
TITLE OF PRESENTATION GOES HERE

Winning the Narrative on 
Safety, Accountability, and Justice: 
Leading with solutions, not scare tactics
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VERA ACTION



Safety is too important an issue to be 
politicized, yet it always is. 

Conventional wisdom in the media and 
among the political class on what 

communities think about crime is wrong. 
We need to win the politics on crime to 

pass policy change for safety, 
accountability, and justice.
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Using comprehensive, robust public opinion research and message testing to advance a new line 
and change the political, media, and cultural narrative about safety, accountability, and justice.

● 501c3 field coordination:
25+ national organizations meet biweekly to share messaging research and strategy.

● 501c4 political outreach:
Conduct briefings and provide messaging guidance to politicians, GOTV, PACs, and funders. 

● 501c3 media outreach:
Provide expertise to  journalists who cover crime, politics, and criminal justice. 

● 501c3 social influencer strategy:
Engage influential messengers online to reach moveable audiences. 

The True Line strategy



VERA ACTINN

Public opinion research and polling

● Round 1: qualitative research in late fall 2021 of 100 “moveable middle” likely voters and 
tested messages in Swayable in January 2022 with over 10,500 respondents nationally. 

● Round 2: national quantitative poll in June 2022 of almost 4,000 likely voters, with 
oversampling in 11 battleground states.

● Round 3: national online exit survey on election night of 1,800 actual voters and a second 
post-election quantitative survey of 2,100 actual midterm voters in 7 battleground states 
(AZ, FL, GA, MI, NC, PA, WI).

● Round 4: updated national survey in April 2023 of 2,800 registered voters, oversampling 
Black, Latino/a, and AAPI voters on inoculation messages.

● Round 5: exit surveys of actual voters in the Chicago mayoral runoff (April 2023), and the 
Philadelphia mayoral primary race (May 2023). 
(AZ, FL, GA, MI, NC, PA, WI).

● Round 6: national quantitative poll in September 2023 of almost 2,500 likely voters, with 
oversampling of Black, Latino/a, and AAPI respondents.
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A FEW FRAMING THOUGHTS:
While the “tough on crime” message is 
louder than “serious about safety,” 
communities don’t want to choose 
between safety and justice–they 
believe we can have and deserve both.
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The Republican advantage on crime is one of volume–by 
almost 50 points over Democrats in 2022 battleground states.

10Source: Perry Undem 2022 battleground exit survey commissioned by Vera Action

In the campaigns this year, who did you hear from more on the issue of crime?



However, a message about making communities safe performs 
better than a narrow “tough-on-crime” one.

11Source: GQR fall 2023 national survey commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY 1.
Getting off the opposition’s 
narrative playing field and onto our 
own is a racial justice priority.
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Preventing crime and delivering safety is a priority for 
everyone, but especially for Black communities.

13Source: Hart Research Associates exit survey commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY 2.
Unexpected demographics favor a 
comprehensive approach to safety 
over “tough on crime”–including 
independent voters, especially 
moderate women.
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Even among independent voters, especially women, a 
comprehensive approach beats out “tough on crime.”

15Source: GQR fall 2023 national survey commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY 3.
 A comprehensive approach to 
safety holds up across geographies 
and different parts of the country. 
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Support for a comprehensive approach to safety outperforms 
“tough on crime” across the board–except in rural areas.

17Source: Perry Undem and Hart Research Associates poll commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY 4.
There is a way to talk about the 
police–and it’s about better policing, 
not more policing.
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We can support police 
officers who put their 
lives on the line for us 
every day and we can 
hold police 
accountable if they use 
excessive force or 
abuse their power.

89% 
agree 

59% 
strongly

19Source: Perry Undem and Hart Research poll commissioned by Vera Action

Support for police 
is strong, but so is 
support for 
accountability.



A message of supporting police and holding them accountable 
is the strongest–20 points better than just adding more police.

20Source: Perry Undem 2022 battleground exit survey commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY 5.
Meeting a “defund” attack with a 
message of “support and 
accountability” inoculates and turns 
the conversation onto our own 
narrative playing field.
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22Source: Perry Undem and Hart Research Associates poll commissioned by Vera Action

Next are two statements from two different candidates running for US House of Representatives. Which do you agree 
with more, even if neither is quite right in your view?

Candidate A: The Left has allowed a culture built on hating the police to drive decisions surrounding law enforcement. The 
Defund the Police movement is without a doubt one of the greatest dangers to public safety in our nation’s history, and 
Democrats are responsible for it. The hostile climate for police has discouraged proactive police work. We can’t expect the 
police to keep us safe if we aren’t willing to keep them safe.

Candidate B: I’m not about scare tactics or slogans, and I’m not afraid to have an honest conversation. We keep expecting 
police to solve every social problem, from kids skipping school to mental illness to homelessness to gun violence. No one 
profession can do that. We're spending $115 billion a year and putting too much on police departments. It's time to try out 
some promising new solutions to lift the burden. It's time for support and change, not blame.

42%

58%

A comprehensive solutions message even inoculates against 
and outperforms a scare tactic “defund” attack.



TAKEAWAY 6.
We have to own accountability, but 
accountability goes both ways.
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When it comes to 
accountability, most 
people hold the 
government 
responsible for a 
criminal justice system 
that works.

90% 
agree 

63% 
strongly

We need more 
accountability at all 
levels. The criminal 
justice system needs to 
be more accountable for 
public safety and 
fairness. There needs to 
be accountability for 
people who break the 
law. Police should be held 
accountable for 
excessive force. Elected 
officials need to be 
accountable to voters 
when they spend billions 
on things that don’t work.
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TAKEAWAY 7.
Communities believe in the policies 
we champion.
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As a matter of policy, voters favor comprehensive solutions for 
safety and preventing crime over “tough-on-crime” ones.

26Source: Perry Undem 2022 battleground exit survey commissioned by Vera Action

More likely to be seen as effective:
● Working across party lines 

toward a common goal of safe 
communities (63%)

● Increasing access to mental 
health care (61%)

● Building trust between police and 
the community (61%)

● Making sure public safety, not 
wealth, determines who stays in 
jail pending trial (57%)

● Addressing underlying economic 
conditions (56%)

Less likely to be seen as effective:
● Harsher sentences and 

mandatory minimums to keep 
people in prison (38%)

● Putting 100,000 more police 
on the ground to improve 
safety (43%)

Let’s say we want to improve safety in communities. Which of these solutions is effective?



TAKEAWAY 8.
When we turn the conversation from 
“tough on crime” to “serious about 
safety,” we win real policy change 
and inoculate against backlash.
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TAKEAWAY 9.
When we turn the conversation from 
“tough on crime” to “serious about 
safety,” we even win on the politics.
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Jacksonville, FL mayoral

Lincoln, NE mayoral

Pennsylvania U.S. Senate



TAKEAWAY 10.
There are tried-and-tested 
messaging tips to win the narrative 
about safety, accountability, and 
justice on our own terms.
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1. Lead with the shared value of safety.
Acknowledge the importance of safety for everyone and say that we deserve an honest 
conversation based in solutions, not scare tactics, about what makes communities safe. Everyone 
can walk with us through the safety door to get to justice.

2.  “Tough on crime” is the villain that keeps us from real safety.
Across the political spectrum, people do not believe the “tough-on-crime” approach to crime and 
safety is working. If it were, we would be the safest country in the world.

3. Rely on empathy, not simply data, to persuade.
Countering falsely-held beliefs with empathy is more persuasive than contradicting with data. 
Arguing about crime statistics, for example, with legislators or the public is often not effective. 
Setting the record straight with journalists and media is, though. 

4. Pivot to solutions.
There is strong support for community-based solutions to preventing crime and delivering safety. 
Highlight specific programs–how they work, who they serve, and the impact they have. This is 
where the data is persuasive. 
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The right messaging frame for safety, accountability, and justice



For questions, please contact:

Insha Rahman, irahman@veraaction.org
Director, Vera Action

Michelle Parris, mparris@vera.org
Director, Vera California

Brian Tashman, btashman@veraaction.org
Deputy Director, Vera Action
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