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Always was, always will be.

Change takes community | clcnsw.org.au

I acknowledge Gadigal 

people as the Sovereign 

Owners of the Country 

that I am calling from. 

Sovereignty was never 

ceded. Always was, always 

will be Gadigal land.



clcnsw.org.au/talking-justice
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https://www.clcnsw.org.au/talking-justice-guide


Overview
1. Context and background
2. Key recommendations
• Use the ‘people do things’ rule
• Replace deficit language with strength-based stories
• Tell our story (never negate)
• Be reader-friendly and use plain language
• Tell compelling stories of change
• Tell human stories
• Lead with values and visions
• Know your audience

3. Words that work
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About Talking justice



• Why: We’re stronger together. Language is 
political. Crafting stories takes time.

• Who: Developed for people who work at 
community legal centres – for everyone, not just 
comms people!

• When: We encourage you to implement these 
recommendations across your work.

Background
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• Draws heavily on the values-based framework 
developed by Anat Shenker-Osorio & Common Cause. 

• Framing and values matter! Facts and evidence are 
important, but it’s the context (or the narrative) in 
which they are placed that is critical.

Values-based 
communications framework





Framing = The way an issue is posed or worded.



Natural gas or methane?
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A quick disclaimer!
• This is a guide – not a 

rulebook. 
• Not intended to override an 

organisation’s voice.



Recommendation 1
Replace deficit language with 
strength-based stories



Examples of deficit language
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Why retire deficit language?

• Deficit language individualises structural problems and 
obscures the cause of harm or vulnerability.
• It can reinforce stigma, create shame, perpetuate 

stereotypes, and obscure the harm inflicted by other 
people, governments, and institutions.
• It can isolate the communities and people you’re trying 

to connect with.
• It’s the language of government.
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“The term ‘vulnerable’ should be used with care. It 
comes from the Latin word for ‘wound’ and can 
suggest that people with disability are frail and in need 
of protection. We aren’t inherently vulnerable because 
of our disability, but rather because of the acts and/or 
omissions of the society in which we live. For example, 
government spending cuts that might result in us 
being imprisoned in our own homes with minimum 
support.”
— People with Disability Australia
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Embrace strengths-based 
language
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“We don’t see ourselves as victims. We are warriors. We will 
stand up peacefully from the Pacific to the adversary, which 
is the fossil fuel industry.” 
– Pacific Climate Warriors Campaign



Recommendation 2
Use the ‘people do things’ 
rule



“Our messages need to 
stop shining the gaze on 
our wounded bodies, and 
instead shine the gaze on 
the bullets fired at us, and 
the people firing them.”
— Passing the Message Stick
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Use active voice
• Use active voice, rather 

than passive voice – show 
a subject, person or thing 
that acts.
• Who caused this 

problem? 
• What are they doing?
• Why are they doing it?
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Use the ‘people do things’ rule
An injured 
builder?

Change takes community | clcnsw.org.au



Use the ‘people do things’ rule
An injured 
builder?

A colleague who 
intentionally 
pushed someone. 

An employer who 
neglected work 
health and safety 
practices.
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A manufacturer 
who falsified the 
weight limits on its 
ladders.

A government 
who introduced 
legislation that 
eroded workers’ 
rights.



Examples of the ‘people do 
things’ rule
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Recommendation 3
Tell our story (never negate)



Tell our story (don’t negate)
• We sometimes negate when we want to dispel a myth or 

challenge a damaging stereotype. 
o “Closing youth prisons will not make our communities more 

dangerous.”

• Negations are words like ‘no’, ‘not’ and ‘never’.

• Lead from a place of truth – tell our story to break harmful or 
incorrect chains of association
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Examples of reframing
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Recommendation 4
Be reader-friendly and use 
plain language





• =
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Recommendation 5
Tell compelling stories of 
change



‘Talk about the cake, not the 
recipe’



Recommendation 6
Tell human stories



Why tell human stories?
“Stories are powerful. They can cut through prejudice, 
build understanding and motivate people to challenge 
injustice. Storytelling can empower individuals and 
communities by recognising their experience and expertise 
and promoting their agency. Storytelling also gives rise to 
difficult ethical questions and risks for clients, 
communities, community legal centres and campaigns.”
— Rachael Ball, When I tell my story, I’m in charge: Ethical 
and effective storytelling in advocacy 

Change takes community | clcnsw.org.au



When I tell my story, I’m in charge: Ethical and 
effective storytelling in advocacy, Rachel Ball

Key principles
• Consent
• Participation & self-

determination
• Collaboration
• Situate stories in the 

context of broader 
campaigns



Recommendation 7
Lead with values and 
visions



Prime intrinsic values
• Community
• Care
• Collaboration
• Equity
• Fairness
• Social justice
• Protecting the 

environment

• Dignity
• Diversity
• Equality
• Safety
• Bodily 

autonomy



Avoid extrinsic values
Self-reliance 
Bootstraps 
narratives, self-
interest

Wealth
Value for money, 
material gain, cost-
benefit, economic 
growth

National 
security
Protectionist & 
nationalist 
narratives

Order
Law and order, 
discipline, 
authority, 
tough-on-crime



“Where something is the right thing to do, we 
demonstrate that by showing how it helps 
people/planet. A ‘better economy’ is not our end 
goal. We want a better society, a healthier planet, a 
better life.”
— Lily Spencer, Australian Progress 
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Values-based messaging for 
community legal centres
“Community legal 
centres run on the smell 
of an oily rag. We do 
more with less, 
providing the most cost-
effective legal services 
in the legal assistance 
sector.”

“We give free, 
confidential, and 
practical legal help to 
people living on low/no 
income.”

“We treat our community 
with respect and 
dignity.”
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Value Barrier or 
conflict

Solutions or 
barrier 

overcome

Vision, 
outcome, 
resolution
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Recommendation 8
Know your audience



How to map your audience
Demographics (age, gender, race or ethnicity, language spoken, 
income, education, family status). 
Language (will English communications exclude our core 
audience?) 
Geography (where do they live and work). 
Attitudes and beliefs (preferences, cultural and social values, 
political leanings). 
What communications channels does the target audience use? 
Which messengers are most trusted? 
What design, visuals, and colours might best-engage this 
audience?
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Words that work – for 
community legal centres



Words that work
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Words that work
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clcnsw.org.au

/talking-justice
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