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The challenge

 In difficult economic times, how do we make children 
and the struggles of their parents a national priority?

 The goal of this research was to identify effective ways 
of talking with voters about prioritizing the needs of 
children and families

 Our focus was on multiple levels:  narratives, concepts, 
and specific language that resonates or fails to 
resonate, particularly with voters in the political center

 We also focused on four specific areas:  education, 
family economics and poverty, children’s health, and 
immigrant children

Children First



The structure of an effective 
message

Children First

 Step 1:  Connect with voters with an aspirational, 
values-driven statement. 

 Step 2:  Make the dangers of the current situation 
for kids concrete, vivid, and evocative.

 Step 3: End with a hopeful solution and a return to 
core values.
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Take the high ground on core 
values

Children First

 The American Dream
 The middle class
 Hard work
 Education
 Parental responsibility 
 Leadership
 Populism
 Investment
 Innovation 
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 American leadership
 Achievement 
 Opportunity
 Law and order
 Personal responsibility
 Accountability
 Financial security
 Health
 Character



 Online dial-test survey of 1200 registered voters
 National sample weighted to reflect the voting 

population
 Conducted Sept 14-16, 2010

 Tested all messages against strong opposition 
messages, based on the language leading 
conservative politicians and pundits

 Tested messages on 5 issue areas
 Making children a national priority
 Education
 Health care
 Family economics and children’ poverty
 Children of immigrants

 Tested optimal names for a children’s organization, 
including First Focus

Children First

Methods
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sampleSample

 Gender: Female: 53% Male: 47% 

 Party identification: Strong Dem Strong GOP Swing

17% 14%  69%

 Age:   18-24 25-39 40-54 55+

8% 22% 34% 36%

 Ethnicity: White      African American     Hispanic      Other

80% 8% 8%   4%

 Education: HS or Less   Tech/2yr Undergrad    Post Grad

17% 43% 27% 14%

 Region:  Northeast Midwest      South      Mountains/Plains Pacific 

21% 25% 30% 10% 15%

Demographics
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Interpreting the numbers:  rules of 
thumb

Messages that work

 Multiple metrics for comparing messages
 One number doesn’t capture all information
 Mean captures average response; you want to break 65, preferably 70
 Percent agreement rating (>60 on 0-100 scale) captures; you want to break 

60% unless a large percent are undecided  
 Percent strong agreement (>80-100) captures emotional intensity and 

motivation; you want to break 40
 Percent who gave higher rating to our message than opposition message (net) 

captures categorical choice; you want to win by >10 points (with margins 
typically smaller when attacking, because voters consciously dislike “negativity”)

 Analysis by demographics
 The most important demographic:  swing voters (defined here as 

persuadable voters, not self-identified “strong” Dem or GOP
 Interpretation within narratives 

 Interpreting dial-test results
 Coding within narratives:  Bolded statements are strong as standalone 

statements (talking points, to which to return).  Italicized words and phrases are 
strong language that led the dials to move sharply up, particularly among swing 
(persuadable) and base voters.  Underlined statements pulled the dials down.
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Strategic Messaging

Making Children a Priority

General messages



How did our messages fare?
Children as a Priority

Mean 
Rating

Percent preferring 
progressive

Percent preferring 
opposition Margin

Opposition message 60.1

American Leadership 77.5 64 30 +34

Investment 78.8 63 31 +32

Back to Basics 79.6 62 32 +30

American Dream 77.2 60 33 +27

Greatest Generation 75.4 56 38 +18

American Challenge 72.7 55 40 +15



Opposition message

These are tough times, and they call for tough measures.  
Spending is out of control, and we have to rein it in.  The 
massive bailouts of the financial industry and the auto 
companies have already cost taxpayers hundreds of billions of 
dollars.  The needs of children are important, and this country 
has always taken care of those needs, but we have to make 
tough choices.  All kinds of programs that benefit children are 
available, and we have charities for a reason, so the federal 
government doesn’t have to pick up the tab every time 
someone identifies problem.  The main effect of government 
interventions is only to exacerbate the problems we face, 
because if there’s one thing you can count on government for, 
it’s to be wasteful and inefficient.  And every program we 
create for children just gives parents the wrong message, that 
they can shirk their parental responsibility and somebody else 
will pick it up.  Government can’t provide for everyone, and 
children are no exception.  Given the country’s economic crisis 
and the growing federal budget deficit, American taxpayers 
simply can’t afford anymore. 
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General message
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Message Rating 1-100

% Rating 80-100
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60

Note: Bolded statements are strong as standalone statements.  
Italicized words and phrases are strong language that led the dials 
to shoot up, at least among persuadable and base voters.



Dial-test results
Opposition

11

Note:  The populist themes at 
the beginning of this message 
made it powerful to voters 
across the political spectrum, 
particularly self-identified 
strong GOPs and swing voters 
(everyone from moderate/weak 
GOPs to moderate/weak 
Democrats).  Once the belt-
tightening notion was applied to 
education, however, voters 
started to have some doubts, 
but their assessment remained 
in the 60s throughout, 
particularly with the reference 
to government incompetence.       



Making Children a Priority
American Leadership

It’s time to restore American leadership, and the place 
to start is by investing in our future, our children.  
When President Kennedy challenged us to put a man on the 
moon in a decade, we did it.  But you can’t reach for the stars 
if you can’t do basic math.  Our kids’ math scores are now 
27th in the world, because we no longer invest in education.  
We have the lowest rates of preschool education in the 
Western world, and we’re falling behind China.  We lead the 
world in science, technology, and innovation. But there’s no 
excuse for leading the Western world in teen pregnancy, 
infant mortality, and child poverty.  It’s time we recommit 
ourselves to the kind of America President Kennedy inspired 
us to imagine, a nation that sets high standards for the 
physical fitness and academic achievement of all its children 
and demands accountability.  It takes a partnership of 
parents, schools, and communities to grow strong bodies and 
minds.  But you can’t expect returns on investments you 
don’t make, and it’s time we started investing in our children 
again. 
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Note: Bolded statements are strong as standalone statements.  
Italicized words and phrases are strong language that led the dials 
to shoot up, at least among persuadable and base voters.



Dial-test results
American Leadership
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Note:  This message moved the 
dials up from start to finish.  It 
presented voters with just the 
right amount of history to cue a 
memory of a different America 
and an aspirational theme of 
restoring America’s place in the 
world. At the same time, it did 
not sugar-coat the realities.  This 
is a good example of how 
starting and ending aspirational 
is key to allowing voters to hear 
and respond to stark realities 
that they may wish were 
otherwise and to become 
motivated to change things.    



Making Children a Priority
Investment

Investing in our children is investing in America. When 
we help children grow and succeed, we are paving the 
way for our country’s next generation of workers and 
leaders. Investing in our children means investing in a 
world-class education, making sure every child starts 
kindergarten ready to learn, every teenager who aspires to a 
college education and is willing to work for it can afford one, 
and making sure there are jobs waiting for them on the other 
end.  Investing in our children means recognizing that 
children learn the values of respect and responsibility in 
strong families and safe communities.  And investing in our 
children means investing in those who are most vulnerable, 
helping parents in poor communities protect their children 
from poverty, violence, and drugs; providing mentors and role 
models so all our nation’s teenagers finish high school; and 
caring for the millions of children who are abused and 
neglected, so every child stands a chance for a satisfying, 
productive life.  Supporting our children isn’t just the right 
thing to do.  It’s one of the best investments we can make as 
a nation. 
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Dial-test results
Investment

15

Note: The investment theme 
appealed to voters across the 
political spectrum, from right 
to left.  The introduction and 
conclusion to this message 
provide a good example of the 
structure of a successful 
message, “bookending” the 
key points with a central, 
aspirational theme that 
resonates with a wide range of 
voters.     



Making Children a Priority
Back to Basics

When it comes to America’s children, it’s time to get 
back to basics.  That means protecting their health and 
safety, protecting them from harsh economic times, and 
helping them develop their God-given potential.  America 
should be at the top of the list of industrialized nations in the 
health and safety of its children, not at the bottom, starting 
with making sure every woman has prenatal care and every 
child has a doctor.  And no child in this country should ever go 
hungry. It’s time we reduced child poverty, increased child tax 
credits for working and middle class families, and offering 
working people who’ve lost their jobs through no fault of their 
own a way to avoid having their homes foreclosed and their 
children left without a place to sleep.  And getting back to 
basics means our kids should have the top math and reading 
scores in the world, not be competing for number 30.  That 
means encouraging parents to get more actively involved in 
their kids’ education, raising the quality and the pay of 
teachers, and leading the world again in college graduates, not 
high school dropout rates.  Our children are our future.  It 
doesn’t get any more basic than that.
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Dial-test results
Back to Basics

17

Note: This is another strong 
message that appeals across the 
political spectrum, with a theme 
that led the dials to shoot up, of 
getting “back to basics.”  
Interestingly, the dials dropped 
slightly in two places, in which 
swing voters tracked with strong 
GOPs:  a reference to prenatal 
care (likely because Americans 
have trouble seeing the causal 
link across so many years to 
children’s health or achievement) 
and to raising the quality and pay 
of teachers (likely reflecting 
concerns about budgets and “bad 
apple” teachers).



Making Children a Priority
American Dream

For the first time in our history, most Americans don’t 
believe their kids will have the same opportunities they 
had to lead a happy, healthy, and prosperous a life.  
When Americans no longer believe in the American 
Dream, it’s time to reclaim our heritage.  Our parents 
and grandparents knew that if they worked hard and played 
by the rules, their kids could expect a shot at a home, a 
college education, and the opportunity to develop their gifts 
to the best of their abilities. But in the last 10 years, the 
middle class has been shrinking as CEO salaries and bonuses 
have skyrocketed.  One out of five kids in this country is born 
into poverty, and working and middle class Americans are 
losing their jobs and homes at record rates.  With 
unemployment above 25% among young people, whole 
generations of high school and college graduates are getting 
shut of the job market.  America has always risen to the 
challenge of ensuring a brighter future for our children. It’s 
time we rise to that challenge again. 
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Dial-test results
American Dream

19

Note: This message drove the 
dials up from start to finish.  
As can be seen from the dial 
results, partisan differences 
were virtually nonexistent. This 
message speaks to the 
pervasive sense Americans 
have that the American Dream 
has been lost and needs to be 
reclaimed.  Perhaps the only 
reason it did not receive the 
top ratings despite leaving the 
dials near 80 for all groups was 
the lack of at least some 
reference to a solution.



Making Children a Priority
Greatest Generation

The greatest generation of America’s last century 
survived the Great Depression, fought and defeated 
global tyranny, and built the great American middle class. 
The greatest generation of this century is yet to come. 
America’s children will grow up to face challenges we can’t yet 
imagine. But the time is now to begin preparing them for those 
challenges, by making sure the meals they eat nourish their 
minds and the experiences they have at home and at school 
nourish their character.  Too many families are living from 
month to month.  It’s time we expanded the child income tax 
credit, which hasn’t kept pace with the skyrocketing cost of day 
care.  Too many high school kids from disadvantaged 
communities know more kids who’ve gone to prison than to 
college.  It’s time we expanded innovative programs that 
prepare them for college and work, like mentoring and work 
experience as part of their high school education. We need to do 
everything we can to help parents and teachers instill the values 
of hard work, personality responsibility, and community that 
have always defined our nation, so we can take the same pride 
in the next generation as we took in the last. 
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Dial-test results
Greatest Generation

21

Note: This message, building 
on a theme from Spitfire 
Communications, went up from 
start to finish, with virtually no 
partisan differences.  It speaks 
to cross-generational themes 
that raise concerns in the 
context of national pride and 
hope.



Making Children a Priority
American Challenge

Having the most healthy, most educated, best-
prepared kids in the world for the challenges that lie 
ahead shouldn’t be a partisan issue.  It’s in all of our 
interest to make kids a national priority the same way 
good parents make them a family priority.  Yet on 
virtually every index, America’s children are falling 
behind.  We lead the world in medical research, yet for the 
first time in our history, our children can expect a shorter 
lifespan than their parents.  We led the world in college 
graduates, yet now we’ve slipped to number twelve.  We led 
every technological revolution of the last century, yet today 
we are in danger of handing the next revolution—the 
transition to clean energy—to the Chinese.  The reason our 
kids have lost ground isn’t a mystery.  We aren’t investing in 
them.  About a quarter of all Americans are children, yet we 
spend less than a dime of every federal dollar on them.  What 
once was the American Dream—the knowledge that our kids 
would have opportunities we could never even imagine—is 
today the American challenge.  Let’s meet that challenge.
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Dial-test results
American Challenge

23

Note: This message drove up the 
dials up from start and then 
stayed relatively high, in this 
case with essentially no partisan 
differentiation. This message, 
too, speaks to the fact, reflected 
in public opinion polls, that 
Americans no longer believe their 
children will have the 
opportunities they did.  Its lower 
comparative performance relative 
to the performance of the 
opposition message may reflect 
the extent to which it painted a 
bleak picture, although it remains 
a very strong message.    



Key subgroups

Men Women White African 
Amer. Latino Strong 

Dem
Strong 
GOP Swing Voters

Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Margin

Opposition 64.1 56.5 61.5 47.7 58.5 35.9 84.4 61.1 -
American 
Leadership 75.8 78.8 76.6 84.4 76.7 87.3 69.3 76.7 +36

Investment 76.6 80.6 78.4 87.3 74.7 89.3 75.9 76.8 +31

Back to Basics 77.2 81.9 79.1 85.9 80.1 86.7 73.0 78.9 +32

American Dream 75.7 78.5 77.7 78.7 77.3 82.3 73.1 77.0 +30
Greatest 
Generation 73.0 77.6 75.4 83.2 75.8 81.5 69.4 75.5 +22

American 
Challenge 70.1 75.3 72.8 79.4 68.0 80.0 70.5 71.1 +20

Margin = prefers progressive 
message
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Strategic Messaging

Education

Education



How did our messages fare?
Education

Mean 
Rating

Percent preferring 
progressive

Percent preferring 
opposition Margin

Opposition message 67.0

We Can’t Settle 77.0 55 35 +20

High School Dropouts 77.4 52 39 +13

Invest 75.3 49 42 +7

Early Childhood 
Education 73.5 48 41 +7



Opposition message

Washington politicians are at it again, thinking they know 
better than our local school districts and communities about 
what’s best for our children’s education. These government 
bureaucrats have never seen a tax dollar they didn’t want to 
spend or a program they didn’t want to control, and now 
they’ve set their sights on our kids’ schools. We simply don’t 
have the money to throw away at a time of runaway deficits, 
when we should be cutting, not spending more.  But the 
President and Congress now have a 4.5 billion dollar 
government buy-off scheme, offering states money only if they 
agree to a laundry list of federal regulations. No one knows if 
these new changes will work and some have even been shown 
by research to be completely ineffective. Enough is 
enough. We don’t need more government control, more 
wasteful spending, and more bureaucracy. You wouldn’t let a 
complete stranger babysit your kids, so why should we let 
unelected bureaucrats and special interest groups thousands of 
miles away in Washington run our children's classrooms?

27

Education

45

0

20

0

0 20 40 60 80 100

Message Rating 1-100

% Rating 80-100
%Rating 60-79

65



Dial-test results
Opposition

28

Note:  This message was highly 
polarized by partisanship, 
although several themes 
resonated with swing voters.  
The most powerful was the 
notion of local control. The idea 
of putting strings on federal 
money was not appealing to 
voters across the political 
spectrum, who oppose it for 
different reasons.     



Education
We Can’t Settle

We can't settle for anything but the best in America's 
classrooms, because the countries our kids will be 
competing with for the jobs of the 21st century—China, 
Japan, India—aren’t settling, either. In tough economic 
times, education is an easy a target for budget cuts, but 
nothing could be more short-sighted.  When parents are 
stressed at home because they’ve lost a job, children need 
strong, nurturant, effective teachers more, not less.  When 
jobs are scarce, there’s no better time for young people to 
get that degree or for workers who’ve been laid off to go back 
and retrain.  You don’t cut education when the unemployment 
rate for workers with a college degree is half the 
unemployment rate for those without one.  You don’t cut 
education when eight out of ten new jobs will require 
retraining or a higher degree by the end of the decade. You 
don’t cut education when you know that countries that out-
educate us today will out-compete us tomorrow.  It’s time to 
recommit to our kids, our workers, and our future by making 
sure America has the best educated children and workforce in 
the world.
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Dial-test results
We Can’t Settle

30

Note:  This message, derived 
from language from President 
Obama, sent the dials up from 
start to finish, with no partisan, 
gender, or any other 
demographic differences.  People 
strongly resonated with its 
opening them, and they 
resonated with the notion that 
teachers are needed more when 
tough are tough.



Education
High School Dropouts

Every day, another several thousand teenagers drop out of 
school.  Without a diploma, these kids don’t stand a chance:  
Boys who quit school are far more likely to be unemployed 
and to cycle in and out of prison. Girls who don’t graduate are 
ten times more likely to become teenage mothers.  But this is 
one problem we can fix.  The first place to start is with the 
10% of schools that produce 50% of all dropouts.  The 
problem isn’t just the schools.  They’re underfunded and 
dilapidated, and their students often come to school hungry 
and surrounded by violence.  And their parents need to be 
more involved, taking responsibility for their children’s 
education.  The second place to start is with high-quality 
early education, which has enormous effects on graduation 
rates over a decade later.  And the third is to turn to 
innovative programs, like those that mentor kids at risk,  
engage members of the community who can serve as role 
models, and provide work experience to students while 
they’re still in high school.  The best cure for poverty is a 
good job, and the best place to start is with an 
education.
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Dial-test results
High School Dropouts

32

Note:  This is a message that 
scores high—and almost 
identical—points from voters 
from strong Republicans to 
strong Democrats, by speaking 
directly to the problem and 
offering some concrete 
solutions.  A focus on parents 
becoming more actively 
engaged is central to education 
disparity messages.  So, too, is 
a better explanation of the 
causal link between quality 
preschool education and 
dropout rates years later, which 
people do not naturally make.    



Education
Invest

If I had to invest in higher salaries for 100,000 new 
teachers or in companies that outsource jobs to China and 
India, I’d invest in teachers any day.  And that’s exactly our 
choice.  Our kids aren’t going to be able to compete in the global 
economy if we don’t recruit the best and the brightest to shape 
their young minds.  If I had to invest in a thousand colleges 
and technical schools or a thousand prisons, I’d invest in 
higher education any day.  And that’s exactly our choice.  
Nearly a third of all high school students who start 9th grade 
don’t graduate, and half of those kids go on to be chronically 
unemployed and wind up in a revolving door to prison, costing 
society on average about $300,000.  If I had to invest in a 
thousand innovative, high-quality preschools in the toughest 
neighborhoods in American or in maternity wards and prison 
guards, I’d invest in those preschools any day.  And that, too is 
our choice, because every dollar we spend on high-quality early 
childhood education is money we save in teen pregnancy and in 
the criminal justice system over the next five decades.  The 
choice is ours.  Let’s make the right one for our children and our 
future.
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Dial-test results
Invest

34

Note:  This message produced 
uniformly strong responses across 
party lines, by defusing traditional 
concerns of voters on the far right 
and speaking to the concerns about 
protecting public education and 
greater equity among voters on the 
left.  Swing voters were convinced 
from the start and stayed 
convinced, hitting 70 on the dials a 
third of the way through the 
message.  The ratings were 
remarkably high for a message 
aimed at addressing the needs of 
underprivileged and ethnic minority 
youth, particularly when the 
average American is struggling 
economically.



Education
Early Childhood Education

Whether our goal is to create tomorrow’s educated workforce, 
reduce crime, or just make sure our kids have a chance at a 
satisfying life, the best time to invest in education is early.  
Too many working and middle class parents go to work each 
day wondering how well their kids are being taken care of.  
And for good reason:  we have no national standards for the 
care of young children, and we’re the only major country in 
the world that doesn’t make affordable preschool and pre-K 
available to all its children.  Investing in early education isn’t 
just the right thing to do; it’s one of the soundest investments 
we can make.  Scientists have found that every dollar we 
spend on high-quality early education produces a return on 
our investment of about $10, and its longest-lasting effects 
are on precisely the kids who need it most:  children from 
disadvantaged homes, for whom two nutritious meals a day 
and a warm, firm, loving hand at school may be their lifeline 
to a productive adulthood.  Our kids are going to have to 
compete in the global economy with kids from Japan, China, 
and India.  They’re investing in the future.  Let’s do the same 
for our kids.
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Dial-test results
Early Childhood Education

36

Note:  This message, though 
strong, was more polarized by 
partisan affiliation.  One of the 
strongest ways to improve it, and 
to improve messaging on early 
childhood education, is to add 
language that makes clear the 
causal nexus between spending 
money on preschool and graduation 
rates or other important outcomes 
over a year later, such as “creating 
kids ready to read and parents 
ready to read to them.” This kind of 
language de-fuses both legitimate 
concerns about pouring money into 
schools in impoverished areas 
without creating a support system 
at home for kids racial and ethnic 
prejudices.   



Key subgroups

Men Women White African 
Amer. Latino Strong 

Dem
Strong 
GOP Swing Voters

Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Margin

Opposition 68.2 65.9 68.8 52.5 64.2 43.5 87.0 68.7 -

We Can’t Settle 77.2 76.9 76.7 80.4 80.5 84.7 74.4 75.7 +18

High School 
Dropouts 77.3 77.4 77.8 75.1 74.3 81.1 74.8 76.8 +18

Invest 72.8 77.6 75.0 80.8 74.7 87.6 68.0 74.3 +11

Early Childhood 
Education 68.3 78.2 72.3 86.3 76.5 89.4 61.1 71.4 +1

Margin = prefers progressive 
message
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Strategic Messaging
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How did our messages fare?
Health

Mean 
Rating

Percent preferring 
progressive

Percent preferring 
opposition Margin

Opposition message 56.6

Three Principles 76.4 58 35 +23

Health Reform 68.2 53 39 +14

Bottom Line 70.8 51 43 +8

People Who Work for a 
Living 63.5 46 49 -3



Opposition message

In a time of unprecedented economic deficit, we can’t allow 
even more growth of big government and we must stop a 
political power-play for increased control over all health care, 
starting with our children’s. A government insurance program 
for children has already cost forty billion taxpayer dollars and 
will cost over thirty billion more in the coming 
years. Expanding this program will increase taxes and create 
an unfunded federal mandate that our already strained state 
budgets cannot afford. And this was just the first step toward 
socialized medicine.  Socialized government health care 
reduces competition and increases insurance premiums which 
will hurt small business owners and middle class 
families. Obamacare is a threat to our country and will ruin the 
best health system in the world. Our children’s health matters 
and we can’t let government bureaucrats stand between our 
children and their doctors. Liberal politicians in Washington 
have no business interfering in the private health care decisions 
of American families. 
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Dial-test results
Opposition

41

Note: This is a highly polarizing 
message, with swing voters 
solidly in the middle but solidly 
keeping the dials around 60 
after the initial statement of the 
conservative premise.



Health
Three Principles

We need to protect the health of kids in this country no 
matter what happens with health care reform, and that 
means following three principles.  First, don’t make it 
worse.  About a third of our nation’s kids get high-quality 
care designed for children whose parents can’t afford 
insurance, mostly because their employer doesn’t offer it or 
they’ve lost their job in the recession. Second, health 
insurance for children of working parents needs to remain a 
standalone program like Medicare for seniors, not something 
rolled into health care exchanges that aren’t scheduled even 
to start for 4 years.  There’s a reason we have pediatricians, 
because kids aren’t just little adults.  They have distinct 
needs, which require care from professionals who understand 
the needs of growing children.  And third, we need to 
protect employer-based coverage, so people with good 
plans now won’t lose them.  We may not know what health 
care is going to look like in 10 years, but the least we can do 
is to insure that children in this country never again suffer 
from pain or illness just because their parents can’t afford to 
take them to the doctor. 
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Dial-test results
Three Principles

43

Note:  This paradoxical 
message, which expresses 
strong support for the CHIP 
program and is broadly 
supportive of health care 
reform, does equally well across 
the political spectrum—from 
strong GOPs to strong 
Democrats—and winds up with 
the highest dial ratings at the 
end by strong GOPs.  It 
acknowledges voters’ 
ambivalence from the start 
about reform but then speaks 
to what needs to be protected 
and maintained. 



Health
Health Reform

The new health care law may not be earning members of 
Congress who supported it many votes, but if kids could vote, 
things might be a little different.  Why?  Because the most 
immediate impact of the new law is on kids, and that’s 
a good thing. Insurance companies can no longer 
discriminate against children with pre-existing 
conditions, like asthma, diabetes, or severe food allergies.  
They can no longer place annual or lifetime caps on coverage.  
So if your child develops cancer, like leukemia, you no longer 
have to worry that you’ll be one of the millions of Americans 
who has been thrown into medical bankruptcy by treatments 
that can be incredibly expensive, because your insurance can 
no longer tell you that your child has maxed out on benefits.  
And in this period of high unemployment, with 1 out of every 
four young people unable to find work, it’s a good thing this 
new law allows you to keep your adult kids on your insurance 
plan until they’re 26. So you won’t find any members of 
Congress apologizing to kids for supporting the bill—although 
they might wish they’d also lowered the voting age to 8. 
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Dial-test results
Health Reform

45

Note:  This message drew strong 
support from both strong 
Democrats and swing voters 
(including moderate/weak 
Republicans), particularly when it 
spoke to the immediate impact 
on kids, the elimination of pre-
existing conditions, and the 
prevention of medical 
bankruptcies. The extension of 
insurance to adult children up to 
age 26 drew the dials slightly 
down, likely because it evoked 
images of adult children living in 
their parents’ basements.       



Health
Bottom Line

The health of our children is more important than the 
bottom line of health insurance companies.  A year and a 
half ago, the President signed a law supported by Americans 
across the political spectrum guaranteeing health care to millions 
of American children.  The law wasn’t quite so popular with the 
health insurance and drug companies because it cut into their 
profits, but it’s turned out to be about as effective a program for 
our children as Medicare is for our seniors, providing insurance 
to kids of working parents who can’t afford $10,000 premiums, 
let alone co-pays and deductibles.  It’s aimed at helping working 
people who make less than about $45,000 a year, which is a lot 
of American families. But it’s also been one of the most 
successful and innovative programs for moving people from 
welfare to work, because most jobs that pay only $6 or $7 an 
hour don’t come along with health insurance, and if you get off 
welfare, you lose insurance for your kids.  Parents shouldn’t have 
to choose between working and taking care of their kids.  And if 
health insurance CEOs have to take a pay cut from 10 million to 
8 million a year, I won’t lose any sleep over it.  They can afford 
sleeping pills—with or without the co-pays.

46

51 52
43 42

Total Swing

Voter Preference
Pro-Reform

48

0

25

0

0 20 40 60 80 100

Message Rating 1-100

% Rating 80-100

%Rating 60-79

73



Dial-test results
Bottom Line

47

Note:  This message initially 
loses support from strong GOPs 
because of its mention of 
President Obama, but it has 
multiple elements that resonate 
with voters in the center and 
draws strong support from the 
Democratic base.  It even wins 
the strong support of strong 
GOPs when it talks about how the 
program helps move people from 
welfare to work.  



Key subgroups

Men Women White African 
Amer. Latino Strong 

Dem
Strong 
GOP Swing Voters

Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Margin

Opposition 58.1 55.2 59.6 33.4 53.1 25.3 87.6 58.0 -

Three Principles 76.5 76.4 76.6 70.7 80.6 77.4 76.9 76.1 +23

Health Reform 64.8 70.5 67.1 80.7 69.8 80.9 53.0 67.6 +10

Bottom Line 67.1 74.5 71.1 77.7 64.4 87.7 63.7 68.8 +10

People Who 
Work for a Living 62.5 64.4 61.6 73.2 65.3 87.2 37.5 63.8 -3

Margin = prefers progressive 
message

48



Strategic Messaging

Family Economics and 
Children’s Poverty

Family Economics



How did our messages fare?
Family economics

Mean 
Rating

Percent preferring 
progressive

Percent preferring 
opposition Margin

Opposition message 60.6

I Don’t Want to Hear 77.9 61 32 +29

Tax Code 77.5 60 33 +27

Pangs of Hunger 76.6 59 33 +26

Nation Building 77.6 58 35 +23



Opposition message

Over the last eighteen months, Washington has gone on a 
spending spree to the tune of nearly $8,000 per person, the 
highest rate of growth in our history. We must start cutting 
spending, and we must start now.  Liberals in Congress are 
now at it again, looking to offer more tax handouts we just 
can’t afford. Tax credits shouldn’t just reward low-income 
families for having children they can’t pay for. It’s time for 
some financial responsibility in this country. Low-income 
families shouldn’t be spending more than they have, taking 
a free ride on the hard-earned tax dollars of the rest of us, 
and the government shouldn’t keep up massive spending in 
the midst of an economic recession. With nearly 10% of 
Americans out of work, the President’s tax schemes do 
nothing to promote new jobs and encourage economic 
growth, and they do nothing to protect Americans from 
Obama’s job-killing agenda. We need to get our fiscal 
house in order now so that tomorrow our children and 
grandchildren can enjoy the same freedoms and opportunity 
that were provided to us.
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Dial-test results
Opposition

52

Note:  Swing voters, like strong 
GOPs, respond strongly to 
messages of fiscal responsibility.  
They also respond initially to 
attacks on poor (black and 
brown) people getting 
“entitlements,” but they start to 
dial down when the remark 
begins to feel over the top or 
overtly playing to prejudice.



Family Economics
I Don’t Want to Hear

American families should be working their way into the 
middle class, not falling out of it. Yet today, so many families 
are living month to month, hoping their car doesn’t break down 
because they have no idea where they’d find the money to fix it.  
And those are the lucky ones who have a job.  Ten million 
Americans out of work isn’t some abstraction.  These are 
real people, and one out of three Americans who gets laid 
off has to go home that night and explain to their kids that 
daddy or mommy isn’t going to work tomorrow and things 
are likely to get pretty rough, and they might stay that way for a 
while.  So I don’t want to hear how we can’t afford to pay 
unemployment insurance to people who’ve lost their job through 
no fault of their own.  I don’t want to hear about how we need to 
lay off police, firefighters, and teachers, leaving us without 
protection and our kids without the first-class education they’ll 
need to compete someday in the global economy.  I don’t want to 
hear how we need to cut Medicaid for poor children, many of 
whose parents are working three jobs to get by.  I want to hear 
a plan for putting Americans back to work.
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Dial-test results
I Don’t Want to Hear

54

Note:  This message was a 
homerun from start to finish, 
speaking to the populist anger 
across the political spectrum, 
even leaving the average strong 
GOP with a final dial rating of 
70.    



Family Economics
Tax Code

It's time our tax code reflected the interests of American 
families, not special interests and their lobbyists.  It used to 
be that big corporations pulled their own weight.  Corporate taxes 
once accounted for 40 percent of federal revenues. Now they’re 
just 7 percent, and the majority of companies doing business in 
this country, including foreign corporations, are paying no federal 
taxes at all.  Just 30 years ago, the average CEO made 20 times 
the income of the average worker.  Now it’s 400 times.  While 
businesses can write off their corporate jets, parents can’t write off 
even a fraction of the main expense of going to work—making sure 
their kids are in good hands while they earn a living.  While the 
cost of day care has skyrocketed, the tax credit for dependent care 
has gone nowhere, and the laws are written so that the people who 
need it the most—Americans who go to work every day but don’t 
earn much money per hour—can’t even qualify for it.  All that does 
is make it even more difficult for single moms to work, and forces 
people onto welfare.  It’s time we treated day care as a 
business expense, because for people with kids, it’s part of 
the cost of working.  
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Dial-test results
Tax Code

56

Note:  As the dials show, populist 
sentiments—the sense that 
working people are getting the 
shaft while big corporations are 
writing the rules—and concerns 
about getting by affect people 
across the political spectrum.  
This is some of the most powerful 
language that speaks to people 
and cuts across party lines.  



Family Economics
Pangs of Hunger

No child in the United States of America should ever 
feel the pangs of hunger.  Yet today, a million American 
kids will go hungry. No child in America should be forced 
to live on the street.  Yet with the economic downturn, 
millions of parents have had to tell their kids “this isn’t your 
room anymore,” because some bank that was bailed out with 
our tax dollars foreclosed on the home they’ve lived in for 15 
years.  No hard-working American should be unable to feed 
their family because some Wall Street banker played Russian 
roulette with our economic security.  We don’t have a 
shortage of work ethic in this country, we have a shortage of 
work, and if the private sector can’t put Americans back to 
work, we have plenty of roads to build, bridges to fix, and 
classrooms that could use a teacher. The number of children 
living in poverty is now one in five, and this is America.  We 
can’t balance our national budget when over 10 million 
Americans are out of work and can’t balance theirs.  That’s 
the bottom line.
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Dial-test results
Pangs of Hunger

58

Note:  No line in this survey 
drew the dials up as fast as “No 
child in the United States of 
America should ever feel the 
pangs of hunger.”  What is 
striking about this message is 
that it focuses on an issue 
traditionally associated with 
stigma and prejudice and 
nevertheless draws a strong 
positive response, deactivating 
the prejudice and making this 
an American problem.



Family Economics
Nation Building

If we can spend over a trillion dollars on nation 
building in Iraq and Afghanistan, we can afford to do 
some nation building here at home.  With the economy in 
tatters, half of all American children will receive food stamps 
at some point, and hunger knows no ethnic or racial bounds.  
Nearly 40 percent of white kids and over twice as many black 
kids will require food stamps at some point.  The middle 
class has always been the backbone of this country, yet 
for the first time in generations, more people are 
falling out of it than joining its ranks, and more 
Americans fell into poverty last year than at any point since 
the government starting collecting statistics.  The upper 1% 
now take home more than the entire middle class combined.  
If we can build schools and hospitals and train police in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, we can build schools and hospitals and stop 
laying off police here at home. And when half of all American 
families have to resort to food stamps no matter how hard 
they work, it’s time to rethink whether CEO salaries and 
bonuses have gotten out of control, and whether corporate 
lobbyists should continue to be allowed to write our tax laws.  
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Dial-test results
Nation Building

60

Note: This is another strong 
populist message—with an 
opening statement that led the 
dials to shoot up and leaving 
swing voters with final dial 
ratings above 80.  Apparently it 
appeared more partisan to 
strong GOPs, who gave it a 
solid 60 throughout but were 
conflicted about the message 
about Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Interestingly, however, they, 
too, responded to the final line 
about making our tax system 
more fair so it no longer 
redistributes wealth to the 
upper 1%.     



Key subgroups

Men Women White African 
Amer. Latino Strong 

Dem
Strong 
GOP Swing Voters

Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Margin

Opposition 63.1 58.4 63.1 39.9 57.4 31.0 87.4 62.5 -

I Don’t Want to 
Hear 77.6 78.2 76.8 83.4 83.4 85.4 68.7 77.5 +28

Tax Code 75.9 79.2 78.2 75.5 75.2 82.1 78.3 76.2 +22

Pangs of Hunger 71.5 81.0 76.4 81.1 74.1 87.8 68.3 75.6 +23

Nation Building 74.7 79.6 77.1 87.8 76.8 88.1 63.9 78.3 +24

Margin = prefers progressive 
message

61



Strategic Messaging

Children of Immigrants 
Without Citizenship

Children of Immigrants



How did our messages fare?
Children of Immigrants

Mean 
Rating

Percent preferring 
progressive

Percent preferring 
opposition Margin

Opposition message 66.0

Pledge of Allegiance 63.2 45 51 -6

American Interests and 
Values 67.1 41 52 -11

Sacred Document 62.5 40 52 -12

Deport Congress 61.2 40 52 -12

Innocent 58.5 38 56 -18

Hospital Rooms 57.8 37 56 -19



Opposition message

It’s hard enough for our children to get a quality education 
without illegals taking up desk spaces in our children’s 
schools. Illegal aliens broke the law to come here, and 
government bureaucrats have no business granting them 
amnesty and giving their children a free pass into our 
elementary schools, let alone our colleges and universities.  
I'm not sure exactly what the drafters of the 14th amendment 
had in mind, but I doubt it was that somebody could swim 
across the river from Mexico to have a child here who could 
then bring the whole family from Tijuana.  All that does is to 
increase the incentives for future illegal immigration, as people 
have their anchor babies here in America to try to get 
citizenship.  We need to repeal the 14th amendment and limit 
citizenship to the children of Americans.  These lawbreakers 
already raise our tax dollars and flood our emergency rooms.  
We don’t need their children crowding our classrooms as well.  
With the limited resources we have, investing in our own 
children needs to be our top priority, in elementary school, as 
well as in college.

64

Children of Immigrants

50

0

14

0

0 20 40 60 80 100

Message Rating 1-100

% Rating 80-100
%Rating 60-79

64



Dial-test results
Opposition

65

Note:  As economic times have 
gotten tighter, as this message 
shows, Americans need a good 
reason to provide any services or 
support to children of immigrants 
who came across the border or 
overstayed their visas, and they 
are easily stirred by anti-
immigrant rhetoric.  They do not, 
however, want to amend the 
Constitution to deal with this 
problem.  Data from multiple 
studies show that they roundly 
support comprehensive 
immigration reform, but individual 
initiatives split off are easy targets 
for anti-immigrant attacks.  



Children of Immigrants
Pledge of Allegiance

You don’t punish children because you don’t like what 
their parents did.  That’s playing politics with children’s 
lives, and it runs against every value we hold as 
Americans. It’s one thing to require adults who came here 
illegally or overstayed their visas to earn citizenship—to obey 
our laws, learn our language, and pay taxes like the rest of 
us.  It’s another to arrest and deport children who may know 
nothing about their parents’ legal status, who grew up in this 
country, and who pledged allegiance in school to our flag like 
every other kid.  Imagine what it would be like to reach your 
senior year in high school, having worked hard, excelled, and 
applied to college or technical school.  But instead of 
receiving a letter of admission, you get a letter informing you 
that you aren’t a citizen of the country you’ve always called 
home and can’t go to college—and you’re going to be 
deported to a country you’ve never seen and don’t even 
speak the language.  If our flag means anything, it means we 
don’t arrest and deport innocent children who’ve grown up on 
our shores and love our country. 
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Dial-test results
Pledge of Allegiance

67

Note: The initial premise of this 
message drew a strong positive 
response across the political 
spectrum.  Where it plummeted 
was with the suggestion that 
children of illegal immigrants 
may not know their parents’ 
immigration status, which the 
average voter did not find 
believable. Without that 
language, this message would 
likely have beaten the 
opposition message.    



Children of Immigrants
American Interests and Values

Americans have every right to be frustrated about 
politicians who are more interested in scoring political 
points than solving the problem of immigration.  It’s 
time our immigration laws reflected the interests and 
the values of Americans.  That means protecting our 
borders, imposing stiff penalties on employers who undercut 
honest businesses by exploiting cheap labor off the books, and 
requiring people without papers to obey our laws, learn our 
language, and pay our taxes if they want to earn American 
citizenship. But one in every eight people in this country 
illegally never did anything illegal:  the children of immigrants, 
many of whom have no idea they aren’t American citizens.  
These are our kids’ friends and teammates. The idea that we’d 
punish them, or put up obstacles for kids who work hard and 
excel to get an education in the only homeland they know—
doesn’t serve our interests or our values as Americans.  We’d 
do a lot better to require that they attend at least two years of 
college or serve in the military, so they become productive, 
taxpaying American citizens, rather than homeless people 
without a country. 
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Dial-test results
American Interests and Values

69

Note:  This message, too, 
points the way to effective 
messaging on children of 
immigrants.  What is clear from 
this message, however, as is 
clear from the other messages 
on immigrants’ kids, is that 
attempts to elicit empathy are 
not the right approach to take 
on this issue, just as they have 
proven ineffective in the 
broader immigration debate.  
Americans want to decide who 
they allow to become citizens 
and on what terms.



Children of Immigrants
Sacred Document

Our Constitution is a sacred document, which has 
served as a model for so many countries that have 
followed in our footsteps in embracing democracy.  So 
for politicians to propose repealing the 14th Amendment, 
which guaranteed the right of black people born in the United 
States to call themselves Americans, is to desecrate that 
document and the values it embodies.  You don’t amend the 
Constitution to score political points.  Yet every election year, 
politicians propose amending the Constitution to protect us 
against the dangers posed by some group.  This year it’s 
children of immigrants.  Let’s get this straight—a baby is born 
on American soil to parents it didn’t choose—just like every 
member of Congress was—and we need to change our 
Constitution to make sure that child can never become an 
American.  With 1 in 10 Americans out of work and people 
losing their houses in record numbers, we face real problems 
in this country.  Why don’t we fix those first before tampering 
with the document that safeguards our liberty? 

70

40 43
52 51

Total Swing

Voter Preference

Pro-Reform Conservative

33

0

25

0

0 20 40 60 80 100

Message Rating 1-100

% Rating 80-100

%Rating 60-79

58



Children of Immigrants
Deport Congress

I’m tired of politicians treating immigration as a 
partisan issue instead of a problem to be solved, and 
that goes for the dealing with the children of illegal 
immigrants as well.  We have a choice.  We can encourage 
those kids to go to college or join the military, so they can 
become productive, taxpaying Americans, or we can force 
them into a lifetime of hiding, crime, and drugs by barring 
them from work, education, or service to their country.  We’re 
talking about 25,000 high school graduates a year who want 
to go to college but can’t because of decisions their parents 
made years earlier.  With roughly 5000 colleges in the United 
States, that’s about 5 kids per school—not exactly flooding 
the gates of admissions offices.  There’s an easy solution to 
this problem that would benefit us all:  Eliminate the Bush tax 
breaks for millionaires and use a fraction of that money to 
make college affordable for the children of American citizens 
as well as for that handful of immigrant kids graduating every 
year.  And if Congress can’t pass meaningful immigration 
reform in the next year, let’s deport Congress. 
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An ineffective message
Innocent

Nearly 2 million of the 12 million immigrants in the United 
States who are here illegally never broke any law:  they were 
young children when their parents immigrated to the United 
States.  Yet over and over we hear the same story, of young 
adults thrown in prison for crimes they didn’t commit:  Arthur 
Mkoyan, valedictorian of his high school in California, in jail 
awaiting deportation to Armenia, a country he hasn’t seen 
since he was two years old and doesn’t even speak the 
language; Eric Balderas, valedictorian of his class in Texas, 
about to start his sophomore year studying biology at 
Harvard, pulled off a plane and arrested on his way back to 
school.  For so many young people, after working hard in high 
school, going to college or serving in the military, and living 
their lives as law-abiding, taxpaying Americans, one day they 
hear a knock on the door and suddenly find themselves 
behind bars, threatened with deportation, because a parent 
applied for a job or a bureaucrat somewhere caught a 
problem they didn’t create.  If this is how we treat innocent 
kids in America, God help us.
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An ineffective message
Hospital Rooms

It’s time politicians stopped playing politics with 
immigration and solved the problem.  Yet instead, 
politicians who could have solved it long ago want to change 
our Constitution to prevent babies born on American soil from 
becoming American citizens, turning children into fugitives 
with no right to live in any country and creating the biggest 
bureaucratic nightmare anyone could devise.  How many 
mothers bring their birth certificate with them to the hospital 
to deliver a child?  Most Americans don’t even know where 
their birth certificate is.  So how would they prove their child 
was an American citizen?  Twenty percent of Americans don’t 
even believe our President was born in this country.  So will 
we put a bureaucrat in every delivery room to determine who 
is an American and who isn’t, and set up detention centers 
next to maternity wards to hold every new mother who can’t 
find her birth certificate?  We don’t need politicians to 
prey on our legitimate concerns and our prejudices by 
proposing unrealistic solutions they know won’t work.  
We need genuine leaders who will fix our broken 
immigration system and do it now.
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Key subgroups

Men Women White African 
Amer. Latino Strong 

Dem
Strong 
GOP Swing Voters

Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Margin

Opposition 68.6 63.7 69.5 50.2 50.3 48.6 84.7 66.5 -
Pledge of 
Allegiance 60.4 65.4 61.6 73.0 70.9 73.4 47.9 63.7 -4

American 
Interests & 
Values

67.5 66.7 66.0 71.2 72.5 76.4 63.0 65.2 -15

Sacred Document 62.8 62.4 61.8 68.2 60.2 67.2 58.8 62.1 -8

Deport Congress 58.5 63.8 59.8 73.6 60.3 75.9 44.8 60.2 -18

Innocent 54.6 61.9 57.6 68.1 60.0 74.9 49.0 57.1 -19

Hospital Rooms 54.8 60.5 56.6 72.5 57.4 70.3 47.6 57.4 -20

Margin = prefers progressive 
message

74



Strategic Messaging

Top Organizational 
Names

Organizational Names



Organizational Names

Mean Rating 80-100% 60-80%

Our Children, Our Future 65.7 44 21

Children First 64.9 40 27

Protecting Our Children's Future 62.6 38 23

Children First USA 62.1 40 20

Investing in Children 60.6 34 23

Preserving Our Children's Future 60.6 35 24

America's Children 60.5 34 23

Our Children's Future 59.4 33 22

Branding



Organizational Names

Mean Rating 80-100% 60-80%

Kids Count 58.7 33 23

Campaign for Our Children’s Future 57.4 32 20

Children Count 56.6 27 24

Campaign for America's Children 56.2 32 20

Children USA 54.2 30 20

Campaign for Children 54.2 23 24

First Focus on Children 53.2 25 20

Focus on Children 52.6 25 21

Branding



Organizational Names

Mean Rating 80-100% 60-80%

Speaking for Children 52.2 25 22

Partners for Children 51.3 20 23

Childhood Matters 50.1 25 19

Children in Focus 50.1 23 19

Children's Investment Fund 43.8 18 15

First Focus 35.5 12 10

Branding



Strategic Messaging

Conclusions

The Take-Home Message



Conclusions

 We can win by 20-40 points over a tough fiscal constraint message with multiple 
different narratives about making children a priority.  

 The most effective messages draw on a range of values associated with both the 
right and the left, including getting back to basics, American leadership, investment, 
opportunity, hard work, and parental responsibility.

 The most effective messages start aspirational, then raise concern about what is 
with hope for what could be, and offer clear but not overly detailed solutions.

 The best messages carefully order language about disadvantage with language 
about the middle class or values that are counter-stereotypic, heading off conscious 
and unconscious biases.

 Messages about childhood poverty are more resonant if they are tied to working and 
middle class concerns as well, creating a sense of “us” rather than “them.”

 We can win strongly on messages on education, children’s health, and family 
economics and poverty.

 We have difficulty with children of immigrants, although the data suggest that 
setting forth requirements for citizenship, as in the DREAM Act, is essential.

 Americans do not intuitively understand the link between early childhood education 
and later academic performance or life status.  

Key findings



If you only have 6 seconds...

 It’s time to restore American leadership, and the place to start is by 
investing in our future, our children.

 Investing in our children is investing in America. When we help 
children grow and succeed, we are paving the way for our country’s 
next generation of workers and leaders.

 When it comes to America’s children, it’s time to get back to basics.  
That means protecting their health and safety, protecting them from 
harsh economic times, and helping them develop their God-given 
potential. 

 For the first time in our history, most Americans don’t believe their 
kids will have the same opportunities they had to lead a happy, 
healthy, and prosperous a life.  When Americans no longer believe in 
the American Dream, it’s time to reclaim our heritage.

 The greatest generation of America’s last century survived the Great 
Depression, fought and defeated global tyranny, and built the great 
American middle class. The greatest generation of this century is yet 
to come.
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If you only have 6 seconds...

 Having the most healthy, most educated, best-prepared kids in the 
world for the challenges that lie ahead shouldn’t be a partisan issue.  
It’s in all of our interest to make kids a national priority the same way 
good parents make them a family priority.  Yet on virtually every 
index, America’s children are falling behind. 

 The best cure for poverty is a good job, and the best place to start is 
with an education. 

 We can't settle for anything but the best in America's classrooms, 
because the countries our kids will be competing with for the jobs of 
the 21st century—China, Japan, India—aren’t settling, either.

 If I had to invest in higher salaries for 100,000 new teachers or in 
companies that outsource jobs to China and India, I’d invest in 
teachers any day.  

 If I had to invest in a thousand colleges and technical schools or a 
thousand prisons, I’d invest in higher education any day.

 The health of our children is more important than the bottom line of 
health insurance companies.
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If you only have 6 seconds...

 The most immediate impact of the new health care law is on kids, and 
that’s a good thing. Insurance companies can no longer discriminate 
against children with pre-existing conditions, like asthma or diabetes. 

 American families should be working their way into the middle class, 
not falling out of it. 

 Ten million Americans out of work isn’t some abstraction.  These are 
real people, and one out of three Americans who gets laid off has to go 
home that night and explain to their kids that daddy or mommy isn’t 
going to work tomorrow.

 American families should be working their way into the middle class, 
not falling out of it. 

 It's time our tax code reflected the interests of American families, not 
special interests and their lobbyists. 

 It’s time we treated day care as a business expense, because for 
people with kids, it’s part of the cost of working.  

 No child in the United States of America should ever feel the pangs of 
hunger.  Yet today, a million American kids will go hungry. 
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If you only have 6 seconds...

 If we can spend over a trillion dollars on nation building in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, we can afford to do some nation building here at home. 

 The middle class has always been the backbone of this country, yet for 
the first time in generations, more people are falling out of it than 
joining its ranks.

 You don’t punish children because you don’t like what their parents 
did.  That’s playing politics with children’s lives, and it runs against 
every value we hold as Americans. 

 Americans have every right to be frustrated about politicians who are 
more interested in scoring political points than solving the problem of 
immigration.  

 It’s time our immigration laws reflected the interests and the values of 
Americans. We don’t need politicians to prey on our legitimate 
concerns and our prejudices by proposing unrealistic solutions they 
know won’t work.  We need genuine leaders who will fix our broken 
immigration system and do it now. 
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Conclusions

 Partisan differences:
 Swing voters mirror the general electorate 
 Messages vary from those that show strong partisan differences to those 

that appeal across the spectrum, including some on which strong GOPs 
are most supportive

 Differences by gender, region, and parental status 
(parent/non-parent) are virtually nonexistent.

 Age differences are relatively small.
 On immigration, voters under 40 support multiple progressive 

messages by over 20 points, and African-Americans and to a 
lesser extent Latinos strongly support progressive messages.

Segmentation by demographics



Strategic Messaging

Revised top messages, 
reflecting dial-tests

Best-practice messages

Note:  These messages have been revised based on careful viewing of 
moment-to-moment reactions to words, phrases, sentences, and 
concepts using the dial-tests.  An important caveat is that they have 
not been tested in their current form, although they are highly likely 
to outperform the messages as tested because revisions eliminated or 
altered language that brought the dials down, particularly for swing 
voters. 
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Note: Bolded statements are strong as standalone statements.  
Italicized words and phrases are strong language that led the dials 
to shoot up, at least among persuadable and base voters. 87

Making Children a Priority
American Leadership

It’s time to restore American leadership, and the place to start is by 
investing in our future, our children.  When President Kennedy 
challenged us to put a man on the moon in a decade, we did it.  But you 
can’t reach for the stars if you can’t do basic math.  Our kids’ math scores 
are now 27th in the world, because we no longer invest in education.  We 
have the lowest rates of preschool education in the Western world, and 
we’re falling behind China.  We lead the world in science, technology, and 
innovation. But there’s no excuse for leading the Western world in teen 
pregnancy, infant mortality, and child poverty.  It’s time we recommit 
ourselves to the kind of America President Kennedy inspired us to imagine, 
a nation that sets high standards for the physical fitness and academic 
achievement of all its children and demands accountability.  It takes a 
partnership of parents, schools, and communities to grow strong minds and 
bodies.  But you can’t expect returns on investments you don’t make, and 
it’s time we started investing in our children again. 



Making Children a Priority
Investment

Investing in our children is investing in America. When we help 
children grow and succeed, we are paving the way for our country’s 
next generation of workers and leaders. Investing in our children means 
investing in a world-class education, making sure every child comes to school 
prepared to learn and every teacher comes to school prepared to teach, and 
that every teenager who aspires to a college education and is willing to work 
hard for it can afford one see a job waiting at the other end.  Investing in our 
children means recognizing that children learn the values of respect and 
responsibility in strong families and safe communities.  And investing in our 
children means investing in those who are most vulnerable, helping parents in 
poor communities become more involved in their children’s education; 
providing mentors and role models in the schools so that all our nation’s 
teenagers finish high school; and caring for the millions of children who are 
abused and neglected, so every child stands a chance for a satisfying, 
productive life.  Supporting our children isn’t just the right thing to do.  It’s 
one of the best investments we can make as a nation. 
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Note: Bolded statements are strong as standalone statements.  
Italicized words and phrases are strong language that led the dials 
to shoot up, at least among persuadable and base voters. 89

Making Children a Priority
Back to Basics

When it comes to America’s children, it’s time to get back to basics.  
That means protecting their health and safety, protecting them from 
harsh economic times, and helping them develop their God-given 
potential.  America should be at the top of the list of industrialized nations 
in the health and safety of its children, not at the bottom.  And no child in 
this country should ever go hungry. It’s time we reduced child poverty, 
made the tax system fair for working and middle class families, and helped 
working people who’ve lost their jobs through no fault of their own avoid 
having their homes foreclosed and their children out on the street.  And 
getting back to basics means our kids should have the top math and reading 
scores in the world, not be competing for number 30.  That means 
encouraging parents to get more actively involved in their kids’ education, 
getting back to the basics while making sure every school has 21st century 
technology, and leading the world again in the percentage of kids who go on 
to college, not the percent who drop out of high school. Our children are our 
future.  It doesn’t get any more basic than that.
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Making Children a Priority
American Dream

For the first time in our history, most Americans don’t believe their 
kids will have the same opportunities they had to lead a happy, 
healthy, and prosperous a life.  When Americans no longer believe in 
the American Dream, it’s time to reclaim our heritage.  Our parents and 
grandparents knew that if they worked hard and played by the rules, their kids 
could expect a shot at a home, a college education, and the opportunity to 
develop their gifts to the best of their abilities. But in the last 10 years, the 
middle class has been shrinking as CEO salaries and bonuses have 
skyrocketed.  One out of five kids in this country is born into poverty, and 
working and middle class Americans are losing their jobs and homes at record 
rates.  With unemployment above 25% among young people, whole 
generations of high school and college graduates are getting shut of the job 
market.  It’s time we stopped rewarding corporations for outsourcing our jobs 
and offering their workers wages that barely allow them to take care of their 
families while lavishing big bonuses on their CEOs, and made our tax system 
fair to working and middle class families. America has always risen to the 
challenge of ensuring a brighter future for our children. It’s time we rise to 
that challenge again. 
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Making Children a Priority
Greatest Generation

The greatest generation of America’s last century survived the Great 
Depression, fought and defeated global tyranny, and built the great 
American middle class. The greatest generation of this century is yet 
to come. America’s children will grow up to face challenges we can’t yet 
imagine. But the time is now to begin preparing them for those challenges, 
by making sure the meals they eat nourish their minds and the experiences 
they have at home and at school nourish their character.  Too many families 
are living from month to month.  It’s time we expanded the child income tax 
credit, which hasn’t kept pace with the skyrocketing cost of day care.  Too 
many high school kids from disadvantaged communities know more kids 
who’ve gone to prison than to college.  It’s time we expanded innovative 
programs that prepare them for college and work, like mentoring and work 
experience as part of their high school education. We need to do everything 
we can to help parents and teachers instill the values of hard work, 
personality responsibility, and community that have always defined our 
nation, so we can take the same pride in the next generation as we took in 
the last. 
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Making Children a Priority
American Challenge

Having the most healthy, most educated, best-prepared kids in the 
world for the challenges that lie ahead shouldn’t be a partisan issue.  
It’s in all of our interest to make kids a national priority the same way 
good parents make them a family priority.  Yet on virtually every index, 
America’s children are falling behind.  We lead the world in medical 
research, yet for the first time in our history, our children can expect a shorter 
lifespan than their parents.  We led the world in college graduates, yet now 
we’ve slipped to number twelve.  We led every technological revolution of the 
last century, yet today we are in danger of handing the next revolution—the 
transition to clean energy—to the Chinese.  The reason our kids have lost 
ground isn’t a mystery.  We aren’t investing in them.  About a quarter of all 
Americans are children, yet the percent of our budget we spend on them 
matches their height, not their numbers. And we aren’t addressing the needs of 
working families, many of which have two working parents or a single parent, 
whose time is stretched to the limits. What once was the American Dream—the 
knowledge that our kids would have opportunities we could never even 
imagine—is today the American challenge.  Let’s meet that challenge.



Education
We Can’t Settle

We can't settle for anything but the best in America's classrooms, 
because the countries our kids will be competing with for the jobs of 
the 21st century—China, Japan, India—aren’t settling, either. In tough 
economic times, education is an easy a target for budget cuts, but nothing 
could be more short-sighted.  When parents are stressed at home because 
they’ve lost a job, children need strong, nurturant, effective teachers more, 
not less.  When jobs are scarce, there’s no better time for young people to get 
that degree or for workers who’ve been laid off to go back and retrain.  You 
don’t cut education when the unemployment rate for workers without a college 
degree is double the rate for those who have one.  You don’t cut education 
when eight out of ten new jobs will require retraining or a higher degree by 
the end of the decade. You don’t cut education when we know that countries 
that out-educate us today will out-compete us tomorrow.  It’s time to 
recommit to our kids, our workers, and our future by making sure America has 
the best educated children and workforce in the world.
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Education
High School Dropouts

Every day, another several thousand teenagers drop out of school.  Without a 
diploma, these kids don’t stand a chance:  Boys who quit school are far more 
likely to be unemployed and to cycle in and out of prison. Girls who don’t 
graduate are ten times more likely to become teenage mothers.  But this is one 
problem we can fix.  We need to start with the 10% of schools that produce 
50% of all dropouts, with solutions that reflect the complexity of the problems 
they face, from a failure to teach the basics, to lack of funding and crumbling 
walls, to students who often come to school hungry and surrounded by 
violence.  And their parents need to be more involved, taking responsibility for 
their children’s education.  The second place to start is with high-quality early 
education, which turns kids who are likely to drop out years later into early 
readers and involves parents from the start who may never have had anyone 
read to them when they were young. And the third is to turn to innovative 
programs, like providing kids at risk with mentors, engaging members of the 
community to serve as role models, and providing work experience to students 
who may know more kids in jail than in jobs.  The best cure for poverty is a 
good job, and the best place to start is with an education.
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Education
Invest

If I had to invest in higher salaries for 100,000 new teachers or in 
companies that outsource jobs to China and India, I’d invest in 
teachers any day.  And that’s exactly our choice.  Our kids aren’t going to 
be able to compete in the global economy if we don’t recruit the best and the 
brightest to shape their young minds.  If I had to invest in a thousand 
colleges and technical schools or a thousand prisons, I’d invest in 
higher education any day.  And that’s exactly our choice.  Nearly a third of 
all high school students who start 9th grade don’t graduate, and half of those 
kids wind up in a revolving door to prison, costing society on average about 
$300,000.  If I had to invest in a thousand innovative, high-quality preschools 
or in maternity wards and prison guards, I’d invest in those preschools any 
day.  And that, too is our choice, because every dollar we spend on high-
quality early childhood education, creating kids ready to read and parents 
ready to read to them, is money we save in teen pregnancy and in the 
criminal justice system over the next five decades.  The choice is ours.  Let’s 
make the right one for our children and our future.

95



Health
Three Principles

We need to protect the health of kids in this country no matter what 
happens with health care reform, and that means following three 
principles.  First, don’t make it worse.  About a third of our nation’s kids 
get high-quality care designed for children whose parents can’t afford 
insurance, mostly because their employer doesn’t offer it or they’ve lost their 
job in the recession. Second, we need to protect employer-based 
coverage, so people with good plans now won’t lose them.  And third, 
there’s a reason we have pediatricians, because kids aren’t just little adults.  
They have distinct needs, which require care from professionals who 
understand the needs of growing children. That’s why health insurance for 
children of working parents needs to remain like it is now, a standalone 
program like Medicare for seniors, not something rolled into health care 
exchanges that aren’t scheduled even to start for 4 years. We may not know 
what health care is going to look like in 10 years, but the least we can do is to 
insure that children in this country never again suffer from pain or illness just 
because their parents can’t afford to take them to the doctor. 
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Health
Health Reform

The new health care law may not be earning members of Congress who 
supported it many votes, but if kids could vote, things might be a little 
different, because the most immediate impact of the new law is on 
kids, and that’s a good thing. Insurance companies can no longer 
discriminate against children with pre-existing conditions, like 
asthma or diabetes.  They can no longer place annual or lifetime caps on 
coverage.  So if your child develops cancer, like leukemia, you no longer 
have to worry that you’ll be one of the millions of Americans who has been 
thrown into medical bankruptcy by an insurance company refusing to pay.  
And with 1 out of every four young people unable to find work, working and 
middle class parents may not be thrilled with their adult children having to 
move home for a while, but at least they have the peace of mind to know 
that their kids can stay on their plan at minimal cost until they’re 26.  So 
you won’t find any members of Congress apologizing to kids for supporting 
the bill—although they might wish they’d also lowered the voting age to 8. 
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Health
Bottom Line

The health of our children is more important than the bottom line of 
health insurance companies.  Prior to the whole debate about health care 
reform, the President and Members of Congress of both political parties 
agreed, with support from 85% of Americans across the political spectrum, 
to guarantee health care to millions of American children.  The law wasn’t 
quite so popular with the health insurance companies because it cut into 
their profits, it now providing insurance to kids of working parents who can’t 
afford $10,000 premiums, let alone all the co-pays and deductibles.  It’s 
aimed at helping working people who make less than about $45,000 a year, 
which is a lot of American families.  But it’s also helped move people from 
welfare to work, because if you’re on welfare, you get Medicaid, but if you 
move into a job that pays only $6 or $7 an hour, it usually doesn’t come 
along with health insurance.  Parents shouldn’t have to choose between 
working and taking care of their kids.  And if health insurance CEOs have to 
take a pay cut from 10 million to 8 million a year, I won’t lose any sleep over 
it.  They can afford sleeping pills.
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Family Economics
I Don’t Want to Hear

American families should be working their way into the middle class, not 
falling out of it. Yet today, so many families are living month to month, hoping 
their car doesn’t break down because they have no idea where they’d find the 
money to fix it.  And those are the lucky ones who have a job.  Ten million 
Americans out of work isn’t some abstraction.  These are real people, and 
one out of three Americans who gets laid off has to go home that night 
and explain to their kids that daddy or mommy isn’t going to work 
tomorrow and things are likely to get pretty rough.  So I don’t want to hear how 
we can’t afford to pay unemployment insurance to people who’ve lost their job 
through no fault of their own.  I don’t want to hear about how we need to lay off 
police, firefighters, and teachers, leaving us without essential services and our 
kids without the first-class education they’ll need to compete in the global 
economy.  I don’t want to hear how we need to cut Medicaid to poor children, 
when one if five kids today has now fallen into poverty, many of whose parents 
worked their whole lives until they got laid off last years, and others who are 
working three jobs.  I want to hear a plan for putting Americans back to 
work.
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Family Economics
Tax Code

It's time our tax code reflected the interests of American families, not 
special interests and their lobbyists.  It used to be that big corporations 
pulled their own weight.  Corporate taxes once accounted for 40 percent of 
federal revenues. Now they’re just 7 percent, and the majority of companies 
doing business in this country, including foreign corporations, are paying no 
federal taxes at all.  Just 30 years ago, the average CEO made 20 times the 
income of the average worker.  Now it’s 400 times.  While businesses can 
write off their corporate jets, parents can’t write off even a fraction of the cost 
of taking care of their kids.  While the cost of day care has skyrocketed, the 
tax credit for dependent care has gone nowhere, and the laws are written so 
that the people who need it the most—Americans who go to work every day 
but don’t earn much money per hour—can’t even qualify for it. It’s time we 
treated day care as a business expense, because for people with kids, 
it’s part of the cost of working.  
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Family Economics
Pangs of Hunger

No child in the United States of America should ever feel the pangs of 
hunger.  Yet today, a million American kids will go hungry. No child in 
America should be forced to live on the street.  Yet today, millions of parents 
who’ve owned their home for 15 years and always paid their mortgage have 
had to tell their kids “this isn’t our home anymore, this isn’t your room 
anymore.” No hard-working American should be unable to feed their family 
because some Wall Street banker played Russian roulette with our economic 
security.  Poverty isn’t something that now just afflicts people who live in our 
inner cities or in poor rural areas.  It’s not something that just afflicts people 
of one color or ethnicity.  It’s striking people who never imagined they could 
find themselves telling their kids they don’t have any food in the refrigerator 
or the electricity has been shut off.  We don’t have a shortage of work ethic 
in this country, we have a shortage of work, and we have plenty of roads to 
build, bridges to fix, and wind turbines to build. The number of children living 
in poverty is now one in five, and this is America.  We can’t balance our 
national budget when over 10 million Americans are out of work and can’t 
balance theirs.  That’s the bottom line.

101



102

Family Economics
Nation Building

If we can spend over a trillion dollars on nation building in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, we can afford to do some nation building here at home.  
With the economy in tatters, half of all American children will receive food 
stamps at some point, and hunger knows no ethnic or racial bounds.  Nearly 40 
percent of white kids and over twice as many black kids will require food stamps 
at some point.  The middle class has always been the backbone of this 
country, yet for the first time in generations, more people are falling out 
of it than joining its ranks, and more Americans fell into poverty last year 
than at any point since the government starting collecting statistics.  The upper 
1% now take home more than the entire middle class combined.  If we can build 
schools and hospitals and train police in Iraq and Afghanistan, we can build 
schools and hospitals and stop laying off police here at home. And when America 
is turning into a nation of haves and have-nots, instead of a middle-class 
country, it’s time to rethink whether CEO salaries and bonuses have gotten out 
of control, and whether corporate lobbyists should continue to be allowed to 
write our tax laws.  



Children of Immigrants
Pledge of Allegiance

You don’t punish children because you don’t like what their parents did.  
That’s playing politics with children’s lives, and it runs against every 
value we hold as Americans. It’s one thing to require adults who came here 
illegally or overstayed their visas to earn citizenship—to obey our laws, learn 
our language, and pay taxes like the rest of us.  And Americans have every 
right to be angry at Congress for doing nothing to solve our immigration 
problem once and for all.  But it’s another to arrest and deport children who’ve 
never broken the law, and who grew up pledging allegiance to our flag like 
every other kid.  Imagine what it would be like to reach your senior year in high 
school, having worked hard, excelled, and applied to college or technical school.  
But instead of receiving a letter of admission, you get a letter informing you 
that you aren’t a citizen of the country you’ve always called home—and you’re 
going to be deported to a country you’ve never seen and don’t even speak the 
language.  We have every right to require that immigrant kids show evidence of 
good character and either go to college or join the military, so they contribute to 
or serve our country.  But if our flag means anything, it means we don’t arrest 
and deport innocent children who’ve grown up on our shores and love our 
country. 

103



Children of Immigrants
American Interests and Values

Americans have every right to be frustrated about politicians who are 
more interested in scoring political points than solving the problem of 
immigration.  It’s time our immigration laws reflected the interests 
and the values of Americans.  That means protecting our borders, 
imposing stiff penalties on employers who undercut honest businesses by 
exploiting cheap labor off the books, and requiring people without papers to 
obey our laws, learn our language, and pay our taxes if they want to earn 
American citizenship. And it means dealing with the millions of children who 
grew up in America but are not American citizens in a way that reflects out 
interests and values.  At a time of deficits and a shortage of military recruits, 
we need taxpayers and young people willing to serve their country in the 
armed forces.  So we’d do a lot better to require that the children of illegal 
immigrants stay on the right side of the law, attend at least two years of 
college, or serve in the military, so they become productive, taxpaying 
American citizens. 
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