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 INTRODUCTION

A Front-Facing Picture of a Generation: How Millennials Show Us Where We’re All Going 

“MOM. STOP.”

We’re about sixty seconds away from being instructed to turn our personal electronic devices into airplane mode, and the passenger at the other end of my row has pulled out her phone to take a picture. I’m surrounded by teenage cheerleaders and their chaperones heading from Washington to Los Angeles, and the mother-daughter pair next to me is engaged in a technology lesson.

“I want to take a selfie before we take off!”

“Ugh, you’re holding it wrong.”

The daughter grabs the phone, pokes the screen, and hands it back.

“You have to turn the camera around,” she points out, obviously frustrated that her mom has pulled her away from the game she was just playing on her own iPhone.

The mom takes the picture but then decides that she doesn’t like the way her own smile looks. “Let’s take it again.” The daughter resists.

“MOOOOOOOM. It’s fiiiiiine.”

I say nothing, poking around on my own phone, trying to eke out my final moments of Twitter access before losing contact with the world for the duration of the flight. But I can’t help being incredibly amused. To see that the selfie has finally made the leap from “supposedly annoying thing kids do” to “embarrassing thing parents ask their kids how to do” feels too perfect.

For those eager to dismiss millennials—those born in the 1980s and 1990s—the selfie is the ultimate symbol of an “It’s all about me” younger generation that cares primarily about documenting and broadcasting its own greatness. After years and years of researching my generation, the millennial generation, I can’t even count the number of times I’ve heard of selfies referenced to demean and diminish the value of young people and their opinions. Those kids and their selfies. Ugh. Who cares what they think? They only care about themselves and their phones.

Like the older folks of yesteryear complaining about how the young were on the road to hell because of their love for rock and roll, one can hear echoes of generational condescension throughout the cultural debate over the selfie. There have been plenty who see the rise of the selfie as a surefire sign that the apocalypse is nigh.

“Some social scientists lump the selfie trend—which is most popular among younger social media users—into the larger narcissism that they say is more prevalent among today’s preteens and adolescents, arguing that the self-portraits are an extension of their self-absorption,” wrote Alexandra Sifferlin at Time.1 Leave it to the British Daily Mail—never a publication known for understatement—who declared in a headline: “Take a Lot of Selfies? Then You May Be MENTALLY ILL.”2 Even academic researchers have studied the psychology of selfies, ominously noting that young men who post selfies are more likely to exhibit psychopathic behavior. (Thankfully, they are apparently not more likely to exhibit Machiavellian tendencies. Whew.)3

In 2013, “selfie” was added to the Oxford Dictionaries and was named word of the year. Selfies were mainstream. Older generations had started to take cues from their kids and grandkids. Millennials were leading the way.

And it didn’t take long for the selfie to go presidential.

In December 2013 an extraordinary cast of leaders and icons came to South Africa to mourn and honor Nelson Mandela, South Africa’s first black president. Musicians like Bono, actresses like Charlize Theron, and former and current world leaders like George W. Bush and President Obama came to celebrate Mandela in a memorial service attended by thousands.

And it was here that the firestorm erupted. The image was soon splashed on news sites and newspapers worldwide: Danish prime minister Helle Thorning-Schmidt, flanked by British Prime Minister David Cameron and President Obama, leaning in to take a photo using the front-facing camera on Thorning-Schmidt’s phone, wide smiles on their faces as they sat in the stands during the Mandela funeral program. Before long, the president taking a picture of himself at a funeral with other major leaders had become the subject of everything from amusement to outrage around the world. Countless op-eds were written attacking and defending the leaders for the gesture, and both Cameron and Thorning-Schmidt were pressed to answer questions back home about their involvement.

Roberto Schmidt, the Agence France-Presse photographer who captured the moment from a distance, took to the news service’s blog to defend Obama, Cameron, and Thorning-Schmidt. “At the time, I thought the world leaders were simply acting like human beings, like me and you. I doubt anyone could have remained totally stony faced for the duration of the ceremony, while tens of thousands of people were celebrating in the stadium. For me, the behaviour of these leaders in snapping a selfie seems perfectly natural. I see nothing to complain about, and probably would have done the same in their place,” he wrote shortly after the controversy emerged.4

Shortly thereafter, even more selfies made the news. At the Academy Awards in early 2014, host Ellen DeGeneres stood in the theater aisle and snapped a photo with a collection of Hollywood stars. DeGeneres posted the photo on Twitter, where it rapidly became the most shared post ever on the site.

In the 2014 midterm elections, one of the best campaign ads I saw was the final television spot by Republican Charlie Baker, running for governor of Massachusetts, featuring clip after clip of the candidate posing for selfies with voters across the state. “My iPhone’s filled with the new friends I’ve met,” he said in the ad.5 Baker would go on to win despite being a Republican in a deeply liberal state.

Political selfies aren’t exclusively an American phenomenon, either. During the March 2015 elections in Israel, Tablet writer Yair Rosenberg reported that “some Israeli voters attribute long lines & wait times to the fact that so many people are taking selfies of themselves voting.”6

Of course, there’s also a debate about what “selfie culture” means for the future of our nation’s politics.

“Only pot, selfies and Facebook will abide,” wrote New York Times columnist Ross Douthat in a column entitled “The Age of Individualism,” which examined the political implications of rising individualism as the creed of the younger generation.7 Another Times columnist, Charles Blow, concluded a piece about the politics of young Americans with the line “This is not only the generation of the self; it’s the generation of the selfie.”8 In response to both columns, Nick Gillespie, editor in chief of Reason.com (the online version of the libertarian Reason magazine), wrote a column in the Daily Beast entitled “There’s Nothing Wrong with Being Your Best Selfie,” an ode to the supposed embrace of libertarian, limited-government, individualistic values prevalent among the young.9

Somehow, the humble, silly selfie was no longer just a convenient way to take a picture. It had become a symbol for our nation’s young voters’ deeply held values and, therefore, the country’s political future.



Like taking a selfie, eating a spicy tuna roll hardly seems like a profound act of political expression. Since the 1960s, when the Japanese cuisine hopped the Pacific and began to permeate American restaurants and grocery stores, the sushi industry in the U.S. has grown enormously. In 2001, when the new SuperTarget opened near my childhood home in Orlando with its own sushi counter, it seemed extraordinary if not bizarre that we’d be able to pick up salmon nigiri at the same time we were picking up paper towels or batteries. Yet, a decade and a half later, I can walk into just about any suburban grocery store and find a California roll as easily as I can find milk or eggs.

I love sushi. The concept of raw fish does not bother me in the least. The same cannot be said of my parents. Mom is fine with California rolls, but those don’t actually involve raw fish. Dad was amused when the cafeteria at his workplace began bringing in a sushi chef on Mondays about a year ago, but he and his engineer friends do not partake. (Asked directly, he told me “I have yet to see any sushi at my old geezer table in the cafeteria.” His characterization, not mine.)

It turns out that I am not particularly alone as a younger sushi lover, nor are my parents so unusual for their age in their apprehensive approach to the cuisine. Younger people are much more likely to say they are fine with trying sushi than are those from older generations. There’s a reason why Google, on a quest to recruit and retain the best and the brightest young workers, has offered employees fresh sushi and an incredible multitude of culinary options in their cafeterias: young people tend to have adventurous palates and an appetite for new experiences.10 While nearly six out of ten adults under age 30 say they’d be open to trying sushi, only four out of ten from their parents’ generation—those aged 46 to 65—said the same. Seniors are even less excited about giving sushi a whirl: fewer than three out of ten senior citizens say they’d be willing to give sushi a try.11

Age, it turns out, is not the only characteristic that is in some way correlated with openness to sushi. The researchers behind the survey also sliced their data on comfort with sushi by how their participants identified politically. Sure enough, while a majority of Democrats said they’d eat sushi, 64 percent of Republicans said they would not.

So it comes as no surprise then that when Dave Gilson, an editor at Mother Jones magazine, lined up the data on attitudes about sushi with data from the Pew Research Center on attitudes about same-sex marriage, he found that “age-based unwillingness to put delicious uncooked fish in your mouth correlates nearly perfectly with existing data about who disapproves of marriage equality.”12

Correlation is not causation. Whether one does or doesn’t like spicy tuna is not necessarily a cause (or effect) of one’s attitude toward politics or same-sex marriage. Similarly, it’s unlikely that a single voter has walked into a voting booth in America and selected a candidate based on their preference for (or aversion to) a particular food.

But our political attitudes are rooted somewhere, and often the same things that drive our politics drive our attitudes in other areas of our lives. Our consumer and lifestyle choices may seem at first blush to have nothing to do with our politics. Whether we eat sushi or take selfies seems totally separate from how we vote. Yet all three of those elements—our shopping, our lifestyles, and our political views—influence, and are influenced by, how we see the world.

For instance, research has found a relationship between political conservatism and feelings of “contamination disgust”—being repulsed by having contact with the toilet seat in a public restroom or drinking a soda someone else has already started drinking. Conservatives, it is said, place greater value on things like purity and tradition than their liberal counterparts, and this doesn’t just show up at the voting booth.13 It shows up in how you feel about watching someone double-dip a chip.

Our political choices do not exist in a vacuum. Google brought in sushi to adapt to the preferences of the younger generation, which was clamoring for something different and expected lots of choice. We also expect change and choice from our political leadership. The line between the consumer and the voter is increasingly blurred, and the same values that lead to us making certain consumer or lifestyle choices are not so different from those values that drive our political views as well.

Like the selfie, sushi did not begin as mainstream in America. And, like the selfie, the rise of sushi in America does not necessarily have one big lesson to teach us about our politics. More selfies may mean we as a nation are becoming more individualistic. More sushi may mean we are more open to trying new things. Watching the trends that start off more popular with the new generation and ultimately spread upward and outward can give us small clues about where our country is headed.

But for each of these relatively minor lifestyle or consumer choices people make, there are even bigger ones at hand—the decision to own a home, to go to church, to buy a car, to join a union, to invest in stocks, to get married—that speak volumes about who we are and what we stand for. Following all of these trends, from the silly to the serious, can actually tell us a lot about where our nation’s politics are truly heading.



“It’s been long enough; I think the statute of limitations on this one is up. I can tell you this story now,” says Alex Lundry, the chief data officer of the Romney 2012 campaign and cofounder of Deep Root Analytics.14

“In 2008, we were building microtargeting models for Romney in one of the primary states, and, depending on the model you’re building, sometimes you have more control over what goes in and what doesn’t, and in this particular instance one variable kept coming up and coming up and coming up. It was a variable I would normally never use in the modeling—I’d just disregard it, assume the model is overfitting—but it came up so frequently and in so many instances. What was it about this one variable?”

Lundry, a veteran of Republican microtargeting efforts going back nearly a decade, has seen a lot of data in his day. He did not set out initially to become a Republican data pro, but while in graduate school at Georgetown “I discovered there was this great job called ‘the pollster’ in the political realm,” he says. After a year or so working for Frank Luntz, the infamous GOP überpollster, Lundry joined a firm called TargetPoint, where he became one of the party’s primary analytics gurus.

Analytics and modeling, a now-booming field in the marketing and political world, very simply is a way for a company or campaign to use an enormous amount of data about an individual to make an educated guess about how that person will behave. Researchers can survey thousands and thousands of people and then use the results of how people responded in that survey to make informed guesses about how other voters who have similar characteristics will behave too. They see what factors, for example, make someone more likely to support a particular candidate or issue position. Campaigns then build statistical models that try to predict how each individual voter will behave.

Think of a model like a recipe: a bunch of different ingredients are all included in different amounts to create something useful at the end. What are the ingredients that, if you mix them together, mean someone will probably be a Republican?

Each person is defined by a large number of ingredients, or “variables,” characteristics about their demographic or consumer profile. Usually variables like age, gender, voting history, and party registration are obvious indicators of whether you will turn out to vote or whether you’ll choose a particular candidate. Whether you’re married, have a high income, or live in a certain neighborhood might all give an analytics expert like Lundry additional clues about your potential behavior. Nowadays, thousands upon thousands of variables might be at a campaign’s disposal, ranging from the type of car you drive to the hobbies you have.

When it came to Mitt Romney, in this particular recipe in 2008, one weird ingredient—an unusual variable—stood out.

“It turned out that dog owners were breaking consistently against Romney,” Lundry observes. “I made the connection in my mind between that and the negative press around Seamus. And so ‘dog owner’ went into the model.”

Ah, the Seamus story. In 2007, in a profile piece on the Romney family in the Boston Globe, the world first learned the story of Seamus, the Romney’s family dog during the 1980s.15 The Romneys brought Seamus on the road with them for the daylong journey in a carrier strapped to the roof of the car. The profile noted that Mitt Romney had attempted to put a windshield on the crate so that Seamus wouldn’t be blasted by the rushing air during the drive, but during the trip, poor Seamus became ill and relieved himself in the crate. The tale of the dog on the car roof followed Romney through both of his presidential campaigns.

All right, this explains why some dog owners might be slightly less enthused about voting for Mitt Romney. But how did the Romney campaign know that people were dog owners in the first place? People today may have some awareness that nearly every transaction they make is logged somewhere, that every mouse click or card swipe is probably feeding information to someone. They may know that the data goes to their credit card companies and maybe to the stores where they shopped.

Fewer people are aware of how that data is used. When your grocery store has you sign up for that discount card, you’re exchanging data about your shopping habits for a few bucks off your grocery receipt. When you sign up for the mailing list of your favorite clothing store, information about your purchases gets linked up with the name and phone number you put down, and that data is used to make guesses about how rich you are and what your fashion sensibilities are. Suddenly you start getting coupons in the mail from your grocery store that just happen to be tailored to the sorts of things you buy, or other clothing retailers similar to the one you shop at start sending you catalogs in the mail. Did you sign up for a loyalty card at your pet supply store and then buy a new collar for your puppy? Buy dog food at the grocery store? Order some doggie treats online? That may be enough to get you flagged as a dog owner, and you may start to see more ads about pet-related products.

All in all, that’s not so surprising. But what very few people realize is that the same consumer data that is purchased by corporations to try to get you to buy soda or cashmere sweaters is also purchased by political groups, and it is used to make assumptions about if and how you will vote.

That piece of campaign mail that came in last week, talking about how a particular candidate slashed education funding? Those nice kids who came to your door the other day to talk to you about how Candidate So-and-so is an experienced small businesswoman who wants to bring jobs to the area? Your next-door neighbors probably didn’t get the same brochure in the mail. Those nice kids probably didn’t stop by the house next door—or if they did, they might have had a slightly different sales pitch to deliver.

None of that happens by accident, and the science behind it tells us a lot about where the future of politics is heading.

Margaret Scammell, a lecturer at the London School of Economics, published a paper titled “Political Brands and Consumer Citizens: The Rebranding of Tony Blair” in 2007 that dove into the emerging concept of “political branding” as the modern approach to how our leaders would win votes. Scammell studied the way that Tony Blair had campaigned for office and noted that as politics shifted “from a mass media model to a consumer model of political communication,” branding would become an even more important element of political campaigning.

What does it mean to move from a “mass media” model to a consumer model? Essentially, Scammell said that the campaigns of the 1980s and 1990s were characterized by the rise of spin and media manipulation by broad-based advertising campaigns. Today that model “is in decline.” This seems to make perfect sense given how trust in mass media in general has plummeted. For instance, trust in television news media is at record lows, with only 18 percent of Americans saying they have a great deal of confidence in it, down from 36 percent in the mid-nineties.16 Newspapers barely fare better. Instead, Scammell notes, it is more advantageous for campaigns to focus on pitching directly to voters (their “consumers”), which requires targeting and more refined approaches to understanding an individual’s attitudes.

“There is a perfect circle in the brand approach: campaigners research citizens as though they were consumers, and their research tells them that citizens’ attitudes toward politics are profoundly shaped by their experience as consumers,” wrote Scammell.17

As someone coming from the political opinion research realm, I can attest to the way that political polling these days closely parallels corporate brand research. For instance, a question favored by some pollsters in focus group settings involves asking participants what automobile model or brand a particular candidate is most like; in 2012, voters told the Republican polling organization Resurgent Republic that President Obama was like a Jeep, a Chevy Volt, and a Yugo, each of those associations linking the characteristics of a corporate brand (ability to navigate rough terrain, innovative but untested, faulty) with the brand of a candidate.18

But there’s also the other aspect of the “voter as consumer” approach, and that’s understanding how the same values and preferences lead to individuals’ choices about both politicians and purchases. And just as data analytics have reshaped the consumer landscape, they have also made it possible for political campaigns to know about you as a consumer. Not just that you are a Democrat, or that you live on Spruce Street, or that you voted in the last presidential election. They can know if you like technology. They can know if you have high-end culinary tastes. They can know if you have a gun. They can know if you like to knit. And, as a result, they can make very, very good educated guesses about if and how you’ll vote before you even do it.

Our political choices are driven by our emotions and our values. Voters are consumers and essentially wear both of those hats at the same time. What we buy, who we know, where and how we live our lives, are all reflections of the values that shape our shopping habits as well as our partisanship. Whether we’re taking a selfie or ordering sushi or donating to charity or buying cat food, we are giving off signals about our values, big and small. By studying lifestyle habits and the changing lifestyle habits of the next generation, we can begin to learn more about what they expect out of their leaders and what ideas might have the most positive impact on their lives.

Often the trends that shape our society start out as among young adults. That generation is a leading indicator of where things are heading. And better understanding the lives and choices of young Americans is absolutely essential to any political party that wants to thrive in the future.

Especially the Republican Party.



It’s no secret that the GOP has had a hard time winning over the millennial generation—the newest voters in the electorate—and that this has made it increasingly hard for Republicans to win elections.

I am young and I am a Republican. I don’t view these things as in any way contradictory or unusual. During November of 2002, when I was 18 years old, I walked down to the Reitz Union on the campus of the University of Florida to cast my very first ballot, voting for Governor Jeb Bush to return for a second term as governor of my state. I had old friends from my high school debate days who, as Democrats, would engage me in good-natured political arguments, but I never felt that being conservative marked me as bizarre in any way. Sure, it was a little bit weird to be a young person deeply interested in politics, but it wasn’t necessarily weird to be a young person who was Republican.

At 20 years old, I loaded up my personal belongings into my beloved Ford Mustang and drove up I-95 to begin an adventure in Republican politics in Washington. When I came to work in Washington as a young pollster and public opinion researcher in early 2005, there was a palpable sense that Republicans were invincible. Shortly after the reelection of President Bush in 2004, Republicans were dominant and jubilant. They’d just secured the White House for four more years. They’d picked up a handful of seats in the U.S. Senate (while losing just one, a previously Republican-held seat in Illinois, to none other than a newcomer named Barack Obama) and they’d taken out then Senate minority leader Tom Daschle in the process. In the U.S. House of Representatives, the Republican majority grew by a few seats.

That feeling of invincibility did not last long. Over the next few years Americans soured on the Republican Party, and by the time the 2008 election rolled around, the GOP was ushered out of the White House with resounding force. In the run-up to the 2008 election, anecdotally, I started to feel a shift in how my friends outside of politics were looking in at the parties. I started getting asked different versions of the question: How can you be Republican? You seem nice and normal! Friends who had previously thought I was an oddball for being so interested in politics now thought I was odd for being Republican. They were tuned in, fired up, and ready to go for Barack Obama, and couldn’t fathom why someone would choose to associate with the GOP.

I’ve spent the last six years trying to crack the code on young voters. I’ve pored over countless public opinion surveys, conducted focus groups all over the country, and taken a deep dive into all of the data about where my generation stands and what we believe.

What I have found should terrify Republicans.

Not all of my fellow partisans share my fears. I can’t tell you the number of times in the last few years I’ve been told that the GOP doesn’t need to worry about all these young people voting for Democrats. After all, they say, people become more conservative as they get older, throwing around a version of the line “If you’re young and conservative, you have no heart, and if you’re old and liberal, you have no brain,” usually falsely attributed to Winston Churchill. They’re eager to make the case that all is well. Surely, these crazy kids with their sushi and their startups and their selfies will one day grow up, move out of Mom and Dad’s basement, get married, get a real job, start paying taxes, and, voilà, they’ll become Republicans!

Not quite.

Republicans shouldn’t hold their breath waiting for my generation to grow up and age into conservatism on their own.

There are three reasons why Republicans need to get past the idea that losing millennial voters is no big deal.

The first is that this moment is not normal. In the past, while Democrats have often done very slightly better with young voters, we have not seen the sort of enormous, sustained generational political divide that we are seeing today. Even as recently as fifteen years ago, young voters behaved generally like their grandparents at the polls. Today that is unfathomable.

The second reason why Republicans need to pay attention to winning young voters today is that we can’t count on them naturally becoming Republican tomorrow. Across a whole host of cultural factors, today we are seeing a decline in the sorts of behaviors that might have lent Republicans a more natural advantage with millennials as they age.

When I conduct a survey of voters, I often ask a series of demographic questions in order to segment and analyze the results. The most common demographic items that pollsters like me look for include age, race, marital status, religion, income, education level, and type of location where one lives. These factors alone can tell you a lot about how someone might vote. Republicans, for instance, do well among married voters; Democrats do well among voters who aren’t married. Republicans do well among voters who go to church every week, but lose voters who go to church less often. Republicans do well with voters who live in more spread-out or rural areas, while Democrats do well in denser areas and city centers.

So what trends are we seeing among millennials? They’re flocking to denser areas, they’re less likely to go to church regularly, and they’re less likely to get married, just to name a few. Republicans are potentially on the losing side of a whole host of social trends, and need to be certain they can reach voters who don’t have the normal “Republican” cultural and demographic indicators. Many of these voters are millennials.

But the final reason why Republicans need to actively seek to understand young people and to work hard for their support is because many Republicans fundamentally misunderstand millennial values and where the opportunities—and challenges—exist. They often take too simplistic a view of what young people want.

Young Americans are more diverse and complicated than most—including and especially the Republican Party—give them credit for. When I hear Republicans talk about winning over young voters—which, sadly isn’t often—it often focuses on a need to be more present in social media, to evolve on “social issues” like same-sex marriage, and to emphasize individual liberty and fiscal conservatism. Fine, but this idea is too narrow, too simple, and far too incomplete.

Republicans haven’t always been the party of the old or the party of the past. There hasn’t always been a stark divide between young voters and their grandparents. And the cultural and technological trends that make up millennial life in America today suggest that if Republicans don’t gain an understanding of what values are driving this generation, they are at serious risk of being left behind.

The case I will lay out in this book is not just one about winning votes and elections, however; it is about governing well. It’s about understanding how younger Americans are driving cultural, technological, and lifestyle changes that will affect politics and policy. It’s about understanding the emerging, exciting tools that policy makers have at their fingertips to better learn about and engage with those whom they represent, particularly the young Americans who are most highly connected and tech savvy. To get to that understanding, we’ll explore many of the most basic demographic factors that analysts use to make predictions about how voters will behave: race, family structure, workplace and income, education, religion, and neighborhood. We’ll learn how trends in these areas are remaking our politics and what marketers, campaigners, and leaders ought to do about it.

We live in an era when political movements and leaders have an unprecedented ability to learn about their voters and to reach out to them in a personal way. We live in an era when cultural norms about religion and virtue are changing, yet loving one’s neighbor remains the core of a generation’s moral code. We live in an era where the public sector increasingly represents an old way of thinking and problem solving, and when changes in people’s lifestyles show the need for reforms in outdated systems. We live in an era ripe for disrupting old ways of doing things, whether they’re being protected by unions or regulations or simply inertia.

The opportunities embedded in this landscape for Republicans are incredible, and I hope to shine a light on the ways that Republicans should not fear change; they should embrace it.

I don’t just want to figure out how someone or some party can win more votes. I want to explore what the next generation of voters expects—and what the next generation of thinkers is doing to bring about that change. And I want to understand what people need to know in order to understand and connect with my generation.

The world is changing.

Don’t you want to see where we’re headed?







 ONE


The Election of 2076: Why Republicans Should Think More Like McDonald’s

In 2003 the New York Times Magazine covered an emerging phenomenon of rightward-leaning youngsters in a piece by John Colapinto entitled “The Young Hipublicans.”

The piece outlined the growth in organizations like the College Republican National Committee during the early 2000s. “Today’s surge reflects a renewed shift pronouncedly to the right on many defining issues, after several years during the Clinton presidency when students gravitated toward more liberal political labels,” wrote Colapinto.1

Today it is almost comical to consider such a sentence. The “Young Hipublicans” didn’t last long. Even in 2003 the seeds of a potential liberal resurgence down the road were possible to see. “Like the rest of their generation, [the young conservatives have] been trained, from preschool onward, in the tenets of cooperation, politeness and racial and gender sensitivity. As much as they would hate to admit it—as hard as they try to fight it—these quintessential values have suffused their consciousness and tempered their messages,” noted Colapinto.

The “Young Hipublicans” were on the leading edge of the millennial generation, and a decade later those seeds of liberal values had fully bloomed. The 2008 and 2012 elections highlighted a generational political divide never before seen in modern American political history. Republicans lost young people by historic margins. The “Hipublican” story was now happening in reverse, and the millennial exodus from the GOP was in full force.

No longer were there intrepid reporters exploring what was pulling young people rightward. Instead, a New York Times Magazine headline in 2013 asked:

“Can the Republicans Be Saved from Obsolescence?”2

In early 2013, I flew from Washington to Columbus, Ohio, with journalist Robert Draper, who would be writing the aforementioned New York Times Magazine piece on what was driving young people away from the GOP. We were on our way to a focus group facility in the suburbs where that night I would moderate two focus groups of voters under the age of 30, asking them about their views on politics, policy, and media. Draper was coming along to sit behind the one-way mirror and observe firsthand what I had been seeing in the data and to see if there was any way that young people could be pulled back to the Republican Party. What we discovered on that trip, and what I observed in the rest of my research on young voters, was striking.

The young voters I spoke to that night in Columbus viewed the Republican Party as old-fashioned, out of touch, from a different era. While not necessarily enamored of the Democratic Party, the consensus was that Republicans represented an old-school approach to life that didn’t mesh with the more diverse, tech-savvy, open-minded millennial generation. They couldn’t connect with a party they felt was disconnected from and disinterested in their generation.

When Draper’s article was published, the artwork accompanying the story focused in on the notion of the Republican Party as outdated. It featured an antiquated typewriter with the caption “G.O.P. Laptop” and a filing cabinet labeled “G.O.P. Hard Drive.” The Republicans’ problem wasn’t about a single issue, a single piece of technology or single candidate. The problem with the Grand Old Party was right in the name. It was old.

Draper chronicled my thoughts from that night in his story:

“‘There is a brand,’ the 28-year-old pollster concluded of her party with clinical finality. ‘And it’s that we’re not in the 21st century.’”3

The title of Draper’s piece posed an interesting question: Can the Republicans be saved?

If the young Republican moment of the early 2000s failed to stick, will the Democratic moment of the late 2000s and early 2010s simply fade too?

Or is something more powerful happening here that spells trouble down the road for Republicans over the long term?



It wasn’t always this way. In the 2004 election, for instance, Republicans were widely touted as being the more tech-savvy team, having pioneered practices of microtargeting and online organizing. George W. Bush lost young voters to John Kerry, yes, but by a margin that was minuscule compared with the Obama wave to come.

Even before 2004, Republicans typically fared well with young people even if they didn’t win them outright. Grandparents and their grandchildren were not polarized against one another. Put simply, from 1980 through 2000, whether you were young or old had little bearing on your vote. Plenty of young people voted Republican, old people voted Democratic, and there was very little “age gap” in any major presidential election.

In 1980, Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan ran neck and neck among young people.4 By 1984, Reagan was winning voters under age 30 by enormous margins, and the “age gap” between the oldest and youngest voters was minimal.5 Young people were more likely to vote for George H. W. Bush in 1988 than were senior citizens.6 Bill Clinton won the votes of more young people than did his opponents, but he won all age groups, not just the young.7 Even George W. Bush in 2000 ran about the same among young people as he did among senior citizens.

In short: the idea that young people are always solidly Democratic and that old people are always solidly Republican is nonsense.

What happened in 2008, the year that young voters played a monumental role in the fate of our nation and elected Barack Obama to the presidency—the year that young voters broke for the Democratic candidate by over a 30-point margin—was way, way, way, outside the norm.

Despite the fact that Barack Obama was in his forties when he was elected, some called him “the first Millennial president.”8 He was young, and he ran on the promise of a more optimistic brand of politics. He ran on hope and change. He ran a tech-savvy operation that understood how to use social media to organize support. He spoke directly to disaffected young people. Running a campaign explicitly aimed at energizing groups of voters who had tuned out or felt cut off from politics, Obama turned the tide on youth participation in politics.

First, he got them to the polls.

In the presidential elections of the late 1970s through most of the 1980s, according to the national exit polls, voters under the age of 30 made up approximately 23 percent of all voters. Through the 1990s and early 2000s, youth participation fell and young people constituted only around 17 percent of the vote.

In the 2008 election, young voters bounced back. Big-time. They accounted for roughly 23 million of the votes cast, about 18 percent of voters.9 It wasn’t just a onetime surge, either; despite a rough economy, along with disappointment with and sagging enthusiasm for President Obama, young voters continued to be an important force in the 2012 election, with exit polls estimating that those under age 30 cast 19 percent of all votes.

But the notable trend in the youth vote in the last two presidential elections wasn’t just about a supposed uptick in participation. It wasn’t just that Obama got young people out to vote.

It was the extent to which they turned out to vote for him.

In the presidential election of 2008, according to the National Election Pool exit polls, Barack Obama defeated John McCain among young voters by a nearly two-to-one margin, an historic feat and one that was key to Obama’s victory. In 2012, President Obama continued to win significantly among young voters. Poll after poll showed the millennial generation breaking with the GOP.

But something had happened even before the rise of Barack Obama, before hope and change. Obama rode the wave, but he did not start it. It’s true that the 2008 election is the one that is most associated with the big “breakup” between the Republican Party and the millennial generation, and it was the Obama campaign that did activate young voters to turn out in an historic way. But one needs to go back even further to see what set the scene for the split between Republicans and young people.

We need to go back to that moment when the Republican confidence was at its peak. We need to go back to 2005.

Starting with the Bush administration’s unsuccessful attempt to reform Social Security, exacerbated by the deteriorating situation in Iraq and capped by the response to the devastation of Hurricane Katrina, 2005 and 2006 were disastrous years for the GOP. Favorability toward Republicans across all age groups fell off a cliff. Republicans started 2005 being viewed favorably by 56 percent of Americans and ended 2006 being viewed favorably by only 35 percent.10

In the 2006 elections that followed, Republicans lost their House majority and lost voters nationwide by an 8-point margin. But something peculiar emerged when the exit poll results were broken out by age. Of course, Republicans lost young voters in that election, just as they lost all age groups. But the size of the deficit with the young was striking. Republicans won only 39 percent of the votes of those under age 30—the worst result for either party among any age group going back over two decades.11 Even in previous huge-wave elections, there had never been a generational break quite like this.

Barack Obama wasn’t a major national figure yet. Young voters weren’t caught up in Obamamania. Obama’s name wouldn’t even be tested in a major presidential election poll until 2007.

This was not about Obama.

Yet here, in 2006, young voters spoke loud and clear: they had simply rejected the Republican Party.

That’s what should make the results of the last two presidential elections so alarming to Republicans.

This is not the norm. And it is not just about Obama.

Of course, Republican dominance in the 2014 midterm elections has temporarily alleviated the concerns about the party’s future. Far exceeding the expectations of most pundits and prognosticators, Republicans retained and gained a number of governors’ offices across the country while also gaining control of the U.S. Senate. Republicans had a great election night and were justifiably jubilant. The discussion of two years earlier, about how Republicans were in trouble and destined to go the way of the dinosaurs, almost felt silly. Extinction? Hardly. They were back at the top of the food chain.

Politics can feel quite cyclical. One party is in power while the other fades, only to see the tables turned a few years later. In 1969, Nixon strategist Kevin P. Phillips wrote The Emerging Republican Majority, laying out the story of how Republicans would supposedly control the next few decades of politics. In the early 2000s, we had Karl Rove’s goal of a “durable Republican majority,” and Republicans found success in three successive election years.12 (Perhaps ironically, during the Meet the Press appearance where Rove spoke of that durable majority, then senator-elect Barack Obama joined him as a round-table guest on the program.)

In 2006 and 2008 the narrative of Republican dominance was turned on its head, and suddenly we were talking about “the emerging Democratic majority,” as it was first dubbed by researchers John B. Judis and Ruy Teixeira in 2002. It seemed that demographic and cultural shifts meant a Democratic victory was destiny.13 In 40 More Years: How the Democrats Will Rule the Next Generation, famed Democratic operative and pundit James Carville in 2009 wrote about how Democrats were poised to be victorious in American politics for the foreseeable future.14 Then came the 2010 elections and the significant Republican wave of that year, in which Republicans won a multitude of races across the country. Suddenly it seemed that not all hope was lost for the GOP. The pendulum quickly swung back, of course, and by the 2012 election the Republican “brand image” was worse than ever, with Democrats retaining the White House. Come 2014, we were right back to Republican euphoria, with election victories that lent credence to the theory that it is Democrats who are doomed in the long run because of their declining appeal with a large swath of white working-class voters.

On and on, round and round we go.

But while the notion that politics is cyclical may offer comfort when you’re out of power, it can also lend the impression that you need only wait around long enough and surely your party will be back in fashion. Wait long enough, and people will tire of the people running the show and will give you another shot.

This is how I hear many people think about the politics of the young in America. Sure, Reagan won over a generation, but then a decade later Bill Clinton pulled young adults leftward. Behold the early George W. Bush era, with those “Hipublicans” and their growing campus conservatism! But give it a few more years, and suddenly you have the Obama generation putting up “CHANGE” posters in their dorm windows.

Why bother trying to win young voters if they’re going to ultimately come around to your side anyhow? Inevitably, we will return to favor, right? Won’t the pendulum come back around?

This attitude is dangerous. It is particularly dangerous for today’s Republicans in large part because it’s hard to see how the “brand damage” being done today might lead to negative consequences later on. It’s the sunburn that you think is gone when it stops hurting and being pink, forgetting that you’ve still done lasting and irreversible damage to yourself. Assuming that young people will naturally come back to the right one day ignores the risk of the real, lasting electoral impact of badly losing a generation in the first place.

Political views are sticky. Gallup has tracked political partisanship and ideology for decades. Its data tell an interesting story about how we hang on to the political attitudes we form when we’re young. During the summer of 2014, they released a chart showing political partisanship broken down by age in America today. As you’d expect, today’s young voters are much more Democratic than Republican. However, the party gap comes to a close when looking at voters in their mid-forties. But for voters in their mid-fifties and early sixties, the baby boomer generation? Democrats pull back slightly into the lead. It isn’t until we get to those in their late sixties that Republicans gain the edge again.15

So what’s going on here? Why is it that a voter who is in his or her late forties today—who would have first earned the right to vote during Reagan’s presidency—is still more likely today to be Republican than voters who are ten or twenty years older? Why is it that a voter in his or her early sixties today, who would have first earned the right to vote around the Watergate era, is so much less likely to be a Republican than the Gen Xers? Do political attitudes and preferences take shape when you’re young and stick with you as you age? Are we really seeing Reagan and Watergate continuing to ripple through people’s party affiliations decades later?

For decades, political scientists have studied how political attitudes are formed, how they persist, and what






































COPYRIGHT


THE SELFIE VOTE. Copyright © 2015 by Kristen Soltis Anderson. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Broadside Books™ and the Broadside logo are trademarks of HarperCollins Publishers

FIRST EDITION



ISBN: 978-0-06-234310-9

EPub Edition July 2015 ISBN 9780061975189

15 16 17 18 19    OV/RRD    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062343123_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Title.jpg
KRISTEN SOLTIS ANDERSON

THE

SELFIE

VOTE

‘Where Millennials Are Leading America
(And How Republicans Can Keep Up)






