Framing Toolkit:
Talking About Homelessness.

We can tell a new story about homelessness in the United Kingdom. One that builds public
understanding. One that drives political will. And one that can help end homelessness for
good.
Together with the FrameWorks Institute, we’re using framing to tell this new story. This
toolkit explains what framing is, why it matters, and how you can put framing tools and
techniques into practice.
Here’s how.

What is framing?
Framing means making deliberate choices about how we tell our stories. Choices about:
● what to emphasise
● what to explain
● what to leave unsaid.
And for our audience, these choices can lead to radically different outcomes in thinking and
behaviour.

Why do we need to frame homelessness?
We need to tell a new story about homelessness so that we can build public and political will
to end it.
We’re up against certain assumptions that make it harder for people to understand what
needs to change. Mental shortcuts like:
●
●
●
●

Self-makingness: homelessness happens because individuals make bad choices
Othering: homelessness affects other people. Middle-aged men, young people, and
abused women
Education as the answer: services and support for homeless people is already out
there. People just don’t know about them, or choose not to use them
Fatalism: the system is rigged and will never change. It’s just how things are.

Together, these lead people to blame individuals for their circumstances. To see only
individual-level solutions. And to deny the possibility of wider, systemic change.

How can we frame homelessness?
We can bypass people’s mental shortcuts on homelessness with a story framed to highlight
our shared experience. This means we:
●
●
●

Emphasise our fundamental commonality
Show the varied lived experience of homelessness
Focus on the role of systems.

Use values to show why homelessness matters
We can use values frames to state powerful, unarguable truths about our world. To remind
people that we all care about ending homelessness - without lecturing, othering or talking
down.
When we frame homelessness as an issue that matters to all of us, we prime our audience
to see how they have a role in creating change.

Use moral human rights to emphasise our shared humanity. Like this:

“Everyone has the right to be treated with dignity. Living with dignity means having access to decent
housing. Let’s commit to protecting this essential human need. Right now, hundreds of thousands of
people in our country are homeless – forced to sleep on friends’ sofas and floors, live in crowded or
unsafe places, sleep on buses or in cars or even stay out on the streets. We can do better.”

To use this values frame:
● Call to mind our shared moral status
● Remind people of what it means to live with dignity
● Emphasise the human needs we have in common
● Talk about moral rights and imperatives - not legal ones.
Here’s what this could look like in practice:

Use interdependence to remind people of the connections between us all. Like this:

“What affects one of us affects all of us. When some people are struggling, it hurts everyone. Right
now, many people are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless, which makes it harder to contribute
to and share in our country’s prosperity. Making sure that everyone has safe, stable housing benefits
us all by creating a stronger, more productive society where everyone can contribute and we all
benefit.”

To use this values frame:
● Evoke the day-to-day, real- life interactions with other people that form the basis of
our society
● Highlight common social ties, contribution and benefits
● Remind people that we all benefit when our society is stronger - and vice versa.

Here’s what this could look like in practice:

Use metaphor to explain how poverty and homelessness work
We can use metaphor to explain why homelessness happens in systemic, straightforward,
and concrete terms.
Use constant pressure to explain how people can be pushed into homelessness. Like this:

“Poverty puts pressure on people - it’s constant and strong. If the pressure builds up, people can be pushed into
homelessness. We can decrease the pressure on people’s lives by creating affordable housing and helping
people get good, stable jobs. And we can help people withstand this pressure by strengthening our social welfare
system.”

To use this metaphor:
Call to mind an external force that ● Is constant
● Is cumulative, building up over time
● Could be lessened upstream or further down, with the right support.
Here’s what this could look like in practice:

Use restricts and restrains to show how poverty makes it harder to avoid being pushed
into homelessness. Like this:
“Our economy is locking people in poverty. Low paid, unstable jobs mean more and more families can’t put food
on the table. With the economy driving up the cost of living, many are caught in a daily struggle to make ends
meet, unable to think about a different future. It is hard to break free from the constraints our economy places on
people.”

To use this metaphor:
Call to mind an external force that ● Acts on people in ways we can’t control
● Limits our options and opportunities
● We could be set free from with the right support.
Here’s what this could look like in practice:

Tell a wider range of stories to expand people’s definition of
homelessness
We can expand the definition of homelessness by telling different kinds of stories from lived
experience. Stories about sofa-surfing, living in cars, insecure housing - and not just rough
sleeping.
Like this:
“Scott had high rent and a low-paying, zero-hours contract job. When he got ill, Scott became homeless. Now,
he’s sleeping on sofas and floors. People welcome him in for a few nights, only to tell him that he’ll have to find
somewhere else to go. His health continues to crumble and there’s nothing he can do about it. Scott’s story
shows us what happens when our society leaves people at risk of homelessness. There are people like Scott all
over the country right now who need our help.”

Here’s what this looks like in practice:

Place individual stories in context to show systems at work
We can add context to individual stories to show how systems can help or harm. To make
sure that our stories aren’t dismissed as exceptional, or the result of an individual’s poor
choices. And to explain why ending homelessness requires us to fix systems and conditions
- not people.
Like this:
“Like many single mums I could only work part-time, when my daughter was at school. The cost of childcare in
London keeps rising - there’s no way I could afford it on my salary. Then my daughter got sick. I needed to stay
home to look after her, and my boss was no help. She fired me. With last year’s rent increase, my finances were
already on the brink as it was. Expenses and stresses and bills just built up and up. We should have had more
support from the benefits system - but with the switch to Universal Credit, there’s a five week delay until your first
payment. Everyone is struggling here.”

A few phrases that bring in context:
Like a lot of [working parents / people with
health problems / etc], I...

This support system should be for everyone
who needs it.

So many people are affected by this.

[Problem] is widespread.

...cut down on my options...

...restricted my options...

I had support from [X].

Not everyone has access to this support.

The benefits system should h
 ave been there
to...

This affects/affected more than just me.

My options were taken away / given back

I didn’t have any options.

when...
This situation should not have happened in the
first place.

We can all act to make sure this doesn’t happen
again.

In my community...

In [place], everyone is struggling to make ends
meet.

Help people see what your facts and stats mean
Stats don’t speak for themselves. We can help people make sense of facts and figures by
putting them in context; with values, metaphor and systems stories.
Like this:
“If we want to treat all people with dignity and humanity, we need to make sure everyone can afford a safe and
stable home. And yet more than 320,000 people are homeless in Britain today - a wrong that must be put right.
We need to create more affordable housing, help people get good, stable jobs to pay for this housing, and
strengthen the social welfare system so we all have the support we need to face tough times.”

Combat fatalism with concrete, proportionate solutions
Homelessness can seem like a problem too big to be solved. We can combat fatalism by
talking about the things we can do to end homelessness - and explaining how these
solutions work.
Like this:
With constant pressure “We can decrease the pressure on people’s lives by creating more affordable housing and helping
people get good, stable jobs so they can pay for housing. And we can reinforce the dam that protects
us from homelessness by strengthening the social welfare system so we all have the support we need
when we face difficult times.”

What works, and what to watch out for
Certain words and ideas work better than others when talking about homelessness. We
need to keep using these words and ideas to tell our stories - and avoid the ones that cause
harm.

More words and phrases you can use
[Insert latest Crisis framing thesaurus here]

More help and support
If you want more help and support to use framing, get in touch with your team’s framing
champion. Or contact Kate Nightingale at kate.nightingale@crisis.org.uk.
Full research reports are on the FrameWorks website.

