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#MeToo: An Issue that 

Transcends Party 
 

 

 

 

As the national conversation about sexual harassment continues to dominate headlines across the country, 

it is important that candidates be prepared for questions about this issue on the campaign trail. For women 

candidates especially, there may be a gendered expectation that they are out front on this subject and, for 

some, shining a light on sexual harassment may be a personal priority.  

This new research from the Barbara Lee Family Foundation, conducted in partnership with Lake Research 

Partners and Bellwether Consulting, shows that voters respond positively when women candidates on both 

sides of the aisle talk about sexual harassment in their candidate profiles, and provides insights about 

candidate messages supporting and questioning the #MeToo movement.  

Candidate Profiles and Sexual Harassment 

When candidates are introduced to voters in a profile or a statement, they must make a decision about 

what issues to include; after all, a profile is a first glimpse into a candidate’s priority issues. Traditionally, 

women candidates have needed to be especially careful when choosing what to incorporate – previous 

Barbara Lee Family Foundation research has found that women candidates continue to face higher 

standards than their male counterparts, and that women are punished if they fail to hit the ground running 

in their campaigns. In the wake of the #MeToo movement, women candidates may be wondering whether 

to highlight sexual harassment as one of the issues in their profiles.   

In this new survey, voters heard sample profiles of fictional Democratic and Republican women candidates, 

including a control profile that does not mention the issue of sexual harassment at all and a profile that 

includes sexual harassment as an issue the candidate will address (see appendix A for profiles used). 

Notably, for both Democratic and Republican women candidates, a profile that pledges to fight sexual 

harassment is stronger with voters than one that discloses that a candidate feels compelled from personal 

experience to tackle the issue. 
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When it comes to voter support on a sample ballot, partisanship remains significant, but it doesn’t tell the 

whole story. The coalition of voters more likely to support a Republican woman candidate when her profile 

references sexual harassment is made up of groups that traditionally lean more Republican, and the 

coalition more likely to support a Democratic woman whose profile mentions sexual harassment is made 

up of groups that traditionally lean more Democratic. In other words, compared to a control profile that 

does not mention the issue of sexual harassment, when a woman candidate of either party includes 

language about fighting sexual harassment in her profile, it increases support among many voting groups 

who are more inclined to vote for her in the first place. While partisanship is important for many groups, 

swing Independent women, Latinx voters, and unmarried women are more likely to vote for both the 

Democratic woman and the Republican woman when their profiles reference fighting sexual harassment. 

 

 

 

The Democratic woman candidate and the Republican woman candidate each have a slight advantage in 

favorability when compared to their male opponents after the control profiles that do not mention sexual 

harassment. Including a phrase about fighting sexual harassment in the women candidates’ profiles 

increases voters’ positive perceptions of both the Democratic woman and the Republican woman. 

 

These findings illustrate that for both a Democratic woman candidate and a Republican woman candidate, 

embedding a commitment to fight against sexual harassment in the candidate’s profile improves her 

performance in the horserace and increases voters’ positive feelings towards her.  
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Messages About the #MeToo Movement 

Statements criticizing the #MeToo movement have been commonplace since the movement’s revitalization 

in October 2017. The question remains: how will voters respond to such critiques? This research finds that 

when a candidate questions the #MeToo movement and the relevance of sexual harassment, it raises 

doubts about that candidate for a majority of voters and serious doubts about that candidate for a quarter 

to a third of voters.1  

 

Women and men respond similarly to each other, while drop-off voters, millennial women, and unmarried 

women respond with more doubts. 

                                                           
1 These messages were heard by survey participants after they heard statements that address the problem of sexual harassment.  
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Voters don’t just think twice about a candidate who questions the #MeToo movement; they also respond 

well to a candidate who delivers positive messages about taking proactive steps to address sexual 

harassment. While positive messages are convincing to voters regardless of the gender of the candidate 

saying them, some are stronger when delivered by a woman candidate. The strongest candidate messages 

anchor on values, are non-partisan, and refer to the economic consequences women suffer as a result of 

sexual harassment in the workplace. 

 

A solid majority of both men and women voters find these statements that address the problem of sexual 

harassment convincing to vote for the woman candidate. However, women voters are more likely than men 

voters to find the statements very convincing. When it comes to women candidates, the top statements 

among women voters are Values (69% very convincing) and Economic (66% very convincing). The top 

statements among men voters are Non-Partisan/Personal (56% very convincing) and Values (51% very 

convincing). 
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Conclusion 

Communicating about sexual harassment may feel new to many candidates; it’s an issue that hasn’t been a 

large part of the conversation on the campaign trail since the Anita Hill hearings in 1991. Additionally, 

there has been much discussion about a potential “backlash” to the #MeToo movement, so candidates may 

feel hesitant to include a statement against sexual harassment in their initial introduction to voters. This 

new research from the Barbara Lee Family Foundation shows that voters are ready for candidates, 

particularly women candidates, to show that they are committed to fighting sexual harassment. Moreover, 

voters are skeptical of candidates who question the #MeToo movement and are convinced by messages 

about fighting sexual harassment. This further confirms previously released Barbara Lee Family 

Foundation research - Voters, Candidates, and #MeToo – which shows that the majority of voters look more 

favorably upon candidates who take a strong stance against sexual harassment. Considering these findings, 

addressing sexual harassment has the potential to be a deciding factor in a close race.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Lake Research Partners and Bellwether Research designed and administered this survey that was conducted over the phone from February 

14 – 25, 2018.  The survey reached a total of 1,000 likely 2018 voters nationwide with oversamples of 200 drop-off voters, 100 Millennial 

women, 100 unmarried women, 100 married women, and an additional 450 sample of likely 2018 voters who received the profile questions 

(to boost up the sample size hearing the profiles) and demographics. Telephone numbers were drawn from listed voter file Catalist sample. 

The data were weighed slightly by gender, age, region, party identification, and education to reflect attributes of the actual population. The 

Millennial, unmarried, and married women oversamples were weighted down into the base to reflect their natural proportion of the 

electorate. The margin of error for the total sample is +/-3.1% and 6.9% for the drop-off voter sample. 
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Appendix A: Fictional Candidate Profiles 

Traditional profiles:  

Democrat Kelly Wilson will be a tireless advocate for working families. She will fight for affordable health care for all, quality public 

K-12 education, ensuring students can get an education after high school without debt, and the right of working people to negotiate 

better wages and benefits, so that all families can make ends meet and get ahead. Wilson believes all women have the right to make 

their own personal health care decisions. 

Republican Jennifer Miller supports lower taxes for all Americans, including middle class families, opposes unnecessary government 

regulations that have killed businesses, and slowed economic growth. She will work to make the federal government smaller and 

more accountable and cut entitlements to get deficits under control. Miller supports an “all of the above” energy strategy to lower 

prices and increase energy independence.  She supports 2nd amendment rights and is pro-life. 

Harassment as an issue:   

Democrat Kelly Wilson will be a tireless advocate for working families. She will fight for affordable health care for all, quality public 

K-12 education, ensuring students can get an education after high school without debt, and the right of working people to negotiate 

better wages and benefits, so that all families can make ends meet and get ahead. Wilson will fight against sexual harassment and 

believes all women have the right to make their own personal health care decisions. 

Republican Jennifer Miller supports lower taxes for all Americans, including middle class families, opposes unnecessary government 

regulations that have killed businesses, and slowed economic growth. She will work to make the federal government smaller and 

more accountable and cut entitlements to get deficits under control. Miller supports an “all of the above” energy strategy to lower 

prices and increase energy independence. She supports 2nd amendment rights, is pro-life, and will fight against sexual harassment. 


