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ABSTRACT
Household food insecurity (HFI), lack of access to food because of
financial constraint, is a persistent and growing problem in
Canada. Framing theorists Donald Schön and Martin Rein explain
that in ‘intractable policy controversies’, policy issues that are
particularly stubborn or resistant to change, the frames policy
actors apply permit them to talk past each other without resolu-
tion. This paper examines how HFI is framed in Canadian legisla-
tive sessions and how the framing process renders the problem
‘intractable’. We assembled verbatim extracts from the legislative
session records of the Canadian federal government and the
provinces of British Columbia, Nova Scotia, and Ontario from
1995 to 2012. Our framing analysis found that legislators’ use of
symbolic devices illuminated a foundational dispute around parti-
san claims of moral authority. HFI has thus become so imbued
with irreconcilable conflict that rival parties have co-constructed it
as an intractable policy problem resulting in scant policy solutions.
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Household food insecurity (HFI), lack of access to food because of financial constraint,
is a persistent and growing problem in Canada. Schön and Rein (1994), whose work
remains among the enduring accounts of framing in the policy sciences, explain that in
the case of policy issues that are particularly stubborn or resistant to change (also called
‘intractable policy controversies’), a conflict in how the policy problem is framed is
generally at the heart of the impasse. Political actors frame policies based on both moral
and empirical dimensions (Schön and Rein 1994). Different actors produce their own
accounts for the same issue, which can converge or diverge in a policy debate, affecting
the direction of policy change (Stone 1989). Others have intensively interrogated the
notion of policy problems as a matter of conflict and negotiation (Hajer and Laws 2006;
Rein 2006). Interpretive policy analysis looks at the meanings created through social
construction of policy problems and is well suited to investigating policy framing (van
Hulst and Yanow 2014). In this paper, we draw on those ideas to examine whether or
not a framing analysis is able to provide new insights into how debate in Canadian
parliamentary and legislative sessions around a specific social policy problem, namely
HFI, has rendered the problem ‘intractable’, thereby perpetuating inaction.
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Frames, framing and moral arguments

Though the concept of a policy frame has a diverse disciplinary origin, Donald Schön
and Martin Rein have been instrumental in theorizing about frames as central to how
policy disagreements can be ‘stubborn’ (Rein and Schön 1991) or ‘intractable’ (Rein and
Schön 1996). They define an intractable policy problem as a dispute between contend-
ing parties that is ultimately ‘highly resistant to resolution by appeal to evidence,
research, or reasoned argument’ (Schön and Rein 1994, xi), a situation that arises
from a conflict of frames. In contrast to the view that controversy arises because of
direct conflict in policy actors’ divergent interests, Schön and Rein (1994, 29) highlight
how frames and interests form a reciprocal, but nondeterministic, relationship. The
differing views and values that policy actors apply to a policy issue through frames
permit them to talk past each other without resolution (Schön and Rein 1994). When
policy actors define their intentions about a problem differently, then what seems a
reasonable course of action diverges. This is a normative process, and a way of
signifying, often through the medium of stories, that connects frames as representations
of language (i.e. texts which often use metaphors and symbolic literary devices based on
value-laden imagery)1 to actionable beliefs (Hajer and Laws 2006; Schön and Rein 1994,
24). Frames are ‘internally coherent’ (Hajer and Laws 2006, 257); policy actors are
agents that derive, hold, and draw upon frames, and analysts can critically construct
them. In other words, frames can be understood in the form of frame-as-noun (van
Hulst and Yanow 2014).

Schön and Rein (1994) also introduce a prescription for resolving frame conflict. By
engaging in ‘frame reflection’, a method of policy analysis that focuses attention on
these fundamentally divergent views and their origins, policy actors and analysts can
reframe issues. Frame reflection and reframing can accordingly be used to develop
pragmatic solutions to moving a formerly intractable policy controversy forward
(Schön and Rein 1994). This approach typifies the postmodern era of policy studies’
(Goodin, Rein, and Moran 2006, 6–7) focus on policy analysts’ capacity to reflect on
and interpret policies, how they are made, and how they ought to be (Wildavsky 1979).

The frame concept is now central to several forms of policy analysis. One empirical
focus has been the ways in which frames determine policy actors’ interpretations of
issues and the consequences for advancing particular policy options, a type of
(historical) analysis that explicitly removes consideration of whether and how particular
actors frame/reframe (e.g. Rose and Baumgartner 2013, 25). A related set of concerns is
about how this shapes the process of policy design as a whole (e.g. Schneider and
Ingram 1990).

Others, particularly in the interpretive policy analysis tradition, have departed from
the focus on defining frames to understanding the act of defining frames. Frames shift,
and how and by whom this occurs is meaning laden. This is framing analysis with a
focus on frame-as-verb (van Hulst and Yanow 2014). In this formulation, framing
results from social interaction, in contrast to frames which are products of a cognitive
process (Dewulf et al. 2009). Therefore, policy analysts need to pay attention to the
sense-making work done when framing occurs. Recent work within the interpretive
policy analysis community on framing processes treats frames as tools for simplifying
complex problems in order to facilitate policy interventions (Wagenaar 2011, 223–224;
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van Hulst and Yanow 2014). From that perspective, stories are one element within
frames, where the storyteller gives events a point and brings them forward as subjects
for policy action (Wagenaar 2011, 210–211). This is, as van Hulst and Yanow (2014)
explain, a more ‘dynamic and political’ approach to analysis of frames, an approach we
are sympathetic to, although this perspective has not been received without debate
among other examinations of framing that fall at different points along a relativist
continuum (Pierce et al. 2014; Wagenaar 2011).

The political actors’ sense of morals, or right vs. wrong may be important in
intractable conflicts. Two approaches have emerged that use the frame concept to
look at how moral arguments feature in policy conflicts. The first treats ‘morality
policy’ as a type with characteristics distinct from those of redistributive and
regulatory policies (Knill 2013, 310; Mooney 1999, 675; Mooney and Schuldt 2008,
200). Although Mooney and Schuldt (2008, 201) acknowledge that, ‘how an issue is
framed, rather than its intrinsic content, leads to its classification as a morality
policy’, analysts using that approach tend to assume that such policies focus pri-
marily on moral, or ‘first principle’, conflicts. In that view, certain topics, such as
those related to ‘sin’, sexuality, human rights and religious values, are inherently
prone to becoming morality policies (Knill 2013; Mooney 1999; Mooney and Schuldt
2008; Mucciaroni 2011).

A second stream of moral policy scholarship has emerged as researchers increasingly
noted examples of ‘sin’ policies that did not trigger argumentation around first princi-
ples, and ‘non-sin’ policies where moral arguments were mobilized (Knill 2013; Majic
2015; Mucciaroni 2011; Wagenaar and Altink 2012). Analysts in this stream emphasize
the social construction of policy and propose to treat moral argumentation as a strategy
that political actors may use to frame any policy topic if it seems advantageous within
the particular political context (Knill 2013; Majic 2015; Mucciaroni 2011; Wagenaar and
Altink 2012). Although some policy theorists working in this vein, such as Mucciaroni
(2011), do not explicitly cite the framing literature pioneered by Schön and Rein, this
approach emphasizes the use of frames. Indeed, Mucciaroni (2011, 191) suggests that,
‘we should probably speak of morality framing rather than morality policy [emphasis in
original]’. The treatment of moral argumentation in policy formation as a matter of
social construction is also closely aligned with the broader interpretive policy analysis
approach described above, and some individuals, such as Hendrik Wagenaar, write in
both fields (Wagenaar 2011; Wagenaar and Altink 2012). Mucciaroni (2011, 212)
recommends that research into policies should examine the frames used by both policy
proponents and opponents around particular issues, and should look at how policy
advocates use moral reasoning to frame issues.

What seems to hold true in any empirical application of frame analysis, whether
applied to moral argumentation or to strictly instrumental policies, is that frames and
framing remain entangled. Regardless, frame or framing analysis begins with identifica-
tion of frames. Identifying the framed substance of issues – the ‘what’ that gets framed –
remains a necessary, if insufficient, starting point for empirical analysis of the work that
frames do. It is a ‘static’ element, if ‘momentary’ (van Hulst and Yanow 2014, 11). As
Wagenaar elaborates, even if framing is inextricably tied to action, frames remain
‘provisional resting places in the ongoing process of negotiating a particular slice of
reality’ (2011, 89).
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With this in mind, in this paper, we first situate our analysis of frames through the
identification of HFI as a policy controversy or ‘intractable policy problem’. Second, we
examine frames (noun) elaborated within the metaphorical and image-laden text
representations in a particular platform for political debate, the parliamentary
Hansard records in the federal and three provincial jurisdictions in Canada. Third,
keeping in mind the rhetorical context within which frames are deployed in the
Hansard forum, we look at the framing (verb) work that is done by actors. Finally,
we discuss how the controversy might have been (co-)constructed and reflect upon
ways to resolve the intractability in the HFI policy debate.

The issue of HFI

The substantive issue that we examine is HFI. HFI is an economic condition at the
household level that is policy-sensitive. It occurs when the members of a household
have insufficient income to obtain adequate food (Anderson 1990). HFI is monitored at
the national level in Canada through the Canadian Community Health Survey and in
2012, these data show that 12.6% of the population faced some level of food insecurity
during the previous year (Tarasuk, Mitchell, and Dachner 2014). Households that
report HFI in Canada are similar across time and jurisdictions, and are typically the
most disadvantaged (Che and Chen 2001; Ledrou and Gervais 2005; Health Canada
2007; Tarasuk, Mitchell, and Dachner 2014; McIntyre, Bartoo, and Emery 2014).
Exposure to HFI is associated with a range of adverse health consequences for both
children and adults (Bhattacharya, Currie, and Haider 2004; Fuller-Thomson and
Nimigon 2008; Galesloot et al. 2012; Gucciardi et al. 2009; McIntyre et al. 2013; Perez-
Escamilla and Pinheiro de Toledo Vianna 2012; Seligman, Laraia, and Kushel 2010),
and stress is a prominent feature of the experience (Carter et al. 2011; Hadley and
Crooks 2012).

HFI is sensitive to public policy interventions, particularly those related to addres-
sing low income and income shocks (Emery et al. 2012), as well as other policies
targeted toward vulnerable groups (McIntyre, Bartoo, and Emery 2014; Tarasuk,
Dachner, and Loopstra 2014). In other words, what actors in government choose to
do or choose not to do, as well as how they choose to act, makes a difference in moving
HFI rates up or down (Loopstra, Dachner, and Tarasuk 2015; Emery, Fleisch, and
McIntyre 2013).

Canada signed the 1996 Rome Declaration on Food Security (FAO 1996) and since
the mid-1990s, there has been considerable talk about HFI, but little action by the
Canadian federal or provincial governments to address the problem (Mah et al. 2014).
Our program of research has studied how HFI is socially constructed as a policy
problem in Canada. Using the parliamentary record of the federal government and
three provincial jurisdictions, benchmarked against the year leading up to the date of
the Rome Declaration, we have articulated how HFI is defined as a policy problem and
what solutions are proffered to address it (McIntyre, Patterson, et al. 2016). We have
also examined political rhetoric on HFI in accordance with legislators’ alignment across
the political spectrum (Patterson et al. 2016), and traced a robust political airing of the
issue through to negligible legislative action (McIntyre, Lukic, et al. 2016). The intent of
this paper is to apply framing analysis to the parliamentary record to discern how HFI
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might have been co-constructed as an ‘intractable policy problem’ in Canada in the
ensuing years since the Rome Declaration.

HFI as an ‘intractable policy problem’

In Canada, HFI has some, but not all, features of an intractable policy problem. HFI has
not been resolved over a long period of time by administrative, legal, or political means,
which characterizes Lewicki and colleagues’ understanding of an ‘intractable’ dispute
(Gray, Lewicki, and Elliott 2003). Indicators of HFI meeting this definition of intract-
ability include its high and increasing prevalence (Tarasuk, Mitchell, and Dachner
2014), the absence of legislative solutions at the provincial or federal levels despite
governments’ mandates for citizen protection (Mah et al. 2014; McIntyre, Lukic, et al.
2016), agreement on the health and social burden of the problem (Tarasuk, Mitchell,
and Dachner 2015; Fitzpatrick et al. 2015; McIntyre et al. 2013), a robust countrywide
charitable sector that attends to emergency feeding of those with the most severe level
of food insecurity (Tarasuk, Dachner, and Loopstra 2014), and high levels of public
awareness of the problem (Rock et al. 2011) driven by a vocal nongovernmental activist
community (e.g. see Food Secure Canada 2015, http://foodsecurecanada.org/).
However, as we will elaborate in this paper, the discussion of HFI has lacked the
essential feature of conflict among parties whose values, views, and representations of
interests make the problem intractable, recalling intractability as a ‘symbolic contest
over social meaning of an issue domain’ among ‘institutional actors who sponsor
conflicting frames’ (Schön and Rein 1994, 29), and a ‘dispute that cuts across scientific
paradigms [representing agreement]’ (Schön and Rein 1994, 30). Because conflict is at
the core of policy controversy, in order to label HFI an intractable policy problem, our
analysis needs to uncover a foundational dispute; otherwise other reasons for lack of
action such as disagreement about which jurisdiction the policy problem falls within,
might be reasonable explanations.

Hansards as a platform for framing analysis

Canada follows British parliamentary traditions of government, where the political
party that holds the most seats in the federal parliament, or in a provincial
legislative assembly, forms the government and drafts most of the policy proposals
that are tabled as bills. Within that system, debates in the legislature, and particu-
larly in Question Period where opposition legislators have an open opportunity to
question the governing party about its actions, are important venues for researchers
to analyze policy formation processes (Fenton-Smith 2008; Penner, Blidook, and
Soroka 2006). Legislative debates and Question Period signal the attentiveness of
legislators toward particular topics (Penner, Blidook, and Soroka 2006) and reveal
strategies that legislators use for promoting their agendas (Fenton-Smith 2008).
Interactions between legislators during Question Period and legislative sessions
provide some of the only places where researchers can consistently access political
argumentation and other symbolic aspects of public policy making (Fenton-Smith
2008; Penner, Blidook, and Soroka 2006).
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As in the United Kingdom and other Commonwealth countries, the Canadian
parliament and provincial legislative assemblies maintain Hansard records, which are
publicly accessible near-verbatim records of parliamentary debates (Ward 1980). The
Hansard records can be used by researchers to provide bodies of data on legislative
debates over long periods of time, which can reveal how elected representatives argue
for or against particular policy positions (e.g. see Neff 2012; Penner, Blidook, and
Soroka 2006; Quinlan 2012). As such, they constitute a valuable resource for studying
representations of interests and values as they are put forward for symbolic and agenda-
setting purposes.

Qualitative analysis

The analysis we present in this paper builds upon earlier work we did (McIntyre,
Patterson, et al. 2016; McIntyre, Lukic, et al. 2016; Patterson et al. 2016) using a
conventional qualitative content analysis approach (Hsieh and Shannon 2005) to
examine Hansard records of legislators’ debates related to HFI. Our dataset is the
result of a systematic search of the Hansard records spanning an 18-year period,
from 1995 to 2012, in four Canadian jurisdictions: the federal government, and the
provinces of British Columbia, Nova Scotia and Ontario. Using our search protocol,
we collected 1895 extracts from statements by legislators that comprised the debate
over time. The four jurisdictions were selected for their particular characteristics: the
federal government for its broad representation of Canada; British Columbia for its
long-standing engagement with relationships between food and public health;
Ontario because it is Canada’s most populous province and has the largest number
of food insecure households; and Nova Scotia as an example of a small and relatively
impoverished jurisdiction, which has also paid attention to food insecurity issues
within its poverty reduction initiatives. Because Canadian legislators did not begin
using the term ‘food (in)security’ in legislative debates until 2003, and used it only
rarely afterward, we designed the Hansard record search protocol to capture extracts
that were likely to be closely related to HFI. We operationalized relevant extracts as
those where discussions of household-level food availability and discussions of
inadequate income intersected. Further details on the search and selection protocol
are published elsewhere (McIntyre, Patterson, et al. 2016). The study did not require
research ethics board approval because Hansard records in Canada are in the public
domain.

The methodology used for this analysis extended conventional qualitative meth-
ods to examine legislators’ frames including metaphors and value-laden imagery
constituting symbolic devices, and then to framing processes as described by van
Hulst and Yanow (2014). It is recognized that many aspects of frames are under-
stood tacitly by participants in the situation (van Hulst and Yanow 2014, 5) and are
not available to researchers for direct observation. Metaphors, being concepts that
have previously been established by participants in other situations, are brought into
new contexts to help interpret them (van Hulst and Yanow 2014, 8), and serve as
valuable indicators of frames (Rein and Schön 1996). We draw attention to the
imagery that legislators often used in their arguments such as the image of hungry
seniors.
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The framing processes we uncovered examined how the policy problem was
elucidated from the perspective of policy actors who apply their own priorities,
focus on particular aspects, name and categorize phenomena (van Hulst and
Yanow 2014, 8).

Findings

Frames: metaphors and symbolic devices

We found that legislators consistently used a range of metaphors and symbolic devices
in their discussions of HFI. Throughout the four Hansard records we examined,
legislators often used common cliché phrases, such as ‘keeping food on the table’
when discussing the topic. For example:

We have removed many of those [social program] supports over the years, so families
become more and more isolated. More and more people live below the poverty line. They
struggle to make ends meet every month. They struggle to keep food on the table and feed
their kids. It is within that environment in my community and I know in many commu-
nities across the country that we need to address these fundamental health issues. (Libby
Davies, NDP,2 Opposition, federal Hansard, 2005)

References to HFI in the Hansard records also emphasize the instrumental value of food
for maintaining productivity and capability. For example:

We strongly believe that every child needs a healthy and filling breakfast in order to
succeed at school. Kids who are hungry at school don’t learn well. That’s why we strongly
encourage government to fully adopt and implement the committee’s recommendations
on food security, in particular, funding to expand community kitchen and school hot meal
programs, agriculture and classroom studies and additional programs to enforce healthy
eating habits among B.C.’s students. (David Cubberley, NDP, Opposition, British
Columbia Hansard, 2007)

With such statements legislators frame pursuing specified policy directions as simply a
matter of common sense.

The legislators also framed the economic conditions resulting in HFI in ways that
convey the sense that poverty is a normal state. For example, a member of the leftist
NDP party governing Nova Scotia in 2011 said:

The question of the situation of the poorest among us is a very important, very sensitive
topic. That is why this government has paid so much attention, through things like the
Disability Tax Credit, the Poverty Reduction Tax Credit, the Affordable Living Tax Credit,
taking the provincial portion of the HST [harmonized sales tax] off home heating fuel and,
unlike the Progressive Conservative Party, keeping it off. All of these things are important
ways that we have of supporting those among us who are least advantaged. Mr. Speaker,
on that score we can never do too much, but we are doing what we can. (Graham Steele,
NDP, Government, Nova Scotia Hansard, 2011)

Such statements imply that elimination of poverty is beyond the scope of government
and it is a condition to be managed. This impression is reinforced when legislators
discussed the causes of HFI and sometimes reified ‘the economy’ as a policy actor or
independent force causing inadequate incomes. For example:
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To me, all these facts point to a rising tax burden on people. It makes it extremely difficult
for them to cope today. It causes tremendous stress on families.

I wonder if any of the witnesses have any comments on the role high taxes play in creating
stress on families, in some cases pushing people into food banks3 and making it extremely
difficult for the economy [emphasis added] to create the long-term permanent jobs that are
the best social program of all. (Monty Solberg, REF, Opposition, federal Hansard, 1996)

The legislators’ statements reflect their assumptions about the government’s proper
relationship to vulnerable citizens.

We have previously reported that legislators basically agree that HFI is associated
empirically with insufficient household resources to purchase food. They also agree that
this is a shameful occurrence in a country as rich as Canada (Patterson et al. 2016). As
MP Solberg’s comment in the extract above illustrates, even when legislators attributed
suffering to the state of the economy, the subtext was that the problem of inadequate
incomes and HFI was the responsibility of an incumbent or previous ruling party.
Accordingly, legislators overwhelmingly attributed HFI to government failure:

It is very true we have witnessed under this government an increase in the incidence of
child poverty that has added 500,000 more children to the ranks of poverty in the country.
It is a disgrace …. It is not that the government does not know what can be done and what
must be done to address the problem of poverty. It gutted the unemployment insurance
system. Many families are not receiving the income replacement for which they have paid
insurance premiums. (Alexa McDonough, NDP, Opposition, federal Hansard, 1999)

In their criticisms aimed at governing parties, legislators often implied, or stated
explicitly, that problems were the result of recklessness or incompetence. For example:

This government is in a financial mess. Our health care is near collapse; our unemploy-
ment is at an all-time high. Yet we have a government which can’t seem to understand
what is happening in this province. They continue their reckless behaviour without any
thought for the people living in this province. The members opposite are either wearing
blinders or else they just don’t care about the people who are affected by this legislation.
Maybe they pretend that the people that are hurting aren’t real, because if they were real,
this government might actually see some suffering. They might see the suffering that
happens when you don’t have a job, and you have hungry children to feed and a mortgage
to pay. How much suffering do the people of this province have to go through before the
NDP will take any action? (Bonnie McKinnon, LIB, Opposition, British Columbia
Hansard, 1998)

This consistently expressed idea, that the persistence of HFI is shameful, moves the
frames used by Canadian legislators beyond applying clichés and instrumental assess-
ment and introduces moral judgment to the way that Canadian legislators frame the
problem.

The use of intensely emotional imagery by legislators throughout the study period is
also part of the claims they made. One such image that legislators from all parties drew
on is that of children going hungry. For example:

Let’s keep a focus on the children who are on welfare in this province and who are going
hungry. The number of children who are hungry has gone up by 50% …. We’re talking
about children who don’t have proper clothes. We’re talking about children who go to
school and can’t learn properly because they are hungry and they are cold …. Your
government has offered these children absolutely no hope at all that their lives will be
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better. You’ve made them this ridiculous promise that if you give people in the province a
massive cash bonanza that goes to the wealthiest citizens, somehow, some day, the children
of the poor are going to benefit. … Just tell them that they have to go to bed hungry, that
they have to do their part so you can deliver your tax cut to the wealthy Ontarians. (Lyn
McLeod, LIB, Opposition, Ontario Hansard, 1996)

Legislators drew on the related image of families struggling to provide adequate food.
For example:

One of the first things the government did when it was elected – it was just a couple of
months after it was elected in October 1995 – was to cut social assistance rates by almost
22%–21.7% to be exact …. Some 400,000 children were affected by those particular cuts …
the government, in trying to get welfare moms off the system, forgot that those very same
moms are also responsible for all of those children …. If the government really cared at
all … then this government would have a strategy to respond to that poverty, to bring
those kids and their working families out of that poverty (Shelley Martel, NDP,
Opposition, Ontario Hansard, 2000)

Legislators also mobilized images describing hungry senior citizens, in their arguments
around HFI. For example:

I already said that in my work I have done checks in seniors’ residences. There were no
pets in these apartments, but in their cupboards were boxes of cat food. These seniors had
no choice but to pay for their medication and eat cat food. This is unacceptable.

I do not understand why the government refuses to give seniors what they have earned. I
do not understand. This is beyond comprehension. It must not have any understanding of
poverty, or human dignity. I hope that one day it will have an epiphany, that it will see the
light and understand that we owe seniors complete respect and dignity. I hope we will give
them the money they deserve. (Nicole Demers, BQ, Opposition, federal Hansard, 2007)

In their statements around the plight of hungry senior citizens, legislators often
emphasized the moral indebtedness of younger generations for past contributions and
care.

As the quotes above illustrate, legislators used images of vulnerable families, chil-
dren, and senior citizens throughout the study period. In fact, while members of low
income families, including children, are vulnerable to HFI, seniors in Canada consis-
tently have among the lowest HFI rates of any demographic due to the income stability
provided by the Canada-wide Old Age Security program, (Tarasuk, Mitchell, and
Dachner 2014). Regardless of the accuracy of the images, they were not critically
evaluated by speakers or challenged by members of the government. Indeed, members
of governing parties used the same imagery to criticize proposals by opposition parties.
Legislators’ consistent reference to families, children and senior citizens regardless of
accuracy, suggests that, rather than providing accurate information for policy forma-
tion, images of those populations were used to metaphorically represent HFI in claims
around the legitimacy of rival policy positions.

Citizens using food banks is another powerful image that legislators often mobilized,
citing examples of families and hardworking people waiting in long lines to obtain basic
groceries:

Who’s looking out for the 13,500 children who use our food banks in the GTA [Greater
Toronto Area], who don’t have enough to eat? Many of them come from working families.
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Who’s looking out for the front-line workers who line up at the food banks, many of them
women who head single-parent families and who work at minimum wage? Imagine how
safe your life is if you earn minimum wage, which is a mere $7.75 [per hour]. (Cheri
DiNovo, NDP, Opposition, Ontario Hansard, 2006)

Legislators in all of the jurisdictions and from across the political spectrum referred to
the expansion of food banks in a similar way, using it as a metaphor to frame the
policies or proposals made by members of other parties as failures.

At the same time, legislators’ statements positioned food banks and similar charities
as taking action to help people in need, which was described approvingly. Legislators’
statements displayed consensus in their widespread use of the image of the ‘heroic
volunteer’ working at food charities, and especially in food banks. For example:

Mr. Speaker, today I recognize and thank the many volunteers who are responsible for
running our local food banks. Last week I visited the eight food banks in my riding. It is
sad to see that the government is still turning its back on the less fortunate of the country
and is leaving them with no choice but to rely on food banks to feed their families.
Without the hard work of many volunteers working in our local food banks many families
would go hungry. (Angela Vautour, PC, Opposition, federal Hansard, 2000)

In effect, legislators often framed food banks as the de facto answer to Cheri DiNovo’s
question rhetorical question above, ‘who’s looking out for the front-line workers?’.

The legislators’ positive treatment of food banks reflects another aspect of how
legislators framed the governmental response to HFI. Within that frame legislators
tacitly accept that there is a changing role for government in relation to new institu-
tional actors, two examples being food banks and student nutrition programs. An
example of this perspective is:

Yesterday I asked the Minister of Finance whether the government would consider
implementing a tax credit for farmers who donate surplus crops to food banks. For
every dollar that the tax credit costs, $7 of fresh food will make it on to the tables of low-
income families – 140,000 children. That’s an excellent return on investment… millions of
pounds of fresh food are wasted every year in Ontario. At the same time, food banks lack
healthy produce to provide to an increasing number of Ontarians forced to turn to them
for help. Tax credits for crop donations to food banks have been successfully implemented
in Oregon, Colorado and North Carolina. (Michael Prue, NDP, Opposition, Ontario
Hansard, 2009)

While these food banks and student nutrition programs may have been precipitated
into being because of government erosion of social safety nets, legislators emphasized
the potential for partnership with these ‘helping hand’ types of charitable organizations.

Legislators extended their support for food charities and volunteers beyond pure
symbolism; this was enough to take action by linking the well-regarded charitable
imperative with instrumental support to provide meals. One set of proposals was
based on providing food for children at schools. Public education is a provincial
responsibility in Canada and all three of the provinces included in our study have
school-based meal provision programs. There is no direct delivery of student meal
programs. Student feeding programs receive some public funding typically in the form
of grants-in-aid from municipal or provincial government agencies, but for the most
part rely on private contributions and a substantial volunteer staff, both coordinated by
nongovernmental foundations (Tarasuk, Dachner, and Loopstra 2014). Legislators from
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across the political spectrum in all of the jurisdictions we studied promoted school and
community-based programs to provide food to children. Canadian legislators from
across the political spectrum also made proposals to provide support for food charities,
mainly in the form of tax relief. Several of those proposals were tabled as bills, such as
the 2010, Taxation Amendment Act (Food Bank Donation Tax Credit for Farmers) in
Ontario (McIntyre, Lukic, et al. 2016). Food charity assistance programs were estab-
lished or were in place in British Columbia, Nova Scotia, and Ontario during the study
period. The sense-making for these diverse policy instruments was congruent and
reflected common frames, including consensus among legislators around managing
the effects of poverty, rather than eliminating it.

Framing: elucidating the foundational dispute

The moral claims legislators made constituted the frames of the policy controversy over
HFI, and not the actual metaphor or symbolic device invoked on its own. As we detail
elsewhere (Patterson et al. 2016), throughout the Hansard records we analyzed,
Canadian legislators took partisan stances on HFI which aligned broadly with positions
on the ideological spectrum. Legislators’ partisan stances implied, or stated, particular
moral arguments in relation to potential HFI policies.

As would be expected, we found that legislators from politically conservative tradi-
tions that dislike ‘big government’ typically made claims about governmental moral
authority based on protecting the private control of wealth, primarily through taxation
system reforms. They challenged the authority of rival parties by attributing inadequate
income and its consequences, including HFI, to failures in financial management by
government. In contrast, legislators from the socially progressive parties argued that the
moral authority of governments rests on providing support or protection for their
constituents. They implied in their arguments that policies from other parties abrogate
that responsibility. Finally, Canadian legislators in the political center based their
arguments around moral authority on claiming to represent the public interest and
they justified their policy suggestions in term of pragmatic action. They criticized rival
parties by claiming that the others’ policy proposals were simplistic, too expensive, or
utopian.

Notwithstanding that partisanship was apparent and framing emphases differed
when legislators were in government or in opposition across and within the four
jurisdictions and across the full-time period under study (Patterson et al. 2016), we
suggest that it is the overarching moral taint legislators applied to the HFI policy
problem that, through framing, provides the grounds for the foundational dispute.
Framing in the foundational dispute between legislators on issues related to HFI took
the form of judging policy proponents or opponents. The expression of moral outrage is
captured in the following extract:

It is shocking to see families bringing their kids to breakfast clubs and community kitchens
in Parkdale – High Park. It breaks one’s heart to have kids coming for a free breakfast
because they do not have any food at home. It is a real betrayal to our communities that
this is happening.
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We are struggling in Parkdale – High Park. A food bank recently closed. We are struggling
to try to get another one up and running. We do not want to have food banks that people
rely on. People need a decent income. They want to go to work. They want to support
themselves and their families, and the government is betraying them [emphasis added] by
not giving them the opportunity to do so. (Peggy Nash, NDP, Opposition, federal
Hansard, 2008)

By framing their responses to the HFI issue in terms of morality, legislators from all
parties moved the debate away from the details of policy proposals and toward funda-
mental principles. Within such framing, as the quote, and many others above, illustrates
reference to specific metaphors, such as families, children and use of food banks, come
to stand for moral, as well as instrumental, failure.

One of the outcomes from legislators’ framing HFI in terms of fundamental moral
reasoning is that within that logic policy initiatives are discreditable unless they
completely eliminate the problem. This criticism leveled by Nelson Riis illustrates
that polarized framing:

For bankers and those holding bank stock today, man alive, this is as good as it gets. The
stock market is skyrocketing. A lot of people are saying that exports are up and they have
never done better …. The chartered banks are booming with historically high profits.
Another set of banks are doing a booming business, the nearly 1,000 food banks across the
country. We should be embarrassed this afternoon, speaking in the House of Commons
and knowing that there are nearly 1,000 food banks. In fact they have serious problems
because there is not enough food for hungry people. There are 1.4 million children living
in poverty. (Nelson Riis, NDP, Opposition, federal Hansard, 1997)

Within that moral framing, the legislator implied that the presence of any food banks or
children living in poverty indicates failure. Such framing renders every proposal too
little, or too reckless, or ill conceived because they are unable to meet conditions that
are defined in ideal terms.

Our analysis has identified common frames as well as conflicting frames, and
framing constructed for different purposes that can be used by policy actors to support
divergent actions. These constitute the foundational dispute among policy actors about
HFI, which consistently revolves around claims and counterclaims of moral authority.
We would argue that the framing for all of these well-established positions creates
intractable policy divergence when policy responses are labeled inherently moral or
immoral. This is despite relatively universal applicability of particular frames and the
framing work they do, and despite policy agreement that poverty reduction rather than
elimination is the goal. If there were no foundational dispute around moral authority, it
might be possible to come to some weak consensus or to grudgingly let the governing
party implement weak policies in support of their idea of what might be done to reduce
poverty and thereby HFI in Canada. Instead, all action leads to moral outrage from at
least one set of political rivals; inaction results and HFI policy intractability is co-
constructed.

Discussion

In our analysis of HFI legislative policy debates in Canada between 1995 and 2012, we
followed the suggestion from van Hulst and Yanow and others (deWulf et al. 2009;
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Wagenaar 2011) to focus on the ‘processes through which frames are constructed’ (van
Hulst and Yanow 2014, 2). As we articulated at the outset of this paper, in this form of
frame analysis the empirical question is how policy actors use frames to arrive at their
understandings as they interact with others in policy fields (van Hulst and Yanow 2014,
7); resulting conflicts are the products of interaction (deWulf et al. 2009). Specifically,
‘conflict is neither a state of the world nor a state of mind, but a phenomenon that
resides in the social interaction among disputants’ (deWulf et al. 2009, 161). Moral
judgments may enter into conflict over policy (Knill 2013; Majic 2015; Mooney 1999;
Mucciaroni 2011; Wagenaar and Altink 2012), and we were interested in how such
framing might relate to HFI debates. In this analysis, legislators were the policy actors
engaged in social interaction, and we worked with Hansard data from Question Period
and legislative debates, where they employ rhetorical frames in their efforts at justifica-
tion or persuasion (Rein and Schön 1996, 90–91).

We discerned that the foundational dispute in political posturing around HFI is
driven by moral claims or moral condemnation. Wagenaar and Altink (2012, 283) point
out that morality policy may be part of wider ideological causes and the moral
argumentation we documented can be explained in part by the institutional sponsoring
of frames by rival political parties. The frames within the debates on HFI were often
shared across party boundaries, however. Meta-communication in framing consists of
the signals that let participants understand what kind of conversation they are involved
in (van Hulst and Yanow 2014, 3). Similarly, Rein and Schön (1991, 273) point out that
interpersonal contexts influence framing and actions by one person trigger actions on
the part of others; institutional settings create contexts where competition is likely to
generate conflict. In the case of government-level HFI policy development, legislative
sessions form an important part of the interpersonal context. Researchers who have
examined political interaction in Canada and Australia note that there are very few
limits during Question Period, where any member in the House can be asked nearly any
question (Penner, Blidook, and Soroka 2006, 1008) and there is strong pressure on
legislators to ensure that the questions asked serve partisan ends (Fenton-Smith 2008,
115). This institutionalized debate is part of the prior sense-making assumptions, the
existing ‘model of the world’, that Canadian legislators bring to parliament and the
legislative assemblies. In the framing dynamics around HFI in Canadian legislatures,
the institutions label such interactions as ‘Question Period’ or ‘Debate’, which signals to
elected representatives that they should expect confrontational rhetoric.

The values that political actors purport to hold, or which are attributable to their
opponents, may be drawn upon instrumentally as a strategy to maximize the impact of
arguments (Knill 2013, 313; Mucciaroni 2011, 209). As such, statement on topics are
often, ‘an opportunity to demonstrate the correctness of the speaker’s position in the
face of much allegedly wrongheaded opposition’ (Wagenaar and Altink 2012, 284). We
found that in their debate-oriented setting, interactions in Canadian legislative sessions
revolved around claiming moral authority when presenting new initiatives, and in
responses to questions from members of rival parties. Legislators argued that their
party was taking, or would take if they were in power, the morally supportable approach
to the policy problem. Statements where they challenged rivals’ authority were not
necessarily the opposite of those that highlighted the legislator’s own stance. Instead,
challenging rivals’ moral authority was important when posing questions. van Hulst
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and Yanow (2014, 11) note that differences in stances reflect social actors’ positions and
views in relation to policy issues. In their challenges to rivals’ authority on issues related
to HFI, Canadian legislators pointed out failures. Sometimes they argued that their
rivals were taking a fundamentally wrong approach in specific proposals, but, equally
important, at a general level, such challenges served to differentiate the legislators’
perspectives from the others.

There was a remarkable convergence on specific frames such as the image of ‘hungry
children’ to justify widely different policies. This convergence is understandable within
a framing analysis of moral argumentation. Wagenaar points out that, ‘our concern
with a character when we listen to a story always points to a concern with the larger
issues at hand, usually a breach of or threat to the accepted order of obligations and
responsibilities’ (Wagenaar 2011, 213). The purpose of the ‘sad story’ rhetorical device,
an argument grounded in a tale of a single example, which is implied to be representa-
tive of the population, is to make a moral point and incite action (Wagenaar and Altink
2012, 286). Such images are useful to legislators from across the policy spectrum, yet
despite that broad consensus on some points, the rhetoric was embedded in claims and
counterclaims of condemnation.

Lest we think that all political rhetoric is emotionally charged and polarizing in
Canada, the recent political history of Canada is instructive. Historically, in Canada
ideology played a relatively small part in politics. Here, we refer to ideology as one term
within a general taxonomy of group-based social characteristics that structure policy
discourse, namely that associated with a system of belief (Wagenaar 2011, 54), and
more multifaceted than a principle of action (Rein 1976, 103–104, in; Wagenaar 2011,
81). Cross and Young (2002) have analyzed ideology specifically in relation to the
function of the Canadian political party system. Where party ideology might be
expected to play a role in politics, there was instead a brokerage system where mini-
mally differentiated political parties acted as brokers for interest groups and presented
arguments around specific issues (Cross and Young 2002, 862). The partisan ideological
element in Canadian politics has increased since the early 1990s (Cross and Young
2002, 862), however, and that shift is reflected in our findings. Given the increasing
ideological divergence in Canada, and the availability of a topic such as HFI that is
framed through the metaphor of the hungry child, and others, as the exemplar of
government’s abrogation of responsibilities to its citizenry, what is surprising is the
agreement across parties that the core problem to overcome is inadequate household
income and that the problem is solvable through economic means (McIntyre, Patterson,
et al. 2016). Despite that basic agreement, the Hansard records show that legislators
were unable to arrive at substantial policy action (McIntyre, Lukic, et al. 2016). With
HFI, the framing dynamics we documented in the Canadian federal and British
Columbia, Nova Scotia and Ontario legislatures resulted in an interactive co-
construction of policy intractability, where the policy actors focused on the founda-
tional dispute around moral authority at the expense of policy development or
implementation.

In a recent essay, van Hulst and Yanow (2014, 3) draw attention to the question
Gregory Bateson posed in an early work on meta-communication: when you see a
confrontation, is it playing or is it fighting? During majority governments in Canada,
opposition parties are both unable to push agendas or to stop bills from passing, and
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consequently the discussions of HFI in the debates and Question Period sessions
captured in the Hansard extracts are largely symbolic. In a sense they are analogous
to ‘play’ in that they are noisy, but not really serious about setting policy in an
instrumental sense. Wagenaar and Altink point out that, ‘in moral policy the symbolic
dimension of the policy is at least as, if not more, important than its instrumental
aspect’ (Wagenaar and Altink 2012, 284) and our framing analysis reveals that such
rhetorical ‘play fighting’ has consequences for interactions around policy topics and
choices for subsequent policy development. In the rhetoric surrounding HFI, there was
sufficient shrillness when the image of the hungry child was invoked to suggest that this
image alone could account for the co-construction of intractability on the issue related
to income-based solutions to the issue. During the period we studied, legislators in the
four jurisdictions only took action on partnerships with school-based meal programs
and food banks because no one was willing to contradict assumptions that charitable
organizations need and are deserving of recognition and support for their efforts. In this
case, the emotionally charged images, particularly that of the ‘hungry child’, led to
moral agreement and albeit paltry action to provide occasional food assistance and
much symbolic support to food bank volunteers. That these powerful images created
intractability of solutions that addressed inadequate incomes, but had the opposite
effect on food charity partnerships, is testimony to the importance of empirical analysis
of frames and framing in policy formation.

The extended time frame captured in our Hansard extract database permitted us to
show that HFI seems to be characterized by the features of an intractable policy
problem. HFI is a substantive, persistent, policy-sensitive problem that is also imbued
with meaning, and has become metaphorical code for government failure. Struggles
over conceptual boundaries are frequently part of morality politics. Wagenaar and
Altink (2012) and Majic (2015) studied prostitution-related morality policies in
Europe and the United States, respectively, and noted that in both settings imagery
around coercion and human trafficking had become conflated with the issue in the
course of moral framing. The topic of HFI is less obviously related to issues of ‘morality’
than prostitution is, yet we would argue that the rhetoric around the topic has
generated a moralizing quagmire with scant policy solutions. Such framing dynamics
result in conflation of the outcomes and causes of HFI and a deep disconnect that has
proved un-malleable when it comes to resolving the solvable problem of inadequate
income for food, despite evidence of its sensitivity to specific social policy instruments.
Without reframing, regardless of who governs and who opposes, advancing income-
based options for HFI is likely to remain elusive.

Conclusion and implications

Majic (2015, 280) notes the need for more research on how policies that are loaded with
moral rhetoric are formed and implemented. In our analysis we revealed that in
Canada, HFI’s political rhetoric based on moral claims has virtually halted development
of policy to address HFI. As legislators have used a framing process that is inherently
emotional and judgmental, there has been a co-construction of intractability on the core
issue: the abrogation of moral authority by governments who permit children to go
hungry. Those framing dynamics make it more difficult to take a topic like HFI beyond
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moral debate and policies limited to areas of paltry consensus regarding the role of
helping hand organizations.

Rein and Schön (1996, 100) suggest that policy analysts need to develop the capacity to
retain distance from emotionally charged controversies and maintain a high level of self-
reflection. Similarly, Wagenaar and Altink (2012, 290) point out that recognizing when a
policy topic is in the center of ideological and moral debates is important for taking steps
toward resolution. By recognizing the multi-layered nature of intractable topics and
maintaining self-reflection policy analysts can help practitioners recognize how their
own actions contribute to the deadlocked disputes they find themselves in (Rein and
Schön 1996, 102). They also bring attention to the assumptions analysts have about
whether policy participants are to be viewed as fellow inquirers who are ‘members of a
cooperative social system … [and] face a common problematic situation that they have a
shared interest in reframing and resolving’, or are best viewed as interested parties who
‘use inquiry to serve their interests’ and for whom the situation represents, ‘a struggle that
necessarily takes the form of a win-lose game’ (Rein and Schön 1991, 282).

Our research using the Canadian Hansard records suggests that for a topic like HFI,
legislators must be viewed primarily as interested parties who give priority to the
strategic utility of new information. In that context, the function of researchers,
advocates, and others who exchange and present such information in encouraging
political actors to reflect on frames is to mediate around the issue or to, ‘transform
the dispute so as to make it more susceptible to satisfactory settlement’ (Rein and Schön
1991, 282). Is it possible that evidence of interaction framing actually supports the
earlier advice to policy analysts to retain distance? We have not yet found a way
forward on the HFI issue but nongovernmental policy advocates might reconsider
their approaches and work toward presenting the problem in a more pragmatic way
that in fact distances them from the issue (Schön and Rein 1994). Topics such as HFI
need to be made less available as emotionally charged political rhetoric; could this
distancing be accomplished through a simple shared objective related to addressing the
depth of poverty that generates HFI, that is, a concrete poverty reduction objective
rather than a goal of poverty eradication?

Another approach would see HFI reframed as a metric generated by governments to
measure a depth of poverty that affects food access. Redressing income insufficiency for
those affected is required, and there are many options to do so. Using this approach,
HFI could be reframed as an indicator of a depth of material deprivation that has
become too frequently counted in Canadian surveys. Income supports through a variety
of policy initiatives can reduce and possibly eliminate this unnecessary hardship for
households. With this frame shift, the logic of managing endemic poverty by govern-
ment partnerships with food charities will lose its potency. We would suggest, as van
Hulst and Yanow have pointed out, that a subtle change in the framing processes might
shift, ‘a model of the world – reflecting prior sense-making – and a model for
subsequent action in the world’ (2014, 7).

Notes

1. Within stories policy actors manipulate symbolic devices to highlight some aspects of events,
and downplay others, while maintaining the appearance of stating simple ‘facts’ (Stone 1989,
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282). As such, metaphors and symbolic devices are elements that policy actors draw on while
framing meanings around a policy topic.

2. While the political affiliation of the legislator is not essential to this paper’s argumentation, as
an aid to readers, we delineate legislators’ political orientation by party membership as well as
the jurisdiction and governing status of the member’s party. The federal and provincial
branches of the New Democratic Party (NDP) are viewed as leftist. The federal, Nova Scotia
and Ontario Liberal Parties (LIB) are viewed as centrist. British Columbia is virtually a two-
party province (NDP and BC/LIB), and the BC Liberal Party is treated as positioned on the
right. Following a federal right-wing schism in the late 1980s, a federal Reform Party and later,
Canadian Alliance party emerged; a right-wing merger in 2003 with the Progressive
Conservative (PC) party yielded today’s federal Conservative Party of Canada (CPC). The
Reform Party (REF), Canadian Alliance, Conservative Party of Canada, and federal and
provincial Progressive Conservative parties are all treated as rightist. The Bloc Quebecois
(BQ) is a leftist sovereigntist party at the Federal level seeking independence for the province
of Quebec.

3. In Canada, the term food bank is used to mean a place where recipients obtain donated food
items directly from a charitable organization for preparation and consumption elsewhere.
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