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INTRO AND 
KEY FINDINGS
THE DEMOCRATIC PARTY IS AT A CROSSROADS  
AS THE 2018 ELECTION APPROACHES. 
Generic ballot polling, historical trends, and recent special elections suggest  
that Democrats will perform well in November, likely enough to take back  
the House of Representatives. But which Democratic Party will take the House?  
Will it be a Democratic Party ready to combat plutocracy, white supremacy, and  
militarism, or a Democratic Party ready to be complicit in continuing the policies  
that have harmed so many Americans?

While pundits debate the future of the party, the Democratic Party’s base  
is united around policies that would create a fair economy for all, racial  
justice, and gender equality. Still, many in the party leadership and wealthy 
donor class express concerns that such policies will endanger the party. 

This report tackles these questions head on, demonstrating with polling data that the  
Democratic Party’s base has moved left, and voters are ready for a progressive agenda. 
Though the party elites may be “divided” the base is not; they are ready for unabashed 
progressive politicians.

FIRST 
This report shows that a pivot toward the “center” is poison with the Democratic  
primary electorate, using historical data to show the increasing liberalism of  
Democratic voters on core progressive values. 

SECOND 
This report shows that marginal voters and nonvoters support key progressive  
policies and could form a durable base for the Democratic Party. 

FINALLY 
This report shows that many Democratic incumbents are failing their constituents  
by opposing progressive policies with broad-based support.



THIS REPORT HAS SEVERAL KEY FINDINGS:

The Democratic base is ready for multi-racial populism.
  Democratic primary voters want aggressive government action:  

More than 90 percent of Democratic primary voters support a tax on millionaires and  
increased regulation on banks. Eighty-six percent of Democratic primary voters support  
a government guarantee of health care. Eighty percent support the government taking  
actions to reduce inequality. 

  Democratic primary voters increasingly reject racism:  
Eighty-five percent of Democratic primary voters support a path to citizenship, and  
nearly 1 in 5 believe that it should not involve any penalties. For the first time since 
it’s been polled, a majority of white Democrats are more likely to blame discrimination  
than “willpower” for racial inequality.

It’s time for a new nonvoter revolution.
  Nonvoters preferred Clinton to Trump 53/44.  

Full turnout would have lead to a Democratic Presidential victory in 2016.

  Nonvoters and marginal voters are more supportive of progressive policies.  
For example, 68 percent of nonvoters support increased regulation of big banks,  
compared to 52 percent of consistent voters.

Democrats can win elections without rejecting their base.
  The general public supports key, over-the-horizon Democratic priorities, from marijuana 

legalization and ending mandatory minimums to a $15 minimum wage and single-payer 
health care. 

  Medicare for All and a $15 minimum wage are popular in purple states across the country.

Democrats are not representing the progressivism  
of their constituents.

 Many Democrats reject policies supported by the general public in their states and districts. 

  Ninety-two percent of Democrats in the House represent districts where modeled  
support for repealing the Hyde Amendment is greater than 55 percent, but only  
70 percent of House Democrats support repealing the Hyde Amendment. 

  Sixty-seven percent of Democrats in the Senate represent states where modeled support 
for Medicare for All is greater than 55 percent, but only 33 percent of Senate Democrats 
support Medicare for All.
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THE  
DEMOCRATIC PARTY 
SIMPLY CANNOT  
MOVE TO THE CENTER;  
THE BASE  
WON’T ALLOW IT.
As they anticipate a wave election in 2018, many Democratic strategists 
have looked back fondly to 2006, when Rahm Emanuel was credited with 
shepherding the party to victory by recruiting business-oriented centrists  
to run in swing districts. 

This narrative has two key flaws. 

To begin, it’s unclear how much credit Emanuel deserves; models that  
were based on economic fundamentals and Presidential popularity  
predicted Democrats would pick up roughly the number of seats they did.1 
More importantly, the voters of 2006 are not the same voters as the voters 
of 2018. In 2004, 65 percent of Democratic voters were white; in 2016,  
57 percent are. 

On key issues of racial justice and economic inequality, the Democratic  
base of 2018 rejects centrism.
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Many Democratic consultants and party leaders are still stuck in the 80s and 90s.  
Scarred from decades of being hit as “tax-and-spend liberals” concerned about “amnesty,  
acid, and abortion,”2 these party stalwarts worry that the party might be on the wrong side  
of racial justice. In The Atlantic, Peter Beinart argued that Hillary Clinton would have won the  
Presidency if she had gone to the University of California and rebuked them for calling the 
phrase “melting pot” a microaggression.3 In The New York Times, Mark Penn urged Democrats  
to move to the center and give up on defending sanctuary cities.4 In New York Magazine,  
Andrew Sullivan claimed that Ed Gillespie had a “killer instinct” for embracing anti-immigrant 
rhetoric,5 and that Democrats were committing “political suicide” by refusing to demonize  
immigrants.6 Gillespie, of course, lost the Virginia Gubernatorial election by 9 points7 and  
Democrats have gained 8 percentage points on voter trust on immigration over the last year.8 

These sentiments may have made sense in the past, when many white Democrats held  
anti-immigrant and anti-black views, but they don’t make sense anymore. Democratic  
voters, Democratic primary voters, and the emerging Democratic base all reject this Third 
Way style of dog-whistle politics. Over the past several years, there has been a dramatic  
leftward shift among Democratic voters on a wide range of issues. The chart below shows 
 that 2016 was the first year on record in which more white Democrats attributed racial  
inequality to discrimination, rather than lack of willpower among black people. 

BELIEFS OF WHITE DEMOCRATS ON RACIAL INEQUALITY  |  1977–2016
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THE CASE FOR  
A DEMOCRATIC PARTY  
COMMITTED  
TO RACIAL JUSTICE 
“

 DEMOCRATIC VOTERS, DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTERS, AND THE EMERGING DEMOCRATIC  
BASE ALL REJECT THIS THIRD WAY STYLE OF DOG-WHISTLE POLITICS. 

”

Lack of Willpower Explains Racial Inequality Discrimination Explains Racial Inequality
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BELIEFS OF DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTERS  |  PATH TO CITIZENSHIP
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This change has also occurred on immigration; Democrats are more supportive of a path  
to citizenship than ever before. The days in which Rahm Emanuel could tell the Democratic 
Party to “claim and achieve record deportations” are now gone.9 In 2006, Harold Ford Jr.  
and Jim Webb ran for congress unabashedly on anti-immigrant animus. Likewise, in 2010,  
half a dozen Democratic Senators voted against the DREAM Act. During the 2016 election,  
establishment Democrats had a powerful reckoning over their support for Wall Street,  
their role in creating mass incarceration, and the way they gutted the social safety net by  
supporting welfare reform. There has still been little discussion of the way that Democrats 
paved the way for mass deportation under Bill Clinton. The Illegal Immigration Reform and 
Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996, a cynical attempt to endorse white supremacy for  
political gain, set the stage for mass deportation by dramatically expanding the share of  
undocumented immigrants eligible for deportation.10 However, Democratic voters have  
moved to the left in recent years. 

The 2016 Voter Study Group (VSG) survey is a panel survey involving the same participants,  
in both 2011 and 2016, allowing for an examination of shifting attitudes towards immigration 
policy by Democrats over the past several years. In 2011, half of consistent Democrats  
(who were Democrats in both surveys) said immigrants were mostly a contribution to society 
and 34 percent said they were a drain. By 2016, 67 percent of those same Democrats said  
immigrants were mostly a contribution, with 21 percent saying immigrants are mostly a drain. 
In the 2011 survey, 74 percent of consistent Democrats supported a path to citizenship,  
compared with 84 percent in the 2016 survey. 

This is consistent with other data sources. According to the American National Election  
Studies 2016 survey, Democratic primary voters are increasingly in favor of immigrant rights. 
The chart below shows that 85 percent of Democratic primary voters support some path to 
citizenship, with nearly 1 in 5 embracing the most radical version, in which all undocumented 
immigrants are able to apply for citizenship, with no penalties.
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In 2006, Virginia Democratic Senate candidate Jim Webb was asked if he had ever  
uttered the n-word. He said, “I don’t think that there’s anyone who grew up around the  
South that hasn’t had the word pass through their lips at one time in their life.”11 

During the 2006 elections, Webb also warned the “activist Left and cultural Marxists”  
engaged in “what might be called the collectivist taming of America, symbolized by the  
edicts of political correctness.”12 That year, nearly a dozen Senate Democrats voted to  
make English the official language of the United States and centrists like Harold Ford Jr. 
openly demonized immigrants.13  

This change can also be seen in the way Virginia Governor Ralph Northam’s political  
positions have evolved from 2007, when, attacking his opponent for supporting increased 
penalties for driving offenses, he used the slur “illegal immigrants.”14 

  TIMES HAVE CHANGED:  
Democratic voters won’t tolerate dog-whistle politics,  
anti-immigrant rhetoric, and mass deportation.

The progressivism of the base is being driven by the rise of mobilized racial justice  
groups like Black Lives Matter and the “Dreamers.” Many young voters have warmer  
feelings toward movements like Black Lives Matter than towards established Democratic  
politicians. For instance, according to the American National Election Studies 2016 survey, 
young Democrats had similar feelings towards Black Lives Matter and Hillary Clinton.  
Older voters favored Clinton more, but still had positive feelings towards Black Lives Matter.

DEMOCRATIC VOTERS FAVORABLE VIEWS |  BLM -VS- CLINTON
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SUPPORT FOR REDISTRIBUTIVE PRIORITIES 
AMONG DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTERS

Note: Individuals who said “don't know” were excluded.

From the 1970s to the aughts, a constant war was waged within the Democratic Party  
about how to address inequality, unions, and banks. In the 90s, the ascendant Clintonite  
wing argued that to win elections, Democrats should move right and become the party  
of small government.

Under Clinton, long-standing New Deal policies and programs were dismantled and  
throughout the last three decades, inequality has increased unabated. As recently as 2010,  
Obama was willing to countenance cuts to Social Security as part of a “grand bargain”  
on entitlements. Some Democrats, like Senators Tom Carper (DE) and Mark Warner (VA),  
remain open to such a deal. 

Centrist Democrats will find little support from the Democratic base, where increasing  
government spending, reducing inequality, guaranteeing health care, regulating banks,  
and taxing millionaires are all supported by more than 4 in 5 primary voters. Despite the  
fact that more than 90 percent of Democratic primary voters support increasing regulation  
on banks, sixteen Democrats voted with Republicans to decrease regulations on banks  
in the 115th Congress.15

THE CASE  
FOR A POPULIST  
DEMOCRATIC PARTY 
“

 DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTERS SUPPORT A POPULIST PROGRESSIVE AGENDA.  
THE DAYS ARE LONG GONE WHEN A MESSAGE PROCLAIMING ‘THE END OF BIG GOVERNMENT’  
COULD WIN A DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY.

”
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In a range of spending areas, Democratic primary voters support increases in government 
spending, and overwhelmingly reject cuts to government. 

Despite the fact that dozens of Democrats have signed on to support Social Security cuts, 
only 3 percent of Democratic primary voters support such cuts, and fully 68 percent support 
an increase to Social Security spending. 
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SUPPORT FOR GOVERNMENT SPENDING 
AMONG DEMOCRATIC PRIMARY VOTERS
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  THERE IS NO QUESTION:  
Democratic primary voters support a populist progressive 
agenda that ties racial justice to progressive economic  
populism. The days are long gone when a message  
proclaiming “the end of big government as we know it,” 
could win a Democratic primary. 
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THE  
PATH FORWARD  
IS UNLEASHING  
NONVOTERS,  
NOT  
TARGETING  
THE MUSHY MIDDLE
Political scientists are increasingly skeptical of the ability of campaigns  
to persuade voters.16 An increasingly large body of research suggests  
that election outcomes are determined far more often by different levels  
of mobilization. 

For instance, examining validated vote data from the American National 
Election Studies dataset, only 34 percent of individuals who identify  
as Democrats voted in all three elections between 2012 and 2016,  
as well as 17 percent of Independents and 42 percent of Republicans.  
Only 10 percent of Democrats voted for Trump and only 8 percent of  
Republicans voted for Clinton. 
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“
 THE PATH TO VICTORY IS ENERGIZING AND DELIVERING TO THE BASE.  
YET FAR TOO OFTEN, DEMOCRATIC CAMPAIGNS ARE DESIGNED TO WIN OVER MUSHY  
MILQUETOAST (AND MYTHICAL) MODERATES, RATHER THAN EXCITE THE BASE. 

”

A LOSING STRATEGY: 
IGNORING MARGINAL  
AND NONVOTERS
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2016 PREFERENCES OF VOTERS AND NONVOTERS |  PRESIDENT
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A study by political scientist Seth Hill finds that, “Swing voters contribute on average  
4.1 percentage points to change in party vote shares, while change in turnout influences  
outcomes by 8.6 points.”17 In other words, the impact of mobilization on the electorate is  
about double the impact of persuasion. 

In a paper analyzing 49 field experiments, political scientists Joshua Kalla and David Broockman 
have shown parties have little capacity to persuade, but that campaigns can do much to mobilize 
voters, noting that, “our partner canvassing organization had effects of nearly 2.5 percentage 
points on turnout in the 2016 Presidential election.”18 The path to victory then, is energizing  
and delivering to the base. Yet far too often, Democratic campaigns are designed to win over  
mushy milquetoast (and mythical) moderates, rather than excite the base.

Nonvoters and Marginal Voters are More Supportive  
of Democratic Candidates
Elections are decided by who shows up. Worryingly for Democrats, the voters who prefer  
them often don’t. In 2016, Democrats would have performed significantly better in the House 
and won the Presidency if there was full turnout. The following charts from the Cooperative  
Congressional Election Studies 2016 survey show the extent to which higher turnout would 
bolster the chances of the Democratic Party. (Third party preference not shown.)
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Democrats have correctly blamed gerrymandering for their woes, but another key issue  
is that the voters that prefer them simply were not mobilized in 2016. 

But the 2016 election is only a snapshot: and not all nonvoters are the same. 

Some of those who didn’t vote in 2016 had previously participated in elections. To explore  
marginal voters, we analyzed the number of elections an individual voted in between 2012  
and 2016. A person could vote in a maximum of three and minimum of zero. Individuals  
are about equally divided by group: 35 percent of adults voted in no elections, 30 percent 
voted in either one or two, and 35 percent voted in all three. Net Democratic support was 
calculated for each group (Democratic share minus Republican share). As the chart below 
shows, nonvoters and marginal voters have a preference for Democrats while the most 
consistent voters have a preference for Republicans. Democrats will do better if they get 
individuals who voted in only one election (mostly 2012) to become excited and turn out. 

DEMOCRATIC PREFERENCE BY NUMBER OF ELECTIONS VOTED
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There are deep demographic divides between who are marginal and nonvoters. 

While 66 percent of those who voted in none of the elections are white and 73 percent  
of those who voted in one or two elections are white, 83 percent of those who voted in  
all three elections are white. Only 30 percent of individuals who voted in all the elections  
between 2012 and 2016 make less than $50,000, compared to 57 percent of those who  
voted in no elections and 44 percent of those who voted in only one election. A bit more  
than a third of those who voted in none or one elections were under 30, compared to  
6 percent of those who voted in three elections.
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Note: Age displayed is the individual’s age in 2012. Individuals not old enough to vote in 2012 were excluded from this analysis.

DEMOGRAPHICS BY NUMBER OF ELECTIONS VOTED
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Nonvoters and Marginal Voters Support  
Progressive Policy
Nonvoters or marginal voters are not just broadly more supportive of Democratic  
political candidates, they are also more supportive of key progressive priorities.  
To show this, we used the American National Election Studies to estimate support  
for progressive policy by the number of elections an individual had voted in from  
2012 to 2016. 

As the following chart shows, individuals who voted in none of the elections between  
2012 and 2016 were more liberal on a wide range of issues than individuals who voted  
in all three elections. Pundits often critique the left for being too optimistic about the  
potential of nonvoters, but the data suggest that progressives would benefit the most  
from mobilizing people who show up infrequently, in one or two elections. 
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SUPPORT FOR PROGRESSIVE GOVERNMENT POLICIES  
BY NUMBER OF ELECTIONS VOTED
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A Failure of Mobilization
Before the 2016 election, Democrats like Senator Chuck Schumer (NY) bragged that,  
“For every blue-collar Democrat we lose in western Pennsylvania, we will pick up two  
moderate Republicans in the suburbs in Philadelphia, and you can repeat that in Ohio  
and Illinois and Wisconsin.”19 

As the chart below shows, the preferred candidate of the poor was no-one, with nearly  
1-in-2 not voting. Schumer was correct that Democrats performed well with the wealthy,  
but those voters make up a tiny, albeit influential, sliver of the electorate. These low-income 
nonvoters would overwhelmingly prefer Democrats if they voted, and would have been  
more than enough to shift the election outcome in favor of Democrats. 
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Poor voter turnout from low-income voters was at least partially for lack of trying, as  
data from the Cooperative Congressional Election Studies 2016 show. The chart below  
shows reported contact rates by income. Even when examining only individuals who were 
matched to a voter file, or matched to a voter file and registered Democratic in a swing state  
(people we would expect Democrats to contact), there are deep class divides in reported  
contact. Among registered Democrats living in a swing state* earning less than $50,000,  
65 percent reported contact, compared to an 80 percent contact rate among Democrats  
living in a swing state earning more than $100,000. 

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  T H E  P A R T Y  >  A  P R O G R E S S I V E  V I S I O N  F O R  A  P O P U L I S T  D E M O C R A T I C  P A R T Y  >  A P R I L  2 0 1 8  >  1 4

Democrats also struggled to mobilize people of color, with Black turnout dropping off  
dramatically from 2012, and persistent racial gaps in turnout remaining.20 One possible 
cause is lack of aggressive mobilization. As the chart below shows, even when examining 
only individuals who are registered as Democrats, there were racial disparities in contact. 
There is also strong evidence that descriptive representation (young people, people of  
color, and women holding political office) increases turnout.21
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Note: Individuals who said “don't know” were excluded.
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Full Turnout Would Reshape American Politics
The political implications of turnout are now well established in the academic literature.  
We can examine historical expansions of the voting electorate to explore the impact  
of increasing the voices of women and people of color. One study suggests that women’s  
suffrage increased government revenue and expenditures on children, as well as more  
liberal voting among congressional representatives.22 Another finds that women’s suffrage,  
by boosting government spending on health, reduced child mortality by 8-15 percent,  
preventing 20,000 child deaths annually.23 A study of the abolition of literacy tests for voter  
registration shifted the distribution of government funds to areas with larger black populations.24

The federalist nature of American democracy provides a “laboratory” which social  
scientists have used to study the impacts of turnout. In earlier studies, political scientists  
Kim Hill and Jan Leighley found that states with a more pronounced class bias of turnout  
tend to have lower rates of social welfare spending.25 Other research shows more obvious  
partisan implications. A study by political scientist Anthony Fowler finds that, compared  
to off-cycle gubernatorial elections, on-cycle elections “increase turnout by 17.4 percentage  
points and the Democratic candidate’s vote share by 6.4 percentage points.” Another study  
established that full turnout in 2008 and 2010 would affect many Senate and Gubernatorial  
elections, weakening the blows that Democrats face in those midterm elections.26 Given the  
implications of these victories, it’s important to consider: Hundreds of thousands of people  
may lose healthcare because of Matt Bevin’s 2015 victory in Kentucky, and his embrace of  
right-to-work could easily cost Democrats future elections. The rise of right-to-work may have  
cost Clinton two states (Michigan and Wisconsin) and could further entrench Republican 
state-level power.

As the chart above shows, young, low-income people of color are far less likely to vote  
than older, rich people and this gap is particularly accentuated during midterm elections.  

POC under 30, 
earning less than $30,000

White over 65, 
earning more than $150,000
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  MOBILIZATION IS KEY:
Mobilizing nonvoters and drop-off voters would create  
more space for a progressive agenda.



A PROGRESSIVE  
VISION CAN  
WIN  
IN DEMOCRATIC  
TARGET  
DISTRICTS
It’s clear that the Democratic base is ready  
for a more progressive party, and that mobilizing  
nonvoters and winning back the Obama coalition  
are a key path forward for Democrats. 

Even so, many commentators still warn that  
the party might face an electoral backlash  
if they embrace their base.
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Academic research suggests that Democratic politicians may vote more conservatively  
because they fundamentally misunderstand the electorate. Political scientists David  
Broockman and Christopher Skovron surveyed 3,765 politicians and compared their views  
to modeled support for policies in their districts. They find that politicians from both parties  
dramatically overestimate the conservatism of the voters they represent.27 Another study  
examined party leaders, who often determine which candidates will end up running and who 
will gain the party’s backing. They find that Democratic Party leaders were far more likely than 
Republicans to favor centrist candidates and that leaders in both parties overestimated the  
conservatism of the electorate.28 In another study, political scientists Alexander Hertel-Fernandez, 
Matto Mildenberger, and Leah Stokes surveyed senior congressional aides as well as public 
opinion polling and find that these staffers “had a more conservative picture of their  
constituents’ opinions than the constituents actually expressed in polls.” 

However, there is hope; research from political scientists Daniel Butler and David Nickerson 
suggests that when politicians are given accurate polling about their constituents, they move  
to align their policies with constituents.  

Examining policies such as the minimum wage and racial justice, as well as tax policy,  
we find that Democrats are wrong to target the mushy middle. In fact, there is durable and  
consistent support for even over-the-horizon progressive policies across the country. Voters  
reject mandatory minimums, which have inflamed mass incarceration. Voters also reject the 
Hyde Amendment, an unnecessary limitation on a woman’s right to choose. Voters are more 
than ready for the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to take action on climate change  
and new investment in infrastructure. 

Data from the 2016 American National Election Studies further confirm that Democrats  
can run unabashedly pro-choice and pro-climate campaigns. ANES asks respondents to  
place themselves on a scale from 1-7, with 1 being “Some people think the federal government  
needs to regulate business to protect the environment. They think that efforts to protect  
the environment will also create jobs” and 7 being “Others think that the federal government 
should not regulate business to protect the environment. They think this regulation will not  
do much to help the environment and will cost us jobs.” Fifty-eight percent placed themselves 
on the 1-3 side, 20 percent at 4, and only 22 percent on 5-7. According to the Cooperative  
Congressional Election Studies 2016 survey, 58 percent of adults agree with the statement, 
“Always allow a woman to obtain an abortion as a matter of choice.”
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DEMOCRATIC POLITICIANS 
FALSELY BELIEVE VOTERS 
ARE LESS PROGRESSIVE
“

 POLITICIANS FROM BOTH PARTIES DRAMATICALLY OVERESTIMATE THE CONSERVATISM  
OF THE VOTERS THEY REPRESENT. 

”



In addition to national support for these issues, we used the multilevel 
regression and poststratification model developed by think tank Data for 
Progress to model state level support for two key over-the-horizon policies: 
a $15 minimum wage and Medicare for All.  

First, Data for Progress estimated support for Medicare for All using data provided by 
the Kaiser Family Foundation, and found high levels of support across the country, with  
54 percent support in the median state. There are 42 states and the District of Columbia  
in which modeled support for Medicare for All is greater than 50 percent. In the two where  
progressives are most aggressively pushing Medicare for All, New York and California,  
we estimate 63 percent support and 62 percent support respectively. Even in states 
where Medicare for All is least popular, support is still reasonably high, with 45 percent  
of individuals in Wyoming and 46 percent of Utahns supporting Medicare for All. 
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NATIONAL SUPPORT FOR PROGRESS PRIORITIES
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Note: Individuals who said “don't know” were included as not expressing support.

Source: Data for Progress analysis of Kaiser Family Foundation data
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Second, using data from the Pew Research Center, Data for Progress estimated  
support for a $15 minimum wage, which ranges from 92 percent support in the District  
of Columbia and 74 percent in Maryland to 34 percent in Wyoming. In the median state, 
modeled support was 54 percent and there are 33 states and District of Columbia in which 
support is greater than 50 percent. There is more variation in support for a $15 minimum 
wage than with Medicare for All, but it is still popular in the vast majority of states. 

  OUR MODEL SUGGESTS: 
In most states, Democrats can embrace progressive  
policies like a $15 minimum wage and Medicare for All. 
Despite widespread support for these policies,  
many Democrats have remained staunchly in the past. 

SUPPORT $15 MINIMUM WAGE  |  STATE LEVEL ESTIMATES*
Note: Individuals who said “don't know” were included as not expressing support.
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For the purposes of modeling support accurately, individuals who didn't know were 
included in the model, a relatively conservative assumption. Both Medicare for All and  
a $15 minimum wage have majority support, even including individuals who didn't  
express a preference, indicating durable support for both policies.

*Despite having similar support in the median state as Medicare for All, our estimate of the number of majority states  
is lower because support for the $15 minimum wage is more polarized geographically.

Source: Data for Progress analysis of Pew Research Center data



To examine House Democrats who are most out of line with others on  
key progressive priorities, Justice Democrats volunteers compiled data  
on the voting records of every Democrat on the twelve key issues. 

Here are the criteria we used in the House:

 Medicare for All  |  H.R.676 - Expanded & Improved Medicare For All Act

 Free College  |  H.R.1880 - College for All Act of 2017

 $15 Minimum Wage  |  H.R.15 - Raise the Wage Act

 End Mandatory Minimums  |  H.R.3800 - Mandatory Minimum Reform Act of 2017

 Capital Gains  |  H.R.1144 - Inclusive Prosperity Act of 2017

  Taxes on Millionaires or Corporations  |  H.R.1554 (113th) - Stop Tax Haven Abuse Act  
or H.R.2159 - Paying a Fair Share Act of 2017

 Increase Regulations on Banks  |  H.R.790 - Return to Prudent Banking Act of 2017

 Regulate CO2  |  H.R.3314 - 100 by '50 Act

  Path to Citizenship  |  H.R.15 (113th) - Border Security, Economic Opportunity, and  
Immigration Modernization Act

  Marijuana Legalization  |  H.R.4779 - REFER Act of 2018  
or H.R.1227 - Ending Federal Marijuana Prohibition Act of 2017

  Infrastructure  |  H.Con.Res.63 - Supporting Efforts to Enact a Bold Jobs and Infrastructure  
Package That Benefits All Americans, Not Just Billionaires

  Repeal Hyde Amendment  |  H.R.771 - Equal Access to Abortion Coverage in Health Insurance  
(EACH Woman) Act of 2017

For those who did not co-sponsor these bills, or were not in Congress at the time,  
we sought to find public support on their campaign page. If unavailable, we reached  
out to their office or used publicly available comments in the press, in social media, or  
on the candidate’s website. We erred on the side of generosity when we could.  

“
 MANY DEMOCRATS VOTE MORE CONSERVATIVELY THAN A GENERIC DEMOCRAT  
WOULD BE EXPECTED TO VOTE. 

”

ANALYZING  
THE VOTES OF  
HOUSE DEMOCRATS
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For each representative we created a “generic Democrat” based on a logistic model  
using Trump’s margin in the district, the share of their district that is white, the share of  
their district with a college degree, the median income of their district, and, when available, 
modeled support for the relevant policy in their district. 

For each representative we ran a model without them in the dataset, and estimated  
the probability of them supporting the policy. We then compare this modeled generic 
Democrat to their actual voting record. For individuals who do not support the policy,  
we code it as “very likely” that a generic Democrat would support the policy if the low  
end of the 95th percent confidence interval is below 50 percent. We code as “likely”  
if the predicted probability of support is above 50 percent, otherwise, they are  
coded as “unlikely” to support the policy.

To be clear, this is a relatively conservative way to judge whether a Democrat should  
have supported the legislation—we are comparing them to observed behavior of other 
congress members, rather than what they plausibly do. 

There is evidence that Democrats misperceive their electorate and could 
move left on many issues. However, even with these relatively conservative 
assumptions, we still find evidence that many Democrats are to the right of 
where they could be. 
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Medicare For All | House
Our model suggests if the following were replaced by generic Democrats, the generic 
Democrats would be very likely to support Medicare for All:

Nancy Pelosi (CA-12) Terri Sewell (AL-07) Val Demings (FL-10)  
Richard Neal (MA-01) Cedric Richmond (LA-02) David Scott (GA-13) 
Lloyd Doggett (TX-35) Susan Davis (CA-53) Tony Cardenas (CA-29) 
Mike Quigley (IL-05) Brad Schneider (IL-10) Eddie Bernice Johnson (TX-30) 
Betty McCollum (MN-04) Juan Vargas (CA-51) 

All of these Democrats represent districts Clinton won by at least 20 points,  
but do not currently support Medicare for All. On average, Clinton won their districts  
by 44 percentage points. 

Our model suggests that a generic Democrat representing fourteen other Democratic  
districts would also support Medicare for All (see appendix on page 30.) If every member 
who currently does not support Medicare for All, but who the model predicts would support 
it, were replaced, support for Medicare for All would increase from 63 percent of the House 
Democratic caucus to 78 percent of the House Democratic Caucus.
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$15 Minimum Wage | House
Our model suggests if the following were replaced by generic Democrats, the generic  
Democrats would be very likely to support a $15 minimum wage:

Richard Neal (MA-01) Stephen Lynch (MA-08) Bill Keating (MA-09) 
Ron Kind (WI-03) Cedric Richmond (LA-02) Jim Cooper (TN-05), 
David Scott (GA-13) Gerry Connolly (VA-11) J. Luis Correa (CA-46) 
Brad Schneider (IL-10) Emanuel Cleaver (MO-05) Kurt Schrader (OR-05) 
Annie Kuster (NH-02) Theodore Deutch (FL-22) Jim Costa (CA-16)

With the exception of Ron Kind, all of these Representatives hail from districts Clinton won. 
On average, Clinton won these districts by 22 points. 

Our model suggests another four Representatives would be likely to support a $15  
minimum wage (see appendix on page 30.) If every member who currently does not support  
a $15 minimum wage, but who the model predicts would support it, were replaced, support 
for a $15 minimum wage would increase from 87 percent of the House Democratic caucus  
to 97 percent of the House Democratic Caucus. 

Hyde Amendment | House
Our model suggests if the following were replaced by generic Democrats, the generic  
Democrats would be very likely to support repealing the Hyde Amendment:

Nancy Pelosi (CA-12) Richard Neal (MA-01) Stephen Lynch (MA-08) 
Dutch Ruppersberger (MD-02) Anthony Brown (MD-04) Juan Vargas (CA-51)  
Jim Himes (CT-12) Albio Sires (NJ-08) Al Green (TX-09) 

By replacing every member who currently does not support repealing the Hyde Amendment   
but who the model predicts a generic Democrat would be likely or very likely to support,  
support for repealing the Hyde Amendment would increase from 70 percent of the House 
Democratic caucus to 92 percent of the House Democratic Caucus. (Appendix on page 30.)



What The House Could Look Like If Bad Democrats 
Were Replaced
Examining all issues, we performed a relatively simple experiment: what would happen  
if the most conservative Democrats (relative to their electorates) were replaced by generic 
Democrats representing their electorates. 

The chart below shows the results of this experiment. For some issues, very little changes, 
because there is so little support among incumbent Democrats that our model doesn’t  
predict much would change. But on other issues, like a $15 minimum wage, infrastructure 
modernization, Medicare for All, a path to citizenship and repealing the Hyde Amendment,  
the model predicts Democrats could be far more progressive, based solely on the voting 
records of incumbent Democrats. Our model estimates that half of the Democratic caucus 
would support a millionaire’s tax if all Democrats opposed to the policy were replaced by 
generic Democrats. 

T H E  F U T U R E  O F  T H E  P A R T Y  >  A  P R O G R E S S I V E  V I S I O N  F O R  A  P O P U L I S T  D E M O C R A T I C  P A R T Y  >  A P R I L  2 0 1 8  >  2 3

PREDICTED HOUSE SUPPORT FOR PROGRESSIVE POLICIES
IF  DEMOCRATS OPPOSING REPLACED BY GENERIC DEMOCRAT
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Misperceived Electorates | House
Because our model is based on actual voting records, in many cases, our model doesn’t  
predict that many more House members would support a policy. The reason is so few other 
Democrats support the policy. However, for some of the issues examined, we can analyze 
modeled support in these districts generated by political scientist Christopher Skovron.29 

We find that on key issues Democrats across the board are far behind public opinion in 
their districts. The chart below shows the percent of House Democrats that support each 
policy, and the share of House Democrats who represent districts where support for the  
policy is greater than 55 percent. 

As the chart shows, Democrats have quite a bit of space to move left on these issues,  
particularly issues like ending mandatory minimums and regulating CO2, which have  
high levels of support. 

On other issues, we don’t have district level opinion data, but national polling data  
suggests there is evidence that Democrats are being too conservative. For instance, 
legal marijuana has rapidly growing support in public opinion surveys, but only  
26 percent of House Democrats support it.30
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“
 MANY DEMOCRATS VOTE MORE CONSERVATIVELY THAN A GENERIC DEMOCRAT  
WOULD BE EXPECTED TO VOTE. 

”

ANALYZING  
THE VOTES OF  
SENATE DEMOCRATS
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To examine Senate Democrats who are most out of line with others on key 
progressive priorities, Justice Democrats compiled data on the voting records 
of every Democrat on the ten key issues. 

Here are the criteria we used for Senators (we excluded path to citizenship and infrastructure 
investment due to universal Democratic support):

 Medicare for All  |  S.1804 - Medicare for All Act of 2017 

 Free College  |  S.806 - College for All Act of 2017 

 $15 Minimum Wage  |  S.1242 - Raise the Wage Act

 Capital Gains  |  S.805 - Inclusive Prosperity Act of 2017

  Taxes on Millionaires or Corporations  |  S.955 - Paying a Fair Share Act of 2017

 Increase Regulations on Banks  |  S.881 - 21st Century Glass-Steagall Act of 2017

 Regulate CO2  |  S.987 - 100 by '50 Act

For those who had not taken a position on these issues, we sought to find public support  
on their campaign page. If we could not find this, reached out to their office or used publicly  
available rhetoric. We erred on the side of generosity when we could. 

Medicare For All | Senate
Our model suggests that if Senators Dianne Feinstein (CA) and Chuck Schumer (NY) 
were replaced by generic Democrats, those Democrats would be very likely to support  
Medicare For All. 

If Tammy Duckworth (IL), Jack Reed (RI) or Richard Durbin (IL) were replaced by  
generic Democrats, their replacements would be likely to support Medicare for All. 

These Democrats represent states Clinton won by more than 15 points. On average,  
Clinton won their districts by 20 percentage points. (See appendix on page 31.)
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$15 Minimum Wage | Senate
Our model suggests that if Michael Bennet (CO) and Angus King (I-ME) were replaced by  
generic Democrats, those Democrats would be very likely to support a $15 minimum wage. 

If the following were replaced by generic Democrats, their replacements would likely  
support a $15 minimum wage:

Robert Menendez (NJ) Tom Carper (DE) Chris Coons (DE) 
Tom Udall (NM) Maggie Hassan (NH) Jeanne Shaheen (NH) 
Martin Heinrich (NM) Catherine Cortez Masto (NV) 

Tina Smith entered the Senate shortly before the report was published and has not yet  
endorsed a $15 minimum wage, but our model would predict that she would support a  
$15 minimum wage. These Democrats represent states Clinton won by 6 points on average.

What The Senate Could Look Like If Bad Democrats 
Were Replaced
Examining all issues, we performed a relatively simple experiment: what would happen  
if the most conservative Democrats (relative to their electorates) were replaced by generic 
Democrats representing their electorates. 

The chart below shows the results of this experiment. Support for a $15 minimum wage  
increased from less than two-thirds of Senators to four-fifths. Support for a tax on Wall Street 
increased from 39 percent of the causus to a bit more than half. 

PREDICTED SENATE SUPPORT FOR PROGRESSIVE POLICIES
IF  DEMOCRATS OPPOSING REPLACED BY GENERIC DEMOCRAT
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Misperceived Electorates | Senate
In addition to the Skovron state-level MRP estimates, we can compare Senate behavior  
to the Data For Progress modeled support for Medicare for All and a $15 Minimum Wage  
on pages 18 and 19. 

In every state represented by a Democratic Senator, there is 55 percent or greater  
support for the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) regulating carbon dioxide, but  
only five Senators have supported the 100 by ‘50 plan to transition the United States to  
renewable energy. 

Eighty-six percent of Democratic Senators represent states where support for repealing 
the Hyde Amendment is 55 percent or greater, yet some like Tim Kaine have still expressed 
support for the Hyde Amendment (57 percent of Virginians oppose the Hyde Amendment).

Three in four Senators represent states with 55 percent support for a $15 minimum wage.

And more than two-thirds of Senators represent states where more than 55 percent  
of people support Medicare for All, but only one in three support Medicare for All. 

% of Senate Dems Supporting % of Senate Dem Representing States with Support of 55%+
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We did not analyze mandatory minimums, because the issue is not currently on the agenda 
in the Senate, though we find broad public support: in every state represented by a  
Democratic Senator, support for ending mandatory minimums for non-violent crimes is greater 
than 55 percent. In the average state represented by a Democrat, support is 69 percent. 
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Though support for legalizing marijuana is strong among the general public, it is  
depressingly low among Senate Democrats, with only two Democrats (Ron Wyden and 
Kirsten Gillibrand) co-sponsoring Cory Booker's Marijuana Justice Act of 2017 (S.1689.) 
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According to the American National Election Studies 2016 survey, 72 percent of Democrats, 
68 percent of Independents, and 45 percent of Republicans (excluding individuals who said 
they didn't know) support legalizing marijuana.

Legalizing marijuana is also popular with individuals under 40, with 74 percent supporting  
legalizing marijuana, compared with 53 percent of those 40 or older. More than 4 in 5 young 
Democrats support legal marijuana and even young Republicans are supportive (61 percent). 
In addition, private polling of deep red districts suggests that even there, legal marijuana 
garners strong support.31

SUPPORT FOR LEGAL MARIJUANA  BY PARTY
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We also examined support for three key environmental policies nationally: fuel efficiency 
standards, a renewable fuel mandate, and allowing the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) to regulate CO2. All of these policies have greater than 60 percent support in the  
median state, with fuel efficiency standards garnering 74 percent in the median state. 
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CONCLUSION

There's little evidence that a progressive agenda  
would alienate voters, but it could build the party  
of the future.32

Democrats need a party that includes the millions  
of Obama to nonvoters to win in 2018.33 

For too long the Democratic Party has tried  
to adopt the rhetoric of white supremacy and  
the policies of plutocrats. 

No more. 

The time for half-measures is over. 

IT′S TIME  
FOR  
THE PARTY  
OF  
THE FUTURE.
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Appendix  |  U.S. House of Representatives
Select list of Democratic Representatives. Where found, support for the policy is marked. Otherwise, listed is 
the position a generic democrat for the district would take.

AL-07 Sewell -41.2 Very Likely Supports Likely Very Likely
AZ-09 Sinema -16.3 Likely Very Likely Supports Very Likely
CA-07 Bera -11.4 Unlikely Likely Supports Supports
CA-12 Pelosi -77.5 Very Likely Supports Very Likely Very Likely
CA-16 Costa -21.6 Unlikely Very Likely Likely Likely
CA-28 Schiff -49.8 Supports Supports Supports Supports
CA-29 Cardenas -60.9 Very Likely Supports Supports Very Likely
CA-37 Bass -76.1 Supports Supports Supports Supports
CA-46 Correa -38.4 Supports Very Likely Likely Very Likely
CA-51 Vargas -49 Very Likely Supports Very Likely Supports
CT-04 Himes -23 Unlikely Supports Very Likely Supports
DE-AL Blunt Rochester -11.4 Unlikely Supports Supports Supports
FL-10 Demings -26.9 Very Likely Supports Likely Supports
FL-13 Crist -3.2 Unlikely Supports Supports Supports
FL-24 Wilson -67.7 Supports Supports Supports Supports
GA-13 Scott -44.4 Very Likely Very Likely Supports Very Likely
IL-02 Kelly -58.9 Supports Supports Supports Supports
IL-05 Quigley -46.6 Very Likely Supports Supports Supports
IL-10 Schneider -29.4 Likely Very Likely Supports Supports
LA-02 Richmond -52.4 Very Likely Very Likely Supports Very Likely
MA-01 Neal -20.7 Very Likely Very Likely Very Likely Very Likely
MA-04 Kennedy -24.2 Unlikely Supports Supports Supports
MA-06 Moulton -17.9 Unlikely Supports Supports Supports
MA-08 Lynch -26 Likely Very Likely Very Likely Very Likely
MD-02 Ruppersberger -24.6 Likely Supports Very Likely Supports
MD-04 Brown -58.5 Supports Supports Very Likely Supports
MD-05 Hoyer -31 Unlikely Supports Likely Very Likely
MD-06 Delaney -16.1 Unlikely Supports Likely Very Likely
MI-09 Levin -7.8 Unlikely Supports Supports Very Likely
MI-14 Lawrence -60.9 Supports Supports Supports Supports
MN-04 McCollum -30.9 Very Likely Supports Supports Supports
MN-07 Peterson 30.8 Unlikely Unlikely Unlikely Likely
MO-01 Clay -58.2 Supports Supports Supports Supports
MO-05 Cleaver -13.5 Supports Very Likely Unlikely Supports
MS-02 Thompson -28.5 Supports Supports Unlikely Supports
NC-04 Price -40 Supports Supports Supports Supports
NJ-01 Norcross -24.5 Likely Supports Supports Supports
NJ-05 Gottheimer 1.1 Unlikely Supports Likely Supports
NJ-08 Sires -54.2 Supports Supports Very Likely Supports
NJ-10 Payne -72.4 Supports Supports Supports Supports
NV-03 Rosen 1 Unlikely Likely Supports Supports
NY-12 Maloney -69.8 Supports Supports Supports Supports
SC-06 Clyburn -36.5 Supports Supports Unlikely Very Likely
TN-05 Cooper -18.4 Supports Very Likely Likely Very Likely
TX-09 Green -61.3 Supports Supports Very Likely Very Likely
TX-15 Gonzalez -16.7 Supports Unlikely Unlikely Likely
TX-28 Cuellar -19.8 Unlikely Unlikely Likely Likely
TX-33 Veasey -49.2 Supports Supports Supports Likely
VA-04 McEachin -21.6 Likely Supports Supports Supports
VA-11 Connolly -39.4 Unlikely Very Likely Supports Very Likely
WA-01 DelBene -16.3 Unlikely Supports Supports Supports
WA-02 Larsen -22.1 Likely Supports Supports Supports
WA-06 Kilmer -12.3 Unlikely Supports Supports Supports
WI-03 Kind 4.5 Unlikely Very Likely Unlikely Very Likely



T H E  F U T U R E  O F  T H E  P A R T Y  >  A  P R O G R E S S I V E  V I S I O N  F O R  A  P O P U L I S T  D E M O C R A T I C  P A R T Y  >  A P R I L  2 0 1 8  >  3 1

SENATOR/ TRUMP MEDICARE $15 MINIMUM  
STATE MARGIN  FOR ALL WAGE  

Appendix  |  U.S. Senate
Full list of Senate Democrats. Where found, support for the policy is marked. Otherwise, listed is the position  
a generic democrat for the district would take.

Baldwin WI 0.7 Supports Supports

Bennet CO -4.9 Unlikely Very Likely

Blumenthal CT -13.7 Supports Supports

Booker NJ -14 Supports Supports

Brown OH 8.1 Unlikely Supports

Cantwell WA -15.7 Unlikely Supports

Cardin MD -26.4 Unlikely Supports

Carper DE -11.4 Unlikely Likely

Casey PA 0.7 Unlikely Unlikely

Coons DE -11.4 Unlikely Likely

Cortez Masto NV -2.4 Unlikely Likely

Donnelly IN 19 Unlikely Unlikely

Duckworth IL -16.9 Likely Supports

Durbin IL -16.9 Likely Supports

Feinstein CA -30 Very Likely Supports

Gillibrand NY -22.5 Supports Supports

Harris CA -30 Supports Supports

Hassan NH -0.3 Unlikely Likely

Heinrich NM -8.3 Supports Likely

Heitkamp ND 35.8 Unlikely Unlikely

Hirono HI -32.2 Supports Supports

Jones AL 27.7 Unlikely Unlikely

Kaine VA -5.4 Unlikely Supports

King ME -2.9 Unlikely Very Likely

Klobuchar MN -1.5 Unlikely Supports

Leahy VT -26.4 Supports Supports

Manchin WV 41.7 Unlikely Unlikely

Markey MA -27.2 Supports Supports

McCaskill MO 18.5 Unlikely Unlikely

Menendez NJ -14 Unlikely Likely

Merkley OR -11 Supports Supports

Murphy CT -13.7 Unlikely Supports

Murray WA -15.7 Unlikely Supports

Nelson FL 1.2 Unlikely Supports

Peters MI 0.30 Unlikely Supports

Reed RI -15.5 Likely Supports

Sanders VT -26.4 Supports Supports

Schatz HI -32.2 Supports Supports

Schumer NY -22.5 Very Likely Supports

Shaheen NH -0.3 Supports Likely

Smith MN -1.5 Unlikely Likely

Stabenow MI 0.3 Unlikely Supports

Tester MT 20.2 Unlikely Unlikely

Udall NM -8.3 Supports Likely

Van Hollen MD -26.34 Unlikely Supports

Warner VA -5.4 Unlikely Unlikely

Warren MA -27.2 Supports Supports

Whitehouse RI -15.5 Supports Supports

Wyden OR -11 Unlikely Supports
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