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The 2012 Reilly Center for Media & Public Affairs Election Survey 

What Happened to Hope and Change?  
A survey of voters who voted for the 1st time in 2008 

 
 

In 2008, President Barack Obama ran a remarkable campaign around the themes of hope and 
change. Aggressive and innovative mobilization strategies helped to boost overall turnout while also 
increasing the total number of first-time voters casting a ballot in an historic election. These first 
time voters opted for President Obama by a 2-1 margin.  
 
Fast-forward to 2012 and President Obama is running for reelection on a record reflective of the 
realities of governing in highly polarized partisan era. So what happened to these first time voters? 
Have they remained engaged in the political process or have they become discouraged by the 
realities of governing? How likely are they (relative to other voters) to vote in the 2012 elections? Do 
they remain supportive of President Barack Obama? And, how engaged are they in the 2012 
elections?  
 
In this study, we employ a unique telephone survey to examine how first time voters in 2008 have 
been transformed over the past four years. Specifically, we interviewed 511 registered voters who 
reported voting for the first-time in 2008. These voters were identified first as having registered in 
2008 and second through a screening question asking if 2008 was the first presidential election they 
voted in. To provide a basis comparison, we also interviewed 498 randomly selected registered 
voters who reported voting in other election cycles. The results reveal that while 2008 first time 
voters continue to support President Obama, their level of engagement in the 2012 election has 
declined relative to 2008.  The reason for this disengagement, however, resides not in the polarized 
political process but in ongoing economic concerns and President Obama’s inability to mount a 
sustained economic recovery. Their relative disengagement represents a real threat to President 
Obama’s reelection campaign.  
 
First Time Voters in 2008: To begin, we consider exit polls identifying the characteristics of 2008’s 
first time voters from National Election Pool exit polls. Conducted by Edison Media 
Research/Mitofsky International, the National Election Pool Exit Poll includes 18,018 respondents. 
Because the question identifying first time voters was only asked in versions 1 and 2 (N=8,921) of 
the exit poll, there are 984 new voters identified in the overall sample reflecting an estimated 11.5 
percent of the electorate. As can be seen in Table 1, new voters in 2008 were younger, more diverse 
in terms of race and ethnicity, more likely to identify as a Democrat, and more likely to have voted 
for President Obama.  
 
In Table 1, we also present the weighted frequencies from the 2012 Reilly Center for Media & 
Public Affairs Election Survey. The results are weighted according to race and age to match, as 
closely as possible, the National Election Pool exit poll data.   After weighting, the Reilly Center 
Election Survey closely matches the exit poll data with one notable exception: There are fewer 
Democratic and Republican identifiers and more independents than in the 2008 exit poll data. We 
cannot be certain whether this reflect a bias in the sample or change in partisan identification over 
the past four years. For the purpose of the analysis that follows, we divide respondents into four 
distinct categories:  
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1. 2008 First Time Voters: Voters who registered in 2008 and who reported voting for the first 

time in the 2008 election.  
2. Other Voters: Voters who reported in other election cycles.  
3. Obama First Time 2008 Voters: Voters who voted for the first time in 2008 and who also 

reported voting for Barack Obama in 2008.  
4. Other Obama Voters: Voters who reported voting for Barack Obama in 2008 but who were 

not first time voters in 2008.  
 
Table 1: Selected Frequencies from the 2008 National Election Pool Exit Poll and the 2012 Reilly 
Center for Media & Public Affairs Election Survey 

 2008 Exit Poll Data 2012 Reilly Center for Media & 
Public Affairs Election Survey 

 First Time 
Voters in 2008 

Other Voters First Time 
Voters in 2008 

Other Voters 

Presidential Vote     

Obama 68.1% 49.5% 66.2% 47.8% 

McCain 30.2% 48.1% 30.7% 48.2% 

     

Race     

White 53.9% 79.2% 51.4% 77.6% 

Black 20.3% 11.1% 22.0% 10.6% 

Hispanic/Other 25.8% 9.6% 26.6% 11.7% 

     

Latino 17.9% 6.4% 13.9% 5.0% 

     

Sex     

Male 48.3% 46.7% 48.9% 47.6% 

Female 51.7% 53.3% 51.1% 52.4% 

     

Age     

18-24 54.7% 4.0% 54.0% 1.2% 

25-39 26.4% 26.3% 28.2% 17.4% 

40-49 9.5% 22.9% 7.9% 37.7% 

50-59 5.9% 21.1% 6.0% 14.8% 

60 and over 3.3% 25.7% 3.8% 28.8% 

     

Partisan Identification     

Democrat 46.6% 37.9% 43.8% 32.2% 

Republican 21.5% 33.4% 20.0% 27.1% 

Independent 24.3% 23.2% 29.4% 34.0% 

Something else 7.5% 5.5% 6.7% 6.7% 
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Table 2: Evaluations of President Barack Obama Among First Time Voters and Other Voters 

 First Time 
Voter in 

2008 

Other 
Voters 

Obama First 
Time 2008 

Voters  

Obama 
Other 
Voters 

 Satisfied With President Obama  
(Very or Somewhat) 

55.2% 45.2% 76.1% 82.2% 

Voting for Obama in 2012  
(No Leaners) 

58.3% 46.0% 84.2% 90.6% 

Voting for Obama in 2012  
(Including Leaners) 

62.9% 49.6% 90.4% 94.7% 

President Obama Deserves to Be 
Reelection 

58.4% 49.3% 82.5% 90.9% 

Country Better Off With Hillary 
Clinton as President 

20.9% 33.6% 16.2% 16.3% 

Country Better Off With John 
McCain as President 

20.3% 37.8% 3.2% 2.9% 

Respondent Thinks Obama Will 
Be Re-elected (Regardless of 
Opinion) 

66.7% 52.3% 78.2% 82.7% 

Obama Cares About People Like 
Me (Strongly Agree) 

36.9% 33.2% 51.8% 63.6% 

 

First Time Voters and Evaluations of President Obama: How do voters energized by the 
historic 2008 campaign evaluate President Obama four years later? As a general rule, they remain 
more supportive of President Obama than the overall electorate. For example, 55.2 percent of 2008 
first time voters say they are very or somewhat satisfied with President Obama’s performance as 
president compared to 45.2 percent of other voters. We see similar differences for questions asking 
whether the president deserves to be reelected (58.4 percent compared to 49.3 percent), vote choice 
(58.3 percent compared to 46.0 percent), and whether the country would be better off with Hillary 
Clinton or John McCain as president. This is not surprising given the demographic makeup of these 
first time voters. They are younger, more likely to identify as racial minorities, and more Democratic 
in their partisan affiliation. The broader storyline is that President Obama maintains relatively strong 
support among 2008 first time voters, particularly when compared to other voters.  
 
The more interesting comparison is among Obama’s 2008 first time voters versus other Obama 
supporters. We find consistent evidence that President Obama’s 2008 first time voters are less 
supportive than other Obama voters, reflecting a decline in enthusiasm among a key voting bloc in 
the 2012 elections. Consider, for example, that 76.1 percent of first time Obama voters say they are 
very or somewhat satisfied with President Obama compared to 82.2 percent of other Obama voters. 
Similarly, 82.5 percent of first time Obama voters say the President deserves to be reelected 
compared to 90.9 percent of other Obama supporters. Perhaps the most troubling sign for the 
Obama campaign, however, 51.8 percent of Obama first time voters said they strongly agreed that 
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“President Obama cares about people like me” compared to 63.6 percent of other Obama 
supporters.  Notably, the level of support among Obama’s 2008 first time voters remains relatively 
strong but the differences at the margins are important as an indicator of engagement and a measure 
of difference relative to more chronic, long-term voters.  
 
When asked to identify one word that describes President Obama, the responses are sharply divided 
along partisan lines and are split between positive descriptions (strong, good, hopeful; N=224) and 
negative assessments (failure, disappointing, incompetent; N=283).  The most common negative 
word was disappointment (N=34), while the most common positive word was excellent (N=30).  
 
 
Figure 1: One Word Descriptions of President Obama 

 
 
 
In Figure 2, we separate out the one word descriptions for Obama’s 2008 first time voters. As can 
be seen the assessments are much more positive, reflecting intelligence, persistence, and 
determination.  
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Figure 2: One Word Descriptions of President Obama Among 2008 Obama First Time Voters  
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Table 3: Engagement in the 2012 Election Campaign Among First Time Voters 

 First Time 
Voter in 

2008 

Other 
Voters 

Obama 
First Time 

2008 
Voters  

Obama 
Other 
Voters 

Definitely Voting in 2012 82.2% 93.3% 82.6% 94.0% 

Less Interested Than in 2008 26.1% 17.9% 29.0% 25.6% 

Less Enthusiastic Than in 2008 41.7% 36.1% 43.8% 44.8% 

Less Attention Than in 2008 33.4% 23.3% 36.6% 29.8% 

Care Less Than in 2008 20.5% 9.8% 21.7% 15.1% 

Less Hopeful Than in 2008 (Much Less and 
Slightly Less) 55.6% 61.3% 49.8% 58.5% 
Voting primarily FOR a preferred candidate 
in 2012 74.2% 69.7% 83.7% 84.8% 
Voting primarily AGAINST a candidate in 
2012 23.7% 27.4% 13.0% 14.7% 

 
Engagement in the 2012 Presidential Election: If 2008 first time voters remain generally 
supportive of President Obama, how engaged are they in the electoral process? To assess 
engagement, we asked respondents about their likelihood of voting in the 2012 election as well as 
their level of interest, enthusiasm, and concern about the election outcome.  
 
As Table 3 reveals, we see we see consistent evidence that 2008 first time voters are less engaged 
than other voters. For example, 82.2 percent of 2008 first time voters said they would definitely vote 
compared to 93.3 percent of other voters. They similarly report being less interested in the election 
campaign (26.1 percent compared to 17.9 percent), paying less attention to the campaign (20.5 
percent compared to 9.8 percent), and caring less than in 2008 (20.5 percent compared to 9.8 
percent).  
 
We should note a couple of exceptions to this pattern of disengagement. First, 2008 first time voters 
are slightly less enthusiastic than other voters but the difference is not statistically significant. 
Second, 2008 first time voters are not less hopeful than other voters (55.6 percent compared to 61.3 
percent) and, indeed, are more hopeful than other voters.  
 
We see similar patterns when we consider Obama’s 2008 first time voters relative to other Obama 
supporters. They are less likely to say they will definitely vote (82.6 percent compared to 94.0 
percent) and are paying less attention than in 2008 (36.6 percent compared to 29.8 percent). 
Notably, however, President Obama’s 2008 first time voters remain more hopeful than other 
Obama supporters. The larger storyline is that 2008 first time voters remain hopeful but less 
engaged than other voters in general or other Obama supporters. So what explains this relative level 
of disengagement? The answer resides in retrospective assessments of President Obama’s first term 
performance, particularly with respect to the economy.   
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Table 4: Evaluations of President Obama Within Specific Areas of Performance 

 First Time 
Voter in 

2008 

Other 
Voter 

Obama 
First Time 

2008 
Voters  

Obama 
Other 
Voters 

Retrospective Evaluations     

America’s Economy Better With Obama 34.7% 30.9% 48.5% 58.4% 

Federal Government Financial Situation 
Better With Obama 

17.5% 12.6% 24.4% 26.5% 

Your Financial Situation Better With 
Obama 

33.4% 26.8% 39.0% 40.7% 

Federal Government Problem Solving 
Better With Obama 

16.6% 11.4% 23.7% 21.9% 

America’s Global Standing Better With 
Obama 

35.1% 26.8% 49.0% 52.3% 

Safety from Terrorist Better With Obama 55.8% 42.7% 68.6% 64.1% 

Prospective Evaluations     

Obama Better At Improving the Economy 
(Relative to Romney) 

48.8% 41.4% 71.9% 80.4% 

Presidential Policies Affect Economic 
Conditions (A Great Deal) 

35.8% 44.9% 33.5% 28.8% 

 
Retrospective and Prospective Evaluations: To gauge retrospective assessments of President 
Obama’s first term, we asked voters the following set of questions:  
 
I would like to read several aspects of life in America today. Compared to January 2009 when President Barack 
Obama took office, would you say each one is better than it was, worse than it was or about the same as it was then? 
(1) America’s economy? (2) The federal government’s financial situation; (3) Your own financial situation; (4) The 
federal government’s ability to solve problems; (5) American’s standing in the world; and (6) America’s safety from 
terrorists.    
 
We also asked a prospective evaluation of whether President Obama or Governor Romney would 
be better at improving the economy and a related question about how much impact presidential 
policies have on economic conditions.  
 
As can be seen in Table 4, first time voters in 2008 give President Obama more positive evaluations 
across a range of issues. The differences are generally small (4-5 points) with a few notable 
exceptions. First, 2008 first time voters give President Obama more credit for improving America’s 
standing in the world and America’s safety from terrorists. Fifty-six percent of 2008 first time voters 
compared 42.7 percent of other voters say American is safer from terrorist relative to January 2009. 
Similarly, 35.1 percent of 2008 first time voters say President Obama has improved America’s 
standing in the world compared to 26.8 percent of other voters.  These differences, however, appear 
to largely reflect prior support for President Obama as the differences between Obama first time 
voters and other Obama voters are relatively small. The broader conclusion is that if you supported 
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President Obama in 2008, you are likely to give him more credit for improving America’s standing in 
the world and improving safety from terrorists than other voters.  
 
When we narrow our focus to economic considerations, we find that first time voters in 2008 are 
more likely to believe President Obama is better situated to improve the economy (relative to 
Romney) and that presidential policies have an impact on the economic performance. Forty-nine 
percent of first-time voters compared to 41.4 percent of other voters believe President Obama 
would do a better job improving the economy. And, 44.9 percent of first time voters compared to 
35.8 percent of other voters believe presidential policies have a great deal of impact on the economy.  
 
Interestingly, however, 2008 first time voters are generally more negative in regard to President 
Obama’s economic record than other Obama supporters. First, 48.5 percent of 2008 first time 
Obama voters compared to 58.4 percent of other Obama supporters said that President Obama had 
improved the economy relative to January 2009. Second, 71.9 percent of first time Obama voters 
said that President Obama would do a better job improving the economy (relative to Romney) 
compared to 80.4 percent of other Obama supporters. Part of the difference may reflect different 
perceptions regarding the impact of presidential policies on the economy. First, first time voters are 
less likely than other voters to say the president’s policies had a “great deal” of impact on the 
economy.  Thirty-six percent of first-time voters compared to forty-five percent of other voters said 
presidential policies had a “great deal” of impact on the economy.  The pattern is reversed, however, 
when we look specifically at Obama supporters: 33.5 percent of first time Obama voters said 
presidential policies affected the economy a great deal compared to 28.8 percent of other Obama 
supporters. Broadly speaking, Obama’s 2008 first time voters may had greater expectations regarding 
the effect of presidential policies on the economy OR may be less inclined to give President Obama 
the benefit of the doubt when it comes to his overall economic performance.   
 
The importance of the economy in the 2012 elections is further reflected in the following word 
clouds which show responses to an open-ended question asking respondents to identify the most 
important in their decision of whom to support in 2012. As is clear in the graphs, the economy is 
the driving consideration for all voters and first time voters. No other consideration comes close. 
Among all voters, 33.9 percent identified the economy as their most important consideration in 
voting compared to 28.5 percent of first time voters. There was no difference between Obama first 
time supports (27.8 said it was their most important consideration) compared to other Obama 
supporters (27 percent). Notably, there is striking contrast in their most important consideration in 
voting and how they perceive the most important contribution of the Obama Administration’s first 
term (shown in Figure 5).    
 
Table 5: Percent of Respondents Identifying the Economy as the Most Important Consideration 

 First Time 
Voters in 2008 

Other Voters Obama First 
Time 2008 

Voters 

Other Obama 
Voters 

Economy as 
Most Important 
Consideration in 
2012 

33.9 29.5 27.8 27.0 
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Figure 3: Most Important Consideration in 2012 Elections (All Registered Voters) 

 
 

Figure 4: Most Important Consideration in 2012 Elections for 2008 First Time Voters 

 
 
  


