Engaging with Voters in Suburban Districts:
April Focus Group Findings
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Suburban Voters Research
Phase 1:
February Online Discussion Board
Global Strategy Group conducted an online discussion board among 25 likely 2018
voters across suburban congressional districts between February 14-16, 2018.
Phase 2:
April Focus Groups
Global Strategy Group conducted two sets of in-person focus groups:
• Two focus groups in Irvine, California (Orange County seats) on April 18, 2018.
• Two focus groups in Edina, Minnesota on April 23, 2018.
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Targeting Persuadable Suburban Voters
Focus Group participants were screened to meet the following criteria:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Voted Republican for Congress in 2014 and/or 2016
Open to voting for a Democrat for Congress in 2018
Not strong Democrat or strong Republican
Not very conservative or very liberal
Do not approve of Trump’s job performance
All college-educated
All white
One female group/one male group in both California and Minnesota
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Lay of the Land
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Suburban Republican-leaning voters have lost trust in their political representatives
and the media and see political polarization as a major problem.

Politicians
“We need people who aren’t career politicians.”
– Male, California
“I don’t trust anyone.”
– Male, Minnesota
“It doesn’t matter what you say, it’s already decided.
Under the table decisions. You can put in your two
cents but it doesn’t matter.”
– Female, Minnesota
“Every political system is corrupt.”
– Female, California
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The Media
“You have to go to CNN and to Fox and create your
own opinion.”
– Male, Minnesota
“There’s not straight news nowadays, you get opinion
everywhere.”
– Male, Minnesota
“They put too much emphasis on this Russia thing.”
– Female, California
“AARP…they’re known to be left-leaning.”
– Male, Minnesota
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These voters are looking for Democrats who reflect how they see themselves:
ideological moderates who reject party labels and refuse to tow the party line.

Imagine the kind of
Democrat you could
vote for…

“Amy Klobuchar… She’s
concerned about the issues.
She’s willing to work with
others.”

“Not too extreme. A Democrat in
name only.”
— Male, Minnesota

— Female, Minnesota

“Someone who doesn’t vote the
party line and wants to speak the
truth.”

“A lot of people are more
moderate in society these days
but politicians are all super right
or super left.”

“A moderate, someone right in
the middle.”
— Male, California

— Male, California
— Female, California
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Voters see Democrats as focused largely on helping marginalized groups (often to
the detriment of business). Republicans are viewed as focused on the economy
(often to the benefit of the wealthiest Americans).
Negative
Views

Positive
Views

The
Republican
Party

“Make the rich richer.”
— Female, California

“That’s been the GOP’s
biggest downfall. They’ve
proven themselves not to be
fiscally conservative.”

“Our stock market is higher
than it’s been for a long
time, and I think
Republicans are part of
that.”

“I feel like they’re trying to
get the tax situation more
under control.”

“Every time you get a
Republican in they roll
back regulations and
taxes go down.”

— Female, Minnesota
— Male, California

— Male, Minnesota
— Female, California

The
Democratic
Party

"When Democrats get in
there is more regulation
of businesses.“

“Democrats stand for the
environment, rich people,
celebrities – they’ve lost
sight of our middle class.”

— Male, California
— Female, California
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“They care about
immigrants, refugees,
people in general.”

“Democrats in general are
open to more issues than
Republicans.”

— Male, Minnesota

– Female, California

“They were actually
working on a solution
to the health care
problem.”
— Male, California
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Even among these higher educated voters, most do not have solid opinions of their
representatives, if they know them at all.
California

“I have Ed Royce and I know that he voted to get rid of health
care. Other than that I don’t know anything.”
– Male, California
“Because it’s Orange County I would guess they’re
Republicans.”
– Female, California
“Ed Royce has been in a long time. Mimi Walters seems newer.”
– Female, California
Most participants in California didn’t know who their
representatives were and didn’t have an opinion on them.
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Minnesota

“When he came in I think he was a true moderate but I’ve seen
him go right as he’s been in there. I think it’s from the political
climate.”
– Male, Minnesota
“I appreciate that he’s a family man and he supports traditional
families.”
– Female, Minnesota
“He appears to be taking steps for positive change for small
businesses.”
– Female, Minnesota
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Views on Trump
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Voters like many of Trump’s policies and give him credit on the economy – but
these positive views are often overshadowed by his style and lack of decorum.
“Getting
Trump
elected
energized businesses and made
companies wake up and feel like
they have someone on their
side.”

“Trump definitely deserves credit
for the economy.”
— Male, California

— Female, California

“He’s set up a culture of growing
jobs, it has a great impact on
people’s mentality. People have
more money in their pockets,
even if its incremental.”

“The good things
accomplishing
get
overshadowed.”

he is
totally

— Male, Minnesota

— Female, Minnesota

LIKE TRUMP
DISLIKE TRUMP
“He shoots his mouth off. I don’t
like it when he attacks families
on Twitter.”
— Female, California

“Money can’t buy you class.”
— Female, California

“The decorum is not there. Its
not because he tweets, its
because of what he tweets.”
— Female, Minnesota

“I disagree with the tweets, the
lack of filter. Don’t just say
whatever happens in your mind
and then have to backtrack on
it.”
— Male, Minnesota
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Voters are surprised by how often their representatives vote with Trump because it
does not comport with their view that he is not passing legislation. Voters are more
concerned their members are blindly voting the party line than for Trump’s agenda.
% Rep. votes with Trump
California
Minnesota

Walters: 99%
Royce: 97%
Rohrbacher: 86%

“Wow.” – Female, Minnesota

97%

“These people seem like they’re fighting with Trump. I’m surprised
they’re voting with him all the time.” – Female, California

% Voters think their rep. votes with Trump
California

67%

Minnesota

74%

(Avg. of all respondents)

(Avg. of all respondents)

% Voters want their rep. to vote with Trump
California

56%

Minnesota

58%
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“If they vote with Trump that much they must be afraid of going
against their party or losing their jobs.” – Male, California
“If you don’t agree, then don’t vote for it. Don’t vote for it
because you’re a Republican, vote for what’s best for the
country. – Female, Minnesota

(Avg. of all respondents)

(Avg. of all respondents)

“If he’s just voting with Trump all the time that seems like he’s
not independent. 97% is just too high.” – Male, Minnesota
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Environmental/public lands issues and the Trump administration’s malfeasance are most
concerning to voters but they don’t have strong feelings that their member of Congress
should be publicly criticizing Trump on these matters.
California
(Out of 16)

Minnesota
(Out of 7)

4

N/A

Trying to repeal Obamacare*

1

N/A

Passing the Republican tax plan*

12

6

Repealing protections for public lands and national parks and withdrawing from the Paris Climate Accord

5

N/A

Sending the national guard to protect our border with Mexico and ending DACA protections for Dreamers*

9

1

Trading insults with Kim Jong-un on Twitter

6

4

Firing FBI Director Comey and criticizing the special counsel investigation being conducted by Robert Mueller

5

3

Praising Vladimir Putin and maintaining ties with Russia

8

5

Supporting Roy Moore of Alabama for U.S. Senate who was accused of pedophilia**

10

1

Response to protests in Charlottesville when he said there were good people on both sides**

12

4

Misuse of taxpayer money by members of the Trump administration

2

0

Relationship with Stormy Daniels and other women

N/A

2

Referring to countries in Africa and the Caribbean as “shithole” countries**
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Would you want your member of Congress to stand up to Trump on…

*Tested only in California
**Tested only in Minnesota
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Views on the Issues
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Our Message on the GOP Tax Bill
The changes passed into law will, at the end of 10 years, provide 83% of the benefits to the top 1% of
Americans, essentially eliminate the state and local tax deduction in many places, drive up the deficit by
$1.5 trillion and raise taxes for millions of middle class families. At a time when corporate profits are
already at all-time highs, many corporate CEOs have said they will use their tax cuts for stock buybacks
and higher payouts to investors – not to raise the wages of their employees.
The money to pay off the debt has to come from somewhere, and Republicans in Congress already said
they plan to pay for it by cutting hundreds of billions of dollars from programs like Medicare, Medicaid, and
Social Security. And many Americans will have any tax savings wiped out by increases in health care
premiums. According to nonpartisan experts, the law will lead to an additional 13 million people with no
health care coverage in the next decade and increase premiums by an average of 10 percent every year.
The AARP says that Americans 50 to 64 years old in the individual market will have a premium increase of
up to $1,500 in 2019 alone. This tax plan is another example of Republicans bending over backwards to
give their billionaire donors what they want, while hard working families get left behind.
Client Logo: Add here
on master slide

15

Voters have soft opinions on the tax bill and are unclear on whether it will help them
personally, but after reading our messaging many felt concerned about the tax bill’s
effect, especially on health care costs.
“I’ve seen more in my paycheck.” – Male, California

Before
Tax Bill
Messaging

“What I’ve heard is it’s going to help all the big businesses and look all nice and pretty in the beginning but we’re going to
end up getting hurt in the long run.” – Female, California
“We won’t know until we do our taxes.” – Female, California
“For the most part its good for companies which will provide more money to the system.” – Male, Minnesota
“I don’t think anybody knows.” – Female, Minnesota
MORE CONCERNING:
“Reading the numbers, it’s just staggering… reading all this you just feel like it’s not worth it for the trade-off.” – Female,
California
“This would affect my vote, yes. All of it was really concerning to me. Cutting billions of dollars from Medicare, Medicaid,
and Social Security is a big one.” – Female, California

After
Tax Bill
Messaging

“The deficit stuff is concerning. It’s a number you can’t even get your head around.” – Male, California
“10% increase in premiums every year… that’s ridiculous.” – Male, Minnesota
LESS CREDIBLE:
“It seems a little inflated that 13 million people will lose health coverage. That seems like an extreme number. The AARP
thing is concerning – that’s a lot of money.” – Female, California
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“Not raising wages for your employees…we have companies here that are dedicated to raising the minimum wage and that
gave $1000 bonuses to people who don’t make a certain amount so I don’t believe that.” – Male, Minnesota

Our Message on Health Care

Health care costs are a major economic burden on working families, and Republican policies that push up
the cost of healthcare add to the economic problems of the middle class. Republicans in Congress voted
for a health care plan which, according to AARP, would impose an age tax on older Americans, charging
people aged 50-64 premiums that are up to five times more than what younger customers pay. The
crippling “age tax” would result in many older Americans paying thousands more for their health insurance
each year. Republican plans have also targeted Medicare for major cuts and proposed weakening or
eliminating protections for patients with pre-existing conditions and allowing insurance companies to
charge women more than men.
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Our messaging is able to leverage voters’ existing concerns about health care –
particularly about charging people more for pre-existing conditions. Charging
women more than men is less believable but also concerning when explained.

Before
Health Care
Messaging

“Everything’s expensive no matter which way you go. You kind of force yourself to not go to the doctor.” – Male,
California
“Lobbyists for big pharma and medical companies are working hard every day to jack up prices and keep things the way
they are.” – Male, California
“Congress hasn’t done anything on this.” Male, California

“Everything from charging women more than men, charging for pre-existing conditions, health care costs. It was all
concerning.” – Female, Minnesota

After
Health Care
Messaging

“Eliminating protections for patients with pre-existing conditions… I want to know more about that.” – Male, Minnesota
“This draws more of my attention than a lot of the other issues that we talked about. We’re all going to get old and we’re
all going to get sick.” – Male, California
“I didn’t believe that they would charge women more than men – it sounded crazy to me but hearing more about it I get
it now, that would be huge for me.” – Female, California
“Age tax…I had not heard a word about that.” – Male, Minnesota
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Voters believe money is the primary motivator for politicians – they know that the money
has gotten out of control and want some context for how contributions and spending
amounts compare to others. Regarding the “no corporate PAC pledge,” voters either don’t
believe a candidate’s commitment to refusing corporate PAC donations or don’t believe
anyone can get elected if they don’t take money from corporate PACs.

Views on campaign
finance/money in politics

“Now it takes millions to run a
campaign. Lobbyists buy
campaigns and the votes of masses
don’t matter anymore. They get
elected and then after six months they
start campaigning again.”

“how do you run a campaign against
someone when they’re taking that
money and you’re not? It’s a lot of
money.”

— Male, California

— Female, Minnesota

“I wish we could get all the special
interest groups out of Sacramento
and Washington. Money is what
corrupts people and if you get
that out of there…the people we
vote for can really represent us.”

“The transparency issue is big with me
and how that ties in with his voting
record. [Paulsen] votes for a reason
and I’d like to know more about why
he’s voting for those things…his
influences.”

— Female, California

— Male, Minnesota

“Taking money from certain
companies and then voting for
things, that I don’t agree with…
I want to know more about
that.”
— Female, Minnesota
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Voters are anxious about mass shootings and concerned with the NRA’s influence, but the
issue alone won’t sway them to vote for a Democrat over a Republican. Many cite mental
health issues as the cause of the problem, especially in Minnesota.
“I had to take a gun safety class to
go hunting. It wouldn’t be that hard
to implement that sort of system and
you’d also make some money off of it
too.”

Views on guns

“I don’t think [Democrats] get it
completely right. They talk about AR15’s, its not the AR-15’s shooting
people, it’s the person behind it.”

— Male, Minnesota

“I feel like the Democrats are at
least open to discussion on
guns. The Republican party as a
whole won’t even discuss it
because they think we’ll end up
taking all guns.”

— Male, Minnesota

“I agree with the Democrats, but
that one particular issue wouldn’t
persuade me one way or another.”
— Female, California

“The problem is when anything
like this happens its focused
on guns, but it starts way
before that with mental
illness.”
— Female, Minnesota

— Female, California
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Voters echo Democratic sentiment on Dreamers, but are as quick to blame Democrats as
Republicans for failure to address the issue. DACA is inseparable from a broader
conversation on immigration, in which these voters see the Democratic position as extreme
and some are sympathetic to a harder line.

Views on immigration

“At least Obama did something
about that. He started to help them.
It’s not fair to them to make them
leave.”

“You can’t really be a moderate these
days. You’re either pro-immigration
or pro-sanctuary cities or you’re
racist if you’re a Republican.”

— Female, California

— Male, California

“DACA was right – I don’t think
that kids should be sent away
from choices that their parents
made. I think that’s a positive
program.”

“These people were brought here as
small children, they were raised here
their entire life. I don’t see the issue
with that.”

“The whole sanctuary cities
thing. Laguna Niguel dodged a
bullet there.
— Male, California

— Male, Minnesota
— Female, Minnesota
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Messages That Work With GOP-Leaning Suburban Voters
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We should continue to focus on the cost of health care and the argument against the tax
bill (particularly its impact on health care costs). These are the issues that will drive these
voters away from voting Republican in November – and they’ve heard almost nothing from
Democrats on these topics.
“Health care is the big one.”
– Female, California

“Health care costs going up.”
– Female, Minnesota

“Health care proposal.”
– Male, Minnesota

“Tax plan and health care.”
– Male, California

“That he supports the tax plan and that he’s going to take money from Medicare, Medicaid, and Social
Security.”
– Female, Minnesota
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The percent of time they vote with Trump is proof that Republicans put party ahead
of constituents. Tying their votes to campaign contributions establishes motivation.
“97% concerns me because it makes it seem like he’s voting on party lines instead of when it’s
appropriate.”
– Female, Minnesota

“Political campaign contributions and the ‘Dirty Money 20.’”
– Male, Minnesota

“[The vote record] makes me reevaluate what they’re saying they stand for in the next election.”
– Male, California

“Is voting the party line 98% of the time really in our best interests? Is it really what the people want?”
– Female, California

“Transparency issue is big with me and how that ties in with his voting record. He votes for a reason and
I’d like to know more about why he’s voting for those things…his influences.”
– Male, Minnesota
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Next Steps
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Thank You

New York

Washington, DC

Hartford

Seattle

215 Park Avenue South
15th Floor
New York, NY 10003

1001 G Street NW
6th Floor East
Washington, DC 20001

185 Asylum St
16th Floor
Hartford, CT 06103

107 Spring Street
#5022
Seattle, WA 98104
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Chicago

Denver

222 W. Ontario St.
Suite 600
Chicago, IL 60654

1120 Lincoln Street
Suite 905
Denver, CO 80203
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