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Georgia Democratic Values Project 

valuesmessage.org 

 

After November 2010: Where do we go from here? 
(from remarks to the Fannin County Democratic Committee, November 9, 2010 

by G. David Robinson) 

We know the mechanics of running 

political campaigns. We can do that as well 

as the Republicans do it. 

We could always do more of the right 

things — canvasses, phone banks, direct 

mail, voter registration — and we could do 

the right things more efficiently, maybe 

with better targeting of voters, but our 

problem isn't the mechanics. It's the 

message. 

When a candidate says "I'm a 

Republican," a light bulb goes on in 

people's heads. "Republican" — oh, yeah, 

that means he believes in 

1. smaller government 

2. lower taxes 

3. strong military 

4. family values 

The Republican candidate starts out with a 

base message that's already familiar to 

everyone, so he can spend the campaign 

acquainting the voters with himself — his history, his character, how he's a proud 

representative of those Republican values. 

When a candidate says "I'm a 

Democrat," what's the reaction? There is 

no short list of values that comes to mind. 

If we've allowed the Republicans to define 

us, the words that form in the voter's brain 

are, at best, "Tax-and-spend Democrat." 

And worse things are said about us. 

The Democratic candidate has no base 

message, so he FIRST must spend his time 

and money explaining what species of 

"Democrat" he is — what values he 

represents, what issues he thinks are important, how he would vote on those issues. And 
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he must do it against the headwind of consistent Republican efforts to define all 

Democrats in the most negative way. Only once he has spent time and money creating a 

base message — for his campaign alone — can he spend more time and money telling 

voters about himself. 

Movement 

Conservatism is a MOVEMENT. Its 

supporters have a common goal and a 

consistent message over time, repeated by 

all of its advocates and reinforced by the 

conservative "message machine" — think 

tanks like The Heritage Foundation and the 

American Enterprise Institute; business 

organizations like the U.S. Chamber of 

Commerce; media like The National 

Review, the Wall Street Journal editorial 

page, The Washington Times, The Weekly Standard (William Kristol), Fox News; and 

all of the Republican spokespeople, Congressmen, Senators, and consultants, who 

constantly repeat the same talking points at every public opportunity. 

Democrats or progressives seem to start 

over with each election. We don’t talk 

about a consistent set of values or issues 

that we hold to from one election to the 

next. 

With each candidate, it's "every man for 

himself," each defining himself as best he 

can; every candidate being “Democratic” in 

name only. There is no consistent message; 

no "message machine" for Democrats. 

The Republicans' base message, their four 

points, also is an example of what I call a 

"sidewalk message" — a candidate's 

response when a voter approaches him on 

the sidewalk and says "Why should I vote 

for you?" The voter won't stand still for a 

long discourse on the candidate's entire 

platform. Democracy for America, in their 

training, says that a candidate should be 

able to give three points, in nine seconds, 

with no more than 27 words — 3-9-27. 

(That's a rule-of-thumb — the Republicans 

make four points in 10 words.) Other instances are when a newspaper or a radio 

interviewer needs a quote from the candidate. The short message will get voters' 

attention; and it's easy to remember. 
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Ultimately, as a Democratic consultant (Bernie Horn) put it, what we want a candidate to 

do is to "articulate a vision for America's future." That starts with articulating a vision 

that people can REMEMBER. 

Framing 

The base or "sidewalk" message is the beginning. Then, having started to define our 

values, we must learn how to talk about specific issues in terms of OUR values — NOT, 

as Republicans try to make us do, in terms of conservative values. To enable voters to see 

things from our point of view, we need to understand "framing." 

Here's Bernie Horn's try at simplifying 

what "framing" means: 

 "Your interpretation of any picture, 

and your reaction to it, depends on 

where your attention is directed—

what's in the frame, and what's outside. 

Focus on one part and you're reminded 

of one picture, story or stereotype in 

your head; focus on another part and 

you think a different thought and draw 

a different conclusion.” 

 

Republicans know all about "framing." Their expert, Frank Luntz, has for years been 

providing them with advice on how to advance their agenda and destroy ours. It's time to 

arm ourselves to fight back. 

Proposal 

 Our first objective is to develop a base 

message or "sidewalk" message — a 

concise statement of our values, short 

enough to catch people’s attention — a 

message on which all — ALL — 

Democratic candidates can run. 

 Our second objective is to frame issues 

in terms of that message, so as to hard-

wire knowledge of our values firmly in 

the public's brains. We must NOT 

confuse differences over one policy alternative or another with VALUES. 

We have some guidance in coming up with a description of what we progressive 

Democrats believe. 

On our website, valuesmessage.org, there are several books and other publications listed; 

and links to many articles available on the Internet. 
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It won't work to simply ask every Democrat to read all of this and try to accomplish 

something individually. Instead, we’re going to develop training in the principles and 

practices described by these authors. We must organize ourselves to deliver a consistent 

message, using the fewer dollars available to us (compared to the Republicans) but also 

using the greater grassroots potential in the groups and organizations that make up our 

coalition. 

Right now, we Democrats have a "party." Most of it — those of us at the county level — 

goes to sleep after every election and is roused in time to start campaigning for the next 

election. We're fully awake only for Presidential elections. 

As the Republicans have done, we must 

become a movement, but one very 

different in character. 

Once we've decided how we want to 

present ourselves, we must communicate 

who we are — what we stand for — every 

day, in every kind of media, at every 

opportunity, through every voice available 

to us. 

Next 

I'm certain there are Democrats all over the 

country who are having this same 

discussion. What we've been doing isn't 

working. A quote attributed to Einstein is: 

"Insanity: doing the same thing over and 

over again and expecting different results." 

We must do something different. 

The Georgia Democratic Values Project 

was started to do “something different.” 

We’re creating a campaign organization to 

do the work described here, utilizing 

resources that we’re making available on our website. You can go there to see what we’re 

working on, and you can contact us to get on our e-mail list for people who want to 

contribute ideas. 

We can turn Georgia BLUE again. Our campaign is gaining support around the state. 

Sign up: contact@valuesmessage.org. 


