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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

Since 2001, the FrameWorks Institute -- in collaboration with the National Scientific Council on 

the Developing Child, the National Forum on Early Childhood Program Evaluation, and the 

Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University -- has been engaged in a multi-year, 

multi-discipline study of how communications about early child development (ECD) influences 

public attitudes and policy preferences.  This body of work relies on a wide range of methods 

associated with the Strategic Frame AnalysisÊ approach (cognitive interviews, focus groups, 

media content analysis, cognitive media content analysis, Simplifying Models
1
 development and 

experimental surveys); and has examined a number of different populations (e.g., engaged 

citizens, parents and non-parents, business executives, legislators, and civic leaders).
2
   

 

This report summarizes results from the latest iteration of FrameWorks experimental research 

focused on extending existing communications strategies on the science of ECD and the efficacy 

of adding health as a dimension of those communications.  The results greatly expand on our 

previous work on this topic and offer new opportunities for refining the communications 

messaging around ECD.  More specifically, we report the findings from our tests of 17 

potentially constructive frame elements (additional Values, Simplifying Models, and general 

Principles) in the pages that follow.  These 17 discrete frame elements, while not exhaustive of 

potential ECD reframes, are important in part because if adopted, they hold the potential to 

change the public conversation around early child development in ways beneficial to policy 

preferences.   

 

We test the impact of these frames against several policy related outcome measures of interest ï 

the most important of which we see as public support for policies that address childrenôs 

developmental needs.  As such we devised, and give a detailed account of, experiments whose 

primary intent is to capture the publicôs level of support for discrete groups of policies and then 

to fully evaluate the effects of using different frame elements on those measures.   

 

In addition to the measures of policy support, we also evaluate the effect of these frame elements 

on several secondary policy-related outcomes of interest:  the salience of policies related to child 

development, the willingness of the public to support public funding for such policies and, more 

generally, the extent to which people attribute responsibility for advancing childrenôs 

development and wellbeing to collective, rather than solely to individual, action.  These 

challenges have emerged from the qualitative research that precedes this specific inquiry. 
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Across all of these outcome measures of interest, we find that:   

 

Á Two Values tested in the experiments proved to be extraordinarily promising and robust 

in their ability to lift public support for a wide variety of child related policies:  

Prosperity and Ingenuity.  Prosperity as a Value (in the way it was narrated in the survey 

we administered) focused the message on investments in early childhood development as 

an engine for the sustainable growth of the nation.  Ingenuity as a Value focused on 

generating innovation to solve problems in early childhood development and the notion 

that the result of that ingenuity would be broadly shared across society.   

 

Á Al though we find that only Prosperity and Ingenuity have a robust impact across the 

various policy domains, several other Values demonstrated isolated impacts on particular 

policy batteries:  both Future and Responsible Management seem to advance policy 

support for the issue of child abuse; and Health as a Value had a similar positive effect on 

policy support on health and nutrition.   

 

Á The Vulnerable Child/Fairness Value frame had no demonstrable effect on any of the 

policy domains tested.   

 

Á Five Simplifying Models and Principles as frame elements were shown to exert 

statistically significant effects on one or more of the policy domains: Toxic Stress, Toxic 

Stress with Health, Pay Now/Pay Later with Health, Brain Architecture and Return on 

Investment.  Of these frame elements, Toxic Stress (with and without Health included) 

seemed to exert the most cogent influence across the policy domains we tested. 

 

Á The performance of Health had little effect as an addition to the Values we tested and 

showed mixed results when applied to one or more of the Simplifying Models.  The 

strongest showing of Health was in its attachment to Principles where the emphasis is 

often on funding and where it has the advantage of a robust public debate over the cost of 

transforming a system. 

 

Á The Environment of Relationships frame produced the most support for prioriti zing 

childrenôs development and wellbeing ï indeed, more than any other frame elements 

tested.  No one frame element proved sufficiently strong to lift the policy salience of all 

policy areas; this is interesting, given the broad effects of such Values as Prosperity and 

Ingenuity on policy support. 

 

Á Several frames proved to exert substantial influence on how the public thinks about the 

role of government in addressing issues related to childrenôs development: Ingenuity, 

Toxic Stress with Health, and Return on Investment. 
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Á We found that three frames tended to lift public support for public funding of various 

ECD policies:  (1) Ingenuity and Pay Now/Pay Later were shown to increase public 

funding support for child abuse policies; and (2) Health as a Principle had a similar effect 

on health care funding support.  In terms of a funding mechanism, several of the frame 

elements lift public support for taxation in particular:  Ingenuity, Health as a Principle, 

and Toxic Stress (with Health).    
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INTRODUCTION  

 

The overall objective of this research is to provide empirical evidence to inform communications 

about early childhood development issues and to help communicators choose productively 

between competing narratives.  This research expands upon our prior experimental research by 

testing several promising additions to the core story of early childhood development which was 

developed by the FrameWorks Institute and the Center on the Developing Child.  By the term 

ñcore storyò, we mean the enumeration of the fundamental scientific principles that need to be 

understood in order to achieve a rough appreciation for the process of early child development.  

Broadly construed, the experimental research detailed in this report tries to ascertain whether 

exposing politically and civically engaged persons to alternative ways of thinking about 

childrenôs development has a measureable impact on a broad set of outcomes ï including the 

salience of, and support for, child development policies.   

 

In preparation for conducting these experiments, researchers at FrameWorks conferred with our 

partners (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child; the National Forum on Early 

Childhood Program Evaluation; and the Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University) 

to develop a set of frame elements (Values, Simplifying Models, and Principles) that seemed 

promising in terms of advancing the effectiveness of the core story. Through several iterations of 

discussions and feedback sessions, we identified a list of potentially promising frame elements to 

take into this round of experimental research.   

 

In examining new possibilities for extending this ñstoryò, we explored several themes aimed at 

improving the articulation and efficacy of the: (1) Values presented at the outset of the core 

story, (2) Simplifying Models meant to capture vital processes and mechanisms of description in 

the core story, and (3) general Principles that experts and scientists believe to be both true and 

fundamental to comprehension of the topic.  

 

In addition to testing Values, Simplifying Models, and Principles, we also have the separate 

challenge of thinking strategically about whether, and how best, to incorporate the concept of 

physical health into the core story.  The increasing interest from the ECD field of experts in 

mapping the notion of health onto the articulation of the core story is an important consideration 

and one that seemed especially important to take into experimental testing.  As such, we put 

considerable effort into making use of various iterations of the concept of health in the 

experimental frames. The result in terms of the development of the frame elements tested is that 

we explicitly test the proposition that attaching ñhealthò as an additional condition or piece of 

information to various aspects of the core story substantially enhances the effectiveness of the 

message overall.   Specifically, we tested in several ways:  Health as a Value, as a self-standing 

Principle, and as an adjunct to existing Principles and Simplifying Models.  
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Finally, as a separate challenge, we sought to evaluate the effects of frames and concepts 

currently used in communications around ECD (either by child welfare advocates or within the 

ECD literature) against alternative ways of framing the issue.  The most interesting of the frames 

in common usage that we tested was the ñvulnerable childò frame (or a way of talking about 

ECD from the perspective of responding to children with the most acute needs through policy 

intervention). Our task in introducing this frame into the mix of frames tested was to see if there 

were any measureable improvements to be had by shifting away from current communications 

practice and toward alternative ways of engaging this issue with the public.    

Given this constellation of framing challenges,  this experimental survey set out  to assess the 

effects of  17 frame elements across a wide array of child development policies.  The scope of 

our research questions is fairly straight-forward: 

 

(1) is it possible to advance the publicôs support for public policies that address child 

development and wellbeing by exposing them to alternative ways of thinking about these 

issues: (1) as broader social concerns, (2) as consonant with the ways they are discussed 

by advocates and in the early childhood development literature; and/or (3) by enhancing 

the publicôs understanding of the science of early child development? 

 

(2) to the extent that the frames we test successfully lift public support for policy reforms, is 

it also possible to demonstrate similar frame effects on other policy related outcomes 

such as policy salience, support for public funding, and attribution of responsibility for 

policies that address these social concerns? 

 

(3) is support for the core story of early childhood development advanced by incorporating 

the notion of physical health as part of the frame and if so, at what level of presentation 

do we find the greatest impacts?  

 

We test these three propositions using a web-based survey of 4,200 registered voters in an 

interactive venue administered by the Political Communications Laboratory at Stanford 

University (under the direction of Dr. Shanto Iyengar) and YouGov/Polimetrix (under the 

direction of Dr. Douglas Rivers).  The experiments include a 17 treatment panel of stimuli (or 

potential reframes) measured against a control group on a series of policy outcomes, most 

notably policy preferences. 

 

This report summarizes the findings from these experiments and is organized as follows: after a 

description of the research methods (including the experimental design, sampling methods, and 

outcome measures), we present the findings from the experiments in some detail.  The final 

section of the report discusses the implications of these findings for a communications strategy 

related to early child development.  
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RESEARCH M ETHODS  

The Experimental Design   

The experimental design used in this study largely consisted of exposing a group of 4,200 

randomly assigned survey participants to one of 17 treatment conditions (or to a control) and 

subsequently, measuring their responses to a series of policy related questions (or policy 

batteries).
3
  Figure 1 provides a more detailed schematic of the experimental design and it 

includes a list of the treatments, the list of the policy batteries to which respondents were asked 

to react, as well as the statistical comparisons we were interested in as part of evaluating the 

performance of the frames tested.   

 

 

Figure 1.  Experimental Design Schematic 

 

 

 

Table 1 summarizes all 17 frame elements tested in these experiments.  The frames are 

categorized according to a typology of Values, Principles and Simplifying Models developed by 

the FrameWorks Institute.  The specific narrative executions of these concepts (as given to 

survey respondents) can be found in Appendix A.   
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Table 1.  Values, Simplifying Models, and Principles  

Used as Treatments in the Experimental Tests 

Values 

Prosperity 

Ingenuity 

Future/Legacy 
Responsible Management 

Health as a Value 

Vulnerable Child/Fairness 

Simplifying Models and Principles Potential Principles  of the Core Story Promising Principles from ECD Literature 

Toxic Stress (with and without Health) 
Pay Now or Pay Later (with and without Health) 

Brain Architecture (with and without Health) 

Environment of Relationships 
Health as a Principle 

Effectiveness Factors 
Continuous Quality Improvement 

Return on Investment 

 

The Study Sample 

In October 2008, we gathered a nationally representative sample of 4,200 registered voters using 

a Random Digit Dial (RDD) sampling frame weighted on the basis of gender, age, race, 

education, and party identification.
4
   The theory of random assignment in evaluation research 

design suggests that any variation between the control and the treatment groups not stemming 

from exposure to the stimuli of the treatments should be negligible or nonexistent.  To test this 

proposition more specifically in our research, we conducted a series of overall F-tests to 

determine if there were any systematic differences in the race, gender, education and party 

affiliations between the treatment and control groups.  We found no differences significant at the 

p>.10 level.   

Table 2.  Selected Demographic and Political Interest Characteristics of the Sample 
 (N=4,200) 

Demographic Characteristics Political and Civic Interest 

Has Attended a Church in Recent Months 55% Registered to Vote 100% 

Age                                       0 to 24 yrs. 

                                         25 to 39 yrs. 

                                         40 to 55 yrs 

                                         56+ yrs. 

7.3% 

32.3% 

33.7% 

34.1% 

Partisanship                                 Democrat 

                                                        Republican 

                                                        Independent 

                                                        Other 

38.8% 

30.7% 

25.5% 

5.0% 

Race/Ethnicity                    White 

                                          Black 

                                          Hispanic  

                                          Asian 

                                          Native American  

                                          Other 

77.2% 

11.1% 

6.5% 

1.1% 

1.2% 

2.8% 

Ideology                                        Very Liberal 

Liberal 

Moderate 

Conservative 

Very Conservative 

Not Sure  

8.5% 

17.7% 

31.8% 

23.3% 

13.1% 

5.7% 

Income                                 Less than 70K 

                                          More than 70k 

53.6% 

43.7% 

Political Interest                           Very Much Interested  

                                                    Somewhat Interested 

                                                    Not Much  

70.2% 

24.8% 

5.1% 

Education                           Less than High School  

High School 

Some College 

2 year Degree 

4 year Degree 

                                         Post- Graduate Degree 

3.7% 

35.6% 

23.2% 

7.4% 

19.8% 

10.4% 

Marital Status                    Married/Dom. Partnership 

                                         Single/Widowed/Divorced 

63.6% 

36.4% 

Gender                                Male 

                                         Female 

47% 

53% 

Region                                 South 

                                        Northeast 

                                        Midwest 

                                        West 

34.0% 

20.1% 

18.2% 

27.7% 



11 

 

© FrameWorks Institute 2009 

 

Representativeness of the Sample    

 

Selected demographic and political interest characteristics of the sample are detailed for review 

in Table 1.
5
  The median age of respondents in the sample was 49.  Fifty-three percent were 

women, 77 percent were white, and approximately 30 percent were college graduates (high 

school graduates made up about 35 percent).  In terms of partisan affiliation, 39 percent were 

Democrats, 31 percent Republican, and 30 percent non-partisan.   

 

Data Collection and Measures   

In the analysis that follows, we report the findings from our experiments testing the effects of 17 

frame elements (classified as Values, Simplifying Models, and Principles, according to 

definitions used by the FrameWorks Institute) against four general outcomes of interest related to 

childrenôs development and economic wellbeing.  These four outcomes are:  (1) levels of support 

for policies meant to address child development by improving the economic stability of low-

income families, (2) the overall salience of those policies, (3) the level of support for funding 

those policies and, more generally, (4) the extent to which people attribute responsibility for 

advancing childrenôs development and wellbeing to collective, rather than solely to individual, 

action.   

 

The first and most important of these outcomes (policy preferences), was assessed using a fairly 

exhaustive method focused on several policy batteries that tapped the approval/disapproval 

dichotomy of a series of policy proposals related to early childhood development.   The second 

of these outcomes (policy salience) was assessed using a set of questions that asked respondents 

to rank poverty, education, child abuse and other issues on a scale ranging from ñmost 

importantò to ñleast importantò after being exposed to our test frame elements.  Willingness to 

pay, a much more difficult concept to capture, was assessed using a set of questions that asked 

respondents to rank their preferred way to address the financial costs of policies that seek to 

advance childrenôs development and wellbeing.  Finally, attribution of responsibility was 

evaluated using a series of attitudinal indices that solicited respondentsô viewpoints on the role of 

government in addressing a set of more general child development related issues. 

 

In addition to the cultivation of the current iteration of these frame elements, we also collected a 

list of corresponding public policies against which we could test the usefulness of the frame 

elements.  The policies chosen were selected from policy proposals advocated by child 

development experts or advocates for the purposes of improving childrenôs developmental 

faculties and/or overall wellbeing.   We collected and categorized these policies into five discrete 

policy groupings that we refer to in thus paper as ñpolicy batteriesò.  The policy batteries used in 

the experiments are:  (1) child and family mental health, (2) child abuse and maltreatment, (3) 

poverty/work/income, (4) health, and (5) early care and education.  The batteries used in the 
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experiments largely form the basis of one of our primary outcome measures ï policy preferences.  

That is, we expose survey respondents to one of the frame elements and then ask about their 

preferences and support for policies in each of these batteries.  The specific policies that we used 

to develop the batteries are detailed in Appendix B. 

 

These policies were tested in several ways to ensure their appropriateness in evaluating our 

frame elements.  First, we pre-tested each of the policy batteries with a small pilot sample of 125 

people. We then checked the inter-item correlations between the questions within the batteries 

and subsequently performed a factor analysis to confirm that they were, in fact, distinct.  The 

results of our statistical tests indicated that the policy batteries represented distinct underlying 

factor structures.  We then performed a Cronbachôs Alpha test for the fidelity of the scales in the 

batteries to gauge their general reliability.   All tests demonstrated that the respective scales 

displayed coefficients of .86 or higher; well above the range of acceptability.  Assured of their 

reliability as independent scales, we collapsed the questions within each battery into a serious of 

index variables that were subsequently used as primary outcome measures in most of the 

statistical analyses that follow.  In addition, for ease of interpretation, these index variables were 

rescaled to range from 0 to 1.   

 

In terms of the format of the experiments, respondents were first asked to respond to a series of 

introductory questions where they rated their level of concern about a short series of unrelated 

political issues.  To avoid contamination of testing effects, the series of political issues offered to 

respondents was rotated each time the survey was administered and was quite broad in subject 

matter.  Immediately following this series of questions, respondents were shown their assigned 

treatment (essentially, the narrative expression of one of the frame elements as shown in 

Appendix A) and subsequently, they were asked to answer questions related to their support for 

the policies in each of the policy batteries, attitudinal questions about the role of government, 

policy priorities, and then, questions about willingness to support public funding.  Questions 

within each of these outcome areas were also rotated to mitigate any contamination of the tests. 

 

Statistical Model Specification and Estimation 

The statistical models used in this study essentially test the experimental hypothesis that support 

for child development policies will be higher or lower for those exposed to the frame elements 

than for those who receive no such exposure (or the control condition).  To estimate support for 

policy, we used a generalized linear regression model.  The regression analysis (as a technique) 

is useful because it measures the strength of the relationship between multiple variables of 

interest simultaneously (in this case, between the various frame elements and our measures of 

policy support).  In addition, to increase the precision of the effect measurements, a limited 

number of covariates were added to the regression models (such as race, income, education, 

etc...), as noted in the text.  A detailed specification of the functional form of the model used to 
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generate the findings in this report, along with a list of covariates used, and an explanation of the 

presentation format of these findings, can be found in Appendix C.   

 

THE FINDINGS  

The Frame Effects of Values on Policy Preferences 

Over the last several years, significant attention has been focused on the development of a 

compelling ñcore storyò that could usefully advance public understanding of key concepts within 

the body of science on early childhood development.   In the process of identifying and refining 

this ñstoryò, FrameWorks has used a wide variety of qualitative and quantitative measures to 

empirically measure various components of the story that are especially key to the translation of 

the scientific and social messages embedded within it.  The experimental research findings 

summarized in this section of the report are not meant to replace our earlier work on these issues 

but rather to test several additional hypotheses with respects to three of the central frame 

elements in a core story:  Values, Simplifying Models, and Principles. 

Given the extraordinary role that Values play in the communication of social messages, we begin 

the presentation of the experimental research findings at the level of Values.  The articulation of 

the Value is paramount for many reasons, not the least of which is that people tend to reason 

about policy issues from deeply held moral values rather than from the inherent appeal of the 

policies themselves.  In this way, Values facilitate the connection to powerful cultural models 

that ultimately shape public understanding of the source of social problems, the efficacy of 

efforts to solve those problems, and notions about who is responsible for development and 

implementation of those remedies.  As such, Values are indispensable as gatekeepers in any 

effective delivery of the message and the fundamental nature of the problem it addresses.
6
 

 

 
Figure 2. Treatment Effects of Values Across All Policy Batteries 
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Recall that we took six discrete Values into experimental testing as a way to evaluate the efficacy 

of their use in communicating to the public about the fundamental nature of policies related to 

childrenôs development and wellbeing.  Figure 2 summarizes the results from the statistical 

model estimating the treatment effects (the difference between the treatment and the control 

group mean) for each of the Values tested in our experiments.  Results suggest that Prosperity 

and Ingenuity exert positive, demonstrable, statistically significant influence on the extent to 

which people favor policies related to early childhood development.   The treatment effects 

associated with both Prosperity and Ingenuity Values suggest that they have the effect of raising 

support for policies across the batteries by an average of about 4 point increase on the dependent 

score variable.   

 

The strength of these frames in lifting policy support ï almost across the board ï suggest that 

either way of talking about childrenôs development and wellbeing are likely to offer 

improvements over other frames in the survey generally.  Prosperity as a Value (in the way it 

was narrated in the survey we administered) focused the message on investments in early 

childhood development as an engine for the sustainable growth of the nation.  Ingenuity as a 

Value focused on generating innovation to solve problems in early childhood development and 

the notion that the result of that ingenuity would be broadly shared across society.   

 

Although we find that only the Values of Prosperity and Ingenuity have a robust impact across 

the various policy domains, several other Values appear to exert isolated impacts on particular 

policy batteries.  More specifically, both the Future and Responsible Management Values are 

statistically significant on the Child Abuse Battery.  Health as a Value also has a statistically 

significant impact on policy support for the Health/Nutrition Battery.  This suggests that talking 

about the Future and/or government as responsible manager has a positive impact on the extent 

to which the public supports policies related to child abuse.  Similarly, these findings confirm the 

positive impact that Health as a Value has on policies related specifically to Health.   

 

In all of the Values we tested, only one seemed to have no demonstrable impact on any of the 

policy domains tested ï Vulnerable Child/Fairness.  The latter is particularly important because it 

represents the way in which much of the scholarly literature and advocate materials on child 

development are framed.  In a fairly compelling way, these findings suggest that framing the 

need for policies that address child development and wellbeing from the standpoint of ófairness 

to the most vulnerable children in our societyô is unlikely to produce significant expansions of 

policy support.  

 

To provide more depth as to the frame effects of the Values tested, we also present their effect 

sizes as they relate to each policy domain in Figure 3.  Effect sizes represent that amount of the 

variation in the dependent variables (in this case, of each policy domain) that is explained solely 

by a frame. As indicated in Figure 3, the effect sizes are most pronounced on the Prosperity and 
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Ingenuity Values ï moving support on child abuse as high as .18 when respondents were 

exposed to Ingenuity.  This indicates that both of these frames do much more to explain the 

difference between the treatment and control groups than do other frames tested.    

 
Figure 3. Effect Sizes for Values Treatments Across All Batteries 

 

 

We should note that these effect sizes would be considered fairly small as experimental impacts 

but given the modesty of the experiments themselves (one exposure to a framed narrative just 

before thinking about policy preferences, in which frames are distinguished from one another by 

a relatively small number of words varied), the strength of the effects makes intuitive sense.  

Thus, the results show statistically significant but modest differences across the treatments on 

policy preferences.  Moreover, they should be examined not only for their performance in these 

models but for their capacity to serve as potential predictors of how social messages about 

childrenôs development and wellbeing would likely be received by the broader public if they 

received ongoing and/or concentrated exposure.   

 

Finally, we present a data table that summarizes both the treatment effects and the effect sizes as 

outlined in the previous figures but also adds the levels of significance across all policy domains.  

The shaded areas represent statistically significant findings and their levels of significance.  The 

data tables tell us that most of the statistically significant results we found are highly significant 

at the level of p<.05 or lower.  
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Table 3. Values Treatment Effects Across All Policy Batteries in the Experiments 

Frame Element 
Mental Health 

Interventions 

Abuse/ 

Neglect 

Prevention 

Health/ 

Nutrition  

Early 

Child Care 

Poverty/ 

Work 

Supports 

Values Frames 

Prosperity                      Treatment Effect 

Effect Size (by point increase) 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.033 

.07 

.087* 

.039 

.11 

.040** 

.045 

.11 

.019** 

.009 

.01 

.671 

.034 

.08 

.054* 

Ingenuity                        Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.033 

.08 

.082* 

.048 

.18 

.010** 

.041 

.09 

.034** 

.038 

.09 

.069** 

.030 

.06 

.086* 

Future                             Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.016 

.02 

.416 

.037 

.10 

.051* 

.021 

.02 

.271 

.018 

.02 

.408 

.02 

.00 

.925 

Responsible Mgmt         Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.015 

.002 

.419 

.038 

.11 

.041** 

.023 

.03 

.230 

.013 

.01 

.559 

.009 

.006 

.589 

Health as a Value          Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.020 

.003 

.290 

.022 

.004 

.226 

.033 

.06 

.083* 

.005 

.00 

.820 

.012 

.010 

.482 

Vul Child/Fairness        Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.009 

.001 

.628 

.014 

.002 

.442 

.021 

.002 

.270 

.007 

.000 

.747 

.003 

.00 

.862 

Statistically Significant Differences * p Ò .10; **p < .05 

 

The Frame Effects of Simplifying Models and Principles on Policy Preferences 

 Simplifying Models can be especially useful to the core story in that they can help articulate key 

components of the science of ECD in ways that potentially improve comprehension of the policy 

issue and often enhance policy support as well.  Although lifting support for policies is not their 

primary responsibility in a frame (we suspect that theirs is much more about filing cognitive 

holes and aiding in comprehension of an issue
7
), we tested them in this context to see if adding 

health information to them would have the impact of lifting policy support.  In particular, the 

Simplifying Models included in these experiments (Toxic Stress and Brain Architecture) have 

already been empirically tested for their effectiveness in previous iterations of our work, and we 

include them with and without health information to help us fully evaluate the contribution of 

health as a concept. 

 

Several general Principles are tested in this study as well.  We define Principles as those aspects 

of child development science that arise from the body of scientific evidence or social policy 

research and, on the whole, constitute a process or problem that, in the estimation of experts, 

warrants explanation to the public.  In effect, there are a limited number of these Principles on 

any issue but they can be said to help form the context and foundation for understanding the 

issue.  We test three specific Principles that emerge from the work of the Center on the 

Developing Child:  Effectiveness Factors, Continuous Quality Improvement, and Return on 

Investment.  We also test the following Principles that have emerged in prior iterations of our 

experimental work:  Pay Now/Pay Later (with and without health), Environment of 

Relationships, and Health (as a Principle).   



17 

 

© FrameWorks Institute 2009 

 

 

Figure 4 presents the treatment effects (which we define as the difference between the treatment 

and control group means) across a selected group of the Simplifying Models and the Principles 

tested.  In particular, Figure 4 only presents the five Simplifying Models and Principles shown to 

exert statistically significant effects on one or more of the policy domains: Toxic Stress, Toxic 

Stress with Health, Pay Now/Pay Later with Health, Brain Architecture and Return on 

Investment.  An examination of the treatment effects show that in most policy domains, Toxic 

Stress (with and without Health) produced larger gains in public support for policies than other 

Simplifying Models and Principles.  The largest gains in public support came from Toxic Stress 

without Health on the issue of child abuse (with a 7 point-increase on the dependent score).  

 

 
Figure 4.  Treatment Effects of Selected Simplifying Models and Principles Across All Policy Batteries 

 
 

 

To aid in our evaluation of the performance of these frame elements, Figure 5 presents the effect 

sizes for the Simplifying Models and Principles.  Although generally modest, the effects sizes are 

strongest and most readily apparent in the Toxic Stress frames (with and without Health).  In 

fact, it is the iteration of Toxic Stress in relationship to mental health issues that provides the 

strongest showing in terms of frame effects.  This suggests that Toxic Stress is not only 

statistically significant but does much more to explain the difference between the treatment and 

control groups than do other frames with statistically significant results.    
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Figure 5. Effect Sizes for Selected Simplifying Models and Principles Across All Batteries 

 

 

 

To evaluate the performance of all of the Simplifying Models and Principles tested, Table 4 

provides a complete summary of treatment effects, effect sizes, and levels of statistical 

significance.  The shaded areas represent statistically significant findings and their levels of 

significance.  In examining these results, we especially highlight the fact, that although Return 

on Investment has two areas shaded to demonstrate its statistical significance in two policy 

domains (Child Abuse and Early Child Care), two other areas within ROI are fairly close to 

significance as well ï Health/Nutrition and Poverty/Work Supports. 

 

The findings in Tables 3 and 4 help us to evaluate the proposition that Health should be 

incorporated more robustly and explicitly into the ECD core story.  Data presented in those 

tables suggests that the addition of the health message had mixed effects across various aspect of 

the ECD frame.   For example, although the addition of health as a concept to Toxic Stress 

demonstrated statistical significance in three areas, when it was excluded in the iteration of Toxic 

Stress, we found equally compelling results that Health was unnecessary to lift public support 

with this frame element.  Concomitantly, it is clear that the health message significantly 

strengthened the effects of Pay Now/Pay Later ï enabling it to capture a greater proportion of 

policy support for ECD than without it.  In fact, Pay Now/Pay Later with Health was significant 

in three of the five policy domains examined ï child abuse, early childhood care, and 

health/nutrition ï and the average treatment effect was three to four points on the dependent 

score.  

 

When, however, we examined health as a part of other components of the frame, we found very 

modest results.  Brain Architecture without Health demonstrated some significance, Health as a 
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Value was only able to elicit policy support for health-related policies, and Health as a Principle 

was unsuccessful in moving public support for any policy domains.   

 

Table 4.  Simplifying Models and Principles - Treatment Effects Across All Policy Batteries 

Frame Element 
Mental Health 

Interventions 

Abuse/ 

Neglect 

Prevention 

Health/ 

Nutrition  

Early 

Child Care 

Poverty/ 

Work 

Supports 

 

Env of Relationships     Treatment Effect 

Effect Size (by point increase) 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.012 

.01 

.516 

.024 

.05 

.194 

.019 

.02 

.325 

.007 

.00 

.747 

.018 

.02 

.318 

Health as Principle        Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.018 

.02 

.339 

.024 

.04 

.203 

.021 

.02 

.276 

.017 

.02 

.408 

.024 

.04 

.167 

Toxic Stress Health       Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.011 

.01 

.570 

.034 

.09 

.069* 

.045 

.11 

.020* 

.038 

.10 

.063* 

.019 

.002 

.285 

Toxic Stress                    Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.040 

.12 

.031* 

.070 

.38 

.000**  

.037 

.08 

.051* 

.021 

.03 

.294 

.023 

.04 

.182 

PN/PL Health                Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.022 

.03 

.242 

.040 

.12 

.037** 

.037 

.07 

.056* 

.035 

.08 

.098* 

.001 

.00 

.963 

PN/PL                             Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.009 

.01 

.646 

.024 

.04 

.212 

.014 

.01 

.469 

.034 

.08 

.100 

.002 

.00 

.911 

Brain Arch Health        Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.007 

.00 

.722 

.021 

.04 

.251 

.017 

.002 

.379 

.00 

.00 

.981 

.009 

.01 

.614 

Brain Arch                     Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.013 

.00 

.505 

.032 

.08 

.083* 

.002 

.00 

.916 

.002 

.00 

.909 

.013 

.01 

.460 

EFF Factors                   Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

F Level of Statistical Significance 

.008 

.00 

.678 

.013 

.01 

.478 

.004 

.00 

.832 

.002 

.00 

.938 

.005 

.00 

.753 

Cont Improvement        Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.004 

.00 

.824 

.016 

.08 

.418 

.009 

.00 

.634 

.009 

.00 

.679 

.002 

.00 

.897 

Retn on Investment       Treatment Effect 

Effect Size 

Level of Statistical Significance 

.005 

.00 

.789 

.033 

.002 

.081* 

.030 

.05 

.117 

.042 

.10 

.071* 

.025 

.04 

.155 

Statistically Significant Differences * p Ò .10; **p < .05 

 

As such, the experimental frames that include health in some way allow us to evaluate the 

efficacy of employing health as a concept at various parts of the frame.  Notably, we find that 

health is unlikely to increase public support when it is placed at the Values level of the frame 

(given the lack of statistically significant findings on Health as a Value as indicated in Table 3).  

The performance of Health as an addition to one or more of the Simplifying Models was mixed ï 

augmenting policy support in some but demonstrating more negligible results on other 

Simplifying Models.  Perhaps the strongest presentation of health was in its attachment to 

Principles and especially on Principles where the emphasis tends to be on funding and also, 

where health has the advantage of a robust public debate over the cost of transforming a system.  

Furthermore, our analysis of the publicôs willingness to support public funding (in the next 

section of the paper) offers a bit more evidence to substantiate the latter.   
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Other Measures of Policy Support  

In addition to the measures on policy preferences, we also examined a set of secondary policy 

related outcomes to evaluate the performance of the frames.  Those measures are:  (1) policy 

salience, (2) attribution of responsibility; and (3) support for public funding of policies that 

address childrenôs development and wellbeing.   

 

Public Salience  

As a second set of analyses, we examined the extent to which the frame elements tested could 

demonstrate measureable agenda-setting effects across all (or any) of the policy domains we 

examined.  In practice, we ascertained answers to both these queries by evaluating responses to a 

question asking respondents to rank the importance of the policy areas discussed in the policy 

batteries.   More specifically, respondents were asked to rank six areas of policy (mental health, 

education, abuse/neglect, early child care, health/nutrition and poverty)
8
 in the order that they 

thought policymakers should address the problems associated with them.
9
  We scaled their 

answers on each policy domain from 1 to 6 (that is, we recorded where each policy domain 

appeared in their priority list) and used this as a dependent measure to ascertain whether 

respondents exposed to any particular frame elements were subsequently more likely than those 

in the control group to raise the standing of any particular policy domain in relation to the others 

listed.   

 

To analyze these policy rankings we used a nonparametric test (Kruskal-Wallis) and then 

examined the mean rankings from the test across the groups.  (A more thorough description of 

the methods used to determine frame effects on policy salience as derived from these rankings 

can be found in Appendix C).  

 

When we examined salience across policy domains in the study by evaluating the rankings from 

the Kruskal-Wallis tests, we found that none of the frame elements proved sufficiently strong to 

lift the policy salience of all policy areas, in the way that we observed in the tests of policy 

support.    We also found the pattern of statistical results to be much more scattered on policy 

salience experimental tests than we had observed in policy supports test.  Even so, we did find 

support for the Environment of Relationships frame in lifting the policy salience of several 

policy domains.  Although Environment of Relationships was not quite as robust as Prosperity 

and Ingenuity on issues of policy preferences, it did prove to be the most demonstrative in 

moving policy salience. 

 

These tests also suggest that although no particular frame element was sufficiently robust to lift 

policy salience across all (or most) policy areas, quite a few of them show general promise in 

lifting specific policy areas.  The results from the Kruskal-Wallis tests do not lend themselves 

very well to the same types of statistical data tables as produced for the policy support measures 
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but they do provide good general evidence about the performance of the frames with respect to 

the policy domains.  As a result, we summarize in bulleted form the results of these tests in terms 

of the general direction of the mean rankings.  The following bullets reflect the frames in each 

policy domain that exerted some agenda-setting impacts: 

 

Á Child Abuse Battery: Prosperity, Future and Pay Now/Later    

Á Health Battery: Health as Principle, Brain Architecture, and Return on Investment.   

Á Poverty and Work Supports: Ingenuity, Environment of Relationships, Toxic Stress (with 

Health), Effectiveness Factors and Return on Investment 

Á Early Child Care Battery: Responsible Management, Environment of Relationships, and 

Return on Investment  

Á Mental Health Battery: Pay Now/Pay Later (with Health), and Continuous Quality 

Improvement. 

 

Attribution of Responsibility   

A third outcome of interest is related to assessing public attitudes about the role of government in 

advancing childrenôs development and wellbeing.  In the experiments, participantsô attitudes in 

this regard were evaluated using a series of questions that asked them to consider childrenôs 

wellbeing and then to locate themselves on a scale of popular viewpoints about the role of 

government.  Using these questions, we created a summary variable (or what we call an 

Attribution of Responsibility Battery) to further evaluate the impact of the frame elements on 

how respondents see the role of government.  The idea behind this series of questions was to 

provide a more general sense of whether the frame elements could affect the extent to which 

people would assign responsibility for providing solutions for child development issues to 

society in general and to policymakers in particular.   

 

Data reported in Figure 6 summarize the findings in this line of inquiry.  Figure 6 suggests that 

three frame elements were positively and significantly related to support for a more active 

governmental role: Ingenuity, Toxic Stress with Health, and Return on Investment.  We also note 

that Health as Principle was close to the level of significance and, therefore, might also be 

usefully added to the evolving arsenal of promising frame elements that seem to transform how 

the role of government is conceptualized on childrenôs issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




