bm Ly

M Agenda

Ideas for Better

Communicating About Poverty and Low-Wage Work:

A New Agenda
Executive Sunmary

Matthew C. Nisbet, Ph.D.
Octobe 25,2007
Report to The Mobility Agenda

Over 40 million jobsin the United StatesN or about onein threeN pay low wages. The great
majority of low-wagejobslack bendfits such as health insurance or retirement accounts and provide
little or no chance for career advancement. These conditionstrandate into 35 million Americans
who earn povety-level incomes, while millionsmore struggle to make ends meet.

Despite these conditions given recent trendsand focusng events, many progressives express great
optimism aboutachieving effective policy solutions. Proposlsinduderaising the minimumwage
increasing access to hedlth, disability, andlife insurance; requiring retirement benefits and pad time
off; offeringjob training and education; subgdizing child care; expanding housng voudhers and the
Earned Income Tax Credit; increasing unemployment benefits; expanding Pell Grants for college
promoting unionization; and modenizing thefood stamp and TANF programs.

The Communication Problem

Y et when it comes to building broader public suppot for these proposls, traditiond appeals that
profile the plight of individuds, lament the QunfairnessOin hard-working Americanshaving to live
in povety, or tha emphasize the moral duty to hdp the disadvantaged all run up agang strong
perceptud screens While these arguments accurately reflect reality and may mobilize natural allies
and condituendes, research suggests tha such language only further reinforces individud, moral,
andracial attributionsof blame. Further, thereis also no agreed uponblueprint for communicating
the big pictureOon how proposils such as raising the minimum wage are connested to Pell grants
for college housng vouders, or increased workforce unionization.

Andysis of polling trendsshow tha American views aboutpovaty are little different today than
they were duringthe 1980s Thetendency for Americansto blame poverty onalack of effort has
hdd steady, feelingstoward the poorhave grown dightly cooler, willingnessto aid the poa has
stayed the same or diminished, and racia attitudes still color suppot for assistance to the poor.
These enduring misperceptionscontinueto bereinforced by the portrayals foundin news coverage
and by leading political figures, even by modeates such as New Y ork City@ mayor, Michael
Bloombeg.

A Way Forward

If progressives are going to changepulic opinion, they need to devel op a messagetha emphasizes
shared common values and interests. Moreover, thislanguaye has to be systematically investigated

and tested not with any particular party, candidate, or electoral god in mind, but rather with an eye

toward going beyondthe progressive base, building and maintaining a diverse codition around
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meaningful policy action. Figuring out What meanlngsand them& connect thedots on proposlsis
central to building suppot across diverse segments of the public, notjud thetraditiond progressive
base. Thetask will also be central to shagping media portrayals, defining policy options and
insulating agang attacks and counterarguments. Previousresearch suggests severa pahsforward.

Redefining What(® at Stake. Framing research can serve as a very valuable resource for Qyoing
beyondthe choir,0and engaging nortraditiond audiences on anti-povaty efforts. To dae, the most
comprehengve evaluation of framing in the context of low-wage work and poverty was funded by
the Ford Founcition and carried outby Meg Bogrom and her firm, Public KnowedgeLLC. Ina
series of focusgroupsand survey andyses, Bogrom foundtha themog effective interpretation for
activating suppot across diverse audiences was a @esponsble econonic planning frame.O This
interpretation emphasized narrowly as issues the econony, jobs and a progperousfuture. In this
aternaive frame, responsbility was defined as resting with citizenscollectively while the solutions
were described as ultimately leading to stronge communities.

In Bosrom@ survey andysis, when presented in this Qesponsble econoric planningQcontext,
progressive policy proposls were suppoted by ne margins4-11 percent highe than when framed
in traditiond terms of Gympathy for the poa.O Perhapsmosg importantly, in the survey anayses,
the econormic planning frame was able to generate added suppot for low-wage work issues among
nontaditiond segments of the public, audiences for whomthetypical sympahy for the poorframe
might actudly activate increased oppostion.

L essonsfrom the UK® (Boda Indusion.O Theability of the Gesponsble econorric planning
frameOto unify public suppot reflects closely the successful efforts in Great Britain by Tony Blair
and the Labourparty to redefine anti-povaty initiativesin terms of Godal induson.Olngead of
aleviating the condition of povety andits implied moral and racial undepinnings thenew socal
indusion direction in govanment was aboutimproving Gorogpects and networks and life chancesO
rather than smply raising thedollar amountof wages or redistributing wealth throughcash welfare
benefits or taxes.

Thelanguaye and metaphors of soda induson are designed to focus attention on the structures and
processes tha excludecertain groupsof indviduds fromfull paticipaionin sodety. Similar to the
Ceconorric planning frame,Othe logic emphasi zes tha in a compditive globd marketplace, the
naionis stronge, more secure, and better off if more of its popuation can paticipae fully in the
labor force and econony.

Besides engaging the public, in terms of policy, the sodal induson language aso hdped redefine
in new and more politically successful terms the evaluaion and measurement of long-standing
problems of inequdity. In other words framing not only structures theinterpretationsof the public
and the portrayal s of thenews media, butin contexts such as Congress, framing can also impact the
specifics of policy decisions alteringthe optionstha are conddered and how they are measured.

A New Agenda for Communication

This report@ synthesis of previousresearch suggests several key recommendationsfor moving
forward. Theseindude
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1. Do theresearch. Additiond research is needed on how nontraditiond audiences make sense of
issues related to poverty and low-income work. Previouswork funded by the Ford Founddion
points to promising aternative ways to define the problem and solutionsto povety, and this
research is congstent with historical lessonsfrom Gresat Britain® Godal indusonCcampagn. Not
only dothe specific frames matter, butthere aso needsto betheidentification and testing of
specific frame devices, i.e., the catichphrases, dogans visuds, and alusonsto history or culture that
ingantly trandate these latent meanings This last recommendaion aso undescores theimportance
of notonly testing frames, butalso further testing the types of opinion leaders who might be best at
ddivering these messages to specific groups

2. Stay on message. As the progressive community comes togeher to fundand investigate new
messages aboutpovety and low-wage work, the outcome of this research has to be employed
systematically across organizationsand policy efforts, otherwise little benefit will berealized.
Progressives should partner with founddionsto hdd a series of naiond communication summits.

3. Break thetyranny of thenews peg. Research should also focuson thetypes of staged news events
and story pitches that successfully generate both print and television news attention, result in an
emphasis on preferred frames, and reach key targeted audiences.

4. Spon®r sodal media campaigns Traditiond news coverageis notthe only media tha mattersin
engaging the public on povety. With increasing frequency, doaumentaries are the catalyst for a
Qodal media campagn,Obringing together filmmakers with partner foundaionsand progressive
organizations Compaative case study examinationsof similar socda media campaignswould
providevauable ingghtinto howfilms can beused systematically and strategically.

5. Facilitate inddental exposure. In today(® mediaworld, with so many competing content choices,
thechdlengeisto find waysto "inddentally” expose audiences to coverage and information about
povaty-related issues in media zones where they are notlooking for it. The Bono-led and Gates
Founddion-funded GDneOcampaign, with its focus on povaty in Africa, offers aleading example
of how progressives can use entertainment media outlets to reach otherwise inatentive audiences.

www.mobilityagenda.org



