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Summary of advice

Use values, not facts, to persuade

Solutions beat problems

Don’t pander to stigma

Use strength, not deficit language

Cite systemic, not individual causes

Tip #1 

Tip #2

Tip #3

Tip #4

Tip #5

FROM: An additional 3,700 homeless people in 
NSW since 2020 is estimated to cost the NSW 
economy between $524.5 million and $2.5 billion.

FROM: Australia is in the midst of a huge 
homelessness crisis. Every day, the problem 
grows worse, with lost funding forcing crisis 
accommodation services to close our doors  
and turn more people away.

FROM: People experiencing homelessness are  
not just the stereotypical image of a drunk guy  
on a park bench. They include people just like us  
– older women, mothers fleeing violence or families 
fallen on hard times. We’re all just one bad life 
event away from becoming homeless.

FROM: People using homelessness support services 
are lonely, desperate and vulnerable. They find it 
hard to attend Centrelink appointments or even 
take care of their own health needs.

FROM: Risk factors for homelessness include  
the death of a partner/supporting family member, 
divorce, loss of employment, sudden illness/injury or 
serious mental health problems.

TO: A society grounded in respect, dignity, 
and equality recognises that housing is its 
foundation. Everyone in NSW, no matter their 
bank balance, should be able to live securely  
in a suitable home.

TO: Homelessness support services play an 
essential role by providing people in need of 
homes with shelter, information and simple 
human empathy. With sufficient funding, we 
could keep our doors open and welcome 
everyone who comes to us for help.

TO: As a caring community, we want the best 
for everyone, no matter who we are or what life 
has thrown at us. If we need a home, we should 
get concrete assistance like safe, stable housing 
and tailored support services, not judgement 
and stigma.

TO: The people who use homelessness support 
services are very resourceful and just want to 
get back on their feet. But time and time again, 
government systems like Centrelink and health 
services let them down.

TO: The choices our governments make play a 
powerful role in determining whether people 
have homes to live in – from the level of income 
support provided and the amount of social 
housing built, to the way they run and fund our 
mental health system.
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Less jargon, more tangible examplesTip #7

Tell our story, not the opposition’sTip #8

Avoid using ‘homeless/ness’ as a labelTip #9

Metaphors matterTip #10

Summary of advice

FROM: Housing insecurity is a problem being 
faced across the country. Many people don’t have 
a secure or stable place to live. Young people 
are worst affected as they are not prioritised for 
funding.

FROM: We need the government to increase 
funding for crisis accommodation by x million 
dollars a year.

FROM: People in need of homes are not a danger 
to society.

FROM: Removing essential services can put  
people in danger of falling into homelessness.

FROM: Older women are falling into the 
homelessness abyss.

TO: Decades of inaction by previous  
governments have led to many people being 
left without anywhere secure and stable to 
live. Because these politicians have not funded 
youth services sufficiently, young people are 
among the worst off, with many denied the 
chance to live in a safe and stable home.  
This government now has an opportunity to do 
the right thing and turn the situation around.

TO: We need the government to ensure  
that every person who comes to a crisis 
accommodation service will have a warm  
bed for the night and the chance to talk to  
a trained social worker who can link them to  
services that can help.

TO: Most people in need of homes want to look 
after themselves, support their families and be 
part of their communities. Having a suitable 
home is the foundation they need  
to make all that happen.

TO: When governments deny people essential 
services, more of us will be forced out of our 
homes.

TO: Having access to a suitable home has a 
ripple effect on the life of older women. 

Name the agentsTip #6
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Introduction

Using this guide
The example messages we’ve provided alongside the tips in this guide are just that: 
examples. You can and should amend them to fit your own context – the channels, 
messengers and tone of voice that you use in your communications, as well as your 
own policy context. They are snippets rather than whole messages, and need to be 
combined with other elements using the Story Structure.

Approach
The results and recommendations outlined in this guide are based on the Common 
Cause approach to community engagement. This approach is based on research from 
the fields of social psychology, cognitive linguistics and applied psychology. 

This research found that most people can think about any issue from multiple and often 
conflicting perspectives. Importantly, these different perspectives operate mostly at a 
subconscious level, which means people’s attitudes and behaviours are often driven by 
factors beyond their conscious awareness.

One way to assess the likely helpfulness of one perspective over another is to consider 
the values at play. Certain values are associated with pro-social beliefs, attitudes and 
behaviours (known as intrinsic values), while others are associated with the opposite1 
(known as extrinsic values). For more on values see Tip #1.

In addition to leveraging the science of values, the approach borrows from the 
burgeoning field of cognitive linguistics. This recognises the importance of subtle cues 
in language (or frames) that strongly influence how people think about issues at a 
subconscious level.

This message guide is intended for anyone aiming to build public support 
or suitable, affordable homes and homelessness support services to end 
homelessness. It was developed following message research conducted  
by Common Cause Australia on behalf of Homelessness NSW.

1 See The Common Cause Handbook for a more comprehensive explanation of values based messaging.
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Key Resource

Values Map
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What are values?
Values are guiding principles in life. They play a crucial role in shaping our motivations and actions. 
Researchers have identified 58 values that everyone shares.2 These values cluster into 10 categories.

Among these are INTRINSIC values, which are considered inherently rewarding and include 
UNIVERSALISM, BENEVOLENCE, and SELF-DIRECTION values. Research suggests that these values 
are associated with more pro-social and environmentally conscious attitudes and behaviours, as 
well as improved personal well-being. 

In contrast, EXTRINSIC values, such as success, and social recognition, are based on external 
validation or reward and include the POWER and ACHIEVEMENT values segments. These values are 
linked to reduced pro-social and environmental attitudes and behaviours, as well as lower levels of 
personal well-being. Also unhelpful are SECURITY (fear) values – for example, discussions of crime 
and safety.3

As advocates, in order to make our messages convincing we need to resist creating long lists  
of statistics or facts, and instead frame our issues in a way that activates helpful values and avoids 
activating unhelpful ones. This technique, called values priming, has a far more powerful effect 
than using facts alone. It works even with audiences who would usually prioritise less helpful values 
– including decision makers such as politicians and bureaucrats.

Top tips

In making up (or changing) our minds on an issue, we are all driven far more by values and emotions than 
we are by facts, numbers or statistics. In many cases, facts don’t change people’s minds at all. Even when 
presented with empirical evidence compiled by experts, people will reject facts if they do not feel right.

Helpful values for messaging on housing include Benevolence values like helpfulness (being there for 
others), mature love (the positive relationships within families and between friends) as well as Universalism 
values like equality (everyone needs a good place to live) and broadmindedness (we shouldn’t judge 
people based on their housing situation). 

NOTE: Our research found that discussing homelessness in terms of equality – a helpful intrinsic value 
– was highly persuasive. 65% of audiences agreed or strongly agreed with the statement ‘Current 
homelessness in Australia is a result of growing inequality’ And 75% agreed or strongly agreed with 
the statement ‘Addressing homelessness as a political priority will help create a more equal society.’ 
Homelessness is seen as both caused by and a cause of inequality. 

2 Schwartz, S.H. (1992). Universals in the content and structure of values: theoretical advances and empirical tests in 20 countries. 
3 Dittmar H, Bond R, Hurst M, Kasser T. The relationship between materialism and personal well-being: A meta-analysis. J Pers Soc Psychol. 2014 Nov;107(5):879-924.

Based on this and past research, we have developed key messaging tips 
that will help build support for our goals amongst Persuadable audiences. 
You can learn more about attitudinal segments in the Appendix.

Use values, not facts, to persuadeTip #1 



7  |  Framing Homelessness  |  February 2025

Message examples
From statistics to values:

FROM: There are x million people homeless on any given night in Australia. Homelessness  
has risen by x% in the last 12 months. 

TO: More and more families live with the constant fear that a price hike or eviction will mean 
uprooting their children and moving far away from the people they love or rely on.

From unhelpful wealth frames to helpful equality frames:

FROM: An additional 3,700 homeless people in NSW since 2020 is estimated to cost the NSW 
economy between $524.5 million and $2.5 billion.

TO: A society grounded in respect, dignity, and equality recognises that housing is its foundation. 
Everyone in NSW, no matter their bank balance, should be able to live securely in  
a suitable home.

In short: Don’t rely on facts or statistics alone to make your case - use 
emotive language that primes helpful intrinsic values (not unhelpful  
extrinsic ones). 

Audiences respond far more positively to solutions than they do to problems. In large part, this is because 
confronting problems makes us feel uncomfortable, whereas thinking about solutions tends to feel 
good. Even amongst Supporters, the ‘problem’ part of the messages we tested was the part they least 
engaged with. Meanwhile, Persuadable audiences tend to ‘tune out’ problem messaging or find ways to 
deny or minimise them. 

Far more successful is reframing the issue to be about solutions. Instead of talking about ending  
a bad thing, talk about starting a good thing.

Solutions beat problemsTip #2 

Putting the solution in our language
Our audience research showed higher levels of engagement and agreement with messages that 
discussed ‘people in need of a home’ rather than ‘homeless people’ and ‘ensuring everyone has an 
affordable, suitable home’ rather than ‘ending homelessness’.decision makers such as politicians 
and bureaucrats.

Presenting homelessness as a solvable problem is more likely to garner support from Persuadables than 
presenting it in terms of a huge, intractable problem. We advise resisting the temptation to ‘amp up’ the 
(very real) seriousness of the housing crisis in order to garner more support. Instead, boost the audience’s 
sense that the problem can really be solved with available solutions. 

Note: for more guidance on how to frame problems and solutions, see the Story Structure section  
at the end of these tips.
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Message examples
FROM: Australia is in the midst of a huge homelessness crisis. Every day, the problem grows worse, 
with lost funding forcing crisis accommodation services to close our doors and turn more people 
away. 

TO: Homelessness support services play an essential role by providing people in need of homes 
with shelter, information and simple human empathy. With sufficient funding, we can keep our 
doors open and welcome everyone who comes to us for help.

In short: Never talk about a problem without including the solutions. 
Reframe the issue to put the solution at the centre.

Persuadables think about homelessness from many different perspectives, and toggle rapidly between 
helpful and unhelpful ways of framing the issue. One of the least helpful perspectives is the idea that 
there are different kinds of people experiencing homelessness, with some having ‘lost’ their homes due 
to their own actions, while and others have no suitable home through no fault of their own. This leads to 
stigma against certain imagined groups of people and the idea that some people are more deserving of 
help than others. 

We can avoid this unhelpful frame by avoiding only portraying seemingly more ‘deserving’ people (like 
women fleeing violence) as case studies, or emphasising that people in need of homes are “not like the 
stereotype of a homeless person” or “just like anyone else”. This type of messaging only deepens the 
stigma against people who ARE like the stereotype, and can even prevent services who work with groups 
like male rough sleepers from gaining funding. 

Our research shows that the majority of the public still supports assistance for groups perceived as less 
sympathetic. But using the term ‘deserves’ in any context triggers an unhelpful ‘deservingness’ frame and 
deepens stigma. 

When discussing homelessness in general, we can argue that everyone in need of a home should be able 
to get assistance. There is no need to focus exclusively on groups that we assume the public feels is more 
worthy of support. Our research found strong support for people who are usually stigmatised (such as 
those experiencing drug and alcohol problems). We can tell a mixture of human stories without feeling  
the need to ‘sanitise’ the experiences we highlight or speak about one group over another.

75% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: “The Government should fund more 
crisis accommodation for people experiencing mental health or drug and alcohol problems who are at 
risk of sleeping rough.” Simply saying ‘people’ or using ‘women and children fleeing domestic violence’ 
changed this percentage only slightly.

Don’t pander to stigmaTip #3 
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Message examples
FROM: People experiencing homelessness are not just the stereotypical image of a drunk guy on 
a park bench. They include people just like us – older women, mothers fleeing violence or families 
fallen on hard times. We’re all just one bad life event away from becoming homeless.

TO: As a caring community, we want the best for everyone, no matter who they are or what life has 
thrown at them. If you need a home, you should get concrete assistance like safe, stable housing 
and tailored support services, not judgement and stigma.

Message examples

FROM: People experiencing homelessness are not just the stereotypical image of a drunk guy on 
a park bench. They include people just like us – older women, mothers fleeing violence or families 
fallen on hard times. We’re all just one bad life event away from becoming homeless.

TO: As a caring community, we want the best for everyone, no matter who they are or what life has 
thrown at them. If you need a home, you should get concrete assistance like safe, stable housing 
and tailored support services, not judgement and stigma.

In short: Don’t categorise people in need of homes into different groups. 
Avoid using the term ‘deserves’. Instead, emphasise that everyone in need 
of a home should get one.

Being clear about current problems and injustices is important, but in telling our truth, using deficit 
language reinforces negative stereotypes and stigma that reduces public support. It’s also often strongly 
disliked by real people with lived experience of needing a home.

Deficit language is any language that suggests there is something wrong, lesser or weak about people  
in need of a home. This includes well-meaning references to ‘our most vulnerable people’ or terms like  
‘the voiceless’ or ‘the forgotten’. It also includes photographs or imagery of people looking powerless, 
dirty, or pathetic.

In contrast, using strengths-based language increases support from the public. Strength language 
highlights very real strengths and abilities of people in need of a home, such as resourcefulness, resilience, 
skill at budgeting with very little, and care for others.

Use strength, not deficit languageTip #4 

FROM: TO:
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Name systemic, not individual causesTip #5 

Housing advocates, and our strong supporters within the public, know homelessness is caused by 
systemic failures. From mental health services to the justice system, the housing market to social security 
legislation, we recognise a chain of failures - often going back generations. 

Our research shows that the public is very capable of seeing homelessness this way too. In fact, systemic 
factors (led by mental health service failure) were chosen more often than individual factors as a cause of 
homelessness by Supporters and Persuadables alike. 

But many Persuadables are also capable of flipping to the opposite way of thinking – that a person 
currently in need of a home has ‘made poor choices in life’. While no doubt often true, this frame does 
not lend itself to support for the big policy changes we are asking for. It also feeds stigma against people 
without homes, dampening enthusiasm for our solutions. 

To avoid this, our messaging needs to frame the cause of homelessness squarely as systemic, not 
individual, with corresponding systemic solutions. Make sure your full messages include an action or 
solution – see Story Structure for more details.

In short: Frame homelessness as a result of systems failure, not individual 
failure.

Message examples
FROM: Risk factors for homelessness include the death of a partner/supporting family member, 
divorce, loss of employment, sudden illness/injury or serious mental health problems.

TO: The choices our governments make play a powerful role in determining whether people have 
homes to live in – from the level of income support provided and the amount of social housing 
built, to the way they run and fund our mental health system. 

A non-agentive sentence is one in which we describe a problem or solution without actually pointing out 
who created the problem or can implement the solution – i.e. there is no agent.

Research confirms that non agentive language makes audiences less likely to support solutions or 
remedial action. This is because a non-agentive message does not suggest a problem caused, and 
therefore solvable by, human beings. This problem also applies to assigning non-human agents to a 
problem – e.g. ‘high rents are forcing people from their homes’ or ‘the cost of living is making people 
homeless’. It implies the problem is not solvable and encourages fatalism.

When describing the issue of people needing homes, therefore, it’s essential to ‘name the agents’ we 
want to focus attention on. Who has caused this problem and who must fix it? In most cases the answer 
will be one form of government or another. In some cases, it may be appropriate to put the real estate 
and building industry in the frame. How hardline our language is on making these agents responsible for 
the problem is a matter for each organisation to decide for themselves. See below for examples of more 
and less ‘hardline’ messaging.

Name the agentsTip #6 
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It’s worth noting, however, that participants in our research responded positively to messages blaming the 
government for the problem of homelessness. They also showed strong enthusiasm for government-led 
solutions such as a higher percentage of public housing and more funding for homelessness services.

Message examples
FROM: Housing insecurity is a problem being faced across the country. Many people don’t have 
a secure or stable place to live. Young people are worst affected as they are not prioritised for 
funding.

TO: (less hardline version): Decades of inaction by previous governments have led to many people 
being left without anywhere secure and stable to live. Because past governments have not funded 
youth services sufficiently, young people are among the worst off, with many denied the chance to 
live in a safe and stable home. This government now has an opportunity to do the right thing and 
turn the situation around.

TO: (more hardline version): Just like their predecessors, this government has taken a hands-off 
approach to housing. This lack of action has left many people without a secure and stable place 
to live. Instead of implementing real solutions like more social housing and funding for youth 
services, they have bowed to lobbyists in the real estate industry and tried to leave the problem t 
o the market to solve. This misguided approach is why we now see so many young people in need 
of a home.

In short: When you describe a problem, make sure you assign a human 
agent as the cause. If humans caused it, humans can fix it. 

Certain concepts that might be well understood by people in our sector are not as clear to the public. 
The benefits of a Housing First approach are not clear to most people, and nor is the term ‘wraparound 
supports’. 

Likewise, when describing systems failure as leading to homelessness, it’s important to give tangible 
examples to help people understand the realities of dealing with services and systems. The importance  
of culturally safe services for First Nations people is also not a concept the public readily agrees with  
– so it needs more explanation.

When talking about the need for more funding, avoid simply naming amounts of money as a goal or ask. 
Instead, talk about what the money can buy in terms of real people and their real lives. Where possible, 
break down big numbers into smaller ones and link these to the outcome for a real people (or a real 
person). Audiences find it easier to agree with messages in the singular than the plural, so where possible 
use singular terms like ‘a person in need of a suitable home’.

Less jargon, more tangible examplesTip #7 
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Message examples
FROM: Social and affordable housing – with wraparound supports as needed – is crucial in 
supporting women and their children escaping violence.

TO: Social and affordable housing - including access to support with things like job training, 
mental health and connection to the community - is crucial in supporting women and their 
children escaping violence.

FROM: The government should invest in culturally safe spaces for First Nations people.

TO: The government should invest in culturally safe spaces for First Nations people because 
traditionally Aboriginal people have been treated poorly by government institutions, and this has 
made it harder for them to find suitable homes.

FROM: We need the government to increase funding for crisis accommodation by x million dollars  
a year.

TO: We need the government to ensure that every person who comes to a crisis accommodation 
service will have a warm bed for the night and the chance to talk to a trained social worker who 
can link them to services that can help. 

FROM: Social security systems often fail people experiencing homelessness.

TO: If you don’t have an address, it can be nearly impossible to sign up for income support or  
other kinds of assistance.

In short: Use less jargon and explain unfamiliar concepts like ‘wraparound 
supports’ and ‘Housing First’.

Our research found that although audiences reacted well to our messages, they were still attracted to 
some opposition messages when they saw them. This means we should never repeat the opposition 
arguments, even to debunk or deny them. Doing this will only spread their message further and make  
their ideas more salient. 

This mistake is often made in ‘myth busting’ communications, which repeat and therefore, reinforce the 
myths they are trying to combat. Campaigns that win do so by telling a values-based story – not wasting 
time engaging with their opponents’ frames.

Tell our story, not the opposition’sTip #8 

The truth sandwich
If confronted directly with misinformation – for example in a media interview – you can use a 
technique called the ‘Truth Sandwich’4:

4 More about the Truth Sandwich here: https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/14-truth-sandwich-time/id1329641299
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The truth sandwich
Start with the truth: Begin the communication with a clear, values-based message, framing  
the issue in the way you want it. State the facts in a positive and straightforward manner. 

Address the misinformation: The second layer of the truth sandwich involves addressing the false 
claim or misinformation directly. Flag that a lie is coming before you mention it. Avoid repeating the 
lie explicitly, as repetition can inadvertently reinforce it in people’s minds. Instead, acknowledge 
that there are alternative claims which might be due to misunderstandings or deliberate malice. 

Reiterate the truth: End the communication by restating the truth from the beginning. This helps 
reinforce the accurate information and leaves the audience with the correct message.

TRUTH SANDWICH EXAMPLE

Journalist: 

“What about the claims by [opponent] that the best way to solve the housing crisis is to reduce the 
rate of immigration?”

Advocate: 

“Well, I think that here in Australia we are proud of the way we look after everyone in our 
communities. Doesn’t matter if they’ve been here for six months or 60,000 years. <value>

Right now, what people are upset about is the decades of under-investment in public housing 
we’ve had, and about how successive governments have decided to let private companies dictate 
what they do about housing. That’s the real root of the housing shortage. <truth>

But people like [opponent] want to point the finger elsewhere, deflect blame and distract us from 
what needs to be done. <call out lie>

What needs to be done is proper government investment in housing. And Australians of all 
backgrounds are sick of government inaction on this, because as a community we care about 
each other, and we want to see everyone in need of a home being able to get one.”  
<return to truth>

Message examples
FROM: People in need of homes are not a danger to society.

TO: Most people in need of homes want to look after themselves, support their families and be 
part of their communities.

FROM: It’s not fair to blame people’s ’bad choices’ for them not having a home.

TO: When someone doesn’t have a home, it’s because the government has let them down.

In short: Stop reminding people of unhelpful ideas and tell your own story 
instead.
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Describing a person as ‘homeless’ or worse still talking about ‘the homeless’ is unhelpful in many ways. 
Describing someone as ‘homeless’ implies that homelessness is a part of who they ‘are’ as people – rather 
than being an experience that is happening to them. This not only labels people by one element of their 
many experiences, which contributes to stereotyping, but also creates an unnecessary division between 
those who are ‘homeless’ and those who are not. This reduces empathy and implies that people in need 
of homes are somehow fundamentally different to  
everyone else.

We recommend using the phrase ‘people in need of a suitable home’ instead. This puts the person first 
and makes clear that their living situation is an external need, rather than an internal characteristic. 
Adjectives like ‘affordable’, ‘stable’, ‘secure’ or ‘permanent’ can be added too. For very short phrasing it’s 
ok simply to use ‘in need of a home’.

Similarly, we recommend advocates avoid using the term ‘homelessness’ as a noun - for example as a 
place someone ‘falls into’. Homelessness is not an agent (it can’t do things on its own) and it’s not an 
immutable place like the sea. It is a circumstance caused by humans that can be solved by humans. 

In our testing we found that using the terms ‘people needing homes’ and even ‘people being unhoused’ 
were more successful than ‘homelessness’ in garnering agreement that this is an important issue. As an 
adjective, ‘in need of a suitable home’ is preferable to ‘homeless’ or even ‘experiencing homelessness’.

Avoid using ‘homeless/ness’ as a labelTip #9 

Message examples
FROM: Removing essential services can put people in danger of falling into homelessness.

TO: When governments deny people essential services, more of us will be forced out of our homes.

FROM: We must do [action] to end homelessness.

TO: We must do [action] to make sure everyone gets a suitable, affordable home.

FROM: People experiencing homelessness move around more and may miss important health 
checks.

TO: A person in need of a permanent home may be forced to move around more and miss 
important health checks.

In short: Don’t use ‘homeless’ or ‘homelessness’ as an adjective or noun.  
Try using ‘in need of a suitable home’ instead.
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Metaphors are tools that enable people to use what they know about their direct physical and social 
experiences to understand more abstract things. Certain metaphors can help us bring Persuadables over 
to our way of thinking, while others may reinforce unhelpful Opponent frames instead.

Helpful metaphors include:

Homes/housing as a FOUNDATION: Describing suitable housing as the foundation on which we build our 
lives worked best in testing. We can also describe suitable homes for all as the foundation on which we 
can build a happy, thriving society.

Examples: 

•	 A home is the foundation on which we build our lives. Without a safe, stable home, our lives quickly  
fall apart. 

•	 You can’t build a life without a stable home.

Homes/housing as causing a RIPPLE EFFECT: this metaphor suggests that when someone gets access to 
suitable housing and support, the effects ripple out to other areas of their lives like relationships and work. 
Even better to say good housing policy creates a ripple effect through society. 

Example: If women are properly supported to avoid homelessness altogether, imagine the positive ripple 
effects this will have on our communities. 

Unhelpful metaphors include:

Up vs down: phrases like ‘falling into the homelessness’, ‘those at the bottom of the property ladder’ or 
‘housing is a safety net’ reinforce a common mental frame around UP being superior and DOWN being 
inferior. Using this metaphor positions people who are ‘down’ as lesser than those above. 

Natural disasters: metaphors like a ‘tide’ or ‘tsunami’ of homelessness reinforce the mindset that 
homelessness is a natural phenomenon that humans have no control over, just like a storm or a wave.  
It also associates people in need of homes with something terrifying coming our way.

Metaphors matterTip #10 

Message examples
FROM: Housing provides a safety net to those who have fallen on hard times.

TO: Housing provides a foundation for people to rebuild their lives.

FROM: Older women are falling into the homelessness abyss.

TO: Getting access to a suitable home can have a ripple effect on the life of an older woman.

In short: Choose your metaphors carefully. Avoid metaphors that place 
people in need of homes ‘down below’ people with homes. 
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We recommend using the Vision-Barrier-Action message framework. This framework 
leads with a clear vision of what we want and the values at stake, the barrier to 
achieving that vision, and the action or solution required. It has been proven to help 
people understand the benefits of change for everyone, and build a believable story 
that elicits action. 

If we want to persuade, we need to present an inspiring vision of the world we want, 
rooted in helpful intrinsic values. It’s useful to describe this as something positive, rather 
than the absence of a problem.

When we do describe the barrier to our vision, we need to assign a human cause,  
so that our audiences don’t see the barrier as immovable. 

We should also include a clear action that our audiences can get behind.

The Vision-Barrier-Action story framework is suitable for both long and short messages. 
Here are two examples:

KIDS

We can all agree that having somewhere warm and safe to live is the foundation  
of a happy childhood. We all want our young people to grow up and thrive. [VISION]

But right now, too many young people are forced to spend their childhoods without 
a suitable place to call home. It means they can’t relax enjoy the same things kids 
everywhere want – friends, fun and learning. [BARRIER]

We must come together as a community to make sure that every child has a suitable, 
affordable home to grow up in. That way, our next generation can build happy, healthy 
lives and contribute to their families and communities. [ACTION]

Describe an attractive and 
relatable vision both you and 
your audience would value.

This is a positive outcome 
that will result if the action  
is taken, which engages  
intrinsic values.

Point to what stands in the 
way of that vision and explain 
who is responsible for it.

This is where we define both 
the problem and the actor(s) 
responsible.

Tell your audiences what  
can be done to overcome  
the barrier and why it must  
be done now.

This explains how the action 
will address the barrier and 
who is responsible for doing it.

Story structure

Vision Barrier Action
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CRISES

From bushfires to Covid, we know that in NSW, our communities are quick to come 
together and look after each other in times of crisis. Whether it’s a family checking on 
their elderly neighbour, or a local Scout hall opening up to provide beds after a fire or 
flood - we always step up.

But right now, the NSW government is cutting funding to our essential support services for 
people in need of homes. These services are more needed than ever before – yet they are 
forced to turn people away by the hundreds. It’s not the way we should be addressing a 
crisis in our community.

With more funding, our support services can ensure that everyone in need of a home 
can get the practical assistance they need - from help with Centrelink paperwork to 
childcare, counselling or just a safe place to sleep and a friendly face. Ahead of the 
coming election, can you support those of us in need of a home? Speak to your MPs 
and candidates and let them know your vote depends on proper funding to your  
local centre.
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These messages performed well in our dial tests5 with the public. Note that they 
have since been edited to take account of the data we gathered while testing 
them. Naturally they should be adapted to match the tone of the messenger and 
the audience. But it’s important to preserve the structure of the story - see the Story 
Structure section for more on this. 

Winning messages

Suitable homes
A home is the foundation of a good life. When someone has a suitable home, they can 
be healthier and happier, get to know their neighbours and give back to their community.

But over the last few decades, successive governments haven’t done enough to  
provide suitable homes for everyone. They trusted the free market to solve the  
housing crisis, but it’s clear now that this approach has failed. 

It’s time for all levels of government to step up and create a large-scale social  
housing plan. We’ve done it before – after WWII, the Australian government built 
thousands of homes for people who needed them. We can do it again. 

When governments lead the way in creating suitable homes for all, we lay the foundation 
for a thriving, connected community. 

The next generation
As a society, we need to think long term to ensure the next generation has a better life. 
That means proper planning so that today’s young people can afford suitable homes to 
raise their own kids and have good lives.

Right now, our governments are not providing enough homes. Too many young people 
are already being held back from starting their adult lives because they can’t afford a 
place of their own. Families are being separated, with grandchildren growing up miles 
away from their grandparents. Young parents are raising children far from the support of 
their own parents. And it’s only going to get worse. 

We must come together as a community to ensure our young people will be able to 
set up their own households, surrounded by their support networks. This means holding 
our elected representatives accountable for a concrete, long-term plan for affordable 
housing. Our next generation deserves the chance to thrive.

5 For a copy of the dial test videos generated from the message testing, please contact Mark@commoncause.com.au.
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Wraparound supports
A suitable home means different things to different people. For some, it might mean 
living near to friends, family or support services like childcare. For others, it might mean  
a home that is designed to meet their physical needs, with features like extra wide doors 
for pushchairs and wheelchairs. 

For some of us, a suitable home is one that comes with wraparound supports to help us 
work on our goals – whether that’s learning skills like cooking and budgeting, improving 
our mental health, making local friends or looking at work and study options. With 
wraparound supports, we have the help we need to get a suitable home and keep it. 

When governments provide enough social homes with wraparound supports for hose of 
us who need them, we can move forward with our life goals, form healthy relationships 
and give back to our communities. 

Self direction
Everyone should be free to live a life full of choices. A safe and suitable home gives us 
the stability we need to shape our lives into what we want them to be – choosing our 
own pathways in life, pursuing our passions and building good relationships with those 
around us. 

Yet too many people are denied these options because of a lack of suitable homes.  
For decades, governments sat by while the private housing market stripped many  
of us of safe, warm and stable housing in the places we want to live. They have taken 
away the dignity and freedom that comes with a secure home. 

It’s time our elected representatives made suitable homes for everyone a political priority. 
This means building enough social and affordable housing so that nobody is locked out 
of having a home. We know it can be done, because countries across Europe and Asia 
are already doing it. 

Providing enough suitable homes will create a ripple effect – freeing us to make our own 
choices, live meaningful lives and be healthy, happy and well.
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Words to embrace  
and replace

Replace Embrace Why?

Homelessness People who need [affordable, suitable] 
homes

Includes the solution and an implied 
action in the term

A homeless person/a person 
experiencing homelessness

A person in need of a suitable home

There are X thousand homeless  
people in NSW

One in X people in NSW are in need  
of a home

Small numbers work better

The rental market means homes  
are unaffordable.

The cost of living crisis is forcing people 
into homelessness.

Successive governments have not invested 
in social housing, so there aren’t enough 
homes for those who need them.

Give problems a human cause, 
otherwise audiences won’t see that 
humans can change them.

The homeless, the most vulnerable, 
desperate families, the needy, the 
disadvantaged

People dealing with huge challenges, 
surviving bad circumstances, trying their 
best to keep their families together

Address stigma and increase support 
by avoiding deficit language and 
replacing it with strengths language.

Housing as a basic need Housing as a public service/essential 
infrastructure

‘Basic need’ suggests any kind of 
shelter will do. ‘Public service’ makes 
it everyone’s concern and a rightful 
priority for funding.

Right to housing, human rights Homes as something we all need to live 
good lives

Rights language could backfire, 
suggesting ‘property rights’ and 
playing into Opponent frames. It 
doesn’t build empathy.

Properties, buildings

Building/developing housing

Homes, places where people live

Creating homes

Reduces the idea of housing as only  
a commodity or a consumer product.
Centres human beings, not bricks and 
mortar.

Losing one’s home/falling into 
homelessness

Being forced to leave one’s home,  
having one’s home taken

Use active not passive language – 
imply an agent (eg government)  
that is not the individual.

Avoid up/down metaphors (down is 
bad.)

Housing as a safety net Housing as a strong foundation Audiences prefer this metaphor, and 
doesn’t put people without housing  
‘below’ others.

Lose/ lack eg ‘people losing their homes’ 
or ‘lacking the money to rent.’

People ‘spending too much money  
on rent’.

Homes being taken out of people’s reach  
– eg landlords charging too much, 
employers not paying adequate wages 
to cover rent, governments freezing 
Centrelink payments.

People having to choose between paying  
rent and putting food on the table

Addresses stigma by making it clear 
that people without secure housing  
are not to blame.

Housing gap/divide Housing imbalance, inequality Reduces stigma by making housing 
a whole of society problem – not 
something that happens to people 
far away on the other side of a gap. 
Introduces the idea of a solution 
(what’s out of balance can be 
rebalanced)
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Appendix – Methodology

Methodology
Common Cause Australia conducted 17 half-hour interviews with housing advocates 
from various disciplines including people with lived experience of homelessness.  
We also held a separate consultation with an advisory committee comprising people 
with lived experience. We collected nearly 4000 samples of public messaging and 
discussion around the topic area dating back several years, from nearly 200 publicly 
available Australian sources. These included advocate websites, advocate materials, 
media articles, social media, television shows and public commentary.

These language samples were coded for common framing elements including 
metaphors, key terms, story logic and values. A discourse analysis was then conducted 
to identify dominant patterns in the way the different sources reasoned about housing 
and homelessness.

Additionally, we conducted quantitative message testing using a sample of 2405 
Australians drawn from a commercial research panel. Fieldwork was conducted in 
September-October 2024. The 15-minute survey included a range of question formats- 
including forced-choice6 and split-sample7 questions. We also tested five 30-second 
audio-recorded messages in which participants moved a dial up and down on their 
screens as they listened to the messages to indicate their level of agreement with what 
they were hearing in each moment. This provided us with a word-by-word view of the 
persuasive effect of the messages we tested and allowed us to isolate specific words 
and phrases that most resonated with audiences.8

Segmentation 
To aid with analysis, we scored respondents based on their answers to a range of  
key questions and used this to segment the sample into three ‘attitudinal’ groups: 

•	 Supporters were those who tended to express supportive attitudes towards the idea 
of ending homelessness and towards our sector’s policy positions (e.g. more social 
housing, more crisis accommodation and supports).

•	 Opponents were those who were the least supportive and enthusiastic about  
our key propositions, including homes for everyone and more social housing  
and crisis accommodation support.

•	 Persuadables were those who toggled between supportive and oppositional 
attitudes depending on how the issue was framed. This was the largest segment  
by far.

6 Forced choice questions force respondents to choose between one of two statements with no option to skip or opt out of the question. This allows us to assess  
the strength of opposing frames relative to each other – for example, to assess whether a promising advocate message is more or less powerful than a common opposition 
message.

7 Split sample questions split the entire sample into two random groups and present each with different versions of the question. These questions are used to assess  
the impact of using different words or frames on people’s responses.

8 For a copy of the survey questionnaire and/or the raw data generated from the message testing, please contact Mark@commoncause.com.au.



22  |  Framing Homelessness  |  February 2025

In analysing the survey responses, we paid close attention to the messages and frames 
that most effectively toggled Persuadable audiences into a Supporter mindset.

We also need our messages to inspire Supporters to advocate with their friends and 
networks to make this a key societal and political issue. 

Opponents are unlikely to be convinced to support our goals, but might be persuaded 
not to take direct action to oppose them. Winning messages should marginalise and 
isolate Opponents from the perspective of Persuadables.

Strategic insights from the survey

Women aged 55-64 are most likely to be Supporters. 

Our survey showed that women aged 55-64 were more likely to answer our questions in a way that 
categorised them as Supporters. We hypothesised that this age group may have older children 
who are affected as they wish to move out of home. 

Having an investment property doesn’t necessarily make you an Opponent.

The majority (64%) of property investors were Persuadables, rather than Opponents. They are 
capable of becoming Supporters with the right messages.

We can be bolder in our advocacy positions because most of the public is with us. 

The top three reasons given for homelessness were 1. lack of affordable homes, 2. lack of social 
housing and 3. growing inequity and poverty. 

Even when faced with very strong statements and policy asks, the majority of people agree.

72% of respondents agreed that “the government should guarantee everyone has a suitable home”

81% of respondents agreed that “I would be okay with house prices going down if it meant housing 
was more affordable”

80% of respondents agreed that “the [STATE/TERRITORY] Government should increase funding for 
services that help people transition from homelessness into stable housing (such as job training, 
mental health support and connection to the community)” 

75% of respondents agreed that “the [STATE/TERRITORY] Government should increase the 
proportion of social housing from 5 to 10% of homes over the next decade”

69% of respondents agreed that “the government should create a publicly owned building 
company to quickly boost the proportion of social housing in Australia”

Supporters Persuadables Opponents
25% 66% 9%



Thank you.


