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Teaching the Dynamics of Framing Competitions

Objectives. To make students aware of and understand the processes involved in public
framing competitions.

Courses. Political Communication, Communication Theory, Public Opinion
Rationale

Framing theorys one ofthemost thriving and complex fields of communication theory
(Bryant & Miron, 2004) and as such it has grown to be an integral part of manygbpolitic
communicationpublic opinion or communication theory courses. Part oEonmeplexity
stemsfrom scholars’ effortdo develop accountsf framing processe$at arecloser to the
“realworld” of politicsthan those of thearly labbased framingtudies. Importantly, these
efforts include explanations tfe framing processesviolved in public competitions of
political actordChong & Druckman, 2007b; Entman, Matthes, & Pellicano, 2009).
ensuingncreaseof complexity in framing theory ia challengdut just as much an
opportunity for teacherd:his activity shows howa smé and simple iaclass simulation of a
valueframing @mpetition can create awarenessong studentsf the complex dynamics of
framing competitiongn which political actorsnake deliberatese offraming strategiedt
also introduces students to theastgic use of value appeals in public communication, the
considerations behind such uses and their effectiveness. In order to emphasizeahe
values for framing competitions,is advantageous to assigglevantreadings (e.gBrewer,
2001; Brewer & Gross, 2005) to students beforehand, though this is not necessary for the
activity to function.The ideal class size for this activity is thirtebaot it does work with as
few as nine and as many as nineteen students in Skaskents should receiverae
background information about framing theory before the activity startsotiaiteg and/or
from appropriate texts (see below for two sugges}ions

Activity Part I Opinion Formation and Strategy Development

The simulated framing competition focusesaosingle longstanding and controversial issue
given by the instructor. | use the issue of “nuclear energy” as an exampie Begd,
studentsarerandomly divided into threequally sizedyroups: The Prdrarty the ConParty,
andthe citizens. All group are presented with the issue to be debadesdell ageneral
instructions about the procedures (allow 5afi@utesfor this). The instructor explains in
advance that if a group gets stuskewill be available to helpthough generallyhe
instructor should not interfere with the groups’ deliberatidesmbers othe citizen group
arethen handed out a sheet to individually put ddkeir opinions and thoughts about nuclear
energy outside the seminar room for the next 25 minutes. Theaiesreceive sheetgth
a list of values that often underlie political judgments and preferencesaidtégn given
thetask to sit dowrn their groups for the same tiraed collaboratively develogs many
frames as possible that fher their position (pro or con). Each frame should invoke one of a
set of valuegiiven by the instructoflable 1 gives examples for the nuclear energy issue for
value frames that students could come up with. Each frame should also be put down on a
placard, including the value it invokes in parentheSash facilitationcan take the form of
initiating a quickbrainstorming of ideas within the groop givingleadsto the grougor
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furtherthought.The two parties aralso instructedo develop a framing strategy by planning
when to introduce whicframeinto the debate and what frames to counter the opposing
parties’ frames could be employed.

[Tablel1 about here]
Activity Part |I: The Framing Competition

After the three groups have reconvened, the actual framing competition Gdgapsanel of
citizenjudges (“the public”js asked to follow the discussion closely. By the flip of a coin,
one of the parties wins the rigiat start off with the debat@nd has the floor for one minute to
presenbone of theiframes “in public” and pin the corresponding placard to the blackboard
(turn 1). The otheragrtythenhas the chance to react by gaing, if available, a counter-
frameinvoking the same value and (b) presenting and piramogherframe invoking another
value (turn 2). This procedure is repeated and until the instructor declares the afosur
public debate after the fourth turn. To keep the activity brief enough to be don@agtea si
class session, it is sufficient to only run it for four tufa$ow 4-5 minutes per turn for a ait
of 20-25 minutes, including instructions), though this can be extended if time alléies. A
the last turn of the framing competitiathe citizen groupakes anndividual and secret vote
on ballots prepared by the instructor about which positiomore convincing.

Debriefing

After the decision rendered by the panel has been announced, a follow-up disstiagtsion
which theexperience is used as a peg to explorédh@wving questions:

e What were the particular difficulties thaarties encounterad devising their framing
strategies?

e What canwe learn about thariportance of having multiple frames available for parties
and candidates? Is it betterhave many different arguments at one’s dispoisstiay
consistent with similar value frames torfoa “winning message”?

e Which factors do students think have an impact on how a frame is received by the
public?Doesit need to resonateith specific core valuegyr does it have to be
consistent with othemessage sent by the party and withe “partybrand”?Can an
adroit framing of issueeversandividuals’ prior issue stancedfso, how?

e How doediming factor intoframing competition® Does it matter who is out first with
their own frame?

Appraisal

As mentioned, this twpart activitylets students experience the complexities of public
framing competitions in a contained setting. There are multiple benefits to thisexEirst,

it engagestudentsvith the issue and generates exemplary material to discuss afterwards.
In particular two complex issues in modern framing theoryibwetratedfor studentsThe
effects of framing competitionand the question of what makesteong and effective frame.
Second, it makes studempgpreciate thenpredictable elements of framing dynamics in
public cebate againrelating a current strand of research with a practical experiéhae, it
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encouragethemto think about théactors behind the different strengths of frames (values
invoked, use of vivid imagery, etc.). They also become aware of howeabkenae of an

effective counteframe can undercut the impact of an otherwise influential message. Fourth,
it conveys to students a senseahajorcommunicative function of political pluralism in a
democratic society: providing a multiplicity of frames for citizemsveigh and choose from.
Fifth, by sensitizingghem totheinstrumental and strategic character of communication by
interesteolitical actors,studentsare helpedo become more thoughtful and conscious in
their own engagement with public comanication
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Tablel Examples of nuclear energy issue framesking different véues

Value invoked

Pro Con

Equality

Freedom

Individualism

Justice/fairness

Security

Social order

Sustainability

Welfare

Nuclear energy as a provider ¢ Nuclear energy as a means of
cheap energy for the poor maximizing the profits of a
few corporations with no
proven financial advantages
for ordinary citizens
Nuclear energy as guarantee ¢ Nuclear energy as a means of
energy independence holding the population in
custody of giant energy
corporations
Nuclear energy as a free choic Nuclear energy as a technolog
of autonomous consumers to whose risk and potentia
harm all individuals, even
those who oppose it, are

subjected
Nuclear energy as necessary t Nuclear energy as a luxury
be ona “level playing field” bought at expense of future

with other competing nations generations who are forced to
deal with waste or
contamination after accident:
Nuclear power plants iour Nuclear energy as incalculable
countryas safest in the world  risk and prone to human errc
Nuclear energy as a necessan Clinging to nuclear energy

segue into green future to against the will of the people
awid widespread electricity ~ and in favor of corporations
shutdowns (“bridge would further erode trust in
technology”) the political system

Nuclear energy as emissifiee Nuclearwaste as unresolved
climate progection threat to the environment

Nuclear energy aas technology Nuclear energy as a technolog
that provides affordable whose potential costs far
energy for society at large outweigh any shortterm

gains for society



