_equality_equinet_pirc_electronic.pdf; Toolkit on framing equality for 
LGBTI persons specifically https://www.ilga-europe.org/communicationsresources/framingequality; 
Guide on how to test your communications https://publicinterest.org.uk/testing-comms-guide/;

• Equally Ours, ‘How to shift public attitudes on equality’ https://www.equallyours.org.uk/talking-about-
equality-guide/

• Schwarz, N., et al., ‘Making the truth stick & the myths fade: Lessons from cognitive psychology’ 
https://behavioralpolicy.org/articles/making-the-truth-stick-the-myths-fade-lessons-from-cognitive-
psychology/

• George Lakoff’s blog https://georgelakoff.com/ & podcast https://framelab.us/podcast/
• Schwartz, S., 'The Refined theory of basic values', in Roccas, S. & Sagiv, L. (eds.), 'Values and behaviour: 

Taking a cross-cultural perspective', 2017, 51. 
• Anat Shenker-Osorio’s podcast: https://bravenewwordspod.com/
• Israel Butler, ‘Countering Populist Authoritarians: Where their support comes from and how to counter 

their success’: https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/can-human-rights-defeat-populism-book-article/16508

http://frameworksinstitute.org/framing-files.html
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/frame-s-of-mind/id1473274387
http://equineteurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/framing_equality_equinet_pirc_electronic.pdf
https://www.ilga-europe.org/communicationsresources/framingequality
https://publicinterest.org.uk/testing-comms-guide/
https://www.equallyours.org.uk/talking-about-equality-guide/
https://behavioralpolicy.org/articles/making-the-truth-stick-the-myths-fade-lessons-from-cognitive-psychology/
https://georgelakoff.com/
https://framelab.us/podcast/
https://bravenewwordspod.com/
https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/can-human-rights-defeat-populism-book-article/16508

