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Democracy Communications Advisory Group 

Meeting Notes—October 14, 2011 

 

Introduction 

More than 40 democracy advocates representing a diverse mix of 35 organizations gathered for the 
inaugural meeting of “Democracy Communications Advisory Group” in Washington, D.C., on October 14, 
2011. The meeting was organized by the Campaign for Stronger Democracy (CSD) in collaboration with 
The Proteus Fund and with the generous support of the Rockefeller Brothers Fund.  

This meeting capped the first phase of an ambitious research project designed to (a) develop a 
communications framework and strategy to more effectively communicate with the public about our 
democracy, and (b) ultimately translate public support for strengthening democracy into action. The 
primary goals of the meeting were to: 

o Strengthen working relationships among leaders and organizations across various democracy 
fields working on issues related to the health of our democracy. 

o Identify what we believe we know about mobilizing the public behind efforts to strengthen our 
democracy and what we need to know more about in order to do so effectively. 

Following introductions, Celinda Lake and Daniel Gotoff of Lake Research Partners presented the 
highlights from a new report commissioned by CSD. The report summarizes findings from an extensive 
review of public opinion research by polling organizations, communications firms, and democracy 
organizations throughout the last decade on five topics: public trust and accountability, the role of 
government and of citizens in a democracy, wealth and democracy, racial equity and civil rights, and 
electoral reform and voting rights. (Please see the executive summary appended to these notes.) 

Lake Research’s presentation sparked a frank Q&A session that informed the day’s work. Participants 
worked for the rest of the meeting in an iterative series of small-group and plenary discussions to 
identify a research agenda for the next phase of research and to refine goals for the broader Campaign. 

Top Suggestions for Priorities in the Next Phase of Research 

When asked to recommend three questions per small group, many ended up devising statements 
containing multiple questions. We have attempted to pull apart the multi-part questions to create a 
cleaner, more comprehensible list. When applicable, we used the table notes to provide additional 
examples and detail for the top questions. 

1. What moves people from feeling concerned about the health of our democracy to being motivated 
to become civically and politically engaged, and to support political reform? 

o Note that civic and political engagement = voting, but also community service, deliberation, jury 
service, collaboration with government, social movements, town meetings, and more. 
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2. How do we help people see that strong democracy reforms are a way to help them address the 
concerns they face in their everyday lives, such as jobs or the economy? 

o Explore the many ways people think about government in their daily lives, and their hopes for 
what responsive government could look like. 

o How can we help people see that democratic reform can be a key driver of economic progress? 

o Include a focus on the more aspirational side of democracy reform by assessing people’s hopes 
for how authentic democracy could work.  

3. How might people’s concerns about the health of our democracy translate into issues they will vote 
on? 

4. What is the American public’s hierarchy of “small-d democratic” values? How do they assess the 
comparative costs and benefits of upholding these values? (Values mentioned most often included 
fairness, freedom, stability, unity, compromise, individual rights, and opportunity.) 

o Which “conservative” values coincide or conflict with progressive democracy reforms? 

o Explore whether the concept of “proportionality” might provide an effective alternative way of 
talking about fairness. For example, how important to Americans is it that “the punishment fits 
the crime” for undocumented immigrants?  Or, what do they think people deserve “if they work 
hard and play by the rules”? 

o What distinctions and connections do people make between the underlying values of capitalism 
and democracy? 

5. How can democracy advocates “reclaim” the individual? For example: 

o Which message frames help people see human rights not as a partisan issue, but as being 
consistent with values enshrined in the U.S. Bill of Rights? 

o How do we counter the potential misperception that strong democracy advocates care only 
about group rights and not about individual rights? 

o How do we convey messages in support of democracy that highlight the importance of both 
individual and collective voice/agency? 

o How are people’s understanding of their individual roles, rights, and responsibilities reflected in 
their aspirations for democracy? 

6. What are (and aren’t) people willing to give up in order to attain greater national unity? 

o For example, how do people reconcile asking their elected leaders to “stick to their guns” with 
deep public dismay over gridlock in the federal government? 

7. What will it take for people to reconcile their pessimistic view of government with potential support 
for strong democracy reforms? 

o Compare people’s dissatisfaction and distrust in government with their feelings about the 
process of government. 
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8. What are people looking for when they say they want greater accountability? 

o What are the top few issues that are driving people’s demand for greater accountability? 

o What does accountability “look like”? What does the public need to see for them to feel 
confident that our government is accountable? 

 
The following questions were not among the top vote getters, but they are still important to 
acknowledge as ideas that emerged from the table discussions.  

9. What messages and messengers about their participation in democracy are most meaningful for 
young people, ages 16-25?  

o In particular, how do the diverse experiences of Latino young people play out in their beliefs 
about participation and aspiration for democracy? Keep in mind that “Latinos” as a group are far 
from homogeneous, and represent many cultural backgrounds.   

10. What reforms on the democracy agenda do independents and moderate Republicans respond to? 
What are the themes that connect those reforms? 

11. How does the public identify the “enemies of democracy”? 

o Where does the public pin the blame for our current situation? Who do they identify as the 
“heroes and villains” that are shaping our democracy, politics, and system of governance? 

o What criteria, values, and ideals do people use to distinguish between “fraudulent” and “real” 
democracy? 

 
Recommendations on Research Methods 

Participants made the following recommendations regarding research methodology for the next phase 
of work: 

o The research team should be bi-partisan or non-partisan. 

o Use both focus groups and public opinion surveys. 

o Invite members of this advisory group to observe select focus groups. 

o Include specific diverse groups that are facing barriers to participation. Even though we are 
looking for frames that are meaningful to the broad public, we need to understand how these 
issues break out within communities of color. Make sure we look at smaller groups, such as 
newer immigrants, Asians, and Native Americans. 

o Explore the possibility of including an ethnographic approach (e.g., participant observation, one-
on-one interviews, case studies). 
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Questions, Concerns, and Recommendations for the Campaign’s Broader Strategy 

Following are some of the key concerns, questions, and recommendations voiced by participants during 
a plenary discussion near the end of the meeting.  

Transcend Partisanship. The overarching goal of this research is to create a narrative frame about our 
shared hopes and concerns for democracy that resonates with the public and changes the terms of the 
political debate. We need to find messages and solutions that speak to people of all political 
identifications who care about democratic principles. We should neither assume that all people from 
one political party are for stronger democracy, nor that all members of other parties are against it. The 
best approach may not even be bi-partisan or trans-partisan because those approaches continue to tie 
us to reform messages and policies that do not focus primarily on democracy. 

Continue Working to Identify Core Principles. To build broad-based support, our work must be rooted 
in core “small-d” democratic principles. For example, one participant noted – and many in the group 
appeared to agree – that the Campaign should not embrace those who support voter identification laws 
that suppress the vote. The next phase of research should inform the continuing evolution of the 
Campaign’s core principles.  

Make our Tent Even Bigger. One of the Campaign’s founding goals was to bring democracy reformers 
together across silos to collaborate on common concerns. We must continue to widen the range of 
organizations, perspectives, and types of experience represented in these meetings of the 
communications advisory group and in the broader Campaign. Our target audience includes ALL 
frustrated Americans and specific diverse groups whom barriers to participation affect. Timing is 
important, however, and we need to expand at a pace that helps us keep sight of the emerging 
democracy movement’s larger goals and ideals. 

Keep Racial Equity Concerns Front and Center. The leadership of the Campaign needs to stay focused 
on developing a shared understanding of how racial equity issues dovetail with a strong democracy 
agenda. Even though many of us have met in many other settings and have worked together on 
numerous initiatives, we should not assume that we possess the deep understanding of one another’s 
experiences and priorities that we need in order to keep the Campaign vital and relevant to people of 
color. 

Can We Galvanize Public Support without also Identifying “Enemies of Democracy”? Celinda Lake 
made the case – and many in the room appeared to agree – that “there is an enemy out there who is 
systematically taking apart our democracy.” Many in the group, however, were uncomfortable with this 
approach. They reminded us that another of the Campaign’s founding goals is to create hope that 
democracy can be better and that change is possible, noting that disaffected voters are not interested in 
drawing sharp distinctions between different kinds of politicians. In particular, many young people are 
tired of divisive bickering and want to focus on building movements. As one participant noted, “We 
don’t want to build a party, we want to build a movement.”  

Improve Local and Regional Infrastructure for Democracy Reform. We must not lose sight of the many 
organizations and individuals who do this work at the local and regional level.  
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Bring more Funding to the Field. This is a founding goal of the Campaign. Our emphasis should be on 
raising funds to achieve important goals on which no one or too few are working. This cross-field 
communications initiative is just such a project. 
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To: Campaign for Stronger Democracy 

From: Lake Research Partners 

Re: Executive Summary of Findings from the Literature Review 

Date: October 14, 2011 

On behalf of the Campaign for Stronger Democracy with support from the Rockefeller 

Brothers Fund and the Proteus Fund, Lake Research Partners conducted an extensive 

review of research studies related to various aspects of building a stronger democracy. 

This project originated from the concern that many of the ongoing efforts to strengthen 

our democracy are largely uncoordinated and separate. Literature reviews seek to 

synthesize and summarize relevant opinion research on a topic, or topics in this case, to 

provide a helpful analysis.  

More specifically, LRP was tasked with identifying and analyzing research that has already 

been conducted by polling organizations, communications firms, and democracy 

organizations over the last decade on five topics: public trust and accountability, the role 

of government and of citizens in a democracy, wealth and democracy, racial equity and 

civil rights, and electoral reform and voting rights. Given the broad scope of focus for this 

literature review, emphasis was placed on trends in public opinion data rather than 

studies that relied on original data. In addition, while an appreciation of the past is 

crucial, recent events such as the economic crash in the fall of 2008 and the consequent 

Wall Street bailout, in addition to the Citizens United decision and the advent of 

corporate personhood, have led to dramatic changes in our democracy, and analysis was 

weighted more in that direction. As part of this effort, we have identified questions for 

further research. 

This literature review is intended as the first phase in a multi-phase effort to identify 

ideas, approaches, frames, and narratives—the building blocks of an integrated 

communications strategy—that could support and deepen the stronger democracy 

movement by lending it a more unified and muscular voice.   

Overview of Findings  
A review of the recent literature regarding public opinion on the central dimensions of 

our democracy reveals a complex diagnosis. On one hand, there are a series of decidedly 

negative indicators. We are witnessing an ever-expanding disparity in wealth in this 

country; the U.S. now ranks among the top 10 developed countries in the world when it 
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comes to the widening gap between rich and poor. Americans’ confidence in many institutions of public 

life has been consistently declining. Distrust of government and politicians, in particular, has reached 

an all time high and still does not appear to have peaked. Solid majorities of Americans do not trust 

the media to report the news fully, accurately, or fairly—much less serve as a watchdog for the public. 

This trend has fundamentally changed the way the electorate becomes educated and informed—a 

major challenge in a participatory democracy. The body politic is perceived by Americans as frozen 

and feckless, responsive only to its wealthy benefactors. Politics and government have become closely 

and perilously intertwined; in this context, it is not surprising that one of the public’s top targets for 

reform is within government itself, specifically, diminishing the power and influence of wealthy 

special interests on the system. As public trust and accountability has dwindled, so has voters’ patience. 

In desperate attempts to compensate for this sclerosis, the electorate is moving government in 

increasingly reactive and divergent directions. Simultaneously, efforts are underway to disenfranchise 

voters, dismantle government, and defund grassroots civic engagement organizations; many of these 

efforts have been successful, exploiting public angst and uncertainty, all the while shifting power further 

from the people and toward an established elite of wealthy special interests.  

Not surprisingly, much of the public’s pessimism stems from persistent and longstanding economic 

anxiety and the seeming inability—or unwillingness—of politicians to address the challenges facing 

the country. Americans have long been skeptical that the decisions of government under both parties 

reflect the public will, rather than those of large corporations and other moneyed interests. Now, two-

thirds of people believe that these elites effectively govern the system, a further disenfranchisement of 

ordinary citizens. And with corporate personhood now enshrined and legitimized in the Citizens United 

decision, the opportunity—and need—for immediate action to move the cause of strengthening 

democracy front and center has perhaps never been clearer. A major opportunity, and challenge, is the 

linking of democracy to improving the economy, providing results for families and the disappearing 

middle class. Another potential opportunity would be to position democratic reforms as way to forge 

greater unity between the Parties and, in so doing, make government more reliably effective in 

delivering results for its citizens. 

If a common theme spans the various subject areas of this review, it is a perceived loss of control on 

the part of ordinary Americans. Whether it is diminished influence over their government, their own 

lives, or their children’s futures, there is a profound sense of loss which coincides with a growing 

suspicion that the American Dream is really just a fantasy—intangible and increasingly impossible, 

especially for the next generation. 

Those negative indicators, however, only tell one side of the story. It is true that Americans are deeply 

dissatisfied with the status quo, but they are far from resigned to it. The growing sense of cynicism, 

far from rendering Americans apathetic, has sparked citizen action—not all of it constructive, of 

course. The country has undergone three consecutive change-oriented wave elections and is poised 

for yet another. Informing, molding, and defining the call for change in this new context is critical. The 

political landscape offers democracy advocates a rare opportunity to do just that. 
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Exploring new ways to engage the public in efforts to strengthen democracy is a major opportunity—

and challenge—in today’s environment. Technology is becoming increasingly accessible and can reduce 

disparities in civic participation. Changes in voting through advances that embrace the efficiency and 

convenience of new technologies—such as voting by mail, online voting, and online registration—have 

the potential to strengthen our democracy by meeting the needs of people in an increasingly 

demanding, global, 24-7 world. 

Majorities of Americans say they want citizens to become more involved in their government. While 

many believe that such involvement can have a positive impact, they are highly skeptical. They say they 

send good people to Washington, D.C., only to see them “captured” by the special interests. They write 

letters to their representatives, but do not feel they are being listened to; all too often they imagine 

those letters are thrown in the trash on the way to meetings with corporate lobbyists. While words are, 

of course, no substitute for concrete actions that effectively address the public’s top concerns, we need 

to examine the frames that remind people of successful government intervention in the past and that 

increase the public’s sense of collective efficacy. 

Americans are demanding fundamental change. Overwhelming majorities support political reforms 

that require greater accountability and openness in government, as well as severe restrictions on 

corporate power and influence in government. These reforms are considered essential to restoring 

trust, but they are ultimately only a means to achieving a broader objective: government that acts—

and delivers—on the interests of ordinary citizens, especially on such pressing matters as 

unemployment, declining wages, and rising wealth inequality. Absent concrete solutions to the 

challenges that Americans face every day, reforms to the political process are unlikely to result in lasting 

improvements in the public’s confidence in their government. However, reforming politics is a critical 

piece of a messaging and strategic effort. 

Not only do we need substantive successes, but also we need to figure out how to talk about past 

successes without cuing the public’s increasing frustration toward government. It is not overly 

surprising that voters would be negative about President Obama and government in general when the 

five biggest initiatives associated with government recently—health care, TARP, Iraq, Afghanistan, and 

the stimulus—have an average of 60% of voters opposed to them. The existing research on this question 

has produced contradictory results. The Topos Partnership’s work for Demos has shown that reminding 

people of successful government programs is helpful in building support for a more active role for 

government. More recent work by John Halpin and Ruy Teixeira suggests the reverse. Research for OMB 

Watch this year found that referring to the “success” of the auto bailouts actually increased cynicism, 

while referring to the “success” of clean air and water regulations increased voters’ support for 

government regulation. Clearly, more work needs to be done. 

The current dialogue about government is dominated by spending and mandates. Voters in this 

economy are tax sensitive and believe their own states are out of money. We need to look for ways to 

shift the focus from spending to results. Since the outcome of a healthy democracy is government 

action, we need to figure out how to talk more constructively about government action in this new era. 
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In developing a successful framework and message in support of a stronger democracy, several broad 

themes emerge for consideration.  

 First, the most effective arguments for reform across the five areas of focus are anchored on 

values which Americans venerate, and which underpin several of the areas of focus for this 

study, including accountability, stability, basic fairness, the inherent power and beneficence of 

democracy, and, of course, pride in country. 

o Freedom remains the core value for most Americans. Determining how we capture this 

value to advocate for a stronger democracy in our messaging will be important, as it is 

often espoused by proponents of the status quo. 

 Second, successful messages also tend to cast government in the role of protector of the 

middle class, which taps into economic populism and sets up a compelling narrative 

framework. 

 Third, since the faltering economy has piqued much of the public’s cynicism and anxiety, those 

seeking to build a strong democracy must find ways to tap into Americans’ feelings and priorities 

surrounding the economy. Voters’ main priority is to “build economic security for their families” 

and “to protect the most vulnerable” (an ever-broadening category which now extends to the 

middle class). The failure of democratic government to protect people from economic harm is a 

new and dangerous prism that demands attention in our political dialogue. The number one 

value that people want in the economy is “stability”; exploring ways to tie democratic reforms 

to economic stability should be an imperative for future research. 

 A fourth theme focuses on uniting America. Much of the public is appalled, angry, and 

frightened by the divisions and polarization in the country, reinforced and amplified by 

politics and the media; as a result, many Americans are desperate for unity. They believe that 

citizens send clear messages expressing their desires, but they are ignored. One of the major 

aims of this multi-phase effort rests on unifying the component pieces of the democracy 

movement so that citizens can speak with a clearer and more emboldened voice. Positioning 

democratic reform as a way to create unity and implement the will of the people may prove 

effective. 

 A fifth theme is America’s increasing insecurity about American superiority. We have long 

found that Americans believed—rightly or wrongly—that they enjoyed the best of everything, 

from public educational systems, to health care, to our electoral system. They responded to 

messages that praised America and then went on to talk about change in the context of 

American ingenuity and solutions. They firmly believed in the American Dream for themselves 

and their children. But now Americans are losing faith in American superiority and question the 

attainability of the American Dream. When devising a message umbrella, we should look to 

juxtapose traditional approaches that speak to Americana pride while also developing 

approaches that more directly address America’s diminishing stature to determine the most 

powerful frame moving forward. 

o Though less strong overall, the frame of “opportunity” resonates in particular with 

young people and people of color. Examining how democratic reform and participation 

relate to opportunity for these constituencies is another aim for future research. 
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o Voters also seek “balance” and “fairness” in political outcomes. The system seems 

seriously tilted to the powerful, wealthy, CEO’s, big businesses, lobbyists, elites, and 

special interests. Keeping in mind how future reform and messaging can recalibrate 

what is now an egregiously weighted scale will be essential. 

 A sixth theme concerns the public’s desire to separate politics from government. Voters 

believe, with a good deal of evidence, that politics today primarily serves wealthy special 

interests at the expense of the rest of the country. However, that cynicism toward politics has 

not eroded the public’s fundamental desire for effective, representative government. Leading 

with political reform is a key way to build support for government. 

 People respond strongly to the frame of “government of, by, and for the people”. In a variety 

of work, from developing support for campaign finance reform to a more active role for 

government in regulation, to protection of the social safety net—this theme has long served as 

one of the strongest calls to action. We must look at how we can utilize this particular frame 

for democratic government in today’s noxious political atmosphere. 

 Another opportunity that surfaces is the ability to tap new social networks, new networks of 

“influentials”, and new methods of communication to activate, inform, and mobilize people. 

The innovations that helped change the political landscape in 2008 demand ever more creative 

thinking. New groups are entering our polity in record numbers—especially Latinos, unmarried 

voters, and a unique cohort in Generation Y. We should not assume that the same methods or 

messages influence these groups in the same ways. These very distinct populations require 

further, in-depth study and analysis. 

Ultimately, strengthening our democracy and rebuilding public faith will require more than the right 

rhetoric or the right words. Even successful arguments that have been developed in the past do not 

seem up to the magnitude of the challenges we face, nor sufficient to tap into the new frames and 

values that are emerging. Moreover, the challenges continue to mount, with a deepened recession and 

continued political gridlock dominating the news; record levels of negative campaigning will only 

complicate matters. The findings from this research only underscore the importance of the Campaign 

for Stronger Democracy’s mission: the development of a unified strategy that amplifies the voices of 

ordinary Americans, produces action on their priorities, and restores to them—in substantial ways—

power and control over their lives and the future of their country.  

Key Takeaways: Public Trust and Accountability  

 Americans have long been skeptical that the decisions of government under both parties reflect 

the public will rather than the agenda of a politically-connected, moneyed elite. Public distrust 

of government and other institutions of American life has been growing steadily for most of 

the past decade, with the post-9/11 era the sole exception. Now, two-thirds of Americans 

believe that these elites effectively govern the system. Vast majorities do not believe that 

government is looking out for them; instead, they see politicians and moneyed elites 

perverting the system to their own ends. While not a majority opinion, a growing number of 

Americans believes the government constitutes a threat to their personal freedom. 
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 Counteracting the sentiment that government is consistently ineffective involves reminding 

citizens of the power of elections to restore balance, as well as of the good that government has 

brought to society, in the form of our system of laws, our public schools, the interstate system 

of highways, and public health and safety agencies.  

 Major questions remain about the impact that high levels of frustration, anger, and cynicism 

have on the (mobilization and depression) of the electorate and specific constituencies in 

particular. Voting patterns from the past three wave elections speak to the public’s desire for 

change. The enduring bleakness of the public mood has bred activism and higher turnout 

alternatively among progressives and conservatives over the past three elections, resulting in 

dramatic changes in partisan control of government. It is critical, however, to distinguish 

between the public’s cynicism toward politics and their feelings toward government as a 

whole. The two are of course intertwined, but far from seeking an alternative to our democratic 

system of government, Americans want to remove the toxins that are poisoning the system in 

order to save their democracy. 

 Despite growing mistrust of government, voters still recognize—and see as vital—the many 

public and social welfare institutions that government provides, even if they do not refer to 

them in those terms. A majority still believes that government should make a difference and 

be part of the solution. A solid majority wants the government to take action in the economy to 

create jobs, and women are notably supportive of such action. In this sense, public distrust, 

frustration, and anger do not unilaterally translate into a desire for less or smaller government. 

Rather, people want a government that speaks to their needs and interests, and that delivers 

results. 

 Political reforms that ensure accountability and return a measure of control to the public are 

essential to restoring trust in government. Transparency is no longer enough to satisfy the 

public’s demand for change. There is increasing skepticism that sunlight alone will serve as the 

best disinfectant for a corrupt political system. As one person said in a recent focus group, “I 

don’t want to just watch it happen…I want to do something about it.” Now, voters are 

demanding strict accountability measures to reduce the power, influence, and money of special 

interests in elections and government. Americans firmly believe that a more accountable 

government will be more likely to focus on their priorities.  

 However, political reform is a means to an end, not an end in and of itself. Without significant 

and tangible improvements on the economy and other issues that impact Americans’ daily lives, 

reforms to the political process are unlikely to have the salutary impact on trust in government 

that advocates of a strengthened democracy desire.  

 Adding to the complexity of the task at hand, while voters believe that large-scale efforts are 

needed to restore representative, effective government, they are sensitive to any increases in 

their taxes in this economy and are wary of increased public spending. In this sense, it is 

important to talk about efficiencies and identify revenue sources for additional spending, 
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particularly revenue sources that tap into popular themes of fairness and balance. This is also a 

context in which regulatory changes can be considered more palatable than other types of 

reforms that are perceived to require additional public investment.  

 Finally, government is not alone in its increasing lack of public esteem. We have entered a new 

period of heightened cynicism about the media as well. Once considered the public’s 

watchdog, the media is now known more for sensationalism, distortion, and creating conflict. 

This presents never before experienced challenges to democracy when it comes to setting the 

terms of the debate and creating a more informed electorate. In addition, the void of trusted 

leaders and institutions suggests a more prominent role for ordinary citizens as messengers, 

rather than elites who can inadvertently trigger public skepticism. 

 Voters tend to find messages in favor of government reform convincing. The most persuasive 

arguments focus on making the government more open, transparent, and accountable; 

reducing the influence and reach of lobbyists and special interests; and protecting tax dollars 

from waste, fraud, and abuse. In order to ameliorate negative attitudes toward government, 

however, Americans will also need to see a combination of reforms that reign in the power 

and influence of moneyed interests while simultaneously extending help to ordinary people 

who have been struggling financially.  

Key Takeaways: The Role of Citizens and Government in a Democracy 

 The basic notion of (Jeffersonian) democracy as a government of, by, and for the people 

remains as popular as ever, even if the reality is moving farther away from that ideal in the 

public’s view. On that most basic of measures, popular support for democratic governance—

where the will of the people is preeminent—remains strong.   

 The public’s understanding of the role that citizens play in a democracy, however, beyond voting 

and paying taxes, is less defined. Rates of civic engagement1 and volunteerism are relatively 

high (with positive underlying trends among younger voters and communities of color). This is 

a promising sign, as this type of citizen engagement is the foundation of a healthy democracy, 

and also tends to beget other forms of participation, including political participation. 

 Americans’ methods of engaging with each other are also changing, which opens up new 

opportunities. With the media less trusted as a source for unbiased information, more than 

one-third of voters now get information from their friends and family, and there are strong 

                                                             
1 This point refers to the Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE) study, 
which defines civic engagement on an index of 19 indicators, including community problem solving, regular 
volunteering for a non-electoral organization, active membership in a group or association, participation in a 
fundraising run/walk/ride, other fundraising for charity, regular voting, persuading others, displaying 
buttons/signs/stickers, contributing to a campaign, volunteering for candidate or political organizations, contacting 
officials, contacting the print media, contacting the broadcast media, protesting, engaging in e-mail petitions or 
written petitions, boycotting, buycotting, and canvassing. 
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generational differences in how Americans engage. The internet and social media, in particular, 

are playing increasingly larger roles in the dissemination of information. Broadly speaking, this 

facet of civic engagement appears to be growing stronger. 

 However, creating and sustaining political engagement, beyond casting a ballot, remains a 

challenge. The biggest obstacle to greater political engagement, of course, is a sense of futility: 

the perception that no one in government is listening. Still, despite increased levels of distrust 

in government, a majority of voters continues to believe that the government should take a 

more active role in protecting citizens from harm. In fact, economic recession and high 

unemployment have only increased the desire for government intervention. 

 Americans want a government that reflects their values and serves their interests—and they 

place a priority on results, particularly when it comes to fostering an economic climate that 

delivers broad prosperity. Moreover, when the debate shifts from the general to the specific, in 

particular oversight of big business, voters across the board strongly support a host of 

government actions. The areas over which the public would most like to see greater oversight 

include products, goods, and services that the U.S. imports from abroad; oil companies; Wall 

Street banks and the financial industry; credit card companies; and lending and home mortgage 

companies.  

 The most persuasive messages in support of this type of government action operate on a 

dimension of economic populism and capture the frame of “protection”. They recount past 

successes and center their call to action on reducing the influence of special interests, 

protecting the most vulnerable, and rebuilding the middle class. Opening with political reform 

is also a powerful approach that addresses a fundamental concern while helping to 

disentangle politics from government. 

Key Takeaways: Wealth and Democracy 

 A vibrant strain of economic populism, as strong as it has ever been, colors Americans’ 

outlook today. Americans are increasingly wary of the power and influence of large 

corporations and CEO’s on the direction of the country. The facts are grim: more than ten years 

of a persistently ailing economy, historic levels of unemployment, declining wages and benefits 

for those lucky enough still to have work, all placed against the backdrop of an ever-expanding 

chasm of wealth inequality, and a publicly-financed bailout of the bank CEOs who caused the 

economic meltdown.   

 The reality of the situation is so brutal that one might wonder at the tepid acquiescence of the 

current political dialogue. That disconnect, in fact, helps explain why the old formulas and 

language used to define American populism in the past fail to capture the mood today. Both the 

Right and the Left are able tap into the current vein of populism. Government and politicians are 

all too often seen as having facilitated the grand-scale theft of public wealth, or at the very least 
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having been asleep at the switch while it took place; they are as much objects of populist scorn 

and suspicion as the big banks and their CEOs. 

 The crux of this skepticism is the longstanding, though intensifying, belief that politicians cater 

to the wealthy at the expense of ordinary people. This notion on its face is a threat to 

democracy as it violates the idea of representative government. Moreover, these negative 

perceptions generate high levels of distrust among Americans and have the potential to breed 

political apathy. 

 Along with concerns over the undue influence of wealthy corporations, another key threat to 

democracy is the vast economic inequality in the United States. In fact nearly two-thirds of 

Americans (64%) believe those making a million dollars or more in taxes should pay more 

according to a recent CBS poll. The gap between the richest and poorest individuals has widened 

over time. This inequality is exacerbated by race, ethnicity, and gender, as well as the 

intersections among these demographic variables. Because political participation and efficacy 

are so closely related to socioeconomic status (SES), economic inequality is and will continue 

to be a central challenge for democratic governance. 

 The empirical data is dramatic, though perceptions of this inequality are actually more benign 

than the reality. If perceptions were to catch up to reality, it would likely only intensify and 

catalyze the desire for accountability, as this concentration of power and privatization of wealth 

already threatens democracy in the eyes of the electorate. The way this trend is often 

expressed by voters is in terms of the disappearance of the middle class. The current state of 

the economy has opened doors for a whole new conversation about the role of government 

and the distribution of wealth in a just society. 

 In fact, plenty of evidence indicates that Americans desire redistribution of wealth as a 

corrective measure, despite the fact that many underestimate the gap between rich and poor. 

More than seven-in-ten support a combination of tax increases and spending cuts as a way to 

reduce the deficit. Voters respond strongly to messages that highlight the importance of reining 

in the power of corporate interests in order to stop—and reverse—the erosion of the middle 

class.  

 The public also favors government taking aggressive action on the economy. The 2011 

Community Voices for the Economy survey, a nationwide poll released by The Ms. Foundation 

for Women, finds that by a nearly twenty-point margin, Americans see the need for a stronger 

role for government in helping the economy work better for the average American. 

Furthermore, a robust majority of the general public believes that government should be 

focusing on job creation and supports job creation even if means temporarily increasing the 

deficit. 

 Successful arguments cast the American Dream in modest terms that resonate with the public: 

economic security and peace of mind, including jobs that pay a living wage, affordable health 
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care that cannot be taken away, a secure retirement, and opportunity for the next generation 

to succeed and prosper.   

 At the same time, ambivalence toward government regulation of business and cynical views of 

the utility of reform measures threaten to undercut the possibility of action, and the success 

of reforms. Americans also remain exceedingly protective of small businesses and sensitive to 

arguments that cast small businesses as the victims of heavy-handed government policies. Many 

Americans also still believe—despite evidence to the contrary—that only businesses, not 

governments, create jobs. This is still America, after all, and Horatio Alger’s basic narrative of 

rags-to-riches, up-by-your-bootstraps, entrepreneurial success remains deeply embedded in the 

national psyche. But the economic crisis has heightened the desire for government action to 

protect people from economic harm. Work for OMB Watch showed this as the greatest area of 

desire for new regulation and the lowest area of current success. As discussed earlier, these 

economic arguments can be powerfully linked to political reform.  

Key Takeaways: Racial Equity and Civil Rights2 

 While Americans are increasingly less likely to espouse overtly racist sentiments, racism 

remains a powerful factor in our society and a barrier to a strong democracy. The election of 

Barack Obama as president initially inspired a sense of hope and optimism across racial divides, 

but the further his inauguration recedes into memory, the more diminished the public’s sense of 

possibility. More than not, whites now believe that Obama’s presidency has not made much of a 

difference in race relations in the U.S., while a narrow majority of African Americans say that it 

has helped. Still, we have undoubtedly entered a new era of race relations in America. Recent 

studies show that the vast majority of adults now says a presidential candidate’s race is 

insignificant to them.  

 Whites are less conscious of racial discrimination and its implications than non-whites and 

perceptions of the severity of racial discrimination also vary dramatically by race. There is a 

shared understanding that equality has not been achieved, even if the explanations for that 

reality vary dramatically by race. Exploratory message work has found that adopting a color-

conscious attitude, while establishing shared values that traverse race, not only helps assuage 

majority fears but also provides an effective pathway to address minority concerns. It is 

important to note, however, that while tackling the issue of race and racism directly can be 

effective, when it comes to policy, many voters, including racial minorities, oppose overtly 

color-conscious solutions. 

                                                             
2 While a more comprehensive meta-analysis of recent work on race is included in the full literature review, some 
areas of scholarship, such as institutional and structural racism, are so extensive that we were only able to skim the 
surface for this study.  
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 Technology is rapidly changing participatory democracy, and access to technology offers new 

solutions and new patterns by race. The digital divide exists, and exacerbates educational and 

economic disparities, as well as disparities in civic and philanthropic engagement. However, the 

divide no longer falls simply along racial lines. Income and educational differences are partly, 

though not entirely responsible for ethnic and racial differences in computer and Internet 

access. While this dynamic creates something of a feedback loop, the digital divide is steadily 

growing narrower, with particular implications for greater civic engagement among minority 

communities. 

 At the same time, immigration provides a new wedge issue in our democracy. While majorities 

of voters support comprehensive immigration reform with a pathway to citizenship, some of the 

most perceptible barriers to integration and civic inclusion of immigrants include recent, 

regressive policy decisions, such as the Arizona immigration law and voter identification laws 

that condone racial profiling and discrimination. In the absence of solutions at the federal level, 

voters are acquiescing to harsh measures in their states, even while acknowledging that unfair 

targeting of Latinos is a likely outcome. In arguing against immigration policies that undermine 

democratic values and practices, it is essential to propose alternative solutions. A crucial first 

step is branding comprehensive immigration reform’s steps of registering, paying taxes, and 

learning English as workable, common sense reforms. Voters are receptive to the idea that the 

immigration system is broken and that measures that fall short of comprehensive reform, 

including the deportation of 12 million people, are impractical. However, work needs to be 

done on more fundamental, values-oriented messaging and framing. The Opportunity 

Agenda’s recent work on immigration reform suggests that strong messages rely on 1) moving 

workable solutions to the fore as a way to combat concerns of futility, 2) invoking core values 

of fairness and accountability, and 3) building on Americans’ desire to move forward as a 

society together. These are themes that we have seen emerge elsewhere and that have the 

potential to cut across silos to strengthen our democracy. 

Key Takeaways: Electoral Reform and Voting Rights 

 Free and fair elections are the cornerstone of any democracy; as such, efforts to strengthen 

democracy must place electoral reform and voting rights at the forefront. Voting is considered a 

fundamental right by most Americans, despite the fact that there is neither a provision in the 

Constitution nor a federal law that affirmatively guarantees all citizens the right to vote. Two-

thirds of Americans find the statement “Voting is one of our most basic rights and every 

American citizen has a responsibility to exercise that right and participate in our democracy” 

very convincing. 

 Given that just one-quarter of voters believe that ordinary citizens can still influence what 

happens in politics, it is not surprising that campaign finance reform is very popular.  Nearly 

two-thirds of voters nationwide support the Fair Elections Now Act, which would finance 

campaigns via a combination of limited contributions and public funds. The strongest 
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messages in favor of public funding of campaigns are steeped in the public’s desire for greater 

accountability from government and big business alike, and take a strong populist tone, 

juxtaposing rising corporate influence with the decreased voice of ordinary Americans. 

 Beyond public financing of elections, protecting the right to vote is another critical step in 

strengthening democracy. Baseless claims of voter fraud, anti-immigrant rhetoric, deceptive 

practices, and localized administration of elections have inhibited fair and consistent 

administration practices and have instead given way to voter intimidation, harassment, and 

disenfranchisement. About half of Americans believe vote fraud and vote theft are at least 

occasional despite the lack of solid evidence to support that assertion. Finding ways to 

address voter protection without engaging a partisan dynamic can be a challenging needle to 

thread. Discrepancies between perception and reality when it comes to voter fraud rest 

mainly on partisan and racial divisions.  

 In seeking to quash voter ID propaganda, a strong message frame invokes the centrality of 

voting rights to the wellbeing of our democracy, juxtaposing the pride Americans have in our 

electoral system with the threat these restrictions pose to voting and our democracy as a 

whole. Education about deceptive practices and election administration problems is also 

necessary. Including details, such as the number and types of voters affected by arbitrary rules 

changes (e.g. elderly, disabled, low-income, minority, and rural voters) and the central role of 

political operatives in these efforts can help flesh out effective messages. It is important to 

remember that “disenfranchisement” is a term that often goes over the head of less engaged 

voters. Finally, moving beyond partisan deadlock on this issue will require messengers whom 

voters view as impartial. 

Questions for Future Research 
If the previous pages summarize what we know from this expansive literature review about public 

opinion on the individual issue areas and the themes that link them, there are several questions that 

remain unanswered. 

 What would it take for Americans to feel truly represented by their government? How would 

they know it? What would be different? 

 How healthy do voters themselves think our democracy is? What measures do they use? What 

is the one reform they would point to that would most improve the health of our democracy?  

 How do democracy advocates move a 19th century electoral system into the 21st Century? What 

new ways would people like to participate? How would they redesign our system? 

 What role do past government actions play in crafting messages for a stronger democracy 

today? The evidence to date is mixed. Some examples of government action (e.g. the auto 

bailouts) seem only to pique public skepticism while others (e.g. clean air and water standards) 

remind voters of real successes. Determining which historical references cue feelings of effective 
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government in the current context should be an imperative of future research, though it is also 

important to explore whether robust government is seen as part and parcel of a stronger 

democracy or not. 

 In this shifting landscape, what are the values that most powerfully set the frame for an 

economy that delivers on democracy’s promise of opportunity for all and broad-based 

prosperity? 

 How do advocates of a stronger democracy tap into the public’s collective orientation, despite 

record high levels of public distrust? What kinds of issues and actions promote a collective front 

for the long run in a society where there is always a tension between the individual and the 

collective? 

 Distrust and cynicism toward the media is at an all-time high. Information is siloed, more 

polarizing and more reinforcing of existing attitudes than in the past.  How do the goals of a 

stronger democracy and an educated electorate become reconciled in such a fractured, 

fractious environment? 

 The theme of government of, by, and for the people resonates powerfully and is the foundation 

of our democracy. Today, however, people juxtapose “of, by, and for the people” with “of, by, 

and for the special interests”. How would citizens realize a return to the former? What reforms 

would do the most to strengthen our democracy? 

 As the middle class disappears, the country is becoming more class-based and class-conscious, in 

terms of income and education, than we have seen in decades. Our democracy has been 

anchored on a strong middle class. What is the interaction between our democracy and our 

economics? 

 Two decades ago, America was bowling alone. Now America is involved in knitting clubs and 

book clubs, and getting together online and in person in record numbers. One-third of voters 

rely on friends and family for information. Social media is changing campaigns. How do we 

develop and tap into new types of engagement to realize our full collective democracy? 

 Some partisans are assaulting voter participation with record intensity and success. They are 

constraining participation with so-called anti-fraud laws. Those who support broad participation 

as a democratic ideal attempt, largely unsuccessfully, to fight each one of these entities 

individually. What is the overarching frame that has the power to turn back these efforts and 

promote democracy in a long term way? 

 We are supposed to be in a “post-racial democracy”, yet racism is alive and well and there is the 

new wedge of “illegal immigration”. What is the next step in combatting racism and bringing to 

light the institutional and structural racism that continues to weaken our democracy, and of 

which many whites are unaware? 
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 People lack confidence in a wide range of leaders and institutions today. If we engage in an 

effort to strengthen democracy, who, if anyone, should we show in leadership? Should it be 

non-political voices, like religious or military leaders? Are there any leaders left? Should it be 

ordinary people, and if so, who? 

 Stability is the new value in our society. Voters believe they have little control over any aspect of 

their lives and their families. How can we tap the values of stability, control and security for the 

cause of strengthening democracy, without diminishing the importance of the collective or cuing 

authoritarian instincts? 

 

For a copy of the full report, please contact Brandon Lee, Communications Coordinator for the 

Campaign for Stronger Democracy at blee@strongerdemocracy.org . 

mailto:blee@strongerdemocracy.org

