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Understanding the success and impact of social movements requires a deep dive
into their messaging, strategies, and the elements that resonate most with
the public. Among these, the framing of a movement—the way it presents its
issues and identity—plays a crucial role in garnering support, shaping public
opinion, and influencing policy. Based on extensive research and studies of
Occupy Wall Street (OWS), one element stands out as the most effective in the
movement’s framing: the use of economic inequality as a central narrative.
This article explores the significance of this framing, its historical
context, the psychological and social mechanisms that underpin its
effectiveness, and how it can inform future activism.

---

Understanding the Concept of Framing in Social
Movements

What Is Framing?
Framing refers to the way social movements define and communicate their
issues to the public and policymakers. It involves selecting certain aspects
of an issue to highlight, emphasizing particular interpretations, and shaping
the narrative to mobilize support. Effective framing can:
- Simplify complex issues
- Create emotional resonance
- Align the movement’s goals with broader societal values

The Role of Framing in Movement Success
Historically, movements that craft compelling frames tend to:
- attract larger crowds
- foster solidarity among diverse groups
- influence public discourse
- achieve policy changes

Examples include the civil rights movement’s focus on justice and equality,
and environmental movements emphasizing the protection of future generations.



---

Occupy Wall Street’s Framing Strategy

The Origin of the Movement’s Narrative
Occupy Wall Street emerged in 2011 as a response to growing economic
disparity and perceived corporate influence over politics. Its central
message was encapsulated in the phrase “We are the 99%,” highlighting income
inequality and wealth concentration among the top 1%.

The Power of "We Are the 99%"
This framing was revolutionary because:
- It personalized economic disparity, making it relatable
- It created a unifying identity across diverse socioeconomic groups
- It shifted the conversation from abstract economic data to human stories

How This Framing Resonated
Research indicates that this narrative:
- Increased engagement and participation
- Generated widespread media coverage
- Fostered a sense of collective injustice

---

The Most Effective Element: Focusing on
Economic Inequality

Research Evidence Supporting the Focus on Economic
Inequality
Studies analyzing Occupy Wall Street’s messaging reveal that framing issues
around economic inequality was instrumental in:
- Mobilizing supporters across demographics
- Sustaining momentum over time
- Shaping public policy debates

A 2012 study by social scientists found that framing economic disparity as an
urgent moral and social issue led to higher levels of support and activism.



The Psychological Impact of Inequality Framing
This approach leverages several psychological mechanisms:
- Moral Outrage: Highlighting unfair wealth distribution triggers moral
emotions, motivating action.
- Us vs. Them Narrative: Distinguishing between the 99% and the 1% fosters a
sense of collective identity and opposition.
- Empathy and Personal Connection: Sharing stories of those affected
personalizes the issue, making it more tangible.

Why Economic Inequality Is a Universal Issue
Unlike specific policy proposals, economic inequality is:
- Easily understood across cultures
- Viscerally felt by a broad audience
- Capable of uniting diverse groups under a common cause

---

Historical Context and Effectiveness of
Economic Framing

Precedents in Social Movements
The strategy of framing social issues around economic inequality is not new.
Movements such as:
- The Progressive Era reforms
- The Civil Rights Movement
- The Fight for Fair Wages and Labor Rights

have successfully employed economic narratives to motivate change.

Occupy Wall Street’s Impact on Public Discourse
Occupy’s framing shifted the conversation in multiple ways:
- Brought economic inequality into mainstream media and political debates
- Influenced policy discussions around Wall Street regulation and taxation
- Inspired subsequent movements (e.g., Fight for $15, Black Lives Matter) to
adopt similar economic narratives

Limitations and Challenges
While powerful, this framing can face:
- Opposition from vested interests
- Oversimplification of complex economic issues



- Risk of alienating potential allies if not paired with actionable solutions

---

How the Framing Can Be Replicated and Enhanced

Key Elements for Effective Economic Framing
To emulate Occupy’s success, movements should consider:
- Personal Stories: Humanize statistics to evoke empathy
- Clear, Concise Messaging: Use memorable slogans (e.g., “We are the 99%”)
- Moral Dimensions: Frame inequality as an issue of justice and fairness
- Visual Symbols: Use imagery that encapsulates the message (e.g., the iconic
“We are the 99%” poster)

Integrating Other Framing Strategies
While economic inequality is central, combining it with other frames can
enhance impact:
- Environmental sustainability (e.g., linking economic inequality to
environmental degradation)
- Democratic participation (e.g., emphasizing the influence of wealth on
politics)
- Human rights (e.g., framing economic injustice as a violation of
fundamental rights)

Future Implications for Activism
Movements aiming for lasting change should:
- Focus on framing issues around shared human values
- Use storytelling to connect emotionally
- Maintain clarity and simplicity in messaging
- Continuously adapt narratives to current societal contexts

---

Conclusion

Studies of Occupy Wall Street reveal that the movement’s most effective
element in its framing was the emphasis on economic inequality, particularly
through the “We are the 99%” narrative. This framing resonated deeply because
it personalized abstract economic concepts, created a strong collective
identity, and invoked moral emotions that motivated widespread engagement. As
social movements evolve, understanding and leveraging the power of effective



framing—especially around issues as fundamental as economic disparity—remains
essential for achieving social change. Future activists and organizations can
learn from Occupy’s example by crafting clear, emotionally resonant
narratives centered on economic inequality, ensuring their messages cut
through the noise and inspire action.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was identified as the most effective element in
framing the Occupy Wall Street movement according to
studies?
Studies indicate that the most effective element was the use of simple,
relatable language that framed economic inequality as a moral issue affecting
everyday people.

How did framing contribute to the success of Occupy
Wall Street's message?
Framing helped distill complex economic concepts into accessible narratives,
making the movement's message resonate widely and mobilize diverse
demographics.

Which visual elements played a key role in the
movement's framing according to research?
Iconic imagery like the 'We are the 99%' slogan and the use of tents and
protests visually emphasized economic disparity, reinforcing the movement's
core message.

What role did social media play in the framing
strategy of Occupy Wall Street?
Social media amplified the movement's framing by spreading simple,
emotionally compelling messages rapidly, helping to build a collective
identity and attract global attention.



Did the framing focus more on economic facts or
moral appeals, and which was more effective?
The framing primarily relied on moral appeals—highlighting fairness and
injustice—which proved more effective in garnering public sympathy and
support.

How important was the use of slogans like 'We are
the 99%' in the movement's framing?
Slogans like 'We are the 99%' served as powerful framing devices that unified
participants and clearly communicated the movement's core message of economic
inequality.

According to studies, what messaging strategies
could enhance future social movements based on
Occupy Wall Street's framing?
Future movements can benefit from simple, emotionally resonant messages,
visual symbols, and moral framing to effectively communicate their causes and
mobilize support.

How did the framing of economic inequality as a
moral issue impact public perception of Occupy Wall
Street?
Framing economic inequality as a moral issue shifted public perception from
viewing it as a technical problem to recognizing it as a matter of justice,
thereby increasing empathy and engagement.

Additional Resources
According To Studies Of Occupy Wall Street, The Single Most Effective Element
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The Occupy Wall Street (OWS) movement, which emerged in 2011, rapidly became
a defining symbol of anti-economic inequality activism in the early 21st
century. Its decentralized structure, symbolic tactics, and potent messaging
fueled a global conversation on wealth disparity, corporate influence, and
economic justice. While the movement's broad aims and tactics have been
extensively analyzed, a significant focus within academic and journalistic
discourse has been on how it framed its messages to resonate with diverse
audiences and galvanize support.

This article explores the findings of various studies on Occupy Wall Street,
particularly emphasizing the idea that, according to these analyses, the



single most effective element in the movement's framing was its use of
accessible, emotionally resonant language paired with visual symbolism that
encapsulated complex economic grievances into simple, powerful narratives. By
dissecting these elements in detail, we aim to understand why Occupy Wall
Street's framing strategies have had such a lasting impact and how they can
inform future social movements.

---

Understanding Framing in Social Movements

What is Framing?
In the context of social movements, framing refers to the process of
constructing and presenting issues in a way that mobilizes support, defines
the problem, and suggests solutions. It involves selecting certain aspects of
reality and making them salient to promote a particular interpretation.

Effective framing can:
- Simplify complex issues
- Connect with existing cultural values
- Evoke emotional responses
- Mobilize collective action

In the case of Occupy Wall Street, framing was central to its ability to
generate widespread attention despite a decentralized structure and limited
traditional organizational hierarchy.

The Significance of Framing in Occupy Wall Street
Numerous studies have highlighted how OWS's framing strategies contributed to
its rapid dissemination and influence. Its ability to distill complex
economic disparities into relatable narratives played a crucial role in
attracting diverse demographics and maintaining media visibility.

---

Key Elements of Occupy Wall Street’s Framing
Strategy

Research indicates that several elements contributed to the effectiveness of
OWS's framing, but among these, the use of accessible language and powerful
symbolism emerged as the most impactful.



1. Use of Accessible, Universal Language
Occupy Wall Street employed language that broke down complex economic
concepts into simple, relatable terms. Phrases like "We are the 99%" became
rallying cries that encapsulated the inequality narrative in a way that was
easy to understand and emotionally compelling.

Features of this language include:
- Simplicity: Avoided jargon and technical terms, making messages accessible
to the general public.
- Relatability: Used everyday language that resonated with ordinary people's
experiences.
- Inclusivity: Framed issues as affecting all, not just economists or policy
experts.

Impact:
Studies show that this approach increased the movement’s appeal across socio-
economic and political boundaries, facilitating widespread participation and
media coverage.

2. Visual Symbolism and Iconography
Occupy Wall Street's visual elements, particularly the iconic "We are the
99%" sign and the visual layout of encampments, played a crucial role in
framing its message.

Key symbolic elements include:
- The "We are the 99%" slogan plastered on signs, banners, and merchandise.
- The visual imagery of tents and encampments representing grassroots
resilience.
- The use of imagery of wealth disparity, such as images of the 1% versus the
99%.

Impact:
Visual symbols enabled quick comprehension of core grievances, enhanced
memorability, and fostered a sense of solidarity among participants and
supporters.

3. Framing Economic Inequality as a Moral Issue
The movement framed economic disparity not merely as a matter of policy but
as a moral crisis—an ethical failing of the system.

Strategies included:
- Highlighting stories of individuals impacted by economic inequality.
- Emphasizing fairness, justice, and moral obligations rather than solely
economic arguments.

Impact:



This moral framing evoked emotional responses, galvanizing support across
diverse demographics and motivating action beyond mere awareness.

---

Empirical Evidence Supporting the Effectiveness
of Framing Elements

Multiple academic studies have analyzed the impact of these framing
strategies through surveys, content analyses, and media studies.

Study 1: Media Framing Analysis
Researchers analyzed media coverage during the early months of Occupy Wall
Street and found that stories emphasizing the "We are the 99%" message were
more likely to generate emotional engagement and sharing on social media
platforms. The clear, emotionally charged language correlated with increased
public support.

Study 2: Public Perception Surveys
Surveys conducted among participants and the general public revealed that the
simplicity of the movement’s language made its grievances more relatable.
Respondents reported a clearer understanding of the issues and felt more
personally connected to the movement’s messaging when exposed to its slogans
and visual symbols.

Study 3: Social Media Engagement Metrics
Analysis of social media activity demonstrated that posts using the "We are
the 99%" slogan and related imagery had significantly higher engagement
rates, including shares, comments, and likes, compared to posts with more
technical or policy-focused language.

---

Implications for Future Movements

The findings from these studies underscore that the most effective framing
element in Occupy Wall Street was its capacity to communicate complex issues
through simple, emotionally resonant language coupled with compelling visual
symbolism. This approach has several implications:



- Clarity over Complexity: Simplify messages to reach broader audiences.
- Emotional Engagement: Use language and imagery that evoke moral and
emotional responses.
- Symbolism: Develop iconic symbols that encapsulate core grievances.
- Inclusivity: Frame issues in ways that resonate across socio-economic and
cultural divides.

By adopting these strategies, future social movements can enhance their
capacity to mobilize support, influence public discourse, and effect change.

---

Conclusion

According to studies of Occupy Wall Street, the single most effective element
in the movement's framing was its strategic use of accessible, emotionally
resonant language combined with powerful visual symbolism. This combination
transformed complex economic injustices into simple narratives that resonated
across diverse audiences, mobilized support, and kept the movement in the
public eye.

As social activism continues to evolve in an era dominated by digital
communication and rapid information dissemination, understanding the potency
of framing strategies becomes increasingly vital. The success of Occupy Wall
Street’s messaging offers valuable lessons: clarity, emotional appeal, and
symbolic resonance are foundational to constructing compelling narratives
that can challenge entrenched systems and inspire collective action.

In future campaigns, emphasizing these elements may be the key to unlocking
broader engagement and sustaining momentum in the pursuit of social justice.

---
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