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THANK YOU

To College Republicans everywhere. You are our first 
line of  defense and the wake up call our Party needed. 
You told us where we were falling short on campus, 
and you have given us a one-in-a-generation chance to 
explore, experiment, and test how we can do better. 
You have proven yourselves to be remarkable, brave, 
and worthy inheritors of  the legacy of  Lincoln and 
Reagan. You made this possible, and we are forever 
grateful.  
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A LETTER FROM CRNC CHAIRWOMAN 
ALEXANDRA SMITH

June 2016

Fellow Republican,

My generation may be the most freedom loving generation in history.  In fact, if  you listen 
carefully to the complaints about my generation, they tend to be centered on this fact.  We’ve 
never let anyone tell us how to live, work, study, consume, or do just about anything else.  We’ve 
rejected conformity-demanding structures to an unprecedented extent.  

We demand freedom in everything we do.  We just don’t use the language of  the Greatest 
Generation to describe that.  My generation has moved beyond the boundaries of  traditional 
expressions of  freedom.  No one needs to tell a young person today the ability to call a car at any 
time of  day from any location from your smartphone is freedom.  It’s an integral part of  our lives.

My Party, The Grand Old Party, is the political expression of  freedom in America today.  We’re 
the party that understands Washington can’t run your life better than you can run your life. So 
why don’t more millennials vote Republican?  Simple: the Grand Old Party has gotten stale.  
There’s too much old and not enough grand in the way we express our party’s value to next 
generation voters.

It’s time to get fresh.  And we’re hearing from voters from the future about what the Republican 
Party of  the future should look like.  It’s a freedom loving party that doubles down on timeless 
principles rather than compromising on core beliefs.  But we understand and articulate freedom in 
our lives in fresh, new ways.

While he’s not a millennial, a young leader of  the Republican Party recently tried his hand at this 
with a group of  students at Georgetown University.  Speaker Paul Ryan spoke about creating a 
more open, bottom-up approach to problem solving that breaks away from the centralized, top-
down model favored in Washington. 

We wanted to put this language to the test, and to see to what extent it provides Republicans with 
an opportunity to make inroads with a generation that too often holds misperceptions of  the 
Party. We’ve come away from this research with open eyes about the tough challenges we face as 
Republicans in winning over this generation. But more importantly, we have sown the seeds for a 
fresh start in 2016 and beyond. 

In a moment of  political turmoil and frustration, voters of  all ages are looking for something 
fresh and different. We believe we have some answers for what younger voters are looking for out 
of  leaders, and are thrilled to share these findings with you.



A LETTER FROM RSLC PRESIDENT                         
MATT WALTER

With the presidential elections just over five months away, there is an intense focus on Election 
Day 2016.  While we as Republicans focus our time, efforts and resources on this fall, we must 
also continue to look beyond – to the voters and candidates who will represent our party and 
our nation decades into the future. To do this, we must understand and integrate the hopes, 
aspirations and expectations of  the single largest segment of  the population: the millennial 
generation.

At 75 million strong, the Millennial generation represents not only the future of  America, but 
of  our party. It is crucial we lay out a plan that identifies the right candidates, but it is even 
more important that we have a firm understanding of  our vision, our message and how we’re 
communicating with the public. 

As a collaborative organization that seeks vibrant partnerships to impact the long term as well 
as the present, the Republican State Leadership Committee (RSLC) is proud to partner with the 
College Republican National Committee (CRNC) and New Republican on this vital effort.  It 
is the latest project designed to help Republicans win up and down the ticket, and create a new, 
open society that benefits everyone.

The RSLC has prioritized forward-thinking and devising ways to win elections in the present 
and the future by supporting the new leaders of  today and tomorrow. This innovative mindset is 
evidenced by the REDistricting MAjority Project (REDMAP) that laid the groundwork for the 
congressional majorities we see today, and we have already launched REDMAP 2020 to do the 
same through 2020 to ensure we have fair, competitive lines for the next decade.

We have focused on electing new types of  candidates through the establishment of  the Future 
Majority Project (FMP) and Right, Women Right Now (RWRN). We have invested more than 
$11 million since 2012 to help elect hundreds of  new women and candidates of  diverse ethnicity 
to state-level offices, including dozens of  millennial leaders. And we are communicating these 
initiatives through innovative channels, like .GOP—the only new top level domain in the world 
run by a political party.

These partnerships and efforts have led to the highest number of  Republican legislatures in 
the history of  our party.  If  we are to maintain these historic levels of  success at the state level 
and cultivate the leaders and voters of  tomorrow, it is important we take heed of  the findings 
contained in this report and use them as a guide in 2016 and beyond.
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THE POLITICAL POWER OF THE FUTURE

The newcomers – the millennials –                                                                                    
have arrived on the political scene. The size 
of  turnout and partisan performance of                                                         
millennial voters in 2012 overturned the 
decision the rest of  the country made, and 
returned Barack Obama to the White House for 
a second term.

Since the 2012 election, the number of  eligible 
millennial voters has grown to rival the size of  
baby boomers (69.2 million millennials to 69.7 
million boomers).  

This electoral power is part of  a long-term trend.  As a percentage 
of  the total electorate, 18-29 year old voters have increased their 
share by one percentage point per cycle for four presidential cycles 
in a row.  That trend means millennial voters will be 20% of  the 2016 
presidential electorate.  

Yet we know from previous research that 
millennial voters are not liberal.  They don’t 

believe Washington can run their lives better than they can.  They 
don’t believe in Washington-centric solutions to the big problems 
facing America today.  And they even report never having seen 
Washington deliver on any major policy achievement.

This rising generation 
will decide the 2016 
presidential election, just as 
they did in 2012.  They are 
hungry for an alternative 
to the failed policies of  the 
Democrats.  But Republicans 
must understand how to 
articulate our principles to 
next generation voters if  we 
hope to take advantage of  the 
opportunity we have.

This report explores some of  the dynamics, issues, and attitudes at play in this election cycle, 
and begins to articulate a way forward for Republican candidates, campaigns, and committees 
up and down the ballot.

If  voting had started at age 30, Mitt Romney would be President today.  
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THE DIAGNOSIS

Before diving into the politics and policies affecting young voters, 
we began our research with a simple question: what characteristics 
define this generation? How do they think through problems, risks, 
and the challenges they face daily? How do they decide what is right 
and wrong, or what causes people to succeed or to fail?

The portrait of  the Millennial Generation – defined in this research 
as adults aged 18-29 - helps to shed a great deal of  light on the policy 
positions and political views that follow, and can help give Republicans 
deep insights on how to build messages and policies moving forward.

What we found is that young adults are cautious and somewhat 
apprehensive about risks. However, at the same time, they are ready for 
change and generally don’t feel beholden to tradition.  They want to 
see people compromise to find solutions. 

But the finding that has perhaps the biggest implications for those 
wishing to expand their reach with young people is the finding that 
most Millennials don’t think hard work is what gets you ahead in 
America these days. In order to win over young adults, Republicans 
have to propose policies that don’t just assume hard work always leads 
to success but instead enact policies to make sure hard work does lead 
to success.

THE MILLENNIAL MINDSET 

Republicans have an opportunity to connect by talking about what 
is creating social and economic immobility and how to break down 
barriers, many of  which are rooted in a centralized, top-down 
government that has fallen down on the job.

THE DIAGNOSIS
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Caution and Change

Millennials are slightly more likely to be risk-averse personally, but also prefer 
making big change for the countr y.

Previous research on the Millennial Generation suggests that they are 
more likely to be hesitant to make big commitments or to take large 
risks. Having grown up during the financial crisis and an era where 
national and economic security both feel uncertain, Millennials have 
delayed or eschewed some of  the bigger commitments that their 
parents’ generation made: buying homes, getting married, and the like. 

During our focus group research, when we asked college students what 
they wanted for their lives, many hoped to own their own businesses, 
have a family, and buy a home. They are, however, concerned they will 
not be able to reach their goals due to student loans, the high cost of  
living, and an increasingly expensive housing market. 

They want many of  the very things that their parents and 
grandparents wanted as young adults, but are afraid they will not 
be able to afford them. 

We began our survey by asking respondents: “would you say that you 
are someone who likes to take big risks or do you tend to be more 
cautious?” A majority – 53% - say they consider themselves to be more 
cautious than risk taking, while 43% lean more toward being risk-
takers. White young adults are more likely (57%) than Black (50%) or 
Hispanic (45%) to say they are cautious; half  of  Hispanic young adults 
consider themselves risk-takers.  

Being cautious and risk-averse increases for young women with age, but 
decreases for young men. For men, those aged 18-24 are much more 
cautious (55%) than men aged 25-29 (47%), while for women, the trend 
is reversed, with just under half  of  young women aged 18-24 saying 
they are cautious (49%), while this jumps for those women aged 25-29 
(59%). 
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At the same time that Millennials consider themselves to be cautious, 
they also want big change and aren’t largely beholden to tradition. We 
found that, when asked “Would you say that you are someone who likes 
to respect and carry on traditions or do you tend to like making big 
changes?” a majority of  adults under 30 (52%) say they prefer to see 
big changes, while four in ten say they prefer tradition. 

While both genders prefer change to tradition overall, young women 
are slightly more likely to say they prefer tradition (44%) than are 
young men (37%), driven in large part by women aged 25-29, of  whom 
a majority say they prefer tradition (54%), compared to only one out of  
three men aged 25-29.

While there was actually very little partisan difference on the 
question of  risk-taking, it may come as no surprise to find that young 
Republicans (51%) prefer tradition, while large majorities of  young 
Independents and Democrats say they like big change.

Compromise and Conflict

Millennials prefer working together and usually have friend groups that think like 
they do.

The debate over whether to prefer compromise or to stick to one’s 
principles is at the core of  much conflict in Washington. Most young 
adults come down on the side of  compromise, with 58 percent 
preferring compromise and only 36 percent preferring sticking to 
principles.

While the eight percent of  our respondents who identify as “very 
conservative” overwhelmingly prefer sticking to principles (71%), other 
ideological groups are much more positive about compromise. Young 
moderates, perhaps unsurprisingly, favor compromise (58%), as do 
women aged 18-24, among whom seven out of  ten prefer compromise 
to sticking to principles.
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While Washington may be divided, most of  the young adults we 
surveyed do not have big divisions within their own friend groups. We 
asked “would you say that you are someone who has a lot of  friends 
who hold different political views than you, or do most of  your friends 
think the same was you do?” and found that a majority – 55 percent – 
say more of  their friends agree with them than disagree. However, four 
out of  ten say they tend to be the odd-man (or woman) out more often 
than not.

While there is little gender gap on this question overall, men aged 18-
24 are among the most likely to say that they disagree with their friends 
(45 percent) compared to only 35 percent of  women aged 25-29. 
Furthermore, while a majority of  Black respondents (56%) and white 
respondents (57%) say they tend to agree with their friends, fewer only 
half  of  Hispanics felt the same (50%).

Interestingly, respondents of  all parties tend to feel their friends agree 
with them more often than not.  Some 60% of  young Republicans, 55% 
of  young independents, and 57% of  young Democrats say more or 
most of  their friends agree with them. 

Views on How Success is Achieved

Most Millennials think luck, not hard work, is how the wealthy get ahead in 
America

Before probing on economic policies and positions, we thought it 
was important to understand if  most Millennials believe that wealthy 
individuals get there by pulling themselves up through hard work and 
good ideas, or through luck and connections. Those who tout the way 
hard work leads to success in America are in the minority with the 
Millennial generation, where more believe that luck is how the wealthy 
get where they are.

We asked, “would you say that you are someone who thinks wealthy 
people get there through hard work and deserved success, or do you 
think wealth people get there through luck and connections?” 
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There are large gaps on this question across demographic groups. The 
youngest millennials – those 18-24 – are much less likely to believe 
hard work gets people ahead (40 percent) compared to their older 
counterparts (50 percent).  While white respondents actually lean 
slightly toward believing hard work is more important, a majority of  
Black (53%) and Hispanic (56%) say luck plays a bigger role.  

The ideological gaps on this question are substantial. Hard work is the 
primary cause of  success according to 64 percent of  conservative and 
73 percent of  very conservative young adults; those figures plummet to 
42 percent for young moderates, 34 percent for young liberals, and only 
23 percent of  very liberal young adults.

For Republicans, who often lean on messaging that extols the virtue of  
hard work and fights against a culture of  victimhood, we find ourselves 
often making a case about what it takes to get ahead in America that 
puts us at odds with what most young people think about how our 
economy works. 

For young voters, Republicans instead have an opportunity to 
connect by talking about what is creating social and economic 
immobility and how to break down barriers, many of  which are 
rooted in a centralized, top-down government that has fallen 
down on the job.

“Every candidate always goes on and on about the glittering realities of  the 

American dream and the American dream is basically social mobility. You can 

come here as nobody and make something of  yourself  if  you choose to… I feel 

like if  you ask anyone around here, it’s a lot harder than just pulling yourself  

up by your bootstraps.” – Dereck, 24 year old college student

and nearly half  – 49% - say they believe it is more about luck, while 
45% attribute it to hard work. 
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THE MILLENNIAL AGENDA 

There are countless hot-button issues being debated on college 
campuses these days. From issues of  transgender protections to climate 
change to the Black Lives Matter movement, we wanted to assess 
which issues matter most to young people when they are choosing 
which candidates to support. Are most millennials and college students 
focused on the issues that make big headlines, or are there other issues 
under the surface about which they care deeply?

In the survey, we presented respondents with forty different items 
(spread out across multiple question batteries) and asked them to 
choose only those issues that were very important to them when 
deciding whether or not to support a candidate. 

Responses earning over 40% 
saying it is “very important” 
that a candidate support...

TOTAL MEN WOMEN

1) Fixing failing public schools 58% 50% 65%

2) Promoting clean energy 50% 51% 50%

3) Reducing the national debt 49% 47% 50%

4) Pay equality for women 48% 37% 59%

5) Addressing poverty 47% 45% 49%

6) Student loan reform 42% 50% 65%

What is perhaps most interesting are the differences between certain 
answer options that one might assume to be linked. For instance, 
“student loan reform” is chosen by more respondents than “free 
public college for all.” While 48 percent say pay equity is important, 
only 22 percent said that it is very important that a candidate “support 
feminism.”  Half  of  our respondents said promoting clean energy was 
important, while slightly fewer specifically chose addressing climate 
change.
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In our focus groups, we similarly offered our participants a chance to 
build an agenda for a hypothetical political party they were creating. 
The top responses revolved around public schools, new ways to pay for 
college, promoting equality (economic, racial, gender, etc.), addressing 
climate change, and making it easier for people to escape poverty; this 
list looks strikingly similar to those top responses from our survey. 

Top Six Desired Party Attributes TOTAL MEN WOMEN

Supports aggressive action 
to ensure racial and gender 
equality

14 7 7

Supports giving students new 
ways to pay for college 13 7 6

Supports raising teacher 
salaries and school funding 12 7 5

Cares about reducing income 
inequality 9 6 3

Cares about making it easier to 
move up out of poverty 9 2 7

Supports taking action to 
address climate change 9 4 4

An agenda to reach young Americans absolutely must include answers 
and ideas that apply Republican principles to tackling these core 
challenges.

“Who Cares?”

Millennials aren’t sure their priorities align with the GOP right now.

In our 2013 research, we found that young Americans want to be 
known as intelligent, caring, and hardworking. Large amounts of  
research have shown that, for Millennials, one of  the most important 
questions they ask in deciding if  something is right or wrong, worth 
supporting or opposing, focuses on whether something provides care 
for others. 
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(While Republicans often focus on the economic or fiscal reasons 
for their policies, too often we miss out on the concept of  caring or 
explaining what we do care about.)

During our focus group research, we asked college students to tell 
us which attributes they thought were most important when thinking 
about a candidate. If  they could “build” an ideal candidate, what 
characteristics and qualities would matter most? 

For our female college student focus group respondents, the most 
often chosen quality was someone who is “kind to people of  all walks 
of  life,” followed by “cares deeply about racial inequality” (many 
respondents crossed out “racial” and noted “inequality” of  all types 
should be included and are connected). 

For our male college student respondents, being kind to people of  all 
walks of  life was also a top choice, as was being a good communicator 
and being someone who makes things happen. These characteristics 
all far outpaced more traditionally valued candidate qualities, such as 
experience in office, having business or military experience, or being 
someone who deeply studies policy issues. 

Top Six Desired                  
Candidate Attributes TOTAL MEN WOMEN

Kind to people of all walks of life 14 8 6

Well-spoken communicator 11 4 7

Cares deeply about racial equality 10 6 4

Not afraid to fight tough fights 8 4 4

Focused on making things happen 8 2 6

Works extremely hard 8 3 5
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The common theme: Millennials want leaders who care. They 
are more concerned with the ability to be kind to, to empathize 
with and to fight for others than on particular credentials or 
experiences.

Unfortunately, our research has highlighted that on many issues, young 
Americans aren’t sure Republicans care, or at least not as much as 
Democrats. On issue after issue, few respondents feel that Republicans 
care more about achieving important outcomes.  The good news, 
however, is that there is a broad framework that realigns conservative 
ideals with millennial expressions of  our values, providing Republicans 
with a great opportunity moving forward.

New Approaches for Republican Policies

Framing Republican positions in new ways opens doors with Millennials

During focus group research in Denver, toward the end of  each focus 
group, we presented our respondents with a clip of  Speaker of  the 
House Paul Ryan addressing students at Georgetown University. In 
the clip, Speaker Ryan acknowledges that the students may not be 
enamored of  the Republican Party, but proposes that we all want the 
same outcomes, and that an open, bottom-up approach to problem 
solving is what is needed rather than a centralized, top-down approach 
from Washington.

The reaction to the clip, in both groups, was a bit of  surprise. In our 
women’s group, Tashina said, “I’ve never heard a Republican, in any 
election, speak the way he just tried to speak. Maybe it’s the loudest 
voice, like we said, but I’ve never heard any Republican speak the way 
he just did” while Victoria thought, “I feel like he more accurately 
showed what a Republican is… I think it was refreshing.” In the men’s 
group, Dereck said, “Funny how he said bottom-up instead of  top-
down, but the party that he is affiliated with literally had trickle-down 
economics. It just seems a little crazy.”
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And while these respondents still viewed the Republican Party with 
a great deal of  skepticism, even after the clip, they were nonetheless 
intrigued and wanted to know what the substance was behind the 
message Ryan had delivered. By discussing Republican policy priorities 
through the lens of  disrupting old, outdated policy models by 
opening up new opportunities and empowering bottom-up solutions, 
Republicans have a chance to at least make young voters do a double-
take and listen.

Take economic growth; when asked who cares more about creating an 
economy that benefits everyone, Democrats defeat Republicans handily 
on this issue with young voters.  But when we present them with a 
contrast between what a Republican vision might look like and the sort 
of  rhetoric one might hear from a Bernie Sanders, a Hillary Clinton 
or another Democratic leader, Republicans have a chance to make 
enormous inroads.

We asked our respondents to tell us which they agreed with more: 
“We need Washington to do more to protect consumers and regulate 
the banks in order to fix the economy” OR “We need to open up 
the economy to encourage bottom-up growth and innovation in 
communities across the country.” Given this contrast, 63 percent 
of  young Americans choose openness and innovation over 
Washington regulation.

Or take the question of  public schools and education policy. In our 
focus groups, we also asked our college student respondents to “build a 
political party” out of  platform pieces that could belong to either party 
or to no party at all. One of  the top “planks” chosen was one calling 
to “support raising teacher salaries and school funding.” Yet despite 
Republican’s weak performance on the question of  who cares more 
about making K-12 education work well for all kids, contrasting our 
vision with that of  the other side of  the aisle saw huge margins for this 
Republican position. 
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“We should protect the tenure of  teachers who have put in many years 
teaching in the classroom and reward those with the most experience” 
was only chosen by 22 percent of  respondents when contrasted with 
“We should be open to new approaches in the classroom that can give 
all students equal access to good teachers,” a message chosen by 73 
percent of  respondents.

Higher education also offers opportunities for Republicans to 
drive a message about openness, disruption, and choice. With 
Republicans trailing substantially on the question of  “who cares 
more” about making college more affordable, it is notable that in the 
focus groups, more respondents added the party plan of  “supports 
giving students new ways to pay for college” to their own ideal party 
platform, while none of  our female respondents and just a few male 
respondents said they wanted to making government subsidies for 
higher education a priority.

“Increasing teacher salaries and giving students new ways to pay for college… 

Both of  those are nice and idealistic [but] as far as actually implementing 

those, it’s going to be dif ficult because I don’t know where you find the money 

for that.” – Jack, 21 year old college student

Young people aren’t necessarily looking for someone else to pick 
up the tab for their education, but they are looking for new ways 
to think about paying for it and making it more affordable. 

To be clear, simply saying the words “open” and “bottom-up” alone 
are not enough to woo a skeptical generation that is not inclined to 
believe politicians, much less Republican politicians. In our focus 
groups, respondents bristled at what they sometimes felt were 
“buzzwords” used by politicians. However, conceptually, there was 
interest in learning more, and throughout our survey, the framework 
of  openness and bottom-up problem solving struck a chord. 
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Tackling Hot Buttons

On topics where Republicans often shy away, there are ways to engage productively 

Zeroing in on important debates happening around the country on 
college campuses, we tested Republican and Democrat arguments on 
issues like racial equality and privilege, religious freedom, and birth 
control. These issues were not necessarily the “must-have” issues 
in our question where respondents could choose which items were 
critical for candidates to support; items like contraception and Black 
Lives Matter trailed items like public schools and the national debt. 
Nonetheless, these issues are a part of  the fabric of  political debate 
on college campuses, they will come up, and Republicans need to be 
prepared to engage.

We aimed to test a traditional framing of  the issue or the status-
quo policy with a potential center-right response. On each of  these 
issues, the new proposed Republican framing won out.

Birth control has been injected into politics in recent years. The 
contraceptive mandate in Obamacare ignited debate across the country, 
and college students are no exception when it comes to talking about 
the issue. Faced with a choice between the status quo and a message 
about allowing women to access low-cost birth control pills over the 
counter without having to rely on an insurance provider, 71 percent of  
adults under 30 lean toward over the counter access. This argument 
is actually more popular with women, as 76 percent want OTC 
access compared with 67 percent of  men.

Privilege is also a topic driving a great deal of  campus debate. Recall 
that in our focus groups, respondents were clear that creating a 
country where people are treated equally regardless of  race, gender, 
sexual orientation, gender identity and more was a top priority, and 
that respondents viewed all sorts of  inequality as being linked to one 
another.
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Upbeat messaging about the potential of  everyone to succeed resonates 
with the millennial preference for equality among all groups and not 
boxing anyone in or calling anyone out, though it is important to note 
that Republicans should not shy away from acknowledging barriers 
where equal treatment does not currently exist, and should in fact 
make tearing down these barriers a key component of  their agenda for 
millennials.

Religious freedom and LGBT rights discussions are also a 
component of  the broader equality debate. Although millennials are 
generally in favor of  same-sex marriage and are enthusiastic about 
expanded acceptance for LGBT individuals, our survey found that 
millennials are not necessarily comfortable with forcing a business 
owner to violate his or her religious beliefs, either. Asked if  they 
agreed more with, “No business owner should be able to discriminate 
against customers on the basis of  sexual orientation” or “While no 
business should discriminate, people should have the freedom to 
decline to participate in ceremonies that violate their genuine religious 
beliefs”, 33 percent chose Argument A and 63 percent chose Argument 
B. This includes 60 percent of  Independents and 54 percent of  
Democrats, along with 83 percent of  Republicans. This issue was also 
mentioned in our women’s focus group, where respondents felt that it 
was on the customer to do research on businesses and business owners 
should not have to violate their religious beliefs.
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Reaching young voters requires caring about the issues that matter to them most

In both our focus group and our survey, we heard time and again 
that there was great frustration with the status quo and with current 
politicians. When we talked to them about what was very important to 
them when evaluating candidates, we found some important themes:

1. Prove you care about people of  all walks of  life and empathize 
with others. The harsh reality is that this is not an attribute associated 
with politics or specifically our party, but is critical for young voters. 
In our “build a candidate” focus group exercise, recall that “kind to 
people of  all walks of  life” got the most votes of  all the candidate 
attributes we tested. Millennials feel politicians are disconnected and 
lack empathy. They want candidates who instead embrace and care for 
others.

Addressing poverty, for instance, was a top-five issue for millennials in 
our survey. In the focus groups, “supports aggressive action to ensure 
racial and gender equality” was tied for the most chosen party platform 
plank that our respondents would want to include in their ideal 
political party. They were emphatic to note that this is not just about 
race, or about gender, but is about all of  the ways in which we might 
come from different walks of  life – socioeconomic status, religion, 
sexual orientation – and felt that empathy, understanding and care 
about people of  all types was important.

THE PRESCRIPTION FOR WINNING MILLENNIALS 

The next generation is telling us that freedom is always a new 
idea, needed even more in the world ahead than the one we 
currently inhabit.

THE PRESCRIPTION
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2. Acknowledge existing barriers to equal opportunity and 
address them head-on. Millennials are deeply concerned about 
disparities in American life; between men and women, between racial 
and ethnic groups, between socioeconomic classes. They believe 
that issues of  inequality are linked; that racial or gender or income 
inequality do not live in isolation but all feed one another. For 
instance, to our focus group of  college women, “income inequality” 
was also about gender pay equity.  They believe that barriers exist, even 
for those who work hard, than that a message that simply says that 
everyone can overcome obstacles with a little persistence is dissonant 
with their own experiences and frustration with obstacles to getting 
ahead. 

This isn’t about wallowing in victimhood but rather acknowledging that 
equal opportunity and treatment is not the reality in America today, 
and it should be. Rather than deny that barriers or disparities exist, 
they want candidates who can squarely confront these barriers and talk 
about how to address them, offering opportunities to Republicans who 
are unafraid to do so. 

3. Come ready with an agenda and a message on education. Both 
K-12 and higher education are top of  the list for millennials when it 
comes to what they care about and how they’d build an ideal party 
or candidate. The great news for Republicans is that there’s so much 
dysfunction in both arenas ripe for disruption, there’s enormous 
opportunity. However, it is also important to have “meat on the 
bones.” 

In K-12, policies such as increasing teacher salaries were among the 
most popular tested; simply pitting nice-sounding principles against 
something concrete like paying all teachers more or reducing class sizes 
will be a tough contrast. In our survey, protecting tenure and seniority-
based pay policies wasn’t a winning argument for the left, but if  
Republicans are to most effectively talk about opening up our schools, 
it is important to be clear about exactly what that means and how it 
will lead to better outcomes for students. 
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There are opportunities to talk about things like school choice in a way 
that make sense for a generation that expects options.

For higher education, this is another area where the left’s message 
of  greater subsidization has limited appeal, but in the absence of  a 
counter argument will win out. Even young voters who care deeply 
about the issue are skeptical of  the expensive and unworkable policies 
of  the left. If  the contrast is “Republicans who don’t care” versus 
“Democrats who do, but have an impractical plan,” Democrats will 
win. If  Republicans can clearly describe how they will give students 
new ways to pay for college, or create conditions for lower-cost, high-
quality options to emerge, that’s a far better contrast.

4. Show you’re ready to get things done. Millennials are skeptical 
of  politicians, and for good reason. They think there’s lots of  
meaningless talk and little meaningful action, with too many politicians 
simply waiting out their time in office casting votes to appease special 
interests.  The top qualities they want in politicians include those 
who will fight and work hard to make things happen. It’s lovely and 
important to talk about principles, but most millennials also want the 
pragmatic case for how you’ve gotten things done and what you’ll do in 
the future. They want to see how you’re going to stand up for what you 
believe, but also to see how you’ll make real progress. 

Most millennials are somewhat cautious, and justifiably so. They’re very 
open to change but aren’t radicals or ideologues. They want to know 
what works and want to pursue those ideas aggressively. Give examples, 
show your work, and understand that this is especially essential because 
of  how broken trust is between these voters and politicians – especially 
Republicans. Simply saying you support something that sounds nice or 
even bold isn’t enough; to keep young voters’ attention, explain what 
you want to achieve and how you plan to get there. 
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A REFRESHED REPUBLICAN PARTY:         
READY TO OPEN AMERICA TO THE FUTURE

If  these are the imperatives our candidates and campaigns must 
accomplish to refresh our party, how do we achieve them?  How do we 
fill the prescription? 

Let’s start with the way young voters understand freedom in their lives. 

NewRepublican.org, led by Alex Castellanos, has been at the forefront 
of  understanding how freedom is understood and used by millennial 
voters.  And in light of  those findings, they’re at the forefront of  re-
expressing timeless principles to fit our times. What follows are some 
of  New Republican’s prescriptions, contributed by Alex Castellanos.

The Need for Freedom in a Connected World 

When we ask Millennials what they think about “freedom,” they tell us: 
“It’s great. I love freedom! I read about it in history class! That’s the 
thing we won 200 years ago, right!? The guys in the powdered wigs?”

They have no clue about “freedom” in their own lives, no hint of  why 
they need it, when they use it, or how to value it. 

But when we ask them the same question in language they understand, 
about the world they inhabit, the results are remarkable. In some ways, 
they are the most freedom-loving generation in history. The key is to 
ask them how they employ freedom, not in theory, but in practice. 
In that context, they’ve told us that one of  the most powerful ways 
today’s voters understand freedom is through their ability to connect 
with others and share information.

Our predecessors, 240 years ago, understood freedom similarly. When 
they rose in the village square and fought for their right to connect 
with others and exchange information, they called it “freedom of  
speech.”

Today, most of  us understand and even take for granted our ability to 
connect with others and exchange information through something new:  
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our cellphone and mobile devices. 

These devices are at the center of  our lives and at the heart of  our 
expanding individual potential. 

Do you ever wonder why we feel such powerful and painful withdrawal 
when we lose our phones or become disconnected from them, if  only 
for a few seconds? Most people describe their reaction with the same 
word: “panic!” Why is our response immediate and our loss, nearly 
unbearable? After all, a cellphone is just a device. It’s not difficult to 
replace one. 

But that’s the point: Our phones are not something “other” than us. 
They are us. With them, we are constantly and infinitely connected. 
We are one with everyone, everywhere. That connection expands what 
we can do, which necessarily expands who we are and what we can 
become. In today’s communication culture, our devices have helped 
us expand and link together our individual nervous systems. Our 
connectedness is an enlargement of  our abilities and possibilities, an 
opening up of  our individual promise and potential. 

All of  us want to keep that phone and the promise of  that 
connectedness open. We have to. We don’t need to be educated about it 
or have it explained to us. We get it. Our research and experience over 
the past two years tell us that connected Americans understand this: 
Close things up and I do less and become less; open things up and I do 
more and become more.

In a way, that is what our Founders felt 240 years ago. If  the Crown 
took away their freedom to speak, they would be lessened. If  they 
could preserve their freedom, America could grow.

Open versus Closed

Our research indicates that today’s voters see their alternatives 
similarly: If  we give them a choice between “open” and “closed,” 
what do they choose instantly and every time? They choose 
“open.” They choose freedom. And that has powerful political 
implications.
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We’ve found that if  we give voters a choice between an “open” 
economy as Republicans intend, and a “closed” economy as Democrats 
have defended, voters choose “open.” They choose freedom. 

If  we give voters a choice between an “open health care system,” as 
Republicans propose, and a “closed” one, as Democrats offer, what do 
Americans choose? They take “open.” They choose freedom. 

If  we give voters a choice between a school system that is “open” to 
innovation and choice, as GOP leaders propose, and the “closed,” 
factory-like school system that Democrats still protect, Americans 
choose “open.” They choose freedom. 

And reforming Washington? If  we give voters a choice between 
growing America’s economy as Republicans propose, or growing and 
expanding Washington’s economy as Democrats still defend, guess what 
Americans pick? They choose freedom. 

Give voters a choice between fresh, bottom-up economic growth 
and old, top-down Democratic plans? Between growing the 
economy naturally and organically – as Republicans propose 
– or trying to grow it the old way – top-down, politically and 
artificially, from Washington – as Democrats still insist? 
Americans choose freedom. 

Republican principles remain powerful and persuasive – if  they are 
expressed as today’s voters employ them. In the communications 
age, “open” is how Americans of  every class, age, color, and 
gender understand freedom. Voters beyond the GOP base also tell 
us they are attracted to a Republican party committed to opening 
America to the future – as opposed to a Democratic party that defends 
the closed, top-down governing structures of  the industrial-age.

Asking voters to choose an “open” culture, economy, and society 
over antiquated “closed” structures is not an exercise in abstract 
rhetoric. It is a cross-generational fighting strategy for Republican 
officeholders and candidates. We can appeal to the voters of  the 
future by asking them to choose between an approach that works more 
like Uber and less like an old, yellow, taxi-cab company. 



WE CAN APPEAL TO THE 
VOTERS OF THE FUTURE BY 
ASKING THEM TO CHOOSE 

BETWEEN AN APPROACH THAT 
WORKS MORE LIKE UBER AND 

LESS LIKE AN OLD, YELLOW, 
TAXI-CAB COMPANY. 
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Rejecting the Old Washington Elite

No less important: When we ask voters to choose an “open” culture, 
economy, and society, we are also compelling them to reject the 
Washington status quo. The banner of  “openness” is a powerful 
rejection of  elitism. It serves as a battle flag for populist, blue-collar 
“Reagan Democrats” who are legitimately frustrated with Washington. 
Living in an open society, they will no longer tolerate the self-
indulgent, condescending establishment that is incapable of  meeting its 
most basic responsibilities.

Forcing a choice between an open or closed economy not only compels 
an argument between the past and the future, it also initiates a battle 
between principled conservative outsiders demanding change and 
insiders defending “more of  the same.”

OPEN

BOTTOM UP

NATURAL,      
ORGANIC

FRESH, NEW

CLOSED

TOP-DOWN

POLITICAL,      
ARTIFICIAL

OLD, TIRED

A Fighting Strategy
(we’ll take this)

(this is for the other guys)
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Re-Expressing Conservative Principles for Today’s World

Why not keep talking about the world the way Republicans do now? If  
we paint the house the same color, nobody knows we’ve painted the 
house.

New information changes things; old, doesn’t. If  we tell people what 
they already know, they stay where they already are -- and we lose the 
opportunity to attract new voters who already embrace our principles 
(even while they dislike our old “Republican” label.)

Change is not easy to swallow. Terms such as “free trade,” “free 
enterprise,” and “school choice” are deeply ingrained. Republicans 
should never and will never abandon them. But they are already 
built into our GOP stock price. They are no longer politically 
transformative. As we advocate a new direction, we must be careful 
about relying only on language that identifies us with Republicans of  
the past. 

The language for which we are known today elicits a polarizing, 
Pavlovian response: Familiar arguments drive partisan fighters to 
their comfortable corners, from which progress is least attainable. If  
Republicans mean to be change, we should sound like it. 

Ultimately, however, we are not talking about “words that work,” even 
though words such as “open” do. We are searching for the meaningful 
expression of  principle.

In The Conservative Mind, Russell Kirk quoted Edmund Burke on our 
mission. Burke wrote, “Conservatives have a gift for re-expressing 
their principles to fit the times.” Burke did not maintain that our gift 
is an ability to compromise our principles to fit the times. Nor did 
he instruct us to find new principles to fit the times. Instead, Burke 
challenged us to explain, in the language of  the moment, how people 
use freedom -- indeed, how it is vital --  in their everyday life.
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It’s the minimum required of  any conservative who contends for 
leadership, and it is not as difficult as we have supposed. We happen to 
be right: The next generation is telling us that freedom is always 
a new idea, needed even more in the world ahead than the one we 
currently inhabit.

The greatest intellectual contribution to the cause of  freedom in recent 
years has been made by Arthur Brooks, of  the American Enterprise 
Institute. In time, his most recent books, The Secret of  Happiness and 
The Conservative Heart, will find their place comfortably alongside 
The Conservative Mind, Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Freedom, and 
Freidrich Hayek’s Road to Serfdom.

Brooks eloquently describes the transformative power of  “earned 
success” and notes that political parties that are against things are 
a poor challenge to those that are for people. His insights are being 
embraced by a new generation of  conservative leaders such as House 
Speaker Paul Ryan. 

Still, it is a shocking admission of  how far the GOP has to go that 
Ryan’s insistence on campaigning in black and poor neighborhoods, 
with a message of  prosperity and equal economic opportunity for 
everyone, is radically new for us -- as if  we doubted the capacity of  
conservative principles to benefit all Americans.

Brooks’s arguments deserve political support. They call upon us offer 
a dynamic alternative to the old, insensitive, industrial age machinery 
that is now hurting the very people it intends to help.

Legislation and policy alone do not compel that choice. They are not 
a communication strategy. Policy and legislation face inward. Senators 
and House members speak a unique language, not clearly understood 
by those outside the temple. When our leaders talk about H.R. such-
and-such, continuing resolutions, and omnibus bills, they might be 
doing the essential work of  the country, but they are not inspiring 
anyone to man the barricades. Making policy and legislation is different 
from communicating it.
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Our problem, as freedom-loving Republicans, is not that we lack policy 
proposals that would move money and power away from the grinding 
wheels of  our public sector. We have an abundance of  good policy. 
But stirring the American people to support conservative legislation 
requires that we present them with a choice.

“Open versus closed” is not policy. It is an argument. It is the 
foundation of  a communications strategy intended to compel 
principled Republican conservatism and support an open and free 
society in an increasingly connected world. 

The Path Ahead

What should we do about the Republican Party we see before us?

Just as our party is expressing the legitimate frustration of  working-
class Americans with Washington’s limp, self-perpetuating elites, we 
risk alienating ourselves from the voters we need to win elections.

Imagine how different our prospects might be in 2016 if  the 
conservative cause and the Republican Party were energized not 
only by populist Reagan Democrats but also by aspiring minorities, 
millennials, suburban women, and others?

In 2016, if  we continue to confirm the cliché of  the GOP as visionless, 
angry, and unkind, we risk bringing upon ourselves a Mondale-like 
presidential defeat, and we might also lose the U.S. Senate, suffer a 
catastrophic loss of  seats in the House, and threaten modern highs in 
state-level offices and state legislative majorities. The Republican party 
could become a political relic that would not win the support of  voters 
for generations. 

Without a competitive Republican Party, our country will be irrevocably 
transformed by a Democratic party that believes “businesses don’t 
create jobs,” that the ancient machinery of  Washington hasn’t done 
enough and government via creaky assembly line should be more 
expansive.
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Compromising GOP principles and becoming Democrats-lite would be 
the path to failure. Clinging to an anemic conservatism that holds our 
principles are good only for shouting “No” would displays an equally 
dangerous lack of  faith. As Margaret Thatcher taught us, “First win the 
argument, then win the vote.” If  we love freedom and want to preserve 
it, we cannot limit our understanding of  it to history books. We must 
understand how it lives today. The darkness infecting today’s politics 
is an opportunity for those of  us who love liberty to light a new and 
more promising path.

The next generation of  Americans not only think conservatism is right 
in principle, they believe it is right in practice. They live it -- and they 
are out there, waiting for us. That should renew every conservative’s 
faith. 

OLD & CLOSED     vs.      NEW & OPEN

Engineering &                      
Regulation Model

OLD, FAILED, LIBERAL      
TOP-DOWN SOLUTIONS

- Old, primitive, tired

- Top-down

- Closed, zoned

- Distant, far away

- Cold, factory-like

- Political, artificial

- Unfair to common man

- Elite, privileged

- Requires toeing the line,  

Ecosystem &                              
Incentive Model

standardization & conformity

EVER-FRESH FREEDOM: 
PRINCIPLES THAT WORK

new, next, fresh -

bottom-up -

open -

local, personal -

warm, natural -

organic, authentic -

fair to all - 

equal opportunity  -

offers innovation, -
freedom of choice & diversity

DECISIONS & INFORMATIONINFORMATION

DECISIONS

vS.



FIRST WIN THE 
ARGUMENT, 

THEN WIN THE VOTE. 

Margaret Thatcher


