
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Framing in Public Relations & the Effects: 

The Good, The Bad, and The Strategies Utilized for Effective 

Framing 

Term paper 

JLMC 401 

  

 
Zachary Bauer, Daniel Bush, and Mark Specht 

 
Iowa State University 

Greenlee School of Public Communications 

Ames, IA 50011 

 
  



2	  

ABSTRACT 
This paper looks at the framing in public relations, along with the positive and 

negative effects on the audience. We assume that a member of the public is more likely to 

accept a framed message if they have a basic understanding of the topic or message that 

is being framed. We looked at several articles relating to the effects of framing in public 

relations and evaluated the results of the studies to determine what information was 

significant in the overall findings. We found positive and negative strategies that can be 

used in public relations. Based upon our findings, there needs to be more research to 

actually find whether or not a member of the public will be more likely to accept a 

framed message if they have a basic understanding of the topic or message that is framed. 

INTRODUCTION 

This research paper aims to explore the effects of framing in public relations, 

looking at what is effective, what is ineffective, and what strategies contribute to the 

effectiveness of framing in public relations. In today’s communication fields across the 

United States and the world, public relations practitioners are relying on more innovative 

strategies to reach their audiences to portray a constructed message. Because of this, our 

group sought to provide research evidence on how public relations practitioners are 

adapting to the changing environment, incorporating different strategies that either 

provide for effective framing or provide for ineffective framing in public relations. 

Knowing how cognitive abilities affect framing, how audiences reply to frames after the 

frame has been portrayed to the public, and how varying cultural themes resonate with 

certain publics are  few areas this research paper investigates.  For this reason, framing in 

public relations is an imperative function to understand, in order to decipher how public 
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relations practitioners relate their messages to the public. By exploring the strategies used 

in public relations framing, we can effectively learn which frames work best when trying 

to target a public. 

Besides understanding the varying strategies public relations practitioners use to 

portray an effective frame, this research paper also explores the different modes of 

communication used to present a framed message to the intended audience. Many 

elements need to be considered when deciding which mode of communication to utilize, 

such as the audiences’ culture, the behavior of the internal organization public, the 

effectiveness of a given communication medium with your audience, and the role key 

stakeholders play in accepting or rejecting your framed message. By investigating how 

different communication modes affect these different elements, our research paper will be 

able to distinguish which communication mediums public relations practitioners should 

utilize. 

In conclusion, knowing the strategies used for effective framing in public 

relations will allow us to move closer to either accepting or rejecting our hypothesis that 

a member of the public is more likely to accept a framed message if they have a basic 

understanding of the topic or message that is being framed. For the purpose of this paper, 

we explore the baseline strategies behind effective and ineffective framing in public 

relations, and with additional research, we can provide an analysis on how an audience 

member’s preconceived notions lead them to either accept or reject a framed message. 

Overall, our research paper works toward proving or disproving the theory that framing 

in public relations presents both positive and negative effects on the audience it is trying 

to reach, leading to acceptance or dismissal of the framed message. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Our literature review focused on placing our ten articles into three subcategories 

in order to decipher whether there is enough published research to either accept or reject 

our hypothesis and theory. The first subcategory is positive impacts of framing in public 

relations, the second subcategory is negative impacts of framing in public relations, and 

the third category is strategies used for effective framing in public relations. Being that 

our literature review is structured into these three categories, our group was able to 

decipher whether certain cultural trends or behaviors lead a certain public to either accept 

or reject a framed message, and the strategies used to make the framed message effective. 

Based on the ten articles, we found no explicit evidence to lead us to accept or reject our 

hypothesis, meaning that more research needs to be completed on the behaviors and 

motivations of the audience before a framed message is applied. The new research would 

benefit from still focusing on our three subcategories of this literature review, but 

research needs to be done before the framed message is applied. The following section 

offers a review of the ten articles, which were used to further explain the merit of our 

hypothesis, which is a member of the public is more likely to accept a framed message if 

they have a basic understanding of the topic or message that is being framed. 

Positive effects of framing 

 This subsection explores the positive effects that framing can have on a public. By 

knowing positive examples of framing in public relations, we will be able to move closer 

to either accepting or rejecting our hypothesis. 

Often times, public relations practitioners focus on framing an organization’s 

message in order to communicate some goal or mission to their public. This may lead to 
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the internal publics within an organization being unaware or unaccepting of the message 

being portrayed, which can result in failure to frame the message to the public. Lisa 

Lundy acknowledges this deficiency in organizations by stating, “[There’s a] need for 

public relations practitioners to understand the needs and motivations of internal 

audiences and to contextualize internal messages for increased effectiveness in 

persuasion” (Lundy, 2006). In sum, the framed message being portrayed to the 

organization’s public must first be accepted and embraced by the internal publics before 

it can be effective with the external publics. If this happens, positive framing will take 

place. 

As a means to better understand the needs and motivations of the internal 

audiences of the organization, Lundy performed a study to test the cognitive reaction to 

varying degrees of a framed message. Through understanding the cognitive processes of 

internal audiences, Lundy hoped to explain the impact that different communication 

frames have on the attitudes of the internal audience. “Moral Norm frames” and “Mutual 

Benefit frames” were pinpointed as the two dominant frames that guide internal 

audiences’ behavior in accepting or discounting the framed message, which ties into our 

group’s hypothesis that audiences accept framed messages based on their agreement with 

the message. Overall, Lundy discovered that audiences exposed to the moral norm frames 

produced more cognitive activity than those exposed to the mutual benefit frame because 

the framed message was more emotional and relatable to the audience members (Lundy, 

2006). With these findings, public relations practitioners are provided with the necessary 

frame in order to portray a message effectively to internal audiences. 
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Another example of a positive situation in which framing was effective in guiding 

public discussion was the case with the Duke University lacrosse team rape allegations in 

2006. When three Duke University male students were accused of raping a woman at an 

off-campus party, the communications team at Duke framed the University’s public 

response “in terms of reason versus emotion” (Barnett, 2008). Barbara Barnett discusses 

in her article that Duke University strove to distance themselves from an emotional 

response to the allegations of rape, and instead framed the dilemma through the lens that 

people should not rush to judgment about the rape accusations and that all people are 

innocent until proven guilty. Barnett also discusses that although the framing done by the 

Duke University communications team was effective in controlling the public discussion, 

the University failed toaddress the larger issue of rape on college campuses. 

Barnett concludes her discussion about the rape at Duke University by stating, 

“Public relations ought not to be about the narrow task of protecting one’s own image. It 

ought to be about advocating for the larger public’s interest” (Barnett, 2008). Compared 

to the other articles referenced in this research paper, this one by Barnett discusses the 

ethical dilemma that public relation teams may encounter when framing public messages. 

Although Duke’s framed message was effective in reducing public hostility toward the 

University, the framed message did little to express the need to reduce and eliminate 

college rape. This ties in with our group’s hypothesis and theory because even though the 

framed message may not resonate with the audience members, according to Barnett, that 

does not necessarily mean the public relations practitioner has no ethical commitment to 

public discourse. Overall, the article presents the dilemma of doing what is best for your 

organization versus doing what is best for the public. 
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Negative effects of framing 

This subsection explores the negative effects that framing can have on a public. 

Learning from the failures of framing in public relations will allow us to search for the 

underlying reasons why a framed message failed to resonate with a public. 

Rather than investigating the positive impacts framing may have on the public’s 

acceptance of the message, Vreese and Elenbaas try to figure out how the political 

communicators reporting the framed message influences the public’s acceptance of the 

message. What they find is that the public has issues of “credibility and trustworthiness” 

when exposed to messages strategically framed by political communicators, regarding 

issues of government and public policy (Vreese & Elenbaas, 2009). Because of this, 

publics are more unlikely to accept a message that is strategically framed by the political 

communicators, meaning that the public relations practitioners may need to frame the 

message through other communication channels in order to prevent the message from 

coming directly from the political communicator. 

Also contributing to the acceptance of the framed message is the education level 

achieved by the audience members receiving the message. With regards to political 

messages, politically informed and educated people are more likely to reject a 

strategically framed message regarding a political issue because of their “distrust toward 

political PR practitioners” (Vreese & Elenbaas, 2009). With this information, our group’s 

hypothesis is further embraced and supported, for the reason that people will deny a 

framed message if the topic or source doesn’t positively resonate with the audience 

member. 
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Another example of the negative effects of framing pertains to the need to 

constantly frame every message portrayed to the public. Not only does framing happen 

through news, but every message out there. Public relations teams put a frame on 

everything, to make things consistent. “The frame manifests itself in media content 

through various framing devices, such as word choice, metaphors, exemplars, 

descriptions, arguments, and visual images” (Van Gorp, 2006). This is one of the troubles 

that public relations teams face: everything a company says has a frame. If there is one 

thing that changes from that frame, people will have to either deal with the fact of change 

or apologize for a mistake, but it is also a good thing because then everything stays 

consistent to that frame. As said previously, it doesn’t have to stay the same. “A topic 

may be framed in several ways, and a frame may be applied to various topics” (Van 

Gorp, 2006).  

Strategies used for effective framing 

 Besides investigating the positive and negative effects of framing in public 

relations, our research paper looks to see which strategies lead a framed message to be 

effectively accepted. By knowing the effective strategies, we can apply those to our 

research to figure out why people either accept or reject a message, based off of their 

preconceived notions. 

One technique to help make framing more effective in public relations is 

consistently being framed in the news. This would help to make the frame of an 

organization or business “fresh” on people's minds and influence public opinion. There is 

a significant drop in the effect of framing from the immediate exposure than two weeks 

later (Lecheler & Vreese, 2011). This is especially significant for people that are for the 
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topic and not as much for the people against the topic (Lecheler & Vreese, 2011). There 

is also a significant difference in the effect of framing on people for the topic than those 

who oppose the topic (Lecheler & Vreese, 2011). 

 

The table above shows the precise measurements of the effect of framing (scale: 

0-5) between those that are for the topic and against the topic. So the technique to get into 

the news as much as possible would help to keep the effect of framing on public opinion 

last over time, otherwise people will forget and move onto other frames in the news. 

One idea that people have come up with is using agenda setting in public relations 

rather than framing. The issue that arises is the difference of effects of each theory. 

“Agenda-setting effects assume that the locus of effect lies with the heightened 

accessibility an issue receives from its treatment in the news” (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 

2006). “In contrast, the basic framing approach assumes that the locus of effect lies 

within the description of an issue or the label used in news coverage about the issue” 

(Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2006). Framing allows organizations and businesses to focus 

on the description of an issue, which helps to understand the difference between using 

framing and agenda setting in the news, because public relation teams can’t use agenda 

setting in the news, but they can help build it.  
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For example, Iowa State University pitches a story to a journalist in a local 

newspaper about how researchers and students are looking at effects of drugs on 

psychological behaviors. This frames the perspective of Iowa State on drug use. The 

story adds to the agenda setting in the local newspaper on drugs being harmful.  

 This is one of the positive effects of  effective strategies in framing. It allows 

organizations and businesses to frame their view of a topic through the actions it takes 

through news. From the example above, there could be multiple different views, but Iowa 

State can put a specific thought to that view to help sway public opinion to ISU. By 

knowing this effective strategy for framing, we can apply it our hypothesis in order to 

look into how the behavior of the audience leads them to accept the framed message. 

Another example of an effective strategy for framing pertains to research 

performed by Jeongsub Lim and Lois Jones.  In a study done by Lim and Jones titled “A 

baseline summary of framing research in public relations from 1990 to 2009,” Lim and 

Jones give an overview of how framing is used by modern public relations professionals. 

The overall goal of the study was to understand the conclusions that other researchers 

have come to about what framing is and how it operates. This study doesn’t support our 

hypothesis in a clear way, but it’s conclusions favor our hypothesis. 

Lim and Jones found that most framing researchers have one of two concepts of 

framing. The first concept is that a frame reveals properties of communication, like 

symbols and catchphrases. The second concept is that a frame works within thought 

processes, like an “individual’s cognitive principles of understanding reality” (Lim & 

Jones, 2010). This means that framing is used in a way that directly impacts what people 

know, like symbols and catchphrases, or with their very nature. The study doesn’t say 
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whether or not this kind of framing is effective, but it does show that public relations 

practitioners are utilizing it that way. 

Dr. Kirk Hallahan examined different styles of framing in his study titled “Seven 

Models of Framing: Implications for Public Relations.” Dr. Hallahan examined seven 

ways that framing is used and how they affect public relations. The seven models 

identified in the article are situations, attributes, choices, actions, issues, responsibility, 

and news. Hallahan concludes that all seven models of framing are similar in how they 

take information about a topic and organize it in a way that will lead to a favorable 

evaluation by the reader (Hallahan, 1999). Hallahan believes that frames have clues 

within them that intend to lead the reader to the desired conclusion (Hallahan, 1999). 

When he examined how news is framed, he discovered that the media uses “familiar, 

culturally resonating themes” (Hallahan, 1999). This means that just like public relations 

professionals, the media tries to make an appeal to what the audience already knows, but 

tries to frame a story by including and excluding certain information, and organizing the 

information in a desirable way. Obviously, this article works toward proving our 

hypothesis, but instead of just looking at what the audience knows, we need to look at 

what the audience is thinking. 

The strategy of timeliness of a framed message and presence of competing 

messages can also make a significant impact on the opinions of the public. In the early 

2000s’ as the obesity epidemic facing the United States began garnering elevated media 

attention, Kraft foods was the first major food corporation to address the media about the 

issue and actions that the company would take (Darmon & Fitzpatrick, 2008). Being the 

first major food corporation to present an opinion resulted in 24 mentions in print media 
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in a two-month span. Some of the stories ran in leading national newspapers and some 

included direct quotations from Kraft’s press release. 

Competing messages also impact the effectiveness of a framed message. In 1999 

New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani publically opposed an exhibit at the Brooklyn 

Museum of Art (Chong & Druckman, 2007). Giuliani’s frame was largely unopposed in 

the media, which meant his opinion was the only one influencing the public. This shows 

how a person’s position of power can be used as an effective strategy is presenting a 

framed message.  

Hypothesis and future research 

Based on the ten articles referenced during this literature review, our group 

created the hypothesis that a member of the public is more likely to accept a framed 

message if they have a basic understanding of the topic or message that is being framed. 

The ten articles we reference pertain to positive examples of framing, negative examples 

of framing, and the strategies used to explain effective framing, but none address the 

preconceived notions that the public contains. Each articles begins to explore the culture 

and behavior of each public in each of the articles, but none explicitly support or disprove 

the impact, if any, that preconceived notions have on a public to either accept or reject a 

framed message. For this reason, our group thought it was pertinent to further investigate 

this area of framing, based on the information gathered during the literature review. 

Furthermore, research needs to be performed on the behavior of the perceived audience 

before the framed message is applied in order to gather the necessary information to 

either accept or reject our hypothesis.  
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