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The Culture of Inequality

by Susan Nall Bales

Susan Nall Bales, founder of the FrameWorks Institute and new recipient of the MacArthur
Award for Creative & Effective Institutions, here outlines the ways in which the stories we
tell ourselves shape how we think about some of the most taxing problems of our time,
and how, when it comes to inequality, these narratives stymie progress. She concludes, “If
we are to transform the culture of inequality, we will need strategy that marries the social
analysis to the communications analysis. For, when we squander our storytelling resources,

the current cultural models predominate.”

NEQUALITY MAY BE THE IDEA DU JOUR, BUT CULTURE
is the reality that confounds. Whether we
are able to make progress on inequality will
depend to a great extent on the degree to

which policy leaders recognize the duality of

social issues. Like the two sides of a coin, the
ability of social analysis to affect the world is
always constrained by the perceptions that
people bring to that reality. If we are to win
ground toward a more equitable society, policy
leaders must come up with solutions to both sides
of the problem: science-based policy solutions
that reduce and prevent inequity, and science-
based communications solutions that address the
deeply held, foundational but implicit patterns
of reasoning—what anthropologists call “cul-
tural models”—that people use to think about
economic mobility. As funders and think tanks
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gear up to prioritize inequality as a key issue for
our time, it will be imperative that we come up
not only with policy solutions but with narrative

solutions as well.

What Is Culture, and Why Does It Matter?

In 2014, Merriam-Webster, Inc., announced that
“culture” was the word of the year, based on
the number of searches. More than anything,
this may represent a testimonial to Americans’
confusion over culture. What exactly is it? How
does it affect us? An iconic New Yorker cartoon
depicts this dilemma in two related frames: in the
first, a goldfish swims in a bowl with a thought
bubble overhead that says, “What water?” In the
second, a man dressed in a business suit steps
off a sidewalk corner in Manhattan surrounded
by signs and marquee texts; his thought bubble
reads, “What culture?” That’s the challenge with
culture: we must try hard to see it even as we are
in it and it in us. We are steeped in culture like
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tea bags in hot water—infused with it to such a
degree that it is virtually invisible.

But culture is not an arcane concept; rather,
it is a pervasive reality. This is because culture is
our default setting, the locus of explanations we
reach for first to make sense of our world. Our
opinions of everything, from the good society to
the evil empire, are shaped by our culture’s norms
and stories. Scholars define cultural models as
“presupposed, taken-for-granted models of the
world that are widely shared (although not nec-
essarily to the exclusion of other, alternative
models) by the members of a society and that
play an enormous role in their understanding of
that world and their behavior in it.” ! Studying cul-
tural models allows us to understand the context
in which information is evaluated—the stories
and ideas that will stick to our communications
and serve to interpret it. Membership in a given
cultural group is defined and facilitated by posses-
sion and use of these shared meaning structures,
such that what is taken for granted is taken for
granted by all those sharing the model in a way
that allows for fluid and seamless interaction. As
Roy D’Andrade explains, “everybody in the group
knows . . . and everybody knows that everyone
else knows . . . and everybody knows that every-
one knows that everyone knows.”?

Understanding the cultural models associated
with any given issue allows communicators to
view the meaning-making process more com-
pletely, identifying the deep narratives that people
will use to understand new information. This
more complete view of how people think about
social issues prompts us to replace the narrow,
outdated notion of humans as “rational agents or
actors” who are “internally consistent,” “rational,
selfish, and [whose] tastes do not change”* with
amore expansive and informed understanding of
the mind and how it actually constructs meaning
from associations, bits of stories, stored memo-
ries, and near-fit hypotheses about how the world
works®—the source of which is the culture we
are apart of. As Walter Lippmann observed at the
dawn of the confluence of psychology and politi-
cal theory, “For the most part, we do not first see,
and then define, we define first and then see. In
the great blooming, buzzing confusion of the outer

world we pick out what our culture has already
defined for us, and we tend to perceive that which
we have picked out in the form stereotyped for us

by our culture.”®

The Culture of Inequality in the United States

What does the culture of inequality look like in
the United States, and how might it be expected
to shape the discourse as people consider the
causes and impacts of, and the solutions to, rising
income inequality in our country? In this article,
we attempt to answer that question by identifying
the cultural models that are consistently evident
across FrameWorks’ issue-specific work and seem
likely to adhere to income inequality as well. We
are interested in the extent to which all the issues
on which we work—children and family, gov-
ernment, race, environment, rural issues, food
systems, and so on—reveal evidence of cultural
models that are likely to be used by ordinary Amer-
icans as they grapple with the idea of inequality.

To dramatize the challenge that communica-
tors will face, we contrast the social analysis
with the cultural models that are most likely to
be evoked. Drawing from a wide range of prolific
communicators on inequality, we put forward an
argument and then describe the cultural model
most likely to be used to make sense of that asser-
tion. In each case, we offer examples from our
research across issues that give testimony to the
depth and endurance of these patterns in Ameri-
can thinking. The cultural models we identify
here are drawn from a database of over 150,000
informants, many of whom have at one time or
another offered ideas and opinions about how
wealth works in American society.

We have chosen examples of the expert social
analysis of income inequality not because they
are deficient in any way but because they repre-
sent to us a prototype of an expert, untranslated
story—i.e., the gist of the social analysis that
needs to be communicated. We are attempting
to demonstrate that the expert story requires
an analogue—a translated story—that is faith-
ful to the social analysis but at the same time
steers clear of the “pictures in people’s heads””
that impede translation, and offers new ways of
thinking about thinking.®
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Ephemeral Opinions, Deep Cultural Models

If we are to believe the media, pollsters, and politi-
cal parties, America is poised for a renaissance of
populism: “Economic Mobility a Watchword for
2016,” says the front page of the Washington Post.”
“Big Labor Backs New Wealth Redistribution
Plan,” says another headline.'’ “Should Repub-
licans Ignore Income Inequality?” asks James
Pethokoukis, writing in the National Review
(answer: no).!! “Democrats to propose major
shift in tax burden,” announces another Wash-
ington Post article.'? “You talk to any pollster,
on the Democratic side or the Republican side,
they're in complete agreement on the idea that
there has to be an economic populist message,”
advises Matthew Dowd, a former top strategist
for President George W. Bush.!® President Obama
has called populism (“economic mobility”) “the
defining challenge of our time.” 4

But wealth is hardly a new concept. As
Thomas Piketty acknowledges in the introduc-
tion to Capital in the Twenty-First Century, “it
would be a mistake to underestimate the impor-
tance of the intuitive knowledge that everyone
acquires about contemporary wealth and income
levels, even in the absence of any theoretical
framework or statistical analysis. Film and lit-
erature, nineteenth-century novels especially,
are full of detailed information about the relative
wealth and living standards of different social
groups, and especially about the deep structure
of inequality, the way it is justified, and its impact
on individual lives.” 1

We can expect to find that Americans have
much to say (and think) about inequality more
generally, and about its various entailments: who
gets ahead and how they do it, who fails and why,
and why those successes and failures matter for
the rest of us—as indeed they do.

To date, public thinking about inequality and
wealth has been crudely characterized as an
“us versus them” dilemma, or a peculiar variant
of class warfare.' Should Democrats distance
themselves from Wall Street? Should Republicans
offer success stories of people who have beat
the odds and joined the upper echelons? These
narrow diagnoses of what ails American thinking
yield recommendations that have little potential
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to address the underlying causes of the public’s
inability to fully grasp the causes and implications
of income inequality. At best, these recommen-
dations are distractions; at worst, they play into
and reinforce the deep-seated belief systems that
people draw upon to think about wealth accumu-
lation. It is only by understanding these deeper
strains in American thinking that experts can
begin to fashion a better explanatory strategy for
getting the public to see what they see.

Preflighting the Confusion over Inequality:
Fatalism, Individualism, Little-Picture
Thinking, and Small Solutions

Fatalism

We begin with a core proposition from Jared
Bernstein and Ben Spielberg’s excellent précis
on inequality: Inequality has risen sharply since
the late 1970s.!” Many other explanations of
inequality begin with this assertion, which seems
such an obvious starting point that it is rarely
questioned. “Multiple studies have revealed the
growing chasm between the wealthy and every-
one else,” said Matt Gardner, executive director
of the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy,
on the release of a fifty-state analysis of state tax
systems.!® But, as cultural models theory sug-
gests, a fact without context and explanation begs
the question, Why? And, without more to go on,
people fall back on their “priors.”

The cultural model likely to be evoked from
Gardner’s statement is fatalism. People bring
this tacit perception to bear in understanding a
wide range of social issues on which FrameWorks
has done extensive research—from education to
race to taxes to health. Whether talking about the
demise of community spirit or the morals of ado-
lescents, Americans exhibit nostalgia for a past
that is collectively understood to have been better.
This sense of loss dampens people’s engagement
and willingness to look forward for solutions.
There is little we can do to solve these issues, they
reason—and therefore little reason to engage. The
problem is understood as so out of hand that it is
beyond control or remedy.

This way of thinking about social issues hinges
on a general assumption about the lack of personal

To date, public thinking
about inequality and
wealth has been crudely
characterized as an “us
versus them” dilemma,
or a peculiar variant of

class warfare.
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agency in the face of incredible complexity and
inevitability. If the public sees that the cause of the
problem is natural or determined, its response is
to become fatalistic about people’s ability to affect
the outcomes. We can’t go back in time to elimi-
nate fossil fuel burning, they reason, and society
isn’t going to stop relying on cars. According to this
perspective, poverty and crime are intractable fea-
tures of the inner-city landscape, and thus part of
the inevitable life experiences of those who grow
up there; politicians can throw money at underre-
sourced communities, but they are not going to get
fixed, because you can’t change human nature or
stop society’s inertia in the face of change. Without
an understanding of the underlying cause of an
issue and the step-by-step practical actions that
can be taken to address it, people reason that
“things are the way they are,” and that there is
little that can be done to change the situation.

As one informant described the challenge of
addressing racism:

I think it’s a difficult situation, and I
don’t think it’s ever gonna go away. It’s
been—it's always kind of existed, I think. I
don’t think there’s any—you can probably
narrow the gap a bit, but I don’t think it’s
ever gonna go away.*

Another informant laments the demise of
Social Security, but in a way that does not contest

or protest the determinism:

1 don’t know enough about Social Security
to delve too deep into it other than that I
keep hearing that I'll probably never be able
to retire because it’ll be gone by the time
I'm old, and that saddens me, because I'm
paying into it every year. Every time I get
a paycheck, I pay into it, and I'm sad to
think I'll never see it.%°

Here are group participants discussing how the
criminal-justice system works—again evidenc-
ing the existence, application, and strength of the
fatalistic cultural model:

Participant 1: If you got money, you buy
good lawyers, you get off.

Participant 2: Yeah, and if you’re poor you
go to jail?

When asked what determines how a child
develops, another informant responds:

I want to say it's inevitable! And there is
nothing that anybody can do, or should do
any differently than they’ve been doing for
hundreds and thousands of years, because
it just happens.??

The above quotes are typical of our informants’
responses—and given this strong sense of fatal-
ism, what might we expect Americans to conclude
in response to the assertion that inequality has
risen sharply since the late 1970s? FrameWorks’
research would predict something like this: “So
many things are in decline in our country—but
that’s the way the world works these days. You
can’t turn back the clock. You have to look out for
you and yours and just try to get by. If you've got
a little extra, give it to charity to help those less
fortunate.” In sum, a fatalistic understanding of
the world depresses engagement, occludes think-
ing about meaningful solutions, and frames small
individual gestures as ineffective but, ultimately,
the only available remediation.

Individualism

Now let’s look at another pillar of the social analy-
sis of income inequality: the idea, as Bernstein
writes, that “income inequality reduces opportu-
nities, undermines the democratic process, and
distributes growth unevenly.”?® Or, as the Center
for American Progress’s Report of the Commis-
sion on Inclusive Prosperity puts it, “the forces
of globalization and technical change have also
put pressure on middle-class families, as new and
lower-cost competitors enter markets and new
skills become mandatory, not just optional, for
the best-paying employment. These new reali-
ties clearly call for important adjustments to
economic policy.”*

The cultural model likely to be evoked by
this part of the social analysis is individualism.
Reasoning from this deeply embedded American
model leads people to conclude that outcomes
(social problems) are the exclusive result of the
choices that individuals make, and that it’s up
to each of us to take personal action—whether
that be working “harder,” purchasing the “right”
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goods and services, being “smarter,” and so on—
to address issues that by definition we have our-
selves created (and thus whose outcomes we are
responsible for). Focusing attention on chang-
ing our actions—instead of on the contexts that
affect and prescribe our options and decisions—
makes it difficult to communicate about common
processes or structural and cultural-level forces
that affect outcomes. Lifestyle choices become
the solution to the most pressing societal-level
issues. (Too much pollution? Plant a tree.) This
bootstrap mentality narrows explanations about
what causes problems and how best to address
them to individual decisions and essentialist
thinking about who is “deserving” of help. It
creates a contextual blindness and obscures
the social structures that constrain social and
environmental equity.

Individualist thinking puts the responsibil-
ity for problem solving on “me,” rather than on
the “we” needed to build movements to address
America’s biggest issues. Approaching public
problems through the lens of individualism,
people become resistant to policy solutions,
which are seen as mandating unnecessary bans
on freedom that constrain consumption and per-
sonal choice.

Given the above, it isn’t surprising that, when
talking about what can be done to improve the
criminal justice system in America, FrameWorks’

informants homed in on individual responsibility:

This is America, and the only thing we
seem to not be able to do is take respon-
sibility as individuals. You want some-
thing done, you've got to do it yourself.
You want people to stop doing crime?
Then everyone needs to . . . be educated,
and understand that you need to take the
responsibility.”

Likewise, in a discussion of disparities, informants
rejected the premise that race inhibits opportunity:

Hopefully we can all admit that we're in
the best country in the world, so from no
matter what beginnings we come.from, the
possibility to succeed is there, one—and
two, I think . . . what's the classic line? The
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grass is always greener. You know what?
Quit looking at someone else and thinking
he’s got a better chance, he’s got more than

me, he’s better looking . . . she’s this, he’s
that. Just, whatever you want, it’s there.
You gotta go for it.?

Finally, in discussions of how environmental
conditions shape outcomes, informants again
reverted to individual-level explanations:

You hawve to put all of it out there. The person
s going to finally make their own decision
n how they want to handle all of these dif-
ferent influences, because even though I can
sit there and say the glass is half full all
day, if you want to be mad because that
other part is empty, that's how you’re gonna
be. It’s the individual. You have a lot to say
about how you deal with different things.>”

With this emphasis on individual-level explana-
tions for social problems, how might we expect
the public to hear social analysts’ assertion that
inequality reduces opportunities, undermines
the democratic process, and distributes growth
unevenly? FrameWorks’ research suggests that
the response would sound something like this:
“People make their own opportunities. They have
to want them and then they have to will them into
being. They have to be disciplined and save and
resist temptations to buy new stuff. That is the
democratic process—you get to buy what you can
afford and work your way up to afford better stuff.
But it’s up to you. If growth is uneven, then it's
because some people worked harder than others.
That’s the American way.”

Little-Picture Thinking

“There are serious structural challenges facing
advanced economies today: the changing eco-
nomic environment, rising income inequality, and
the move from crisis to recovery. These are large,
systemic issues that threaten inclusive prosper-
ity.” So opens the analysis section of the report
from the Commission on Inclusive Prosperity.?®
Key to the social analysis is the conclusion that
“inequality may even have negative macroeco-
nomic ettects” (emphasis added; and see chart

on following page).?’

Focusing attention on
changing our actions—
instead of on the
contexts that affectand
prescribe our options
and decisions—makes it
difficult to communicate
about common processes
or structural and
cultural-level forces

that affect outcomes.
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Americans, in particular, suffer from what
FrameWorks calls little-picture thinking—a
kind of failure of their “sociological imagina-
tions.”?*® Without an understanding of how
systems and structures work to shape individual
outcomes, people default to focusing on discrete
events, people, and places—little-picture think-
ing—which obscures the conditions and struc-
tures that undergird social and environmental
issues. Thus: “Children aren’t being properly edu-
cated because teachers don’t care enough about
student success,” and, “The poor are unhealthy
because they don’t bother to eat right and exer-
cise.” Little-picture thinking leads to simplistic
solutions that treat the symptoms of the problem
only at the most proximate level. And if individu-
als can’t be “fixed,” then public problems become
intractable. It is easy to see how the inability to
follow a chart like the one below sends people
back to their go-to explanations of individualism
and fatalism.?!

Little-picture thinking is sharply evident in the
ways people think about government budgets
and taxes. Because public budgeting is a fairly
abstract idea for most, people tend to rely on pat-
terns of reasoning derived from personal expe-
rience to organize their understanding of how
budgets do and should work. Informants in our
research used comparisons to household bud-
geting, largely focused on budget balancing and
living within one’s means, to think about efforts

to reduce the national debt:

Inequality May Have Negative Macroeconomic Effects

lack of

therich
accumulate

the middle
class borrows

regulation

finandial
sector grows

debt
income

Well, I guess I think it [the national
budget] probably works the same way
the house [budget] does. I mean, so much
money comes in, and then you’ve got so
much money to do stuff with, and you’ve
got to do the basic things, and I just think
about that as . . . education, our roads, our
healthcare, and how it all has to be spent,
but spent wisely.?

The problem with this analogical thinking
is that the entailments of the metaphor skew
perceptions in ways that are inconsistent with
basic tenets of fiscal policy. Reasoning through
the “government budgets work like household
budgets” lens, people find collective benefits and
long-term spending hard to think clearly about.
Here is an informant thinking about how he or
she would create a good public budget:

T would probably start off with some kind of
a spreadsheet . . . like a balance sheet, and
looking at . . . what you need most . . . like
does it have running water? . . . I am think-
ing, like, does it have electricity, running
water, all this stuff. Like, those would be my
priorities—just like, basic living needs.>

And because the difference between a good
budget and a bad one is largely attributed to indi-
vidual discipline, those who fail to live within their
means are also understood to be responsible for
other consequences of their actions:

Bubble

Bust
(deleveraging, negative “wealth effect”)

Recession
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People who don’t work have a higher chance
of committing crimes versus people who
work, because a person that works can save
up enough money to buy that car, or to buy
those shoes. A person who doesn’t work
s not gonna have that chance to save up
their money to buy this stuff, so they figure,
“Okay, the fast way for me to get this money
1s to sell drugs on the corner,” or, “I'm going
to steal money out of the register, I'm gonna
steal money from the local corner store,” o,

“I'm gonna rob a gas station.”*

While FrameWorks’ research on budgets and
taxes is especially revealing as to how little-pic-
ture thinking gets applied and the implications of
this application, this cultural model is observable
on virtually any topic that relies on complex sys-
tems-level thinking. Here is an informant trying
to contemplate zoning changes that would make
cities more walkable and bikeable:

1 think that if people aren’t walking because
they don’t have a sidewalk on one street or
another street, they can walk over one or two
streets. That's not an excuse. If you want to
exercise, you'll find a way to exercise. . .. If
you want to do something, there are ways
to do it and the problem is too many people
find excuses not to do something.>

How is little-picture thinking likely to disrupt
the information exchange invited by the diagram
in the inequality chart? First, people will struggle
to see a system at all. Given that, there will be
a strong temptation to “fill in” individual-level
understanding of causation wherever possi-
ble. The rich accumulate and the middle class
borrows? This is primarily the result of differ-
ences in discipline and “values.” The relation-
ship of income to debt? I manage my household
budget, why can’t the government or other people
do the same? The financial sector grows? Natural-
ism (that’s just the way the world works). Bubble,
bust, recession? Fatalism (nothing we can do
about it). Without a strong sense of causality or
an underlying mechanism sufficiently familiar to
displace these cultural models, Americans are
likely to read into this diagram a confirmation of
their old theories about how the world works.
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Finally, inequality experts are eloquent in their
assertions that “inequality is a problem we can
combat with the right policy solutions.” ¢ “We
should not be fatalistic,” said Neera Tanden, presi-
dent of the Center for American Progress and a
member of the Commission on Inclusive Prosper-
ity. “There are things we can do. They may be hard
things. But there being hard things you can do is
very different from there being nothing to do.”?

Medical anthropology offers unique insights
into the degree to which the appropriateness of
a therapy or prescription is judged by its coher-
ence to what people understand about the diag-
nosis.? Put simply, if people are working under a
competing definition of the problem, they are not
likely to find your solution germane. Thrown back
on their enduring explanations of how the world
works—fatalism, individualism, little-picture
thinking—most Americans are likely to find
solutions to income inequality that reflect their
understandings of the causes of income inequal-
ity: there are no solutions (fatalism), or the solu-
tions lie within the willpower of individual actions
(individualism), or systems are the aggregate of
individual actions (little-picture thinking).

Small Solutions

In amajor study of how Americans think about big-
picture environmental health (including such issues
as the need to protect people from air and water
pollution, threats to food and safety, problems with
the built environment, etc.)—the distance between
the solutions experts say are essential and those
the public came up with was striking. Experts focus
on interventions at the population level as those
having the greatest impact; FrameWorks’ infor-
mants, even when asked to think about solving
large environmental health issues, opted for doing
so at the level of household behaviors—i.e., small
solutions. Researchers reported, “These included
simple things like putting a filter on your faucet
or not spreading pesticides on your lawn.” Like-
wise, when asked to consider the need to protect
the intertwined systems of oceans and climate
change, informants rejected the idea that changes
were needed at the macro level and instead focused
almost exclusively on individual acts and behavior
change. These acts were characterized by sacrifice

Medical anthropology
offers unique insights
into the degree to which
the appropriateness of a
therapy or prescription is
judged by its coherence
to what people
understand about the
diagnosis. Put simply,

if people are working
under a competing
definition of the
problem, they are not
likely to find your

solution germane.
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and self-discipline, matching the prognosis that
greed and consumerism were at the root of envi-
ronmental degradation.

It needs to start right here with you and
1. Maybe you should get solar panels and
maybe you shouldn’t throw out your left-
overs and maybe you guys eat leftovers one
night a week. And then I think if we each do
little things it goes on from there. My age
group s so wasteful. We just throw electron-
ics out, which causes pollution, but the new
phones come out and we get rid of the old
ones. I have this fight with my husband all
the time—I don’t need a new this or that. I
didn’t need the 500 dollar tablet. I'm okay
with the 200 dollar one. *°

Indeed, public tendency to solve what it defines
as individual-level problems with similarly small-
level solutions is evident throughout FrameWorks’
research. Whether expressed as addressing bias in
the criminal justice system by kicking out the one
bad cop instead of rebuilding the policing system,
or making better food choices rather than fixing the
food system, or reporting neighbors who beat their
kids as opposed to changing the child protection
system (and supporting parents in ways that make
abuse and neglect less likely to happen in the first
place)—people seize on very small solutions as the
primary way to address social problems. Moreover,
across all these issues, people volunteer that “more
information” to the individual will result in better
systems-level outcomes, as this will lead to more
and more individuals making better choices.*!

One can easily imagine the corollary for income
inequality: “There really isn’t anything you can do
to make the have-nots into haves; they have to do
it themselves, they have to want it. But you can
alleviate their suffering by providing the most basic
services that they need to survive.” And, “Fix the
economy? How on earth would you do that? It’s
almost like a natural system,; if you monkey with

it, you're only going to make it worse.”*?

Pulling and Pushing Culture

Why does it matter if these complex principles
are ill understood? After all, they will soon be
boiled down to slogans and human stories that

will suffice to market the issue for people in the
upcoming campaigns, right? And that’s the point.
Without more authentically explanatory tools
to contest the existing cultural models of how
inequality works, these slogans and vignettes will
not help people to reconsider the issue at the level
required to solve it. They will be left without the
tools they need to evaluate various proposals for
remediation and prevention. As scholars found
in studying the kinds of actions Americans tend
to take on global warming, “The cultural models
available to understand global warming lead
to ineffective personal actions and support for
ineffective policies, regardless of the level of per-
sonal commitment to environmental problems”
(emphasis added).®

FrameWorks’ research across issues that touch
on inequality reveals at least four major, funda-
mental problems with the way people are likely
to hear an appeal to engage with this problem:

1. It’s just the way the world (the economy)
works, or fatalism.

2. Individuals need to address this problem, or
ndividualism.

3. Small acts of individual effort are all we can
do, or little-picture thinking.

4. The best solutions are those that fit the
problem, or small solutions.

Space precludes an enumeration of additional
traps—such as how Americans think about fair-
ness, for example. But the point here is that,
without a firm grasp of communications analy-
sis (i.e., understanding how people think), even
the best policy experts and social scientists are
unlikely to get the public to engage with one of
the most important issues of our time. Moreover,
public understanding requires more than avoiding
negatives. If economists and others are to succeed
in educating the public, they will need to under-
stand what aspects of American thinking favor
considerations of inequality and how to evoke
those more productive cultural models. Framing
is a “pushing and pulling art"—a constant aware-
ness of what you have to work with in people’s
mental repertoires.

This is not to overlook the fact that there are
many interesting communications hypotheses in

WWW.NPQMAG.ORG - SPRING 2015



current expert discourse on inequality. The Great
Gatsby curve, the birth lottery, inclusive prosper-
ity, and so on—these are useful first drafts of a
reframing strategy. The problem lies in knowing
which of these work, and what they do exactly.
Do they help people understand how the economy
works, how systems affect individual outcomes,
why the fates of the rich are connected to those
of the poor, how solutions connect to causes, and
who is responsible for those solutions? Or are
they merely bunting on the platform of the next
candidate for public office?

Public communicators have made an important
stride in recent years—the notion of the 1 percent
has redrawn the us-versus-them lines that have
plagued discussions of income inequality for years.
But even this important contribution is insufficient
to overturn the fact that most Americans think the
United States benefits from having a class of rich
people, and more than a quarter of young people
believe it's somewhat likely that they will become
rich.* Nor does it assail the cultural models we've
identified above (fatalism, individualism, little-
picture thinking, small solutions). The 1 percent
strategy leaves unaddressed fundamental issues
of how the economy works, who is responsible,
and who benefits (and with what consequences).

“The distribution of wealth is too important an
issue to be left to economists, sociologists, histori-
ans, and philosophers. It is of interest to everyone,
and that is a good thing,” writes Thomas Piketty
in the opening pages of Capital in the Twenty-
First Century.* For too long, we have used social
science to pioneer better solutions and interven-
tions, while failing to bring these same methods
and theories to help reformers think about think-
ing. If we want to make progress, we need to apply
the same high standards to the communications
we promote as we do to our proposed policies.
And the solution is not a poll here and a focus
group there but a deep and systematic evaluation
of the communications tools we have available
so as to match tool to task, to address the deep-
seated cultural models in mind that threaten to
preclude public buy-in.

And then we need “frame sponsors.” “Although
humans are not irrational, they often need help
to make more accurate judgments and better
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decisions, and in some cases policies and institu-
tions can provide that help,” says Daniel Kahne-
man.*® While expert economists are one source of
information, there are those in communities who
are already explaining how wealth works, and for
whom and with what consequences, on a daily basis.
For example, the leaders of social welfare agencies,
under the umbrella of the National Human Services
Assembly, are in more than 150,000 communities
every day explaining why underserved youth need
after-school programs, how more families came to
be at the local shelter this month, and who needs
work training programs and why. Without a coher-
ent narrative that is shared across these various
levels of expertise—academics, practitioners,
frontline advocates, and service providers—those
who favor actions on income inequality are likely
to be disappointed.

The American public deserves a better story about
income inequality. Its public communicators
deserve better social science on how to communi-
cate that story. If we are to transform the culture
of inequality, we will need strategy that marries
the social analysis to the communications analysis.
For, when we squander our storytelling resources,
the current cultural models predominate.
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