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This manual will help the Women Effect Fund and its partners mobilize women to vote and volunteer to support a family friendly 
economic agenda.

What is the purpose of this manual?

ABOUT THIS MANUAL

A team from Hattaway Communications, Inc. developed the messages using insights from cognitive and social psychology, best 
practices in marketing and strategic communications research, and lessons learned from previous public-opinion research on 
politics and public policy.

People are most likely to support a cause or change opinions about an issue when presented with a coherent “narrative” that 
frames the topic using familiar language and ideas, and appeals to commonly held aspirations and values. This manual provides 
an aspirational narrative about a family friendly policy agenda, built through an iterative process of crafting and testing messages 
about key themes.

How were the messages developed?
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How were the messages tested?

ABOUT THIS MANUAL

Messages were tested through research with registered women voters in select counties in Northern Virginia, including:

•  Four focus groups with key audience segments, conducted by Hattaway Communications in Alexandria, VA,  
  on July 22, 2017

•  An online survey of 753 respondents living in target ZIP codes, conducted by Hattaway Communications from 
  August 8–17, 2017

•  A telephone survey of 600 respondents living in nine target House of Delegates districts, conducted by Normington, 
  Petts and Associates from August 23–30, 2017

The focus groups explored elements of a family friendly agenda with four key audience segments:

•  African-American women who consider themselves strong Democrats and do not regularly vote in off-year elections

•  College-educated white women who are not strongly affiliated with either party but voted regularly in all recent elections

•  Non-college-educated white women who are not strongly affiliated with either party but voted regularly in all recent elections

•  “Recently activated activists”—women of all racial and ethnic backgrounds who became involved with a political group 
  or took a political action for the first time following the 2016 election

All statistical data cited in this manual are based on the findings of the surveys.
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The key insights below provide guidance for communicating effectively with these voters, and informed the narrative, messages, 
and other tools in this manual.

Women voters consider Virginia to be family friendly  
but worry about the high cost of living.

KEY RESEARCH INSIGHTS

Q: In your opinion, how family friendly 
is Virginia?

Very family friendly

Somewhat family friendly

Not very family friendly

The concept of a family friendly Virginia is already on women voters’ minds: 96 percent of them say 
they regard Virginia as very or somewhat family friendly.

In open-ended survey responses, women indicated they found Virginia to be family friendly primarily 
because of the available activities for families, quality of schools and number of nearby parks and 
community centers.

“When I look at my community, I see families thriving. Education and recreation are 
high priorities in Virginia government policies.” – Online survey respondent

“If you don’t have the affordable child care, you might end up quitting your job.”  
– White, college-educated voter

“I don’t believe that I can retire, it’s too expensive.” – White, college-educated voter

“I’m not struggling to get by, but I’m not getting ahead.” – White, college-educated voter

However, women voters also say that the high cost of living in Northern Virginia—particularly the high 
cost of housing, child care and college—prevents them from achieving their goals. Student debt makes 
these financial obstacles even more difficult to overcome. In focus groups, women used terms such as 
“expensive” and “high cost” to express their frustration. They view the high cost of living as an obstacle 
to their personal stability, happiness and ability to “get ahead.”
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Women seek balance in their lives and in the economy.

KEY RESEARCH INSIGHTS

Women voters value balance in their daily lives, especially between their work and family life. They also appreciate the need for a 
balanced economy that gives all hardworking people the chance to get ahead. Balance leads to women feeling empowered and 
in control of their own lives, having access to equal opportunities, and possessing the freedom and flexibility to choose a life that 
works best for them and their families. 

“[There’s a] constant balance for some women, having to invest in the home and also meet the success of the 
company as well.” – White, non-college-educated voter

“Better work-life balance makes us want to live here.” – White, non-college-educated voter
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Women strongly support the Family Friendly Economy agenda, 
and its ideas motivate them to vote and take action.

KEY RESEARCH INSIGHTS

Most women support the specific policy ideas of the agenda, with more than half of women voters saying they strongly support 
each idea (rate 8-10 on a 0-10 scale of support).

Q: Now you’ll see some ideas for making Virginia more family friendly. For each of the following, please indicate how 
strongly you oppose or support the idea. (Showing % rating 8-10)

Paid time off to care for a newborn or 
a sick family member

Lower-cost, high-quality child care

Affordable college or job training

Living wages for all working people

Affordable, reliable elder care

58%

53%

65%

67%

66%

Strength of support for each issue often correlates with the respondent’s age and life stage. For example, older women support 
affordable, reliable elder care more strongly. Women with one or more children under 18, meanwhile, are more supportive of 
affordable college or job training.  And younger women are more supportive of paid time off to care for a newborn or sick 
family member.



Mobilizing Women Voters for a Family Friendly Economy 8

Focus group participants echoed these trends, frequently bringing up examples from their own lives as explanations for why they 
supported a particular agenda item.

Similarly, women voters are most motivated to become involved in politics when issues that affect them personally, such as health 
care, are being discussed in an election. In focus groups, several said that the Family Friendly Economy agenda would motivate 
them to become more involved because the issues are personally relevant.

“You have to get a second job just to afford the darned child care because it’s so expensive.” 
– White, non-college-educated voter

“I would like my daughter to be graduating from college.” – White, college-educated voter

“For people my age, the Baby Boomer age, elder care is also important. We’re squeezed in between taking care of 
mom, and plus I have two kids in college and I’m a single parent.” – White, college-educated voter

“The affordable child care definitely [fired me up] because of my recent experience and how that kind of forced me 
out of the workforce for a while and then made me have to go to part-time.” – White, non-college-educated voter
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Women see the Family Friendly Economy agenda as a return  
on investment.

KEY RESEARCH INSIGHTS

Women voters want to see a return on their investment of time, money or hard work in both their personal and family lives and in 
their careers—and they view the Family Friendly Economy agenda as one way to receive the “fruits of their labor.” 

Focus group participants repeatedly used the term “invest” to express that the policy agenda:

1)  represented an investment in them;
2)   would be good for the economy; and
3)  would ensure their hard work paid off.

“Investing in myself is important.” – African-American, strong Democrat voter

“When we have more money to spend and invest, the economy works better, period.” – Activist

“I am getting a rightful return on my investment.” – African-American, strong Democrat voter
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Voters agree the agenda would make Virginia more family friendly 
and benefit its economy.

KEY RESEARCH INSIGHTS

In the online survey, women voters reacted to two message frames about the Family Friendly Economy agenda—a “cost of care” 
frame that focused on the affordability of caring for family members, and an “out of balance” frame that focused on the need 
to bring balance to the economy and ensure hardworking people can get ahead. Regardless of which message they saw, more 
than half said these ideas would be good for Virginia’s economy. A large majority also indicated that these ideas would make the 
Commonwealth more family friendly.

Cost of Care

59%

73%

47%

53%

50%

63%

Out of Balance

Relevant to my life

More family friendly

Realistic

Help people like me

More business friendly

52%

66%

47%

56%

47%

Good for Virginia’s economy 63%

The recommended One-Minute Message on page 12 incorporates the most effective elements from each of these tested  
message frames.

Q: After reading this message, please indicate on a scale of 0 to 10 how strongly you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statements. (Showing % rating 7-10)
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Framing the campaign and agenda around building a Family Friendly Economy speaks to women voters’ frustrations with the high 
cost of living in Northern Virginia and appeals to their aspirations of building a good life for themselves and their families. 

This brand name activates an existing narrative that women already associate with the types of issues on the policy agenda. In 
open-ended survey responses, women most often interpreted the phrase “family friendly economy” as being about the success 
of families overall and their financial situation in particular. They also linked “family friendly economy” with issues such as jobs, 
education, health care and wages, which are also included in the Family Friendly Economy agenda.

BRAND NAME

Q: What does the phrase “a family friendly economy” mean to you? What does it look like? What is included? 
(Showing % of open-ended responses, grouped by theme)

Success and Support for Families

Financial Stability for Families

Taxes

Jobs

Strong Economy

15%

11%

9%

8%

8%

7%

6%

6%

Education

Health Care

Wages

Family Friendly Economy
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ONE-MINUTE MESSAGE

This message, which can be said in less than a minute, is designed to build support for the agenda among key audiences.

Virginia needs a Family Friendly Economy. It shouldn’t be so expensive to live 

and raise a family here.

Our economy should work for working families, not just the wealthy. 

We’re all better off when everyone has the tools to build a good life, including:

•  Paid leave to care for a newborn or a sick family member

•  Lower-cost, high-quality child care

•  Affordable college or job training

•  Living wages for all working people

•  Affordable, reliable elder care

In this Family Friendly Economy, hardworking people would have more time 

and money to invest in themselves and the people they love. And Virginia 

businesses could attract the best employees. 

Let’s honor honest, hard work and put families first in Virginia. 

It’s the right thing to do.
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Virginia needs a Family Friendly Economy. It shouldn’t be so expensive to live 

and raise a family here.

Our economy should work for working families, not just the wealthy. 

We’re all better off when everyone has the tools to build a good life, including:

•  Paid leave to care for a newborn or a sick family member

•  Lower-cost, high-quality child care

•  Affordable college or job training

•  Living wages for all working people

•  Affordable, reliable elder care

In this Family Friendly Economy, hardworking people would have more time 

and money to invest in themselves and the people they love. And Virginia 

businesses could attract the best employees. 

Let’s honor honest, hard work and put families first in Virginia. 

It’s the right thing to do.

ONE-MINUTE MESSAGE EXPLAINED

Women voters consider Virginia family friendly in many ways—
but believe there is more work to do to ensure the economy 
works for all hardworking families. 

Women view the high cost of living as the primary obstacle to 
achieving their goals. This values statement connects directly 
with their concern.

Research shows most Americans consider themselves to be 
“hardworking.” By positioning hardworking Virginia families as 
the beneficiaries of the agenda, audiences will see themselves 
reflected in the message and will be more motivated to act.

Many women believe the economy is out of balance and favors 
the wealthy. Calling out the need to change that dynamic 
reflects their desire for a level playing field.

Women voters respond positively to policies framed as 
benefitting everyone, not only themselves.

This reflects women voters’ highest aspiration for their lives 
and positions each item on our agenda as a tool to help them 
achieve it.

Issues that affect people personally motivate them to take 
action. This  language describes the agenda as concrete 
benefits for women and their families to show its relevance in 
each stage of their lives.

It’s important to highlight that the agenda will benefit everyone 
—not just those raising families—so hardworking people from  
all family backgrounds see themselves in the message.

Investment is a key concept for women voters, and a Family 
Friendly Economy would give them more resources to invest 
in the people and goals that matter most in their lives.

To proactively address concerns about how the agenda would 
impact business, highlight how Virginia business would also 
benefit from a Family Friendly Economy.

Families come in many shapes and sizes. This inclusive phrase 
illustrates that people care not only for children or parents, but 
for anyone they love.

Humans instinctively make judgments based on “moral 
intuition”—whether something is right or wrong. Positioning 
the Family Friendly Economy agenda as “the right thing to do” 
activates this natural instinct and motivates the audience.

Hard work is a core American value. Positioning the agenda 
as a way to honor the contributions of hardworking Virginians 
reflects the audiences’ ideals.
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Winning Words create emotional reactions, are easy to understand, evoke visual images in the mind, and use language that people 
will retain and repeat. Use the words and phrases below consistently for maximum persuasive power and word-of-mouth potential.

Women voters already consider Virginia to be broadly “family friendly.” Including the 
word “economy” connects to audiences’ concerns about the financial obstacles that 
stand in the way of achieving their goals.

Family Friendly Economy

WINNING WORDS WHY THEY WORK

Financial obstacles—especially the high cost of housing, child care, college, etc.—
hold Virginia women back. Highlighting how “expensive” it is to live in Northern Virginia 
speaks to these key concerns with a familiar word that many women already use.

Expensive

These phrases put the individuals who would benefit from a Family Friendly Economy 
squarely in the picture while combating the false narrative that the agenda would 
provide “handouts” to those unwilling to work. Research shows that describing 
beneficiaries as hardworking encourages empathy and respect from the audience.

Working families

Hardworking people

Americans identify getting ahead and “building a good life” as central aspirations for 
their lives. The word “tool” is a physical metaphor that people intuitively understand—
it creates a visual image in the mind’s eye that increases retention.

Tools to build a good life

Women voters already support the policy ideas in the agenda. These phrases describe 
those policies using key themes that resonate strongly with women voters, such as 
affordability and hard work. In language testing, survey respondents consistently cited 
these words as the most impactful and motivating.

•  Paid leave to care for a newborn 
    or a sick family member
•  Lower-cost, high-quality 
    child care
•  Affordable college or job training
•  Living wages for all working 
    people
•  Affordable, reliable elder care

WORDS
WINNING
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Women see their investments in their personal lives, families and careers as both 
a commitment and a responsibility: They want to take ownership of their futures and 
see the “fruits of their labor.” Women voters stressed the importance of this idea in 
focus groups.

Invest

WINNING WORDS WHY THEY WORK

Americans revere the concept of hard work. By including the word “honor” here, 
we signal that a Family Friendly Economy will respect and reward the important 
contributions (in all their forms) of hardworking people.

Honor honest, hard work

The agenda focuses on creating a level playing field for working families. This phrase 
acknowledges that some families do not currently have the opportunities they need or 
deserve—and calls on the audience to help build a Family Friendly Economy that will 
open those doors.

Put families first

Audiences react more positively to phrases that speak directly to their moral compass. 
People instinctively understand what is “right” and what is “wrong”—and are motivated 
to support the former over the latter.

It’s the right thing to do

WORDS
WINNING
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POLICY MESSAGES

These messages provide language to talk aspirationally about each policy issue and build support for the Family Friendly Economy 
agenda among key audiences.

We should all be there for our families when they need us most. But right now, 
too many Virginians worry about balancing work and family responsibilities. 
Working families need the opportunity to take paid leave to receive treatment 
for a serious illness, support a sick family member, or care for a new child. 
When workers have the flexibility to meet their most important responsibilities, 
they’ll be happier and more productive at work—and that’s better for 
businesses’ bottom lines and good for our economy.

Paid leave to care for a newborn or sick 
family member

Virginia families deserve the peace of mind of knowing that their children will 
be safe and secure while they work. But too many parents struggle to find 
reliable, responsible care for their kids that won’t break the bank. We should 
guarantee access to affordable, high-quality child care for every working 
family. When hardworking families have the tools they need to help their 
kids thrive, they can focus on building a good life and contributing to our 
communities.

Lower-cost, high-quality child care
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POLICY MESSAGES

Here in Virginia, we should be able to get the education or job training we 
need to succeed in a changing economy. But the skyrocketing cost of college 
means too many of us can’t get the knowledge and skills we need without 
taking on crippling student loan debt. We should make our public colleges 
and vocational training programs affordable and accessible for all Virginians. 
When more people have the tools to get good jobs with good pay, the 
economy works better for all of us.

Affordable college or job training

Every Virginian who works hard should make a decent living. But right now, 
too many jobs don’t pay enough to even make ends meet—and many of us 
work multiple jobs just to provide for our families. We should require that all 
jobs provide a living wage that pays honest, hardworking families enough 
to get ahead. When more families make more money, the economy works 
better for all of us.

Living wages for all working people
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POLICY MESSAGES

It’s important to respect and honor our elders. But it can be hard to ensure 
that our seniors have the resources they need to live out their golden years 
with dignity. We should guarantee access to affordable, reliable long-term 
care for seniors and those with disabilities. When we take care of our 
seniors, their decades of wisdom and experience strengthen our families 
and communities.

Affordable, reliable elder care
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Storytelling is a powerful tool that can inspire people to take action. This template will help communicators craft strategic stories 
that illustrate the positive impact the Family Friendly Economy policy proposals could have for real women and families in Virginia.

Introduce the women and/or families who are the main character(s) in the story using 
attributes that depict them as honest, hardworking people. Explain what they enjoy 
about living in Virginia.

Hardworking Virginians

STORY ELEMENT EXPLANATION

These women and their families have goals and plans for the future. Describe these 
goals in aspirational or emotional terms that the audience can relate to.Striving for success

Explain the obstacles that the protagonist(s) face in achieving their goals. Identify the 
problems that Virginia’s high cost of living creates in their lives.Struggling to get ahead

Show that the protagonist(s) recognize that living in Virginia shouldn’t be this 
expensive—and demonstrate that they are ready for change.Ready for change

Illustrate how a Family Friendly Economy will benefit the protagonist(s). The agenda 
includes policies for people at every stage of life. Which policies will help address the 
specific obstacles they face?

Fighting for a 
Family Friendly Economy

Tell the audience how they can help build support for a Family Friendly Economy—and 
mention how the agenda benefits all Virginians.Call to action

STORIES
STRATEGIC
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SAMPLE STORY

Mary has lived in Virginia for over 30 years. She grew up here and is now raising her two teenage 
daughters in Leesburg, where they rent a house not far from her parents. Mary likes raising her family in 
Virginia, because her kids have good schools and safe neighborhoods, and she enjoys being so close to 
so much art and culture.

One day, Mary would like to buy a house of her own. “I want to invest in my future and secure a home for 
me and my daughters,” she says.

But as her oldest daughter prepares for college next year and her aging parents require more and more 
care, Mary worries how her family will make ends meet. She knows college is expensive and she’s heard 
from friends how hard it is to find affordable housing and health care options for older relatives. 

“I’m pressed on both sides. I have to take care of my kids and my parents,” she says. “It shouldn’t be 
this expensive to live here. There’s gotta be a better way. We need to do something to help folks.”

There’s a policy agenda that would build a Family Friendly Economy that works for people like Mary 
here in Virginia. Tackling important issues like affordable college and job training and reliable elder care, 
these bold ideas will put families first and ensure everyone has the tools to build a good life.

Mary knows her family isn’t the only one facing these challenges—and she understands how high the 
stakes are. That’s why she’s talking with her friends and neighbors about the importance of building a 
Family Friendly Economy. “It’s the right thing to do,” she says. “Simple as that.”

You can join Mary in building a Family Friendly Economy that works for hardworking families. To learn 
more and find out how you can get involved, visit www.FamilyFriendlyEconomyVA.org.

Hardworking Virginians

Struggling to get ahead

Fighting for a 
Family Friendly Economy

Call to action

Striving for success

Ready for change

The following example shows how the storytelling template can be used to craft powerful stories about the realities facing working 
families in Northern Virginia that will resonate with women.
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This document and the methodologies and samples contained herein are 

intended solely for use by Women Effect Fund and its partners in conjunction 

with Hattaway Communications, Inc. Copyright © 2017 All Rights Reserved. 


