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Strategic Frame Analysis: Reframing America’s Youth
Franklin D. Gilliam, Jr. and Susan Nall Bales

Summary

The way youth issues are framed for public consideration has severe consequences for youth policy advocates. How
public thinks about social and political issues, and what policy solutions they regard as appropriate and compellingy are larg
determined by the way these issues are framed in the media and public discourse.

Applied to issues affecting children and youth, the way news is framed — through visuals, symbols, inference, and langu
— can trigger either pictures of self-absorbed, potentially violent, amoral teenagers or inexperienced junior adults @gperimen
with identity in order to assume their role in the community. That act of framing, in turn, can predispose voters to {wgoritize
allocation of public resources in different ways. For example, voters may choose prisons over education or volunteer progra

Social cognition theory tells us that limits on human capacity require people to rely on mental “shortcuts” to make sense
of their world (Hastie, 1986; Taylor & Crocker, 1981; Sherman, Judd, & Park, 1989; Wyer & Srull, 1984). Organizing knowledg
into general categories is an efficient way for people to make inferences and judgments about specific instances imttheir cul
environment. Furthermore, the content or nature of the incoming information determines which mental representations are ce
upon in the decision making process (Cantor & Mischel, 1979; Conover & Feldman, 1989; Miller, Wattenberg, & Malanchul
1986; Morgan & Schwalbe, 1990; Tannen, 1993). In other words, how the igsamaéslis crucial to public reasoning.

Most Americans now rely on news reports to learn about public issues (Papper & Gerhard, 1997; Roper Starch, 19¢
Increasingly, the real world for most Americans is viewed through the lens of the news media. It is this theory of mass medi
pervasive influence in concealing and prioritizing public options upon which strategic frame analysis rests.

Strategic frame analysis, the method advanced in this paper, allows a nuanced understanding of the role played by medi:
public opinion in impeding or advancing the goals of those who seek more public attention and resources allocated to yol
Strategic frame analysis relies on a series of methods adapted from traditional opinion research, media studies and cultura
cognitive fieldwork including survey research, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, media content analysis, meyajshor anal
and media effects tests. This paper applies the basic principles of strategic frame analysis to discern what Americans think &
youth (especially teenagers), why they think what they do, what consequences this has for youth policy and policy adVocates,
how policy advocates might best engage Americans in a discussion about positive youth development.

Among the findings:

Adults believe that teens today are “different” than they were in the past. “...only 16% of Americans say that ‘young peor
under the age of 30 share most of their moral and ethical values.” (Bostrom, 2000a)

Confronted with what was presented as a “true news story” about recent trends among teenagers, adults consistently
looked the positive data (which dominated the story) and focused instead on the few negative trends.

In an analysis of television news conducted for the authors, the Center for Media and Public Affairs found a paucity of ne
reporting about youth — only one out of every 12 stories on local newscasts, and only one out of every 25 stories onvmgtwork n
dealt with young people. The three most frequently reported topics of youth news on the local stations were crime victimizati
accidents involving young people, and violent juvenile crime, accounting for nearly half (46%) of all coverage of youth.

While research suggests that “parents of teenagers or those who interact regularly with teenagers are much less suscept
media portrayals of teens” (Aubrun & Grady, 2000), nevertheless most Americans “tend to resolve this contradiction by judgi
their own experience to be exceptional, rather than by challenging the media frames...The position of the media hasfthe effe
making their own experience and attitudes seem unusual or even aberrant. They tend to discount what does not fit the media
as exceptional, rather than questioning or challenging the frame.”

The researchers did find a number of instances in which adults described youth in positive terms, often using values ass
ated with work (e.qg., discipline and commitment). These activities include: group sports, performing arts, and volunteer/comn
nity service.

The authors conclude that the challenge in testing the power of these incipient reframes to overcome the dominant stereot
of troubled, at-risk youth will be the connection to community responsibility. In virtually every aspect of the reseag;htie dat
ability to connect youth outcomes to community programs and public policies proved an insurmountable obstacle for adu
Building responsibility into the frame, beyond youth themselves and their parents, remains a major undertaking.
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From The
Edior

The media is an increasingly present force in our lives. Resear(
by numerous SRCD members has already demonstrated the pg
erful influence of television on children’s development. Such
influence can be both positive and negative. The new technologi¢
from video games to interactive computers increase the range a
complexity of such influences.

The research reported in tHReportdescribes an additional di-
mension to the media’s influence. Borrowing ideas foognitive

science, Gilliam and Bales show how the framing of news storie
has dramatic effects on the attitudes viewers form. The way issu

are framed through the use of visuals, symbols, inference and lan-

guage subtly influences the public’s views of social issues and t
policy solutions they support. Gilliam and Bales demonstrate hoy
the news media are yet another factor competing with resear
information for impact on public opinion and policy.

Furthermore, these investigators illustrate their use of frame anal
sis by examining the publics’ views of today’s youth. The public’s|
view of youth is rather despairing. The proportion of youth engag

ing in negative behavior is wildly exaggerated, and presenting adults

with more positive news stories does not seem to alter view
Clearly, the public’'s negative perception of youth and the diffi-
culty with which such views can be changed is a policy concern

Hopefully this issue ocEPRwill serve to increase readers’ aware-
ness of framing as one avenue through which the media influen
public opinion and of the public’s negative views of youth. Both
issues are ones for which individual action as well as policy maki
ing can have an impact.

Lonnie R. Sherrod, Ph.D., Editor
Department of Psychology, Fordham University
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Strategic Frame Analysis: frames on public reasoning and then develop and test alter-
Reframing America’s Youth! nativereframesWe use the term reframe to mean changing

“the context of the message exchange” (Rogers, 1994, p.

Franklin D. Gilliam, Jr. 98) so that different interpretations and probable outcomes
University of California, Los Angeles become visible to the public. In this way, we are able to

assess the extent to which rival frames produce different de-

and cision outcomes. Thus we are positioned both to test com-

peting theoretical arguments and to inform the work of issue

Susan Nall Bales advocates.

FrameWorks Institute According to Harold Lasswell (1939) a core research

mission of the study of communications is “...to clarify prob-
How does the public come to understand social and pable significant results.” Following this directive, we are nei-
litical issues? That is, what determines the nature of publiber advocates for the status quo nor for the policy proposals
thinking? More importantly, how does this dialogue influ-we test. Yet, we do adhere to the belief expressed by Robert
ence public choices? These simple questions are at the hedrtLynd (1939) at the dawn of the study of mass communi-
of an approach we caditrategic frame analysiOur pri- cations:
mary interest is in how the public reasons about a given is-

sue and the policy consequences of those conceptual | am for describing what is, not in terms of itself as
decisions. Our core argument is that how issuefamsed a final datum, but within a framework of conceptual
— both in the public mind and the mass media — has a mea- orientation to a possible line of action that we as
surable impact on public discourse. By framing, we mean social scientists decide is intelligent. This gives us
how messages are encoded with meaning so that they canbe  more precise focus and a projective thrust to our data
efficiently interpreted in relationship to existing beliefs or on what is, because it is oriented to something spe-
ideas. cific other than merely describing what happens to
This is significant because how people think about is- be before us

sues influences policy outcomes (Lakoff, 1996; Lippman,
1921). Applied to issues affecting children and youth, th©ur work is meant to explore the likelihood of public con-

way news is framed — through visuals, sensus around those policies that experts
symbols, inference, and language — can _ in youth development currently deem
trigger either pictures of self-absorbed, How issues ardramed— most promising for supporting the

potentially violent, amoral teenagers or photh in the public mind and healthy development of American

inexperienced junior adults experiment- S youth.

ing with identity in order to assume their the mass m_edla has a The objective of this paper is to
role in the community. That act of fram- Measurable impact on present the theoretical structure of stra-
ing, in turn, can predispose voters to public discourse. tegic frame analysis and apply it to the
prioritize the allocation of public re- study of youth issues. In the next sec-
sources in different ways. For example, tion, we identify key concepts in the
voters may choose prisons over educa- social and cognitive sciences that serve

tion or volunteer programs. In short, the way youth issuess the theoretical foundation of our approach. We also call
are framed for public consideration has severe consequensgecial attention to the role of the news media in connecting
for youth policy advocates. Strategic frame analysis, therg@ublic understanding to policy results. We then turn to an
fore, allows a more nuanced understanding of the role playegplication of this approach to youth issues. Here we iden-
by media and public opinion in impeding or advancing théify the dominant frames of youth as reflected in public opin-
goals of those who seek more public attention and resourdes and the mass media. From this work, we specify empirical
allocated to youth. tests to assess their effects on attitudes and policy prefer-

Theoretically situated in the social and cognitive sciences. The last step is to identify and develop possible
ences, strategic frame analysis seeks to identify dominargframes that can allow the public to consider and evaluate
framesof public understanding taking into account the dy-alternative policy prescriptions. We conclude with a brief
namic role that media plays in creating and activating padiscussion of the implications of our approach for researchers,
ticular frames, and excluding others. Our approach is strategicactitioners, and policymakers interested in youth issues.
in the sense that we empirically test the impact of dominant
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Strategic Frame Analysis they assigned the largest damage award in history (Bragg &
Kershaw, 2000).

Social cognition theory tells us that limits on human  Both of Bateson’s senses of “frame” are key to strategic
capacity require people to rely on mental “shortcuts” to makigame analysis. We use the term frame throughout this pa-
sense out of their world (Hastie 1986; Taylor & Crockerper to refer both to the way meaning is encoded in a particu-
1981; Sherman, Judd, & Park, 1989; Wyer & Srull, 1984)ar message, and to the “labels the mind uses to find what it
Organizing knowledge into general categories is an efficiednows” (Schank, 1998, p. 67). Put simply, the frame trig-
way for people to make inferences and judgments about sggers its own interpretation, allowing us to process informa-
cific instances in their current environment. Furthermorejon quickly and efficiently, based on past experiences, beliefs

and expectations. Schank (1998) describes this dynamic in
the following way: “Finding some familiar element causes
us to activate the story that is labeled by that familiar ele-

The way news is framed — through ment, and we understand the new story as if it were an ex-
visuals, symbols, inference, and emplar of that old element.” (p. 59) For purposes of this
|anguage — can trigger either paper, except where specifically addressed, we will use frame

. f self-ab bed in the broadest sense, incorporating such related concepts as
plcture_s 0 S_e -absoroed, scripts, stories, schema, cultural models, plans, and classifi-
potentially violent, amoral cations.

teenagers or inexperienced junior Cognitive linguist George Lakoff (1979) introduces the

: : L : notion that frames derive from a vast conceptual system
adults experimenting with Identlty' whose unit is metaphor. “Metaphors as linguistic expres-

sions are possible precisely because there are metaphors in a
person’s conceptual system.” (p. 9) The systematicity of this

the content or nature of the incoming information determinegast conceptual framework allows individuals to understand
which mental representations are called upon in the deaiew information in the context of what they already know to
sion making process (Cantor & Mischel, 1979; Conover &e familiar, and to reject information that does not fit. “Meta-
Feldman, 1989; Miller, Wattenberg, & Malanchuk, 1986;phors may create ... social realities for us,” according to
Morgan & Schwalbe, 1990; Tannen, 1993). In other wordd4,akoff and Johnson (1979, p. 10). A metaphor may thus be
how the issue iffamedis crucial to public reasoning. a guide for future action. Indeed, their very purpose is to

Anthropologist Gregory Bateson first used the terntonnect random information to myths, ideologies and ste-
“frame” in 1955 to refer to two key aspects of communicareotypes that allow the individual to process and store the
tion. First, frames are cognitive models (such as an undarew with the old. In this sense, frames reinforce world-view
standing of what a “family” is) that allow an audience to(Lakoff, 1996) because “the frame strikes a responsive chord
interpret and to evaluate a given message. The cognitiirethat it rings true with extant beliefs, myths (and) folktales”
models that particularly interest anthropologists are “culturglSnow & Benford, 1992, p. 141).
models,” understandings that are shared and durable, and If, as researchers suggest, these frames are durable and
have motivational force. In Bateson’'s second sense (whidghstantiated by common usage, how then can we consider
was later borrowed by sociologist Erving Goffman), framesew ideas? Social movement theorists observe that advo-
are “metacommunications,” i.e., messages about messageates must engage in reframing when they wish to introduce

Frames tell an audience how to interpret a message anew set of ideas: “new values may have to be planted and
and even what counts as part of the message and what shouldtured, old meanings or understandings jettisoned, and
be ignored — by evoking particular cognitive models an@&rroneous beliefs or ‘misframings’ jettisoned” (Snow,
not others. Referring to government programs as handouochford, Worden, & Benford, 1986, p. 473). Schank (1998)
for example, brings to bear cultural models of laziness, bsuggests that reframing is possible only because “we don’t
not of suffering. In a recent Florida lawsuit against the tounderstand them as new stories” (p. 58). To reframe, then, is
bacco industry, jurors reported their final ruling was basetb change the interpretive lens through which new informa-
not “on whether people had the choice to smoke or not tn is processed by reorganizing the encoded elements of
smoke,” as they had originally thought, but rather on théhe frame. In a study of the Civil Rights Movement, for in-
fact “that the companies knew they were selling a defectivetance, Allison Calhoun-Brown (2000) asserts that “the cul-
product.” (Bragg & Kershaw, 2000, p. 1) Had “choice” pre-ture of the black church helped leaders to frame the meaning
dominated as the frame, jurors admitted they would not hawd the nonviolent message and encouraged churchgoers to
levied damages; in moving to the “defective product” framesespond to it positively” (p. 168) because Martin Luther King
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rooted the story of political action in the religious story oftains two striking regularities: crime is violent and criminal
Moses. In this sense, King “reframed” political resistance agerpetrators are nonwhite (Entman, 1990, 1992; Gilliam,
a “liberation struggle” as old as that waged against the sl&fengar, Simon, & Wright, 1996; Romer, Jamieson, and de
very of Pharaoh’s Egypt, strongly rooted in parishionersCoteau, 1998). As Entman (1998) notes, “TV news, espe-
“grassroots ideology.” In reframing, we seek to identify alcially local news, paints a picture of Blacks as violent and
ternative frames of interpretation, which, although weakethreatening toward whites, self-interested and demanding of
or less common to media, can nevertheless serve the labible body politic — continually causing or being victimized
ing function and foreground different policies or actions. by problems that seem endless.” (p. 19)

Although our general interest has to do with the nature Gilliam and lyengar (2000) find that this framework of
and impact of mass media, we call special attention to th@ime news reporting, contributes to a narrative “script” that
important role played by the news media in constructing anths taken on the value of common knowletigje.a series
maintaining public perceptions about social issues. The reaf experimental studies they show that exposure to a “mug
son, of course, concerns the pervasiveness of news prograshet” of a violent black perpetrator in the news leads white
ming in the United States. Put differently, much of what theiewers to endorse negative stereotypes about African-
public knows (or think they know) is conveyed by print andAmericans and support punitive crime policies such as the
broadcast media. We follow this line of reasoning in the foldeath penalty and “three strikes” legislation (see also, Peffley,

lowing section. Shields, and Williams, 1996). The script is so ingrained, in
fact, that about two-thirds of the white subjects who saw no
Framing and the News perpetrator at all mistakenly claimed they had seen a perpe-

trator, and over three-quarters of these people said the per-

Most Americans now rely on news reports to learn aboudetrator was black (Gilliam & lyengar, 2000). In other words,
public issues (Papper & Gerhard, 1997; Roper Starch, 199#)e issue of crime, like other issues such as welfare and drug
Increasingly, the real world for most Americans is viewedise, has become “race-coded” (Gilens, 1999; Beckett, 1995).
through the lens of the news media. How the media framds understanding the power of frames, we must be able to
public issues, however, is critical to the final resolution ofnterpret not only what is obvious in the symbolism, but also
public problems (Mutz, 1998; Mutz & Soss, 1997). Newswvhat has been encoded over time into the references; this
presentations have been categorized as falling into two typedll become especially significant as we examine youth is-
of frames — episodic or thematic. Episodic news framesues and their relationship to race.
the predominant frame on television newscasts, depict pub-
lic issues in terms of concrete instances. That is, they focus

on discrete events that involve individuals located at spe- Messages conveyed by mainstream

cific places and at specific times (e.g., nightly crime reports). c :

By contrast, thematic frames place public issues in a broader medla_ take on the value of pUb“C

context by focusing on general conditions or outcomes (e.g., harratives about the ways of the world.

reports on poverty trends in the U.S.). Researchers have

shown that the type of news frame used has a profound ef-

fect on the way in which individuals attribute responsibility.

lyengar (1991) concludes: In sum, the modern literature on framing confirms and

extends Bateson’s original observation. As Vincent Price
The use of either the episodic or the thematic newd992) concludes, “public opinion — whether viewed in
frame affects how individuals assign responsibilityphilosophical, political, sociological, or psychological terms
for political issues; ...episodic framing tends to elicit— remains fundamentally a communication concept.” (p.
individualistic rather than societal attributions of 91) Thus messages conveyed by mainstream media take on
responsibility while thematic framing has the oppo-the value of public narratives about the ways of the world.
site effect. Since television news is heavily episodicThus, according to Dearing and Rogers (1996), “...the me-
its effect is generally to induce attributions of re-dia can do more than set the public agenda; it can also direct
sponsibility to individual victims or perpetrators how individuals will evaluate issues.” (p. 12) Itis this theory
rather than to broad societal forces. of mass media’s pervasive influence in concealing and pri-
oritizing public options upon which strategic frame analysis
A vivid example of media framing effects is providedrests.
by the literature on crime, race, and the news. Researchers While our approach outlines a different conceptual
have identified a pattern of crime news reporting that corframework, it also relies on a unique methodology that seeks
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to marry the principles of the cognitive and social sciencegetter policy-related attitudes, hold up to public discussion
In the next section we discuss our research design and ted group critique. At the same time, we also use focus
various measurement tools we utilize to understand publgroups as the preliminary test bed for evolving hypotheses
thinking about youth. about alternative “reframes.” The end result of this stage of
the research is to characterize how an issue is framed in the
Methodology public mind and accepted in public discourse.
Content analysis is a widely accepted practice in com-

Strategic frame analysis relies on a series of methodasunications research to ascertain news media frames
adapted from traditional opinion research, media studies afEntman, 1990). The basic technique is to capture news re-
cultural and cognitive fieldwork. These include: survey reports — either broadcast or print — over a given time pe-
search, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, media catied and code media coverage of a particular issue. For
tent analysis, metaphor analysis, and media effects tesexample, a content analysis of local television news would
While some of these methods overlap and may appear @evelop codes that characterize the frequency (e.g., how of-
dundant, we have found that the validation of outcometen the issue is reported), content (e.g., are the stories epi-
across disciplines and methods allows greater confidencesndic or thematic?), presentation (e.g., lead story, visuals),
what are often counterintuitive findings. We use combinaand tone (e.g., empathy, objectification) of the issue cover-
tions of these methods for both the framing and reframingge (Dorfman & Woodruff, 1998; Gilens, 1999; Gilliam &
phases of our work. lyengar, 2000; McManus & Dorfman, 2000).

The underlying research value of our approach is meth- Our approach to content analysis has been to adapt core
odological pluralism. As such we rely on both qualitativeprinciples of strategic frame analysis to this technique, in-
and quantitative methods. Strategic frame analysis proceedsding for example new definitions and measurements of
by first identifying the dominant frame of an issue as it reepisodic and thematic coverage, of solutions-oriented sub-
sides in both public opinion and the mass media. With reghemes, and of the kinds of hews messengers typically in-
gards to public opinion, we typically perform an analyticakluded in broadcasts. The immediate result is a clear
review of existing public opinion data (from a variety ofunderstanding of the elements of major frames that charac-
national, state, and local polls) to determine the public’'terize reporting on any given issue, as well as an identifica-
general attitudes and policy preferences pertaining to a pdien of those frames the media chooses to ignore. Overall,
ticular issue. When resources are available, we also conduibis approach allows us to identify the relevant news media
our own national survey. frames that give meaning to social, political, and cultural

From this quantitative data, we form general impresphenomena.
sions about public thinking that, in turn, guide the develop- Our next task, following this body of completed work,
ment of qualitative is to determine how media frames influence public thinking
instruments for focus group about issues. In other words, we seek to empirically gauge
analysis and “elicitations,” the effect of dominant media frames as well as potential
an adaptation by Cultural reframes. Controlled experiments are the method of choice
that teens today | ggic, Inc. of one-on-one among media effects researchers. Experiments have the ad-
are “different” cognitive interviews. Both vantage of greater precision in estimating causal effects. Ran-
than they were approaches carry the advan- dom assignment of study participants means that the only
. tage of allowing for a more difference between any two groups of subjects is exposure
in the past. ‘ . : . L , ;

extured reading of public to the experimental manipulation. Since all other attributes
thinking. The latter do so by of the experiment are identical we can attribute any observed
utilizing a semi-structured differences on outcomes to the treatment.
interview format that allows trained cognitive observers to  The preceding work on framing makes it possible for us
study participants engaged in their own reasoning aboutta derive hypotheses about the impact of dominant frames
particular issue. Thus we are able to insert new informatioon public reasoning. Put differently, we use the findings from
into the dialogue and to observe the process by which ordhe framing analysis to aid in the construction of the experi-
nary people return to their original frames. This techniqguenental questionnaires. Thus the questionnaires ask partici-
also allows us to challenge participants’ issue positions, fpants to reveal their attitudes about the causes of, and
ask for elucidations and to study the grammar of these cogelutions to, social problems and their views about specific
nitive transactions. In focus groups, we observe group dgroups, institutions, and policies. The answers to these ques-
namics to determine how well strongly held cultural modelgjons are used to operationalize core dependent (and in some
and alternative models that are weaklier held but promisastances, intermediary) variables. In substantive terms, this
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means we assess the impact of the experimental manipufatblic education.
tions by observing their influence on subjects’ social and Findings
political beliefs.

To reiterate a point we have been making throughout This section of the paper applies the basic principles of
the paper, our approach is strategic in the sense that it devakategic frame analysis to discern what Americans think
ops and empirically tests alternative frames, or what we cabout youth (especially teenagers), why they think what they
reframes The basis for the reframes is also a product of théo, what consequences this has for youth policy and policy
framing analysis. In other words, we look for metaphorsadvocates, and how we might best engage Americans in a
messages, icons, and language to construct alternative ndéscussion about positive youth developnient.
dia depictions of target groups and issues. Thitemative
models become the material for the experimental treatmentsuth Issues in the Public Mind
in the reframing analysis. We then proceed to empirically
test the impact of reframes on public attitudes and prefer- Adults believe that teens today are “different” than they
ences in the same manner as the analysis of dominant frameare in the past. At the core of this concern is a feeling that
described above. today’s teens have rejected traditional American values.

In sum, our theoretical structure is rooted in key conBostrom (2000a) reports “...only 16% of Americans say that
cepts from the social and cognitive sciences that explain howoung people under the age of 30 share most of their moral
people reason about the world. and ethical values.’ In the eyes
In our formulation we call spe- of adults, this puts young

cial attenuo_n tp the rol_e of the Over the course of six focus groups people’s values above only
news media in creating and those of homosexuals, welfare

evoking particular cognitive with paren_ts, we observed as_tonlshlng recipients, and rich people.” A
models. Thus strategic frame unanimity in the way adults discounted Gallup poll found that, when

analysis identifies the dominant  positive statistics about youth. asked what word applied to
frame as it exists in public opin- young people in their teens and
ion and is reflected in the me- 20s today, compared to young
dia, demonstrates its impact on people in that same group 20

public thinking, and identifies, measures, and tests alterngears ago, adults chose “selfish” (81%) and “materialistic”
tive frames that can change decision outcomes. It does so3@%) for youth today, and “patriotic” (65%) and “idealis-
relying on a varied approach that equally values quantitéic” (49%) for the youth of yesteryears (Bostrom, 2000a).
tive and qualitative research methods. Bostrom concludes, “While adults have serious reser-
Strategic frame analysis is different from other apvations about American youth...the reality is that teens place
proaches in severahportant respects. At a broad level, ourhigh value on honesty and hard work, and the vast majority
method is a marriage of both basic and applied researdre thinking and planning seriously for the future.” Among
Our point of departure is a perception among issues advitrose values teens say they rank highest are “being honest
cates that current policy solutions are being driven by .6 on a 10 point scale), “working hard” (8.4), “being a
skewed perception of reality resulting in proposals that difgood student” (7.9), and “giving time to helping others”
fer markedly from those proposed by experts. Our resear¢h.6%). And majorities of teens say they volunteer, attend
design tests the assumption that public perception is indeelurch or synagogue weekly, read the newspaper regularly
at variance with expert remedies, as defined by scholars aadd attend cultural events (Bostrom, 2000a).
policy advocates. We then explore the contribution of me- Additionally, Bostrom (2000a) notes that, “...while the
dia to this distortion, documenting the specific impact ompublic tends to blame parents, the reality is that most parents
public attitudes of the dominant frames of news coveragdave open, trusting relationships and a solid bond with their
Drawing from our identification of alternative models peopleeenage children.” Indeed, when asked whom they most rely
hold, we construct and test their impact on policy positiongn for making important decisions or for facing problems,
We then explain these dominant frames to issues advocaperents are the top choice, with 63% of teens saying they
and share with them those reframes that have the greatesyy on their parents a “lot.” There has been an important
potential for encouraging public reconsideration of an issughift in responsibility, she notes:
(e.g., alternative policy solutions). We believe the outcome
of this work has much to offer issues advocates and policy While in 1997, the public was equally likely to blame
experts. Unfortunately, this kind of anticipatory research is  kids’ problems on social/economic pressures as well as
altogether missing from most mass media efforts devoted to irresponsible parents (41% and 44% respectively), in the
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improved economy, they are more likely to blame parto find the dominant media frame routinely depicts youth in
ents (37% blame social/leconomic pressures, 49% par-pejorative light. Testing this assertion is the goal of the
ents) . next section.

In fact, James Youniss and Allison Ruth (2000) havéledia Depictions of Youth and Youth-Related Issues
shown that, on virtually every social indicator, “youth today
are at least as healthy or healthier than their parents’ genera- In their analysis of television news, the Center for Me-
tion.” Drawing from national databases and trend analysidja and Public Affairs found a paucity of news reporting
Youniss shows that “the percentage of youth who work pargbout youth — only one out of every 12 stories on local
time has remained constant or risen a bit from 1970 to taewscasts, and only one out of every 25 stories on network
day” and “SAT scores have remained constant since 197téws dealt with young peoplélhese stories were “over-
The proportions of high school students who volunteer hawehelmingly episodic in nature, focusing on particular events
not changed since 1975, and the proportion of high schoahd discrete occurrences, without providing any thematic
seniors who say religion is very or quite important in theicontext or otherwise linking them to broader trends or is-
lives has remained high and constant from 1975 to tleues.” Indeed, only 7% of the local coverage was deemed
present. Thus there is a stark disjuncture between the widnematic. The three most frequently reported topics of youth
American adults view teenagers and what teens think anéws on the local stations were crime victimization, acci-
do (see also Males, 1996). dents involving young people, and violent juvenile crime,

Are adults simply “misinformed” about the lives andaccounting for nearly half (46%) of all coverage of youth.
attitudes of today’s youth? Typically, opinion research woul&ive other frequently reported topics were also negative:
look for a set of facts which, when put before the publigyroperty crimes committed by juveniles, domestic violence
proved sufficiently powerful to correct the fallacy. By con-or sexual abuse, alcohol abuse, individual health problems,

trast, strategic frame analy- and other at-risk behaviors.
sis asks whether a simple The authors conclude that
recitation of the facts can in- “together, these eight topics,

deed set the record straight. 1he three most frequently reported topics which all emphasize the dan-
Over the course of six focus  of youth news on the local stations were gers and negative outcomes

groups with parents, we ob-  crime yiictimization, accidents involving ~ 2ssociated with youth, ac-
served astonishing unanim- counted for nearly 60 percent

ity in the way adults YOUNg people, and violent juvenile crime, ot 411 discussions”

discounted positive statistics accounting for nearly half (46%) of all (Amundson, Lichter, &

about youth. Confronted  coverage of youth. Lichter, 2000).

with what was presented as An analysis of the visual
a “true news story” about re- backdrop to news reports
cent trends among teenagers, about youth found the local

adults consistently overlooked the positive data (which domirews emphasized school settings. The criminal justice sys-
nated the story) and focused instead on the few negatiieam accounted for one out of every four visual backdrops in
trends. When asked to re-examine the story and to expldatal news. When not shown in school, youths were most
why they thought it was indeed negative when there were kely to be seen as part of community activities, or in a crime-
many positive trends, study participants first said they thougrelated or other socially dysfunctional setting. A mere two
the numbers were not correct. When informed that they wepercent of young people were portrayed in the home, while
indeed correct, they found ways to re-interpret the numbejisst one percent were shown in a work setting.
in order to reach a “not good enough” conclusion (Bostrom, To chart the implications for policy solutions, we asked
2000b). Clearly the power of the organizing frame “kids arthe Center for Media and Public Affairs to count the instances
in trouble” was so strong that it could not be displaced eas which a reporter or source specifically voices concern
ily. about the risks or dangers faced by young people. The 242
How do such public understandings become so firmlgound bites that resulted were concentrated in two areas: vio-
(if erroneously) lodged in the public’s mind? Strategic framéence (33%) and other at-risk behaviors (31%), such as drug
analysis points to the media as an influential source of pund alcohol use and dangerous driving. “Only about one in
lic affairs information. By featuring some stories, and igthree expressions of concern were accompanied by any dis-
noring others, the media has the capacity to confirm armlission of the locus of responsibility for solving whatever
sustain public perceptions. This being so, we would expeptoblem was indicated. And, of these assignments, parents

8



and youth themselves accounted for 37% of the responsitderved, “You know that there’ve got to be hundreds of thou-

agents, followed by schools (30%) and government (26%).5ands of them that are going to college and that have made

(Amundson, Lichter, & Lichter, 2000). national honor society or...who are trying to do the right
How do these negative media depictions square witthings. But you hardly ever hear about them.”

adults’ own observations of the youth around them? In the

main, according to our focus groups, not very well. A father

of younger children spoke up about teens in his neighbor- Th b f el o f
hood: “I have some extremely intelligent, articulate, young = clEEEs Bl e IEdE el I el

— 12 to 16 year olds. Surprisingly, actually, to speak with Some adults, and the power of media
such perfect English, respectful. Sometimes it shocks me” jmages to trump personal experience for
(Bostrom, 2000b). When presented with statistics about vol- others, leaves most adults with few alter-

unteers, while most participants refused to believe the data, . . . .
one woman acknowledged that she lacked the information natives to the Images prowded by their

required to make a judgment: daily feed of news and entertainment.

Personally, | wouldn't know because | haven't
volunteered...l see them (teens) at church because | go
and I'll see them in the mall because | go. But perhapsif The findings from previous media effects experiments
| went and served at a soup kitchen, | might see it jackirther informed the research agenda we pursued on adoles-
full of teenagers. Because my butt is at home eating ngence. In the course of an inquiry for the National Funding
soup in front of the TV, | don't see them. Collaborative on Violence Prevention, we tested the impact
of two issue ads that reflect conventional wisdom about how
In short, people are routinely uninformed or ill-informedto demonstrate the effectiveness of program intervention in
about American youth. positive outcomes for youth. These spot ads were created by
Personal experience does play a strong role in resistitige advertising firm of Martin and Glantz for paid place-
these stereotypes. Aubrun and Grady (2000) found that “panent as part of a campaign to recruit liberal activists for gun
ents of teenagers or those who interact regularly with teereform petitions. The ads were reportedly effective in meet-
agers are much less susceptible to media portrayals of teeriag this very specific objective. Our interest in them was,
These people either reject media accounts outright or cohewever, broader. First, we wanted to evaluate their impact
cede that they must be true in some abstract sense (or ¥ preferences across a much broader viewing public. Sec-
wouldn’t be saying so), but not in any practical sense. Thend, because the two ads reflect a manner of framing com-
more people’s views are informed by ‘face time’ and thenon among child advocates, we wanted to test their actual
less by the media, the more likely they are to hold a moiiepact on public views.
empathic view of teenagefs. Both ads asserted that program intervention in the lives
As Aubrun and Grady (2000) assert, most Americans:of children could make a dramatic difference on outcomes.
In the first ad — “Jeremy Estrada” — a young person tells the
Tend to resolve this contradiction by judging theirstory of his initial brush with violence, and how he was put
own experience to be exceptional, rather than bin a mentoring and rehabilitation program that turned his
challenging the media frames. This reflects a broaddife around’ Presumably, the reason Jeremy is now on track
pattern of Americans’ response to the contradictiorio enroll in medical school is because he was not tried as an
between what they know at first hand and what meadult or subjected to more punitive criminal justice mea-
dia and public discourse tells them. The position ofures. The prediction was that this ad would lead viewers to
the media has the effect of making their own expeendorse similar youth intervention programs and to reject
rience and attitudes seem unusual or even aberrapunitive laws for youth. The findings, however, were mixed
They tend to discount what does not fit the mediat best. While exposure to the Jeremy Estrada PSA did in-
frame as exceptional, rather than questioning or chatrease people’s optimism about solving youth crime, it also
lenging the frame. reduced subjects’ willingness to support social remedies to
youth crime (Gilliam, 1999).
Aubrun and Grady's interviews demonstrate as well that most In the second ad — “Jimmy’s Flashback” — a young
adults “are aware (at times) that this negative model is (@hite) person is shown in a robbery and the “flashback”
negative stereotype rather than an accurate representatiorsefjuence suggests the many possible points of intervention
the teens that they know.” They cite one informant who obahen his life could have been turned around, had effective
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programs been available to hifthis ad suggests the popu- focus groups and in the elicitations, or reinterpreted as nega-
lar prevention frame that we need to start early and to intetive or “not good enough.”
vene often in order to keep kids on track for achievement.
The prediction is that exposure to this ad would reduce festypothesis 2By showing that most kids are busy doing
of crime and increase support for social interventions. Toormal things, adults will resort to their own experience with
the contrary, our experimental results indicate that exposuyauth and realize that most kids are doing well.
to Jimmy’s Flashback increased fear of crime by 14%, de- Finding: Adults exceptionalized their own experi-
creased the number of people who believe no age is too larces and the images of ordinary kids presented, and re-
to help a young person, and reduced levels of support feprted to the stereotype.
more social spending (Gilliam, 1999).
From the view of strategic frame analysis, the failure oHypothesis 3By showing adults that youth are working, we
both ads to move public will in the desired direction is hotan demonstrate that youth have work values.
Finding: In fact, adults first denied the statistics
and then explained away the values youth might acquire from

In virtually every aspect of our research  work experience by attaching their motivation for work to
to date, the ability to connect youth consumerism.

outcomes to community programs and Hypothesis 4By connecting adults to their own adolescence,
public policies proved an insurmount- we could create empathy with today’s teens and a reconsid-

able obstacle for adults. eration of youth. _
Finding: Adults did express greater empathy for

youth and the challenges of adolescence when focus groups

began with a priming exercise that required them to remem-
surprising. In both cases, the ads relied upon a similar scriflter their own teen years. But, while this exercise did gener-
The youth was initially portrayed as violent, or even crimi-ate greater empathy, it also served to remind them how
nal. Thus once the readily familiar image of the teen “supedifferent and dangerous is the world in which they perceive
predator” was evoked, no amount of argumentation or facteday’s teen to live, and deepened their concern for the physi-
could negate that powerful cultural model. In effect, this kindtal safety of youth.
of “straw man” presentation is a flawed frame.

In sum, the absence of an experiential base for some At the same time, we did find a number of instances in
adults, and the power of media images to trump personahich adults described youth in positive terms, and often
experience for others, leaves most adults with few alternasing values associated with work (e.g., discipline and com-
tives to the images provided by their daily feed of news anahitment). These activities include: group sports, perform-
entertainment. And while they may understand this to be thieg arts, and volunteer/community service. For example,
case, and resent the media for it, they nevertheless will fifdcus group participants, confronted with the image of a

their reasoning directed by these images. young woman playing soccer, said, “When | see a girl in
sports, | immediately think she has a chance to succeed in
Reframing Youth life.” Reacting to a picture of a young boy volunteering at

what appeared to be a soup kitchen, one mother commented,
The overwhelming assessment for adults are that kidsie is going to be an asset to his community just because he

are trouble or troubled; these frames emerged again and ag@iralready at a young age involved in community.” Hypo-
from the research as the frames that dominated discoutdetically, assessments of youth involved in these activities
and blocked the consideration of new facts or policy reconare the basis for successful “reframes.”
mendations. In the course of this research we rejected four By extension, coaches and volunteer/community lead-
potential reframes derived from hypotheses common amomgs may prove effective spokespersons in attesting to the
youth advocates and researchers: values that youth are acquiring from these types of activi-

ties. Likewise, the recognition that the problem with adult
Hypothesis 1By presenting people with the “true” facts perceptions of youth is related to their perceived lack of val-
about youth (which are not received through the media), wees, especially work values, may dictate that we use seniors
can succeed in getting them to reconsider and reject neda-attest to youth’s worthiness. Older Americans, especially
tive stereotypes about youth. of the World War |l era, appear to convey a lifetime of work

Finding: The positive facts were rejected, both inhabits and values.
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The challenge in these incipient reframes will be theociety from them.
connection to community responsibility. In virtually every  Our research suggests that the locus of responsibility
aspect of our research to date, the ability to connect youtbr problem solution is likely to be on youth and their par-
outcomes to community programs and public policies proveehts first, followed by schools. The role of community and
an insurmountable obstacle for adults. Building responsibigovernment in promoting youth development remains in-
ity into the frame, beyond youth themselves and their pawisible to the public and is therefore incapable of exerting
ents remains a major undertaking. This is the challenge facipgessure on policymakers. In this, our work confirms earlier

our next phase of researth. research that demonstrates public willingness to blame par-
ents more than social forces for problems with kids (Public
Discussion Agenda, 1999). The implication is that attributions of re-

sponsibly will revert to individual youths and their families,

We advance an approach to the examination of sociabt to the society at-large. The next iteration of our research
problems calledtrategic frame analysi©ur framework is is to test whether it is possible to “reframe” youth in ways
theoretically grounded in the social and cognitive sciencethat engage adults in their healthy development. Put differ-
Thus for any particular issue we identify dominant framegntly, can we change the frames through which we see our
of understanding as they are found in public discourse anguth in such a way that adults resist the pressures to de-
the mass media. We then empirically assess their impact aronize and distort in favor of an appreciation of adoles-
public attitudes and policy preferences. Based on this analgence as a developmental stage? Or, put another way, can
sis, we develop and later test the capacity of alternatiwge change the story we are telling about youth in such a way

frames to influence public will. In sum, that it triggers an understanding of sys-
we employ a wide array of analytic and temic influences on individual outcomes
methodological approaches to study the and foregrounds positive adolescent de-

dynamics of public action. Can we Chan_ge the story velopment, not risky individual behav-
In this paper we have applied strate- W€ are telllng about iors? The proof is whether exposure to
gic frame analysis to the issue of youth in such a way that these reframes can increase support for
Amerlca s youth. I_n pa_rtlcular, we exam- triggers an understand- poI|C|qs and programs suggested by ex-
ined how the public thinks about adoles- . L. perts in adolescent development. Early
cents, how the media depicts adolescents, NG Of systemic influences resuits have uncovered several intrigu-
and how this affects the policy context. on individual outcomes ing possibilities. The next step is to sub-
Our initial research has shown that the gnd foregrounds positive ject these hypotheses to empirical testing
dominant public and media practice is to utilizing controlled experiments of the
frame youth in a negative light. The con- adolescent deveIOpment’ sort described above. In other words, is

sequence is that the adult public has comeNOt risky individual it possible to change the lens with which
to view youth as a liability. While these pehaviors? American adults view youth today?
findings are troubling and clearly present Our findings also have clear impli-
important challenges, more troubling still cations for the practice of journalism.
are the implications for public policy. Ad- News organizations must remember that

vocates are likely to find that the driving force for policythey have civic as well as commercial responsibilities. While
consideration is a sense that youth are at-risk for negativee appreciate the pressures to produce a profit, as well as
outcomes and must be protected from danger and dangergaisrnalistic imperatives to report “newswaorthy” stories, we
influences. Thus, more remedial and punitive policy is likelalso call attention to the fact that media outlets are part and
to be considered, while programs and policies seeking fmarcel of the communities they serve. While this obligation
help youth develop their academic, personal and career ge-more formal with regards to FCC regulations for broad-
tential are likely to be deemed irrelevant. casters, print outlets also have community responsibilities.
What this means is that even within specific issue dondeed, this is not lost on news organizations. They routinely
mains, the policy options that translate into keeping youtingage in “outreach” programs aimed at serving the wider
out of trouble will be most salient. For example, after schoalommunity. Nonetheless, these efforts are often not taken
programs for troubled youth will be deemed more importarderiously and are shunted off to the fringes of the
than those that promise to develop youth’s potential or torganization’s activities. From our perspective, journalists
promote positive mental health. In such a debate, issuesmfist understand the impact of their reporting as well as think
program quality and efficacy are lost to the over-riding conmore seriously about the paradigms within which they work.
cern for safety, keeping youth out of trouble and protecting These revised practices must begin with the recognition
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that news characteristics are often rooted in old stereotypehgir parents are often portrayed as ineffective or as causing
that is, a conventionalized frame that directs reporters faroblems. This FrameWorks report concludes that TV rein-
emphasize certain elements of a story and not others. Itf@rces the notion of today’s teens as self-absorbed and inter-
our contention that news media coverage of youth today falésted only in trivial matters.

prey to such common stereotypes. As our research intimates, ° Our study sample was limited to television, leaving us
repeated coverage of such stereotypes takes its toll on thgen to criticism that more influential publics may be more
public’s willingness to prioritize public dollars for this popu- reliant on newspapers for their information and, therefore,
lation. In effect, news coverage of this sort intervenes inagxposed to more thematic and policy-oriented coverage of

propriately in the public policy process. adolescents. The work of other researchers, however, would
refute this claim. For instance, the Berkeley Media Studies
Notes Group (McManus and Dorfman, 2000) studied three Cali-

fornia newspapers over the course of a year to determine
‘The W.T. Grant Foundation, the Annie E. Casey Founwhat kind of attention was being paid to young people with
dation, and the David and Lucile Packard Foundation ha\(ﬁhat probab|e po||cy consequences. They found that “two
generously supported this work. We would also like to thanfppics dominate youth coverage: education and violence”
George Lakoff, Larry Wallack, Shanto lyengar, Margarefp. 4), and no other topic receives even a third as much at-
Bostrom, Joe Grady, Axel Aubrun, and Pam Morgan for theilention. Education received 26% of the coverage. Violence
contributions to the development of the approach outlinegtories comprised 25% of all youth coverage. Thus, these
in this paper as well as Dan Amundson, Robert Lichter angtint media show violence as a factor in young people’s lives
Linda Lichter at the Center for Media and Public Affairsas often as schools. As these researchers point out, “0n|y 3
and Katharine Heintz-Knowles for theirwillingness to adapyoung pe0p|e in 100 perpetrate or become victims of seri-
already extant methodologies to accommodate strategifs violence in a given year” and “treating violence and edu-
frame anaIySiS. We would also like to thank the Institute Oéation near|y equa”y exaggerates the frequency of violence”
Social Science Research (UCLA) and David Willis, Panp. 4). Finally, “in the yearlong sample, about half the youth
Singh, and Jessica Hausman at the Center for Communicaories focus on a problem; many fewer describe a solution”
tions and Community (UCLA). (p. 4). The most often sited solution is greater law enforce-
? The theoretical basis for their findings is based on thgyent. The study concludes, “...the relative absence of solu-
concept of “scripts” (see Schank and Abelson, 1977). Thgon frames reinforces the notion that violence is inevitable.”
advantage of script-based reasoning is that it allows peop(ig. 4).
to make Straightforward and what they believe to be accu- s In an increasing|y age-segregated Society' however, the
rate inferences about the world around them. prospects are fewer and fewer for adults to countermand
*This body of research was supported by the W. T. Graffiedia stereotypes of teen monsters and heroes with abun-
Foundation, as part of a multi-year grant to apply strategigant first-hand knowledge of normal teens, going about the
frame analysis to youth issues, and supplemented by siX feyeryday business of chores and school, athletics, arts and
cus groups supported by the David and Lucile Packard Fougo|unteering.
dation. "Jeremy Estrada: This well-known PSA features Jeremy
* Although the work described in this paper deals withEstrada — a former member of a Latino street gang — who
the television news media, we have also commissioned Wofrns his life around after six months in a “rites of passage”
on how youth are portrayed in the entertainment medigrogram. The dramatic device begins with Jeremy dressed
Heintz-Knowles (2000) examined one episode of each primgke a gang member. As he tells the story of his transforma-
time entertainment series aired during Fall 1999 betweefbn, he slowly changes his clothes. At the end of the video,
September 20 and November 21 on the six broadcast nfibw dressed like a responsible young adult, he proudly points
works (ABC, CBS, NBC, Fox, WB, UPN). Those with youth gyt that he has a university fellowship and plans to attend
characters (defined as between the ages of 13 and 21) waigdical school. His tag line is, “| may cut, but it'll be to take
analyzed according to a set of codes which sought to megut your appendix.”
sure youth activity and concern on TV against real world & jimmy’s Flashback: The dramatic device of this ad is a
data. In brief, this study shows adolescent characters on tefshback sequence in the life of Jimmy — a teenage Cauca-
vision are not connected to a wider community, includingjan male who is shown robbing a convenience store. The
even their own family. TV teens are seen as independefijshback episodes show different periods in Jimmy’s life
and isolated, living in an adolescent world whose problemghere he could have been set on the “right track”. The tag
are mainly social in nature. They do not require anyone'ne is that the failure to intervene early in Jimmy’s life is
help beyond their small immediate peer group, and in fagiow costing the taxpayers a great deal of money. The ad
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ends with a number to call “if you think we can do better”.Conover, P. J., & Feldman, S. (1989). Candidate percep-
% Interestingly, while these three images did not include tion in an ambiguous world: Campaigns, cues and
parents, the focus group participants inferred that the par- inference processeAmerican Journal of Political
ents were “good,” a rare assessment in our others’ researchScience, 33912-939.
experience (see Public Agenda, 1999). Focus group infoDearing, J., & Rogers, E. (199&genda-SettingThou-
mants mentioned that parents had to take them to and fromsand Oaks: Sage Publications.
these events, regulate their evening hours, keep them olarfman, L., & Woodruff, K. (1998). The roles of speak-
schedule and teach them focus. ers in local television news stories on youth and vio-
10'We are currently in the process of producing several lence.Journal of Popular Film and Television, 280)-
news reframes based on the results of the analyses describe@5.
above. Over the next few months, we will conduct both fieldEntman, R. M. (1990). Modern racism and the images of
and survey experiments to empirically assess the capability blacks in local television newE€ritical Studies in Mass
of designated reframes to move public will youth-related Communication, 7332-46.
issues. Entman, R. M. (1992). Blacks in the news: television,
modern racism, and cultural chandeurnalism
Quarterly, 69,341-361.
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