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Framing Facebook: An analysis of the Massachusetts Down Syndrome Congress 

Presently, there is ample literature focused on the prevalence and effectiveness of frames 

within the media sphere (Goffman, 1972; Iyengar, 1991; Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). While 

the majority of this work focuses heavily on frames used within news media (Iyengar, 1991; 

Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000), there is a lack of scholarship regarding the use of framing in 

social media content. To this end, the present analysis seeks to address this gap within the 

literature and offers a useful case study to analyze the impact of framing on social media 

engagement. 

The Massachusetts Down Syndrome Congress (MDSC) is a nonprofit organization whose 

mission is “to ensure that individuals with Down syndrome in Massachusetts are valued, 

included, and given the opportunities to pursue fulfilling lives” (Massachusetts Down Syndrome 

Congress (MDSC), n.d.). Despite their widespread offline success, the organization receives 

limited online engagement. The authors of the present study posit the following overarching 

research question: ​to what extent does the use of frames in Facebook content generated by Down 

syndrome nonprofits impact user engagement​? By analyzing the content published by the MDSC 

as well as other Down syndrome organizations across the country, we aim to deduce what types 

of Facebook content receive the highest user engagement. 

Overview on Nonprofit Social Media Research 

Existing literature has illustrated that members of the special needs community often 

require support and encouragement beyond their immediate family (Heiman & Berger, 2007). 

Heiman and Berger (2007) found that parents of children with Aspergers required additional 

social support, including action from educational institutes and volunteer-based organizations. 
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Beyond offline support, online communities are equally paramount. Ammari, Morris, and 

Schoenebeck (2014) found that parents of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and 

Down syndrome were likely to seek support via social media; parents were most likely to use 

Facebook in an effort to find support groups and share their experiences.  

The proliferation of social media has fostered greater awareness of nonprofit 

organizations, as well as improved interaction between organizations and their audiences (Kim, 

Chun, Kwak & Nam, 2014). The existing literature focuses largely on the use of social media 

platforms by ASD advocacy groups. Research from Saha and Agarwal (2016) indicates that 

social media sites provide an open and quickly accessible platform to distribute, collect, and 

exchange information for families affected by ASD. Molin, Sorbring, and Löfgren-Mårtenson 

(2014) suggest parents believe that social media platforms, such as Facebook, are effective in 

generating greater awareness of disabilities and provide a sense of community. Research also 

indicates that Facebook groups can help parents whose children are diagnosed with ASD access 

critical information (Roffeei, Abdullah & Basar, 2015).  

While the MDSC does great work in their community, a significant consideration is their 

lack of social media engagement. They achieve notably less engagement than that garnered by 

national organizations, such as Save Down Syndrome (SDS) (Save Down Syndrome, Inc., n.d.) 

and the National Down Syndrome Society (NDSS) (National Down Syndrome Society, n.d.). 

Considering these challenges, the present study seeks to address how nonprofit organizations can 

utilize different framing strategies in order to enhance user engagement.  
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Framing Theory 

Framing theory is one of the most widely recognized theories used within the 

communication discipline. Originally developed by Goffman (1972), this theory describes the 

media’s use of frames to present information, which in turn influences the audience’s evaluation. 

According to the framework, audiences use their own beliefs and culture to form a filter to 

contextualize information. Often coupled with the theoretical frameworks of agenda-setting and 

priming theories, framing is used within the communication discipline to analyze the effects of 

different frames in news production (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007). Further, framing has been 

found to have a significant impact on information processing decisions (Smith & Petty, 1996). In 

his seminal work, Iyengar (1991) identified two main typologies of frames: thematic and 

episodic. Thematic frames place the issue within a broader context, and focus on general trends 

or discussions (Iyengar, 1991). In contrast, episodic frames provide specific examples, case 

studies, or event-oriented reports that focus on individual trends or discussions (Iyengar, 1991).  

Thematic and Episodic Framing 

The concept of thematic framing was originally constructed to create a theoretical 

framework under which television news coverage on political issues could be analyzed (Iyengar, 

1991). When reporting news stories, those under the thematic framing tend to present a collective 

or general picture, instead of focusing on concrete or individual cases. For instance, coverage of 

presidential debates, welfare expenditures, and overarching sociopolitical wrongdoings would be 

categorized as utilizing the thematic frame. The second tenant of Iyengar’s framing typology, 

episodic framing, presents information through an individualistic lens and focuses on one person 

or specific event (Iyengar 1991, 1996). In general, the literature indicates that the use of episodic 



FACEBOOK FRAMING: AN ANALYSIS OF THE MDSC 5 

  
framing is more common than that of thematic framing (Adatto, 1994; Cappella & Jamieson, 

1997). Although current research is primarily focused on framing within politics, as posited by 

McCombs (2004), the core framework is transferable to other topics, including nonprofit 

organizations.  

Existing literature also illustrates how content utilizing episodic frames can affect 

audiences differently than those that utilize thematic frames (Gross, 2008; Miller, 2019). As 

demonstrated by Gross (2008), episodic frames have been shown to be more emotionally 

engaging in experimental research. The use of episodic frames successfully elicited feelings of 

sympathy and pity among respondents, demonstrating that the use of framing can have 

significant cognitive and affective impacts on audiences (Gross, 2008). In summary, not only are 

episodic frames more commonly used (Adatto, 1994; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997), they are able 

to elicit stronger – and more compelling – emotional responses from audiences (Gross, 2008; 

Miller, 2019). To this end, we propose the following hypothesis: 

H1a: ​Facebook posts that utilize episodic frames will have greater user engagement (i.e. 
likes, comments and shares) than Facebook posts that do not use episodic frames. 
H1b​: Facebook posts that utilize thematic frames will have less user engagement (i.e. 
likes, comments and shares) than Facebook posts that do not use thematic frames. 

Further,  Hale (2007) found that media coverage about nonprofits is often framed 

episodically, whereas discourse regarding healthcare is often presented through thematic 

narratives (Higgins, Naylor, Berry, O’Connor & McLean, 2006). Kang (2013) found that, in the 

coverage of ASD in U.S. television news, use of personal responsibility frames (episodic) 

outnumbered the use of social (thematic) frames. Although the use of different frames in media 

coverage has been studied extensively (Gross, 2008; Higgins et al., 2006; Iyengar, 1991; Kang, 
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2013; Miller, 2019), there has been very little empirical research dedicated to understanding 

nonprofit organizations’ use of framing strategies in social media content. 

Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) Frames 

Building off the existing research (Entman, 1991; Neuman, Just, & Crigler 1992), 

Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) analyzed European political print and televised news stories and 

identified five prevalent news frames: attribution of conflict, human interest, economic 

consequences, morality, and responsibility. Conflict frames emphasize general conflict, such as 

instances of disagreement and reproach,​ ​between individuals, groups, or institutions, which is a 

common method to attract audiences’ attention. Conflict frames are widely used in presidential 

election campaign news (Patterson, 1993). Human interest frames focus on individuals and 

usually contain a human face or emotion in the presentation of issues to invoke the audience's 

sympathy. This includes instances of humanitarian work, rescue operations following natural 

disasters or individual biographies (Wasike, 2013). Economic consequence frames discuss the 

potential or actual economic consequences on individuals or groups of events​.​ Morality frames 

utilize moral prescriptions to cover an event or issue, such as political scandals and fraudulent 

activity (Wasike, 2013). Finally, responsibility frames attribute responsibilities of causing or 

solving an event or issue to a certain individual.  

This well-established typology of framing theory has been employed in much of the 

existing literature to examine how certain issues are framed in different media outlets (An & 

Gower, 2009; Dimitrova, Kaid, Williams & Trammell, 2005; Hamdy & Gomaa, 2012; Schuck & 

de Vreese, 2006; Wasike, 2013). An and Gower (2009) followed Semetko and Valkenburg’s 

(2000)’s framework and analyzed crisis news coverage and crisis news frames throughout 2006. 
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Of the five frames, the responsibility frame was utilized the most often. Considering the existing 

literature, the present study seeks to understand which of the Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) 

frames are utilised most often in Facebook content generated by Down syndrome nonprofit 

organizations. To this end, the following research question is proposed: 

RQ1:​ To what extent does Semetko and Valkenburg’s (2000) framing typology coincide 
with Iyengar’s (1991) framing typology?  
 
Through a content analysis of pediatric Autism news content, Muhamed and Yang (2017) 

found that out of all the Semetko and Valkenburg frames (2000), human interest was utilized 

most frequently by news channels. To this end, the following hypothesis is proposed:  

H2: ​Of the posts that utilize the Semetko and Valkenburg’s (2000) frames, the human 
interest frame will be utilized most frequently in the Facebook posts issued by Down 
syndrome nonprofit organizations. 

Framing and Social Media 

Framing theory is primarily used to analyze news content, specifically involving 

polarizing subjects (Hamdy & Gomaa, 2012; Kwon, Chadha & Pellizzaro, 2017; Siapera, 

Boudourides, Lenis & Suiter, 2018). However, there is limited research on the utilization of 

specific frames on social media used by nonprofit organizations. Through a content analysis of 

Facebook and Twitter posts from 41 nonprofit and 8 media organizations issued during the 

Haitian earthquake, Muralidharan, Rasmussen, Patterson and Shin (2011) found that episodic 

frames episodic were more frequently than thematic, regardless of organization type or social 

media platform. 

As previously discussed, episodic framing is the most commonly used of the two framing 

strategies offered by Iyengar (1991) (see Adatto, 1994; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). In order to 

understand the best possible implementation of these frames to generate optimum user 
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engagement, the present study presents a quantitative analysis of multiple different Down 

syndrome nonprofit organizations and their use of framing on Facebook. To this end, the 

following research questions are posed: 

RQ2: ​Which interaction between episodic and thematic frames and the Semetko & 
Valkenburg (2000) frames result in the greatest user engagement (i.e. likes, comments 
and shares)?  

 
RQ3a: ​What is the impact of the framing typologies (episodic/thematic and Semetko and 
Valkenburg’s frames) on the tonality of user comments on the Facebook posts issued by 
Down syndrome nonprofit organizations? 
RQ3b: ​What is the impact of framing typologies (episodic/thematic and Semetko and 
Valkenburg’s frames) on the tonality of user impressions on the Facebook posts issued by 
Down syndrome nonprofit organizations? 

 
Content Analyses Within the Existing Literature 

Content analyses are widely utilized within the existing research, specifically to 

understand social media (Bail, 2016). One interesting vein of the existing research is the use of 

this methodology to assess the success of nonprofit organizations’ Facebook use. Through a 

content analysis of 275 nonprofit organizations’ Facebook pages, Waters, Burnett, Lamm, and 

Lucas (2009) concluded that nonprofits have not yet taken advantage of the vast majority of the 

Facebook applications available to them. Waters et al. (2009) found that nonprofits rarely 

develop content for Facebook posts beyond including external links to news stories, photographs, 

and discussion board posts, and argued that these organizations should begin to understand how 

to use social networking sites as their audience numbers start to expand. Similarly, Hannah and 

Lam (2017) found that entertainment and educational posts generated the most engagement in 

Facebook content. Additionally, posts that expressed the author's emotion received more 

engagement than those that were more informational or linked to outside information.  
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The present study seeks to illustrate which framing techniques are utilized by Down 

syndrome nonprofit organizations and their impact on user engagement. To compare the 

MDSC’s strategies with those of its national and local organizations, the following research 

questions are posed:  

RQ4:​ Is there a difference in user engagement (i.e. likes, comments and shares) between 
posts issued by national Down syndrome organizations and by local organizations?  
 
RQ5a-b: ​Which frames are most frequently utilized by a) national and​ ​b) local 
organizations that provide resources for the Down syndrome community?  

 
RQ6a-b: ​Which frames, when incorporated into social media content, generate the most 
user engagement for a) national and b) local organizations that provide resources for the 
Down syndrome community?  
 
RQ7: ​How does the MDSC’s use of frames compare to that of general Down syndrome 
organizations’ incorporation of frames in terms of frequency?  

 
Methods 

Sampling 

1,200 Facebook posts were sampled from 240 Down syndrome nonprofit organizations 

across the United States. Only organizations categorized as “nonprofit organizations” on 

Facebook and those who had been active for at least the past year were included. Posts were 

sampled between March 11th, 2019 and March 11th, 2020 using Crimson Hexagon. This ensured 

that we included recent, diverse and comprehensive content that spanned a year’s worth of 

events and activities. Further, March is a critical month for the Down syndrome community, as it 

hosts World Down Syndrome Day (“World Down Syndrome Day,” n.d.). All posts within the 

specified time range were downloaded and five random posts were selected from each 

organization using a random number generator to avoid selection bias. When coding for the level 

of the organization, the coding team identified two organizations as ‘web-based organizations.’ 
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These organizations catered to a wide audience without a fixed brick and mortar location. 

However, as only two organizations within the sample fit this criteria, data from these 

organizations are not included in our analysis. Thus, our final sample included 1,190 posts from 

46 organizations.  

Coding Procedure 

Two graduate student coders completed four rounds of inter-coder reliability (ICR) with 

Facebook posts issued by nonprofits that serve the ASD community. The inclusion of the ASD 

community makes procedural sense as both ASD and Down syndrome are genetic disorders 

(“National Human Genome Research Institute,” n.d.). Further, research from Warner, Moss, 

Smith and Howlin (2014) indicates that 40 percent of individuals with Down syndrome also meet 

the criteria for ASD, illustrating potential for an intersection of research. Finally, members of 

both communities are known to use social media groups as they perceive there to be less 

judgement online, and can access both geographic-based and case-based communities (Ammari 

et al., 2014). The coders established an average ICR of 0.88, and average percent agreement of 

95.08%. Of note, a few variables fell below our average ICR score of 0.88. Thus, we accepted a 

baseline ICR score of 0.62 for select variables. No variables fell below an 81% agreement 

between the coders. A full list of Krippendorf Alphas are outlined in Table 1 (Appendix A). 

Tonality. ​As part of the coding process, the coders operationalized user engagement 

through the tonality of user comments using a five-point Likert scale and the tonality of user 

impressions by number of occurrences of each impression per post. ​Facebook impressions 

include ‘like,’ ‘love,’ ‘haha,’ ‘wow,’ ‘angry,’ and ‘sad.’ Coders recorded the number of 

occurrences of each impression for each post. During the data cleaning process, the impressions 
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were grouped as positive (‘love,’ ‘haha,’ and ‘wow’), negative (‘angry,’ and ‘sad’), and neutral 

(‘like’); coders then summed each occurance type. If a post received a majority of any one kind 

of impression, its tonality was coded as such. If a post had equal occurrences of two or more 

categories, it was coded as a mixed tonality. If the post had no comments, the tonality of 

impressions for that post was coded as ‘inapplicable.’ 

Transforming User Engagement Score  

As we are interested in the impact of various framing typologies on user engagement, the 

present study operationalizes user engagement as an aggregate total of the impressions, 

comments and shares garnered by an individual post, as supported by work from Rus & Cameron 

(2016). However, during data-cleaning, the data indicated a severe right skew within the user 

engagement variable. To remedy this, we transformed the variable so it was normally distributed 

by employing a two-step approach outlined by Templeton (2011). First, the variable of user 

engagement was transformed into a percentile rank. Next, we applied an inverse-normal 

transformation; the finalized data collected to operationalize user engagement follows a normal 

distribution (Templeton, 2011). Any future reference to the ‘user engagement score’ variable 

represents the transformed data. There are two primary considerations for this method. Firstly, 

the variable in question cannot be of ordinal type. Secondly, researchers should be vigilant about 

any mode values that can potentially skew the variable’s distribution.  

Results 

A descriptive overview of the data is presented in Table 2 (Appendix B). Posts issued in 

November had the highest user engagement score (​M​ = 83.08, ​SD​ = 222.71) while posts issued 

in January had the lowest (​M​ = -31.43, ​SD​ = 247.07). It is also worth noting that posts without 
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information about events (​n​ = 604, ​M​ = 84.45, ​SD​ = 283.69) had greater user engagement scores 

than posts with information about events (​n​= 584, ​M​ = 18.95, ​SD​ = 227.97). Of the posts that 

featured events, posts with mentions of World Down Syndrome Day (​M = ​79.82​, SD = ​242.64) 

and the Buddy Walk or the Smile Mile (​M = ​67.59​, SD =​185.91) had higher user engagement 

scores.  

H1: H1a​ predicted that Facebook posts that utilized episodic frames would have a higher 

user engagement score than Facebook posts that do not; whereas Facebook posts that utilize 

thematic frames will have a lower user engagement score than posts that do not (​H1b​). A 

one-tailed independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the means between posts that 

utilized episodic frames (​M ​=55.68, ​SD ​= 256.11, 95% CI [40.46, 70.90]) and posts that did not 

use episodic frames (​M ​= 13.35, ​SD ​= 294.11, 95% CI [-44.01, 70.71]) was not significant 

t​(114.52) =1.40, ​p ​= .072, Hedge’s ​g​ = 0.14. ​H1a ​was not supported. A one-tailed independent 

samples t-test was conducted to compare the means between posts that utilized thematic frames 

(​M ​=24.55, ​SD ​=293.35, 95% CI [-32.11, 81.20]) and posts that did not use thematic frames (​M 

=54.69, ​SD ​= 256.26, 95% CI [39.45, 69.94]), was not significant ​t​(117.24) =-1.01, ​p ​= .079, 

Hedge’s g = 0.10.​ H1b​ was not supported.  

RQ1:​ The first research question sought to analyze the extent to which the Semetko and 

Valkenburg’s (2000) framing typology coincided with the Iyengar’s (1991) framing typology. A 

full breakdown of how the frames coincide with one another can be seen in Table 3 (Appendix 

C). Of the posts that used the Iyengar (1991) frames, the sample primarily reflected 

characteristics of episodic frames (​n ​= 503).  
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H2:​ The second hypothesis predicted that of the posts that utilize the Semetko and 

Valkenburg’s (2000) frames, the human interest frame would be utilized most frequently in the 

Facebook posts issued by Down syndrome nonprofit organizations. ​H2​ was supported; of the 

1190 posts, 351 posts (29.5%) utilized the human interest frame (Appendix C). 

Framing and Tonality of User Feedback 

RQ3​ looked to explore the impact of both framing typologies on the tonality of user 

feedback, operationalized through comments and impressions. Posts that included characteristics 

from both episodic and thematic frames and posts that did not include characteristics from either 

frames were eliminated from our analysis, as both these groups had a limited sample and were 

skewing the analyses. ​RQ3a​ sought to address the impact of the framing typologies on the 

tonality of user ​comments​.​ ​A 4 (Iyengar (1991): episodic, thematic, episodic and thematic, 

neither) x 5 (Tonality of comments: positive, negative, netural, mixed, or inapplicable) 

chi-square test indicated that the relationship between the Iyengar (1991) frames and tonality of 

comments ​is not related, χ2(12, ​N​ = 1190) = 9.26, ​p​ = .681.  

A 13 x 5 (Tonality of comments: positive, negative, netural, mixed, or inapplicable) 

chi-square test indicated a statistically significant relationship between the use of the Semetko 

and Valkenburg (2000) frames and tonality of comments χ2(48, ​N​ = 1190) = 393.24, ​p <.​001. A 

breakdown of the 13 frame combinations is listed in Table 4 (Appendix D). Of the sample 

considered, the majority of posts did not have comments (​n​ = 747, 62.77%). Of the posts with 

comments, the largest portion of user comments were positive (​n​ = 333, 75.17%).  

RQ3b​ addressed the impact framing typology on the tonality of ​impressions​. For the 

Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) typology, a significant 13 x 5 (Tonality of impressions: 
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positive, negative, netural, mixed, or inapplicable). A breakdown of the 13 frame combinations is 

listed in Table 4 (Appendix D). The chi-square test indicated that the relationship between the 

Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) frames and tonality of user impressions is associated, χ2(48, ​N 

= 1190) = 188.12, ​p <.​001​.​ Of the sample considered, the majority of impressions were neutral 

(n = 983, 82.61%), which was operationalized through Facebook’s ‘like’ feature. The second 

largest portion of user impressions were positive (n = 57, 4.79%), operationalized by the ‘love,’ 

‘haha,’ and ‘wow’ impressions.  

A chi-square test of the Iyengar’s (1991) framing typology’s impact on tonality of user 

impressions yielded a significant four (Iyengar (1991) frame: episodic, thematic, episodic and 

thematic, neither) x five (Tonality of impressions: positive, negative, neutral, mixed, or 

inapplicable) analysis, indicating that there is not a significant relationship between use of the 

Iyengar (1991) frames and tonality of user impressions, χ2(12, ​N​ = 1190) = 15.63, ​p​ = .209. Of 

the posts considered, the majority of impressions had a positive tonality (​n ​= 340, 28.3%).  

Framing and User Engagement 

RQ2​ asked which interaction between the Iyengar (1991) frames and the Semetko and 

Valkenburg (2000) frames would result in the highest user engagement score. A two-way, 4 

(Iyengar (1991): episodic, thematic, episodic + thematic, neither) x 10 (Semetko and Valkenburg 

(2000): no frame, conflict, human interest, economic consequence, morality, human interests + 

economic consequence, human interest + responsibility, economic consequence + responsibility, 

human interests + economic consequence + responsibility, ‘other’) between-subjects ANOVA. 

Posts were coded as 'other' if the content included dimensions beyond those outlined by the 

Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) typology. The ANOVA found that there were no significant 
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main effects for the Iyengar (1991) frames, ​F​(3, 1169) = 1.19, ​p​ = .313, and significant main 

effect for the Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) frames, ​F​(12, 1169) = 3.55, ​p ​<.001, on user 

engagement score. The interaction effect between the Iyengar (1991) frames and Semetko and 

Valkenburg (2000) was significant, ​F​(4, 1169) = 3.41,​ p​ = .009.  

To analyze the interaction effect between the two framing typologies, we created a new 

variable that accounted for each occurring overlap. We then ran a one-way, between-subjects, 

ANOVA with 20 conditions. The conditions are detailed in Table 5 (Appendix E). ​The results 

were significant, ​F​(15, 1169) = 15.48, ​p​ < .001, ​η2​ = 0.15. ​We then ran a post hoc Tukey’s HSD; 

to eliminate skewness, we disregarded occurances of the following frame combinations, as they 

only occurred once: conflict + economic consequence, conflict + responsibility, economic 

consequence + responsibility and morality. The episodic + human interest + responsibility 

combination (​M​ = 239.13, ​SD​ = 216.03, 95% CI [163.09, 315.18]) was associated with a 

significantly higher user engagement score than the episodic + economic consequence 

combination (​M​ = -32.60, ​SD​ = 247.49, 95% CI [-84.91, 19.71], ​p​ < .001), episodic + ‘other’ (​M 

= -43.22, ​SD​ = 226.15, 95% CI [-63.02, -23.42], ​p​ < .001), and thematic + ‘other’ (​M​ =19.07, ​SD 

= 306.14, 95% CI [-46.79, 84.94], ​p​ = .001) frames. Posts that used the episodic + human interest 

frame combination (​M​ = 186.00, ​SD​ = 252.44, 95% CI [159.05, 212.96]) were associated with 

higher user engagement score than combination of episodic + economic consequence (​M​ = 

-32.60, ​SD​ = 247.49, 95% CI [-84.91, 19.71],  ​p​ = .000), episodic + ‘other’ (​M​ = -43.22, ​SD​ = 

226.15, 95% CI [-63.02, -23.42],  ​p​ < .001) and thematic + ‘other’ (​M​ =19.07, ​SD​ = 306.14, 95% 

CI [-46.79, 84.94],  ​p​ < .001). Comprehensive results are available in Table 5 (Appendix E). 

Organizational Level  
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RQ4​ sought to address whether there was a difference in user engagement between posts 

issued by national and local organizations. A two-tailed independent samples t-test was 

conducted to compare the mean user engagement score between posts issued by national Down 

syndrome organizations (​M ​= 289.07, ​SD ​= 329.31, 95% CI [201.24, 376.91]) and posts issued 

by local organizations (​M​ = 37.34, ​SD ​= 245.89, 95% CI [22.67, 52.00]), was significant, 

t​(55.99) = 5.54, ​p​ ​<.​001, confirming that posts issued by national Down syndrome nonprofit 

organizations had significantly higher user engagement scores than posts issued by local 

organizations. 

National Organizations’ Use of Framing. RQ5a​ asked which frame from each 

typology (Iyengar (1991) frames or Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) frames) was most 

frequently utilized by ​national ​Down syndrome organizations. Of the framing typologies, 

content produced by national Down syndrome organizations primarily utilized the episodic 

frame (​n​ = 51, 92.7%) and human interest frame (​n ​= 19, 34.5%). 

RQ6a​ asked which frames, when incorporated into social media content produced by 

national ​Down syndrome organizations, were associated with a ​higher user engagement score. 

In advance of running the analyses, we eliminated frames with less than two occurrences to limit 

skewness, which were the economic consequence frame and the human interest + economic 

consequence frame combination. The updated sample (​n​ = 52) reflected only three frames from 

the Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) typology: human interest, responsibility and 'other' frames. 

The sample used to conduct this analysis only included posts that featured characteristics from 

the episodic-only or thematic-only conditions of the Iyengar (1991) frames. 
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A one-way between-subjects ANOVA with three conditions (Semetko and Valkenburg 

(2000) frames: human interest, responsibility, and other) was conducted to analyze the 

differences in user engagement score. The results of the ANOVA were significant ​F​(2,49) = 

12.96, ​p​ < .001, ​η2​ = 0.35. The post hoc Tukey HSD test indicated that the posts that utilized the 

characteristics of the human interest frame (​M​ = 547.59, ​SD​ = 232.31, 95% CI [427.60, 667.58]) 

had significantly higher user engagement scores than the posts with characteristics of the 

responsibility frame (​M ​= 234.82, ​SD​ = 244.17, 95% CI [81.33, 388.31], ​p​ = .010) and the 'other' 

frame (​M​ = 126.66, ​SD​ = 298.76, 95% CI [-26.83, 280.15], ​p​ < .001). 

A two-tailed independent samples t-test was conducted to compare the mean user 

engagement score of posts that utilized episodic frame (​M ​= 313.12, ​SD ​= 311.34, 95% CI 

[226.82, 399.42]) and posts that utilized thematic frame (​M ​= -11.52, ​SD ​= 449.97, 95% CI 

[-266.01, 242.97]), and were not significant,​ t​(3.23) = 1.42, ​p ​= .126.  

Local Organizations’ Use of Framing. RQ5b​ sought to identify which frame from each 

framing typology (Iyengar (1991) frames or Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) frames) were most 

frequently utilized by ​local​ Down syndrome organizations (​n​ = 1080). The data shows that the 

episodic frame (​n​ = 990, 91.7%) and the human interest frame (​n ​= 316, 29.3%) were most 

frequently utilized by these organizations. 

RQ6b​ sought to address which frames were associated with the highest ​user engagement 

score​ for ​local ​organizations. To meet the assumptions of an ANOVA, frames with less than two 

occurrences were eliminated from our analysis. This included removing posts that included the 

following combinations of the Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) frames: conflict + economic 

consequence, conflict + responsibility, economic consequence + responsibility, and morality. 
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With the updated sample (​n​ = 1077), a one-way between-subjects ANOVA with 10 conditions 

(Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) frame: none, conflict, human interest, economic consequences, 

responsibility, human interest + economic consequence, human interest + responsibility, 

economic consequence + responsibility, human interest + economic consequence + 

responsibility, and ‘other’) was conducted. The results were significant ​F​(9, 1067) = 24.31,​ p​ < 

.001, ​η​2​ = 0.17, suggesting there is a relationship between use of Semetko and Valkenburg 

(2000) frames and user engagement score.  

Post hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test found that posts that include 

characteristics of human interest frame (​M​ = 161.58, ​SD​ = 239.65, 95% CI[135.16, 188.00]) had 

significantly higher user engagement scores than posts that include characteristics of economic 

consequences frame (​M​ = -44.91, ​SD​ = 212.12, CI [-92.09, 2.67], ​p​ < .001) and the ‘other’ frame 

(​M​ = -47.17, ​SD​ = 226.10, 95% CI [-66.25, -28.08], ​p​ < .001). Additionally, a Tukey HSD post 

hoc test found that posts that include characteristics of the responsibility frame (​M​ = 74.08, ​SD​ = 

175.16, 95% CI [36.62, 111.53]) had significantly higher user engagement scores than posts with 

characteristics of the economic consequences frame (​M​ = -44.91, ​SD​ = 212.12, 95% CI [-92.09, 

2.67], ​p = ​.029) and of the ‘other’ frame (​M​ = -47.17, ​SD​ = 226.10, 95% CI [-66.25, -28.08], ​p 

<.​001).  

Finally, the post hoc test also found that posts that include characteristics of 

characteristics of the human interest + responsibility frames (​M​ = 239.13, ​SD​ = 216.03, 95% CI 

[163.09, 315.18]) had a higher user engagement score than posts with characteristics of 

economic consequences frame (​M​ = -44.91, ​SD​ = 212.12, 95% CI [-92.09, 2.67] , ​p​ < .001), the 
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responsibility frame (​M​ = 74.08, ​SD​ = 175.16,  95% CI [36.62, 111.53], ​p = ​.018) and the 'other' 

frame (​M​ = -47.17, ​SD​ = 226.10,  95% CI [-66.25, -28.08], ​p <.​001).  

To assess the relationship between the use of the Iyengar (1991) framing typology and 

user engagement, a one-way between-subjects ANOVA with 4 conditions (Iyengar (1991) 

frames: episodic, thematic, episodic and thematic, neither) was run. The results were significant, 

F​(3, 1076) = 2.63,​ p​ = .049, ​η​2​ = 0.01. The post hoc Tukey HSD test was not significant. 

However, a post hoc LSD test found that posts with episodic-only characteristics (​M = ​41.51​, SD 

= ​244.69, 95% CI [26.27, 56.75])​ ​had a higher user engagement score than posts with 

thematic-only characteristics (​M = ​-21.37​, SD = ​256.63​, ​95% CI [-37.33, -5.41], ​p ​= .026). The 

post hoc test also showed that posts with characteristics of both episodic and thematic frames (​M 

= ​216.12​, SD = ​138.94, 95% CI [-11.54, 443.78]) had a higher user engagement score than posts 

with thematic-only characteristics (​M = ​-21.37​, SD = ​256.63​, ​95% CI [-37.33, -5.41], ​p ​= .036). 

Overview of the MDSC  

Our sample included five posts issued by MDSC. Of this sub-sample, content published 

during the month of July had the highest user engagement score (​M ​= 518.14). Majority of this 

sample did not mention events (​n ​= 3), but content that mentioned community-building events 

had the highest user engagement score (​M ​= 425.28). ​When considering how the MDSC’s use of 

frames compares to that of general Down syndrome organizations' use of frames in terms of 

frequency of use (​RQ8​), we found that they utilized episodic frames (General: ​n​ = 1084, 91.1%; 

MDSC:​ n​ = 5, 100%) as well as human interest frames (General: ​n​ = 351, 29.5%; MDSC: ​n​ = 3, 

60%) most frequently.  

Discussion 
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The purpose of the present study is to analyze Facebook content issued by Down 

syndrome non-profits across the U.S. under the lens of framing theory in an attempt to identify 

what kinds of content receive the most user engagement. We found that social media content that 

incorporates dimensions of Iyengar’s (1991) episodic frame and Semetko and Valkenburg’s 

(2000) human interest frame received the highest user engagement score. These findings echo a 

large majority of the existing research that asserts that human interest (Muhamed & Yang, 2017) 

and episodic frames tend to be the most widely used (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). However, our 

findings expand upon the existing literature by demonstrating a clear relationship between user 

engagement and the use of these framing strategies. 

We also assessed the relationship between the two framing typologies and the tonality of 

comments and impressions. Our results show that use of the Iyengar (1991) frames have a 

significant relationship with tonality of impressions. However, there does not appear to be a 

significant relationship with tonality of comments and the presence of Iyengar (1991) frames. 

Further, use of the Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) frames have a significant relationship with 

tonality of impressions and comments. Additionally, content issued by national nonprofit 

organizations received a higher user engagement score than content issued by local nonprofits, 

demonstrating the reach of national organizations in comparison to that of local ones. Our results 

also showed that posts that included a combination of the episodic and human interest were 

associated with higher user engagement scores than the other combinations we analyzed, 

demonstrating the effectiveness of utilizing these frames in social media content.  

The most notable consideration is that while establishing ICR, our coding team rapidly 

noted that there was a need for an ‘other’ code to account for posts that included content well 
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beyond the Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) frames. Our final Down syndrome sample included 

a significant portion of such posts (​n ​= 594). This is notable as it stresses the importance of the 

creation of a social media-specific framing typology to allow for valid analyses of content across 

industry and application. Further, while content analyses offer great insight of certain media 

texts, we would be remiss to neglect to mention that we cannot infer causality between the use of 

frames and user engagement. Further, we are unable to determine the rationale regarding why 

audiences engage with certain content. We would encourage future research to seek to address 

these concerns. 

Considering the aforementioned limitations, there are various opportunities for future 

research within this line of work. Notably, the present study only analyzes text posts. However, 

Facebook is rapidly becoming a heavy image-based platform. Thus, we recommend that future 

research analyzes the impact of image use on user engagement. It could also be interesting to 

analyse the impact of hashtags on user engagement. Saxton, Niyirora, Guo and Waters (2015) 

argue that hashtag usage leads to increased levels of user engagement for advocacy 

organizations. Future research may benefit from further inquiry regarding the impact of hashtag 

use on social media content. 

In summary, our findings demonstrate significant implications regarding the role of 

framing strategies in social media content and offer valuable insight to nonprofit organizations 

seeking to enhance user engagement on their posts. Our results lend considerable support to 

existing empirical work on the role of framing in content creation, and demonstrate great 

potential for future scholars to develop social media specific framing typologies.  
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