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In the year leading up to the primary 
season, pundits and political consultants 
alike were predicting a general election 
matchup between Hillary Clinton and Jeb 
Bush. Both Bush and Clinton were their 
respective party’s favorite, and both 
bought into the notion that it would be 
an easy trip to the general election. As we 
all now know, they were wrong.

The signs were there that they were 
wrong, but it didn’t seem that people were 
listening. Looking back, focus groups 
broadcasting on the major news networks 
should have helped to predict the 2016 
outcome. They were “the canary in the 
political coal mine.” If political consultants 
and the press had paid more attention to 
qualitative data and used it to inform their 
findings from “big data” analytics and 
voter polls, the election results wouldn’t 
have been quite so surprising to them and 
the people they work for.

What Early Focus Groups Were Telling Us
Even while Donald Trump began to 

gain ground in the polls, the press and 
pundits still didn’t take him seriously. 

that the Republican Party hierarchy is 
going to allow Donald Trump to be 
their nominee…leadership should be 
able to defeat him one way or the 
other,” Larry Sabato, September 2015.

Candidate, In One Chart,” 
FiveThirtyEight, June 16, 2015.

Republican presidential nomination,” 
The Guardian, August 22, 2015.

Can’t Win,” Time, December 2015. 

Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders 
rose quickly to challenge each and every 
candidate in their respective parties. As 
we know, Trump ultimately was success-
ful in securing the nomination, and 
Sanders fell short. Sanders’s run, howev-
er, was a historic populist effort that gave 
the Clinton campaign quite a scare.

Trump defeated conventional wisdom 
and press predictions to ultimately win 
the presidency. How did we get here? 
Were there any telltale signs of a Trump 
victory? In looking at some of the pub-
licly available qualitative data out there, 
you could see the canary in the political 
coal mine.

During the primary season, I had the 
opportunity to work (through my previ-
ous employer, Purple Strategies) with 
Bloomberg Politics. Bloomberg hosted a 
number of focus groups among likely pri-
mary voters in New Hampshire and Iowa. 
The results from these groups were 
extremely telling. In my view, they helped 
to predict the outcome of the election.

These early focus groups (held before 
any of the primaries and caucuses) in 
New Hampshire and Iowa showed that 
Hillary Clinton and Jeb Bush were both 
suffering from voter fatigue. An anti- 
establishment sentiment was strong with 
voters from both parties. Democratic 
voters showed a lack of enthusiasm for 
Hillary Clinton:

that she stood for or policies that she 
supported, a clear indication that her 
message wasn’t reaching these voters. 

lacking the will to work hard for the 
Democratic base.

In 2015, the race for the Republican and Democratic 
nominations to represent their parties in the general 
election for United States President was well under way. 
The GOP had 17 candidates, and the Democrats had five.
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the room when talking about Clinton.

Similarly, Republican primary voters 
were quick to reject their establishment 
candidates like Jeb Bush, saying:

 
to get behind another Bush, again.” 

The negative sentiments I heard were 
indicators of big problems for these estab-
lishment candidates. Primary voters were 
saying they wanted something new and 
outside the box. To many of these voters, 
Trump and Sanders seemed to provide a 
new spark and a pathway forward. When 
talking about Bernie Sanders, Democratic 
voters from these focus groups saw him as:

Republican respondents had similar 
reactions about Donald Trump. GOP  
primary voters saw Trump as:

to the White House.

You can review highlights from  
these focus groups at:

 
qrca.org/VIEWS-028

 
qrca.org/VIEWS-029

 
qrca.org/VIEWS-030

These focus groups showed that both 
parties had issues with their respective 
establishment candidates. Voters from 
both parties were looking for new faces 
and fresh ideas to lead them into the 
future. While Sanders didn’t win the pri-
mary, his success shook up the Clinton 
campaign and made them work much 
harder in the primary than they thought 

they would need to, keeping the cam-
paign’s focus on Sanders rather than on 
the GOP candidates.

For corporate clients, if we heard 
these sentiments targeting a major 
brand like McDonald’s or Coca-Cola, 
brand strategists would be working 
immediately on a plan to repair the 
damage. By contrast, I’m not sure that 
Clinton took either Sanders or Trump 
seriously enough to change her ways. 
And by the time Bush decided to change 
course, it was too little too late.

General Election Focus Groups  
Largely Ignored

Even when Trump won the nomina-
tion, political pundits and news outlets 
continued to reject him as a viable candi-
date. Republicans were bracing for 
another Clinton in the White House, 
while Democrats were planning for it. 

But other public focus groups held 
prior to the general election told us that 
it wasn’t going to be a slam dunk for 
Hillary Clinton. Voters, including 
Democrats, still voiced major concerns 
with Clinton, and the enthusiasm for 
Donald Trump was still quite strong.

In September 2016, Peter Hart, a 
Democratic pollster and founder of Hart 
Research Associates, conducted focus 
groups among undecided voters in 
Milwaukee that also were broadcast on 
MSNBC. In these sessions, the voters 
expressed a belief that Clinton is seen as 
a liar and Trump is seen as reckless and 
erratic, not presenting an easy choice for 
undecided voters and not showing a clear 
path to victory for either candidate.

Importantly, the take-away from the 
groups was that “Clinton was seen as part 
of the establishment and not part of the 
change factor.” This would prove problem-
atic in the weeks leading up to the election. 
You can see highlights from Peter Hart’s 
focus groups at qrca.org/VIEWS-031.

In October 2016, Dr. Frank Luntz, a 
GOP pollster and founder of Luntz 
Global, held focus groups for Fox News 
among undecided voters in Missouri. 
These groups showed that in the most 
recently held debate, Trump had a great 
impact on their vote. Interestingly, the 
participants noted that they viewed 
Trump as “much improved” and “presi-
dential,” whereas Clinton came across as 
“same old, same old” and “disingenuous.” 

With a month to go before the elec-
tion, the sentiments expressed in these 
groups showed that undecided voters sit-
uated in an important swing state were 
moving to support Trump. The informa-
tion from these groups alone should have 
been ringing in the ears of both cam-
paigns, driving them to study more 
closely overall voter enthusiasm for each 
of the candidates. To see highlights and 
coverage from Frank Luntz’s focus 
groups, visit qrca.org/VIEWS-032.

In my opinion, the sentiments articu-
lated in these groups showed that enthu-
siasm and energy were on Trump’s side 
in Missouri, and he had room to grow 
his base of support. Post-election analysis 
shows that this trend occurred through-
out the Midwest region. The news that 
the press picked up on, however, did not 
highlight the intel that was clear to see 
from these qualitative sessions. Rather, 
the focus was on the big data, micro- 
targeting and survey results.

Press Blames Polling Industry
Not surprisingly, after the election the 

press blamed the polling industry for 
faulty results: 

-
tion,” USA TODAY, November 9, 2016.

POLITICO, November 9, 2016.
 

Botched the 2016 Election,” Forbes, 
November 9, 2016.

The Canary in the 2016 Political Coal Mine!  CONTINUED
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In my view, gauging voter intensity is 
essential, and qualitative research is the 
best way to tap into the feelings of voters. 
Much the same way that companies use 
branding exercises, where focus groups are 
used to learn from consumers how they 
feel about a specific product and their like-
lihood of purchase, political focus groups 
can be used to understand voters’ support, 
or lack thereof, for specific candidates and 
help strategists navigate the path for the 
candidate’s victory on Election Day. In my 
opinion, there is nothing better than a con-
versation with your target audience to get a 
pulse check on their emotion and enthusi-
asm. Big data, analytics and survey results 
can only tell us part of the story. To fill in 
the blanks, we must gather qualitative 
inputs as well.

What Politics Can Learn from  
Consumer Brands

In working with some of the nation’s 
largest brands, we have learned that they 
rely on and trust qualitative data to help 
them identify the direction they need to 
go with their messaging. Many brands 
will not put an ad online or on broadcast 
media without conducting qualitative 
research first. They use these groups to 
inform their messaging, often making 
last-minute tweaks before engaging in a 
broader quantitative study or to validate 
the findings of a recent quantitative 
study. Both are vital to guiding messag-
ing and fine-tuning, and the differing 
methodologies complement each other.

Just as in corporate message develop-
ment, larger political campaigns used to 
regularly rely on qualitative research. 
However, with the advent of micro- 
targeting and data analytics, many cam-
paigns are shifting to spending more of 
their research dollars on these “flashy” 
technical advances and less on qualitative 
research. From the canary in the political 
coal mine, it’s clear that political cam-
paigns should take a page from the corpo-
rate branding world and not lose sight of 
the importance of qualitative data, includ-
ing focus groups and in-depth interviews, 
in validating quantitative results and to 
better inform their message and strategy.

If the Clinton campaign had listened 
more closely to the early Bloomberg focus 
groups, maybe the campaign could have 
spent more time with her on improving 
likeability and believability. It appears that 
the Trump campaign did listen more to the 
voters from these groups, as he adjusted his 
demeanor and delivery from one debate to 
the next. Both sides would have seen hints 
and clues that voters had very real and 
deep feelings about the direction of the 
country, and that typical campaigning and 
politicking wasn’t going to satisfy them.

Voters were looking for something 
new. Hopefully the strategists and con-
sultants who run campaigns will learn 
from this canary in the political coal 
mine and understand the value of quali-
tative research as a tool to listen to voters 
between now and the mid-term elections 
in 2018, and beyond. 

In fact, national polls didn’t really miss 
the mark too much, as most predicted 
that Hillary Clinton would win the popu-
lar vote, and she did. But the U.S. elec-
tions are not decided by the popular vote, 
and the national polls did not fully reflect 
the important role that the individual 
states play, and it is here where many 
polls underestimated Trump’s support 
and overestimated support for Clinton.

Campaigns use polls to develop their 
voter turnout models — essentially an esti-
mate of which kinds of voters will actually 
show up and vote on Election Day. With-
out a model, we don’t have a way to gauge 
whether or not one candidate is ahead of 
the other. For example, a voter turnout 
model could say that Democrats are more 
likely to turn out in a specific area. With 
this potential result, Republicans would 
have to focus on trying to get their existing 
base of support out to the polls, while 
Democrats could start working to expand 
their base. Often, such voter turnout mod-
els are based on prior voting behavior and 
turnout rates from previous elections. 

What we’ve seen is that populist move-
ments, like the swell of support for 
Sanders and Trump, make it very diffi-
cult for pollsters to rely on these more 
traditional models. Voter intensity starts 
to play a major role in the race. The level 
of intensity — how a voter feels about a 
particular candidate — can begin to 
shape how likely that voter is to turn out 
and vote. In other words, we are looking 
for the “why” behind the numbers.


