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Sometimes	 it	 seems	 like	no	matter	 how	
much	 scientific	 information	 is	
communicated	 (especially	 about	
controversial	 issues	 like	 climate	 change),	
the	 public	 and	 scientists	 don’t	 hold	 the	
same	beliefs.	

	

Frames	 can	 be	 used	 intentionally	 or	
intuitively,	 but	 every	 communication	 is	
framed	in	some	way.		

The	 most	 effective	 frames	 are	 relevant	
and	 applicable	 to	 an	 audience’s	 prior	
knowledge	and	beliefs	

People	 often	 react	 to	 information	
differently	 depending	 on	 how	 the	
information	is	framed.		

Read	on	for	evidence-based	framing	tips	
for	science	communication.		
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We don’t always need to 
give more facts. Instead, 
we need to make sure 
we’re sharing facts in the 
right ways – using 
appropriate frames. 
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RESEARCH ON COMMUNICATION FRAMES 
Medicine	

Climate	Change	

Hauser,	 D.J.	 &	 Schwarz,	 N.	 (2014).	 The	 War	 on	
Prevention:	 Bellicose	 Cancer	 Metaphors	 Hurt	 (Some)	
Prevention	 Intentions.	 Personality	 and	 Social	 Psychology	
Bulletin	

Participants	 read	 information	 about	 cancer	
prevention	 that	 either	 framed	 cancer	 as	 a	
metaphorical	 enemy	 to	 be	 fought,	 an	
imbalance,	or	not	metaphorically	at	all.	

The	 enemy	 framing	 decreased	 people’s	
intentions	 to	 limit	 behaviors	 like	 eating	 red	
meat	 and	 drinking	 excessively	 unless	 those	
behaviors	were	also	framed	as	things	that	could	
“fight”	 cancer	 (consistent	 with	 the	 enemy	
frame).	

Flusberg,	 S.	 J.,	 Matlock,	 T.,	 &	 Thibodeau,	 P.	 H.	 (2017).	
Metaphors	 for	 the	 war	 (or	 race)	 against	 climate	
change.	Environmental	Communication		

All	participants	read	the	same	general	article,	but	
it	 referred	 to	 either	 the	 “war	 against”	 or	 “race	
against”	climate	change.	For	example,	each	article	
included	phrases	about	 the	U.S.	 seeking	 to	either	
“combat”	 (war)	 or	 “go	 after”	 (race)	 excessive	
energy	use.	

People	who	read	the	war	frame	agreed	more	with	
scientific	evidence	that	global	warming	is	real	and	
human-caused,	 reported	 more	 urgency	 for	
reducing	 emissions,	 and	 said	 they	 were	 more	
willing	 to	 change	 their	 behaviors	 to	 reduce	 their	
carbon	footprint.		

It’s	unclear	why	the	war	frame	was	more	effective	
than	 the	 race	 frame,	but	 the	 idea	of	a	war	might	
affect	 us	 emotionally,	 in	 turn	 leading	 us	 to	 avoid	

Keefer,	L.A.,	Landau,	M.J.,	Sullivan,	D.,	&	Rothschild,	Z.K.	
(2014).	Embodied	metaphor	and	abstract	problem	
solving:	Testing	a	metaphoric	fit	hypothesis	in	the	health	
domain.	J.	Exp.	Soc.	Psych.	
	

Participants	 read	 about	 depression,	 framed	
either	as	down	(“their	life	has	more	downs”)	or	
dark	 (“their	 life	has	more	dark	periods”).	 They	
were	 then	 encouraged	 to	 choose	 a	 potential	
medication:	 either	 Liftix	 (advertised	 as	 a	 drug	
that	 lifts	 moods)	 or	 Illuminix	 (advertised	 to	
brighten	moods).		

Takeaway:	 Referring	 to	 climate	 change	
as	 a	 war	 may	 portray	 the	 necessary	
urgency	of	the	issue	more	than	referring	
to	it	as	a	race.	

Takeaways:	1)	It’s	common	to	talk	
about	fighting	cancer,	but	be	mindful	
that	this	frame	may	discourage	
important	cancer	prevention	
behaviors.		

2)	Frame	problems	and	solutions	
consistently.	

People	who	read	about	depression	as	down	preferred	
Liftix,	 and	 those	who	 read	about	 it	 as	dark	preferred	
Illuminix.				

Takeaway:	 Frame	 problems	 and	
solutions	 with	 consistent	
metaphors.	
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Raimy,	K.T.,	Stern,	P.C.,	&	Maki,	A.	(2017).	The	promise	
and	 limitations	of	using	analogies	to	 improve	decision-
relevant	understanding	of	climate	change.	PLoS	ONE.		

Climate	 change	 is	 similar	 to	 many	 medical	
diseases:	 for	 example,	 risks	 are	 often	 caused	
or	 increased	 by	 human	 behaviors,	 they	 bring	
about	 negative	 symptoms,	 and	 treatment	
often	involves	trade-offs	or	side	effects.	

People	 who	 read	 about	 ways	 that	 climate	
change	 is	 like	 a	medical	 disease	 agreed	with	
the	 science-backed	 explanations	 for	 global	
warming	causes	and	consequences	more	than	
people	who	didn’t	 (they	had	 read	a	 different	
analogy	or	no	analogy).	

Baldwin,	 M.	 &	 Lammers,	 J.	 (2016).	 Past-focused	
environmental	comparisons	promote	proenvironmental	
outcomes	for	conservatives.	PNAS.	

Participants	 read	 a	 past-focused	 message	
about	 climate	 change	 (“Looking	 back	 to	 our	
nation’s	 past…	 there	 was	 less	 traffic	 on	 the	
road”)	 or	 a	 similar	 future-focused	 message	
(“Looking	 forward	 to	 our	 nation’s	 future…	
there	is	increasing	traffic	on	the	road”).		

Conservatives	felt	that	we	should	change	how	
we	interact	with	the	planet	more	after	reading	
past-	 than	 future-focused	messages.	 The	 two	
messages	did	not	differently	affect	liberals.	

This	 finding	 held	 true	 even	 when	 satellite	
photos	 (either	 focusing	 on	 progression	 from	
the	 past	 to	 present	 or	 from	 the	 present	 to	
future)	were	presented.	

	

	

	

Climate	Change,	cont.	

Vaccines	

Nyhan,	B.,	Reifler,	J.,	Richey,	S.,	&	Freed,	G.L.	(2014).	Effective	
messages	 in	 vaccine	 promotion:	 A	 randomized	 trial.	
Pediatrics.	

Participants	were	all	 parents	 of	 children	 17	 years	
old	or	younger.	They	received	one	of	the	following:	
a)	 an	 explanation	 from	 the	 Centers	 for	 Disease	
Control	 &	 Prevention	 (CDC)	 that	 the	 measles-
mumps-rubella	 (MMR)	 vaccine	 does	 not	 cause	
Autism;	b)	information	about	the	diseases	that	the	
MMR	vaccine	prevents;	c)	photos	of	 children	with	
diseases	that	the	MMR	vaccine	prevents;	d)	a	story	
about	 an	 infant	 who	 almost	 died	 of	 measles;	 e)	
none	of	the	above.	

No	 intervention	 increased	 parents’	 intentions	 to	
vaccinate	a	future	child.	

Takeaway:	 Drawing	 an	 analogy	
between	 climate	 change	 and	
medical	 diseases	 may	 help	 people	
make	sense	of	the	problem.		

Takeaway:	 Conservatives,	 who	 often	
resist	 climate	 change	 information	
more,	 recognize	 climate	 change	 as	 a	
bigger	 problem	 when	 it’s	 framed	 in	
terms	 of	 change	 from	 the	 past	 than	
when	 framed	 as	 a	 problem	 for	 the	
future.	

Takeaway:	 Common	 strategies	 for	
promoting	 vaccines	may	not	 convince	
people	to	vaccinate	their	children.	
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Barnosky,	 A.D.,	 Matlock,	 T.,	 Christensen,	 J.,	 Han,	 H.,	
Miles,	 J.,	 Rice,	 R.,	 Westerling,	 L.,	 &	 White,	 L.	 (2016).	
Establishing	 Common	 Ground:	 Finding	 Better	 Ways	 to	
Communicate	About	Climate	Disruption,	Collabra.	

Nisbet,	 M.C.	 (2016).	 Framing	 research	 in	 science	
communication:	Origins,	theories,	&	applications.		

FrameWorks	 Institute:	 Science	 Translation.	
http://frameworksinstitute.org/science-translation.html	

Trogen,	 M.S.	 (2017).	 The	 evidence	 based	 metaphor.	
JAMA.	

Vaccines,	cont.	

Nyhan,	 B.	 &	 Reifler,	 J.	 (2015).	 Does	 correcting	 myths	
about	 the	 flu	 vaccine	work?	An	 experimental	evaluation	
of	the	effects	of	corrective	information.	Vaccine.	

Because	 43%	 of	 the	 American	 public	 believed	
the	 flu	 vaccine	 can	 give	 you	 the	 flu,	 this	
research	 tested	 frames	 for	 eliminating	 that	
misperception.	

All	 participants	 received	 either:	 a)	 a	 correction	
(information	 debunking	 the	 myth	 that	 people	
can	contract	 flu	 from	the	vaccine);	b)	a	danger	
message	 (information	 about	 the	 risks	 of	
contracting	the	flu,	which	is	a	standard	message	
used	to	encourage	people	to	get	vaccinated);	c)	
no	information	about	the	flu	(control).	

People	 who	 received	 the	 correction	 message	
were	less	likely	to	believe	that	the	vaccine	could	
give	 them	the	 flu	 than	 those	 that	 received	 the	
danger	 message	 or	 control.	 However,	
participants	 who	 began	 the	 experiment	 with	
high	concerns	about	side	effects	were	less	likely	
to	 report	 the	 intent	 to	 be	 vaccinated	 after	 the	
correction	message.	

	

Takeaway:	Correcting	myths	about	the	
flu	 vaccine	 may	 decrease	 belief	 in	
misperceptions,	 but	 eliminating	
misperceptions	 will	 not	 necessarily	
translate	into	action.	

 

More	Reading	

Horne,	 Z.,	 Powell,	 D.,	 Hummel,	 J.E.,	 &	 Holyoak,	 K.	 (2015).	
Countering	antivaccination	attitudes.	PNAS.	

Participants	 read	 about	 either:	 a)	 diseases	 they	
risk	if	they	don’t	vaccinate	against	MMR	(text	and	
images	 about	 children	 with	 each	 disease);	 b)	 an	
autism	correction	(adapted	from	Nyhan	&	Reifler,	2014);	
or	an	unrelated	science	topic	(control).	

Disease	 risk	 intervention	 let	 to	 most	 change	 in	
vaccine	beliefs	in	positive	direction.	

Takeaway:	 Communicating	 the	
negative	 consequences	 of	 not	
vaccinating	 (with	 disease	 text	 &	
images)	 may	 be	 more	 effective	 than	
correcting	the	vaccine-Autism	myth.	


