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Welcome & What to Expect Today
● Joy & Radical Imagination

● What we’ve learned/know + What we can deploy today 

● Making Your Case

● Toolbox vs. Checklist

The goal of this session is to share some ways of intensifying your messages 
and offer suggestions for how to connect to a housing for all message.  Today 

will support you as continue to build your housing justice narrative 
toolbox—you can add new tools, sharpen tools, learn new uses for old tools, 

and exchange tools when they lose value or your needs change.
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About Us
Vanice Dunn, Vice President of Communications 

at PolicyLink

● My loves:

○ All things comms -- brand, narrative, 

and communications strategy

○ Honesty, Curiosity, Imagination, 

Liberation

○ Working toward a future where we’re 

all free. Not conditionally free, but 

fully free.

Laura Hughes, Director of Narrative Strategy at 

PolicyLink

● My loves:

○ All things brain science, narrative, and 

relationship mapping and strategy

○ Gratitude, Curiosity, Joy

○ Warriors sitting with warriors. 

Writing new rules.
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Chat Check-In
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In the chat, please share:

● One thing you love or value.

● One thing you hope to get out of this session.



Housing Justice Narrative

Harness the power of narrative to 
understand, interrogate, and shift power 

and political will.
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Deeply inequitable housing system, generations in the making.
• Declining homeownership and wealth building for BIPOC communities
• Increase in housing cost burden
• Rise in evictions and instability, especially in BIPOC communities 

These are not system failures, but rather symptoms of the system working as designed. But we know 
America is ready for a conversation on housing. 
• 8 in 10 people polled get that housing is a huge challenge for too many of us, and believe that housing is 

a basic need for people to thrive 
• Most people see a role for the government to address the housing crisis

And there’s growing momentum to transform the systems and policies shaping housing.
• New political leadership in cities has led to billions in new affordable housing investment
• Tenant organizing groups have grown in number and strength 
• Corporate actors are being made to realize they need to step up and act, with new investments in 

affordable housing and tenant organizing

What We Know
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 Narratives Defined

 
… the stories we rely on to make sense of the 
world (Barrows, 2021).
 
...a Big Story, rooted in shared values and common 
themes, that influences how audiences process 
information and make decisions (Opportunity 
Agenda, Shifting the Narrative, 2021). 
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Collaboration supported by Funders for Housing and Opportunity intended to 
develop messaging tools and a narrative strategy that centers on race in order to 
advance housing justice campaigns

Draws on learnings and methodology of Race-Class Narrative Project

Included three phases: 

1. Language analysis of housing discourse in early 2019

2. In-person focus groups in February 2020 (qualitative)

3. Online Dial Survey in April 2020 (quantitative)

Housing Justice Narrative: Research
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...excite Base and move Persuadables and ignore,if not 
upset, the Opposition.

Housing Justice Narrative: Research Goal
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Housing Justice Narrative: Four Keys to 
Intensity  
1. Center race in messaging & narrative.
2. Use tested, values based messages to break through the 

dominant “housing as commodity” frame
3. Leading with lived experience moves people, perspectives
4. Engage base and persuadables in solution oriented 

campaigns 
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Top Value Based Messages

All children deserve a roof over their head and a safe place to live

We need policies that ensure housing is within reach for everyone

Every person deserves the right to a safe, secure, and affordable place to live no 
matter what we look like or where we come from.

Without a job you are likely to struggle holding down housing



12

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WdXpcozxggM


California Landscape 

➢ Depth & Commitment

➢  Cross Coalition Conversation

➢ Big(ger) Tent 

❖ Blueprint for Belonging

❖ Million Voters Project 

❖ Housing CA: Homeless Action 
Narrative Campaign

❖ Chan Zuckerberg Initiative 

❖ TheCaseMade

❖ Shift the Bay

❖ United Way--Greater Los 
Angeles

❖ Polaris Project
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Social Listening: Top Keywords



The Power to Frame

Faith in Action: WEB STRATEGY BRIEF
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Narrative is how we make sense of the 
world around us. Leveraging the power 

of narrative, we have the ability to 
foster belonging and ultimately shift and 

build power.

To refuse to participate in the shaping of our future is to give it up. Do not be misled 
into passivity either by false security (they don’t mean me) or by despair (there’s 

nothing we can do). Each of us must find our work and do it. 
- Audre Lorde



The Power to Frame
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Through an intersectional lens, Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, who developed the theory of 
intersectionality, used an image of cows 
in a field to show how the framing of an 
issue determines possible solutions. 

“The cows are sick. Who is 
responsible?” she asked people. 

“Do the cows need to exercise more, 
change their behavior?” 

Credit to Open Society Foundations: Building Narrative Power for Racial Justice and Health Equity

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/8177cc25-e5be-477c-b369-d454468e24f2/building-narrative-power-for-racial-justice-and-healthy-equity-20190812.pdf


The Power to Frame
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She then widened the frame from the 
cows to show a factory belching 
smoke, just behind the field. When we 
expand the frame, we change the 
narrative. In the first image, the limited 
frame perpetuated the narrative of 
individual responsibility which places 
blame on people for their own 
problems when the problems are 
systemic and structural.



The Power to Frame
● Using the cows as an analogy to approaches 

rooted in individualism: regardless of 
behavior, one cannot responsible or behave 
their way out of a toxic environment. 

● Those working toward equity have to learn 
to detect, disrupt, and open up new, 
different narratives: “Our desire isn’t 
enough when the dominant narratives don’t 
give us the info we need to understand the 
scope of the problem...the narratives we 
have access to don’t fully tell our stories.”
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Asset-Framing
● Asset-Framing (Trabian Shorters, BMe, Chronicle of Philanthropy): The shift to 

narratives that define people by their aspirations and contributions.

○ History of deficit and despair to win funding, incite action, and gain sympathy. 
Example: “at-risk, low-income, high-poverty, disadvantaged”

○ While inequities are accurate, these frames associate the problem with those 
experiencing it. This let’s the systemic actors off the hook and blames individuals, 
creating long-term stigma. 

■ For example, because of dominant narratives, we’ve been led to disassociate 
Black people with patriotism, high rates of military enrollment--an indicator 
many would associate with patriotism.

● “At-risk youth” versus “A student striving to overcome a threatening environment to 
graduate.”
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https://www.philanthropy.com/article/you-cant-lift-people-up-by-putting-them-down-how-to-talk-about-tough-issues-of-race-poverty-and-more/?cid2=gen_login_refresh&cid=gen_sign_in#:~:text=or%20a%20threat%3F-,You%20can't%20lift%20people%20up%20by%20putting%20them%20down,powerful%20scientific%20evidence%20supporting%20it.


Breakout Groups: Asset-Framing
● Breakout Prompts (4 minutes): 

○ What are some of the first things that come to mind when you 
think of renters? What narratives do you hold, do you see 
portrayed in media, do you hear people around you saying 
about renters?

○ What do you actually experience? What descriptors or frames 
are more accurate to describe renters?
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https://docs.google.com/file/d/1qQEuKu9Aox_zBl1X2-vmxAxqJPggUFPz/preview


Most Critical Aspect of Case-Making: Vision

Faith in Action: WEB STRATEGY BRIEF
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A compelling vision will get you everywhere. 

People are most likely to follow you on your journey 
when you paint a clear picture.

“In a world of possibility for us all, our personal visions help lay the 
groundwork for political action.”

– Audre Lorde



Case-Making Basics: Vision, Barrier, Pathway
● Articulate a clear, compelling vision. 

○ Paint a bold, irresistible picture of possibility. If you aren’t 

inspired, others likely aren’t.

● Name the barrier/threat to your vision. 

○ Identify scale and impact of the problem, but don’t focus only 

on the problem. 

● Illuminate a clear path forward.

○ How do we get from here to your vision? Aspirational, yet 

attainable. 

Faith in Action: WEB STRATEGY BRIEF
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Make it Matter
● Know your audience. What do they value? What is important to 

them. 

● Make clear why they should care. Why does this matter to them? 

Why now?

● Be memorable. 

○ You don’t have to do a song and dance--unless you want to--but 

you want people to remember the brilliance you shared. Having 

clear, consistent key messages helps.

Faith in Action: WEB STRATEGY BRIEF
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Tips
● There is no magic formula, keep it simple. Use what you already know, leverage 

skills from your day to day.  

○ Example: How do you go about convincing someone to order from the restaurant 
you’re craving? 

● Messenger matters. Let folks know who you are and why you’re particularly 

suited to propose the solution. Make clear why they should trust or believe you.

● Use stories to humanize data; rapid fire facts make it tougher for audiences to 

make meaning.

○ Example: There are only 5 parks in our city and only 15% of residents have access. 
- vs. - Families in the Richmond neighborhood have to travel one hour by bus, each 
way, just to reach their closest local park to have outdoor playtime with their 
children.

Faith in Action: WEB STRATEGY BRIEF
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Tricks—Behavioral Principles
● Bring your story home.

● Make it easy (for the lazy brain).

● Nudge towards outcomes.

● Address perceived loss. 

● What’s in it for me?

● Be consistent

● Dream vs. Plan

● Visualize numbers

Faith in Action: WEB STRATEGY BRIEF
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Winning



 St. Paul Rent Stabilization Campaign 
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Lived Experience & Centering Race



Name the Villain & Tactics
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Organized people can 
beat organized money - and 
that's how we're going to win!
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Take a moment to write down at least one thing 
you plan to commit to in the next 30 days. No 

need to share it in the chat, this is for you!

Closing Commitment to Self
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Additional Resources
● Racial Equity Here Communications Guide

● Building Narrative Power for Racial Justice and Health Equity

● Opportunity Agenda - Communications Toolkit

● Opportunity Agenda - Telling a New Story

● Trabian Shorters
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https://www.racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/1-052018-GARE-Comms-Guide-v1-1.pdf
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/8177cc25-e5be-477c-b369-d454468e24f2/building-narrative-power-for-racial-justice-and-healthy-equity-20190812.pdf
https://www.opportunityagenda.org/explore/communications-toolkit
https://www.opportunityagenda.org/explore/resources-publications/telling-new-story
https://bmecommunity.org/


Thank You

Laura@policylink.org

https://housingnarrative.org

mailto:Laura@policylink.org

