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Introduction

In the United States today, many people cannot afford their or their children’s basic needs, including
diapers. Diaper need—the inability to afford the diapers required to keep a baby clean, healthy,

and happy—is an issue that nearly half of families with small children experience.' Diaper need is
the result of an economic and political system that has created severe inequality and a high cost of
living. Things have only been made worse by massive cuts to social programs that, even at their best,
provide only a modicum of support.

Yet right now the general public does not understand how widespread and urgent the problem of
diaper need is. When the public does consider it, they tend to blame the individuals or groups who
are suffering. In particular, parents are often blamed for diaper need. This is made worse by the fact
that the public also assumes diapers are widely available and affordable or easily available through
community and government programs. When relying on these assumptions, the public resists
policy solutions, instead defaulting to the idea that parents simply need to make better choices.

To build public demand for change, communicators need effective ways of talking about diaper
need that help people understand the actual, systemic causes of diaper need and systemic poverty,
build a sense of collective responsibility to address the problem, and advance support for the
solutions that are so urgently needed—both immediate steps to address diaper need and the
broader structural changes needed to address the underlying problems.

In this brief, we offer evidence-based framing strategies that advance these goals. These
recommendations emerge from two years of in-depth research conducted in partnership with the
field. These strategies embrace a new approach to framing diaper need: Start Big, Then Zoom In.
Rather than leading with diaper need or poverty, framing should broaden the lens, starting with
wider economic and social systems. By framing diaper need within a larger context—as a result of
our society’s failing systems—we can move people away from blaming individuals for the problem
and help them see the need for systemic change.

This brief is organized into three sections:

1. Core Ideas. We begin with a description of the ideas about diaper need and systemic poverty
that the new framing strategy is designed to communicate.

2. Key Mindsets to Consider. This section outlines the cultural mindsets—the implicit
assumptions and taken-for-granted ways of thinking—that people use to think about diaper
need and poverty. We highlight how these mindsets structure public thinking about these
issues. A greater awareness and understanding of these mindsets can help communicators
create messages that effectively navigate people’s existing assumptions.

3. The New Framing Approach: Start Big, Then Zoom In. In this section, we outline the new
approach and describe three specific strategies for executing this approach: Economy by
Design, Two Possible Futures, and the Social Fabric Metaphor. These strategies offer different,
flexible ways of shifting how people think about diaper need and poverty.
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This brief is accompanied by a research supplement and a toolkit. The research supplement
contains a more detailed description of the evidence behind the recommendations and methods
we used to conduct the research. The toolkit provides practical support for applying the framing
insights included in this brief.

THE RESEARCH PROCESS

The framing strategies presented in this brief were developed in partnership with the National
Diaper Bank Network and with the guidance of an advisory board composed of policy advocates,
policymakers, researchers, educators, and other experts on diaper need. We used a four-step
research process to arrive at these strategies:

1. Stakeholder interviews. We began by conducting interviews with advocates, policymakers,
and researchers to understand the core ideas that the field is trying to get across to
the public.

2. Cultural mindsets interviews. To understand the public’s mindsets about the issue,
we conducted in-depth qualitative interviews with participants who represented a cross
section of the US population. Interviewers asked open-ended questions about diaper
need and poverty. Analysis identified patterns in talk and the underlying cultural mindsets
that can explain these patterns. Based on the gaps and overlaps between the field and
the public, we identified a set of tasks that frames need to accomplish.?

3. Frame development. Next, we developed a set of candidate frames—including values,
explanatory metaphors, and issue frames, among others—to address these tasks. These
candidate ideas were evaluated against existing framing research on related topics
and input from the advisory board about usability and aptness. The most promising
candidates were brought into frame testing.

4. Frame testing. Frames were tested qualitatively and quantitatively for their ability to
shift thinking in desired directions. This included two nationally representative survey
experiments and a series of focus groups. Qualitative and quantitative research were
considered together and interpreted against the backdrop of cultural mindsets findings
to generate a holistic understanding of frame effects.

For more information about methods, see the methods supplement to this brief.?
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[. Core Ideas

Stakeholder interviews yielded a set of core ideas that the field wants to communicate:

B Causes. Diaper need is rooted in economic policies and processes that create a system
designed to benefit the wealthy and powerful few. The way the system is designed generates
massive inequality and poverty, which results in many people lacking access to basic needs,
including diapers.

B |nequity. The forms of poverty that often involve diaper need are disproportionately experienced
by Black people and women, and particularly Black women,* due to the ways systems of
wealth and resource distribution have been, and continue to be, shaped by systemic racism and
patriarchal power.

m Effects. Diaper need can cause health problems for infants and mental health distress for
the caregiver, and it currently functions as a serious barrier to child care and employment in
many cases.>s’

® Solutions. A two-pronged approach is needed to address the issue. First, we need to immediately
address the most urgent material needs and streamline existing services. Second, we must
demand upstream solutions, such as universal services and economic policies to reduce
inequality and equalize power in the economy.

The frames recommended in this brief were designed to get these ideas across and build support for
change at these different levels.
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[1. Key Mindsets to Consider

Building on a large body of existing research on public thinking about poverty, we identified a number
of key mindsets that members of the public draw on when thinking about systemic poverty and
diaper need.®

WHAT ARE CULTURAL MINDSETS?

Cultural mindsets (or mindsets, for short) are deep, assumed patterns of thinking that shape
how we understand the world and how we make decisions. In shaping how we think, mindsets
give rise to our beliefs, attitudes, and opinions, and inform our decisions and behaviors.

In contrast to public opinion research, which tells us what people think about specific issues or
policies, cultural mindsets research tells us how people think about an issue—the ways in which
our tacit assumptions about the world shape how we make sense of issues, how we draw (or
don't draw) connections between issues, and how we reason about needed solutions.

The most dominant mindsets lead people to blame individuals for poverty and diaper need, often
pulling in racist and sexist ideas. However, people also have access to more productive mindsets that
enable them to see poverty and diaper need in more systemic terms and, in turn, promote a sense of
collective responsibility for these issues. Key mindsets include the following:

® Individualism. People’s default assumption is that diaper need is the result of individuals’ choices
and lifestyles. When people think individualistically, they treat diaper need as a parental failure
and hold parents responsible for fixing the problem.

® Pathologizing people of color. When drawing on this mindset, people assume that poverty and
diaper need are a product of a purportedly dysfunctional culture in Black communities and other
communities of color. This racist mindset leads people to see the higher level of diaper need in
communities of color as a failure of those communities and prevents people from seeing the
systemic sources of poverty, including the role of systemic racism.

B Gender essentialism. People sometimes assume that women are naturally different from men,
taking for granted that women are inherently caregiving and instinctively willing to sacrifice for
their children. In the context of diaper need, this leads people to think that mothers should do
whatever it takes to provide for their kids, and that failing to do so goes against nature. This sexist
mindset leads people to see diaper need as a personal failure of mothers and a reflection of a
deficiency of natural caring.

® Market naturalism. When thinking about poverty and diaper need, people often assume that
inequality is long-standing, inevitable, and a result of how markets and the economy naturally
work. When people think in this way, they assume we cannot and should not try to reshape the
economy to address inequality. Rather, it is up to individuals to navigate the market.
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m Diapers are available. People often assume diapers are already easily affordable or widely
available through community or government programs. As a result, people often fail to see diaper
need as a widespread and systemic problem. Instead, people assume that if an infant does not
have “widely available” diapers, it must be due to a failure on the part of the caregiver.

B Systemic thinking. When drawing on this mindset, people see people’s outcomes as the result
of social systems and structures. When applied to think about poverty and diaper need, it leads
people to see poverty as a systemic issue and fosters a sense of collective responsibility for
ensuring that families with small children have what they need. When thinking about diaper
need, this mindset is weaker and less front of mind than individualism, but it is available with the
right framing.

® Designed economy. In contrast to the individualistic and naturalistic mindsets that people
use to think about poverty, when people think about the economy, they frequently assume
that how the economy works and who it benefits is the result of policy choices and government
actions. When thinking of the economy as a designed system, people see how inequality results
from collective choices. This way of thinking fosters a sense of collective responsibility and
arecognition that we should make policy changes to address inequality. While people don’t
automatically apply this mindset to the issue of diaper need, the mindset can be pulled into
people’s thinking about the issue with the right framing.
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[II. The New Framing
Approach: Start Big, Then
Zoom In

To counter people’s tendency to individualize the problem of diaper need, blame parents, and draw
on racist and sexist assumptions, we must bring broader systemic issues into view. It is not enough
to emphasize the prevalence of the problem and describe effects on individual children and families.
Even if we portray children and families sympathetically, if we keep our communications focused at
the individual level, we're likely to inadvertently cue individualistic thinking that prevents people
from seeing the issue as a collective problem.

The key to effective framing of diaper need is to Start Big, Then Zoom In. Communicators must

start big and broad, bringing larger economic and social systems into view, then zoom in to help
people see how diaper need and related issues result from these wider problems. As we'll discuss,

in broadening the frame, it's critical that we widen the lens beyond the problem of poverty,
panning back further to bring into view how the economy and society as a whole are designed.
More productive, systemic mindsets—Ilike the Designed Economy mindset discussed above—are
more readily available when people think about the economy and society broadly than when
people think about families or poverty. By starting big and then zooming in on diaper need and the
challenges families are confronting, we are able to pull on these more systemic ways of thinking and
bring them to bear in making sense of these problems.

We have identified three distinct strategies that can be used to execute this Start Big, Then Zoom

In approach: Economy by Design, Two Possible Futures, and the Social Fabric Metaphor. While each
framing strategy has distinctive benefits, which can help communicators decide which to use in

a given communication, they share important features and have some common effects. These
strategies all lead people to see the issue as urgent and high priority, and they orient people toward
the possibility of collective solutions.

Below, we describe each of these strategies, explain their distinctive benefits, and provide practical
advice about how to use these frames. This brief is accompanied by a toolkit, which provides
additional guidance and modeling of how to integrate and apply these strategies in messaging.

WHAT IS FRAMING?

Framing is the choices we make in how to package information. This includes choices

about what to emphasize, how to explain an issue, which metaphors to use, which values to
highlight, and even what to leave unsaid. These choices affect how people hear us, what they
understand, and how they act. When we frame issues in new ways, we can change how people
understand the world and, in turn, how they make decisions.
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The Three Strategies

STRATEGY #1
The Economy by Design Strategy

What To Do
Start by explaining how the larger economy is designed for the profit of a few,
then situate diaper need in this context.

Lead with a broad explanation of how the economy is designed to benefit a few at the expense

of the many, then explain how diaper need results from these design choices. End with a call to
provide concrete and immediate support for families while, more broadly, redesigning the economy
to stop a few from profiting at the expense of the many.

Why It Works

This framing strategy helps people see diaper need in systemic terms. People can easily recognize
that the economy is not working for many people but is benefiting a few. By emphasizing the way
the economy is designed, we help people bring this more critical and systemic thinking to bear on
the specific issue of diaper need. This leads people to blame systems rather than individuals for the
problem and to look for collective solutions.

The level of explanation matters. In rigorous testing, we found that broadening the issue all the
way out to focus on the economy works better than explanations that narrow the issue. The order
also matters. Starting with the economy and then zooming in on diaper need worked better than
starting with diaper need and then explaining this as a symptom of broader economic issues.

AVOID MAKING POVERTY THE CENTRAL ISSUE

When thinking about poverty, the most dominant mindsets are highly unproductive. In particular,
individualistic and racist mindsets are very salient in thinking about poverty. If we start our
messages by talking about poverty, we immediately activate these mindsets and steer thinking
in problematic directions.

Experimental testing bears this out. Messages that framed diaper need as an issue of poverty
did not work. These messages did little to shift people’s thinking about the issue, and there
were some signs of movement in the wrong directions. Even when we tried to explain how
poverty is a systemic problem, it did not work (see supplement for details).

While poverty may seem like a structural issue—and, of course, is in fact a structural issue—people’s
default thinking about poverty tends to be individualistic. Just the word itself cues unproductive
assumptions. Starting with and focusing messages on poverty reinforces precisely the patterns
of thinking we are trying to move people away from.
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How to Use the Economy by Design Framing Strategy:

Start with systems design. Talk about how the economy is currently designed to
benefit a few at the expense of the many. This focus on systems design can help avoid
individualistic assumptions.

Connect diaper need to economic design choices. Talk about diaper need as the result of these
larger economic design choices that result in many people not being able to afford basic resources.
This can help people see diaper need as an urgent issue that has solutions on the policy level,
increasing a sense of collective responsibility and belief that, collectively, we can solve the problem.

Talk about corporations profiting at the expense of the many. One way to connect larger
economic processes with the issue of diaper need is to talk about the role of corporations
profiting from high prices and low wages. This works best as a bridge between the big picture
and the zoomed-in focus. You can help people see the connection between the larger economic
design and specific issues, such as diaper need, by showing how some are profiting from the way
things currently are.

End your message by talking about redesigning the economy to benefit people. Talk
about concrete solutions that bridge the gap between the larger economy and diaper need.

For example, pair talk about immediate solutions, such as funding community programs that
support families, with larger changes to limit corporate power. It's important to talk about both
types of solutions as ways of redesigning the economy to benefit most people and not just the
wealthy few.

What It Looks Like

The economy is working exactly as it was designed: to funnel wealth to a small few while leaving
millions to struggle. From skyrocketing housing costs to unaffordable child care, families are
being squeezed by a system built to benefit big businesses and billionaires, not everyday people.

Diaper need is a clear example of this design in action. Many families are forced to choose
between buying diapers or paying for food, rent, or transportation. High prices, low wages,
and a lack of support systems aren’t accidents—they are policy choices that allow a few to
profit while others go without.

We can and must do better. That means supporting programs that help families meet their
children’s needs today—and reimagining an economy that is designed to benefit all people and
not result in excessive profit for a few. Let’s build a system where everyone, not just the wealthy,
has what they need to raise healthy, thriving children.
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STRATEGY #2
The Two Possible Futures Strategy

What To Do
Offer a vision of two possible futures for society and for families as alternatives
that depend on the choices we collectively make.

Lead with a positive vision of the future. Explain how this brighter future is possible if we make the
collective decision to enact more effective policies and better support systems. Present this future as
a place where families have what they need to thrive.

Present a negative vision of the future as an alternative. Depict this future as an extension and
exacerbation of current conditions—a world where things have gotten worse for families due to our
collective inaction. Talk about the negative future as one where current problems are amplified or
unaddressed to highlight the problems with the status quo.

Conclude with a concrete call to action. Make it clear that we can create a better world by taking
collective action.

Why It Works

Imagining a better future can help people think about what is possible. This can open people up to
the possibility of changing systems that can otherwise seem justified or impossible to change. When
we describe the possibility of a positive future, people can become more supportive of collective
action to enact this change, seeing it as a route to a better world. Simply being critical of the status
quo can lead people to defend the way things are or feel fatalistic about change. By starting with

a positive vision, we enable people to see the way things can and should change.

Then, by prompting people to imagine the negative consequences of allowing things to worsen, we
can help people think about the urgent need for action. By talking about a future in which today’s
problems have been exacerbated, we're able to criticize the present without queuing defensiveness.

Contrasting the two possible future worlds makes it clear that the choice is up to us. Both the
positive and negative vision are necessary to have the full persuasive effect. When we tested the
positive or negative vision alone, they did not perform as well (see supplement for details).

Contrasting two futures for society is another way of starting big. By talking about society as a whole,
we bring into play more systemic thinking, and by opening up possibilities for change at the scale
of society as a whole, we avoid getting stuck at the level of individual choices and around-the-edges
solutions. Starting with big visions and then situating diaper need within these futures can help
people see how diaper need is connected to a broad set of collective choices.

Ending with a call to action helps further cement the connection between our present-day choices
and the future we want. The call to action helps people see that the path toward this better future is
created by collective choices they can be part of making.
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AVOID LEADING WITH THE EFFECTS OF DIAPER NEED ON CHILDREN AND PARENTS

In our testing, we found that focusing on the immediate negative physical and mental effects
of diaper need did little to shift people’s thinking. This strategy does not change people’s
minds, likely because it does not help people understand the causes of and responsibility for
diaper need any better. While leading with the effects of diaper need may make the issue feel
more important for some people, without shifting default thinking about causes, this sense of
importance may just amplify individual blame. Boosting the urgency or importance of the issue
without reframing it as a systemic problem fails to foster a collective sense of responsibility or
solutions. The framing strategies we are recommending steer away from making the negative
effects on individual children or parents the central issue, instead focusing on the effects of
diaper need on families within the context of larger systems.

How to Use the Two Possible Futures Framing Strategy:
m Describe the positive and negative visions in broad terms. This framing strategy involves

talking about how the future of society itself could be much better or much worse. The frame is
wide and expansive, focusing on whether people will have what they need.

The order matters:

m Start with the positive vision to give hope and open up the space of possibility. This can
increase a sense of collective efficacy—the belief that together we can change things.

® Then talk about the possibility of a negative future to motivate action and point out the
consequences of current inaction. This can increase salience—a sense that the issue is urgent
and needs to be addressed.

m Always end with a call to action focused on collective decisions. This call to action should
show a path forward—steps we can take to bridge the gap between our present and the future

we want.

Keep the focus on system change. Describe the brighter future as one where we have
implemented more effective policies and strengthened our support systems. The darker future
is one where we have neglected these systems and failed to enact effective policies, leaving
families in a worse position. Keeping the focus on systems is critical.

Make it clear: In a positive future, people have what they need. The defining distinction
between the positive and negative futures should be whether people have the essential resources
they need to thrive. The positive future is one where society is organized to ensure people have
what they need. The negative future is one where conditions have worsened, so even more
people do not have what they need.

Talk about the future as a result of the decisions we make. Tell people that society’s decisions,
and by extension the possibilities of the future, are in our hands. This can move people toward an
increased sense of collective efficacy. Drive this home by concluding with a concrete call to action.
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What It Looks Like

Imagine a future where every family has what they need to raise healthy, thriving children.

In this future, we've come together to build policies and systems that support caregivers and
ensure that basics like diapers are never out of reach. It's a future where no parent has to choose
between buying diapers and putting food on the table because we’ve made a collective decision
to prioritize the well-being of all families—not just a few.

Now imagine the alternative: a future where we continue down our current path, failing to act.
In this world, the gap between what families need and what they can afford grows even wider.
Diaper need leaves more parents without support and more babies without clean diapers. The
stress mounts, and so does the harm, as we allow outdated systems to ignore the realities families
face today.

We don’t have to accept this future. We can create a society where meeting basic needs is a
shared priority. By expanding access to diaper distribution programs, funding family support
initiatives, and redesigning our policies to serve the many, not the few, we can build a different

future. The future is up to us. Let’s create one that works for everyone.

STRATEGY #3
The Social Fabric Metaphor Strategy

What To Do
Frame diaper need as a hole in the social fabric that needs to be repaired.

Use the Social Fabric Metaphor to talk about the social systems that support people. Describe society
as a fabric composed of and held together by interconnected, or interwoven, support systems.
Explain that families do well when these support systems are strongly woven together, and families
don’t do well when the social fabric begins to unravel and holes form. Describe diaper need as

a hole in this social fabric. Explain how we can repair the holes in the social fabric by strengthening
support systems.

Why It Works

Metaphors help people think and communicate about complex ideas by connecting them to more
concrete and available concepts and experiences. The Social Fabric Metaphor helps people think
about interconnections among different aspects of society and social systems. The metaphor helps
people think about the abstract idea of society in more embodied and tangible terms. This metaphor
also helps people draw connections between larger systems and specific issues. While social fabric is
a broad concept, it allows us to point attention to specific problems as holes in the fabric and bring
into view how even seemingly small issues can expand and undermine the larger whole.

By offering people a concrete way of thinking about complex social systems, the metaphor helps
people move from the individual to the systemic level, enabling them to see how diaper need is
situated within a broader context. Additionally, fabrics are designed, so this metaphor helps people
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think about the way human design choices shape society. Finally, the metaphor offers a way of

thinking about solutions. When the social fabric starts to show holes, it needs to be repaired by

strengthening the support systems that constitute this fabric.

How to Use the Social Fabric Metaphor Framing Strategy:

Talk about society as a fabric made up of interwoven support systems. Don’t just use the
term “social fabric” and assume people know what it is. People may fill in the blanks differently
than intended, so it’s important to highlight support systems as threads in the fabric. Talk about
the systems that should support families, how they are currently failing, and how they need to be
repaired and strengthened.

Talk about specific policies and programs rather than “the government.” By using this
metaphor to talk about interconnected support systems, we can highlight the role of government
policies and programs without making the conversation explicitly about government. This can
help people see society’s fundamental need for these support systems without getting mired in

a debate about the role of government.

Talk about diaper need as a hole in the social fabric. The “hole” part of the metaphor can be
used to talk about the ways support systems are failing people. Make sure that when you talk
about people falling through holes, it’s clear that they are holes in the social fabric, meaning gaps
where interconnected systems should be supporting people.

Highlight the role of corporations tearing the social fabric. When talking about how holes in
the social fabric are created, talk about the ways our collective choices have created an economic
system that suppresses wages, raises prices, and allows corporations to make huge profits at the
expense of people. This can help people see the need for systemic solutions. Just make sure it's in
the context of the need for a strong and supportive social fabric.

Make explicit the value of interconnectedness. Use the metaphor as an opportunity to talk
about how we do better when our families and communities are supported and society is
strongly connected. Talk about how our failures to support some people affect all of society.
When we remind people that we are all in this together, it can help people see that we can change
things when we work together.

Use the idea of “repair” to talk about policy change. The Social Fabric Metaphor can be used to
talk about the wide array of policy changes needed across systems, including housing, child care,
and health care. The metaphor helps connect these systems to each other, to the issue of diaper
need, and to the functioning of society more generally. Communicators can apply this metaphor
flexibly to talk about different areas of systemic repair.
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TAKE THE OPPORTUNITY TO TALK ABOUT RACE

In the survey experiment, we found that the Social Fabric Metaphor can be used to talk about
systemic racism and histories of injustice. People impacted by historical injustice, like families
of color, are often least supported by the social fabric. In focus groups, we found that without
this explicit mention of systemic racism, some participants of color found the idea of the social
fabric to be unrelatable, saying things like “that’s not for us.” Some Black participants initially
rejected the idea of a supportive social fabric and talked about their experiences of being
actively denied support by the systems that make up the social fabric. However, when race was
named and the conversation touched on how the social fabric is less supportive for people of
color, there was more agreement.

Acknowledging that the social fabric currently supports some people, namely families of color,
less than others seems to make it more effective with Black audiences, but it also works well
with white audiences. Talking about race explicitly when using the Social Fabric Metaphor did
not produce any backfire effects among the white participants in our survey experiment.

What It Looks Like

A strong society is like a tightly woven fabric made up of systems that support us all, from
affordable housing and child care to access to health care. When these systems are strong and
interconnected, families can thrive. But when those threads fray or break, people can fall through.

Diaper need is one of those holes. It’s a visible sign that our support systems aren’t holding
together the way they should. Parents are forced to stretch every dollar while prices of basic
necessities rise and wages stagnate. Our economic system is designed so that profits go up, but
the fabric that holds our society together weakens.

We can repair this. By expanding diaper distribution programs, improving wage and family
support policies, and investing in the systems that help families, we can mend the gaps in our
social fabric and make it stronger for all of us. Because when every family is supported, our
whole society is held together.
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Conclusion

Diaper need is a pressing systemic issue, yet it’s largely off the public’s radar. And when people do
engage with the issue, they often fall back on unproductive mindsets, blaming parents—especially
mothers—and drawing on stereotypes rather than seeing diaper need as an outgrowth of major
systemic problems in our society. Framing that focuses on poverty and its effects on individuals
does not move people away from these default assumptions.

The good news is that with the right framing strategy, we can raise the salience of the issue in
public consciousness and foster a collective and systemic understanding of the issue. Through
two years of qualitative and quantitative research, we identified an overarching framing approach
that works—Start Big, Then Zoom In. This brings to the foreground systemic thinking that would
otherwise be in the background or completely absent.

This brief and the accompanying toolkit offer three easy-to-use strategies for executing this
approach—Economy by Design, Two Possible Futures, and the Social Fabric Metaphor—and
highlight common pitfalls to avoid. With these new strategies in hand, communicators can build
demand for the changes needed to address diaper need and systemic poverty more broadly.
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