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INtRODUctiON

Since the Spring of 2007 and continuing into the 
Summer of 2009, Public Works: �e D�mos Center 
for the Public Sector and the Topos Partnership have 
collaborated on a Ford Foundation-funded e�ort to 
create a new public conversation on the role of govern-
ment in the economy. �is e�ort has included a wide 
range of qualitative and quantitative research e�orts, 
spanned a period of dramatic change in the nation-
al economic landscape, and built on earlier research 
conducted by Topos principals concerning the pub-
lic�s view of government1 and public understandings 
of low wage work.2 �e analysis that follows is a syn-
thesis of the key �ndings and recommendations from 
a number of research reports by Topos.3

�e project was inspired by a perception among advo-
cates that public discourse on economic policy is con-
strained by the American public�s views and under-
standings of government�s role. It was unclear to what 
extent the public appreciated the importance of policy 
choices in creating economic outcomes, for instance, or 
what kind of criteria the public tended to use in evalu-
ating the economy. Previous work conducted for Pub-
lic Works had made it clear that default perspectives 
about the nature of government make constructive di-
alog di�cult on a number of important topics, and the 
same might well be true for thinking about the econ-
omy and economic policy. What kinds of communica-
tions approaches might e�ectively overcome problem-
atic patterns in public understanding?

In early stages of the work, before the economic down-
turn, the project identi�ed a set of strong default pat-
terns of thinking and discourse that had the power to 
impede public engagement on the topic. Later stages 
of the research were conducted in the wake of the eco-
nomic upheaval and have explored related changes in 
these defaults and well-established patterns that re-
main the same despite the dramatic change in the eco-
nomic context. Without a good understanding of the 
obstacles they face as they advocate policies to create 
an economy that works well for people, communica-
tors can easily run up against assumptions and misun-
derstandings that hinder e�ective communication and 

present obstacles to sustained public sector e�orts to 
reach this goal. 

Creating and sustaining broadly shared economic 
prosperity in this country will require new tools, new 
policies and an active role for government. �is proj-
ect�s overall objective has been to develop a communi-
cations frame that helps the public see: 1) government�s 
important role in shaping the economy and 2) a way 
of judging the economy based on the quality of life it 
creates for average people. Ultimately, any new com-
munications approach should empower people as citi-
zens relative to the economy�i.e. help them see the 
economy as a public good and themselves as relevant 
stakeholders in and stewards of that common good. 
�e new way of framing the topic should also inform 
conversations on a wide variety of particular questions 
about policy, helping advocates make a broad and mu-
tually reinforcing case for policies that are responsive 
to the needs of average Americans.

�is research synthesis describes the existing patterns 
in public understanding that inhibit citizen action, as 
well as the recommended elements of a framing ap-
proach that will build public will and mobilize citizen 
involvement in economic policy.
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EXEcUtiVE SUMMARY

�e economic turmoil of the past year, followed by 
high pro�le public debates over government actions to 
stimulate the economy, have undoubtedly led to more 
public awareness of some of the ways in which gov-
ernment intervenes in the national economy. How-
ever, our research indicates that these shifts in pub-
lic awareness are relatively super�cial and that many 
fundamental, counterproductive perspectives contin-
ue to shape public understanding of government�s role 
in the economy.4

Most Americans are not resistant to government �in-
terference� in the economy based on ideological views. 
Rather, the more fundamental problem is that they 
�nd it di�cult to even see that policy shapes the econ-
omy. Many default to thinking of the economy as ei-
ther �natural� (a �free� market that will �turn around�) 
or shaped by the decisions of multiple individual actors 
(greedy business executives who o�shore jobs, irre-
sponsible consumers who buy more than they should, 
hard-working small employers who treat employees 
well, unskilled workers who aren�t prepared for cer-
tain jobs, etc.). In neither case is intentional, collective 
action to shape the economy relevant to the public�s 
considerations. After all, you can�t legislate away the 
irresponsibility of consumers who borrow more than 
they should, or create policies to cause executives to 
stop making decisions based on personal greed.

�e challenge for communicators is to create a di�er-
ent lens that allows the public to see the role of inten-
tional systems and structures that create and shape our 
economic fate. Our research suggests the most e�ec-
tive communications approach for creating construc-
tive conversations and perspectives combines two core 
ideas:

�e Intentional Middle Class: A strong middle 
class, which is the engine driving our economy, 
doesn�t arise by accident, but is the result of 
deliberate and proactive choices.

Public Structures as Economic Foundation: �e 
�public structures� created and maintained by 
government are foundational to prosperity and 
economic stability, as well as the strength of the 
middle class.

»

»

When exposed to these points, which can be ex-
pressed in a variety of di�erent ways, research respon-
dents shift to more constructive perspectives that as-
sume a role for government. �ey begin to see that:

Collective responsibility and proactive steps�
the actions we take as a nation (rather than as 
individual economic actors) are what create the 
outcomes we want.

�Middle class� means �all of us,� so steps to help 
and strengthen the middle class are steps that 
build broad-based prosperity and are in our 
collective interest.

True prosperity rests on collective success, not 
just individual opportunity or success.

Systems (like the FDIC, community colleges 
and Social Security) are built collectively and 
yield collective bene�ts.

Public structures are smart investments that 
end up paying for themselves, and are worth 
supporting even if it means more debt in the 
short-term.

In addition to the two core recommendations listed 
above, the research developed two further tools to ad-
vance particular ideas: 

Currently, Americans tend to assume that new 
businesses and industries (of the kind that drive 
economic growth) are the product of creative 
and energetic individuals or companies�with 
little contribution from government or policy. 
When they hear that the true process usually 
involves government �paving the way� rather 
than �getting out of the way,� they gain a new 
appreciation of government�s fundamental and 
proactive economic role. 

Americans are relatively unaware of the many 
ways in which policy inevitably shapes the 
distribution of income and wealth. A user-
friendly explanation in which government 
policies direct the �ow of money to di�erent 
parts of our society helps people focus on how 
policies lead to particular outomes and meet 
particular economic objectives.

Each of these recommendations is discussed in more 
depth in the analysis that follows.

»

»

»

»

»

»

»
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MEtHODS

�is ongoing project has been designed to take into 
account social and cognitive science perspectives on 
communication and cognition. Rather than focusing 
on particular opinions or policy preferences, for in-
stance, it focuses on the basic organizing ideas (some-
times called �frames�) that guide thinking, and shape 
responses to messages. 

Default patterns of thinking and association shape how 
people understand any issue, including government�s 
role in the economy. To take an example from anoth-
er issue area, people�s default thinking about weather 
in�uences how they understand global warming. �e 
�Weather Frame� includes associations with comfort 
vs. discomfort, daily variation and unpredictability, 
and�very importantly�a passive stance. We don�t 
make the weather; we adapt to it. All of these de-
faults can come into play and interfere with construc-
tive conversation as global warming advocates try to 
communicate about how we are changing the climate 
and what the implications might be. Successful com-
munications in that topic area need to take account of 
the cognitive �traps� inherent in the weather frame. 
Likewise in all other issue areas, default patterns of 
thinking and association can either help or hurt a giv-
en communication.

Another framing lesson particularly relevant to this 
project is that fundamental gaps in understanding can 
impede engagement. To draw on another example 
from the global warming issue, most Americans still 
don�t understand the basic heat-trapping mechanism 
that causes global warming�a thickening layer of 
carbon dioxide created by burning fossil fuels is trap-
ping heat in the atmosphere. As a result, they are less 
able to distinguish meaningful solutions from �spin,� 
and are also less able to engage with a topic they basi-
cally don�t �get.� Once o�ered a simple, clarifying pic-
ture, many become more engaged and more able to 
participate in informed and responsible dialog about 
the issue.

�is project on government and the economy has in-
cluded several stages and components of research de-
signed to pay particular attention to basic organizing 

ideas, default patterns of thinking and association, 
and fundamental gaps in understanding. An initial, 
exploratory phase (conducted prior to the economic 
downturn) investigated default patterns in thinking 
and talking about the topic, and included: an analysis 
of how experts and advocates think and talk about the 
topic; a review of relevant public opinion data; and a 
series of in-depth interviews (�cognitive elicitations�) 
with a cross-section of non-experts. �e �rst phase 
of Strategy Development, also conducted prior to the 
economic downturn, included �TalkBack� testing of 
explanatory approaches (�simplifying models�) to de-
termine their clarity and e�ectiveness; focus groups 
exploring the conversational dynamics of particular 
messages; and a survey experiment designed to quan-
titatively assess the e�ects of the recommended ap-
proach. In order to check, update and re�ne the �nd-
ings in the new economic context, an additional round 
of research took place in Spring and Summer of 2009, 
including new reviews of recent public opinion re-
search, plus more individual interviews and TalkBack 
testing of messages. (See the Appendix for detailed 
discussions of each project component and timelines.)

THE SHAPE OF PUBLic 
UNDERStANDiNG

Exploratory research identi�ed the default patterns of 
thinking that average Americans bring to the topic, as 
they consider government�s role in creating a good econ-
omy. 

In the course of the research, both before and after 
the economic downturn, a number of key patterns 
emerged as the dominant tools that non-experts use 
to think about the topic. �ese are not necessarily con-
scious beliefs or theories about the world, but are pat-
terns of association and assumption that guide think-
ing without our even realizing it (which can be espe-
cially hard to address or combat). 

A number of these patterns pose signi�cant obstacles 
to building public support for sustained, constructive 
economic policy. In this section, we describe several 
of the obstacles as well as the central mental model 



4

that people rely upon to understand how the economy 
works.

Before addressing these challenges; however, it is 
worth reviewing some apparent �good news� from the 
research.

GOOD NEWS

From the perspective of those who desire more ac-
tion by government to e�ect economic outcomes, one 
promising �nding is that Americans� bottom-line cri-
teria for evaluating the economy are often closer to 
what advocates frequently focus on�such as unem-
ployment rates, wages, expendable income and job se-
curity�than to what economists and economic re-
porters often focus on�such as stock prices or the 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP). People tend to judge 
the economy based on their perceptions of how they 
and people like them are doing; as this quote from a re-
search respondent illustrates: 

Money spent on Wall Street is �ne, but it�s still 
not putting cash in the everyday person�s pocket. 
If we don�t have money to spend or deposit, it�s 
not really helping in the long run.

34 year-old moderate woman, Tennessee5

And in fact, for average people the phrase �the econ-
omy� usually means the economic circumstances on 
the ground�as opposed to the much more complex 
and structural picture that insiders associate with that 
term.

�is focus on the experience of average people, the 
�lived economy,� has some downsides (e.g. it can ob-
scure thinking about the behind-the-scenes forces 
that shape economic outcomes), but it also represents 
a potential head-start for progressive communicators: 
Average people already more or less sympathize with 
their ultimate goals, even if they disagree or have little 
idea of how to get there.

Another piece of good news is that the downturn has 
created a more attentive audience for messages about 
government�s role in creating an economy that works 
for all. Many advocates have made the assumption 
that the public, given conditions in 2009, is newly 

open to vigorous government intervention and more 
aware than in the past of how that intervention builds 
prosperity and protects us from disaster. In part, these 
assumptions are certainly right. Compared with the 
recent past, the public is now more aware of govern-
ment�s role and has higher expectations about gov-
ernment intervention. It is expected that the Obama 
Administration will take active steps to improve the 
economy�and the Administration will be judged 
largely by the e�ectiveness of those steps.

For example, when forced to choose between two 
statements, 62% of Americans side with the view, �It�s 
time for government to take a larger and stronger role 
in making the economy work for the average Ameri-
can,� while only 35% select, � Turning to big govern-
ment to solve our economic problems will do more 
harm than good.� (Gerstein/Agne)

�is new state of awareness and expectation doesn�t 
necessarily translate to greater understanding of how 
the government shapes the economy, and it certain-
ly doesn�t displace some of the strong default ways of 
thinking about the topic (discussed below)�but it 
does represent an opportunity: Communicators dis-
cussing government�s economic role can expect a more 
engaged hearing than they could have in the recent 
past. Public opinion has reached a potential tipping 
point, creating a window of opportunity to re-shape 
for the long-term how Americans understand eco-
nomic conditions and causality.

WHICH STATEMEnT IS CLOSER TO YOUR VIEW?

Turning to big government
to solve our economic problems 
will do more harm than good.

It’s time for government to 
take a larger and stronger 
role in making the economy 
work for the average American.

62%

35%

Source: Gerstein/Agne, March 2009

WHICH STATEMEnT IS CLOSER TO YOUR VIEW?

Turning to big government
to solve our economic problems 
will do more harm than good.

It’s time for government to 
take a larger and stronger 
role in making the economy 
work for the average American.

62%

35%

Source: Gerstein/Agne, March 2009



5
A DIFFICULT TOPIC 

Unfortunately, the high level of public concern and 
willingness to have government �do something� in the 
current context does not necessarily translate into real 
knowledge of what kind of action is needed. It does 
not mean that average Americans understand the full 
range of government�s possible roles, support the par-
ticular interventions or approaches recommended by 
advocates, or can withstand the opposition�s accusa-
tions of Socialism, �big government� etc. While pub-
lic concern about the economy may create an opportu-
nity for communicating successfully about the topic, 
the need for that communication is as great as ever.

One important reason is that the topic is often di�-
cult for average people to think and talk about. While 
they are happy to o�er opinions, non-insiders are usu-
ally much less comfortable thinking and talking about 
general questions such as what the economy is and 
how it works. When asked to think about such com-
mon concepts as GDP or the role of the Fed, research 
respondents often feel this is a di�cult and abstract 
domain �better left to the experts.� 

Q:	  If you had to explain to someone what the 
economy means, what would you say?

A:	 Umm, probably how all of the di�erent 
businesses and, umm, various companies 
kind of work together and the big 
general, you know, the inner workings of 
everything. 
Liberal woman, Hartford

In part, this discomfort certainly re�ects the sheer 
complexity of the domain. Advocates themselves fo-
cus on a wide variety of di�erent (though connected) 
ideas about the economy�from the role of unions in 
creating good wages and conditions, to the idea that 
Americans are ultimately all in the same economic 
�boat,� from the importance of skills and human capi-
tal in creating prosperity, to the role of regulations in 
creating fair business practices, and so forth. Business 
writers often focus on one particular �subtopic� or area 
of emphasis at a time. In short, it is not easy for any-
one to get a mental picture of the whole complex topic 

area. But while experts and advocates may be capable 
of seeing one overarching economic conversation that 
includes a number of policy areas�tax policy, global-
ization, income equality, economic opportunity, reg-
ulation, housing and so on�lay people have a much 
harder time connecting the dots. E�ective communi-
cators need an overarching message and approach that 
serves to connect these dots.

A “NATURAL” ECOnOMy

Importantly, the perspective gap between average 
Americans and experts is not about simple ideologi-
cal resistance to government �interference� in the free 
market.

Instead, the research makes it clear that the problem 
goes deeper, and involves a fundamental di�culty with 
seeing the existence of policy and collective decision-mak-
ing in shaping the economy. It is di�cult and unnatural 
for lay people to think about the economy, and about 
the government�s role, in ways that would make fun-
damental change seem achievable or even desirable.

When research respondents discussed the economy 
generally, they frequently painted a picture of a �Nat-
ural Economy��a �free� market, economic �cycles,� 
or an economy that will �turn around.� 

Q. 	 Many experts say that the economy is just 
too complicated to engineer and we should 
just let things run naturally. What to you 
think of that?

A. 	 I agree with this statement. I don�t think 
we really should mess with something that 
actually has been working for many, many 
years. If you work the system it works for 
you.
39 year-old conservative man, Ohio

Importantly, the Natural Economy mode of thinking 
is a default perspective on how the economy does work, 
rather than an opinion about how it should work, and 
it obscures the whole question of how the economy 
comes to be as it is�much as a passive-voice sentence 
pushes o�stage the whole question of who is respon-
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sible for a particular action. (�A lamp got broken.�) �e 
Natural Economy is taken as a given, like the weath-
er. And as with the weather, the sensible response to 
a Natural Economy is to adapt to current conditions 
and hope for better days ahead. �e Natural Economy 
is also unstructured, and operates by its own organic 
logic, making it di�cult to even focus on the idea of 
intervention. 

Experts� and advocates� models are based on a more 
structural view of the economy and economic forces, 
which creates one of the biggest distinctions between 
their thinking and the public�s.

GOvERnMEnT’S ROLE	

At some level, of course, respondents do understand 
that government plays a role in shaping the economy, 
but the research makes it clear that this understanding 
is weak and does not direct people�s thinking most of 
the time. When forced to consider government�s role 
in the economy, respondents want government action, 
but are reluctant to recognize its actions as fundamen-
tal and necessary, and some worry that governmental 
action will be detrimental.

Government Help is a Last Resort 

�e public concludes that the objective of government 
intervention in the economy must be to assist those 
who are failing in the existing system, such as the poor 
(especially children) or those who are unable to work. 
(Note that this thinking focuses on people who need 
help. Propping up industries, companies, banks, etc. is 
an entirely di�erent matter, and not part of the usual 
image of helping those in real need, though the two 
may sometimes be connected.) 

�is pattern of thought focuses attention on individ-
ual success and failure, not the �aws in the system or 
government�s ability to in�uence the system. It also 
clearly relegates government action to a kind of �rem-
edy of last resort.�

Government Help Creates Dependency 

Since they assume government intervenes to address 
individual failures, ordinary Americans worry that too 

much intervention coddles people�the famous �mor-
al hazard.� Accordingly, the public supports govern-
ment actions that enhance individual initiative (i.e., 
education), and rejects actions that may undermine 
individual responsibility and create �dependence� on 
government. 

Is it really my responsibility to make sure that 
you have this? If I�m taking care of my family, 
why do I have to pay more in taxes to make sure 
that you have the same thing? Not to sound like 
I wouldn�t want to help somebody, but if you are 
giving all these things away, people are going to 
expect handouts, basically.
Cleveland, GOP professional woman

Q:	 Do you think we should try to make things 
more equal when it comes to the economy?

A:	 Well, yeah. For those that want to do what�s 
right. Yeah. �Cause there�s a lot of people 
out there that don�t want to work and they 
want to be out there and just sit at a desk or 
sit in the park somewhere and let the other 
guy work.
54 year-old conservative man, California

Government Smothers Business 
Resourcefulness 

While anti-corporate sentiments are quite intense 
since the downturn, Americans also worry that inter-
vention by Big Brother government will limit business 
ingenuity and drive. �ey want protections from rogue 
businesses while not limiting responsible businesses.

�Fully 76% agree, �Elected o�cials in Washington lose 
touch with the people pretty quickly,� a response that is 
basically unchanged for over 10 years. A strong majority 
(56%) rejects the statement, �Most elected o�cials care 
what people like me think,� which has had a more varied 
response, but not by more than 6 percentage points since 
1988.� (PSRA March/April 2009) 

�Just one-third (32%) of survey respondents say they can 
trust the government in Washington just about always 
(6%) or most of the time (26%).� (PSRA April 2009) 

Source: ��e Era of Better Government,� by the Topos 
Partnership, 2009.
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Of course, in addition to these perspectives on govern-
ment�s role in the economy (or lack of role), thinking 
on the topic is hampered by Americans� broader skep-
ticism about government e�ectiveness, integrity and 
so forth. While the election of Barack Obama cre-
ated a great deal of optimism based on his perceived 
personal qualities, fundamental views of government 
have not shifted dramatically. Majorities continue to 
have negative views of elected o�cials, feel discon-
nected from government, and express little trust in 
government.

�e bottom line is that even if Americans feel that 
leaders should intervene in the economy, their default 
thinking about government can easily lead to doubt 
about whether it can be e�ective.

Furthermore, re�exive hostility to taxes remains 
strong. To the extent that e�ective government action 
to shape economic policy will require new revenue, 
the ability to act may well be hampered.

THE InDIvIDUAL ACTOR MODEL 

When they do think about the causal forces that shape 
the economy, there is one dominant mental model that 
average Americans turn to, which we call the �Indi-
vidual Actor� model. �is default perspective was pre-
dominant before the current crisis, and continues to be 
as strong as ever. Many of the patterns in public un-
derstanding outlined above can ultimately be traced to 
this way of thinking.

From the Individual Actor perspective, the economy 
starts with, and is almost identical with, the activi-
ty of individuals. (Concepts such as GDP, the causal 
role of interest rates on employment, the relevance of 
stock prices etc. are largely invisible.) From this per-
spective, the economy looks something like a village 
writ large, populated and shaped by individuals going 
about their business and having e�ects on each other 
in the process. 

Sometimes the Individual Actor perspective means 
a focus on actual individuals�individual workers, 
bosses, consumers, business owners, etc. �e Individ-
ual Actor perspective can also be more metaphorical, 
as people think of companies, governments or coun-

tries as Individual Actors, with needs, desires, inten-
tions, etc. 

Moral Implications

From the perspective of the Individual Actor mod-
el, moral qualities are an important causal force�an 
important reason economic conditions are what they 
are. When people act decently, the economy is good. 
Hard-working people swell the ranks of the middle 
class, innovative people create new products and in-
dustries, fair-minded employers lead successful com-
panies, and so on. When people are lazy, greedy, dis-
loyal, mean, etc., they create economic problems: Cor-
porate executives take American jobs abroad, or pay 
their workers too little out of greed, or o�er meager 
bene�ts, or defraud the public, or charge them too 
much for essential goods. Unions aren�t willing to ne-
gotiate lower wages to keep manufacturing jobs in the 
US, or workers aren�t skilled/smart enough to get a 
new industry o� the ground. Some research partici-
pants (particularly before the downturn) even placed 
blame on greedy consumers who work extra jobs so 
they can shop more or sel�sh moms who work to buy 
luxuries, thereby driving prices up. Since the crisis, of 
course, we have new groups of individuals to blame 
our troubles on, including both unscrupulous (indi-
vidual) lenders and irresponsible borrowers.

I take the approach that banks purposely 
made bad loans hoping they would be passed 
o� to someone else. I think the term �moral 
hazard� is appropriate here ... let an entity take 
responsibility for their actions and they are less 
likely to repeat the error. Give them a slap on the 
hand and say, Bad Bank ... and they will repeat it 
over and over and over.
38 year-old independent man, Texas

I think our economic problem, for the most part, 
is that everyone bit o� more than they could 
a�ord and now everyone is paying for it. People 
who bought huge homes to keep up with the 
Jonses started these problems.
39 year-old conservative woman, Illinois



8

�rough an Individual Actor lens, even big-picture is-
sues such as recession, unemployment rates, outsourc-
ing, in�ation, the declining middle class and increas-
ing poverty, the costs of war, etc. are understood in 
terms of individual choices and actions, either moral 
or amoral.

A Broadly Shared Model 

Importantly, the Individual Actor model is broad 
enough so that it easily accommodates both liberal 
and conservative perspectives�and it is just as domi-
nant among these two groups. For liberals, the model 
focuses their attention on the struggles between aver-
age people and �fat cats,� for instance. For conserva-
tives, it �ts the default idea that success is up to the 
individual. 

Large corporations, Mattel, they�re making a 
good pro�t, aren�t they? Did they protect us? All 
the jobs went to China. 
Cleveland, working class Democratic woman

If you�re really wealthy, really rich, you�ll be 
dragged down a little bit too. Everybody is 
shifting downward, but the poor people and the 
welfare are the ones dragging this whole thing 
down. 
Phoenix, working class Republican man

Just the fact that the middle class is drying up 
and it�s because I think we have a lot of people -- 
a welfare state here in this country who could be 
working and become middle class citizens, if they 
would put forth the e�ort. 
Phoenix, working class Republican woman

But while this model is widely shared, it certainly fa-
vors a limited governmental role more, since it e�ec-
tively �hides� the very signi�cant role the public sector 
plays in shaping economic activity.

Distortions of the Model

�e limiting (though not �false�) perspective of the 
Individual Actor model creates important obstacles 
for communicators: 

Since it is ultimately about morals and 
behavior, the model leaves very limited room 
for government intervention. After all, we can�t 
legislate morality, force business owners to be 
nice or loyal, force workers to work harder, etc.

�e Individual Actor economy is incompatible 
with planning and structure. If the economy 
is created and shaped by individual actors, 
government has very speci�c (and very limited) 
roles to play: 

Policing especially egregious business 
practices (of the kinds that would be easily 
recognized as felonies); or, 

Rescuing people who are truly deserving 
and in need (e.g. by providing some level of 
social safety net, or by intervening to correct 
a systemic hardship like creating minimum 
wage and bene�t parameters, etc.). 

Suggestions that government can play a larger 
role quickly bump up against other models used 
to reason about the economy, including the idea 
that, overall, businesses create bene�ts for every-
one when they are allowed to operate as freely as 
possible; the idea that �handouts create depen-
dency;� etc.

�e model recognizes two roles for people 
as actors in the economy�Worker and 
Consumer�but obscures the role of Citizen. 
�e idea of a responsible citizen�someone 
who contributes to the collective management 
of society, keeps an eye on economic policy, 
weighs in on important decisions�depends on a 
big-picture, collective vision that the Individual 
Actor model obscures. 

�e model makes Economic Inequality seem 
like a natural outcome, even a right one. 
Di�erent individuals naturally wind up in very 
di�erent economic places, and basic American 
moral understandings even suggest that they 
should. For example, hard working people who 
are careful with their �nances join the ranks of 
the middle class, while those who do not work 
hard or who spend their money foolishly, will 
struggle economically. Most importantly, the 
model obscures any ways in which inequality 
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itself might be a harmful factor overall (e.g., a 
growing income gap is harmful to the economy 
generally), just as it hides other �structural� 
aspects of the economic domain. 

Contrary to the assumptions of some advocates, 
Americans already tend to de�ne a good economy as 
one where average people are doing well. �ey don�t 
focus on such abstractions as GDP or the performance 
of the Dow. But their thinking about how economic 
conditions come to be what they are provides them with 
few tools for thinking about how we might collectively 
work to make them better. 

Deep Roots Of �e Model 

�ere are various good reasons why the Individual 
Actor model is the dominant way for average people 
to think about how the economy works: �e model 
lines up nicely with a variety of well-established ways 
of thinking; it is compatible with basic tendencies in 
how human beings most naturally perceive and un-
derstand the world; and it re�ects perspectives that are 
characteristically American. 

First, it is simply much easier and more natural to 
think in terms of individual actions and choices than 
to contemplate the more abstract forces, policies or 
structures that economists often focus on. By nature, 
people everywhere tend to focus much of our ener-
gy and thinking on the social domain of relationships 
among individuals. Anthropologists who study a vari-
ety of cultures have recognized a universal tendency to 
try to explain the unknown in terms of intentional ac-
tions of individuals relating to each other. 

Finally, the Individual Actor model of the economy 
is a strong �t with various typically American un-
derstandings, such as individualism (individuals are 
and should be responsible for their own fates), ratio-
nal choice (individual workers, bosses, business own-
ers are simply pursuing their own interests), and de-
fault understandings of what good/bad jobs and work-
ers are like. 

�e unfortunate bottom line is that the deep roots of 
the Individual Actor perspective make it very chal-
lenging to overcome. Overcoming this particularly 
dominant model in order to promote a broader per-

spective is one of the chief goals of the recommenda-
tions discussed later in the report.

TRAPS

�e previous section discusses the default understand-
ings that often shape average Americans� thinking 
about the government�s role in the economy, and in 
particular the implications and distortions of the Indi-
vidual Actor model of how the economy works.

In this section we describe a number of more particu-
lar ways in which thinking can go wrong as commu-
nicators try to engage audiences on the topic. Some of 
these are nuances of the Individual Actor model; oth-
ers are additional hurdles that emerged in our inves-
tigation. �ey are all default understandings that are 
easy to trigger, even inadvertently. �ey misdirect and 
�trap� audiences in counterproductive thinking. 

While the prior section referred to many of these con-
cepts, this section provides a quick summary of com-
mon, speci�c patterns that can undermine public sup-
port for progressive economic policymaking. 

Communicators should keep this checklist of �Traps� 
in mind as they evaluate their communications ap-
proaches. 

InDIvIDUAL ACTOR TRAPS 

�e Individual Actor view of how the economy works 
obscures awareness of structural problems, productive 
policy interventions, etc. Communicators can easily 
trigger this kind of thinking if they focus on good and 
bad actors�e.g. executives who ship jobs overseas or 
make irresponsible loans, economic success stories of 
the �self-made man� and so on.

�ere are also some default understandings about In-
dividual Actors that are particularly easily triggered.

Self-interested Elites

It is easy for average Americans, particularly in tough 
economic times, to feel that elites (Individual Actors) 
are �rigging� the game in their own favor, one way 
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or another. Intervention in the economy�by govern-
ment, big business or both�must be working against 
average people. �is view obviously implies both a 
passive and defeatist stance.

Winners and Losers

Messages that (inadvertently) cause people to focus on 
the economic fates of some Americans vs. others make 
it di�cult to focus on the big-picture idea of overall 
economic leadership. �ere are many ways to trigger 
this unproductive focus.

For instance, a �disappearing middle class� message 
can trigger the idea of a zero-sum competition be-
tween middle-class Americans and �the poor.� (�e 
middle class is struggling because it has to support 
welfare recipients, while the rich use their in�uence to 
avoid paying taxes.)

Messages that nod to the importance of individual ef-
fort can easily trigger the idea that individuals suc-
ceed and fail in the economy based on their individual 
merits.

Messages about a �lack of opportunity,� can trigger 
backlash because assumptions that everyone has op-
portunity are so strong. 

�Putting a face� on the problem by telling stories of 
hard-working individuals who are struggling to sur-
vive can trigger the default view that the poor should 
work harder or make better choices.

Educated Individuals

Americans often feel that if people would only get 
themselves a better education, they would have more 
success in life. While education is of course impor-
tant to economic success, spotlighting this idea can 
end up reinforcing the role of individual e�ort and ac-
complishments. (Furthermore, it can imply that only 
college-educated people should expect to succeed eco-
nomically.)

STREngTH/HEALTH TRAP

�e national conversation on the economy, particular-
ly at this time, tends to focus on its overall �strength� 
or �health��a focus that can play into the hands of 
conservatives and market fundamentalists, by elevat-
ing the needs of �the economy� above the needs of real 
people. 

�is trap is seductive partly because it is reasonable 
and accurate on one level�it is important that there 
are enough jobs to go around, for instance. But the 
Overall Strength perspective can also be very limit-
ing. For instance, it is compatible with a focus on mea-
sures like GDP, which tell us nothing about the qual-
ity of life of average Americans. Whenever communi-
cators refer to the economy�s overall health, strength, 
etc. they risk triggering this trap.

SOCIALISM TRAP

As the discourse since the election of President Obama 
con�rms, many average Americans, and not only con-
servatives, react negatively to any assertion that gov-
ernment can guarantee good economic outcomes, or 
should actively redistribute wealth. Messages are reg-
ularly rejected on this basis. 

Since any new conversation resulting from this project 
will in fact address the idea of engineered outcomes 
in some form, one of the most important goals of the 
recommended approach is to talk about that planning, 
shaping and engineering role without triggering this 
trap.

InCOMPETEnT GOvERnMEnT TRAP

Americans all too easily accept the idea that govern-
ment is incompetent. When advocates try to highlight 
inadequacies in policy to build public support for �x-
ing policy, they can easily reinforce negative stereo-
types of government. Of course, a critique of policy is 
an important role for advocate communications, but 
messages that focus too strongly on what government 
has done wrong easily trigger the default understand-
ing that government isn�t capable in economic or other 
matters.
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EXPERT DOMAIn TRAP

Average Americans can easily think of the economy as 
something that is too complex for them to have a hand 
in managing (or even to understand, except at the lev-
el of daily lived-experience). Messages that sound too 
technical can easily trigger this trap. 

REcOMMENDED APPROAcH

�ose who would support a more active governmental 
role in shaping an economy that serves all Americans 
are seeking a fundamental transformation in public 
discourse about economic a�airs. Public discourse has 
generally advantaged a perspective that believes the 
economy should be �free� and unconstrained; that in-
dividual character determines success or failure; that 
self-interest shapes the economy; that overall econom-
ic strength is what matters; and that the government 
has only a minimal or after-the-fact role in the econ-
omy. 

Public support for progressive economic policies re-
quires a very di�erent conversation: that the economy 
is made, not found; that it is shaped by systems and 
structures; that the economic interests of all Ameri-
cans are interconnected; that the economic well-being 
of average Americans�not the rise and fall of general 
economic indicators�should be the criterion in our 
de�nition of a good economy; and that citizens and 
government have a fundamental, constructive role in 
shaping our national economy.

THE TRAnSFORMATIOn

Dominant Perspectives A New Economy Story
�e economy is �free� and 
�natural��have to adapt.

�e economy is man-made and 
intentional�policy matters.

Individual character and luck 
determine outcomes.

Systems and structures a�ect 
outcomes.

Everyone competes for their own 
interests.

Everyone�s interests are connected 
and interdependent.

�e strength of the overall economy 
matters.

�e economic wellbeing of average 
people matters.

Government�s role is minimal and 
reactive.

Government�s role is fundamental 
and proactive.

In order to promote an active role for government 
in shaping the economy, communicators need to ef-
fectively convey less-familiar ideas like shared fates, 
broad-based prosperity, government�s fundamental 
and proactive role, and so forth. �e critical question 
is how to e�ectively promote these perspectives in the 
current context. 

To trigger citizen action, communications must re-
veal the structures and systems that shape the econo-
my. However, most advocate communications high-
light the negative e�ects of a weak economy on peo-
ple�s lives. �is narrow lens on the issue prevents peo-
ple from seeing the system which connects all Ameri-
cans, or the factors that make the most di�erence in 
people�s lives. It underscores the notion of an Individual 
Actor economy rather than contests it. 

Rather than basing the communications on compel-
ling stories of struggling individuals (which triggers 
the role of individual character in determining suc-
cess), or emphasizing trends in leading economic indi-
cators (which does not take account of the distribution 
of income in determining economic success), the con-
versation needs to be based on two core ideas:

Public Structures as Economic Foundation: �e 
�public structures� created and maintained by 
government are foundational to prosperity, 
opportunity and economic stability, as well as the 
strength of the middle class.

�e Intentional Middle Class: A strong middle 
class, which is the engine driving our economy, 

doesn�t arise by accident, but 
is the result of deliberate 
and proactive policy choices.

�e combination of the two 
core ideas above advances a 
conversation based on:

How it Works: 
Policies and structures 
create a particular 
kind of economy, and 
government has a role 
in creating opportunity, 
fostering innovation and 
directing the �ow of 
money.

»

»

»
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Intentionality: We can shape the economy to 
meet our common goals.

Interdependence: Not only are all Americans 
connected economically, our economic fortunes 
are dependent upon each other.

Following is a discussion of each of these two key as-
pects of the message. 

THE ECOnOMIC VALUE OF “PUBLIC 
STRUCTURES”

A core task for any new message about the economy is 
to provide a clearer picture of how government plays a 
positive role in the economy. 

When people think of government, they tend to think 
either of bickering politicians or of massive bureau-
cracy. It is more di�cult for people to voice the wide-
ranging ways government works to serve the common 
good. �e idea of �public structures��systems (both 
physical and organizational like the postal system, in-
terstates, nationals parks, communications grids, etc.) 
that are created and maintained by government for 
collective bene�ts�has proven to be a useful tool for 
framing constructive conversations about government�s 
role in American life generally. Ever since Topos prin-
cipals �rst developed this concept, Public Works has 
used this organizing idea to good e�ect in helping ad-
vocates create more compelling stories about what the 
public sector contributes to our quality of life.

�e new research leverages the power of the public 
structures concept by extending its signi�cance more 
speci�cally and concretely to economic conversations.

Hand-in-hand with the idea of a deliberately-built 
middle class, is the idea that: 

Our overall economy and prosperity depend on 
public structures�they are a foundation of the 
economy.

Once the idea is explained and illustrated with a few 
examples�from the FDIC to community colleges to 
water systems to Social Security� it is compelling and 
clear to people.

»

»

A society cannot truly prosper unless it has both 
talented people and strong public structures.
44 year-old Democratic man, Tennessee

Although there are more ways to promote 
economic growth and stability, one of the most 
important ways is the use of public structures.
34 year-old Republican man, South Carolina

We need to focus on upgrading the systems and 
structures than enable us to be innovative and 
productive�Ultimately, the bene�ts are for the 
population, the taxpayers.
49 year-old Democratic woman, Massachusetts

In fact, people are usually persuaded by the more par-
ticular idea that the middle class bene�ts from public 
structures, as expressed in the following statement, for 
example.

One way economists de�ne the middle class is 
people who make heavy use of so-called �public 
structures.� On average, it is middle class 
people who bene�t most from both physical 
structures like highways and levees, and other 
public structures from the school system to 
air tra�c control, FDIC insurance, Medicare, 
the court system, etc. Economists say that 
countries with a thriving middle class have 
invested signi�cantly in these public structures. 
�ird-world countries, by contrast, have limited 
public structures and no real middle class.6

After being exposed to this concept, research respon-
dents have a very di�erent kind of conversation about 
government�s role in the economy, a conversation more 
conducive to an engaged, proactive role for govern-
ment: 

�e middle class seems to take advantage 
of [public structures] the most, so when the 
structures aren�t there, or are poorly funded, the 
middle class must look elsewhere and spend more 
money�.
28 year-old Republican woman, New Mexico
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�e average middle class person relies on these 
systems and structures to maintain a healthy, 
productive lifestyle. �ese systems allow 
Americans to save money, and continue on with 
their lives at a productive pace. Without these 
systems the quality of life for Americans would 
greatly diminish.
25 year-old Democratic woman, Maryland

Instead of bailing out investors in failed 
commercial enterprises, money should go towards 
public infrastructure and systems�When we 
invest in public structures like roads, bridges, 
courts and schools, we help reduce problems for 
everyone regardless of how much money they 
have to spend or invest.
43 year-old Democratic man, Wisconsin

Importantly, Americans of all political persuasions are 
willing to agree that public structures are smart in-
vestments that end up paying for themselves, and are 
worth supporting even if it means more debt. In this 
way, the public structures concept can help inoculate 
against growing American concerns about the de�-
cit.7 

 Even when research respondents�including Inde-
pendents and Republicans�were asked their opinion 
about going into debt to maintain public structures, 
they continued to express support for this investment: 

Q: 	 What about the fact that we could go into 
debt by maintaining our public structures?

A: 	 You have to spend money to make money 
and we need to be future oriented.
42 year-old Independent man, Michigan

A:	 We are in deep debt now anyway. In 
the long-run, if we don�t maintain and 
improve our Structures, we will not 
remain the top country in the world.
49 year-old Independent man, Illinois

A:	 [�ey] need to be maintained, no matter 
what the cost. It�s for the people�Public 

structures are needed assets. In order for 
us to move forward with success there are 
basic needs that need to be met.
32 year-old Republican woman, Kentucky

A:	 It�s in our best interest to�maintain our 
structures as best we can. But in the case it 
would cause debt, I�d say it�s well worth it. 
Money spent on bettering our economy is 
money well spent.
29 year-old Republican man, Kentucky

People also begin to see public structures as helping to 
account for the di�erence between our economy when 
it is at its best and the economies of developing coun-
tries that can a�ord fewer such investments.

Allowing the demise of public structures will 
allow the demise of the middle class. With no 
middle class, we will be no better than most third 
world countries where there are only the haves 
and the have-nots. We need to invest in America 
by investing in public structures, including by 
revamping the health care system.
42 year-old Independent man, Michigan

In the long run, if we don�t maintain and 
improve our structures, we will not remain the 
top country in the world.
49 year-old Independent man, Illinois

EXTEnDIng THE MODEL

One of the great advantages of the public structures 
idea is its versatility. It is not di�cult to apply the 
model to a number of speci�c economic issues. �e 
cumulative e�ect of relating apparently unrelated is-
sues to a single idea creates a powerful conceptual lens 
on most economic issues. 

�ree examples of ways to use this concept illustrate 
this point:
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Public Structures & Investment

Americans tend not to think about one critical ingre-
dient to our traditional economic success, but econo-
mists say investments in our �Public Structures� al-
most always pay for themselves many times over. Eco-
nomic activity depends on two kinds of structures: 
physical ones like roads, bridges, water systems and 
energy and communications grids�and organiza-
tional structures like the court system, postal system 
and school systems. Economists say America�s strong 
investments in public structures in the past have been 
keys to building our economy. �ey are like the strong 
foundations and framework that a sturdy building de-
pends on, and one of the biggest di�erences between 
us and third-world countries.

Public Structures & Crisis

�e current economic crisis is a strong reminder of how 
much our economy depends on what economists call 
Public Structures. �ese include physical structures 
we need in order to get things done like highways, 
airports, and communications grids, as well as organi-
zational structures like a postal system and court sys-
tem. When Public Structures are in good shape, we 
don�t notice them. But when they aren�t kept up, the 
results can be catastrophic�like a bridge collapse or a 
�nancial meltdown. It�s time to take care of the Public 
Structures that make our economy work.

Public Structures & Stability

Public structures�from public education, to air traf-
�c control, storm levees, FDIC insurance, or our le-
gal system�provide the stability that average Ameri-
cans depend on every day. Experts say that in tough 
times more than ever we need to make sure our pub-
lic structures are in good working order, to provide a 
hedge against catastrophes. Economists point to the 
example of third world countries to show what hap-
pens when countries don�t invest signi�cantly in pub-
lic structures.

In short, the public structures approach�which fo-
cuses not on people, but on systems that are built col-
lectively and yield collective bene�ts�is a powerful 
and �exible tool for shifting thinking away from the 

dominant Individual Actor model of what shapes the 
economy, and away from a narrow focus on individual 
outcomes.

THE MIDDLE CLASS IS NO ACCIDEnT 

�e research indicated that one concept�that the 
American middle class does not just happen, but is 
constructed�yielded promising results in achieving 
all three of the communication goals. �is perspective 
provides an illustration of policies at work in the econ-
omy, reinforces the notion of intentionality and cre-
ates an understanding of economic interdependence, 
without triggering the �traps� discussed above. 

�e following is one way of expressing this key idea:

A middle class does not happen by accident�it 
takes long-term planning and particular kinds 
of policies like an a�ordable college education, 
home mortgage deductions to encourage 
homeownership, and tax and investment 
policies that allow people to build more savings. 
In this country we�ve worked hard to grow and 
strengthen the middle class, with policies like 
these. Some societies don�t take signi�cant 
steps to build a middle class and those societies 
have a large class divide.

�is point, which can be expressed in a variety of dif-
ferent ways, is an e�ective tool for eliciting a number 
of constructive perspectives:

It helps people focus on the idea of collective 
responsibility and proactive steps�the actions 
we take as a nation (rather than as individual 
economic actors) are what create the outcomes 
we want.

It suggests that true prosperity rests on shared 
fate, not individual opportunity or success.

It shocks people into seeing how average people 
bene�t from government intervention in the 
economy.

It helps people focus on broad-based prosperity 
and collective stakes, as opposed to individual 
outcomes. Since the vast majority of Americans 
see themselves as �middle class� or aspiring to be 
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middle class, steps to grow and strengthen the 
middle class are steps that are in our collective 
interest.

It puts the focus on what government should (try 
to) achieve, and avoids the question of whether 
government can achieve economic results.

�is way of talking about the middle class 
de�nes it as an objective, a goal, not one group 
of people competing for resources with other 
groups of people. It is useful both for promoting 
broad-based policies as well as policies that work 
to lift poor and working class families, helping 
them to join the middle class.

�e �middle class is no accident� message has two key 
dimensions, both of which are as e�ective now as in 
previous years, if not more so.

Learning

First, there is an important learning component in the 
idea that a strong middle class doesn�t emerge by ac-
cident, but is intentionally created by smart policies. 
When exposed to the argument that the middle class 
is created by policies, people �nd this an important 
and not necessarily familiar idea:8

Q: 	 Having taken this survey what might you 
mention to someone (friend, spouse, etc.) 
about this topic? What stands out?9

A: 	 �at America has always worked toward 
strengthening a strong middle class with 
the passage of such measures as the G.I. Bill 
and Social Security�making education 
and retirement available to a large group 
of Americans.
70 year-old Republican man, California

A:	 It takes long term planning and policy 
decisions to boost a middle class society... 
38 year-old Democratic woman, Colorado

A:	 �e US has historically used�laws to help 
promote a strong middle class because that 
is good for the economy.
55 year-old Democratic woman, California

»
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A: 	 Measures like the GI Bill made education 
available to returning members of the 
military and the Social Security system 
o�ers everyone security, prosperity and 
quality of life.
39 year-old Independent woman, Arkansas

Once people are made aware of the important role of 
policy in creating a strong middle class, they focus 
on the ways in which we can intentionally shape the 
economy as well as on the goal of creating widespread 
prosperity.

Motivation

�e idea of supporting and strengthening the middle 
class is also a very motivating one for at least two rea-
sons:

Americans easily accept the idea that, for a 
variety of reasons, middle class prosperity 
typically translates to prosperity for the rest of 
society and the economy.

Americans usually think of the middle class 
as �most Americans��it is natural to believe 
that government e�orts should bene�t most 
Americans.

Having a strong middle class is an indicator of a 
healthy country.
53 year-old Democratic woman, Oklahoma

�e middle class drives the economy, so 
government economic policy should be crafted to 
allow for a broad middle class that can succeed 
through hard work.
30 year-old Independent man, New York

As the middle class goes, so does the economy and 
that it is important for the government to make 
policy that re�ects that.
28 year-old Republican man, Ohio

Importantly, this component of the message is ef-
fective when it is about broad-based prosperity, not 
one group of people. It is about aspiring to grow and 
strengthen the middle class both because the middle 

»
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class drives the overall economy, and because govern-
ment policy should bene�t all Americans (rather than 
the few). Most respondents �nd this a motivating idea 
and see this approach to government policy as leading 
to prosperity for all. 

ADDitiONAL TOOLS FOR 
EXPLAiNiNG tHE ROLE OF 
GOVERNMENt

In addition to the core communications elements dis-
cussed earlier in the report, this project has also de-
veloped other explanatory strategies. One of the key 
problems facing communicators in this area is that 
Americans� default mental pictures about government 
and the economy omit key elements and ideas, with-
out which an active government role often seems unneces-
sary, unnatural or ill-advised. O�ering audiences new, 
�user-friendly� ways of seeing certain fundamental 
points can go a long way towards creating more con-
structive perspectives and dialogue�as the idea of 
foundational public structures does, for instance.

Two other promising approaches have emerged from 
the project. Importantly, each strikes listeners as 
a new way of seeing the point in question. In addi-
tion to helping clarify complex ideas, these explana-
tory strategies have proven to be both compelling and 
memorable to many Americans.

PAvIng THE WAy

Anyone working to promote constructive public dia-
log about the role of government in the economy must 
inevitably bridge from the broad recommendations 
outlined in the rest of this report to more speci�c ap-
plications and topics. �ere are several reasons to ex-
plore e�ective ways of conveying the following point:

Government plays an important role in helping 
make business/technology innovations happen.

First, the point helps reinforce government�s impor-
tant, inevitable (and often unrecognized) role in shap-
ing the economy. More speci�cally, it demonstrates 

that government�s role is not limited to regulation and 
enforcement�government doesn�t just limit and pre-
vent activity (an important default view, as we have 
seen), but also triggers and creates positive change. Fi-
nally, this point is speci�cally germaine to topics in 
the news, since some of the Obama Administration�s 
chief economic plans involve promoting innovation 
(in green energy, etc.). 

�e challenges in conveying this point, however, are 
considerable. In Americans� default mental pictures, 
innovation is the result of private activity and creativ-
ity, on the part of individuals and companies. People 
mostly ignore government�s role�as they do in many 
other areas where there is a �cognitive blindness� to 
such points. Even when prompted to think about 
government�s role, most either deny government has a 
useful role, or are guided by the default view that gov-
ernment�s role is simply to set and enforce rules to en-
sure that business is conducted safely and honestly.

�ere are also ideological objections to any role of gov-
ernment in business�particularly among conserva-
tives.

More broadly, many Americans assume that govern-
ment actions in this area (or others) are unlikely to be 
bene�cial or done for the right reasons.

Only when the invention comes out, does the gov-
ernment try to stick their hand in to get a piece of 
the pie.

39 year-old conservative woman, o�ce manager, Texas

I don�t trust the government to do anything for 
the �good� of the people and only for the �good� of 
the people. It has to be a good choice politically or 
�nancially.
37 year-old moderate woman, teacher, Nevada

TalkBack testing of roughly thirty brief texts, with 
a diverse pool of over 300 Americans from around 
the country identi�ed one explanatory approach that 
deals well with these challenges. 


