
How to Lose the U.S. Senate: 
Vote to Cut Social Security and Medicare 
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Will the 2012 Election be more like… 

OR 



Strategic Summary   
• Democrats are losing senior voters (65+) by worrisome margins. Democrats lost 

seniors by 21 percentage points in 2010 and by 8 points in 2008. They were even with Republicans on 
Election Day 2006. Democrats won seniors by 7 points in 1996.  

 

• Senior vote was decisive in 2010 Senate races. Of 25 Senate races in 2010 with data, 11 
were won by Democrats. Where a Democrat lost the senior vote by 11% or more, the Democrat lost the 
Senate race (except Delaware). Where a Democrat lost the senior vote by 8% or less, or they won the 
senior vote, the Democrat won (except Wisconsin). 

 

• Democrats only recently regained the trust of voters on Social Security. Since 1995, 
the Democratic advantage on which party will better handle Social Security has typically been 15 to 20 
percentage points. Republicans were up 3 points on Election Day 2010, likely due to Medicare reductions 
in President Obama’s health care reform. Democrats are now back on top by 11 points, likely due to the 
House Republican attacks on Medicare. If Democrats cut Social Security and Medicare that could erase the 
advantage. 

 

• 8 of 10 senior voters and 7 of 10 Independent voters strongly oppose cutting 
Social Security to reduce the deficit. Slightly lower percentages strongly oppose cutting 
Medicare. These programs are essentially core values held by the public; politicians cut them at their peril.  
 

• Two-thirds of voters oppose a Social Security COLA cut; 69% of seniors strongly 
oppose such a cut. 
 

• If Democrats support Social Security and Medicare cuts, they could suffer in 2012. 
By a margin of 65 to 15, voters in six 2012 top-tier states (Colorado, Florida, Minnesota, Missouri, 
Montana and Virginia) said that they are less likely to vote for a candidate who supports cutting Social 
Security benefits to reduce the deficit. 
 

• In an engaged debate, 7 of 10 voters agree with the candidate who wants to 
scrap the payroll tax cap set at $106,800. This would make all wages subject to Social Security 
payroll taxes. 
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Candidate Preferences by Voters 65 and Older 

1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 
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Support of Seniors (65+) Vote in 2010 Senate 
Elections Was Critical for Democrats  

Source: National Election Pool Exit Polls 
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Republican Victory  Democratic Victory 

When a Democrat lost the senior vote by 11% or more, they lost 
the Senate race (except Delaware).  
When a Democrat lost the senior vote by 8% or less, or they won 
the senior vote, they won (except Wisconsin). 
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Breakdown of Senior (65+) Vote in  
2010 Senate Elections 

Source: National Election Pool Exit Polls 

State Democrat Republican 

Democratic 

Advantage in  

Senior Vote Winner 
South Carolina 19% 73% -54% Republican 

Florida 17% 50% -33% Republican 

New Hampshire 33% 66% -33% Republican 

Louisiana 32% 64% -32% Republican 

Arkansas 35% 62% -27% Republican 

Ohio 35% 61% -26% Republican 

Iowa 37% 62% -25% Republican 

Illinois 37% 59% -22% Republican 

Arizona 36% 57% -21% Republican 

Indiana 37% 57% -20% Republican 

Pennsylvania 41% 59% -18% Republican 

Missouri 39% 56% -17% Republican 

Kentucky 42% 58% -16% Republican 

Delaware 44% 55% -11% Democrat 

California 43% 51% -8% Democrat 

Connecticut 45% 53% -8% Democrat 

Wisconsin 46% 54% -8% Republican 

Nevada 45% 52% -7% Democrat 

Colorado 43% 46% -3% Democrat 

Oregon 52% 46% 6% Democrat 

Washington 55% 45% 10% Democrat 

West Virginia 55% 44% 11% Democrat 

New York (Gillibrand) 60% 39% 21% Democrat 

Vermont 59% 38% 21% Democrat 

New York (Schumer) 64% 34% 30% Democrat 

Data not available for: Alabama, Alaska, Georgia, Idaho, Kansas, Maryland, 
North Carolina, North Dakota, Oklahoma, South Dakota, Utah 



Which Party Do You Trust on Social Security? 
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Based on polling that asked the questions “Who do you think will better handle the issue of Social Security?” 
and “When it comes to dealing with Social Security, which party do you think will do a better job?” 

Oct. 1998 Oct. 2002 Oct. 2006 Nov. 2010 

Democrats 44% 43% 48% 28% 

Republicans 21% 20% 20% 31% 

Source: NBC News/Wall Street Journal and Lake Research Partners (Nov. 2010) 7 



 
 

Democrats’ Strong Advantage over Republicans on  
Who Best Handles Social Security Was Gone by Nov. 2010  

In two previous low points – June 1995 and April 2002 –  
Democrats still had a 10 point advantage   

  

#NBC News/Wall Street Journal; telephone surveys of adults 18+ nationwide; **Lake Research Partners (November 2010) 
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Which Party Would Do Better Job Dealing With Social Security? 

Democrats 

Republicans 

# “When it comes to dealing with Social Security, which party do you think would do a better job--the Democratic Party, the 
Republican Party, or both about the same? If you think neither would do a good job, please just say so.” 
 

**Different Source and Slightly Different Question Wording: 2010 LRP Poll: “Who do you think will better handle the issue of Social 
Security: the Republicans in Congress, the Democrats in Congress, or are they both about the same?”  
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Congressional Democrats Restored Their Traditional Edge Over 
Congressional Republicans on Social Security in Sept. 2011 

Democratic Gains and Republican losses are likely due to proposed Medicare cuts by Republicans 

Now I would like to read you a list of issues that some people have said are important for the Congress (and the President) to deal with.  

Please listen as I read the list and tell me, for each one, who will better handing this issue:  [Social Security] 

(ROTATE) Republicans in Congress or Democrats in Congress. 

 
 

Lake Research Partners/Tarrance Group, Battleground Survey, Aug 28 – Sept 1, 2011,  1000 National Registered Voters. 

50
39

3 4

Democrats in Congress Republicans in Congress Both same Neither/unsure

Who Would Better Handle Social Security: 

Democrats in Congress or Republicans in Congress 

+11 



Voters Care About Deficits Because They Worry About 
Losing Their Social Security Benefits 

Top two consequences of a large federal deficit that worry you the most:  

10 

Consequence Total % 

An economy weighed 
down by debt that can’t 

grow and create jobs 
34 

Inability of Social Security 
to pay future benefits 

29 

Source: Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research , July 26-29, 2010 

Question: When  you think about a large federal deficit, which TWO of the following consequences do you worry about the 
most? 
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Democratic base voters, independents, and seniors strongly 
oppose cutting Social Security benefits to reduce the deficit. 
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Question: Do you favor or oppose cutting Social Security benefits to reduce the deficit?  (If Favor or Oppose – And is that 
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Cutting SOCIAL SECURITY Benefits to Reduce the Deficit 
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Similarly, Democratic base voters, independents, and seniors 
strongly oppose cutting Medicare benefits to reduce the deficit. 
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Cutting MEDICARE Benefits to Reduce the Deficit 
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Voters would support their Member of Congress for voting AGAINST 
including Social Security and Medicare cuts to the proposal… 
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If Member of Congress Voted AGAINST Including Cuts to SS and Medicare* 

Question: And if your member of Congress VOTED AGAINST including cuts to Social Security and Medicare in this proposal, 
would you be more likely or less likely to vote for your Member of Congress, or would it not make a difference to you?* 

Total Less Likely to Vote For Total More Likely to Vote For 

*Split sampled question 
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…And would oppose their Member of Congress for voting FOR 
including Social Security and Medicare cuts to the proposal. 
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Question: And if your member of Congress VOTED FOR including cuts to Social Security and Medicare in this proposal, would 
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Total Less Likely to Vote For Total More Likely to Vote For 

*Split sampled question 
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Seniors strongly oppose reducing the COLA for current 
and future retirees. 
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Changing Social Security’s payment formula to reduce the cost of living increase – or 

COLA’s – for people receiving benefits now and in the future. 

Oppose                  Favor 
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Question: Now I am going to read you a list of specific proposals that might be in the final bill Congress votes on in the fall to 
reduce the federal deficit.  After I read each proposal, please tell me if you strongly favor, somewhat favor, somewhat oppose, 
or strongly oppose the proposal. 



Voters Will Punish Politicians Who Cut Benefits to  
Reduce the Deficit 
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Findings from Voters in 6 Senate/Presidential Battleground States  
 
• Colorado 
• Florida 
• Minnesota 
• Missouri 
• Montana 
• Virginia 
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Candidate Who Supports Cutting Social Security Benefits to Reduce Deficit

15

7

13

23

29

11

65

79

63

53

48

67

9

8

14

18

54

44

39

57 6

68

55Total

Democrats

Independents

Republicans

Tea Party Supporters

Undecided in Senate Race*

Less Likely to Vote For More Likely to Vote For 

No Difference 

11 

16 

19 

18 

18 

Majorities of Democrats, independents, and Republicans in 6 
Senate/Battleground states say they would be less likely to vote for a 

candidate if that candidate supported cutting Social Security benefits in 
order to reduce the federal deficit, including nearly 6 in 10 swing voters on 

the generic 2012 Senate ballot* who say they would be much less likely. 

16 

And, please tell me, would you be more or less likely to vote for a candidate for Senate who supports cutting Social Security benefits in order to 
reduce the federal deficit, or would it make no difference to you? [IF MORE/LESS: Is that MUCH MORE/LESS or SOMEWHAT MORE/LESS?] 

COLORADO VOTERS WERE ASKED: And, please tell me, would you be more or less likely to vote for a candidate for Congress who supports cutting Social Security 
benefits in order to reduce the federal deficit, or would it make no difference to you? *Colorado voters were asked about the generic ballot for the U.S. House of 
Representatives for 2012. 

Darker colors indicate 

intensity 
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In an engaged debate nearly three-quarters of voters agree with the candidate who 
says that Social Security should not be on the table for cuts to address the deficit 

because it is funded by and belongs to the people who have worked hard and paid 
into the program. They pick this candidate over one who makes the argument that 

we must cut Social Security to avoid burdening future generations. 

20

74

6

Candidate A Candidate B Neither/Both/DK

+54 

*Now I am going to read two statements that 
might be made by a U.S. Senator in your state. 
Which one comes closer to your point of view? 
 

Candidate A  
Says it is simply wrong to shackle 
future generations with such a 
massive debt burden. We must cut our 
entitlement spending now to leave 
our children and grandchildren a 
better future. Everything has to be on 
the table, including cutting Social 
Security. 
 

 
Candidate B:   
Says Social Security did not cause the 
federal budget deficit and it is fully 
funded. Social Security is funded by 
contributions from working 
Americans. It belongs to the people 
who have worked hard and paid into 
the program, not to the government. 
Social Security has not contributed to 
the federal deficit, and should NOT be 
on the table for cuts to address the 
deficit. 

Split Sampled question 

*COLORADO VOTERS WERE ASKED: I am going to read you two statements that might be made by a U.S. Member of Congress in                

your state.  Please tell me which one comes closer to your point of view.  
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Voters of all ages and across party lines favor raising 
taxes on the wealthy by wide margins over making cuts 

to Medicare and Social Security. 
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Raise taxes on wealthy Make cuts to Medicare/SS

Preferred Way To Reduce Deficit 

*Split sampled question 

Question: And which of the following ways to reduce the deficit do you prefer, [ROTATE STATEMENTS] Raising taxes on the 

wealthiest two percent of income earners  Or Making cuts to Medicare and Social Security? 
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Across political lines, robust majorities of voters in 6 Senate/Battleground states 
strongly favor gradually requiring employees and employers to pay Social Security 
taxes on all wages above $106,800, which they do not currently do. Swing voters 

also strongly support this proposal. 

Requiring Employees & Employers to Pay Social Security Taxes on All 

Wages Above $106,800
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Here are some changes people are proposing to help make Social Security more solvent.  Please tell me if you would favor or oppose each 
of the following proposals to make Social Security more solvent [IF FAVOR/OPPOSE: Is that strongly or not so strongly?] Q. Gradually 
requiring employees and employers to pay Social Security taxes on all wages above one-hundred and six thousand eight-hundred dollars, 
which they do not do now.     *Colorado voters were asked about the generic ballot for the U.S. House of Representatives for 2012. 
 

Darker colors indicate 

intensity 
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In an engaged debate, seven in ten voters agree with the candidate who argues that instead of 
drastic cuts to Social Security, what is needed is closing the loophole to make all wages over 

$106,800 subject to Social Security payroll taxes. They pick the candidate who makes this 
argument over the candidate who calls for cutting benefits for solvency’s sake. 
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+49 

*Now I am going to read two statements that 
might be made by a U.S. Senator in your state. 
Which one comes closer to your point of view? 
 

Candidate A  
Says the Social Security program is 
going broke, leaving us with some very 
difficult choices to make. In order to 
protect the program for our children 
and our grandchildren we must make 
changes, including raising the 
retirement age to 69 and make cuts in 
other Social Security benefits. 
 
 
Candidate B:   
Says Social Security is fully funded 
through 2037, so drastic cuts are not 
needed. Instead, to protect the 
program for future generations we 
should close a loophole, and make all 
wages over $106,800 subject to Social 
Security payroll taxes, which they are 
not now. Doing this will ensure that 
Social Security is fully funded for the 
next 75 years. 

*COLORADO VOTERS WERE ASKED: I am going to read you two statements that might be made by a U.S. Member of Congress in your state.  
Please tell me which one comes closer to your point of view.  
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Methodology for Lake Research Partners/ 
American Viewpoint Survey 

• Lake Research Partners and American Viewpoint designed and 
administered this bipartisan survey, which was conducted by phone using 
professional interviewers on Sept. 8-12, 2011. The survey reached a total 
of 800 likely voters nationwide.    
 

• Lake Research Partners is a Democratic-leaning polling firm and American 
Viewpoint is a Republican-leaning polling firm. 
 

• Telephone numbers were drawn from a voter file sample. The sample was 
stratified geographically based on the proportion of voters in each region.  
Data were weighted slightly by party identification, age, and region to 
reflect the attributes of the actual population.  The margin of error for the 
overall survey is +/- 3.5%.  It is higher among subgroups.  Due to rounding 
some of the numbers will not always add to 100%. 
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Methodology for Lake Research Partners Six State Polls Survey 

• Lake Research Partners designed and administered six statewide surveys, which were 
conducted by telephone by professional interviewers from March 3-10, 2011. The survey 
reached likely voters in: 

– Colorado: 502 likely voters 
– Florida: 503 likely voters 
– Minnesota: 584 likely voters 
– Missouri: 502 likely voters 
– Montana: 422 likely voters 
– Virginia: 603 likely voters 

 
• Each state’s survey is representative of likely voters in each respective state.  The “total” 

data contained in these slides combines the data from all six state surveys, with each state 
weighted equally. 
 

• Telephone numbers for the base sample were drawn from a listed voter sample. The 
sample was stratified geographically based on the proportion of likely voters in each 
region of the state. Data have been weighted slightly by gender, age, education, race, 
marital status, region, and party identification to reflect the attributes of the actual 
population in each state. The margin of error for the combined, “total” survey data is +/- 
1.8 percentage points.  The margin of error for the surveys in Colorado, Florida, and 
Missouri is +/- 4.4 percentage points. The margin of error for the survey in Minnesota is 
+/- 4.1 percentage points, Montana is +/- 4.9 percentage points, and Virginia is +/- 4.0 
percentage points. 


