
Progressive Hope
in Factory Towns



So, what are Factory Towns?



Where are the Factory Towns we studied? 



Overview of Our Research

In conjunction with our friends at 21st Century Democrats, we released our initial 
study of these counties, studying voting trends, as well as trends in economic data, 
health care data, demographic data, and union density.
We conducted a baseline poll with Lake Research in a selection of these counties to 
study the overall political attitudes of these voters.
We conducted four focus groups with Lake with a mix of voters in these counties.
We commissioned TargetSmart to perform a deep dive on voter file, census tract, 
economic, and health care data in these counties.
We have had discussions with several hundred organizers, local elected officials, 
political operatives, staffers for political allies, and progressive movement allies who 
are from these states and do political work in them.

American Family Voices has undertaken a project to deeply study what is going on in 
these counties and with these voters. Since last fall, we have:

1.

2.

3.
4.

5.

https://www.americanfamilyvoices.org/_files/ugd/d4d64f_5c5b228a260e4793ad6034c9dd535d36.pdf
https://www.americanfamilyvoices.org/_files/ugd/d4d64f_5c5b228a260e4793ad6034c9dd535d36.pdf


Demographics of Likely Voters in Industrial Counties
 



The Swing In Votes 



The Poll

Iowa: Woodbury (5%), Dubuque (6%), & Wapello (2%)
Michigan: Genesee (26%)
Ohio: Marion (3%), Mahoning (13%),& Trumbull (11%)
Pennsylvania: Luzerne (16%), & Lackawanna (12%)
Wisconsin: Manitowoc (5%)

Lake Research Partners designed and administered this survey, which was conducted 
by live telephone interview and text to online. 
The survey reached a total of 600 likely voters across 10 industrial counties:

The survey was conducted January 24-27, 2022.
The margin of error for the full sample is +/- 4.0%.
Data were weighted slightly by gender, age, state, county, race, education level, and 
party identification to reflect the expected demographic composition of likely voters in 
the region. 
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While challenging, these factory towns, industrial counties, and others like them represent 
real strategic opportunities for progressives and Democrats. 

Challenges
• Voters have negative views of elected officials and both parties, but see Republicans as better 

than Democrats on most dimensions, though they themselves are split on party identification. 

• Democrats’ weakest points are being viewed as weak, ineffective, and lacking an economic plan. 
Republicans’ weakest points are being viewed as on the side of the wealthy and elite over the people.

• Republicans are more enthusiastic to vote in 2022 than Democrats or independents. 

• Voters’ own political affiliations correlate with how they think their neighbors are voting, but on 
balance their neighbors are perceived to be more Republican, or divided. Social pressure can make a 
big difference.

• Personal traits of Democratic candidates are less important than results.

Strategic Summary
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Opportunities
• Voters are very concerned about the rising cost of living and other economic issues, including 

health care costs and jobs. There is a real opportunity for a populist economic message and 
agenda from Democrats. Contrasting labor unions with corporate CEOs has real potential. 

• Many of these voters have personal experiences with chronic health conditions, disability, and job loss. 
• They name corporations moving jobs overseas as the number one reason for economic hardship in 

their communities, followed by the 1% rigging the rules and taxes and government spending. 
Democrats need an economic plan on jobs, health care, and small business to connect with these 
voters. 

• They are anti-corporate and even more negative towards corporations and CEOs than the wealthy. 
Unions are viewed very favorably.

• Voters value freedom and personal responsibility. It is important for Democrats to contest these 
values.

• Voters are mainly getting their news from TV, particularly local TV news. They dislike “corporate” 
media.

Strategic Summary
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Democrats need to be…
• Developing a populist economic message and agenda. 

• Focus on: corporations moving jobs overseas, the 1% rigging the rules to take wealth from the rest of us, too much spending on 
wars overseas and not enough here at home, lack of support for small business and family farms, the rising cost of living, and 
health care and prescription drug prices.

• There is an opportunity here to redirect these voters’ concerns about government handouts and high taxes towards Republicans’
handouts and tax giveaways to big corporations and CEOs. 

• Contrasting with Republicans.
• Democrats are on the side of working families, small business, family farms, & labor unions. Republicans are on the side of 

overseas corporations, corporate CEOs, the wealthy, & the elite.
• Voters care about and identify with freedom and personal responsibility. Democrats need to fight to contest these values.

• Getting on local media
• And contrasting local media with Republicans’ corporate media ties. 

• Creating a sense of presence among people who feel isolated.
• Democratic candidates’ platform and perceived ability to get results is much more important than their personal qualities. 

However, candidates have an opportunity to connect with these voters on their personal experiences of struggling with chronic
health conditions, disability, job loss, and other issues connected to the Democratic agenda. 

Recommendations
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Voters hold negative views of national elected officials and both political parties. Both
Trump and Biden have mixed ratings that lean negative, as do the Democratic and
Republican parties, with more intensity on the negative side. Views of the media,
corporations, and CEOs are very negative, while labor unions enjoy broad support.

Favorabilities

Q4. Now I'd like to ask you about some public figures and organizations. For each, please tell me whether you have a 
very favorable, somewhat favorable, somewhat unfavorable, or very unfavorable impression. If you haven't heard of 
them {6}, or if you don't know enough about them to have an impression {5}, just say so and we will move on.
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A majority of voters in factory towns say they or a family member suffers from a chronic health
condition, up to three quarters when close friends are included. In addition, a majority of these
voters have had personal experiences with disabilities, job loss, mental health issues, and
addiction. Half have experienced a loss of pension or retirement savings. While less prevalent, well
over one third have experience with serious illness costing most of their savings, domestic violence,
or legal trouble.

Difficult Experiences
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Had a serious chronic health condition

Had a physical disability

Lost a job that you wanted to keep

Had a serious mental health challenge such as severe depression

Had an addiction to drugs or alcohol

Lost a pension or major portion of your retirement savings

Had a serious illness that took most of your savings or put you in debt

Experienced domestic violence or abuse

Got in trouble with the law

Was a victim of violent crime

Lost a home because of eviction, foreclosure, or inability to pay the rent or mortgage

None of the AboveHappened to Me/Family/Close Friend Net

Happened to a Close Friend

Happened to Me/Family Member

Q15. Now I'd like to ask you about some difficult experiences or challenges some people have faced. Again, these responses are completely anonymous.
For each one, please respond if you, someone in your family, or a close friend has experienced that challenge personally. You can give more than one
answer if more than one apply. If you don’t have any family or close friends who have had that experience and you have not had it yourself, just say so.



The Focus Groups
Lake Research Partners conducted and moderated four focus groups among
white swing voters in select small to mid-size Midwestern industrial counties.
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Executive Summary
• Factory towns voters are very concerned and uneasy about the way things are going in the country, largely driven 

by concerns about rising costs and other economic issues, but also divisions in the country, war, and crime.
• Inflation is far and away the number one issue on these voters’ minds rights away and they do not see the administration addressing it. 

• Populism is powerful with this audience. Democrats have an opening to talk to these voters about wealthy 
corporations moving jobs overseas, price gouging, wealthy corporations and CEOs not paying taxes they owe, and 
stagnating wages. 

• This messaging does require some delicate balancing – some men see corporations as important job creators and part of America’s 
success. 

• These voters are responsive to messages that speak directly to their pocketbook concerns on trade and good jobs, health care, retirement 
security, and economic stability.

• These voters are pro-union, but are feeling discouraged that in their eyes, unions have lost power and union jobs 
are no longer as good as they want them to be. 

• Despite challenges, unions can still be an important validator and source for economic information and perspective. 
• The quote from a union leader also tested strongly as a validator. 

• Factory towns voters are distrustful of the mainstream media. 
• Many are getting information from informal networks of friends and family, online, exclusively local news, or consulting many different 

sources with different political leanings.
• There is a very strong negative sentiment towards “corporate media.” Democrats need to be pushing this term to define Fox News, 

because Republicans are already using it for mainstream news sources such as CNN, the New York Times, and MSNBC. 
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• The focus groups suggest that the most promising path for advertising to these audiences is local, positive, forward-
looking, issue-focused, and candidate-centric.

• Advertisements touting the accomplishments of the Biden administration and national Democrats are a difficult sell with this audience. 
However, there is a promising path here for individual, local Democratic candidates to speak to these voters on the issues they care about.

• Voters like messaging that cites specific policies. 
• The strongest topics and actions tested were bringing jobs back home from overseas, higher wages, bringing down health care costs, and 

taxing wealthy corporations.
• These voters are very sensitive to what they perceive to be empty rhetoric. 

• For these voters, the economic debate is also a values debate, where they want to see hard work rewarded. 
• The solutions part of advertising is much more important than the problems part.

• These voters know what is going wrong and they are tired of what they perceive to be finger pointing with no solutions or change. 

• These voters respond best to verifiable facts, validators who they see as on their side, and concrete steps that 
candidates will take to make their lives better.

• These voters are very distrustful of media and sensitive to advertising that comes across as political and/or pandering. 

• Candidates should also be leaning heavily on alternative methods of communicating with these voters, including earned 
media on local news and holding local events such as job fairs.

• These kinds of communication build credibility with voters and establish a local presence for the candidate in a way that ads cannot. 

Messaging Summary: Positives
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• Times are tough. There is little room for victory laps and people want to hear how Democrats will do better.
• These voters don’t want to see Democrats deflecting blame for economic issues while they currently hold power, or being overly self-

congratulatory about economic successes that voters do not see. Democrats need to be self-aware about these voters’ lived experiences 
of the current economic situation and speak to the candidates’ plans to make progress on the issues that voters care about.

• Many of these voters do view Democrats as historically the party of working people, but are struggling to believe it is still true when they 
are struggling under Democratic leadership. There is an opening here for candidates to talk about getting back to the party’s roots and 
how they plan to do so.  

• Contrasts are received much better at the individual candidate level and need to be verifiable, fact-based, and to the 
point.

• While contrasts are necessary, they need to be done carefully so as not to lose these voters, who are tired of division and negativity. They 
do not want to hear what they perceive to be Democrats bickering or bashing Republicans gratuitously. 

• Presenting an individual-level choice, for instance saying “I am the only candidate in the race who [did x] or [supports y]” is much better 
received than blanket statements such as “Democrats build things, Republicans break things.” 

• There is a Republican economic critique that will beat Democrats if we don’t engage and set up the alternative.
• These voters had little sense of an alternative economic narrative offered by the Democrats. 

• Men especially felt that Biden and the Democrats had gotten some things wrong on energy policy, economic impact payments and 
unemployment, not being aggressive enough on trade and foreign policy, and not being in touch with inflation.

• Republican victories in these factory towns won’t come because they beat Democrats on cultural issues. They will come 
because they filled a void and beat us on economic issues.

• Culture-war attacks on Democrats largely fall flat, but can have an impact if Democrats are not filling the vacuum on 
economic issues.

Messaging Summary: Contrasts



Economic Populism is POWERFUL

Pocketbook issues resonate across the board

Positive statements, with verifiable facts, land strongly

Focus messaging on making things better, do not take a victory lap

These voters are engaged, distrustful of media, and abhor 
fingerpointing

Democrats have opportunities to make headway with these swing voters. 
But, a delicate balancing act must be applied in order to achieve success.
 



White voters and people of color in Factory Towns

In the 2010 census, 19% of rural America were POC - it is now 25%

The Factory Towns studied had 79% white and 21% POC
African-Americans were 8%, the largest share
7% self-identified as either mixed race or other
4% identified as hispanic
When you add the 7% “other” to the 4% hispanic it becomes clear that 
immigrant communities are an important factor

From our polling, the top issues for POC were:
Inflation, 40% vs 34% of whites
Jobs/Economy, 31% vs 19% of whites



Republican motivation, Democratic discouragement, and a lot of swing voters. 

Democrats not showing up to vote in 2016 or 2020 in as sizable the 
numbers they did in 2012 or 2008

Republican voting surging in 2016 and 2020

A significant number of voters who switched their vote from Obama to 
Trump.

In our TargetSmart analysis, it is clear that the change in Democratic net 
margin in the Factory Town counties was a combination of three factors, 
all of them a pretty big part of the equation:



There is danger in the culture war, but economics trump culture wars.
 
 When we engage the culture war arguments with thoughtful and value based 

arguments, we win more likely than not even with non-metro working-class 
voters.

An argument based on populist economics wins over the culture war. 

Economics beats the culture war because Factory Town voters are struggling so 
much economically. Many are on the financial edge, and a single financial 
setback (a layoff, healthcare setback, &c.) can be catastrophic to them. 

Conventional wisdom states that culture wars trump all else with working-class 
voters. Our research indicates otherwise.



Understand the pain these voters feel right now.

In the focus groups, voters described the feeling of being hammered 
over and over again with factory closures, the ‘08 financial crisis, job 
loss, the opioid epidemic, Covid-19, inflation, the war in Ukraine. 

We need to start our conversation about Factory Town voters with this 
clear understanding: they are feeling an enormous amount of pain, 
and they don’t know when or if things will ever get better.

They are desperate for more stability and security in their lives.



Address cynicism of Factory Town voters, DON’T SUGARCOAT MESSAGING.

Factory Town voters are deeply cynical about elites, whether in politics or media.

They do not trust either political party, and they feel like corporations and the 1% have bought and paid 
for everyone in Washington, DC.

National news sources (corporate media) are distrusted, and believed to be completely biased. This 
includes Fox News.

These voters get most of their news from the internet and local outlets.

Many of those in the focus groups work hard to find a variety of news sources, others rely on friends and 
family to send it to them, predominantly through Facebook.



Work to rebuild a sense of community.
The deepest longing people had was missing a time when conversations did not break down into 
discussions or arguments over politics. 

With COVID winding down, people want to be a part of their community again.

Organizers and campaigns should host community events that are not just about politics, but instead 
focus on ways to bring people together to build community.

Political events should build in elements of fun along with the usual stump speeches.

Be in the community before the final run up to election day. Many voters say they have never been 
contacted directly by a campaign, and if so only a few weeks before the election. 

Make the time and investment to be a part of their communities and you will be deeply rewards.



Lift up labor unions and small business.

While politicians and wealthy corporations earn poor marks among these 
voters there are two institutions that received much adoration: labor unions 
and small, community-based businesses. 

They believe that unions understand the economic issues they care about 
and that small business are the pillars of their communities.

Combine voices from labor and small businesses. Let them play a 
prominent role in issues and campaigns.



Project a powerful, deep-seated populism.

Working-class voters harbour an anger towards Corporate America, a very populist 
frame of mind. 

They want corporations and the 1% to pay a lot more in taxes, and pay higher wages. 

They want small businesses and the right to organize to not be crushed by 
monopolistic companies. 

They want big tech to be better regulated or broken up. 

These are not minor issues in these counties. This economic populism is far stronger 
and powerful than culture war politics.



Want to learn more?

Go to www.americanfamilyvoices.org to view our full report. 
 

There, you can download our report, polling data, focus group report, the TargetSmart 
analysis and report, as well as view our public tableau dashboard. 

 
Have a question? Contact Ian Golden at ian@americanfamilyvoices.org

http://www.americanfamilyvoices.org/
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