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erry was at  i t  again; yet  
another contentious season 

f ighting over irrigation water. 
The ditch manager was well-mean-
ing and had already tried several 
t imes to explain how other users ’ 
water rights gave them not only the 
chance to ask for water f irst ,  but 
also to receive water even if  Jer-
ry would run out.  Jerry just  didn’t 
understand.  His father had always 
crit icized the system and had often 
roared that i t  was unfair.  Jerry had 
taken on that frame of  reference 
and just  couldn’t  accept that he did 
not legally have the same rights to 
water from the ditch as other users 
further down the l ine.

The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines a 
frame of reference as “a set of ideas, conditions, 
or assumptions that determine how something 
will be approached, perceived, or understood.”

   Frames (short for “frames of reference”) are 
mental shortcuts people use to help make sense 
of complex information. Frames help us under-
stand and interpret the world around us and to 
represent that world to others. They help us or-
ganize complex ideas and events into coherent, 
understandable categories. 

   Frames and differences in perspective 
 contribute much to how individuals and groups 
see things differently, especially where there are 
differing and incompatible interpretations of 
events. Because frames are built upon the un-
derlying structures of beliefs, values, and experi-
ence, individuals on alternative sides of an issue 
often construct frames that differ in significant 

Understanding Understanding 
Frames and ReframingFrames and Reframing

JJ

© All Rights Reserved.  
Western Extension 

Committee. June 2020.N
e

g
o

t
ia

t
io

n
 i

n
 A

g
r

ic
u

l
t

u
r

e



2

ways. Even further, as strategic tools, frames can help 
 rationalize self-interest, persuade broader audiences, 
build coalitions, or promote preferred outcomes.

Alternative Frames of Reference
Clearly conflicts can contain many different frames. The 
most common forms or source of frames of reference in-
clude the following:

• Identity frames: Answer the question “who am I?” 
For example: environmentalist; farmer; resident of the 
United States. Those identities can shift; parties may 
view themselves as having certain identities in one situ-
ation but a completely different identity in an alternative 
setting. When a conflict surfaces, the more central the 
challenge to one’s sense of self, the more opposed a per-
son is likely to be. Typical responses to identity threats 
include ignoring information and perspectives that jeop-
ardize the core self, affiliation with like-minded individu-
als and groups, and negatively characterizing outsiders.

• Characterization frames: Answer the question 
“Who are you?” Individuals view others in the conflict 
as possessing specific characteristics. Similar to a stereo-
type, characterization frames can be either positive or 
negative. Parties in conflict often construct characteriza-
tion frames for others that significantly differ from how 
the other parties view themselves. Such characteriza-
tions often undermine the other sides’ legitimacy, cast 
doubt on their motivations, or exploit their sensitivity. 
Characterization frames are also often linked to identity 
frames, serving to strengthen a person’s own identity, 
while justifying actions toward the other parties.

• Power frames:  A person’s conception of power and 
social control can play a significant role in conflict dy-
namics, because conflicts are often about struggles to al-
ter existing institutions or decision-making procedures. 

Power frames help the parties determine not only which 
forms of power are legitimate (e.g., governmental, legal, 
civil disobedience), but also the forms of power that are 
likely to advance one’s own position.

• Conflict management or process frames: Conflict 
over how best to manage or resolve differences is cen-
tral to many disputes. Conflict frames may cause those 
involved to seek very different remedies in response to 
common problems. These remedies may range from acts 
of violence, civil disobedience, litigation, and negotia-
tion. One side may be willing to sit down with a mediator 
and negotiate, while the other, thinking that it has the 
upper hand, may refuse negotiation, preferring litigation 
or violent action.

• Risk and information frames: Conflicts often 
 involve expectations about future events, where the 
events and consequences are unknown and their likeli-
hood is uncertain. As a result, the parties often construct 
risk and information frames with very different under-
standings about the level and extent of a particular risk. 
In addition, these frames often indicate to the individu-
als involved which sources of information are reliable 
and which are not.

• Loss versus gain frames: It is common for most 
 parties in a conflict to focus on the threat of potential 
loss, rather than on the opportunities for gain. People 
tend to react differently to a proposed action when the 
expected consequences are framed in terms of losses as 
opposed to gains. This is true where preventing a per-
ceived loss is often more important and more highly val-
ued than capturing a gain.

Reframing: A Way Forward
Resolving conflict requires that the persons involved 
 understand how frames influence contentious situations. 
We create frames to help us:

• Define issues: Does a problem exist? Describe what 
the problem is and the issues involved.

• Shape actions: Define how a problem should be 
 resolved.

• Provide protection: Describe who is in the right; 
who is in the wrong.

• Justify actions: Tell us what action is appropriate or 
needed and why.

• Mobilize others: Provide a rallying cry or invoke a 
common mission.

   Evaluating a conflict from the perspective of frame 
analysis and the resulting understanding of frames can 
help the stakeholders involved to better recognize the 
dynamics involved, including the factors that can lead to 
changes within a frame or changes to the frames them-
selves. 
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   One way to address conflict is through reframing. 
 Reframing is an attempt to change the conceptual and/
or emotional setting or viewpoint about a particular situ-
ation and to place it into another frame. The new frame 
should fit the facts of the situation equally well, or even 
better, and thereby changes its entire meaning. Refram-
ing allows an idea or object to be thought of in a new and 
different way, allowing it to fit into a completely other 
frame. Reframing is essentially urging the parties toward 
a perspective that makes a mutually agreed upon solu-
tion possible.

   Victor Frankl in his book, From Death Camp to 
 Existentialism, in which he writes of being in a concen-
tration camp. For three years, he lived through starvation 
and torture in four camps. He lost his beloved wife and 
all of his family, and observed most of his fellow inmates 
die. Frankl kept his mind active, planning the lectures he 
would give after his release, using the material from the 
death camps to illustrate points he wanted to teach. As 
a devoted teacher, his careful, deliberate planning of his 
future lectures kept his spirit and body alive in hideous 
deadening conditions. He survived the death camps and 
did go on to realize his vision of using his experiences as 
a great healer. His process was a giant reframe of a hid-
eous situation being transformed in Frankl’s mind to be 
used for a worthy purpose. He was determinedly prepar-
ing to use his suffering to help others find hope in their 
particular horrible physical or mental situations.

   Research suggests that reframing is often challenging 
for individuals or groups. It requires taking on new per-
spectives, and often requires some degree of risk-taking 
on the part of the parties linked to the dispute. As a re-
sult, reframing works best when changes in the context 
of the dispute can be made in a way that increases the in-
centives for new perspectives or places a strong focus on 
improving communication and building trust. Refram-
ing can also be used negatively to frustrate and impede 
settlements and the resolution of conflicts, but that is not 
our focus here.

Reframing Approaches
There are many ways to accomplish reframing,  
including:

• Rephrasing,
• Focusing, 
• Proposing an option, 
• Moving from abstract  
to specific, 
• Going behind positions, 
• Stimulating new ideas, 
• Looking to the future, 
• Dealing with emotional 
outbursts, 
• Preempting, creating a meta-
phor, offering choices, 
• Involving the quiet  
participant, 

• Assigning homework, 
• Being direct, 
• Using a ludicrous  
intervention, 
• Discussing what will  
happen in a court scenario, 
• Caucusing, 
• Emphasizing closure, 
• Referring to other  
disciplines, 
• Termination, and 
• Considering a return to 
court, among others.

   In general, all reframing strategies use dialogue to 
 reframe positions, issues, and the conflict as a whole. 
These can be lumped into four broad categories:

• Reduce tension and hostility: by using techniques 
that focus on listening, further study, and approaches for 
reducing tension and promoting more effective commu-
nication. The focus is on improving the capacity to com-
municate and reduce the escalation often associated with 
mutually-incompatible frames.

• Perspective taking: by helping the parties  understand 
the conflict and its dynamics from the perspective of oth-
ers. The hope is that individuals will each see themselves 
more objectively, as well as seeing the other party in a 
more positive light. This approach seeks to validate and 
bolster the credibility of the perspectives held by the oth-
er party, as well as examine the interplay between one’s 
own frames and those of other disputants.

• Establish common ground: by using techniques 
such as visioning and common ground inquiry to al-
low reframing around a smaller set of issues. Common 
ground inquiry explores areas of agreement and possible 
joint action between parties who normally focus on their 
differences, in order to open up communication. Parties 
are also encouraged to identify their desired futures in 
order to shift the focus from short-term to long-term.

• Enhancing options and alternatives: Several 
 approaches can be used to enhance the desirability of 
alternatives. Individuals must be able to understand 
the other parties’ frames and to view options from other 
perspectives in order to evaluate options. Third-party fa-
cilitators can be helpful with this. In addition, reframing 
perceptions of losses as gains can enhance the openness 
and creativity of parties involved in a dispute. Stated in 
another way, when making choices involving gains, we 
tend to be risk averse. But, when we make choices in-
volving losses, we are more likely to be risk taking. How 
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an issue is framed affects how we value different options 
and use those values to make a selection.

   A key element to making any negotiation more  successful 
or to resolving conflict is the ability to reframe. Each of 
these techniques have a common structure at their most 
basic level. That structure involves taking the framework 
that each participant in a conflict holds from one of nega-
tivity to one that focuses on the positive opportunities for 
resolution.

It  is  just  possible  that Jerry might benefit 
from reframing his  perspective on irriga-
tion water rights.  However,  that wil l  l ikely be 
diff icult ,  unless he is  able to see the newly-
gained understanding as a gain,  an opportu-
nity to better-manage the water he has access 
to,  rather than as a loss compared to other  
users.  Jerry is  unlikely to take this  upon him-
self ,  as the reasons for reframing often are 
driven by forces and factors outside tradi-
tional  systems.
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