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OFFICIAL FRAMEWORK BRIEF

Support Languages
Framework

A framework for naming, communicating, and evaluating
meaningful support for Black women.

CREATED THROUGH SHADES OF STRONG®

Support Languages™ was created by Shirl Hubbard to move the conversation beyond awareness of
unsupported strength and toward practical language for recognizing what support needs to answer.

Framework Foundation | Phase 1
August 2026
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FRAMEWORK AT A GLANCE

A shared language for a specific problem.

Support can be present and still fail to answer the need. Support Languages makes that gap visible.

WHATIT IS WHAT IT IS NOT

A five-language framework that helps Black women | It is not a personality test, a permanent label, or a

identify the support need that matters most in a claim that one action always equals one language.
particular season, relationship, or setting, The need being answered and the experience of the
communicate that need, and evaluate whether a response determine the language.

response actually answered it.

THE FIVE-LANGUAGE FOUNDATION

Being Heard Being Seen Room to Breathe = Emotional Safety Mindful Care
Understanding Recognition Relief Safety Personal consideration
CURRENT STAGE

The approved Phase 1 foundation is established. Early digital resources, assessment responses, and a
growing range of organizational, educational, and community applications now create a base for
evaluation, refinement, and broader implementation.
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THE MISSING CONVERSATION

Being needed is not the same as being
supported.

Black women are often recognized for how well we support everyone around us. Far less attention is
given to whether the support we receive reflects what we need.

THE DISTINCTION

For Black women, being needed can look a lot like being supported. But

being valued for what we provide is not the same as being supported in
what we need.

THE FRAMEWORK IN HER WORDS

“It takes the decades-old conversation about the ‘strong Black woman’
and moves it beyond awareness. We know the struggle. We know the
danger that comes with being strong all the time without support. What
has been lacking from the conversation is, how do we address it? Shirl’s
framework is doing just that by providing language that clarifies
support and helps us practically begin receiving it.”

RADIAH SHABAZZ HAROLD
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WHAT SUPPORT LANGUAGES IS

A contextual framework, not a fixed type
system.

A primary result gives a woman a place to begin. It does not define her or everything she needs.

CURRENT, NOT PERMANENT ALL FIVE MAY MATTER
A primary Support Language reflects the support need One language may be most urgent in a particular
that is most important right now. It may change across context while the other four remain relevant.

relationships, situations, and seasons.

NEED, NOT ACTION RELATIONAL AND SYSTEMIC

Listening, giving space, checking in, or offering help Self-support can help a woman recognize and

can answer different needs depending on what the communicate a need, but it cannot replace what other

response makes possible. people, environments, and institutions are responsible
for providing.

ORDINARY LIFE COUNTS MULTIPLE LANGUAGES CAN COEXIST

The languages apply beyond crisis, including joy, One response may reach one need while missing

creativity, work, family, caregiving, community, and another. That distinction is part of the framework’s

institutional settings. precision.

PRIMARY RESULT STATEMENT

Your primary Support Language reflects the kind of support that is most important to you right now. It
may change across relationships, situations, and seasons. All five Support Languages may matter to you,
but your result gives you a place to begin.
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THE SUPPORT GAP

Care, intention, and meaningful impact
are not interchangeable.

Support is often judged by what someone intended to provide or the action they took. The framework
asks whether the response answered the actual need.

01 | WHAT WAS OFFERED 02 | WHAT WAS NEEDED 03 | WHAT WAS EXPERIENCED
The action, gesture, resource, The support need underneath the | Whether the response changed
policy, or response that someone request or situation: the woman’s actual experience in
believed would help. understanding, recognition, the way the need required.

relief, safety, or consideration.

A RESPONSE CAN CARE AND STILL MISS THE FRAMEWORK MAKES THE MISS VISIBLE
A person may listen without understanding, notice It gives Black women, relationships, workplaces,
a need without reducing the demands, provide and organizations shared language for examining
space that feels like punishment, or offer a not only what was offered, but what need the
thoughtful gesture that does not fit the person response actually answered.

receiving it.

WHY THIS MATTERS FOR IMPLEMENTATION

The framework shifts evaluation away from counting supportive actions alone and toward examining
whether those actions produced the kind of support they were meant to provide.

SUPPORT LANGUAGES™ FRAMEWORK BRIEF « 5



SHADES OF STRONG® | HOME OF SUPPORT LANGUAGES™

INSIDE THE FRAMEWORK

The Five Support Languages.

Each language is defined by the need being answered. Together, they provide a consistent model for
examining support across relationships, workplaces, programs, campuses, and institutions.

Language

Identifying line

Central question

Being Heard

Being Seen

Room to Breathe

Emotional Safety

Mindful Care

To feel understood, not
simply listened to.

To be noticed before
she has to ask.

Time, space, and relief
from demands.

Honesty without
emotional fallout.

To be remembered and
considered.

A CONSISTENT MODEL, CONTEXTUAL USE

Did the response demonstrate that her meaning
was understood and considered?

Did the response recognize what was
happening, what she contributed, or what she
needed without requiring her to repeatedly
point it out or manage the response?

Did the pressure, demand, or expectation of
access actually decrease?

Was it safe for her to be honest, both during the
moment and afterward?

Did the response show that she was
remembered and considered specifically?

Understanding

Recognition

Relief

Safety

Personal
consideration

The same five-language foundation can be applied across settings without sorting Black women into fixed
types. Context determines which need is most important and what a meaningful response must accomplish.
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THE FIVE SUPPORT LANGUAGES

Understanding, recognition, and relief.

The first three languages clarify whether a response truly understands, notices, or reduces what a Black

woman is carrying.

01 | UNDERSTANDING

BEING HEARD

To feel understood, not
simply listened to.

02 | RECOGNITION

BEING SEEN

To be noticed before she has
to ask.

03 | RELIEF

ROOM TO
BREATHE

Time, space, and relief from
demands.

Being Heard is support that receives a Black woman’s words, perspective, and
experience with enough attention and curiosity to understand what she means
and lets that understanding inform the response.

CENTRAL QUESTION

Did the response demonstrate that her meaning was understood and
considered?

Being Seen is support that recognizes what is happening, what a Black woman is
contributing, or what she may need, and responds without requiring her to
repeatedly point it out, prove its importance, or manage the entire response.

CENTRAL QUESTION

Did the response recognize what was happening, what she contributed,
or what she needed without requiring her to repeatedly point it out or
manage the response?

Room to Breathe is support that provides enough time, space, reduced pressure,
or relief from demands for a Black woman to think, decide, rest, create, or simply
be without being rushed, interrupted, or treated as continuously available.

CENTRAL QUESTION

Did the pressure, demand, or expectation of access actually decrease?
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THE FIVE SUPPORT LANGUAGES

Safety and personal consideration.

The final two languages clarify whether honesty remains safe and whether care reflects the particular
woman receiving it.

04 | SAFETY Emotional Safety is support that protects a Black woman’s ability to be honest
about what she feels, needs, has experienced, believes, wants, or has decided
EMOTIONAL without judgment, ridicule, dismissal, threats, exposure, punishment, or being
SAFETY made responsible for someone else’s reaction.
. . CENTRAL QUESTION
Honesty without emotional ] Q )
fallout. Was it safe for her to be honest, both during the moment and afterward?
o5 | PERSONAL Mindful Care is support shaped by attention to who a Black woman is, what
CONSIDERATION matters to her, and what she has shared. It shows that someone remembered and
considered what they know about her when choosing how to respond.
MINDFUL CARE
CENTRAL QUESTION
To b‘f remembered and Did the response show that she was remembered and considered
considered. specifically?
A NOTE ON ACCESS

Communicating a need does not guarantee that another person or institution is willing, able, or safe
enough to meet it. The framework provides language for recognition and evaluation; it does not transfer
responsibility back to the woman when a system refuses to respond.
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HOW THE LANGUAGES WORK TOGETHER

One moment can answer more than one

support need.

The five languages are conceptually distinct, but they are not mutually exclusive in real life. A response

may reach one need while missing another.

BEING HEARD + EMOTIONAL SAFETY

Someone may understand exactly what a Black
woman means, then punish her later for saying it.

Being Heard reaches her; Emotional Safety misses.

ADDITIONAL DISTINCTIONS

BEING SEEN + MINDFUL CARE

ROOM TO BREATHE + EMOTIONAL SAFETY

BEING HEARD + MINDFUL CARE

WHY THE DISTINCTIONS MATTER

BEING SEEN + ROOM TO BREATHE

Someone may notice that a Black woman needs
help but require her to assign, explain, and
coordinate every step. Being Seen reaches her;
Room to Breathe misses.

Someone notices that she needs support, but offers what
is convenient rather than what reflects what they know
about her.

A pause may reduce immediate demands while still
feeling like punishment, withdrawal, or a threat to the
relationship.

Someone may understand what she says in the moment
but repeatedly forget information she has already shared
about what helps.

This precision helps identify where support is reaching a Black woman, where it is breaking down, and
what a more responsive intervention requires.
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WHY BLACK WOMEN

The need for support is universal. The
conditions shaping Black women’s
relationship to it are not.

Support is experienced within culture, identity, history, and expectation.

CAPABILITY IS OFTEN OVERREAD THE PATTERN CAN BEGIN IN GIRLHOOD

Black women are frequently recognized for Georgetown Law research on adultification bias
capability, dependability, and the ability to make a found that Black girls as young as five are viewed as
way, while far less attention is given to what we older and more independent and as needing less
need from other people, relationships, workplaces, nurturing, protection, support, and comfort than
and institutions. white girls of the same age.

CAPABILITY DOES NOT ERASE NEED

Capability can change what others assume a Black girl or woman should be able to handle. By
adulthood, being responsible may no longer feel like something she learned. It may simply feel like who
she is.

Support Languages gives Black women, and the people and institutions
around them, language to distinguish what a woman can do from what she
should continually be expected to do without support.

Research context: Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality, Girlhood Interrupted
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SUPPORT AS ACCESS

Language can improve access,
accountability, and response quality.

The framework is useful not only for personal communication, but also for examining whether
environments and systems make meaningful support possible.

RECOGNITION BEFORE BURDEN

RELIEF THAT IS MEASURABLE

VOICE WITH CONSEQUENCE

HONESTY WITHOUT RETALIATION

CARE WITH SPECIFICITY

AN EVALUATION LENS

Being Seen asks whether the person or institution
recognized what was happening without requiring repeated
proof, reminders, or management.

Room to Breathe asks whether workload, pressure, demand,
or access expectations actually decreased, not whether
flexibility was merely offered in name.

Being Heard asks whether a woman’s meaning was
accurately understood and considered in the decision, not
whether she was simply allowed to speak.

Emotional Safety asks whether disclosure, disagreement,
boundaries, or feedback remained safe during the moment
and afterward.

Mindful Care asks whether policies, services, and responses
reflect what is known about the particular people they are
intended to support.

Support Languages can help programs and institutions examine the difference between making a
resource available and creating conditions in which that resource is responsive, safe, and usable.
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FRAMEWORK APPLICATION

Where Support Languages can be applied.

Support Languages is designed to move across the places where Black women live, work, lead, seek care,

and build community.

RELATIONSHIPS AND EVERYDAY LIFE

Helps individuals and their support networks
identify the need underneath a request, recognize
why a response may miss, and communicate about
support with greater specificity.

WORKPLACES AND ORGANIZATIONS

Provides language for examining workload,
recognition, voice, emotional safety, flexibility, and
whether organizational wellness efforts reduce
actual demands.

COMMUNITY-BASED PROGRAMS

Can inform workshops, facilitated conversations,
leadership development, and programming
developed around Black women'’s support needs.

POTENTIAL FORMATS

CLASSROOMS AND CAMPUSES

Creates opportunities to examine support, identity,
relational expectations, and institutional
responsibility through guest lectures, classroom
discussions, campus programming, and
interdisciplinary learning.

Assessment-informed learning, facilitated workshops, organizational pilots, guest lectures, campus
conversations, program design, evaluation, and research partnerships.
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EARLY FINDINGS

What the assessment is beginning to
show.

As of August 25, 2026, 243 completed assessment results had been recorded across all five Support
Languages.

The distribution spans all five languages within a 5.4-percentage-point range. No single support need
overwhelmingly defines the participants engaging with the framework. The findings are descriptive, not
formal research, but they offer an early view of the support needs participants identify as most important in
their current season.

Being Seen 23.5% (57)

Room to Breathe 20.2% (49)

Being Heard 19.3% (47)
Emotional Safety 18.9% (46)
Mindful Care 18.1% (44)
I I 1 1 1 1
0 5 10 15 20 25

Share of completed assessment results

INTERPRET WITH CARE

These results describe the assessment participants who completed the tool during this period. They
should not be generalized to all Black women. The next stage should include ethical data practices,
demographic context, validation, and formal evaluation design.

Source: Support Languages Assessment analytics, results recorded through August 25, 2026.
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PARTNER WITH US

Help build the next stage of Support

Languages™™.

The approved five-language foundation, early assessment responses, and demonstrated resonance create
a base for deeper evidence, broader application, and responsible growth.

FUND THE NEXT STAGE

Support continued framework development, assessment
refinement, research, workshop creation, technology,
outreach, and founder time.

ORGANIZATIONAL PILOTS

Explore workshops, facilitated learning, or pilot
programming for workplaces, community
organizations, healthcare settings, and other
institutions serving or employing Black women.

THE INVITATION

RESEARCH AND EVALUATION

Collaborate on methodology, ethical data practices,
evaluation design, analysis, and research across settings
and among Black women with different experiences and
circumstances.

CLASSROOMS, CAMPUSES, AND COMMUNITY
CONVERSATIONS

Invite Shirl to introduce the framework through guest
lectures, classroom discussions, campus programming,
panels, or facilitated community conversations.

Shades of Strong welcomes aligned funders, researchers, employers, community organizations, service
providers, and colleges and universities interested in helping this work grow with rigor and cultural
integrity.
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ABOUT THE WORK

Created by Shirl Hubbard through Shades
of Stronge.

Shades of Strong is a movement, a framework, and a community centered on Black women’s humanity
beyond the expectation to remain strong without support.

ABOUT SHIRL HUBBARD ABOUT SHADES OF STRONG

Shirl Hubbard is the founder of Shades of Strong® Shades of Strong creates conversations, practical
and the creator of Support Languages™. Her work tools, assessments, and learning experiences that
helps Black women redefine strength, name the move Black women beyond unsupported strength
support they need, and recognize what meaningful and toward language, access, and relationships that
support looks like across relationships, workplaces, make room for their full humanity.

and communities. Her background includes social
services and public administration.

START A CONVERSATION

Let’s explore what Support Languages™ could make possible in your
organization, classroom, campus, or community.

DISCUSS FUNDING OR PARTNERSHIP: shirl@shadesofstrong.com

SELECTED SOURCES AND NOTES

Framework source: Shades of Strong, Support Languages™ Master Reference and Alignment Record
Framework Foundation | Phase 1.

Early findings source: Support Languages Assessment analytics, completed results through August 25, 2026.
Findings are descriptive and are not presented as formal research.

Adultification context: Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality, Girlhood Interrupted (2017)

shadesofstrong.com

Framework page

SUPPORT LANGUAGES™ FRAMEWORK BRIEF « 15


https://shadesofstrong.com/contact/#partnership-inquiry
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/news/black-girls-viewed-as-less-innocent-than-white-girls-georgetown-law-research-finds-2/
https://shadesofstrong.com/
https://shadesofstrong.com/supportlanguagesframework/

