November 1, 2023

EMBOLD
TO: Katie Langford, Pell Center research
FROM: Jessica Mason, Embold Research
RE: Rhode Island Survey Results

On behalf of the Pell Center for International Relations and Public Policy, Embold Research conducted a
poll among 887 registered voters in the state of Rhode Island in order to understand voters’ perceptions
of polarization and the health of democracy in the United States.? This research found that while a
majority of voters highly value their American identity, trust in the government, both at the state and
federal levels, is notably low. This mistrust is exacerbated by strong partisan divisions, with Democrats
and Republicans identifying different threats to democracy. This research also found a strong concern
for increasing polarization, with most voters believing it has intensified over the last five years and
expecting it to worsen in the future. Moreover, in addition to these concerns, Democrats’ and
Republicans’ perceptions of both the causes of polarization and of each other are deeply partisan.

Trust and Identity in Politics

National, state, and political identity is a central component of many voters’ identities. Two-thirds of
Rhode Island voters say that being an American is highly important to their identity, with 48% saying
that it’s “extremely important.” A strong majority also believes that being a Rhode Islander is an
important part of their identity, however, this sentiment carries less intensity than does national pride:
43% say that it is an extremely or very important aspect of their identity, while 27% say it’s moderately
important and 13% say it’s only slightly important. Political identity also forms a key part of personal
identity for a significant portion of Rhode Island voters, regardless of their political affiliation: 48% of
Democrats, 52% of independents, and 46% of Republicans say that their political affiliation is extremely
or very important to their identity.

Despite a strong sense of national pride, a majority of voters do not have faith in the current systems
of American government. Just over half (51%) of voters say that the US system of democracy is “not at

all healthy.” Smaller, but still significant, portions say that our democracy is slightly (25%) or moderately
(18%) healthy. In contrast, just 6% believe that it is extremely or very healthy.

! On behalf of the Pell Center, Embold Research surveyed 887 registered voters in the state of Rhode Island from October 12-
17, 2023. Respondents were recruited via dynamic online sampling and SMS text-to-web sampling to attain a sample reflective
of the electorate. Post-stratification weighting was performed on age, gender, ethnicity, education, region, and 2020
presidential vote/party affiliation. Weighting parameters were based on voterfile data. The modeled margin of error is +/- 3.3%.
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Key Aspects of Identity

@ Extremely important @ Veryimportant « Moderately important ~ Slightly important ¢ Notimportant at all

Being an American 48 19 17 9 6
Being a Rhode Islander [l 22 27 13 16
Being an Independent* 4 25 27 8 13
Being a Democrat™* 22 26 27 13 12

Being a Republican*** 20 26 27 1 15

Q: How important are the following aspects to your identity?

*“Asked only of self-identified Independents
**Asked only of self-identified Democrats
***Asked only of self-identified Republicans

Rhode Islanders are hesitant to trust the state and federal government. When asked how much they
trust the Rhode Island state government to work in the best interest of the common citizen, a plurality
of voters (34%) say they have some trust, while 27% say they have a little trust, and another 27% say
they have no trust. Only 11% of Rhode Islanders report having a lot or total trust in their state
government. This lack of faith in government to be able to work in the best interest of the common
citizen is even stronger at the federal level: Only 8% of voters say they have total trust or a lot of trust in
the federal government, while 26% say they have some trust, 31% say they have a little trust, and 35%
say they have no trust in the federal government at all.

Trust in Government

@ Total trust @ A lot of trust Some trust  Alittle trust None

The Rhode Island state government 34 27 27

The federal government 26 31 35

Q How much trust do you have in each of the following to work in the best interest of the common citizen?

While voters are relatively united on the poor health of American democracy, identifying the threats
that cause that poor health is a deeply partisan issue: Overall, majorities of voters on both sides see
partisan media (89%) and voter suppression (78%) as big threats to democracy. However, partisanship
dictates what is perceived as a top threat. For Democrats, the biggest threats to democracy are Donald
Trump (94% very/somewhat big threat), Republican officials (91%), and voter suppression (90%). In
comparison, Republican voters believe Joe Biden (95%), Democratic officials (94%), partisan media
(94%), Democratic officials (94%), and voter fraud (94%) are the biggest threats to democracy.
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Top Threats to American Democracy

Total very/somewhat big threat

Partisan media

Voter suppression

Federal judges and Supreme Court Justices
Republican officials

Donald Trump

Voter fraud

Democratic officials

Joe Biden

Pure

All Democrats Independents Republicans
B 64 92

Q: How big of a threat to our democracy are each of the following?

Polarization

A significant majority of voters believe that polarization has increased over the last five years, and

many voters believe that these political
divides will only deepen as time goes on.
Most voters (86%) believe that over the
last five years, the country has become
more polarized, while only 5% say that
polarization has stayed the same, and 4%
say that polarization has decreased.
Moreover, voters are doubtful that
polarization will ease in the short term:
64% of voters believe that the level of
political polarization will increase in the

Polarization in the US

Become more politically polarized @ Stayed the same @ Become less politically polarized  Not sure

Allvoters 86

Q: Looking back over the last five years, do you think the country has

Future of Polarizaion

Increase @ Stay the same @ Decrease Not sure

Allvoters 64

EEN

15 6 15

Q: Looking ahead to the next five years, do you think the amount of political divisions/polarization is more likely to...

next five years, 15% say it will stay the same, just 6% believe it will decrease, and 15% are unsure.

A strong majority of voters, regardless of political affiliation, see disinformation and fake news as one
of the strongest contributors to polarization. When asked what are the strongest contributors to
polarization, 61% of voters select disinformation and fake news as one of the top three factors.
Significant groups of voters also select money in politics (47%) and partisan media (43%) as top factors
of polarization. While these factors are considered top contributors by voters in both parties, 57%
Republicans believe that election fraud is also a top contributing factor to polarization, compared to just

12% of Democrats.
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Strongest Contributors to

Polarization

All
Disinformation and fake news 61
Money in politics 47
Partisan media 43
Political leaders 40
Social media platforms 38
Political campaign propaganda 29
Politically motivated violence 29
Racism and sexism 27
Election fraud 26

Redistricting or gerrymandering 23

Income inequality 23
Voter suppression 22
Lack of exposure to diverse 21
perspectives

Lack of civic engagement 19

Foreign interference in elections 15

The electoral college 14
Neighborhood segregation 9
The filibuster 8
Other (please specify) 8

Q What are the strongest contributors to polarization? Please select your top three.

Across all demographic groups, and regardless of party affiliation, cost of living and inflation concerns
are top of mind: 52% of voters select it as one of the most important problems facing the nation today.
Concerns over the cost of living are especially prevalent among voters under 35 (63%) and voters of
color (57%). However, other priorities for the country remain a partisan issue: outside the cost of living,
Democrats are most likely to select Trump/Republicans (52%), climate change (42%), and gun policies
(38%), and healthcare (36%) as top issues, while Republicans are most likely to select Biden/Democrats
(64%), immigration (60%), and the economy (42%).

Voters are also united in believing that an open and transparent government is one of the most
important principles of democracy. Among all voters, “The functioning of government is open and
transparent” is most frequently selected as one of the top three most important principles of
American democracy (41%). Notably, significant groups of both Democrats (37%) and Republicans
(36%) ranked this aspect as a top principle of American democracy. Significant portions of voters also
select, “All adult citizens have an equal opportunity to vote” (39%) and “All adult citizens enjoy the same
legal and political rights” (38%) as one of their top three most important principles.
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Democrats and Republicans alike are most likely to be considered more dishonest and close-minded
than other Americans, but the relative intensity varies: 75% of all voters say that Republicans are
somewhat or very close-minded, and 69%
say that Republicans are somewhat or very Perceptions of Democrats and
dishonest. In comparison, 66% of voters say Republicans

that Democrats are somewhat or very Sorted descending by very
closed-minded, and 65% say that Democrats  @very ® somewhat © Notatall

are somewhat or very dishonest. On the f||p Republicans are____ close-minded compared to other Americans.

. . L 34 41 25
side of the coin, majorities of voters hold
. . . . Democratsare ____close-minded compared to other Americans.
Republicans in high regard for their work - o an
ethIC, and DemOCfatS In hlgh rega rd for thelr Democratsare ____dishonest compared to other Americans.
intelligence: 62% of all voters say that 26 39 35

Repub“ca ns are not at a” |azy Compared to Republicans are ____dishonest compared to other Americans.
26 43 31

other Americans, and 54% say that

Democrats are immoral compared to other Americans.

Democrats are not at all unintelligent ” 2 a3

compared to others.

Republicans are immoral compared to other Americans.

23 40 37

Democrats and Repub“cans alike are much Democrats are ____lazy compared to other Americans.

o . o 17 32 51
more likely to have a favorable opinion of
. Democrats are ____ unintelligent compared to other Americans.
their own party compared to others. 5 - o
Sim”arly, each party is llkely to consider Republicans are ____ unintelligent compared to other Americans.
members of the other party in a much more 14 37 49
negative ||ght For examp|e, 62% Of Republicans are ____lazy compared to other Americans.
9 29 62

Republicans see Democrats as very close-
minded, while only 4% see members of their ¢ "7

own party to be very close-minded. In

contrast, 59% of Democrats believe it is Republicans who are very close-minded, and only 2% of

Democrats believe that those of their own party are very close-minded.

News Consumption

Rhode Islanders get their news through a variety of sources. Significant groups of voters say they get
most of their news through traditional mainstream sources such as local TV news stations (48%),
network news stations (43%), and local newspapers (34%). Notably, nearly one in five voters say they
get most of their news outside of common social media and news outlets, most often citing
international publications (such as Al Jazeera and the BBC) and podcasts as go-to sources. Where voters
turn to for their news varies by gender and age: women are much more likely to consume network news
than men, and a significant portion of voters under 35 turn to social media sites like Instagram (42%),
YouTube (34%), Twitter/X (30%), and TikTok (25%) for news, while very few voters over 35 do the same.
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Most Consumed News Sources

Local TV news 8
Network news

Local newspapers

National newspapers 2

(o]

NPR or local public radio
CNN

(3]

Facebook

Local talk or news radio
MSNBC

FOX News

(oe]

YouTube
Instagram

Twitter/X

o

IR RNEINENINININTWLW

Newsmax
TikTok

Threads

National Spanish-language radio, I 1
newspapers or television
Local Spanish-language radio, I 1
newspapers, or television

Somewhere else (please specify) ]

Q: How do you get most of your news about national and local politics and issues? Please select all
that you watch, read or listen to for at least an hour per week.

Despite the variety of news sources voters access, there is widespread hesitancy among voters to
trust what they see, hear, and read. Voters are most trusting of local news media, however, this trust is
tenuous: just 16% of voters say that they trust local news media a lot, while 51% trust it some, 22% trust
it a little, and 10% don't trust it at all. Voters show similar, but slightly lower levels of trust for national
news media: 11% trust it a lot, 43% trust it some, 23% trust it a little, and 22% don’t trust it at all. Voters
are most wary of social media: only 2% of voters say that they trust social media sites a lot as a news
source, while just over a third (34%) don’t trust social media at all.

Trust in News Sources

@Alot @Some  Justalittle Not at all Not sure

Local news media 16 1 22 10
National news media [l 43 22

43 34

Social media sites

Q: How much trust do you have in the information you get from...
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While a majority of voters have frequently asked critical questions about the news they are
consuming, a significant proportion of voters have had minimal experience interacting with different
viewpoints and backgrounds on current events topics. Just over half of voters (53%) say they have
asked critical questions about what they watched, read, or heard in the news at least 5 times, while 21%
say they have done so 3-4 times, 16% say they have done it 1-2 times, and 9% say they have never done
so. In comparison, 41% report searching for different points of view about a news or current event topic
more than five times, and 32% say they have talked with someone with a different background or life
experience about a news or current event topic more than five times. Interestingly, Republicans report
higher levels of engaging in news outside their bubble: Republicans are nearly twice as likely (39%) to
say they have talked to someone of a different background or life experience about current events
compared to Democrats (21%).

Interactions with Other Viewpoints

@ More than 5times @3-4times  1-2times ¢ Ihave notdone this

Asked critical questions about what you

watched, read, or heard in the news = 2z L9 2

Searched for different points of view about a
news or current events topic
Talked with someone with a different

background or life experience about a news 32 28 28 12
or current event topic

41 26 20 13

Q: How many times in the last month have you:

A majority of voters (69%) find themselves avoiding the news at least some of the time. When asked if
they actively try to avoid the news, 28% of voters say yes, 41% say sometimes, and 31% say no. Women
and voters under 50 are more likely to avoid the news than their counterparts. Additionally,
independent voters are more likely to avoid the news compared to voters with a partisan affiliation.

When asked what news topics they choose to avoid, entertainment news (63%) and national politics
(53%) rise to the top among those who say they avoid the news. A significant proportion of voters also
select social justice news (38%) and crime or gun violence (38%) as topics they purposely avoid. Topics
most commonly avoided differ by party affiliation: outside of entertainment news, Republicans are most
likely to say they avoid news focused on climate change and the environment (59%), social justice (58%),
and national politics (48%). Democrats, meanwhile, are most likely to avoid news on national politics
(48%) and crime or gun violence (43%).
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Avoided News Topics

Among those who say they at least sometimes avoid the news

Entertainment/celebrity

w

National politics

Social justice news

(o¢]

Crime or gun violence

Climate change and the environment &}

s

W WEgWwWpujlo

War in Ukraine

—_

Health news

[ay

Local news

[a

Other (please specify)

Q: You said that actively try to avoid news these days. Which of the following news topics do you try to avoid? Please
select all topics that you try to avoid.

Upcoming Elections

In a 2024 election trial heat, 43% of voters say they will vote for Joe Biden, 30% say they will vote for
Donald Trump, 19% say they will vote for another candidate, and 9% are not sure or would not vote.
College-educated voters (53%), women (50%), and voters under 35 (48%) are more likely to support
Biden, while men (40%) and non-college-educated voters (35%) are more likely to support Trump.
Among the nearly one in five voters who opt to support another candidate, the most common write-ins
are Nikki Haley and Robert F. Kennedy, Jr.; however, a majority of those seeking a third option do not
have a candidate in mind.

In a trial heat of the 1st Congressional District special election taking place this November, 46% of
voters say they will vote for Democrat Gabe Amo, 35% of voters say they will vote for Republican
Gerry Leonard, and 19% are unsure or would not vote. Women (58%), college-educated voters (54%),
and voters of color (53%) show the highest level of support for Gabe Amo. In contrast, men (49%), non-
college-educated voters (40%), and white voters (39%) are most likely to support Gerry Leonard. The
results of this trial heat also fall heavily on partisan lines: Only 4% of Democrats say they are considering
voting for Republican Gerry Leonard, and 0% of Republicans vote for Democrat Gabe Amo.

2023 Special Election

Among 1st congressional district voters

Gerry Leonard, the Republican 35

Would not vote 4
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Conclusion

Rhode Island is currently experiencing a concerning trend of political polarization. Most voters (86%)
believe that the United States has become more politically polarized in the past five years, and nearly
two-thirds believe that this polarization will only increase in the short term. Additionally, the
perspectives of Rhode Islanders on topics such as top issues facing the nation, the current biggest
threats to democracy, and key contributors to polarization are deeply partisan. While Republicans and
Democrats can both agree that democracy is in peril, they have starkly different views on what
threatens American democracy and who is to blame for increased polarization. Moreover, Republicans
and Democrats have poor views of one another, each thinking that members of the opposing party are
much more close- minded and dishonest than the average American.

In addition to an increase in political partisanship, there is strong resistance to trust the government and
media. A majority of voters are hesitant to trust the state and federal government to act in the best
interests of the average citizen, and minorities of voters say they have a lot of trust in the news they
consume on social media, on national news media, and on local news media.

EmboldResearch.com | 9



