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Lori Dorfman, DrPH, MPH

More than a message: 
Building narrative power to 
advance racial and health 
equity



what we do

● Conduct media research

● Train advocates

● Provide resources for journalists



Land acknowledgement

The Sacramento Native American Heritage Center reminds us that this 
area was, and still is, the Tribal land of the Nisenan people. Sacramento 
was a gathering place for many local Tribes who have lived throughout the 
central valley and the foothills for generations and were the original 
stewards of this land. We would like to acknowledge the Southern Maidu 
people to the North, the Valley and Plains Miwok/ Me-Wuk Peoples to the 
south of the American River, and the Patwin Wintun Peoples to the west of 
the Sacramento River. We would also like to honor the Wilton Rancheria, 
the only federally recognized tribe in Sacramento County. 

We acknowledge that we are standing on the tribal lands of Sacramento’s 
Indigenous people. We recognize that we have benefitted, and continue to 
benefit from the use and occupation of this land. Consistent with public 
health’s values of community and diversity, we have a responsibility to 
acknowledge and make visible our relationship to Native peoples. By 
offering this Land Acknowledgement, we affirm Indigenous sovereignty 
and will work to hold our public health institutions more accountable to the 
needs of American Indian and Indigenous peoples.



𓐑

Steps in a long-
term struggle



Lesson 1: Message is never first
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Before you know what you want to SAY…



Lesson 1: Message is never first

Before you know what you want to SAY…

…you have to know what you want to DO.



Message is never first

• What do you want to 
change in the world?
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Message is never first

• What do you want to 
change in the world?

• How will you change it?
• Why do you want it to be 

changed?



layers
of
strategy



layers
of
strategy

You can’t have a media strategy without an overall strategy.



Overall strategy

Define the problem you want to address

Clarify the solution for which you’ll advocate

Identify the target with the power to make the  
change

Enlist the allies who can help make your case

Identify what actions you’ll take to influence the 
target

➥

➥

➥

➥

➥



Overall strategy example

Problem: Evictions during early months of 
COVID-19 pandemic

Solution: Pass an equity-focused county 
eviction protection package to keep people 
housed

Target: County Board of Supervisors

Allies: Local grassroots groups (legal, faith, 
housing, immigrant rights), public health 
organizations, etc. 

Actions: petitions, public comment, op-ed, 
social media, etc.

➥

➥

➥

➥

➥

Based on work by the Vallejo Housing Justice Coalition and other 
community organizers in Solano County



Overall strategies drive 
media and message 
strategies



Addressing 
racial and 
health equity

Walk the talk

Your overall strategy must 
center racial and health 
equity if you want your 
communications strategy to 
advance racial and health 
equity. 



Your overall 
strategy must 
center racial 
and health 
equity if you 
want your 
communications 
strategy to 
advance racial 
and health 
equity. 



http://www.communityhealthpriorities.org/conversation/comments/1520/



What surrounds us 
shapes us.
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Health equity 
demands more.
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Health equity 
demands more.

We must reframe.



Why framing matters for 
racial and health equity
You say
People who live in neighborhood X are three times as 
likely to have diabetes

They hear
People living in neighborhood X have made bad choices. 
Why don’t they eat better?



Cognitive 
frames

Mental 
pathways that 
help people 
understand 
the world.



HFAI TH FOIJITV

Just a few clues…



Lesson 2: Make the landscape visible.
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Lesson 2: Make the landscape visible.



news frames

Personal
responsibility

Shared 
responsibility



ke
y 

te
rm

s
portrait (episodic)
Personal responsibility ⟹

You’re on your own ⟹

Duty to family ⟹

Market justice ⟹

Shared responsibility

We’re in this together 

Duty to the collective good

Social justice

landscape (thematic)



Lesson 3:
Articulate your values

fairnessliberty

interconnection Can-do spirit

community
unity

family

democracy



Lakoff’s levels

Level 1: 
Foundational value, like 
justice, unity or 
interconnectedness 

Level 3: 
Details of the policy 
or approach

Level 2: 
Topic area, like housing, jobs, 
environmental justicefood justice



“The diversity, commitment, 
ingenuity, and resiliency of the 
region’s people have carried them 
through decades of hardship and 
adversity and make the Valley a 
unique and valuable place to live 
for many.”

Lead with values



➳Use plain 
language
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try saying:
“We want our 
county to be a 
healthy, safe, and 
vibrant place for 
everyone, yet 
some of us face 
barriers to this.” 

Avoid labels and jargon. Instead of saying “health 
equity” 
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try saying:
“We want our 
county to be a 
healthy, safe, and 
vibrant place for 
everyone, yet 
some of us face 
barriers to this.” 

“We want our county to be a 
healthy, safe, and vibrant place for 
everyone. This means that our 
residents have access to good 
jobs with dignity, quality schools 
and housing, reliable ways to get 
from place to place, and clear air 
to breathe.”

Or better yet, say:

Avoid labels and jargon. Instead of saying “health 
equity” 



What can we do? ● Embed equity into our overall 
strategies.

● Reframe to make the landscape 
visible. 

● Articulate our values.
● Do it all with clear, simple language.



Questions? 



th
an

k 
yo

u
stay connected!
Lori Dorman, DrPH
dorfman@bmsg.org

Website: bmsg.org

Twitter: @BMSG

Facebook: Berkeley Media Studies Group


