Date:

November 9, 2012

To:

Interested Parties

From:

Page Gardner, Women’s Voices, Women Vote Action Fund; Stanley B. Greenberg,
Democracy Corps/GQRR; Erica Seifert, Democracy Corps; David Walker, GQRR

The Role of the Rising American Electorate in the 2012 Election
Obama Wins by Claiming the New America
Barack Obama won because he recognized a New America. The President managed only 39
percent of the white vote, the lowest white percentage recorded for a winning national candidate,
and suffered a 12-point swing against him among Independent voters, but won both the popular
vote and an Electoral College landslide by energizing voters we describe as the Rising American
Electorate. These voters—unmarried women, young people, Hispanics, and African
Americans—not only delivered huge margins to the incumbent—nearly matching 2008 totals
among unmarried women and African Americans, exceeding 2008 among Hispanics—but also
turned out in ever greater numbers. Collectively, these voters made up nearly half (48 percent)
of the 2012 electorate according to national exit poll estimates, up four points from 2008,
including a 3 point increase among unmarried women.
This outcome was not inevitable. It reflects conscious and deliberate decisions by both
campaigns, who made different calculations about what the 2012 electorate would ultimately
look like and executed a strategy accordingly. For the first time, a national campaign ran
advertising explicitly targeting unmarried women, a group who, heretofore, was too often
overlooked by national candidates, despite the fact that they account for 26 percent of the voting
age population. While much has been said about the gender gap in this campaign, both married
men and married women voted for Romney (53 to 46 percent Romney among married women;
58 to 40 percent Romney among white married women). Barack Obama won the women’s vote
and thereby won the White House by rolling up a huge margin (67 to 31 percent) among
unmarried women. The marriage gap—the difference in margins between married and
unmarried women—dwarfs the gender gap by 25 points (43 and 18 percent), as it has for the last
three presidential elections.
Partnering with Women’s Voices, Women Vote Action Fund, Democracy Corps and Greenberg
Quinlan Rosner conducted a survey of 1,001 voters in the 2012 election to explore the role of the
Rising American Electorate. This survey was conducted November 5-7 and carries a margin of
error of +/- 3.10 points at a 95 percent confidence interval.

By Holding the RAE, Obama Holds the White House
Barack Obama ultimately won a narrow popular margin (50 to 48 percent) and a total of 332
Electoral College votes. This is a victory won by holding voters in the Rising American
electorate. Among non-RAE voters, President Obama lost 9 points in the margin. Although he
did not quite reach his 2008 totals among RAE voters, the President’s margins are huge.
Table 1: By Holding the RAE, Obama Health the White House

Within the RAE, Obama’s support fell among youth, and white voters under age 30 preferred
Romney 52 to 44 percent. This reflects a change from 54 percent Obama, 44 percent McCain
among white voters under age 30 in 2008. However, Obama held unmarried women, coming
very close to what he achieved in 2008, and stretched his support among Hispanic voters to 71
percent, while capturing 93 percent of the African American vote.
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Table 2: Obama Holds Unmarried Women and Grows Hispanic Support

The Rising American electorate not only delivered huge margins to the President, but also turned
out for the President as well. According to estimates in the National Exit survey, voters in the
RAE make up nearly half (48 percent) of the 2012 electorate. The number of unmarried
Americans, male and female, accounted for the largest change in the composition in the
electorate--jumping 6 points to 40 percent in 2012. We also see a smaller increase in the youth
and Hispanic contribution.
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Table 3: RAE Nearly Half the 2012 Electorate

By both their intensity in the margin and their intensity in the turnout, the voters of the Rising
American Electorate delivered this victory to Barack Obama. This result vindicates a campaign
decision made by the Obama team fairly early in the election cycle to focus much of their energy
on rallying the New America. At the same time, the Romney campaign drew a different
conclusion about what the 2012 electorate would look like. Focused almost obsessively on their
support among Independent voters, which they carried by five points on Election Day, they
believed they could absorb losses in the New America. Hence, we heard language about “selfdeportation” and a commitment to shut-down Planned Parenthood. What beat them, in the end,
was basic math and a failure to address the change in demography of the country.

Marriage Gap Continues to Drive Elections
President Obama won women by a 55 to 44 percent margin and lost men by a 45 to 52 percent
margin, leaving an 18-point gender gap, up from 12 points in 2008. But this difference is
dwarfed by the marriage gap—the margin between married and unmarried women. Married
women supported the Republican candidate in 2012 by a comfortable six-point margin. It is
Obama’s huge victory among unmarried women that delivered the women’s vote and with it, the
White House. There is a 43-point difference in the margin between married women and
unmarried women, a number which exceeds the gender gap by a factor of two.
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Table 4: Gender Gap is Big, but Marriage Gap is Huge

This marriage gap is not new. Marital status has been driving how voters vote—and, whether
they vote—for several election cycles. What is different about this cycle is that the Obama
campaign was the first national campaign to recognize the importance of unmarried women and
target advertising and messaging explicitly to these voters. This proved a smart investment.
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Table 5: Marriage Gap Dwarfs Gender Gap Last Three Elections

At the congressional level, this election cycle saw little change. Part of this reflects the vagaries
of redistricting, which protected a significant number of Tea Party Republicans who might have
otherwise had a brief career in government. Looking specifically at the raw total Democratic
vote at the congressional level, the Democratic percentage increased from 48 percent in 20101 to
a 50.2 percent majority in 2012.2 Much of this improvement was driven by unmarried women.
In 2010, Democratic support among unmarried women dropped significantly, and Democrats
lost the overall vote among women and the Congress. In 2012, Democratic support among
unmarried women bounced back sharply.

1

http://www.fec.gov/pubrec/fe2010/tables2010.pdf

2

http://thinkprogress.org/justice/2012/11/07/1159631/americans-voted-for-a-democratic-housegerrymandering-the-supreme-court-gave-them-speaker-boehner/?mobile=nc
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Table 6: Congressional Democrats Rebound from 2010 Among Unmarried Women

Winning Agenda
President Obama won an election in which the economy was the leading issue (75 percent
identified this as their top priority in the national exit survey) and in which his opponent enjoyed
a small advantage on this issue and the even bigger advantage on “creating jobs.” Part of the
reason why President Obama overcame these obstacles is that while voters remained troubled
over the economy, they also believed the economy was improving and that the President needed
more time. More important, the President also laid out a future agenda that spoke directly to the
lives voters were leading, particularly RAE voters. In contrast, Romney was perceived as out of
touch.
We see this play out in voters’ reasons for supporting—and opposing—the candidates. For
Obama, the leading reason to support him is that he “brought America through the economic
crisis and needs more time.” That is matched by his plans to improve the economy and have the
wealthy pay more taxes. Interestingly, for all the political baggage, the second leading reason at
30 percent is the President’s health care plan. The health care plan itself, while still drawing
mixed reviews overall, is significantly better received among voters on Election Day than has
been the case in the past and among unmarried women and RAE voters enjoys broad support.
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We expect this support to grow as the advantages of health care reform come on line over the
next few years.
Reasons to oppose Romney organize around his support for the wealthy, his comments about the
47 percent and being out of touch. Voters in the Rising American Electorate are even more
likely to identify these reasons, as many of these voters believed in our pre-election focus groups
that the Romney’s attack on the 47 percent was aimed squarely at them.

Table 7: Voted Against Romney Because of Out-Of-Touch and for the Rich

The War on Women
Late in the election cycle, conservative pundits pushed back on the Democratic focus on issues
like Planned Parenthood and contraception, arguing America’s women were more focused on the
economy issues than on access to birth control. That was (and is) true, but fails to understand
the broad nature of the argument Democrats were making and women’s interpretation of that
argument. These issues are not narrowly about the right to abortion and birth control, but also
about the economy. Many women, particularly unmarried women, rely on Planned Parenthood
clinics for their access to affordable health care. The pay equity issue, which provided a vivid
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moment in the second debate, could not be more relevant to a family surviving with a single
income.
In this survey, these issues comprise the second leading single reason to vote for Barack Obama
among unmarried women, along with protecting Social Security and Medicare. They also make
up the second leading reason for opposing Mitt Romney. There is no question that this narrative
played a prominent role in driving the President’s margin among unmarried women.
Table 8: Women’s Narrative Hurts Romney among Unmarried Women

Let me read you a list of doubts about Mitt Romney.
Regardless of how you voted, which THREE describe the
most important reasons NOT to vote for Mitt Romney?

Unmarried
Women

Total

RAE

27

27

30

28

29

27

31

33

28

32

35

Plan to change Medicare and raise costs for seniors

24

25

28

Wants more tax cuts for the wealthy

20

20

18

19

14

11

17

19

22

16

16

19

15

15

13

14

17

11

Being against Planned Parenthood and preventive health
services for women
Changed positions so often we don't know what he
believes
His statement that he doesn't care about the "47 percent"
With the rich and out of touch with average people

Closed companies and shipped jobs abroad when CEO of
Bain Capital
For the Bush trickle down policies that caused the
economic crash
Would repeal Obamacare
Stands for Tea Party Republicans who produce gridlock in
Washington
Would increase military spending and let generals decide
whether to keep troops in Afghanistan
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Table 9: Women’s Narrative a Leading Reason to Support President among Unmarried Women

Now let me read you a list of reasons to support
Barack Obama. Which THREE describe the most
important reasons why you voted for Barack Obama?
Brought America through the economic crisis and needs
more time
Passed Affordable Health Care Act for all
Took out Osama bin Laden and ended wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan
For Planned Parenthood, preventive health care and pay
equity for women
Will protect Medicare and Social Security from cuts
Respect him as a leader
His jobs plan for American energy, auto efficiency,
infrastructure and more teachers
Stood up for minorities and equal rights, like the Dream
Act
Will get millionaires to pay higher taxes and pay fair
share
Rescued U.S. auto industry
Could not vote for Romney

Total

RAE

Unmarried
Women

40

40

34

30

27

23

27

32

24

26

23

26

27

30

21

21

23

21

23

23

19

20

21

18

19

19

13

10

9

10

11

13

30

Looking Ahead
The Rising American Electorate played a definitive role in reelecting Barack Obama and electing
Democrats down ballot. Their margin and their turnout were not, however, pre-destined; these
voters were targeted by the Obama campaign. Democratic support fell to 60 percent among
unmarried women in the 2010 election cycle and even Obama was south of 60 percent among
these voters at the beginning of this year. Their loyalty was earned this year and will need to be
earned next time as well.
Looking ahead to their post-election agenda, this is not a group looking for “austerity.” Indeed,
their issues are explicitly progressive and investment-oriented. The RAE’s most important
priority for the President and the Congress is “investing in education,” followed by “protecting
Social Security and Medicare.” Pay equity is the third leading agenda item among unmarried
women. It is work in these areas that will likely produce similar electoral results in 2014 and
2016.
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Table 10: Agenda Moving Forward

Now that Barack Obama has won another term in office and
we have a Republican Congress, which two or three of the
following do you believe should be the first priority of Congress
and the President:
Invest in education, including hiring 100,000 more teachers,
more Pell Grants for college and investing in early childhood
education.
Protect Social Security and Medicare from significant cuts
Support a grand bargain to reduce the deficit where Democrats
agree to cuts in spending and Republicans agree to tax increases
for the wealthy
Invest in an "all of the above" energy strategy that exploits
domestic oil, gas and coal, but also expands new, clean energy
like wind, solar and bio-fuels.
Pass a new jobs bill that increases exports and rebuilds roads,
bridges and economic infrastructure
Crack down on companies that pay women LESS money if they
perform THE SAME job as their male colleagues
Raise taxes on top earners to help reduce the deficit and pay for
important programs.
Fully implement the health care reform law
Protect Planned Parenthood and women's health care choices,
including the right to choose to have an abortion.
Protect programs for the vulnerable, including food stamps and
Medicaid
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Total

RAE

Unmarried
Women

33

41

37

33

34

36

30

27

27

29

24

25

25

21

14

18

23

29

12

13

14

12

13

15

14

18

21

12

13

15

