
The Public and Child Policy 
Better Describing the Concerns of Voters and the Disconnect with How They Vote 

 

Over the past decade, there has been a great deal 
of emphasis on messaging and framing in order to 
secure support for investments in children. With 
this has come periodic polling by different 
children’s groups to determine how the public 
views the status of children, how the public views 
society’s and parents’ responsibilities, and what 
public investments in children the public most 
favors. While polling tends to show broad support 
for children and public investments in them, there 
is little connection between this support and what 
voters know about candidate positions on these 
issues nor how voters make ballot box decisions. 

Here is a brief summary of some of the consistent 
and key points past polling has identified: 

• The public is deeply concerned about the 
future our children will inherit and how well 
they will be equipped to lead and respond. 

• In a general sense, the public supports greater, 
rather than lesser, investments in education 
(including early education), access to health 
care (including preventive and developmental 
services), and safety and protection from abuse 
and neglect – on a par or above that related to 
investments in seniors and Social Security/ 
Medicare, defense and deficit reduction. 

• The public believes that more children are in 
jeopardy today than in the past, in large 
measure because of family and community 
environments do not offer sufficient nurturing, 
moral guidance and modeling and support.  

• In particular, the public sees a need for 
stronger societal response with respect to very 
young children – but does not view professional 
services (home visiting, early care and 
education) as at the heart of solutions to 
strengthen families. While the public supports 

preschool for 4-year (and even 3-year) olds as a 
logical extension of the educational system, the 
public does not see such group-related learning 
as a key to younger child development.  

• The public believes the appropriate way to 
eliminate this jeopardy is through community 
solutions that strengthen families to take more 
responsibility in their child-raising roles – and 
equip them to parent in a way that gives their 
kids better opportunities, hopes and 
expectations for success. This includes voluntary 
family support and coaching, particularly for 
struggling families and those balancing work 
and caregiving. 

• While the public believes that these are among 
the very most important issues society needs 
to address, the public does not equate this 
with the electoral process or how they make 
their decisions at the ballot box. Therefore, 
there is no real mandate or accountability for 
those elected to take action on these issues – 
although those elected do feel accountability to 
a variety of other constituencies for taking 
action on their concerns. 

* * * * * 

As we move into the 2015 Congressional and state 
legislative sessions and the 2016 presidential 
campaign, the issue of how best to raise children’s 
policy issues and raise them to prominence 
remains a deep concern within the child policy 
community. 

Additional polling can be useful in two respects. 
First, it can help advocates to raise issues by 
showing the level of support children and child 
policies do have with the public (and voters). Polls 
can raise interest and visibility and even be sources 
for persuasion. Second, it can help advocates 



better understand where the public is and where 
additional education and awareness building is 
needed. It also can identify specific constituencies 
for focused attention and mobilization. 

In addition to gaining current, national information 
on all of the above, it also would be useful to have 
polling that focused on all these questions within 
one survey. That also would provide the 
opportunity for further questions, including ones 
that might tease out how voters view the political 
parties in addressing the needs of children and 
families and how voters affiliated with different 
parties viewed their own party in speaking on 
behalf of children and families, e.g. 

• Which party do you think does a better job in 
promoting policies and actions which are likely 
to equip the next generation of children to lead 
in a world economy? 

• Which party do you think does a better job of 
supporting families with children as they fulfill 

both their bread-winning and child-raising 
roles? 

• Which party do you think is more likely to 
develop public responses to very young children 
that will increase the proportion of children 
starting school healthy and equipped for 
success? 

__ Republican __ Democrat       __ Both  
__ Neither  __ Don’t Know 

In 2013, Selzer and Associates asked the following 
question of likely Iowa voters that may deserve 
additional review in determining how to frame 
children’s issues in the current political context: 

“I’m going to mention some things that may or 
may not pose a challenge to more children in Iowa 
now than in the past. For each, please tell me if 
you think this affects more children now, about as 
many as in the past, or few children.” 

 

      More Same Fewer Not Sure  Most Important 
Obesity      80% 15%   3%   2%   12% 
Lack of parental engagement   68% 17% 10%   5%   37% 
Moral decay of society    67% 21%   9%   3%   22% 
Poverty      65% 23%   9%   3%   26% 
Lack of proper role models   62% 20% 14%   4%   18% 
Poor reading skills    53% 30% 13%   4%     6% 
Mental illness     49% 35%   7%   9%     6% 
Inadequate K-12 education   41% 34% 24%   5%   15% 
Lack of access to high quality early 
childhood education    38% 30% 27%   5%   10% 
Lack of access to high quality child care  35% 37% 20%   8%      4% 
Not sure              2% 

* * * * * 
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Some sources for the summary of polling information findings: 

https://itsaboutourkidsiowa.files.wordpress.com/2012/10/select-voter-survey-questions-and-responses-on-children.pdf 

http://itsaboutourkids.org/2012/09/28/new-poll-finds-voters-want-more-focus-on-kids-issues/ 

https://itsaboutourkidsiowa.files.wordpress.com/2012/10/select-voter-survey-questions-and-responses-on-children.pdf
http://itsaboutourkids.org/2012/09/28/new-poll-finds-voters-want-more-focus-on-kids-issues/

