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Voters to Presidential Candidates: Speak About Child Policy 

Iowa voters have deep concern about the future of children and want the presidential candidates to 
focus attention on their health, education and wellbeing, according to a public opinion poll1 conducted 
by Selzer & Company for the Child and Family Policy Center and Every Child Matters Education Fund. A 
solid majority (65%) express skepticism that “the life for the next generation will be better than for us.” 
An even greater majority (68%) say they find it very or fairly important for candidates to focus on issues 
that affect children’s health, education, and wellbeing in the presidential debates, starting August 6 in 
Cleveland. 

Improving the health, education and well-being of America’s children is so important to voters that they 
rank it as their top issue concern – 29 percent of all voters rank it as their first or second concern. That’s 
compared with 23 percent for “jobs and the economy,” 20 percent for “pursuing terrorists in the world 
and at home” and “balancing the federal budget and reducing the federal deficit,” and 13 percent for 
“ensuring senior citizens economic security.” On its own, more than three-quarters (77%) of all voters 
rate child policy as a high priority. [See Table One for full results] 

 “These topline findings reflect strong interest among voters for presidential candidates to present 
platforms and agendas directed to the health, safety, education and stability of children,“ said Charles 
Bruner, director of the Child and Family Policy Center, which co-commissioned the poll. “Other voter 
responses indicate that presidential candidates will be favorably regarded for emphasizing their 
approaches to important child policy concerns – including child abuse prevention, health care, 
afterschool programs and early care and education services.” 

“The strong interest in a positive agenda for policies affecting kids held true in our survey for voters 
across party, ideology, education level, income and age,” said Brian Ahlberg, president of the Every Child 
Matters Education Fund and co-commissioner of the poll. “Seniors emphasize investments in children as 
much as other age groups do, and they even rate policies for children above those related to their own 
economic security.” 

Overall, voters currently give Democrats the nod in being more likely to “improve the health, education, 
and well-being of children” than Republicans. A majority (56%) chose the Democrats on this while just a 
quarter (25%) chose the Republicans. The rest said neither party or both parties equally are likely to 
address children’s needs. At the same time, 69 percent of voters affiliating themselves with the 
Republican party indicate their party offers the better hope for improving the wellbeing of children, 
while 91 percent of those affiliating with the Democratic party state their party would do a better job. 

                                                           
1 The poll of 501 registered voters who voted in either the 2012 or 2014 elections was conducted July 1-7, 2015. Margin of error 
is plus or minus 4.4 percentage points. 



Independents give the nod to Democrats (51%), but a significant percentage (33%) leave the question 
open as to which party would do a better job. 

For presidential candidates to compete on children’s issues in the fall of 2016, the poll suggests that 
candidates running for the nomination would benefit from laying out a comprehensive agenda for 
children. Across parties and caucus goers, more voters are likely to view favorably than unfavorably 
presidential candidates who spell out their agendas for children on expanding health coverage, 
preventing child abuse and neglect, reducing poverty, providing afterschool programs and ensuring child 
care assistance for working families. 

“Democratic and Republican voters both want candidates to spell out their agendas for children,” said 
Bruner. “They may have different emphases on what is most important – but they both recognize roles 
for government in health, education, safety and security.” 

Despite the ongoing battles over the federal budget in Washington and the implementation of 
automatic cuts some call “sequestration,” few voters (27%) are aware that the overall funding for 
children’s programs has gone down in recent years. Most (43%) believe that funding has stayed the 
same, while 19% say it has increased. While confusion reigns over what has happened in the past, voters 
are clearly what they want in the future: the president and Congress need to invest more in child 
wellbeing. A majority (52%) want an increase while just 11% want the type of reductions likely if 
Congress does not act to lift sequestration. 

The Children’s Policy Coalition, a nonpartisan coalition with 40 member organizations, is seeking to raise 
child policy issues in this year’s Iowa presidential caucus campaigns. All candidates and both political 
parties have been provided the polling results – and coalition members are sharing them with their own 
constituencies. The Children’s Policy Coalition is asking all presidential candidates to share their 
approaches to six federal child policy issue areas. [See Table Two for the six questions] 

“Iowa voters clearly want presidential hopefuls to speak directly to how their policy stances will affect 
children,” Ahlberg said. “They want campaign debate to focus on which investments are needed to 
assure the best opportunities for our kids’ success.” 

A listing of all polling questions and their responses, as well as more detailed cross-tabulations, is 
available on the website, www.itsaboutourkids.org. 
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TABLE ONE:  

For each of these issues facing our country, tell me how important it is for the next president to address 
– high priority, medium priority, or low priority? Which one or two of these is the most important? 
(Questions rotated in survey, listed in order of “most important”) 

     Most Important  High  Medium Low 
 
Improving the health, education, and  29%  77%  19%    4% 
well-being of children 
 
Creating jobs and improving the 
economy     23%  81%  16%    2% 
 
Balancing the federal budget and reducing 
the deficit     20%  73%  23%    4% 
 
Pursuing terrorists in the U.S. and abroad 20%  71%  22%    7% 
 
Ensuring economic security for senior 
citizens      13%  66%  29%    4% 
 
Promoting moral values in our country  10%  55%  24%  20% 
 
Reducing poverty      9%  65%  27%    8% 
 
Protecting the environment     9%  56%  34%  11% 
 
Reducing the size and scope of the federal 
government       9%  40%  36 %  22 % 
 
Reducing income inequality     7%  42%  33%  19%  
 
Improving America’s standing in the 
world economy       3%  55%  40%    3% 
      
 
 
  



TABLE TWO:  
 
Children’s Policy Coalition Questions to All Presidential Candidates 
 
What actions will your administration take to: 
 

1. Health 
Ensure all children have health coverage and this coverage is effective in responding to their 
needs for healthy growth and development? 
 

2. Early Learning 
Close the “readiness gap” that appears before kids start school? 
 

3. School Success 
Ensure the U.S. has a strong primary and secondary education system that meets every child’s 
needs? 
 

4. Safety and Permanence 
Reduce the number of children who are subject to abuse and neglect, improve foster care, and 
ensure a promising future for those aging out of foster care? 
 

5. Economic Security 
Reduce poverty among children and otherwise ensure that all children have the resources and 
supports they need to become successful adults? 
 

6. Equality and Opportunity 
Ensure all children have equal opportunities for success and eliminate inequities that limit them 
in achieving their potential? 
 
 


