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The Democratic polling firm of Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin, Metz & Associates (FM3) and the Republican polling firm of Public Opinion Strategies (POS) recently partnered to complete a national survey of registered voters to assess public attitudes toward transportation, and in particular funding of public transportation and walking and biking options.
  A significant portion of the survey explored message frames designed to increase support for expanding and improving Americans’ transportation options, which were defined to include public transportation such as trains, rail, ferries and buses, as well as walking and biking options.

Some of the key conclusions from this portion of the national research include the following:

· As a broad framing statement to build support for increased transportation options, we recommend the following:

The time has come for our government to ensure America has a modern transportation system -- with well-maintained roads and bridges, with convenient public transportation, and with safe places to walk and bike -- that provides more options for everyone.  One that helps workers get to where jobs are; one that lets children walk and bike safely to and from school; and one that allows seniors and the disabled to get where they need to go.  We must hold government accountable for spending our tax dollars wisely to ensure that we have these transportation options.

This statement weaves together a number of key message elements that stood out as compelling in the poll.

· First, it highlights transportation options.  Throughout the survey, voters repeatedly express a strong desire for greater options.  Two-thirds (66%) say that they “would like more transportation options” so they have the freedom to choose how to get where they need to go.  Along these same lines, 73% currently feel they “have no choice but to drive as much as” they do.  

· The statement also stresses government accountability.  The top rated message among Republicans; Independents; small town and rural residents; voters who are less inclined to initially support increased federal funding for transportation options; and numerous other key voter sub-groups is one underscoring that “government officials must be held accountable for how our transportation tax dollars are spent.”  Better maintaining the roads we already have is one key component of accountability.  Likewise, ensuring we have a modern transportation system that is not stuck in the past is also holding government accountable for spending tax dollars wisely.

· In addition, the statement highlights some examples of how this would affect normal people’s daily lives – by allowing workers get to where jobs are and children to be able to safely bike or walk to school, for example.  We see in this data – and in the statewide surveys – a strong sympathy for seniors, the disabled, and low-wage workers and ensuring they can get to where they need to go.  Voters nationally not only see this as a very positive and likely outcome of increasing transportation options, but it is one of the top three messages for nearly every single voter sub-group we examined. 

At the same time, the statement stresses that we need more transportation options for everyone – it does not limit the benefits to the specific groups that are named, but simply uses them as examples.  In this sense, it attempts to leverage the sympathy voters have for these subgroups of the population, while at the same time urging them to think broadly about the diverse segments of the national population that will benefit from enhanced transportation options.
· Keep in mind that voters start out strongly supportive of expanding and improving transportation options, especially if that goal can be achieved through better allocation of existing transportation dollars.  More than four-in-five voters (82%) say that “the United States would benefit from an expanded and improved public transportation system, such as rail and buses.”  A solid 58 percent majority says that more should be allocated to public transportation, once informed of the share of federal funding currently dedicated to it.  In fact, they say the federal government should be allocating on average 38 cents of the transportation dollar to transit – a doubling of the current percentage. 

While voters are more resistant to a tax increase, 52% still support “increasing funding to expand and improve public transportation in (their) community, if it required a small increase in taxes or fees.”  Obviously, reactions to proposed tax or fee increases can vary dramatically based on the specific proposal and funding mechanism as we are seeing in the specific state surveys.  

· A few other themes could be considered key secondary messages, as they resonate strongly – though to a lesser degree than the ones encapsulated in the previous message statement:

· “Today, seventy percent of the oil we consume is for transportation. Expanding and improving our transportation options will help us reduce our dependence on foreign oil.”  While reducing our dependence on foreign oil is not initially seen as one of the most likely outcomes of expanding and improving transportation options, it is viewed as one of the most desirable potential outcomes.  Injecting the “70%” fact appears to connect the dots for respondents.  It would also be prudent not to overstate the oil independence theme in public communications -- voters should be told that expanding transportation options is one piece of the energy solution. 

· “Expanding and improving our transportation options can serve as a boost to our economy because it will not only create new jobs to build and run the system, but will spur economic development around rail stops, transportation centers and bus lines.”  Of the three messages tested in the poll that connect expanded transportation options with the economy, this broader statement resonates most strongly.  However, it tends to resonate most strongly with urban voters, African Americans, voters under age 35, Democrats, college-educated women, and respondents who are not currently in the work force.
· “A better network of roads and trails that is safe for walking and bicycling would help Americans stay active and healthy.”  Kids riding or walking to school is a key concept in this message, and safety is mentioned twice in this statement.  These themes were integrated in the framing statement above.  However, the health and activity component could also be powerful.  This message resonates most powerfully with Latino voters, moms, rural voters, working women, younger Independents, GOP women, and women with less than a college education.   

· In rebutting a pro-roads message, voters are most likely to respond to the idea that we cannot maintain the roads we already have and that we are not using our roads as wisely as we could be by encouraging flexible work hours, telecommuting and other strategies.  Again, this could be seen as making government be accountable for the tax dollars it already receives. 
· One of the critical things we learn through research is not only what to highlight in communications, but what to avoid as well.  While very few messages drew such a tepid or negative reaction that we would recommend never using them, there are a number of themes that simply do not connect as strongly with voters as those highlighted above:

· Stating that an expanded and improved transportation system is necessary for our country’s global competitiveness;

· Focusing on gas prices when they are at modest levels (although based on past experience, if gas prices go up dramatically, this issue could rise to the fore and the message would likely become much more salient);

· Talking about the good, long-term jobs created by transit systems;

· Linking energy independence to hostile nations/security (rather than the illuminating The fact that 70% of our oil usage is for transportation);

· Stating that public transportation provides “freedom,” as public transit simply cannot compete in most voters’ minds with the freedom of a car to take them at will to nearly anywhere. Instead, we appear to be on more solid ground by not evoking personal liberties, but instead expressing this same concept as “options;” 

· Saying that more transportation options will reduce traffic or air pollution are predictable outcomes that are widely recognized by the electorate. However, what tends to shift opinions is new information and therefore we do not see these tried and true rationales rate as highly as other, perhaps less obvious reasons to support increased transportation options; and

· Reducing global warming.  Voters ranked reductions in global warming pollution as less desirable than other benefits of an improved transportation system.  

In conclusion, the survey results reflect a strong desire among American voters to expand transportation options – including public transportation, biking, and walking.  While there are a number of messages that resonate as rationales in support of expanding and improving transportation options, the most powerful frame will stress government accountability and provide voters with examples of wide range of Americans that will benefit.

� Methodology:  From February 27 - March 2, 2010, FM3 and POS completed 800 telephone interviews with registered voters nationwide.  The sample included 700 voters with landline telephones, as well as 100 voters who mostly or entirely use cell phones.  The margin of sampling error for the full national sample is +/- 3.8%; margins of error for subgroups within the sample will be larger.





