The progressive toolkit

A guide to talking about
the issues we care about

Contents
Foreword
How to use the toolkit
The Art of the Political Conversation
A New Kind of Economy
How to challenge this narrative

Foreword
Do you ever wonder how we got here? How
in the ten years after the financial crisis,

Even, Boris Johnson has done a U-turn and

thousands of public sector workers saw

claims there is money available for schools,

their pay packets shrink while bankers have

police and healthcare. Nonetheless, we are

continued to recieve big bonuses.

still confronted with questions about where

That it has been disproportionately women,
the poor, people of colour and disabled
people who have borne the brunt of a crisis
that had nothing to do with their actions.
And to make matters worse, we now have a
Chancellor who sold bad debt that led to the

the money will come from; how Labour
recklessly spent and crashed the economy;
and there is still resistance to making major
investments for the long-term. We have
struggled to tell our own seductive story, one
that tells the truth as well as inspires hope.

crisis, and a Prime Minister who boasts that

CLASS believes that progressive change can

he defended the bankers.

only come and be sustained with an active

Why are we so deeply divided, with a renewed
Far Right? Why are people more likely to
blame a Romanian than Etonian politicians
for their problems?
Of course, there are many factors that led us
to this place, but one is the seductive stories
told to us by those on the political Right.
Back in 2009, I was stunned to see Cameron,
Osborne and other leading Conservatives
use every TV and radio appearance to argue
that the recession following the global
financial crisis was all Labour’s fault, who
had overspent and left us broke. It was a lie.
But clever metaphors and repetition meant
that it stuck.

grassroots movement. This is why we invest
so much in producing materials for activists,
and strengthening our work with trade
unions.
This toolkit is designed as a consultation
document that we will build on ready for an
election. It is our attempt to bring together
what we have learnt from conversations
around the country. The toolkit provides tips
that can be used in any conversation about
progressive change, as well as attempts to
set out ways to talk about the change we
want to see.
We’d love you to try this and hear your
comments. Email them to Raquel.Jesse@
classonline.org.uk

Of course, we on the Left have pushed back,
and now, many can see the damaging affects
of the brutal cuts across our public services.
Dr Faiza Shaheen
Director - CLASS

How to use the toolkit
It is up to every one of us on the Left to make

This is a work in progress: a more detailed

clear, compelling arguments that tell a story

and comprehensive guide that covers today’s

and provide a vision to get behind. This

most crucial issue will be ready for when the

report is a toolkit guide on how to effectively

snap election is announced. For now, there

communicate your ideas on our economy

is a recommended reading list at the end.

to win over the hearts and minds of those

In the meantime we want to hear from you,

around you. This guide explains key concepts

so please get in touch and let us know what

on communication and framing for political

issues and key messages you find hardest to

change, and also provides information and

challenge.

examples that can be used in conversation.

Methods
Many of the ideas in the report have come

We would also like to say a big thank you to all

directly from you. Over 400 members of the

the people who made this happened. Including

public participated in workshops, as a part of

members

the CLASS Bootcamp tour around the UK. From

who ran the workshops. Including, Unite the

which we crowdsourced new ideas to challenge

Union, BFAWU, CWU, GMB, NEU, Change.org,

the narratives you were most concerned by.

Runnymede Trust, JCWI, DPAC, and JRF.

The work presented here will continue to be
developed over time as we continue to research
and test these messages.

of

the

following

organisations

The art of political conversation
Introduction

Too often, we fail to recognise that we are communicating our messages

all the time. And, the way we communicate – the words, phrases, stories, experiences we share –
actually shapes how people understand and respond. By using certain narratives and words, we may
unintentionally bring to mind and reinforce unhelpful associations in our audience. Sometimes, our
message can simply be lost in translation.
If we keep approaching conversations, in the same way, we will generate the same responses. Simply
look at Brexit as an example; three years on and both extremes are just more adamantly saying the
same thing. Language is key to creating change and showing that change is possible.
There is a science behind political communication and ‘framing’. The theory goes that the way
ideas are packaged through words, phrases and visual cues can be carefully selected to trigger
responses in those listening. This, in turn, will impact how we act towards certain groups or issues.
Progressive politics should never imitate the shameless illusions and delusions of the Right, but
there’s a compelling need to change how we make our arguments.

A frame is how something is presented. Namely, how a message,
information or object is packaged. When we digest a message, how it is
presented to us (i.e. the frame) indicates to our brains how the message
should be interpreted. In the same way that the colours and shapes on a
puzzle piece indicate where it should be placed in the puzzle.
Our brains are constantly absorbing information, mostly unconsciously,
and some consciously. To make sense of the world we have a series of
mental filters which help to organise, perceive and communicate reality, like
a giant filing system. Messages are all around us, and they are all framed.
Contemporary research suggests that we think in terms of conceptual frames and metaphors.
For example, you’d probably prefer a doctor to say that you have a 90% chance of survival
rather than a 10 % chance of dying.” The first is framed much more positively, bringing to
mind hope and life, meanwhile the latter makes you think of your death, which is very likely to
induce a great sense of fear. Further examples of framing include:
Through our lives, we build a certain picture of how we understand the world around us.

‘Expensive’ vs ‘Luxurious’
‘Cheap’ vs ‘Affordable’
‘Used vs Pre-loved’
‘Break-up vs Conscious uncoupling’
Sometimes during the processing of information, our brain filters out new messages that
don’t fit into our understanding of the world. Sometimes a new message will be ignored,
even ridiculed or attacked because it threatens your reality – which is scary; much like a
puzzle piece that is the wrong shape and colour is tossed back into the box.
This tendency is called ‘confirmation bias,’ and it is our very natural impulse to believe,
interpret and remember that which confirms our pre-existing beliefs and experiences. This
is especially prevalent when a topic is emotionally or politically charged.

To overcome this barrier, we need to listen to and understand our audiences’ perceived reality
and then craft our message in such a way that it resonates and serves as a viable alternative
to their way of thinking. Your puzzle piece can only replace one of theirs if it fits. For example,
women’s rights campaigners find it much more effective to frame their message in terms of
pro-choice rather than pro-abortion. This is because the rights of the woman - her health and
autonomy - are aspects that people on each side of the debate understand to be important.
Since frames influence how people interpret the information, consequently they can have
an impact on people’s beliefs, choices, and behaviours. That is why it is important that we
consciously examine our communications for potentially unseen harm they may be doing
and seek more helpful alternatives. Moreover, framing techniques can be used to reduce the
ambiguity of intangible topics by contextualising the information in such a way that recipients
can connect to what they already know.
People have to be ready to listen to you. The best way to do this is through story-telling. We
need experts, data-crunchers and representatives, but it is telling a story that resonates with
people’s worldview that can change people’s minds. So how we tell them from the Left is allimportant. Our human brains are hard-wired for stories: if I asked you to tell me a story that you
heard from a relative growing up, could you? What if I asked you about the most recent
statistic you heard about Universal Credit? Chances are you would remember the conversation
with your relative and how it made you feel.

Tips for communicating
1.
Be mindful of the aim of your conversation. Firstly ask yourself
a couple of questions:
•

Who is my audience?

•

How do we want them to feel?

•

What do we want them to believe?

•

What is the outcome we ultimately want to achieve?

•

What unhelpful ideas or beliefs do we want to avoid reinforcing?

2.
•

Be mindful of your language:
Keep your use of language as simple as possible. This allows the ease of conveying your
point but is more likely to stick with your audience. If you are to use technical language be
sure to explain it.

•

Use inclusive language i.e. ‘us’, ‘we’, ‘everyone’, ‘all’ – to avoid divisive and hostile ideas, like
‘us vs them’.

•

Be careful not to reinforce unhelpful beliefs. When we repeat an opponent’s unhelpful
position, even to refute it, we are still reinforcing it. For example, when Nixon famously said
“I am not a crook” it made everyone immediately think “he’s a crook”. Avoid euphemistic
language that makes an issue sound less bad or damaging than it is. We want our
message to reveal what is hidden and make the impacts clear. For example, don’t say
“collateral damage” but instead say “the death of innocent civilians” - a more transparent
and emotive description.

3.
•

Build a narrative:
Use metaphors, analogies, and figures of speech to paint a picture in the mind’s eye.
Familiar metaphors are sticky: they will be remembered and can evoke an emotional
response.

•

Set the scene, who is affected, who is the villain and the heroine?

4.
•

Highlight the cause not the symptom:
For example, while the media might concentrate on the number of people migrating to Europe,
it ignores the bigger picture of causes like war, poverty, and inequality. Whenever possible,
bring the cause into the message, as this redirects the resentments or anger that people
might feel to the appropriate source. For example, don’t just say “migrants are coming to the
UK” say “people seeking refuge are coming to the UK because of war, poverty, and inequality”.

5.
•

Find common ground:
Listen and try to empathise with your audience; sometimes the most productive thing you
can do is ask your audience questions about their point of view. This allows them to explore
their thinking and for you to have a better understanding. It is important to keep calm and
keep an open mind. Remember, this is not a debate, they are not your opponent and they are
not the enemy. You are not here to win but to lead to productive new ways of thinking.

•

Appeal to shared values and ideals of compassion, solidarity and fairness. Whenever possible
reinforce the notion that we are all on the same side.

•

You may be able to find common ground through shared concerns and having a similar point
of view. For example, whether you voted to Leave or Remain, most people are concerned
about the lack of affordable housing or the state of our NHS.

6.
•

Keep people at the centre:
Always share real people’s stories or even better, your own experience. Relate anecdotes can
support and emphasize the statistics. Always take specific examples and link them to the
wider picture.

•

Include people in your narratives: name those who ought to be held accountable and those
fighting for change whenever possible.

7.
•

Bee positive:
This can be as simple as smiling, maintaining eye contact and open body language.
Do not suppress your passion, determination, and optimism, as this can inspire other
people around you.

•

Paint a clear picture of the solution. Whenever possible place yourself and your
audience in the solution. People need to feel that change is possible and realistic.
People respond well to specific calls to action so if possible give them something to
do. We want to avoid provoking a sense of inevitability or fatalism.

•

Develop a positive vision of the future. Helping people to imagine a better future helps
us get on the front foot rather than simply defining ourselves by what we are against.
Without an alternative vision, people can be fatalistic and believe there is no alternative
and this not only justifies the way things are but also prevents any real change. There
is a reason Dr Martin Luther King Jnr had a dream and not a nightmare. A vision does
not have to be exhaustive in detail, but the more of a picture we can paint, the more
evocative and emotive it will be.

•

Point to great examples of change that has already happened/is happening, to create
a feeling that change is realistic. This helps to normalise the idea you are trying to
convey, and show that it has not been plucked from thin air.

Building your narrative checklist
1.

Set the scene.

2.

Identify shared values.

3.

What is the issue? Perhaps use an analogy.

4.

Who does it affect?

5.

Who is the villain/hero?

6.

Is there a metaphor?

7.

Is there a personal story?

8.

What does a better future look like in simple terms?

9.

Paint a picture of the solution.

A new kind of economy
Why do we need to talk about the economy? The economy, just
like politics, is a concern for us all. For many years, we have been led to believe that the economy is like
the weather: not only is it out of our control, but only a few ‘experts’ can predict it. And so, we ought to
leave it in the capable hands of the experts in Westminster and the City.
However, collectively, we are the economy: we work, we pay taxes, we create, we produce and we
consume. Importantly, without us, there is no economy. Therefore, we must elevate the public
understanding of how our economy works, how it is designed, and how we want to redesign it. If we
can competently talk to each other about the economic issues we care about - whether it be improving
our welfare system, building more affordable houses, or controlling our railways - we can organise
more effectively. If we understand the way the economy works, we can be informed and critical of the
decisions and promises politicians make.

What is the current narrative of the economy?
The Right’s response to the financial crisis has resulted in a ‘lost decade’ of rising living
costs, stagnant wages, the sale of public assets and the obliteration of public services.
Their policies are borne from an ideologically driven conviction: to shrink the state,
tighten purse strings and maximise a few individual’s liberties, at the expense of the
many. Society, the right argues, has no money. Society cannot afford to finance and
address inequality, youth unemployment, energy insecurity, climate change etc. Mrs
Thatcher gave the clearest expression of this idea:

“The state has no source of money, other than the money people earn themselves.
If the state wishes to spendmore it can only do so by borrowing your savings, or
by taxing you more. And it’s no good thinking that someone else will pay. That
someone else is you. There is no public money other than taxpayer money.”
After the global financial crisis, or as the Tories refer to as “Labour’s great recession,” we
had run out of money. As a nation, we had spent all our money and essentially maxed
out our credit card. They say, the government is like a giant household, and it had to
manage its finances just the way you and I manage our finances. We had run-up a giant
debt that urgently needed to stop from spiralling out of control. It was time for sensible
fiscal policy.
We had no choice but to tighten our belts and close the public purse and sell some of
our assets to balance the books. Sadly, the government had to cut its spending, even
on things we care about like education and health because the debt was just too large.
This is rational stuff: save more by spending less. And so, austerity was implemented.

Key parts of the narrative were:
“Labour crashed the economy”
“We can’t afford it”
“Where is your magic money tree?”
“We must cut spending to save more.”
“Our national debt is out of control”
“Reckless spending will wreck the economy”
“People with money create jobs.”
“If we increase taxes, it’ll scare big business”
“Nationalising will bankrupt the country”

Beyond these common frames there are other stories
for example:
“We need to protect the wealth creators”
“Privatising and out-sourcing save the taxpayer money”
“Our economy is prosperous and poverty is a thing of the past. ‘Real’ poverty does exist but somewhere
else”
“People are poor because of their poor choices – people make their own lot in life. It’s up to them to
try harder”
“Why should I pay taxes to support their lifestyle? I work hard and it doesn’t affect me”

How to challenge this narrative?
Firstly, to be able to effectively challenge this narrative we need to be aware of what values are
underlying these ideas and what emotions and patterns of thinking are likely to be triggered and be
conscious of what values we want to convey. Then we will take a closer look at the misinformation
that is being perpetuated through this narrative.
Negative values
		
Fear – this is how the system works, if we try
to change it, we will wreck it and in turn shoot
ourselves in the foot.

Positive values

Limitation – there is a scarcity of resource and a
limited pot of money.

Investment to ensure we get the best out of life,
secure our long-term future and success while
remaining within planetary limits

Individual responsibility – we each make our own
lot in life.

Solidarity & Community – acting together to
achieve our goals, share our income, wealth,
pooling our resource’s freely in a spirit of
reciprocity

Small State – an idea known as Neoliberalism
which is the assumption that markets know best
and the government should stay out of it.

The state as a necessary form of support
and investment, done through shared power
& economic democracy - making decisions
collectively about the things that affect us, where
everyone has an equal voice.

Greed – human nature is selfish and is always
motivated by self-interest above all else.

Compassion – we care about each other and
recognise that we all have similar needs and
desires.

Individual Liberty – we should stay out of people’s
way and let them get on with it.

Fairness & Security – we depend on each
other, and so we stand together. We raise living
standards for everyone. People and communities
can rely on each other and our public services. No
one will go without or struggle alone. A society
where people have the genuine freedom to fulfil
their potential and live the lives they choose

Growth – wealth
exponentially.

Sustainability – protecting people and the
environment of which we are a part of and the
economy depends on.

creation

must

expand

Division, pitting working-class groups against
each other, scapegoating migrants

Hope – Belief that society can be better.

Healing, bringing people together

How to challenge this narrative
Firstly, to be able to effectively challenge this narrative we need to be aware of what values are
underlying these ideas and what emotions and patterns of thinking are likely to be triggered and be
conscious of what values we want to convey. Then we will take a closer look at the misinformation
that is being perpetuated through this narrative.

Values and Emotions
Here are some examples of how to talk about how the economy really works:
We can afford it? We can afford to properly fund our public services and prepare for the
future through the Green New Deal which will transform the economy and protect the
ecosystem, in the same way, that we created millions overnight to bail out the banks
and financed £56bn on HS2. We don’t need a magic money tree, or to cut spending and
it isn’t dependent on raising taxes.
Government expenditure is not financed by tax revenues, but rather, via the selling and
buying of government bonds. Government bonds are essentially an IOU. When someone
buys a bond, they are lending money to the government and in return the government
promise to pay interest regularly until the bond expires. We can borrow more because
our bonds are very popular. Govt bonds are low risk as it is almost certain to keep its
promise to pay the interest because of the millions of taxpayers. Alternatively, we have
our own central bank, the Bank of England, which can issue new bonds and buy them all,
meaning that we owe money to internally.
The economy is like playing Monopoly. The banker must first distribute money 		
to the players for the game to begin. Once the money is flowing around 		
the economy, the players can buy and sell, and importantly pay tax back to the 		
bank.
Investments pay for themselves: When we borrow money for the Green New Deal the
impact is like a jump-start for the economy. Investing in greening industries, renewable
energy and research will not only protect the environment but create millions of wellpaid jobs. We will need architects, construction workers, teachers, administration,
receptionists, engineers, electricians, scientists. Each of whom will pay taxes and spend
their money into the economy on food, transport, clothes etc. This will stimulate the
private sector and generate further jobs from an increase in demand and tax revenue
from businesses and VAT. All those new tax revenues can go towards paying back the
money we borrowed.

Fair taxation: All political parties, and the public, behave and talk in a way that ALL our money comes
from taxation. When in fact taxation is a consequence of spending in the private and public sector, and
not the sauce of spending. We are not dependent on the rich paying their tax on building the society
we want to live in. Taxation is just how we ensure that we all contribute our fair share. Taking steps to
ensure that taxes are paid is a matter of principle.
Public spending is good for the economy: The economy is like a garden, any gardener knows you’ve got
to water the whole lot, and pay attention to all the plants. If you concentrate on just one small section,
sure that will be a leafy plant, but eventually, the rest of the garden will all wither away and die. We need
to invest and care about all the parts of the economy, especially the schools, hospitals, roads. We can
also use this garden analogy when thinking about regional inequality in the UK, with London being far
more prosperous than other parts of the country.
When finance is invested in public services or infrastructure, like schools, it generates income for the
country, through a variety of streams. Back to the bakery, the investment used to buy a new oven will
eventually pay for itself because more goods can be baked and sold. Problems arise if you gamble that
money, whether it is short term, like going to a casino. It is very hard to guarantee you’ll get the money
back to pay off the debts.
You can’t cut your way out of debt; bankrupting is a great way to go bankrupt. Our economy is like a
business when you fall on hard times and business is slow, you can cut costs and sell what you’ve got
on the cheap, but eventually, you will be left with nothing. If you have a bakery and your oven breaks, you
don’t immediately sell the clothes on your back and the rest of your equipment. No, you take out another
loan to make that investment, and you get your business flourishing again.
It makes perfect sense for you and me, to reduce our spending on food and travel to avoid our overdraft.
However, the government does not and should not play by the same sets of rules. This is because the
economy is essentially made up of an aggregate of every one of us, and we run into problems when
everyone in the economy, including the government, behaves in the same way. This is the paradox of
thrift:
Imagine there are 100 companies, they are all producing and adding to a giant conveyer belt for sale. At
the other end, households (you and I) take the from the conveyer belt. When we all start tightening our
belts to save some money, the belt goes around with even more goods. Since there is less demand, the
companies scale back and lay off some workers to produce less. Unemployment rises. The government
introduces austerity, so is cutting support for the unemployed. More people become destitute and more
tighten their belts and take even less from the conveyor belt. This is what has been happening for the
last decade. There is no way out unless the government rebalances the economy.

Austerity cost a high price: Austerity has turned this economy into a dust bowl; our local high streets
are like ghost towns – even big businesses are shutting up shop. There has been a real human cost:
our kids have astronomical debts just trying to get an education; older people are choosing between
a hot meal and a warm home in the winter. Disabled people have been put on trial for basic support;
people sleeping rough and dying in our doorways.14 million people live in poverty; many are working
hard and still unable to feed their kids – was austerity worth this?
We own our public services It’s ironic how many of our trains are run by European state-owned
companies, who reinvest millions of pounds a year in dividends from their British operations into their
own transport systems. Canadian, Chinese, Aub Dhabi and Kuwait governments own some of our
water companies. It would seem it is okay for public ownership so long as it isn’t the British public.

Our narrative for a new kind of economy
“You can’t do society on the cheap”
“We should work to live, not live to work”
“This is a critical time in history and we must take this opportunity to invest in the future”
“We are the economy”
“The economy is not like the weather, we can control it”
“Our economy doesn’t work for working people”

Our Story
The economy is not like the weather, it is in our control. Our economic system, the distribution of
wealth, power and resources, was designed with a purpose in mind: to generate as much wealth as
possible for a few people. But it can be re-designed which puts people first, to give everyone a good
quality of life and a decent shot. Our economy can work for everyone.
Collectively, we are the economy: we work, we pay taxes, we create, we produce and we consume.
Importantly, without us, there is no economy. It is ours, and so, we should have a say and invest in
the things that are important to us: a safety net should we hit hard times; education for our kids; and
healthcare. The climate breakdown, an ageing population and automation means we need urgent
investment - our failure to act will cost more in the future.

When we spend money on things like schools, public transport and green energy it eventually pays for
itself by increasing the size of the economic cake. Spending money on education creates good jobs for
more teachers, carers, teachers assistants, receptionists, cleaners, and cooks, construction workers,
who in turn pay their taxes and spend their money back into the economy. Moreover, our kids will have
a good education, regardless of where they grew up, and can in time use this education to generate
further economic activity.
Public services – trains, buses, bin collection, healthcare - are necessary for society and our economy
to function well. We must bring our public services back into the safe hands of the public, where we
can hold our representatives accountable and our voices can be heard, rather than left to private
companies who put profit before people. Selling public assets in the long term doesn’t make sense;
selling the post office was like selling your grandma’s jewellery too cheaply just for a quick win. We still
pay for companies like Virgin Healthcare to run health services, and we are still buying the tickets for
the Virgin trains. The difference is that when the company makes a profit they keep it and give it to the
shareholders, who too often tuck it away in the Cayman Islands. When it is publicly owned, profit will
be reinvested to make the service better or go back to the treasury to help pay for other services that
might not make a profit.
Currently, our economy creates powerful currents that can pull people into poverty, like low wages
and increasing living costs. And sometimes things happen that threaten to pull us under, like losing
a job, coping with a disability, or leaving our home to get out of an abusive relationship. Remember
anyone of us can fall ill or have a disabled relative at any time. We can loosen poverty’s grip and release
people from the restrictions our economy places on them through social security. Financial support to
afford food on the table and a warm roof over our heads can be a life-line and keep our head above the
water during a storm. We need to strengthen these support systems to solve poverty and make sure
everyone has a decent life. Just like home insurance, we pay every month, just in case anything were to
happen. The welfare system is like collective societal insurance to ensure that we all live our lives with
dignity. It is a way to look out for one another.
If there’s one thing we have learnt from the last ten years it is that you can’t do society on the cheap.
Luckily, we don’t need to. We can reimagine and rebuild our economy to work for people and the planet.
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