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SHAPING THE MESSAGE:
HOW TO TALK ABOUT RACE'

Why Should I Use This Tool?
Productiveonversatioraboutracearedifficulttohave.Thisis particularlytruefora focus
onembeddedacialinequities.Basedin communicatiomgsearchthistoolmakessuch
conversatiomsorelikely toachievaesultsveryoneanembrace.

What Will It Accomplish?
It will helpyou:

» Frameconversatioraboutembeddedacialinequitiesn waysthatkeepothers
engagecindonpoint.

n Getthrouglpredictablgensitivenomentshattypicallyarisewherpeopletalk aboutrace.

» Thinkaboutcommunicatiorstrategieforadvocacyvork.

Theothertoolsin thisToolkitare ANALYTIC toolsThatis, theyhelpyouidentifyembedded
racialinequitiegndsuggesthekindsof changethatmaybe neededoreduceghem.Thisis a
COMMUNICATION tool.It helpsyoutalk aboutembeddedacialinequitiesn a waythathasa
goodchancefkeepingoeopleengagedOnekeypointtokeepin mindis thatanalytictoolsalways
putraceup frontin ordertoproduca clearunderstandingf anissueandcorrespondinghange
strategie€ommunicatiostrategiesn thesamessuemay or may not putraceup frontin a mes
sageThisis a decisiorbasedon themosteffectivevaystoinfluencethersn a particulampolitical
contextTheabilitytocreatechangerequirepothgoodanalysisandgoodcommunication.

Probablyeveryonéasbeenin an unsatisfyingonversatioaboutrace.Thisis certainlytrueif
youhavetriedtofocuson thesystemichangesequiredtoreduceembeddedacial inequities.
Researctby Frameworknstitutshowshatthewaymostpeoplethinkaboutraceis tofocus
onindividualsratherthansystemer structuresn particularthedominantmodel of thinking
aboutrace in theU.S. hasthefollowingnter-relatedlements:

m TheU.S. hasmadeconsiderablprogressroundrace,and, if governmentowfavors
anyoneijt is AfricanAmericangandpeopleof colormoregenerally).

m Individualsareself-making. Thatis, whattheyaccomplislis entirelya matterf their
ownwill anddesire.

m To theextentthatracialinequalityexiststhenit is a by-producdf theinability/
unwillingnessfindividualstoproperlyadheretobasicAmericanvalueslike hard-work
andpersonatesponsibility.

Yet dataandanalysiggiveusquitea differentinderstandinthatcalls thisdominanimodelof
thinkingaboutraceintoquestiorDisparitiesare widespreadind theyare producedoa great
degredy policies programsandpracticesThisdoesntnegateheneedforindividualeffort.
But theexistencefracialinequitieembeddeth policies programsandpracticesneansthat
significanbarriersexisttoachievinghesameoutcomescrosgsacial groupsevenwiththe
samelevelof effort.

So howdo wetalk aboutembeddedacialinequitiesn light of thedominanimodelof
thinkingaboutrace?Hereare theusualquestionshatcomeup asa resultof conversatiorm
race.We providesomenewanswerbasedon Frameworksextensivanalysisof conversations
in focugroups.

Q1: Howcanl getpeopletotalk aboutracewhentheyalwayswvanttochangethesubject?

A: Peopleare morewillingtotalk aboutissueswvherconversations:

m Stressvaluesthatuniteratherthandivide(e.g., opportunity, community insteadf
to eachhis/hepwn)

m Bundlesolutionsvithanyproblemdescriptiorin ordertoavoidcompassionfatigue
andhelplessness

m Focusonsituationshatanyonemightfind themselves (e.g., lossof a job)

m Useimagesthatoffera shorthanflorcomplexssuege.g.,competingn a racebut
havingtobeginit frombehindthestartindine asanimagesuggestingnequal
opportunitgndongoinglisadvantage)

Theyarealsomorelikely toturnoffconversatiorthat:

m Criticizepeopldnsteadfpolicies practicesandproposalge.g., Its bettertofocuson
PolicyX ratherthanSenatorY)

m Usetoomanynumbersithoua storylindorunderstandinthem(e.g., Its betterto
focusontheharmtochildrenfromunder-resourcsghoolsatherthana stand-alone
litanyof numberseflectingnequitableesources.)

m Usea rhetoricaratherthanpracticattone(e.g., up-fronaiccusationsfracistintent
makepeopledefensivandunwillingtoreasonwithyou)

Q2: Raceis alwayssosensitivéotalkaboutHowcanl keepa conversatidimcused
andproductive?

A. Ourrecommendatids tokeeptheconversatiofocusedn theresultspeoplewantto
achievele.g., all childrengraduatéromhighschoolyatherthanwhos to blame forpresent
inequitiesOf coursefiguringouthowtogetthedesiredesultwill requirea focusonwhats
toblame thatdiscussionanbedirectedopoliciesprogramsandpracticeshatneedtobe
changedWe remgnizeandrespecthatsomein theirworkagainstracismgiveprioritytoracial
reconciliationvhosgrocessa®quirepersonalizingheissues.Nonethelesgurapproach
stressespeningheconversatioaroundsharedyoalsandvaluesas a waytobegintheprocess
of reconciliatiorOurapproactprioritizesthereductiomfracial inequitiesln turn,webelieve
suchresultfavethepotentiatobuild thesortof trustthatcancontributéo thedeepempersonal
processfracialreconciliation.
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1. Beforeyou have conversationstf youd like an overvievef thekindsofissues
thattypicallyarisein conversatioraboutrace andadviceabouthowtohandlethem
readthetoolaheadof timetoprepareyourselfor promotingffectiveiscussion.

2. After you have had conversationstf a particularissudeavesa conversatiostuck
or participantsneasyreviewthequestionsandadvicebelowto troubleshodiow
tomoveforward.

3. For advocacymessagesSeeespecially01, Q3,and Q4 below.

Q3: Whenpeopledo talk aboutrace,and theyusethedominantnodelof thinking howcan
| getthemtofocusonpolicies programsandpracticess sourcesfracialdisparities?

Dont trytopersuad@eoplethattheirbeliefsare wronglnsteadfinda valuefocusthat
is equallydearandcompellingothem.The onevaluethatresearctshowss promisings
opportunity. Framingissuesn termsofopportunitforall:

m GenerallyavoidsdebataboutthevalueitselfWhocanbeagainsiivingpeoplean opportunity?

m Resonatewviththedeeplyheldideal of Americaas theland of opportunity.

m |s betterthanframingissuesn termsoffairness. Withthefairnesgrame focus
groupshavegotterintodetaileddebatesboutwhatfair meansandwhois deserving
(andwhoaisnt).

= Almostbydefinitiorfocusesn policies programsandpracticebecauséhesare the
placesopportunitiesrelodged.

m Avoidsan either-odebateaboutwhethepersonafresponsibilitgr systemare toblame,
sinceopportunitgoeshandin handwithpersonatesponsibilityincethisdebatds off
thetable, thefocuscanbe onbarrierstoopportunitynd theevidenceanhighlighthow
similarlysituatedndividualsencounteverydifferentircumstancés termsof
opportunitiegE.g., whitechildrenwithcollege-eligiblacademigerformancenter
collegeat higherratesthanAfricanAmericanandLatinochildrenwithcollege-eligible
academigerformance.)

Q4: Datamakea strongaseaboutembeddedacial inequitiesbutsomepeoplestill
dont getit. Why?

A:  Researctlshowghatnarrative trumpswumbers. Thatis, if peopleseenumberdhat
dont fit themodeltheyusein thinkingaboutrace, theyll rejectthenumbersFor example,
supposgoupresenstatisticgboutdisparitiesn juveniledetentiomhatshowthatevenwhen
youthof differentracial groupsbehavethe sameway AfricanAmerican Latino,andNative
Americanyoutharedisproportionatedigtainedcomparedo theirwhitecounterpartBeople
wedtothedominanimodelof theself-makingersorwill stillattributéheexplanatiorfor
thosenumbersosomeunspecifiefaultof theyouthof colorthemselve3heirdominant
narrativetrumpedourwell-researchetimbersYour goalis toprovidean alternativenodel
theywill embracesa prelude toprovidinghumbersYour modelmustcontaira valuethat
trumpshedominanimodel(i.e., peopleembracédt) andmustpresenthatvaluefirstbefore
presentinghedatasothattheycanhear thedatawitha storylindhatprepareshemforit.
For exampleAll youthshouldhavethesameopportunitjopayfortheirmistakesYet that
isnt whatweseewhenwelookat.

Q5: Couldyougivemean exampleofhowtoapplyall of thesgoints?

A: Seeif youcancatchall of theadviceabovein thisexampleanddeciddf youthinkit
representsffectiveommunication.

Parents shouldhavethemainresponsibilitforraisingyoungchildrerandwhatevetraining
theyneedtodo theirjob well. But weseesometroublingstatisticromourstatechild welfare
agencyNotall parentsre giventhesameopportunityolearn. Whitefamiliesare twiceas
likely as otherfamilies referredfor the samereasontobe givenhomesupporserviceso
improvetheirparentingkills. In contrasttheAfricanAmericanandLatinofamiliesreferred
for the samereasonare morelikely tohavetheirchildrenremovedromthehomeand putin
fostercare.We knowhowtoremovethebarrierstothesdroublinglifferenceis howfamilies
are treatedWhencaseworkerge allowedtodevotenoreavailableresourcesopreventioand
haveobjectiveriteriafordeterminingpowtoallocatethoseesources criteriathatunderstand
familyandcommunitgssets thesalisparitiesleclinedramaticallyThisapproactalsosaves
taxpayersvera million dollarsa yearby givingprioritytohelpingfamiliesdoa bettejob of
raisingtheirownchildrenratherthanexpectingtrangers nomattethowwell-meaning to
dothatjob forthem.

Q6: No mattemvhatl do, peopledont understanddelp!

A: Frameworkinstituteffersa Checklistoreffectiveommunicatiofseepp. 3334 of
Framing Publiclssues, www.frameworksinstitute.tfrghuareabletosayYes toeveryitem
ontheirchecklistthen:
m Thehigherordervalueyouusedasa framemustnothavesucceedeagainstanother
stronglyheldhigherordervalueof youraudienceTry a differenhigherordervalue.
m TryanotheaudienceNo importanproposaforchangeéhaseverengenderetiO0%support.

1 In 2006Frameworkinstitutéwww.frameworksinstitutg.arif) produce Toolkitwithextensivguidancdor communicatingboutthestructurabarrierstoequalopportunitfor childrenand familiesof color.
Thematerialin thistoolis basedon theirworkonracetodate, thegeneralguidanceheyofferaboutstrategicommunicatiomndourownconclusions.

2 TheRaceMatter®owerPoinin thisToolkitgivesan overvievof embeddedacial inequitiesand theFact Sheetgomoredeeplyintospecifi@reasin whichtheyexist.

3 SeeTraining forRacial Equity...InclusionA GuidetoSelectedPrograms, Aspeninstitute2002.



