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MEMORANDUM 
 
To: Concerned Children’s Advocates 
From: Luntz, Maslansky Strategic Research 
Re: The Language to Make Children a Budget Priority 
Date: July 20, 2007 

 

 
 
OVERVIEW  

 
If you want to understand why Americans have become so pessimistic over the past few 

years, consider the following three survey results: 
 
(1) 70% of Americans consider their current quality of life to be better than their 

parents, but only 34% think their children’s quality of life will be better than 
theirs; and 

 
(2) Just 34% of Americans think their children “will inherit a better America than 

they did,” while a majority (57%) think things in America will be worse for their 
kids.  

 
(3) Northeast or southwest, young and old, white, black or latino, a majority of every 

subgroup no longer thinks their kids will have it better than them.   
 
At no time in the past 50 years have expectations for America’s youth been so downright 

pessimistic.  With every pollster now talking about how negative and foul the public mood has 
become, we can finally establish an essential explanation.  In a sentence:   

 
It’s hard to feel good about America when you feel so 
bad about the prospects for America’s children.  

 
We are pollsters, measurers of public priorities.  If you asked Americans to choose from a 

list of five, ten, even 20 items, investment in kids would consistently come at or near the top.  
Advocates for children don’t need to create a sense of urgency – it exists already.  The direct 
connection between expectations about the future and satisfaction with today is unshakeable.   

 
The politicians had better be listening.  With the White House and Congress at historic 

low approval ratings, and with the 2008 presidential race already in full swing, responding to 
priorities impacting children is the surest way to restore credibility, while ignoring them is the 
surest way to political defeat.  In plain English, kids may not be able to vote, but in the upcoming 
election cycle, kids most certainly count.  The following executive summary explains why.     
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Five Communication Strategies for 2008 
 
  “When it comes to America’s youth, stop trying to get my vote and 
  start trying to get my respect.” 
       The Best Sound-Bite for 2008 
        
 
 The public has stopped asking and started demanding.  In our most recent research, 
the strongest, boldest, most active language on behalf of children consistently worked best.  Here 
are the five key attitudinal and linguistic findings and recommendations.   
 
1) Children’s issues impact everyone.  The problems facing our children aren’t local, 

state, or even national issues.  They’re American issues – and they impact all of us.  The 
essential communication context is the sense of ownership – that we are all responsible 
for the health, safety and happiness of the next generation.  Similarly, the consequences 
of failure will be felt not just by the children but by every American.   
 
 

Words That Work 

Kids ARE our future.  They’re an investment.  And they’re our 
insurance.  When we’re retired, they’ll be the business leaders that 
keep our economy vibrant.  They’re going to be the leaders that guide 
America through the 21st century.  They’re the future entrepreneurs 
and non-profit leaders.  They ARE our future.  
 
And if kids are the future, we shouldn’t give them the short end of the 
stick today.  I want today’s kids to be healthy, educated, and prepared 
for their roles when we take a step back and let them grab the reigns.  
And it all starts with our commitment to them now.  We’ve committed 
to letting them lead us tomorrow, so we must be committed to 
preparing them today.  

 
 
2) Explain the principles before you explain the legislation.  When you talk about any 

government program – whether its S-CHIP or No Child Left Behind – as a government 
program first, you immediately divide your audience politically.  Start with the specific 
challenges facing the next generation and the principles behind the program(s) that 
address those challenges.  The most important principle?  “Every child.”      
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Words That REALLY Work 

Healthcare is not just a right for the rich or a benefit for the poor.  Every 
child from every family should be covered or have the ability to buy into a 
healthcare plan. 

Words That Don’t  

My plan expands S-CHIP so that middle-class families can be covered or 
buy into the same plan. 

 
 
3) Give them a choice – pay now or pay later.  Americans don’t want to wait until 

tomorrow to address children’s issues we should be addressing today.  Fully half (50%) 
of Americans think that the lives of children in this country have gotten worse over the 
past ten years.  Half!  That’s why there is relatively little partisan disagreement on the 
issue – everyone knows someone who could benefit in the future from greater attention to 
children’s needs today.  Here, the principle of “prevention” scores highest. 

 
 
4) Hope is a better motivator than fear.  There’s a big difference between creating a sense 

of urgency and talking about doom and gloom.  The urgency you need to create must be 
grounded in hope, optimism and a focus on the future.  We will improve tomorrow if we 
act today.  In the national survey – and in the dial sessions – two words personalize the 
importance of investments in children: crucial and consequences.  Crucial is the 
immediate call to action, and consequences is about what happens if action isn’t taken 
right now.   

 
 
5) No excuses.  Period.  In previous research we have conducted, what angers Americans 

most about their elected officials is that nothing ever seems to get done.  Americans are 
fed up with the excuses they hear for a growing list of unsolved problems – and that’s 
why the words “no excuses” resonates across the political spectrum.   

   
 


