
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CULTURE CHANGE  
vs. “A WIN” 



WHEN IS A WIN NOT A WIN? 
when it makes 
future wins harder. 

 

Sometimes progressive policy campaigns can feel like riding a roller coaster. We win a victory at 
the ballot box only to see it undermined by a state legislature. We successfully sign a major 
policy into law, and yet a key element was negotiated away, gutting its effectiveness. We win a 
right, and later the courts rule to take it away. 

In addition to all the hard work they do to develop policy solutions, organize communities, and build 
public support, to avoid the roller coaster advocates also need to attend to the cultural patterns that 
help or hinder our work.  

CULTURAL COMMON SENSE 
At Topos, we emphasize the importance of understanding and influencing the Cultural 

Common Sense – ideas that a) are so pervasive and deeply held that they sound like 
common sense, not persuasion; b) are often implicit, and c) have the effect of making 

some policy positions seem self-evident and others seem entirely unreasonable. These 

ideas have power to influence voting, thinking, feelings and behavior. For example:   

u  “I work hard, pay taxes and get nothing, while others get a free ride” is a deeply 

held and widely shared idea – not only among conservatives. It’s embedded in the 

culture that all Americans are exposed to every day. It bolsters racism, anti-poor 
and anti-immigrant sentiments that undermine equitable policies and action. 

u  The idea that the public sector should live within its means is a default perspective 
that has the power to severely constrain which policies seem reasonable and which 

do not. In this default “austerity” way of thinking, budget cuts make obvious sense, 

revenue increases don’t. 

u  The widely held default understanding that “racism is about one person treating 

another badly because of their race” blinds people to historical, structural and 
systemic racism, and obscures policy solutions. 

The Cultural Common Sense is the level where policy battles are won or lost in lasting, 

meaningful ways.    

Too often, we see communications efforts tap into existing, problematic “common sense” 

views to win in the short-term, only to have those wins undermined later. For instance, 

communicators are advised to “beat up on government” before advancing their own 
proposals. They are told that referring to government’s shortcomings or failures is a way 

to “connect” with the public, to show they “get it.”  

Unfortunately, this all-too-common approach to “meet people where they are” ends up 

leaving people where they are, reinforcing the attitudes that stand in our way. So even a 

“win” ends up making future victories more difficult. Communicators can end up winning a 
battle while losing the war – because they haven’t worked towards changing the culture, 

towards the kind of change that lasts.  

A few years ago, Topos evaluated messages (that had been recommended by other 

strategists) that took a “get tough” stance towards undocumented immigrants before 

bridging to policies that are actually about amnesty and legalization. (“Let’s make them all 
learn English and get drivers licenses.”) The result? Even if such messages trigger 
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enthusiastic agreement and seem to promote the right policies, they actually (and 

predictably) end up reinforcing anti-immigrant attitudes. In fact, the part of the 
message that listeners are most likely to hear, remember and respond to is the part 

about getting tough – the part that echoes and reinforces current cultural dynamics, 

that “meets people where they are.” 

Wins achieved through messaging like this do not pave the way for other victories. 

They simply make the next battle just as tough, or even tougher.  

 

GUNS AND COWBOYS 
Historian Heather Cox Richardson recently wrote about the Republican Party’s 
embrace of a particular image of the American cowboy. For decades, this image has 

shaped views of independence, government regulations, civil rights, gender, and gun 

laws: 

In the 1950s, the idea of an individual hardworking man taking care of his 

family and beholden to no one was an attractive image to those who disliked 

government protection of civil rights, and politicians who wanted to dissolve 

business regulation pulled them into the Republican Party by playing to the 

mythology of movie heroes like John Wayne. Part of that mythology, of 

course, was the idea that men with guns could defend their families, religion, 

and freedom against a government trying to crush them. By the 1980s, the 

National Rifle Association had abandoned its traditional stance promoting gun 

safety and was defending “gun rights” and the Republican Party; in the 1990s, 

talk radio hosts like Rush Limbaugh fed the militia movement with 

inflammatory warnings that the government was coming for a man’s guns, 

destroying his ability to protect his family.  

That cowboy image has stoked an obsession with guns and with military 

hardware and war training in police departments. It feeds a conviction that 

true men dominate situations, both at home and abroad, with violence. That 

dominance, in turn, is supposed to protect society’s vulnerable women and 

children. 

The gun lobby has successfully leveraged these deeply held images to expand access 

to guns. While the horror of mass shootings has led to wide public support for “gun 

safety” measures, there is little talk about fundamental reform (such as repealing the 
2nd Amendment), perhaps due in part to these associations.  

OFFENSE VS. DEFENSE 
In effect, visionary conservatives have, for decades, played offense rather than 

defense. Instead of focusing on ways to achieve victories in spite of prevailing 

attitudes, they have looked for, and created, opportunities to make the broader case for 

smaller government, lower taxes, and so forth – understanding that by shifting the 
culture in their direction, they make all battles more winnable in the long haul. 

  

Whether on the broadest questions that shape our society – such as the proper 
balance between individual and collective responsibility – or on more particular issues, 

such as access to guns, communicators can learn an important lesson from the 

conservative movement about the importance of taking the culture head-on.  
 

Much of the art and science of developing a communications strategy depends on 

getting at the potential of a message to help with the critical job of changing the culture, 
in large or small ways.  

 
 

 
 

 

    CULTURE CHANGE vs. “A WIN”   3

https://heathercoxrichardson.substack.com/p/may-26-2022?s=r


 

LASTING, NOT NECESSARILY LONG-TERM 
When people first think about the challenge of “changing the culture,” they may 

assume that the timeline is measured in years, decades or even generations.  
 

But it is important to bear in mind that the same ideas that can ultimately change the 

culture can also engage people immediately to create short-term victories. For 
instance, the idea that public systems and structures have helped boost Americans’ 

prosperity and quality of life can immediately launch a constructive, engaged, and 

aspirational conversation leading to greater support for smart tax approaches and 
public investments. This sticky and compelling idea can help in the short run, while 

also shifting the culture in a constructive direction over time, making many future 

conversations easier before they even happen. 
 

A “NEW COMMON SENSE”  
Ultimately, our goal when working with communicators and advocates is to shift the 
culture so that a “new common sense” can take hold, or at least compete with ideas 

that are currently so familiar and accepted that they seem like the only reasonable 

way to see the world. 
  

Change that lasts requires that we take the Cultural Common Sense into account 

and develop strategies that speak to the worldviews we want to strengthen, rather 
than give into default, problematic worldviews that hold us back. 

 

What if “living within our means” didn’t seem like the only reasonable way to think 
about public budgets, and smart investments in the foundations of our prosperity 

(including public systems) became a no-brainer?  

 
What if the idea that average workers are the source of our national prosperity were a 

commonplace notion, rather than our constant focus on “what’s best for business”? 

  
What if every American set aside notions of “us vs. them” and joined together in 

ensuring equity for all? 

These are culture changes worth fighting for. 
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