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Executive Summary 
 

After hearing a candidateôs pointed message attacking trickle down economics and promising to 

level the playing field for the middle class and America, the disengaged get more engaged and 

voters get more supportive of that leader.  But that campaign context understates the possible 

moment and opportunity.  The public is also ready to repudiate trickle down economics, the most 

important intellectual idea since Reagan, and turn away from its attendant conservative policies.  

It is ready to embrace the intellectual framework and bold policy options necessary for America 

to achieve inclusive growth. 

 

That is the strong conclusion of the first phase of public opinion research conducted for the Roo-

sevelt Institute.  Its charge was to determine whether its Rewriting the Rules analysis and rec-

ommendations were actionable in the short and long-term. What it offered sounded like a new 

common sense: the economy is governed by underlying rules; they are a choice and we have the 

power to change them.  But can this serious formulation win the intellectual argument with elites 

and the public, can its bold policies win acceptance, can the resulting political messages defeat 

opponents and energize and motivate a disaffected citizenry? 

 

This first phase of research included six focus groups in Atlanta, Denver, and Cleveland among 

African American women, Latino men, the white college-educated and working class men and 

women.
1
  After the focus groups, we conducted a national survey of 900 likely 2016 voters.

2
  It 

included an elaborate experimental design that measured how the Roosevelt formula tested 

against a conservative economic posture, as well as against a more mainstream progressive one 

that did not address inequality.  

                                                 
1 Greenberg Quinlan Rosner, on behalf of Democracy Corps and the Roosevelt Institute, conducted 6 focus groups: African 

American women and college educated men in Atlanta, Georgia on July 20th, college educated women and Hispanic men in Den-

ver, Colorado on July 22nd, and white non-college educated women and white non-college educated men in Cleveland, Ohio on 

July 23rd. 
2 Greenberg Quinlan Rosner, on behalf of Democracy Corps and the Roosevelt Institute, conducted a national survey of 900 like-

ly 2016 voters from September 12-16, 2015. The survey consists of respondents who voted in the 2012 election, or registered 

since, and were selected from the national voter file.  Likely voters were determined based on stated intention of voting in 2016.  

Margin of error for the full sample is +/-3.27 percentage points at 95% confidence.  Margin of error will be higher among sub-

groups. 
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The scale of support for these disruptive changes suggests we may be going into a distinctive pe-

riod.  The 1910 and 1912 national elections created momentum for progressive reform; 1932 and 

1936 elections brought the New Deal; 1980 and 1984 elevated market individualism, deregula-

tion and low top income tax rates; Ross Perot in 1992 and the conservative surge in 2008 and 

2010 elevated worries about the national debt and austerity.  

 

The results reported here will lead one to consider: what is the scale of opportunity in the elec-

tions ahead? 

 

¶ The core principles and rules in the Rewriting the Rules report have huge levels of intense 

support with the public. More than 80 percent agree and nearly 60 percent óstronglyô 

agree that ñthe rules of the economy matter and the top 1 percent have used their influ-

ence to shape the rules of the economy to their advantage.ò  And an intense majority of 

54 percent strongly agrees that ñleveling the playing fieldò for working Americans and 

small businesses would bring greater economic growth and rising incomes.   

 

¶ Conservative economic principles are greeted skeptically, to say the least. The country 

only splits evenly on whether regulations of big business end up hurting small businesses 

and jobs. And the term trickle down is greeted negatively by two-to-one (45 to 21 per-

cent) of the public and across all ages and classes.    

 

¶ In this survey, the non-emotive term, CEOs of large businesses are viewed very negative-

ly; indeed, two to one negative (45 percent coolly and only 25 percent warmly).   

 

¶ The current conservative economic narrative is barely competitive with the Roosevelt 

rewriting the rules narrative. The former narrative uses the language of prominent con-

servatives and Republicans, focusing heavily on big government, regulation and spending 

that is strangling the economy.  But the Roosevelt economic narrative is viewed as more 

convincing by a 12-point margin (73 to 61 percent). 

 

¶ The more the Roosevelt and conservative economic narratives are debated, the bigger the 

civic effects and greater the political advantage for the party aligned with it.  Those re-

spondents who heard this ideological debate (one half of the respondents) rated the Roo-

sevelt messages at the end survey 5 points higher, compared to those who heard no such 

debate. That suggests the more these economic ideas are put front and center, the higher 

the support for change in the political domain.  

 

 

This research is unique because we are not testing policies developed by pollsters or advocacy 

groups. We tested policies that the Roosevelt economists believe would be effective levers in 

changing the rules of the economy and producing a broadly shared economic growth. Well, it 

is now clear, the public embraces that agenda, while the conservative economistsô agenda is 

barely credible.  
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¶ The level of support for the Roosevelt economistsô recommendations to progressive lead-

ers suggests a public ready for serious changes across a broad range of areas.  Nearly 80 

percent of people polled see the top policies as effective. And the level and intensity of 

support are, remarkably, about 20 points higher than for the policies advanced by con-

servative economists for the Republican presidential candidates.   

 

¶ The broad agenda prioritized by the public includes policies that seek to reform politics 

and campaign funding, help working families, invest in infrastructure, increase taxes on 

the top 1 percent to support investment, help independent contractors and small business-

es, and address CEO pay and corporate governance. 

 

¶ The public is more supportive of these policies when the agenda starts with reforming the 

corrupt system of financing politics.  A sophisticated public believes that the richest indi-

viduals and corporations are using their money to write the rules of the economy.  Thus, 

they see the most effective economic policies as ones that bar secret money, require im-

mediate disclosure, bar corporate contributions and empower small donors. 

 

¶ By contrast, the public views the policies that dominate the Republican Congress and 

presidential debates as least effective: only a third of the public believe reducing regula-

tions produced by unelected bureaucrats, repealing and replacing Obamacare, and closing 

our borders to protect workers would be very effective in bettering the economy. The cur-

rent conservative economic policy agenda barely seems relevant to the public  

 

 

The Roosevelt narrative and policies were crystallized as a óLevel the Playing Fieldô progres-

sive message, and it is electorally compelling. It gets a stronger and more intense response 

than the conservative one.  It leads the disengaged to be more engaged, particularly the target 

audiences of the new American majority.  It also produces much stronger results than a main-

stream progressive message that is silent on inequality and proposes modest changes.  Roose-

veltôs message has the virtue of energizing the base, without diminishing its appeal to inde-

pendents and swing working class voters.   

 

¶ The Level the Playing Field progressive message scorns trickle down, seeks an economy 

that works for the middle class, seeks to stop the toxic influence of corporate money, and 

seeks to level the playing field so we can grow the middle class and America again. It 

gets a dramatically more positive reception than a very realistic conservative message. 

This progressive message scores 12 points better overall. 

 

¶ The Level the Playing Field Democratic message performs dramatically better than a 

mainstream Democratic message with self-identified Democrats and, the critical swing 

group, white working class voters.  It is more motivating for Millennials, and it performs 

equally well with independents.  The mainstream message, which does not mention ine-

quality or tax increase on the wealthy, is only competitive because Republicans rate it 12 

points higher than one that seeks to level the playing field.  
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The final and most important result is the re-engagement of the disengaged. At the end of the 

survey, the big ideological debate, the bold policies, and competing Roosevelt and conservative 

messages energized the Rising American Electorate of racial minorities, unmarried women and 

Millennials who could comprise 55 percent of the voters in 2016.   

 

¶ The percent choosing 10, the highest level of interest, jumped 17 points among racial mi-

norities, 11 with off-year drop-off voters, 11 points with the Rising American Electorate, 

12 with unmarried women, and 11 with Millennials. 

 

 

Presented below are the narratives, policies and messages that emerged in this first phase of re-

search for the Roosevelt Institute.  
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Leveling the Playing Field Message 

 

We need an economy that works for the middle class, not an economy governed by trickle down. 

Today, people struggle to earn enough to sustain a family, yet corporations use donations and 

lobbyists to manipulate the rules in their favor. It's time to rewrite the rules to promote growth 

that benefits all Americans. We can't change everything overnight, but we can start by reducing 

the toxic influence of corporate money in politics. Then we can finally rebalance our tax code so 

those at the top pay their fair share and we can ensure CEOs behave in a way that helps America, 

not just their bottom lines. We can rein in the big banks, help small businesses get loans, make 

sure women get equal pay, and lift the burden of college debt. And we can invest in modernizing 

our infrastructure and training skilled workers. Let's level the playing field so we can grow the 

middle class and America again. 

 

 

 

The Ground Rules: what is success? 
 

America has reached a tipping point and it is possible that in 2016 55 percent of the voters will 

be the Rising American Electorate of African Americans, Hispanics, Asians and other racial mi-

norities, unmarried women and Millennials; it is possible 63 percent will be the new American 

majority that includes the growing secular voters. 

 

But those potential voters are demonstrably discontented with what is happening in the economy, 

society and politics, and they stayed home in the 2014 off-year election that produced the lowest 



Getting America to Rewrite the Rules    Democracy Corps 

 6 

turnout since during World War II.  So, success is getting them engaged, building intensity in 

their preferences and raising their intention to vote.  That is goal number one. 

  

Research for Democracy Corps and Womenôs Vote Action Fund shows that the Democrats have 

also lost support with white working class voters, particularly in the off-years, in their own base 

of white unmarried women and white Millennials and most importantly, with white working 

class voters.  That has allowed Republicans to make huge gains in state elections and the Con-

gress in the Midwest and Northeast where Democrats won only 40 percent of white working 

class voters in 2012.  So, legitimately, the white non-college voters are the real swing vote.   

 

Independents are important too, but their numbers are shrinking because of the partisan polariza-

tion of the country and many have pretty strong partisan leanings.  If progressives break even 

among independents, they are in a strong position to win the argument because of the partisan 

imbalance in favor of Democrats. This survey gives Democrats a 9-point advantage in party 

identification; the average of the public polls has been 8 points. 

 

 

From ómiddle class,ô óCEOsô and secret money to ólevel the playing fieldô 
 

It is hard to overstate how frustrated the public is with the economy, corporate and political lead-

ers, and politics and the U.S. Congress.  That is true for the new American majority where over 

half of the Rising American Electorate says the country is headed in the wrong direction.  

 

As we shall see, the progressiveôs economic critique and narrative, policies and message domi-

nate the conservative narrative and policies because the progressive solutions embrace the plight 

of the middle class, address the corrupted political system, seek to level the playing field, and 

have bold policies the public is demanding.  Conservatives at every point are out of touch with 

this emerging reality and consciousness. But are the progressives running for office ready to take 

up to this challenging bold message?   

 

The starting point is the middle class. Americans know the middle class is shrinking, under pres-

sure and among the principal losers in todayôs economy.  They think hard work is no longer re-

warded ï and that is one of the operative rules in the economy.  It is emotive language because 

the term recalls lost virtue and contains hopes for how things could be. 

 

The economic discussion in every focus group centered on the state of the middle class, and that 

was true whether the participants were black, Hispanic, men or women, college educated or 

working class. Participants use the term ómiddle classô to describe themselves, to describe their 

own aspirations, and to tell Americaôs economic story.   

 

Participants describe a middle class that is struggling now more than ever in an economy where 

they think only the rich and poor are growing. The middle class is eroding, and their children 

will have it even tougher. 
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They recall past generations, parents and grandparents, who were not wealthy but did not have to 

struggle to the same degree.  

 

The winners in this new economy are the CEOs and corporations who use their influence to 

shape the rules to their advantage at the expense of the middle class.  CEO compensation and the 

contrast with what is happening with the average worker is volunteered as the primary evidence 

used to describe the current economy.  They believe that is why todayôs companies are investing 

less, outsourcing and paying lower wages.  Corporate governance has become a mainstream is-

sue.  

 

 



Getting America to Rewrite the Rules    Democracy Corps 

 8 

 
 

 

That people understand that changing the rules in corporate governance may allow for more 

company investment and increases in wages may be one of the more important findings of this 

research. It shows that people understand how these rule changes impacted them and how new 

rules could produce a better outcome. 

 

The biggest doubt for them in embracing the Roosevelt agenda is whether the political class 

would ever let changes to the rules happen.  Focus group participants believe that CEOs and cor-

porations will simply use the power they have accumulated under the current rules to block or 

squash changes. 

 

Itôs talking about doing bold changes to rewrite laws but it gets so complicated because 

how do you rewrite laws when there are all these monopolies and the people making de-

cisions are getting paid through interest groups and all these other things. (College man, 

Atlanta) 

 

 

In this survey, CEOs of large businesses are viewed very negatively; indeed, two to one negative 

(45 percent coolly and only 25 percent warmly).  Nearly one third (30 percent) offer an intense 

negative response to the simple description, CEO. 

 

This unseemly alliance only gets broken when policies seek to limit the role of money in cam-

paigns and government.  People are conscious that the Supreme Court unleashed unlimited cam-

paign donations by corporations and the wealthy.  They think money buys power and a govern-
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ment that acts for the corporations and special interests.  They think they are watching a political 

process that produces crooked and enriched politicians.   

 

The public is far, far ahead of the politicians and pundits on understanding the huge infusion of 

corporate money and how that allows those at the top to write the rules to their advantage.  That 

is the starting point for the public, even before the introduction of the content of the Rewriting 

The Rules report in the groups. The Citizens United decision comes up unprompted and many 

cite the massive spending in campaigns and elections by corporations as the primary factor in 

what gets done and for whom in the current economy. 

 

And while these are people who vote and participate in the political process, they believe that 

corporate money and influence trumps anything they can do and that politicians are branded and 

owned by the lobbyists and special interests who contribute to them.  Americans believe that pol-

iticians will work for those moneyed interests, not the people. 

 

 
 

 

A growing majority in the country, now at 55 percent, embrace ña plan to overhaul campaign 

spending by getting rid of big donations and allowing only small donations to candidates, 

matched by taxpayer funds.ò  The growing realization about corruption has produced a growing 

willingness to use taxpayer funds to change this equation. 

 

Such changes would allow government to ñlevel the playing fieldô for the middle class and work-

ing people.  That is the language people turn to, not inequality or reducing inequality.  The for-
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mer term captures the way inequality is translated through politics to an unfair advantage that is 

marginalizing the middle class.  It is a powerful call to action.  

 

óInequalityô does not elicit an emotional response, nor does it carry a preponderant meaning for 

people.  Indeed, voters are as likely to welcome a plan to reduce the size of government as to re-

duce inequality in this survey.  That is because the term does not have a preponderant definition. 

People are as likely to talk about women not getting paid equal with men or blacks not having 

equal rights or opportunities.  

 

But people do turn to óleveling the playing fieldô as a term and reforms that would really make an 

understandable difference. 

 

 

 
 

 

The operative economic principles  
 

The public accepts a number of economic principles that we choose to call the rules that underlie 

the economy.  They form the building blocks for the dominant economic narrative, what policies 

people will embrace and for what messages will prove most engaging. 

 

We now know concretely that more than 80 percent agree and nearly 60 percent strongly agree 

that ñthe rules of the economy matter and the top 1 percent have used their influence to shape the 

rules of the economy to their advantage.ò  That is the heart of Rooseveltôs Rewriting the Rules 

report.  And a strong majority of 54 percent strongly agrees that ñleveling the playing fieldò for 
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working Americans and small businesses would bring greater economic growth and rising in-

comes.  That means the public is quite prepared for the reportôs initial assertion: reducing ine-

quality can create growth, not put it at risk. 

 

There is also broad but less intense agreement that planning for the long-term produces a strong-

er economy and that asking the top 1 percent to pay more and curbing speculation would create 

growth and raise incomes. 

 

 

 
 

 

Two thirds say we have the power to rewrite the rules, but only a third strongly agree.  People 

are reluctant to give up entirely on the idea that democratic forces can bring the change that is 

needed. 

 

Similarly, they are not willing to abandon the idea that hard work and playing by the rules can 

give one a shot at the middle class: 70 percent agree with that, though only 31 percent strongly.   

 

Conservative principles do not fare so well, which should be the indicator that conservatives may 

not be ascendant in this America.  The country is split evenly on whether regulations of big busi-

ness end up hurting small businesses and jobs. 
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The CEO and wage ratio connects the dots 
 

Nothing illustrates this world and principles and rules more than the ratio of CEO compensation 

to what their employees earn.  They think it represents a change from the past and it leads them 

to focus on corporate culture and corporate governance ï key potential policy areas.  

 

People raise this disparity on their own, yet when they see the infographic that shows the true 

scope of the disparity and the change over time, it sends shockwaves through focus group partic-

ipants.  The 295:1 ratio is higher than they realized, eliciting reactions that are emotional and 

colorful. 

 

 

 
 

 

This makes me mad. It really does. It upsets me because nobody needs that much money. 

Nobody needs that much money and Iôm no ï You donôt. You think you do, you donôt. 

 

Sickened. Thatôs all I can say. (White non-college woman, Cleveland) 

 

Basically CEOs Suck. (College man, Atlanta) 

 

I mean Iôm mesmerized by it. I mean thatôs an amazing number. I had no idea. Iôm more 

surprised that it could be so high. (College man, Atlanta) 
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I think this isnôt something that surprises me, because every time you watch in the news 

you read, ñThis CEO got this big payout.ò Then they drove the company in the ground. 

Bunch of people got laid off or they lost their retirement or whatever that was. I think 

these CEOs that are making this money, how much money is enough? And what is their 

responsibility to others, you know. (Hispanic man, Denver) 

 

 

Winning the intellectual argument 
 

As the Rewriting the Rules report makes clear, the 1980s brought the ascendancy of market indi-

vidualism, deregulation and lower taxes ï and that was grounded in a theory of trickle down 

economics.  The burst of gains for those at the top would bring greater economic growth and 

shared prosperity.  They won the intellectual argument that gave us the Reagan revolution, with 

its very uneven effects across the country. 

 

Well, this survey makes it clear; the conservative narrative has lost credibility, while Rooseveltôs 

seems much more convincing. It calls out explicitly the results of trickle down economics: re-

warding large corporations which produce lower growth and lower economic security.  The pro-

gressive narrative says letôs rewrite the rules to work for average Americans and small business-

es.  The narrative starts with stopping CEOs and corporations from flooding politics with money 

so government works for them.  That allows government to focus on policies that will grow the 

economy and level the playing field.  

 

The Roosevelt rewriting the rules narrative has a 12-point overall advantage on being convincing 

(73 to 61 percent) and an 8-point advantage in intensity (41 to 33 percent).   The conservative 

narrative uses the language of prominent conservatives and Republicans, focusing heavily on a 

big government, regulation and spending that is strangling the economy.  That narrative is not 

even in the game. 
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What may be most important for this project is the intensity of the response among the Rising 

American Electorate, including racial minorities, Millennials and unmarried women.  Nearly half 

of some of these groups respond that the Roosevelt narrative is very convincing. 

 

There is strong evidence that the ñRewriting the Rulesò narrative can reach white working class 

women ï over half of whom respond strongly to it.  Of course, the opposite seems to be true for 

white working class men.  

 

In the focus groups, respondents understood and welcomed the narrative. Participants picked up 

on it and began to use the language on their own in the discussion, particularly the idea of need-

ing to level the playing field by rewriting the rules, changing the rules, and fixing who has the 

power to make the rules.  Not only do participants adopt the rules-language in the initial discus-

sion of the narrative, but they also continue to use it and it becomes part of the thread of the later 

discussion. 

 

Trickle down has a common-sense meaning and power, and that is a large part of the reason that 

it is so central to the conservative narrative and has been dominant for 30 years.  In the national 

survey, the concept gets a two-to-one negative greeting (45 to 21 percent) ï and that is reflected 

across all ages and classes.  

 

The emotional power is evident in the focus group responses where people describe a failed poli-

cy that never could have worked: the rich would act in their own interest and are ñgreedy.ò Ac-

cordingly, they easily believe that will be the result of todayôs conservative economic policies. 
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The public embraces economistsô bold agenda to rewrite the rules 

 

The public embraces, with real intensity, key parts of the ambitious policy agenda advanced in 

Rewriting the Rules to put America on a very different economic path.  And the level and intensi-

ty of support stand at a very different degree ï about 20 points higher than for the policies ad-

vanced by conservative economists for the Republican presidential candidates.  The voters seem 

to share the judgment of analysts: this is a party bereft of ideas.  

 

The level of support for the liberal economistsô recommendations to the progressive leaders sug-

gests a public ready for serious changes across a broad range of areas.  The top policies are seen 

as effective by about 80 percent of people polled; but more importantly, two-thirds believe that 

the top policy of greater transparency in campaigns would be very effective in producing a better 

economy.  A striking 60 percent say that about paid sick days and family leave and equal pay for 

women; 55 percent about making major new investments in modernizing roads, bridges and 

schools; and, 49 percent about helping independent contractors and entrepreneurs. Nearly half 

view the other top Roosevelt policies as very effective, including raising taxes on the top 1 per-

cent to fund investment and middle class priorities.  
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What is unique about this survey are the policies tested.  They are not policies that tested well in 

other polls.  The 18 policies tested were the ones the Roosevelt economists said would be the 

most effective in changing the rules of the economy and producing broadly shared economic 

growth.  

 

In addition to the policies tested in this poll, we tested other policies recommended by the Re-

writing the Rules report in focus groups, among them, updating labor laws to increase protec-

tions for workers and to allow workers to unionize and bargain for wages and benefits without 

fear of retribution from management. Economists agree that such worker empowerment is criti-

cal to tightening the labor market overall and raising wages. In focus groups, the college-

educated women, white working class women and people of color seemed to agree, acknowledg-

ing that the decline of unions led to lower pay and more manipulation of workers. 

 

 Just speaking from a union perspective, having a husband thatôs in a union, and the 

 unions had a lot of power. They went from having a lot of power to not having a lot of 

 power, you know what I mean, as far as their income, the economy, stuff like that. (White 

 non-college woman, Cleveland) 

 

 Just, you know, before the eight hour workday and before labor laws and unions and, you 

 know, the Haymarket affair and all of that like, I mean, things were bad. I donôt know if 

 you guys ever read the ï what do they call it? I think itôs called [The] Jungle or some

 thing, something similar to that, but about working in a meat factory. And, I donôt know. 

 Itôs good to have those around, because those empower. Theyôll cut what they need to to 


