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Project Overview
The Child Advocacy 360 Foundation created the Communications Catalyst Initiative to
persuade foundations, affinity groups, corporate benefactors, advocacy organizations and
others to support more robust strategic communication programs using the most effective,
persuasive messages. Done well, communications can stimulate greater citizen activism
and support for programs to improve the lives of all children, and help level the playing
field for underserved children.
Many advocacy and direct-service groups are having a positive impact on the lives of
children at the local level, yet too many Americans still think “nothing works.” Many
Americans assign blame for children’s problems to “bad” parents and ignore the role of
our communities and institutions in creating better opportunities for kids’ success. This
sense of hopelessness tamps down enthusiasm, and limits fundraising and organizing.
The lack of understanding about community links keeps kids’ problems in the private
realm and lets the public and policymakers off the hook.
The Communications Catalyst Initiative was inspired by the belief that stories about
effective programs, or “solutions stories,” are an overlooked tool in advocates’ toolkit that
can educate and mobilize needed support. To test this hypothesis, and to develop effective
approaches for telling solutions stories, the Child Advocacy 360 Foundation commissioned
Douglas Gould and Company and the Topos Partnership to:
• Interview key child advocacy experts and foundation allies and create an advisory
panel for the project.
• Review existing research and gather input from experts about currently used
messages and strategies.
• Undertake qualitative and quantitative research to test alternative messages,
frames and stories.
• Create communications strategies and advise advocates about effective messages.
• Recruit, train, and deploy a wide range of spokespeople with the knowledge of
children’s issues and skills to present the message effectively.
The summary is based on research conducted by the Topos Partnership. It was informed
by the Communications Catalyst Initiative’s goals, and by input from in-depth interviews
conducted among key advisors. A memo with strategic recommendation is also available at
www.childadvocacy360.com.

Introduction

All across the country organizations are doing great work improving the lives of children and families.
Yet too often their stories are not widely known. This research is designed to determine how to tell their
stories in ways that expand the impact of their work and compel public interest and support.
Broadly, communications about programs and policies to benefit children can be clustered into two
overarching categories. Those that highlight:
1. particular programs and efforts on behalf of kids, and
2. the general idea of taking collective responsibility for children’s wellbeing.
Both are valuable and important areas of emphasis for communications, but each represents different
challenges for storytelling. Importantly, our research suggests that the first category (telling stories
of particular programs) does not automatically lead people to understanding the second (collective
responsibility for children). Therefore, this research addresses ideas for achieving support for particular
programs as well as the general idea of taking collective responsibility for kids.
Three central considerations at the heart of the Communications Catalyst Initiative shaped the research:
Change the emphasis from problem to solution.
Stories to promote action on behalf of children often emphasize the problems children face in the
belief that awareness of the severity of the problem will compel people to rise up and act. While
some do act, many others are overwhelmed by the problem and feel powerless to address the
situation. If communicators tell more stories that emphasize solutions, will we see more public
support for those solutions?
Make the role of community visible.
People tend to default to a view of children as existing solely in relation to their family – a
perspective Topos refers to as the Family Bubble. The Family Bubble1 perspective constrains
people’s view to the responsibility of the nuclear family in raising children, and obscures
the important role of community and/or government in creating the conditions for healthy
development. How do we tell stories that allow people to recognize the role of community
and the importance of collective solutions?

1

See “Promoting School Readiness and Early Child Development: Findings from Cognitive Elicitations,” by Axel Aubrun and
Joe Grady, Cultural Logic, March 2002.
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Inspire action on behalf of children not one’s own, particularly at-risk children.
In part due to the Family Bubble perspective, people are reluctant to intervene on behalf
of children other than their own (unless the family dynamic is shockingly dysfunctional or
damaging, in which case others have to intervene). They naturally default to thinking of
their own children’s needs, interests and abilities, even when evaluating their support for
broad programs and policies. Strategists often recommend couching solutions in terms of
“all children” to gain public support, but in an era of tightening state budgets, at-risk children
need priority. Can we tell stories that make action on behalf of children not one’s own a natural
and expected role for all citizens?
The analysis that follows is based on a significant body of original research, including six focus groups
and TalkBack testing among 240 engaged citizens, plus research to measure the effects of various
messages on people’s support for various policies and interventions to help children. The survey
was comprised of a representative sample of 2,006 American voters.
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There are times, of course, when a focus on problems
is needed. Importantly, this research suggests:
• It is more effective to emphasize causes
rather than outcomes.

Brief Recap of Findings

Most news stories on most social issues focus on
the problem to be solved, and news about children’s
issues is no different. On one level, this approach
seems sensible. Don’t problems spark the desire to
find solutions?
This research finds that a focus on problems has
some benefits, but can also backfire. Problemfocused stories increase support for government
action, but at the same time increase cynicism about
the ability of government and citizens to solve these
problems. These stories undermine the solution even
while raising the need for the solution and make
tough problems seem even more intractable.

The “Solutions Story” Alternative
Solutions stories, on the other hand, is an underused
communications approach that:
• Lifts the public’s desire for collective action
without increasing cynicism about the
effectiveness of action.
• Increases support for active government and
a range of children’s policies.
• Leads to support for higher taxes to get
higher quality services.
• Lifts support for policies targeted to
disadvantaged, at-risk kids.
• Research respondents rate as more
interesting, unique, motivating and
important – suggesting they will get more
attention from the public.

• It is helpful to define and describe the
problem in terms of inadequate systems
and structures serving kids, rather than just
focusing on the ways kids are suffering or
falling behind. Bad outcomes can usually be
blamed on parents, but inadequate systems
require a public response.

Core Story Elements
Five core story elements rise to the top as being
particularly important for telling effective solutions
stories. Though presented as five distinct elements,
to a large extent these elements overlap, and they all
certainly complement each other as demonstrated
by the exemplar stories developed by the
qualitative research and tested further in the
survey experiments.
Connection to Community
People’s default reasoning constrains their view
of children to the family – parents are responsible
for their child’s wellbeing and no other actors are
immediately visible. To inspire willingness to act on
behalf of children not their own, we need to broaden
people’s view to include the community. That is, we
need to remind audiences of how:
• The whole community benefits from kids
who grow up to be contributing members.
• The community can have important
beneficial influences on children and
families.
Big Picture Thinking
One reason the survey was able to record such
strong shifts for the solutions-oriented approach
was because the solutions stories focused on the
“big picture” which allows people to see the broader
generalizations about the value of intervention. This
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research uncovered two effective approaches for
keeping people focused on the big picture:
• Listing a number of solutions: When they
hear about a particular kid, community or
program, people naturally tend to focus on
the narrow particulars of that story, missing
broader implications. Briefly discussing a
number of very different programs is one
straightforward way of focusing less on
a particular case study, and more on the
general principle that we can and should be
taking greater collective responsibility for
kids’ wellbeing.
• Public Structures: To promote an
appreciation of policy’s role in creating
better outcomes for kids, it is helpful to talk
about how we all rely on “public structures”
(systems and institutions we build for our
collective wellbeing, from libraries to court
systems to publicly regulated utilities).
This idea gives people a more concrete
picture of how we create a better and
stronger community.
Necessary, not just nice
In the current economic climate, programs
that are “nice to have” are not likely to garner
widespread support. Therefore, communicators
must position key programs as necessary. One way
to communicate necessity is to remind people of
kids’ connection to community – the community
benefits from kids who grow up to be productive
adults. Another effective approach that is overlooked
in most communications efforts is a focus on how
a particular solution works. When people have a
concrete picture of how a program helps, they are
more likely to see it as important.
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Inspiring action
Demonstrating quantifiable movement in behavior is
a tough test for any communications effort, and this
subject is no different. However, in the qualitative
research participants often voiced strong interest
in engaging in direct action after reading solutionsoriented stories.
While all the elements combine to spark interest, the
qualitative research suggests that communicators
should specifically incorporate model examples of
the behavior we want to encourage. This includes
not just individual, extraordinary “heroes”, but the
collective actions of responsible citizens as well.
Modeling behavior helps people visualize the ways
they could make a difference.
“Proving” Effectiveness
While one might think that proving the effectiveness
of a particular solution is the most essential and
difficult story element, it turns out that people’s
standard of “proof” usually isn’t particularly high,
as long as they have a sense of how an intervention
helps. Two parallel solutions tracks in the survey,
one with “hard” statistical evidence of success, and
the other with anecdotal support, had generally
the same positive effects. If hard statistical proof
is available, it can be used, but communicators
shouldn’t hold back on telling solutions stories for
lack of statistically significant evidence.

Summing Up

The three Topos founders – Meg Bostrom, Joe
Grady and Axel Aubrun – have been researching
public understanding of children’s issues for two
decades. Their earlier research into specific children’s
topics such as early childhood development, child
abuse and perceptions of teenagers, informed the

research questions on this topic. This research is
unique, however, in two fundamental ways. First, it
refines a systemic set of principles to apply to stories
across children’s issues. Furthermore, it employed
a unique form of survey research that quantified
the influence of these principles of storytelling on
public understanding, action and support, rather
than simply rely on respondents’ self-reports of a
message’s ability to persuade.
The analysis that follows is based on a significant
body of original research, including six focus groups,
TalkBack testing among 240 engaged citizens and
survey research with a representative sample of
2,006 American registered voters. The research was
designed to establish the effects of various stories
and story elements on people’s support for policies
and interventions to help children.

For further information contact:
Hershel Sarbin, President
Child Advocacy 360 Foundation
HershelS@aol.com
Douglas Gould, President
Douglas Gould and Company
Dgould@douglasgould.com
Meg Bostrom, Co-founder
Topos Partnership
team@topospartnership.com
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adult children (quotes noted as “woman” or “man”
throughout). Otherwise, participants represented a
mix of gender, race, age, and education.

TalkBack Testing

Methodology

The project included several components designed
to approach the key questions from a variety
of angles.

Focus Groups
Focus Groups are group conversations, typically
conducted with 6-10 people over the course of two
hours. Topos uses focus groups to determine that
a public discussion using new messages is both
viable and effective at shifting perspectives. Focus
groups approximate a “public” conversation that
includes the ebb and flow of support and opposition,
understanding and confusion, that is likely to
emerge in real world conversations. In this way, the
researchers determine the communications elements
that are necessary for a robust public conversation.
A total of six focus group sessions were conducted:
• Marleton, NJ (June 2, 2009)
• Indianapolis, IN (October 21, 2009)
• Braintree, MA (November 4, 2009)
All focus group participants were screened to
meet an engaged citizen profile, meaning they are
registered to vote, read the newspaper frequently,
and are involved in community organizations.
Engaged citizens are frequently the opinion
leaders in their circles, so patterns in discussion
among these individuals are especially salient to
understanding the public conversation. The groups
were divided by child status: half the groups were
comprised of parents of children under 18 years old
(quotes noted as “mother” or “father” throughout)
and half were comprised of those without children
under 18 – some without children and some with

6

Solutions Storytelling

In the TalkBack method – developed by Topos
principals Axel Aubrun and Joe Grady – subjects
are presented with brief texts (roughly 80-150
words) and then asked several open-ended
questions, at least one of which focuses on their
ability to repeat the core of the message, or pass it along
to others. The testing is designed to assess whether a
given idea has the capacity to become an organizing
principle for thinking and communicating about
the issue: Can people remember it, do they focus
on it, can they talk about it? It also looks at whether
people who have heard a particular message
successfully avoid key “traps” (e.g. the default
tendency to focus on parents’ “exclusive” role),
and take more constructive perspectives.
In each case, subjects read the brief statement and
were then asked a variety of questions concerning
their understanding of the text’s main point, what
they could remember about it, whether they agreed
and why, how would they respond to someone
with a different viewpoint and so forth. Testing
involved working with a diverse group of roughly
240 participants from around the country.

Online Survey
The survey analysis is based on online interviews
with 2,006 registered voters nationwide, conducted
February 12 – March 6, 2010. This survey was
designed to determine existing perceptions
of collective responsibility for children and to
quantify the effects of different kinds of stories in
building support for acting collectively on behalf of
children. To meet these dual objectives, the survey
incorporated a series of experiments to determine
the extent to which exposure to different kinds of
stories subsequently influenced reasoning
and attitudes.

Specifically, survey respondents were randomly
assigned to either a control group or one of
three test groups. Those in the test groups were
exposed to news stories and questions intended
to predispose a particular way of thinking.
Interviewees in both the control and test groups
responded to the same set of core questions
about children, children’s policy and the role of
communities and government. By comparing the
responses of those exposed to test language with
the responses of a control group (not exposed to
any test language), we can determine the relative
ability of stories to shape public understanding.

The following analysis begins with a review
of current public perceptions, based solely on
the responses of the control group (the group
uninfluenced by the effects of the framing
experiments). An analysis of the effects of the
frame and the effects on different target audiences
follows. Finally, the paper ends with an extended
discussion of the kinds of story elements that
are effective in creating an engaged and
supportive public.

Unless otherwise noted, only statistically significant
shifts are highlighted in this analysis. The effects
of these types of experiments are typically subtle.
Dominant models of understanding are developed
throughout the course of our lives, and changing
those models takes repeated exposure to new
frames. A short survey of this type provides
understanding, but will not fully represent the
more significant shifts in public opinion that might
occur over a long period of exposure to new frames.
For more details about the survey, please see
the Appendix.

www.topospartnership.com
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Government, Budgets, and Taxes

The Current State of Opinion

Before outlining a strategy to change opinion, we
need to identify the current state of opinion
and the dynamics that could influence
communicators’ success.
As noted in the Introduction, one primary
task for this effort is to make visible the very
important role of community in helping to raise
happy, healthy children who become productive
citizens. In some ways, a conversation about
collective action is very challenging in the current
environment, while in other ways Americans are
well positioned for this conversation.
As we typically see in our research, people’s first
reaction to “government” tends to be negative -they default to a view in which government does
too much and has a negative impact on most
people’s lives. In considering government budgets,
their initial reaction is frequently firmly anti-tax.
However, when we can get beyond these initial
knee-jerk reactions, we find that Americans do
support a number of government actions for
children, they believe in the value of collective action
and the common good, they believe citizenship
requires certain obligations, and they even support
taxes when reminded of the relationship between
resources and quality public services.
Ultimately, the relevant question is not whether
Americans do or don’t support children’s policies,
but whether we can shape public discourse in such
a way to allow the right predispositions to come to
the surface.
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People’s first reaction to “government” tends to be
negative. Our research on government suggests this
is largely due to people’s top-of-mind association with
bickering politicians and gridlock in Washington, causing
them to conclude that government is irrelevant, or perhaps
even has a negative impact on people’s lives. Furthermore,
in the wake of bank bailouts and other major initiatives,
Americans are increasingly worried the government is
trying to do too much. Most conclude that government
should concentrate more on cutting budgets rather than
raising taxes in these tough economic times. There are
strong differences in opinion among different segments
of the population, with Democrats, African-Americans,
women, younger and more educated voters feeling more
positive about government, while Republicans, men, older
and less educated voters feel more negative.

If communications does not
overcome the initial, negative
assessment of government,
advocates will find it difficult
to build public will for
collective action.
When asked what impact the government has
on most people’s lives, only 36% say “positive”
while a majority (57%) says “negative,” a -21 point
margin. When specifically considering the impact
of government on most children’s lives, people
are negative, though less so (42% positive, 46%
negative, a -4 point margin). Reactions differ by
party identification with Democrats holding a
positive view of government (+10 point margin for
government generally, +24 point margin for children)
and Independents (-26, -9) and Republicans (-57, -34)
holding negative views. Older men and men without
a college education hold particularly negative views
of government while younger and college-educated
men, and women are more positive.

In addition, a majority of voters think
“government is doing too many things
that should be left to individuals
and business” (59%, 49% strong),
while fewer side with the view that
“government should do more to solve
problems” (41%, 29% strong), a -18
point margin. Democrats would like
to see government do more (+34 point
margin), while Independents and
Republicans believe government is
already doing too much (-35 and -72
point margins respectively). There is
also a strong divide by age, with older
voters, particularly older men, believing
government is doing too much.

Government Impact on Lives

What kind of impact does government have
on most people’s/children’s lives:

36

POSITIVE

42

57

NEGATIVE

NO EFFECT/dk

Forced to choose between two actions
state governments can take to balance
their budgets, two thirds believe state
government should concentrate more
on “cutting projects and services” (67%, 50%
strong), while only one-third would “raise revenues
through taxes” (33%, 18% strong), a -34 point
margin. While no demographic group has plurality
support for increased taxes, Democrats (-2 point
margin) and younger men (-20) are less opposed to
raising taxes than Independents (-35), Republicans
(-68) and older men (-50).
However, it is possible to flip two-thirds support for
cutting government services to two-thirds support for
higher taxes.
The “taxes versus services” tradeoff may cause survey
respondents to imagine that there are unnecessary services
that could be cut with no consequences. However, when
considering the quality of public services and systems
generally (which may allow people to imagine the public
structures on which they rely) people are far more willing
to pay higher taxes for higher quality services than lower
taxes even if it meant low quality public services and
systems. Even Republicans, the most tax sensitive group,
support high taxes for high-quality services.

46
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people’s lives

children’s lives

This suggests there is an important role for
communications in shining a light on the kinds
of quality services that make a difference.
When people consider the relationship between
the taxes they pay and the quality of services they
receive, two-thirds (69%) would rather pay higher
taxes and have higher quality public services and
systems, while just 31% would rather have lower
taxes even if it meant low quality public services
and systems. There are stark divisions by gender on
this measure: older women support higher taxes by
a 55 point margin while older men support higher
taxes by a 19 point margin; women without a
college education support higher taxes by a 50 point
margin, while their male counterparts have just a
20 point margin. While Democrats support higher
taxes by a 61-point margin, even Republicans say
they would support high taxes for high-quality
services by a 13-point margin.

www.topospartnership.com
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taxes and quality

Closer to your view?
I would rather pay higher taxes and have high quality
public services and systems.
OR
I would rather pay lower taxes even if it means low quality
public services and systems.

lower
taxes

22

higher
taxes

9

31%

45

strong

24

69%

not strong

When services for children are added to the mix,
one third would cut all government programs
and services equally (31%), 15% would pay more
in taxes if it went to programs for kids, 25%
would pay more in taxes if it went to programs
for disadvantaged, at-risk kids, and 29% reject all
three choices. African Americans (59%), Democrats
(36%), and younger women (32%) are particularly
interested in helping disadvantaged children.

Don’t assume people will
automatically support
government action or higher
taxes for kids. Asserting a need
isn’t enough; remind people
of the quality public services
and systems that matter,
that solve problems.
Worldviews
A majority of Americans say they value community
over individuality, and the common good over selfreliance. Though media coverage of discord and gridlock
in Congress might cause one to feel Americans have
become disillusioned, this survey demonstrates most
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Americans continue to believe in the power of collective
action. Interestingly, those voters who tend to discount
collective action and the value of community are the same
voters who firmly believe in the obligations of citizenship –
perhaps an opening for engagement.

Advocates should ground their
conversations in community
and common good (rather than
sympathy for children) and
the power of people working
together for change to engage
the public in supporting
children’s issues.
Americans value community and the common
good. Overall, 64% side with the view “the
best way to solve the problems we face is by
emphasizing shared interests and supporting
the common good” while only 36% choose
the competing view “the best way to solve the
problems we face is by emphasizing self-reliance
and supporting individual independence,” a
28-percentage point margin.
Similarly, 60% side with the view “the principle of
a strong community is most important. America
is most successful when we pursue policies that
expand opportunity and create a rising prosperity
for all, not just a few.” Only 40% side with the
alternate view, “the principle of self-reliance is most
important. America is most successful when we have
a limited public role that keeps taxes low so that
businesses and individuals can prosper.”
In both instances, support for the common
good over self-reliance differs by party identification
with Democrats and Independents siding with
community and Republicans siding
with individualism.
In addition, Americans continue to believe in the

power of collective action. Fully 79% say “people
working together as a group” can make “a great
deal” (45%) or “a lot of difference” (34%) in solving
the problems they see. Those demographic groups
with the most belief in collective action include
African-Americans (61% “great deal of difference”),
lower income voters (56%), and those who live in the
South (53%). Midwest voters (33%) and Republican
voters (37%) are far less likely to believe people
working together can make a great deal of difference.

Perception of Collective Action

How much difference do you believe that people
working together as a group can make in solving
the problems you see?

a great deal

45
34

a lot

16

some

a little

3

educated voters (57 points), and those who live
in the Midwest (53 points) - voters that do not
tend to believe in collective action or government
problem-solving. One question for advocates is
how to draw on this sense of obligation to engage
these voters who are otherwise less supportive of
collective action.
Though they ascribe to the concept of citizen
obligations, actual participation revolves around just
a few activities. Survey respondents are most likely
to report that they plan to vote in elections in the
next year or so (an average rating of 9.3 on a 10 point
scale, 89% rate 8-10 on a 10 points scale), followed
by keeping informed about issues facing children
(7.3, 54%), donating to an organization that works
for children (7.0, 48%), and volunteering in the
community (6.9, 45%). Fewer report being very likely
to sign an online petition about children’s issues (6.4,
40%), forward interesting articles about children’s
issues (6.2, 39%), or participate in town hall or
community decision-making meetings (5.3, 22%).
Generally, women, those with children under 18
years old, and African-Americans are most likely to
report high levels of engagement in these activities.
As would be expected, older voters and Republicans
are particularly likely to say they plan to vote, while
Democrats are more likely than voters overall to say
they will sign an online petition.

no difference 1

likely to take action in next year
Furthermore, most believe “citizenship” is not
just an empty descriptor, it requires special
responsibilities. More than two thirds (69%)
believe “being a good citizen means having
some special obligations” while just 31%
side with the alternate view: “simply being
a good person is enough to make someone
a good citizen” – a 38 point margin. The
obligations of citizenship have particular
resonance among older voters (a 66-point
margin among senior citizens), college-

% Choosing 8-10 on 10-Point Scale

89

VOTE

54

KEEP INFORMED

48

dONATE

45

Volunteer
SIGN AN ONLINE
PETITION

40
39

forward articles
participate in
town hall

22
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Policy Priorities

Across these priorities, certain demographic groups
tend to show higher levels of support: Democrats,
women, especially younger women and collegeeducated women, younger voters, and African
American voters.

Finally, Americans support a number of policy priorities
for kids. They tend to prioritize policies for “all children”
over policies for “disadvantaged, at-risk children,” but,
as will be shown later in this report, communications
can close the gap.
There is widespread support for prioritizing certain
kinds of community investments such as “public
efforts for children such as education, after school,
and health services” (an average rating of 8.4 points
on a 10-point scale, 61% rate 9 or 10 on a 10 point
scale). In addition, more people want to “invest in
communities” (7.9 average rating on a 10-point scale,
though only 41% feel very strongly about this with a
rating of 9 or 10) than “reduce government budgets
(7.0 average, though a majority 53% feel strongly).

Additionally, voters support a number of policy
priorities for children. Education and health care are
particularly high priorities. In each instance where
voters were given an opportunity to rate providing
a policy to all children or to disadvantaged, at-risk
children, universal services are a higher priority.
(see Table)
The most enthusiastic supporters of these policies are
Democrats, African-Americans, women, and lower
income voters.

Issue Priorities
% 9-10 on 10-points

increase high school
graduation rates

66
59

make quality early education
available to all children

58

make affordable health insurance
available for low income children

53

improve foster care and child
care protective services

49

shrink government budgets

49

make quality early education available
to disadvantaged, at-risk children
cut taxes

42

expand opportunities for quality
after school programs

41

make consequences more severe the
first time a kid gets in trouble
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47

27

in spite of what it is. If it means
forming coalitions of doctors
and creating community clinics -something that is positive. It’s just
not this. I’m tired of this doom and
gloom at the end of the sentence,

Emphasizing Solutions
Solutions Stories Get Attention
Often, communicators assume the way to build public
support for policy change is to emphasize a crisis. If the
public is worried enough, they assume, people will rise up
and demand a solution. Of course there is an important
role for communicating problems, but too often the
solutions are invisible or seem inadequate to the scale
of the problem and people are left feeling helpless.
People are harshly critical of current media practices
and react negatively to the prominence of the Crisis
Frame in most news coverage.

“”

period. That’s not what we’re
about as Americans.
-New Jersey woman
Because I think our society focuses
on the negative and it breeds on that.
It keeps us -- to keep the turmoil in
our souls going. You turn on the TV
and that is all you hear. The first 15
minutes of the news is who has been
killed, and why they did it, and how
the bodies were found. I don’t watch
the news.

I feel like you’ve been slapped 37
times; the 38th one doesn’t make
much difference. You get hit with so
many things like this that it probably
wouldn’t stir up to something it
should. There’s a lot of that stuff
[stories about crises] in the news.

-Massachusetts man
I am kind of getting fed up with the
doom and gloom that is across the
board. And I’m really looking for
the American way of how we pull

-Indiana woman
In contrast, stories about solutions, particularly
successful solutions, have the potential to fill an unmet
need and gain quite a bit of public attention. Survey
respondents who read one of the solutions-oriented
news stories were significantly more likely than
those who read the problem-oriented story to rate
the stories as interesting, unique, motivating, and
important. While survey respondents are equally
likely across versions to indicate they will search for
more information (ranging from 50%-56% “likely),
or forward the article to a friend (ranging from
47%-51% likely), the positive reactions suggest that
solutions-oriented stories are more likely to be read
and get widespread attention.

together and how we make it work

www.topospartnership.com
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compared to most stories, this is more...
First Story Stories

58
53

51
44

52

45 48

43

SOLUTIONS SOFT

36

SOLUTIONS HARD

31

26

PROBLEM - OUTCOMES

20

interesting

unique

motivating

important

compared to most stories, this is more...
Second Story Stories

62 62 60

56 56
47
40

48

42

50
SOLUTIONS SOFT
SOLUTIONS HARD

37

PROBLEM - OUTCOMES

22

interesting

unique

motivating

important

This pattern suggests the public will be more likely to pay
	attention to stories with a solutions orientation – these stories 			
		
will be seen as new and unique and perhaps
		give advocates’ communications more traction.
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Solutions Stories Increase Support For Investment
In the current economic climate, Americans are nervous both about government budget deficits and about raising
taxes. The survey demonstrates that all three stories dampen enthusiasm for reducing government budgets, and
a solutions orientation increases support for investing in communities and having high taxes for high quality
services. These findings suggest that in this tough economic climate, people can be convinced of the need to maintain
government budgets, but they need to understand how their tax dollars will be put to good use, not simply told that
there is a problem.

investment shifts by story approach
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The public supports “public efforts for children
such as education, after school, and health
services,” at high levels (8.4 average rating on a
10-point scale, 61% rate 9 or 10 on a 10 point scale
among the Control Group), and the news stories
have little influence on that high-level support.
However, the solutions-oriented stories result in
a significant increase in support for investing in
communities, and both the solutions and problemoriented stories cause people to be more resistant
to appeals to reduce government budgets.
In addition, the Soft Solutions group became
significantly more supportive of paying higher
taxes for higher quality services as opposed to
lower taxes for lower quality services, an 8-point
gain in strong support.

SUPPORT PUBLIC
efforts FOR CHILDREN
SUCH AS...

comparison in % very strong
support for high tax/quality

% Choose statement: I would rather pay higher taxes
and have high quality public services and systems.
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The Role for Government
The avalanche of crisis stories in the news causes people to feel these problems are intractable. They see so many
stories about problems that they assume few solutions exist. In fact, when asked, “How do problems get solved?” one
common response is, “They don’t.” Both solution and problem-focused stories cause people to become increasingly
supportive of an active government. However, the problem-focused approach causes people to become less convinced
that government can solve problems or that people can work together to make a difference. A problem-centered
orientation makes tough problems seem even more intractable.
At the time of the survey, most
government should do more
survey respondents reported
Vs. doing too much
that the government is trying
59
to do too much. Of two choices,
55
52
53
a majority (59%) sides with the
48
47
view “government is doing too
45
many things that should be left
41
to individuals and business,”
do more
while just 41% side with the view
doing too
“government should do more to
much
solve problems,” a -19 percentage
point margin. As might be
control solutions soft solutions hard
problem
expected, there is an enormous
partisan split on this question with
However, survey respondents become increasingly
Democrats supporting a more active government
cynical about the ability of government to affect
by a +34 point margin, and Independents and
children’s lives when exposed to the problemRepublicans rejecting more active government
oriented story. When asked to rate the impact of
by-35 and -72 point margins respectively.
government on children’s lives, just 42% of the
control group say government has a positive
Both solution and problem-oriented stories
influence, while 46% say it has a negative
build certain kinds of public support. Whether
influence, a -4 percentage point margin.
they read stories about solutions or problems,
respondents become significantly more likely
to believe government should do more.
Furthermore, either approach causes
respondents to significantly increase their
support for 6 of 10 policies (the experiments
did not significantly affect support for the
three policies with the highest levels of
support or for “making consequences more
severe the first time a kid gets in trouble”).

government impact on children’s lives
What kind of impact does government have
on most children’s lives?

53
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48

46

control

40

43

45
34
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problem

negative

Among those exposed to the problem-oriented
story, the ratings change significantly – 44%
positive, 53% negative, a -20 point margin.
Furthermore, those exposed to the problemoriented story were significantly less likely
to believe that people working together as a
group can make “a great deal of difference” in
solving problems. Among the Control Group
and those exposed to solutions stories, belief
that people can make a great deal of difference
in solving problems ranges from 45%-47%, but
among those exposed to the problem-oriented
story, just 40% feel the same.
This finding suggests that while problemoriented stories may increase the desire for
government action, they also depress the
sense that government can act.

Solutions-oriented stories
build just as much support
for action without increasing
cynicism about government
and citizen effectiveness.
Not All Problem-Oriented
Stories Are the Same
Communicators often find themselves
talking about problematic outcomes for
children. However, this research finds it
is more effective to ground the problems
conversation (when it is needed) on
causes – specifically, weak public
systems and structures for children.

Perception of
Collective Action

Comparison % People Make a
Great Deal of Difference

46

45

47

40

control

solutions soft solutions hard problem

After reading a problematic outcomes story,
respondents were no more likely to say they
would pay higher taxes for higher quality
services (only an insignificant 3 point gain in
very strong support among respondents in
the Problem Group while the Soft Solutions
approach led to an 8 point gain). But after
reading a story about problems in the public
systems and structures designed to support kids,
respondents in the Problem Group became
significantly more likely than the Control
Group, and just as likely as those exposed to
solution stories, to support raising revenues
rather than cutting projects and services.

raise revenues or cut projects/services
Comparison by Story
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41
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Furthermore, a problem-focused story about systems may do as much as the solutions-oriented
stories to cause people to pay more attention to disadvantaged, at-risk children. The solutions-

oriented stories as well as the systemic problems stories increase support for policies to benefit
disadvantaged, at-risk children, bringing support for these policies close to the level of support
for universal access. The table below demonstrates that average support for policies for at-risk
children among the Control Group is significantly lower than support for universal access for the
same policies (8.2 vs. 7.7 for early education, 8.1 vs. 7.8 for health insurance), but average support
among the test groups increases and comes closer to the same level of support for universal access.

Closing the Gap for Policies for At-Risk Children
Average Rating on a 10 Point Scale
control Solutions solutions
soft proof hard proof
Make quality early education available toall children
8.2
8.2
8.3

8.3

Make quality early education available to
disadvantaged, at-risk children

7.7

8.0

8.0

8.0

Make affordable health insurance available for
all children

8.1

8.0

8.1

8.2

Make affordable health insurance available for
low-income children

7.7

7.9

8.1

8.0

These findings suggest that telling the
right kind of story can build support for
at-risk children.

When communications has to
incorporate a discussion of
problems, the focus should be
on causes (inadequate systems)
rather than outcomes alone.

Influence on Engagement
In the qualitative phase of research it was clear that,
when told effectively, solutions-oriented stories
cause respondents to express interest in supporting
particular programs either through volunteerism,
financial contribution, or sometimes even through
voicing a desire for government support for a
particular effort.

“”

I think it’s marvelous. And I think we
should definitely have something like
this in Boston. It’s a no-brainer.

-Massachusetts woman
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I think you have a responsibility within
your own community. That’s your town.
You have a responsibility to be involved

This is a question and a challenge for further
investigation, but should not dissuade
communicators from adopting
the recommendations.

in your town. We all did volunteer
work; we all did different things over
the years and that’s part of being a
town is being involved.

-Massachusetts man
How do we get that going in Indiana?
Because I think it’s a great idea.

-Indiana woman

Importantly, these beneficial effects of solutions
stories are neither automatic nor accidental.
Rather, they are the result of carefully constructed
story elements that avoid triggering negative
reactions, and that amplify people’s sense of
collective responsibility. The next section describes
each of the promising story elements uncovered
in the qualitative research that were incorporated
into the effective solutions stories in the
survey research.

However, the survey research was largely unable
to quantify significant movement in people’s
willingness to engage in direct action (in response to
any of the experiments). There are several possible
explanations for this inconsistency:
• The process of a group discussion is likely to
be more effective in generating the kind of
enthusiasm needed for taking action;
• Exposure to just one message in a short
survey may not replicate the movement that
would happen in response to a real world
shift in communications over the long term;
• Increasing engagement requires overcoming
other obstacles unrelated to children’s issues
such as, knowing of real opportunities
to engage, competition with existing
commitments, etc.

www.topospartnership.com
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Promising Story Elements

A variety of different stories, employing numerous
story elements, were tested in the qualitative phase
of research. While some of the stories were more
immediately compelling than others, our task was
not to find the perfect story. Rather, our task was
to question underlying assumptions, and take
some of the guesswork out of communications by
identifying the elements advocates can write into
their communications that are most likely to lead to
public support both for particular programs as well
as the broader idea of collective responsibility for
child wellbeing.
Five core story elements rise to the top as being
particularly important for achieving advocates’
communications goals. Though presented as
five distinct elements, to a large extent these
elements overlap, and they all certainly
complement each other.

Community Connection
As noted earlier, people’s default reasoning
constrains their view of children to the family –
parents are responsible for their child’s wellbeing
and no other actors are immediately visible. To
inspire willingness to act on behalf of children not
their own, we need to broaden people’s view to
include the community. This happens when we
remind people of how kids and community are
connected, in two directions:
• The whole community benefits from kids
who grow up to be contributing members.
• The community has a beneficial influence
on children and families.
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Connection is at the heart of why solutions-oriented
stories have such beneficial effects, and why a
problems story focused on inadequate systems
is more effective than one focused on outcomes.
Outcomes focus on failing children, without
necessarily explaining why they are failing or how
they can succeed. Left to their own devices, people
often default to the Family Bubble and feel that only
a child’s parents have any ability to influence
the situation.
In contrast, a solutions story, or a story about
inadequate public structures brings this more
constructive explanation to the forefront, and
allows people to see how collective action
matters. People are compelled to see their own
responsibility and their connections to others.
At the end of the survey, respondents in the Control
Group rated a number of messages. All of these
messages incorporate the notion that the community
has a beneficial influence on kids, though some
are more overt than others. Five of the top seven
messages reinforce the insight that kids will either
help the community or be a burden later – the
community benefits from successful kids.

Convincing Reason to Give More Attention to Children’s Issues
Ranked by % Extremely + Very Convincing
Extr. + Very Conv.

Extr. Conv.

A small investment in getting disadvantaged, at-risk kids off to the
right start makes a lot more sense than paying to fix problems later.

64

28

When enough people stand together to demand change, things happen.

64

25

When we invest in getting disadvantaged, at-risk kids off to the right
start, we invest in our community and our future.

59

21

A variety of effective policies and programs that help kids, from
after-school programs to health care and Head Start, lead to
significant improvements in kids’ performance in school and in life.

59

19

Communities that support the public structures that help kids, from
after-school programs to health care and Head Start, see significant
improvements in kids’ performance in school and in life.

57

20

Each of us has been helped by a neighbor, coach, pastor or other
selfless person, so each of us has a responsibility to give back.

55

23

There are many important things we can do as a community or state
to help make sure kids grow up to be good citizens. We need to
make this a priority.

55

18

There are lots of effective programs that help kids. For example, one
school system has trained “art therapists” who work with troubled
kids a couple of times a week. After going through the program, the
kids have better grades and fewer behavior incidents. We need to
support these kinds of programs.

54

18

Declining state budgets threaten to undermine important successes for
kids. We can’t be short sighted and weaken what will help kids become
productive, contributing members of the community in the future.

53

16

There are lots of effective programs that help kids. For example,
one school system has trained “art therapists” who work with
troubled kids a couple of times a week. The kids learn to express their
feelings and in as little as six months, kids who started out angry and
uncommunicative are now back on track with better grades and fewer
behavior incidents. We need to support these kinds of programs.

51

18

There are lots of effective programs that can help kids do better.
We need to make them a priority.

47

16

We can’t let declining state budgets end up cutting funds for basic
services when they are most needed in these tough economic times.
Now is the time to increase funding for health and education.

46

19
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With state budget battles the top priority for
most advocates, these messages provide some
specific guidance:
• The practical insight that getting kids off
to the right start makes more sense than
trying to fix problems later is particularly
convincing. People want to get ahead of
problems.

“”

We often don’t think about it, but there
are many important things we can do as
a community or state to help make sure
kids grow up to be good citizens and
community members.

old enough. They will help somebody
-Massachusetts man
These are kids that are going to
shape the world. You want to put
your thoughts and your energy into
helping them anyway because they’re

• Reminding people of tough economic times
and linking it to the need for more funding
is far less effective than reminding them of the
effectiveness of programs.

Test Language:

will do the same thing when they are
else… It will make them better people.

• “Getting kids off to the right start is an
investment in our community and our
future” is a values-driven version of the
practical statement above.

It is clear from both the qualitative and quantitative
research that the idea that kids can grow up
to be contributing members of the community
is consistently favored as a reason to support
programs. And it’s not that hard for messages to
tap into this desire, and help people focus on the
big picture – which has the benefit of helping
big-picture solutions make more sense too.

What I got out of it was that these kids

going to be the ones that are going
to shape this world, and be pretty
much taking care of us.
-Indiana mother
In addition, people’s understanding of the
importance of community in benefiting children
can be readily tapped when they have a big
picture view of a particular solution. For example,
when people read a story about Hope Meadows,
a successful intergenerational community, their
enthusiasm is due in part to how this program
fits their model of cohesive communities that
successfully raise children.

“”

Everybody taking care of everybody.
Like when I was growing up, you came
home from school. Your parents
weren’t home, you went to the
neighbors next door. They were
like grandparents to us.
-New Jersey man
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When I read the story, I really -what came to my mind first was it
takes a village.
-Indiana father
The village is the community in
this situation and your children
grow up not just in the structure
of your household and the things
you are trying to instill in them but
also what your neighbor has, what

and broader generalizations about the value of
intervention tend to fall away as though they had
never been mentioned.
The research has uncovered two promising
approaches for keeping people’s attention focused
on the big picture:
The role of “public structures”
In order to promote an appreciation of
government policy’s role in creating better
outcomes for kids, it is helpful to talk about
ow we all rely on “public structures” – but kids
in particular.

your friends have. So it does take
a community to raise a child.
-Indiana mother
Problematically, this enthusiasm for cohesive
communities could easily slip toward being defined
narrowly as charitable action, not the full range of
collective actions that include policy change, for
example. To ensure that we illuminate the role of
community in ways that also provide a big picture
view including policy, we need to keep in mind the
following additional story elements.

Big Picture
One reason the survey was able to record such
strong shifts for the solutions-oriented approach
was because the solutions stories focused on
the “big picture.”
A strong focus on either particular kids or the
creators/organizers of the program can be very
engaging, but can backfire by focusing people on
the “little picture” and making it harder for them
to appreciate broader implications. If there is any
significant focus on a single individual program,
attention tends to focus solely on that program,

Test Language:
We all depend on “public structures” –
institutions from FDIC insurance, to clean
water systems, parks, cell phone standards,
libraries and highways – that we build and
maintain as communities. What many people
don’t realize is that as a group kids are more
dependent on the quality of public structures
than adults are. Lots of studies show that
communities that pay attention to the public
structures that help kids -- from after-school
and mentoring programs to health insurance
programs for low-income working families,
to clean water initiatives and Head Start - see
significant improvements in graduation rates,
school performance and IQ, kids’ health and
better social interaction. Public structures
are important for adults and the economy,
but they’re critically important for kids who
are still developing in every way. When we
support strong public structures, we create
the kinds of communities that help kids become
productive, contributing adults.

www.topospartnership.com
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This approach gives people a memorable new
insight (as it does in other issue areas). It also
helps people focus well on community – the idea
that good communities lead to good kids and vice
versa. It gives them a more concrete picture of how
we create a better and stronger community.
Noticeably, this approach helps people steer away
from the idea of “failing parents,” presumably
because it clarifies that we all depend on
public structures.

“”

Helping these children early helps
our children to become productive

In principle it is very simple to list a number
of programs. The challenge lies in creating
descriptions that are brief enough so that a list
of several is still manageable (and brief enough
so that no one story risks dominating people’s
attention), but substantive enough so that they

and helpful members of society in
the future. The fact is that public
structures such as the library are
very important, because societies
that provide those things have more
successful and wholesome children.
-California man
Q: Imagine you are talking to a family
member who says, “What we need
are for parents to do a better job,
not another expensive program.”
How would you respond?
A: Not exactly. Kids need more things
to develop into solid, contributing
adults, such as strong public
structures. We should do more
to help them.
-Ohio man
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Listing a number of programs
Briefly discussing a number of different
programs (the main tactic employed by the
stories in the survey) is one straightforward
way of helping focus less on a particular case
study, and more on the general principle that
we can and should be taking greater collective
responsibility for kids’ wellbeing.

Solutions Storytelling

Test Language:
Over the past twenty years, innovative
people and organizations around the country
have developed a wide variety of effective
policies and programs that help provide kids
with what they need to develop in a healthy
way, and grow up to be good citizens and
community members.
For example: • A public school system in
Maryland where trained “art therapists”
work with troubled kids a couple of times
a week. The kids learn to express their
feelings and in as little as six months, kids
who started out angry and uncommunicative
are now back on track with better grades
and fewer behavior incidents. • A community
in Illinois where abused children live with
their new, adoptive families …. • The national
Children’s Health Insurance Program
(CHIP) that has improved child health for
7 million kids by allowing working families
to purchase health insurance ….

strike people as interesting, clear, concrete new
information, which is what makes the case studies
so compelling.
When it works, this “list” approach successfully
helps people focus on the broader point about
the availability of approaches that work –
even if people often end up keying in on one
or two examples in particular that they find
particularly compelling.

“”

These ideas take work. None of these
initiatives will meet all a child’s
needs, but each of them can go a long
way toward a good start.
-Indiana mother

Advocates could easily incorporate this idea into
brochures, annual reports, community speeches,
fact sheets and so on.

Necessary, not just nice
In the current economic climate, the public
expects program cuts and is reluctant to support
non-essential projects. Programs that are “nice to
have” are not likely to garner widespread support.
Therefore, communicators must ensure their stories
position key programs as necessary.
One effective way to communicate the necessity of
programs, discussed earlier, is to remind people of
how the community benefits from kids who grow
up to be productive adults.
Another effective approach that is overlooked in
most communications efforts is a focus on how a
particular solution works. Caring about children
is not enough to inspire action on their behalf if
people do not understand the role they can play in
advancing children’s needs. People need to have

some idea how a program works in order to get
and stay supportive. People can be supportive
in the short-term without a clear sense of why a
program is effective, but maintaining support, or
keeping people clearly focused on a particular
objective requires understanding.
For example, a story about art therapy achieves an
equally enthusiastic response in the survey whether
or not it includes an explanation of how the program
achieves success. But when the explanation is
included, people can focus more clearly on the idea
and maintain their support.
Without an explanation, respondents are more
likely to think any kind of personal interaction or
fun activity would have the same effect.

Test Language:
The Art Therapy Connection brings trained
professionals into schools to work with
troubled kids during the school day a
couple of times a week. “Sometimes kids need
extra help with their social and emotional
development. Often, kids who have been
labeled a behavior problem, are really just
struggling to figure out how to get along in
the world,” stated Principal Walter Modell.
“Using art as a means of expression and
conversational tool, trained experts can
help these kids communicate their thoughts
and feelings, understand and control their
emotions, and improve social skills.”

www.topospartnership.com
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“”

I think we have all probably dealt

I think this program is fantastic;

with a certain kid or kids that in the

if every school in America offered

classroom are this way but when

this,I think we would see a lot

you get them in a gathering they

less violence.
-Massachusetts mother

open up. They communicate more,
especially if you’re a coach where
you work around kids. I see it all the

Trained professionals are really

time when it comes to fishing. I love

the key to the whole thing. They are

the outdoors and I take kids from

trained to do it and they know how

all walks of life and going fishing,

to do it.
-Massachusetts man

adventures, I like to call them. Kids
who used to be bottled up and not
really talkative, they are in a more
relaxed, calm environment. If you’re
doing something you enjoy, that’s
what it’s all about. It’s about
having fun.
-New Jersey father
But when an explanation is included in the story,
people express more understanding of, and support
for those particular efforts.

“”
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Inspiring action
While all of the elements help to inspire action,
people often continue to be reluctant to engage,
particularly in support of government action.
Research participants are cynical about and
frustrated with elected officials and have little faith
that government will create effective reform.

There is that feeling that you don’t
want to trust your politicians
that you elected even though they
had a platform that they wouldn’t

I think pain in children, pain in a

do certain things like this. [cut

lot of people sometimes cannot be

programs] Now they are doing it.

expressed verbally because the pain

Or maybe you feel helpless. You want

is just too much. So it’s a different

these people to do what is in your

form of expression. That may be why

best interest, but then here they are

it’s so successful.
-Massachusetts mother

cutting back things that some people

Solutions Storytelling

in the community really need.
-New Jersey father

While the survey was not able to quantify a shift in
willingness to act, the qualitative research found
that a simple, but effective way to inspire action is
incorporating model examples of the behavior we
want to encourage. When the test stories included
examples of citizens who successfully advocated for
change, people were more enthusiastic and engaged
than when change was discussed in the abstract.

“hard” statistical evidence of success, and the
other with anecdotal support, had generally the
same positive effects.
Certain groups were slightly more persuaded by
the “hard proof” solutions stories: men, particularly
those under 50 years old and college educated men,
as well as Republicans. Other groups were more
compelled by the “soft proof” solutions stories:
women, particularly older women over 50 years old,
and college educated women, and Democrats.

Test Language:
“It wasn’t easy to convince the city council to
set aside funding for this effort, but when 150
of us showed up at a council meeting, they had
to listen to us…”

So, if advocates have statistical proof they should
use it, but they shouldn’t wait to embark on this
communications strategy until they have “proof”
and even when they do, they shouldn’t leave out
anecdotal storytelling devices:

Asked why she joined the effort, volunteer
“grandmother” Shirley Witt explains, “A lot of
people were there for me when I was raising my
kids; this was my chance to give back. And now, I
love these kids just like they were my own.”

“”

Expansion and program support:
When solutions spread, people assume they
are effective.

It sticks out to me because I’ve bet

Test Language:

a typical council meeting, they

Communities throughout the city are seeing
the rewards, and now Nashville, Tenn. and
other cities are starting to implement the

probably get 10 people. So that was
pretty impressive that 150 people

same AfterZone model.

showed up and it’s good to hear it
because numbers prove that they
got something done.
-Massachusetts father

“”

Proving Effectiveness
While one might think that proving the effectiveness
of a particular solution is the most essential and
difficult story element, it turns out that people’s
standard of “proof” does not tend to be particularly
high. Two parallel solutions tracks, one with

It has migrated all the way down to
Nashville, Tennessee and other cities.
Usually, I guess it had to have a great
impact for it to go from one state to
another state.
-Indiana woman
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Sticky numbers (a.k.a. social math):
Statistics overall aren’t typically an important part of
raising support, but numbers can be helpful when
they are extremely straightforward – e.g. “twice as
many kids …”
A note of caution: numbers that emphasize the size
of the problem can be powerful and memorable, but
can also easily overwhelm people and cause them to
focus on how intractable the problem is.

Dissecting the Storyline

The survey incorporated a number of these
recommendations to create stories resulting in shifts
in attitudes and policy support. In the following two
stories from the Solutions, Soft Proof version of the
survey, the specific tactics have been noted.

Testimonials:
Program volunteers, or those who can personally
vouch for the “success” of a particular solution can
be a powerful demonstration of effectiveness.

Improvement in Child Wellbeing
In the 10 years since the Blueprint for Children
strategy was developed, children across the
metropolitan area [community connection] are
better off in a number of ways, from improved
test scores in school, to increased graduation
rates, to declines in risky behavior. [“proving”
effectiveness through assertion]

“New” story:
It is very easy for people to slip into thinking
about the stories they already know. A story about
art therapy, for example, can easily get people
thinking about funding cuts of public school art
programs. For people to view a solution as effective
the story needs to avoid triggering familiar and
unconstructive storylines, and instead strike people
as a fresh take.

“There are many important things we can do as a
community or state to help make sure kids grow
up to be good citizens [community connection],
and the results we’re seeing in response to all
the hard work by people across this community
proves it. [testimonial] I volunteer because I
see how our efforts help kids’ minds light up,”
stated Pat Johnson, a volunteer reading tutor at
Springfield Elementary. [inspiring action]
In response to research that showed gaps in the
critical systems serving children, citizens and
organizations across the area came together
10 years ago to develop the Blueprint and
put in place the steps needed to fill the gaps.
[community connection] Over the years, the
systems and public structures serving children
have been strengthened [big picture]: religious
institutions grew their early education and
after-school programs, the city council expanded
children’s health insurance, and volunteers
served as mentors, ran recreation programs, and
advocated for more children’s funding from the
state legislature. [proving effectiveness]
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According to city council member, Sean Walker,
“We’ve proven we can make a difference. Our
kids are better off and that means our community
has a brighter future. [community connection]
Now other cities are looking to replicate what
we’ve done. [proving effectiveness] We need to
keep the momentum going.” [inspiring action]
Full study results are available at (citation
removed).
Ideas that Work
According to a new study, a variety of effective
steps are helping children’s healthy development.
The study identified 100 projects that have proven
to be effective in a number of ways. [big picture]
“The bottom line is that if we want to ensure that
all kids have the best chance in life, we have many
ways of doing it,” stated Chris Myers, a professor
at University College and author of the study.
[community connection]

according to volunteer grandmother Shirley
Witt. [proving effectiveness through
testimonial and inspiring action]
• The national Children’s Health Insurance
Program [CHIP] that has improved child
health for millions of kids by allowing
working, low-income families to purchase
health insurance on a sliding scale based on
income. [necessary – how it works]
“Problematically, declining state budgets threaten
to put these successful projects at risk,” stated Lee
Miller, director of Kids Now, a child advocacy group.
“We can’t be short sighted and weaken the public
systems and services [big picture] that help kids
become productive, contributing members of the
community in the future.” [community connection]
Full study results are available at (citation removed).

Among the 100 projects identified in the study
are: [big picture]
• A public school system where trained
“art therapists” work with troubled kids a
couple of times a week. The kids learn to
express their feelings and in as little as six
months, kids who started out angry and
uncommunicative are now back on track
with better grades and fewer behavior
incidents. [necessary - how it works] “It has
made an enormous difference in our learning
environment,” noted Principal Scott Morell.
[proving effectiveness through testimonial]
• A community where abused children
live with their new, adoptive families and
volunteer seniors acting as grandparents.
All the generations end up forming bonds
that are critical to healthy development.
[necessary – how it works] “These kids
are beating the odds. We see it every day,”

Traps to Avoid

Americans’ default associations concerning
children and government are so powerful, it is very
easy to trigger a problematic mindset that derails
conversation even if every other story element is
adhered to. Three of the most damaging traps to
avoid are:
Bad Parent Trap
When parents are in the picture, even if they
are portrayed in a sympathetic light, readers
are highly likely to find fault with them and
block out considerations of collective solutions.
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For example, a story about flaws in state
government assistance to families resulting
in parents of older children seeking to use the
Safe Haven protections, triggered a lengthy
conversation about desperate (and bad)
parents rather than state systems in need
of improvement.

Audience Dynamics

Intractable Problem Trap
Starting with the Crisis Frame, or even
incorporating a lengthy discussion of
the problem, causes people to focus on
the problem even when the story gives
prominence to the solution to the problem.
Stories that are constructed as “problem then
solution” are likely to be heard as “problem,
no solution.” Instead, stories need to feature
solutions prominently before any discussion
of the problem. The problem is not that people
are unaware that problems exist for children;
the problem is that people aren’t aware of or
engaged strongly enough with the solutions
that advocates are trying to enact.

Throughout the survey, party identification
consistently correlates with response.

Just Politics Trap
People’s default association with government
is partisan politics, or bickering politicians who
accomplish little. That in mind, people have
little enthusiasm for engaging in a partisan
fight and feel unable to effect change.
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Positive shifts in opinion after exposure to solutionoriented stories occur across most demographic
groups, so it is not necessary to narrowly target these
kinds of stories to some populations over others.
Still, there are slight differences in response that
communicators should anticipate.

Democrats are consistent, core supporters for
the kinds of efforts children’s advocates want to
promote. They have a positive view of government,
would like to see government do more, support
a range of policies, and are less tax sensitive than
other groups. They value the principle of common
good over self-reliance. Though they already
respond strongly on most of the measures that
matter, solutions-oriented stories create statistically
significant shifts in support for raising taxes, and
in support for specific policies. This audience does
not need hard proof of success -- the soft proof story
does as well, if not better, in building support.
Those who self identify with the Republican Party
are among the toughest voters to attract. Republicans
hold highly negative use of government, believe
government is doing too much, and are firmly
opposed to raising taxes (unless overtly tied to
quality services, in which case they are less tax
averse). Republicans value the principle of selfreliance, are less supportive of many children’s
policies, and are less likely to believe that people
working together can make a difference. Solutionsoriented stories have a strong influence on
Republicans, particularly when the stories include
hard proof of effectiveness. They become less tax
averse, more supportive of community investments
and government budgets, and more supportive of
certain children’s policies.

As might be expected, self-identified Independents
land in the middle of the two other parties. They
hold a negative view of government, believe
government is already doing too much, and
are tax averse. At the same time, they value the
principle of common good and community. This
is a particularly challenging group since all types
of stories influence their views. Problem-oriented
stories reduce their sense of efficacy, but also move
them in the right direction on government action
and government budgets, and result in gains on a
couple of policies. Solution-oriented stories move
them in the right direction on government action and
budgets, and have mixed results in policy support.
Solution-oriented stories are a good communications
approach for this group, however, problem-oriented
stories may be less damaging among Independent
voters than among some other demographic groups.
Beyond partisan lines, there are several groups
that are core supporters of children’s advocates’
goals. African-American voters note high
levels of engagement, believe in the power
of collective action, and consistently express
support for government action and children’s
policies, particularly disadvantaged children.
Women, especially younger and college-educated
women, are highly engaged, support community
investments and policies to benefit children, and
hold positive views of government.
While no group is “anti-child,” there are some
groups expressing views that indicate they are
tougher audiences to attract and hold. For example,
older men and men without a college education
hold particularly negative views of government.
Older men believe government is doing too much,
and are opposed to raising taxes. However, they do
believe that citizenship requires certain obligations –
perhaps a way to engage them.

Importantly, solution-oriented stories create positive
effects with all these groups, though some groups
are more influenced when the story includes
“hard” proof, such as: Republicans and men,
particularly younger men, and college-educated
men. Democrats and women are less likely to need
“hard” proof to be influenced, and some groups of
women are more influenced by the anecdotal proof,
particularly older women. Women are also more
susceptible to the negative influences of the problemoriented story, especially younger women and non
college-educated women.

Conclusions

Communicators cannot assume that people will
automatically support measures for kids such
as government action or higher taxes. Instead of
simply asserting a need, remind people of the
quality public services and systems that matter,
that solve problems.
Furthermore, sympathy for children is not enough
to win public support. Advocates should change
the public’s relationship to the problem; instead of
charity, emphasize collective responsibility. That
means grounding the conversations in community,
common good, and the power of people working
together for change.

www.topospartnership.com

31

This research suggests that advocates have a powerful, underused tool in their communications toolkit – the
Solutions Story. To craft an effective Solutions Story, communicators should advance particular ideas while
avoiding others.

Advance

avoid

We have solutions

We have problems

Getting kids off to the right start

Fixing the problem

We all benefit

Kids are struggling

The community has a role

Parents are responsible

The power of people working together

The power of government

We all rely on public structures

Children need a safety net

There are lots of effective solutions

Here’s one case study

There are lots of solutions

There are lots of programs

How a solution works

Just the emotional appeal of a solution

Hard evidence if available, anecdotal if not

Stories that don’t demonstrate effectiveness

A variety of different stories, employing numerous
story elements, were tested in the qualitative phase
of research. While some of the stories were more
immediately compelling than others, our task was
not to find the perfect story. Rather, our task was
to question underlying assumptions, and take
some of the guesswork out of communications by
identifying the elements advocates can write into
their communications that are most likely to lead to
public support both for particular programs as well
as the broader idea of collective responsibility for
child wellbeing.
Specifically, communicators should tell solutionsoriented stories by incorporating the following
concepts:
Connection to Community
The whole community benefits from kids who
grow up to be contributing members:
• A small investment in getting disadvantaged,
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at-risk kids off to the right start makes a lot
more sense than paying to fix problems later.
• We’ve proven we can make a difference.
Our kids are better off and that means our
community has a brighter future.
• Getting kids off to the right start is an
investment in our community and our
future.
The community can have important beneficial
influences on children and families:
• A variety of effective policies and programs
that help kids, from after-school programs to
health care and Head Start, lead to significant
improvements in kids’ performance in school
and in life.
• There are many important things we can do
as a community or state to help make sure
kids grow up to be good citizens.

Big Picture Thinking
Listing a number of solutions:
• The bottom line is that if we want to ensure
that all kids have the best chance in life, we
have many ways of doing it, such as…
Public Structures:
• Communities that support the public
structures that help kids, from after-school
programs to health care and Head Start,
see significant improvements in kids’
performance in school and in life.
• Problematically, declining state budgets
threaten to put these successful projects at
risk. We can’t be short sighted and weaken
the public systems and services that help
kids become productive, contributing
members of the community in the future.

“Proving” Effectiveness
• Communities throughout the city are seeing
the rewards, and now Nashville, Tenn. and
other cities are starting to implement the
same model.
• The results we’re seeing in response to all the
hard work by people across this community
proves it.
Finally, when communications has to incorporate a
discussion of problems, the focus should be
on causes (inadequate systems) rather than
outcomes alone.

Necessary, not just nice (explain how it works)
• In a community where abused children
live with their new, adoptive families and
volunteer seniors acting as grandparents, all
the generations end up forming bonds that
are critical to healthy development.
Inspiring action
• When enough people stand together to
demand change, things happen.
• Each of us has been helped by a neighbor,
coach, pastor or other selfless person, so each
of us has a responsibility to give back.
• I volunteer because I see how our efforts help
kids’ minds light up.
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rather than responsible citizens. To be effective, we
must shift the frame of reference, the cognitive lens,
people bring to an issue.

topos partnership

changing the landscape of public understanding
Founded by veteran communications strategists
Axel Aubrun and Joe Grady of Cultural Logic
and Meg Bostrom of Public Knowledge, Topos
has as its mission to explore and ultimately change
the landscape of public understanding where public
interest issues play out. A basic premise of the
Topos approach is that, while it is possible to
achieve short-term victories on issues through
a variety of strategies, real change depends on a
fundamental shift in public understanding. Only
when people can see an issue in a new way, can
they begin act accordingly.
Many advocacy efforts are unsuccessful because they
fail to help people see an issue in a new way. Instead,
most assume successful communications requires
heightening the emotional power of a message. They
emphasize “crisis” or “epidemic” or characterize the
problem in a frightening or shrill tone. Our research
clearly demonstrates that an emotional connection
is not enough, and the wrong kind of emotional
connection can even prove counterproductive.
Effective communications must fill a gap in
understanding or correct misunderstandings in
perceptions to inspire support or motivate action.
When people lack a useful conceptual picture of an
issue – which typically includes a grasp of the “big
picture,” and the key causal dynamics at work –
their engagement is limited and they may act most
naturally as self-interested individuals or consumers,
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Changing the landscape of public understanding
is neither a quick nor easy undertaking. The Topos
Partnership was created to bring together the range
of expertise needed to understand existing issue
dynamics, explore possibilities for creating new issue
understanding, develop a proven course of action,
and arm advocates with new communications tools
to win support.
The Topos principals have developed a unique
and innovative approach that combines new
methods adapted from the social and cognitive
sciences with the more familiar methods and
perspectives of public opinion research and
communications practice. Specifically, Topos
brings together a number of disciplines (public
opinion, linguistics, anthropology, political
science, advertising, journalism, public relations,
video production and so on) to understand an
issue from all angles and recommend solutions
using all communications tools.

APPENDIX: SURVEY STRUCTURE

Four nationally representative groups of registered
voters were surveyed concurrently, channeled
through one of four survey documents: a Control
Group (n=500) that saw no news stories; a Solutions,
Soft Proof Group (n=503) that read solutionsoriented stories without statistical proof of success;
a Solutions, Hard Proof Group (n=501) that read
solutions-oriented stories including statistical proof;
and, a Problem Group (n=502) that read problemoriented stories. The control group and the test
groups each consists of a national sample of adults
drawn proportionate to registered voter population.
Demographic characteristics were weighted when
necessary to be consistent across splits.

Survey Structure, Experiment Detail
A central element of this research was to investigate
the dynamics of stories emphasizing solutions
compared with stories emphasizing problems.
To quantify the strengths and weaknesses of each
orientation, survey respondents were initially
exposed to one of three approaches: solutions that
offer only anecdotal evidence of success, solutions
that offer statistical evidence of success, or a story
focused on problems.
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Solutions Orientation
– Soft Proof

Solutions Orientation
– hard Proof

Problem Orientation –
Outcomes Focus

Improvement in Child Wellbeing

Improvement in Child Wellbeing

In the 10 years since the Blueprint
for Children strategy was developed,
children across the metropolitan area
are better off in a number of ways, from
improved test scores in school,
to increased graduation rates, to
declines in risky behavior.

In the 10 years since the Blueprint for
Children strategy was developed, children
across the metropolitan area are better off in
a number of ways. School test scores have
improved an average of 3 percentage points
each year, graduation rates have increased
from 55% to 62%, and risky behavior like
drug use has become less common
(marijuana use has declined from 28.1%
among teenagers to 25.3%).

Children Feeling Negative
Effects of Economy
(Note: adapted from a real article
in the Lansing State Journal)

“There are many important things we can
do as a community or state to help make
sure kids grow up to be good citizens,
and the results we’re seeing in response
to all the hard work by people across this
community proves it. I volunteer because
I see how our efforts help kids’ minds
light up,” stated Pat Johnson, a volunteer
reading tutor at Springfield Elementary.
In response to research that showed gaps
in the critical systems serving children,
citizens and organizations across the
area came together 10 years ago to
develop the Blueprint and put in place
the steps needed to fill the gaps. Over the
years, the systems and public structures
serving children have been strengthened:
religious institutions grew their early
education and after-school programs, the
city council expanded children’s health
insurance, and volunteers served as
mentors, ran recreation programs, and
advocated
for more children’s funding from
the state legislature.
According to city council member, Sean
Walker, “We’ve proven we can make a
difference. Our kids are better off and
that means our community has a brighter
future. Now other cities are looking to
replicate what we’ve done. We need to
keep the momentum going.”
Full study results are available at
(citation removed).
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“There are many important things we can
do as a community or state to help make sure
kids grow up to be good citizens, and the
results we’re seeing in response to all the
hard work by people across this community
proves it. I volunteer because I see how our
efforts help kids’ minds light up,” stated Pat
Johnson, a volunteer reading tutor at
Springfield Elementary.
In response to research that showed gaps
in the critical systems serving children,
citizens and organizations across the area
came together 10 years ago to develop the
Blueprint and put in place the steps needed
to fill the gaps. Over the years, the systems
and public structures serving children have
been strengthened: religious institutions
doubled their early education and afterschool programs, the city council provided
an additional $3 million for children’s health
insurance, and volunteers served as mentors,
ran recreation programs, and advocated for
more children’s funding from the
state legislature.
According to city council member, Sean
Walker, “We’ve proven we can make a
difference. Our kids are better off and that
means our community has a brighter future.
Now other cities are looking to replicate
what we’ve done. We need to keep the
momentum going.”
Full study results are available at
(citation removed).

The state’s dismal economy could
erase any gains made in child
wellbeing, according to a recently
released study. “We’re going through
a seismic change in terms of what’s
happening in this state,” said Pat
Johnson, author of the study.
More kids qualify for free or
reduced-price lunches at school, an
indication that poverty is increasing.
The number of mothers getting
inadequate prenatal care skyrocketed.
“If women have fewer options, they’re
going to have a harder time getting
prenatal visits,” said Sean Walker,
a primary care physician and city
council member.
The number of babies born to
teenagers decreased, but money for
those programs has been cut. “What’s
going to happen next year? It’s so
nice to have made all this progress
but gloomy to think about it slipping
away in the future,” said Walker.
Kids’ scores on the Educational
Assessment Program tests increased.
The caveat: “We know that part of
what is happening is that schools
are getting really good at teaching
to the test,” Johnson said. “Are we
producing well-rounded students or
are we producing good test takers?”
Full study results are available at
(citation removed).

After reading the stories, all respondents in the test
groups were asked to:
• share their top-of-mind reactions
• compare the story they read with articles
they typically see in the news on four criteria
• interesting
• unique
• motivating
• important
• rate how likely they would be to
• find out more, and
• share the article with a friend.
Then, all survey respondents in both the Control
and Test Groups were asked a series of key indicator
questions:
• efficacy – how much difference people
working together as a group can make in
solving problems
• their support for “Investment” issue
priorities:
• reduce government budgets
• invest in communities
• support public efforts for
children such as education, after
school and health services
• whether they sided with the view “Being
a good citizen means having some special
obligations,” or the alternate view “Simply
being a good person is enough to make
someone a good citizen”
• the likelihood they would engage in certain
actions in the next year
• Volunteer
• Vote
• Keep informed about issues 		
facing children

• Donate to children’s 			
organizations
• Participate in town hall meetings
• Sign an online petition about 		
children’s issues
• Forward via email interesting
articles about children’s issues
• whether they sided with the view, “I would
rather pay higher taxes and have high
quality public services and systems,” or the
alternative view, “I would rather pay lower
taxes even if it means low quality public
services and systems” and,
• whether they sided with the view, “The
best way to solve the problems we face is by
emphasizing shared interests and supporting
the common good,” or the alternative view,
“The best way to solve the problems we
face is by emphasizing self-reliance and
supporting individual independence.”
At this point, respondents were exposed to a second
article, continuing the approach as the earlier story.
However, instead of an outcomes-focused story,
those in the Problem Orientation Group were
exposed to a story about problems/inadequacies in
the systems designed to help children.
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Solutions Orientation
– Soft Proof

Solutions Orientation
– hard Proof

Ideas that Work

Ideas that Work

According to a new study, a variety of effective
steps are helping children’s healthy development.
The study identified 100 projects that have proven
to be effective in a number of ways.

According to a new study, a variety of effective
steps are helping children’s healthy development.
The study identified 100 projects that have proven
to be effective in a number of ways.

“The bottom line is that if we want to ensure that
all kids have the best chance in life, we have many
ways of doing it,” stated Chris Myers, a professor at
University College and author of the study.

“The bottom line is that if we want to ensure that
all kids have the best chance in life, we have many
ways of doing it,” stated Chris Myers, a professor at
University College and author of the study.

Among the 100 projects identified
in the study are:

Among the 100 projects identified
in the study are:

•

A public school system where trained “art
therapists” work with troubled kids a couple
of times a week. The kids learn to express their
feelings and in as little as six months, kids who
started out angry and uncommunicative are
now back on track with better grades and fewer
behavior incidents. “It has made an enormous
difference in our learning environment,” noted
Principal Scott Morell.

•

A community where abused children live
with their new, adoptive families and volunteer
seniors acting as grandparents.
• All the generations end up forming bonds that
are critical to healthy development. “These kids
are beating the odds. We see it every \
day,” according to volunteer grandmother
Shirley Witt.
•

The national Children’s Health Insurance
Program (CHIP) that has improved child
health for millions of kids by allowing working,
low-income families to purchase health
insurance on a sliding scale based
on income.

“Problematically, declining state budgets threaten
to put these successful projects at risk,” stated Lee
Miller, director of Kids Now, a child advocacy
group. “We can’t be short sighted and weaken
the public systems and services that help kids
become productive, contributing members of the
community in the future.”
Full study results are available at
(citation removed).
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•

A public school system where trained “art
therapists” work with troubled kids a couple
of times a week. The kids learn to express their
feelings and in as little as six months, kids
who started out angry and uncommunicative
are now back on track with 65% of program
participants moving from failing to
passing grades and behavior incidents
declining by 37%.
•

A community where abused children
live with their new, adoptive families and
volunteer seniors acting as grandparents. All
the generations end up forming bonds that are
critical to healthy development, and research
shows these kids are beating the odds – 68%
graduate from high school compared with
52% of abused kids who do not go
through the program.

• The national Children’s Health Insurance
Program (CHIP) that has improved child health
for 7 million kids by allowing working, lowincome families to purchase health insurance
on a sliding scale based on income.
“Problematically, declining state budgets threaten
to put these successful projects at risk,” stated Lee
Miller, director of Kids Now, a child advocacy
group. “We can’t be short sighted and weaken
the public systems and services that help kids
become productive, contributing members of the
community in the future.”
Full study results are available at
(citation removed).

Problem Orientation –
Inadequate Systems Focus
More Services Needed
According to a new study, the number of programs
and services designed to help children are woefully
inadequate. The study identified 100 examples of
weaknesses in the system that need to be corrected.
“The bottom line is that we are failing kids in many
ways,” stated Chris Myers, a professor at
University College and author of the study.
Among the 100 examples identified
in the study are:
•

Inadequate numbers of counselors to help
troubled kids in elementary, middle and
high schools.

• Overburdened foster care and child abuse
prevention systems, leaving many abused kids in
dangerous and neglectful situations.
•

The millions of kids that qualify for the Children’s
Health Insurance Program (CHIP) but who
continue to be without insurance.

“Declining state budgets threaten to make the
situation even worse,” stated Lee Miller, director of
Kids Now, a child advocacy group. “We can’t be short
sighted. We need to help kids become productive,
contributing members of the community
in the future.”
Full study results are available at
(citation removed).

After reading the stories, all respondents in the test
groups were asked to:
• share their top-of-mind reactions
• compare the story they read with articles
they typically see in the news on four criteria
• interesting
• unique
• motivating
• important
• rate how likely they would be to
• find out more, and
• share the article with a friend.
Then, all survey respondents in both the Control
and Test Groups were asked a series of key indicator
questions:
• the impact of government on most
people’s lives
• the impact of government on most
children’s lives
• whether they sided with the view,
“Government should do more to solve
problems” or the alternative view,
“Government is doing too many things that
should be left to individuals and business”
• whether state governments should balance
their budgets by concentrating more on
raising revenues through taxes or cutting
projects and services
• whether they sided with the view, “To deal
with reduced revenues to run government,
I think all programs and services should be
cut back equally,” or “I would pay more in
taxes if it went to programs and services for
children,” or “I would pay more in taxes if it
went to programs and services for children,
with disadvantaged, at-risk children being
the highest priority,” or “None of the above.”
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• whether they sided with the view, “The
principle of a strong community is most
important. America is most successful when
we pursue policies that expand opportunity
and create a rising prosperity for all, not just
a few,” or the alternative view, “the principle
of self-reliance is most important. America
is most successful when we have a limited
public role that keeps taxes low so that
businesses and individuals can prosper”
• their support for a series of children’s
policies:
• cut taxes
• make quality early education
available to all children
• make quality early education 		
available to disadvantaged, at-		
risk children
• increase high school graduation
rates
• make affordable health insurance
available for all children
• make affordable health insurance
available for low-income children
• expand opportunities for quality
after-school programs
• improve foster care and child 		
protective services
• shrink government budgets, and
• make consequences more severe
the first time a kid gets in trouble.
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