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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

A recent survey of non-supervisory1 workers nationwide by Lake Research Partners2 shows 
working Americans are enthusiastic about the upcoming presidential election and are looking to 
the next president to help restore the American Dream.  This is the most recent and 
comprehensive poll of non-supervisory, non-professional working American voters, the key swing 
voters in the 2008 election.  

Barack Obama can capture even greater support amongst working voters, including “Reagan 
Democrats”3, as well as the emerging Obama Republicans with a program of economic populism.  
Reagan Democrats in particular have been a critical swing vote in every election since 1980, and 
a key component in every winning Republican electoral coalition. These working class voters 
have seen their economic positions steadily worsen over the past two decades and appear ready 
to support a candidate with a platform of economic populism. A shift in voting behavior among 
Reagan Democrats could signal a transformation in U.S. politics and the end of the conservative 
era that Ronald Reagan began. The American Dream is the progressive alternative to Reagan's 
"Shining City On the Hill."  The American Dream is a value system that is focused on respect and 
reward for work and workers as opposed to great individual wealth; on a positive role for 
government as opposed to laissez-faire, and on economic security as well as opportunity. 

An American Dream platform both as a value system and economic recovery program can swing 
swing-voters. 

Workers continue to feel the American Dream is slipping away from them. In addition, workers 
are very negative about the direction of the economy, and they strongly believe it is getting harder 
to achieve the American Dream.  Few believe that with the way things are going now, their 
children will be better off in the future.   They also believe that the government policies of the past 
eight years have made it harder to achieve the American Dream. This anxiety is matched by a 
growing anger towards corporate and wealthy interests that working Americans believe have too 
much power in Washington.   

Most working Americans feel making it easier to join a union would make the American Dream 
more attainable.  A strong majority would be more inclined to actually join a union if they were 
protected from employer retaliation.   

Working Americans, including Reagan Democrats, support Barack Obama over John McCain in 
the race for president, and believe that he has the better vision for restoring the American Dream.   
They also firmly believe that Obama understands the economic struggles of working families and 
will be able to improve the wages and working conditions of American workers if he is elected 
president. 

                                            

1 ‘Non-supervisory workers’ are comprised of workers who are not: full-time students, nor retired persons, nor business 

owners or CEO’s, company executives, managers, or professionals such as doctors or lawyers, but who are: either 

employed or looking for work, and earn $100,000 per year or less. 
2 The telephone survey of 700 non-supervisory workers nationwide was conducted August 13-19, 2008 by Lake Research 

Partners.  The margin of sampling error is +/-3.7%.  This survey was conducted for Change To Win. 
3 Voters who say that the statement “Government is the problem, not the solution,” is much closer or somewhat closer to 

their view than the statement “We need to reform government to make it work for us, our government has to be part of the 

solution.” 
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While Senator Obama has opened up overwhelming leads over Senator McCain among African 
American and Latino workers, he is locked in a dead heat with Senator McCain among white 
working Americans.   

White working Americans are a constituency that is open to supporting Obama.  A majority of 
them believe Senator Obama understands their struggles and would be able to improve wages 
and working conditions if he were President.  White working Americans also believe it is Senator 
Obama that has the best vision for restoring the American Dream, and it is Senator Obama that 
best represents the values of the American Dream.  Above all, they feel the most important 
elements of the American Dream are having a job that pays enough to support a family, secure 
health care and retirement, and being able to ensure their children have the opportunity to 
succeed.   By bringing the American Dream agenda front and center to the debate, Senator 
Obama can open up a lead among white American workers. 

Senator Obama needs to engage these swing working American voters with a powerful economic 
narrative and create a sharp contrast with John McCain.  The American Dream framework and 
the threat to the Dream from the current pro-corporate economic policies is a natural and 
powerful positioning for Senator Obama. 
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WORKING AMERICANS AND THE AMERICAN DREAM  

·  It’s the economy, 
stupid.  The economy 
dominates working 
America’s concerns.   
Forty percent of working 
Americans choose 
economy and jobs as 
their top issue, followed 
far behind by Iraq (12%), 
gas prices and energy 
prices (10%) and health 
care and prescription 
drugs (8%).   

·  The American Dream remains a powerful driving force  and theme among the working 
middle class, eliciting very strong reactions.   While 68% of Working Americans overall 
believe the American Dream is attainable, nearly eight in ten strongly believe it is becoming 
harder these days to achieve the American Dream (79% harder, 5% easier), and nearly 
three-quarters believe it will get any harder for the next generation (74% harder, 5% easier).  
Working middle class workers have become more pessimistic since our September 2007 poll 
where 71% said the American Dream had become harder to achieve and 67% said it would 
be harder for the next generation. 

·  Working Americans are looking to the next President  and Congress for guaranteed  
affordable health care.   Workers believe the most effective way for the next President to 
make the American Dream more attainable is for the next President to push for health care 
reform to guarantee that every American has access to quality affordable health care (79% 
most effective), and for government to make sure employers keep their promises to 
employees, including protecting their pensions and health care (79% most effective). 

·  Health care is part of a very powerful economic age nda that strongly contrasts the 
records of Senator McCain and Senator Obama.   Voters are looking for a President who 
will make sure all trade agreements are fair (74% most effective), will commit to a more 
progressive tax system that is fair to workers (76% most effective), and crack down on oil 
speculation and on big oil companies who are making excessive profits gouging consumers 
at the pump (73% most effective) 

·  Working Americans believe government can help worki ng Americans achieve the 
America Dream but has failed to do so over the past  8 years.  More than seven in ten 
(71%) working Americans believe that the government policies of the past eight years have 
made it harder to achieve the American Dream, compared to only five percent that believe 
they have made it easier.  By more than two to one, working Americans believe Senator 
Obama is the presidential candidate with the best vision for restoring the American Dream 
(48% Obama, 22% McCain).  

·  Working Americans continue to define the American D ream in terms of basic 
economic security  including good paying jobs, health care, retirement  and providing a 
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better future  for  their children 4.  Ninety-two percent of working Americans say having a job 
that pays enough to support a family is very important to achieve the American Dream.  
Being able to ensure their children have the opportunity to succeed (88% very important), 
having affordable quality health care they can depend on (87%), having a secure and 
dignified retirement (85%), and being able to afford their own home (84%) are next most 
important for working Americans to achieve the American Dream.  Interestingly, far fewer 
working Americans believe that owning their own small business (42%) is an important part of 
the American Dream.    

·  Most American workers believe joining a union can h elp them achieve the American 
Dream.   A majority (54%) agrees that an important way to help average Americans get their 
fair share is to remove barriers to union representation and collective bargaining.  Working 
Americans support the Employee Free Choice Act, which would make it easier for workers to 
join and form unions, with 65 percent rating it favorably, and just 25 percent rating it 
unfavorably.    

·  Fear of employer retaliation is one of the top reas ons working Americans don’t join a 
union.   Fifty-nine percent of working Americans say that if laws were changed so they were 
protected from employer retaliation they would be more inclined to join a union.   

REAGAN DEMOCRATS, WORKING AMERICANS AND THE 2008 EL ECTION 

·  Reagan Democrats 5 now strongly reject Bush economic policies.  Reagan Democrats 
are pessimistic about things overall.  Almost all believe the economy is off on the wrong track 
(91%). They feel it is becoming harder to achieve the American dream  (87% harder), and 
specifically that government policies over the last 8 years have made it harder (85% harder). 

·  Reagan Democrats give Senator Obama sky-high approv al ratings.  Reagan Democrats 
rate Senator Obama 82 percent favorable, 12 percent unfavorable.  They are sour on 
Senator McCain rating him net negative— 26 percent favorable, 61 percent unfavorable – 
and totally sour on President Bush, fed up with his Presidency, rating him 16 percent 
favorable, 81 percent unfavorable.   

·  A strong majority of working Americans support Sena tor Obama .  Among working 
Americans, Senator Obama has a 19-point edge, garnering 53 percent of the vote compared 
to McCain’s 34 percent, with eight percent undecided and five percent supporting third party 
candidates.    

                                            

4 Elements rated a scale of 10 to 0 with 10 meaning “it is an extremely important part of the American Dream for you” and 

0 means “it is not important at all.” 
5 Voters who say that the statement “Government is the problem, not the solution,” is much closer or somewhat closer to 

their view than the statement “We need to reform government to make it work for us, our government has to be part of the 

solution.” 
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·  Reagan Democrats are driving Senator Obama’s suppor t among working Americans.   
Among Reagan Democrats, Senator Obama is beating Senator McCain by 73 points, 79 
percent to six percent.  Echoing 
these results, only 2 percent of 
Reagan Democrats say Senator 
McCain has the best vision for 
restoring the American Dream 
compared to 77 percent for 
Senator Obama. Similarly only 
four  percent say that Senator 
McCain represents the values of 
the American Dream, compared 
to 75 percent for Senator Obama.  

·  Moreover, Reagan Democrats are actively looking to Senator Obama to restore the 
economy and the American Dream.   More than four out of five Reagan Democrats agree 
that Senator Obama understands the struggle of working families (84%) and believe it is 
likely that he would be able as President to improve the wages and working conditions of 
working Americans (82%).   

·  African American and Latino workers support Senator  Obama by wide margins, while 
white workers remain divided.   Among white working Americans, Senator Obama garners 
43 percent to Senator McCain’s 44 percent.  Among African American workers, Senator 
Obama is net 85 points ahead, and among Latino workers, another key constituency, Obama 
is net 65 points ahead. 
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·  Senator Obama can win white working Americans over.   While Senator McCain and 
Senator Obama remain locked in a tight battle for the votes of white working Americans, a 
solid majority believe Senator Obama understands their economic struggles (59%) and would 
be able to improve wages and working conditions if he were President (51%).  They have a 
net positive opinion of Senator Obama (+10, 50 percent favorable, 40 percent unfavorable) 
and they tend to think Senator McCain is the one who is more influenced by big corporations 
and CEOs (42% McCain, 16% Obama).  White working Americans also believe it is Senator 
Obama who has the best vision for restoring the American Dream (39% Obama, 25% 
McCain), and that Senator Obama best represents the values of the American Dream (41% 
Obama, 35% McCain).  Above all, they feel the most important elements of the American 
Dream are having a job that pays enough to support a family (91% very important) and being 
able to ensure their children have the opportunity to succeed (88% very important).  

·  Bringing health care reform and fair trade front an d center are keys for Senator Obama 
to bring white working Americans over.   Solid majorities say it is extremely important to 
attaining the American Dream that the government guarantees that every American has 
access to quality affordable health care (56% extremely important, 75% very important), and 
making sure all trade agreements are fair and crack down on corporations who are moving 
millions of good paying jobs overseas (55% extremely important, 75% very important). 

 

For information regarding the Lake Research Partners survey, contact Celinda Lake or Rick 
Johnson in our Washington DC office (202.776.9066), or David Mermin in our Berkeley, CA office 
(510.286.2097), or visit our website at www.lakeresearch.com. 

 

 

 

 


