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Ab stract: Don Schön and I ex plored pri mary reframing in our 1994 book Frame Re flec tion. Pri -
mary reframing is an at tempt to shift the par a digm of a prob lem so that it can re solve an in trac ta ble
pol icy con tro versy. The ap proach is an open, de lib er a tive pro cess grounded in ar gu ment, ev i dence,
and pol icy de bate where par tic i pants can crit i cally re flect and re ap praise their ini tial fram ing of the
is sue. Sec ond ary reframing is a phe nom e non whereby ac tiv i ties in one pol icy do main are offloaded
to an other do main; a pro cess, which, by def i ni tion, reframes the orig i nal mis sion of that do main,
com mit ted to the reali sa tion of its goals with the terms, set by the logic of its do main. The un der ly ing
pro cess is not about de bate; it arises from the di lem mas of prac tice, gov erned by the prag matic at -
tempts to make the gen eral pol icy hap pen in the real world of peo ple’s be hav iour and or gani sa tional
per for mances. Con vic tion is re placed by prac ti cal ity. Two con crete ex am ples of offloading in the
do main of men tal health in the United States and un em ploy ment in Eu rope il lus trate sec ond ary
reframing and the pro cesses that pro duce it. A third ex am ple from the pub lic child wel fare field is
sum ma rised to il lus trate the prob lem of do main fail ure, which might, in prin ci ple, con trib ute to do -
main drift. Ideal ised norms can also con trib ute to do main fail ure. But the child wel fare field does not
pro vide clear ev i dence that the fail ure leads to do main offloading into the crim i nal jus tice do main.
How then are pri mary and sec ond ary reframing linked? A his tor i cal di a lec tic pro cess best de scribes
the link. A pub lished case study of French un em ploy ment is de vel oped as a good ex am ple of the res -
o lu tion of an in trac ta ble con tro versy by pri mary reframing lead ing to a new con ven tion for deal ing
with un em ploy ment. Move ment from doubt and un cer tainty at the turn of the last cen tury led grad u -
ally to mo ments of mo bi li sa tion where a new eco nomic con ven tion for deal ing with full un em ploy -
ment emerged. How ever, sec ond ary reframing emerged later as gov ern ment and pri vate en ter prise
offloaded un em ploy ment to the dis abil ity and re tire ment do mains in the new con text of grow ing un -
em ploy ment. A sense of the weak ness of this form of sec ond ary reframing be came clear and gov ern -
ment then re sponded by try ing to stop the pro cess of do main shift ing. In re turn, firms re sponded to
the pub lic re sponse. Even tually, new pri mary reframing might emerge as the con cept of full em ploy -
ment is re as sessed in a new his tor i cal con text.
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