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Abortion is not influencing most voters as
the midterms approach - economic issues
are predominating in new survey

Published: November 1, 2022 8.47am EDT
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Amy Cox, a Democratic candidate running to be an Ohio state representative, speaks with a potential voter on Oct. 23, 2022. Megan Jelinger/AFP via Getty Images
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Some early survey evidence from May to July suggested a surge in support among
Democrats and reproductive-aged women for abortion rights. So too did the
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rejected a constitutional amendment that would have banned abortion.
Democrats also overperformed compared with 2020 — that is, earning a higher
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congressional special elections following Dobbs.
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likely effects of abortion politics on voter attitudes and behavior.
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For most voters, and even women and Democrats, abortion isn't the top
issue of concern in late 2022

A survey of 21,122 people from October 6 to 25, 2022, asked Americans what issues they are most
concerned about. Large percentages mentioned the economy or inflation. Overall, and for
Republicans, Independents and men, isn't even in the top 5 issues of concern. For Democrats
and women, it's below concerns about the economy and other issues.
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The Dobbs effect — or lack thereof

Some evidence suggests that women initially responded more strongly than men

to the Dobbs decision. Young women, in particular, grew more likely to register to
vote.

Yet, when we separately assess men and women, we see little evidence of a post-
Dobbs spike in preferences for Democrats in the generic ballot among either men
or women. While men hover near a 50-50 split in preferences between
Republicans and Democrats, majorities of women across each survey wave prefer
Democrats to Republicans. The consistency over time suggests that the Dobbs
decision did not notably increase preferences for Democrats.

But what about turnout? Would the Dobbs decision prompt more people to cast a
ballot?

Women's interest in voting spiked after the Dobbs decision

The number of women who reported being "very likely to vote" in November climbed in the wake of the
Supreme Court ruling overturning Roe v. Wade. But then it subsided again, before rising even higher as
the election drew near. This was true across all partisan lines. Men's claims that they were "very likely to
vote" followed a similar trend, but did not increase noticeably after the Dobbs ruling in late June.
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Among Republicans and independents, self-reported likelihood of voting appears
relatively unaftected by the Dobbs decision.

We did see a small — 1.6 percentage points — spike among Democrats reporting
that they were “very likely” to vote immediately after the Dobbs ruling. The
increase was twice as large — 3.2 points — among Democratic women. However,
both numbers returned to their pre-Dobbs levels in our August-September
survey.

In our October survey, the likelihood of voting rose across all groups, presumably
due to a combination of the rising intensity of election campaigns and the
inclusion of respondents who report already having voted.

When we break likelihood of voting out by gender, we do see a jump among
women, across parties, reporting that they were very likely to vote immediately
after the Dobbs decision — rising from 54.8% to 58% of Democratic women from
early June, just prior to Dobbs, to late June, just after the Dobbs decision.

Just below 58% of Republican women, meanwhile, said that they were very likely
to vote prior to Dobbs, rising to 60% immediately following the Dobbs
announcement. And 29.9% of independent women said that they would vote prior
to Dobbs, up to 32.5% following the announcement of the ruling.

However, once again, the bounce appears fleeting.

By August, all three partisan subgroups had reverted to pre-Dobbs levels of vote
intention. Among men, in turn, we see no bounce at all.

Kentucky Right to Life Executive Director Addia Wuchner attends a rally to add a permanent ban on abortion to Kentucky’s constitution on
Oct. 1, 2022. Stefan Reynolds/AFP via Getty Images

Dobbs or no Dobbs

We also included an experiment in the October survey wave to explore whether
prompting people to think about the Dobbs decision would affect their vote
preferences or likelihood of voting. We showed a random subset of survey
participants a paragraph about the Dobbs decision, while the rest of the survey
respondents did not receive a paragraph about Dobbs. We then asked how likely
they were to vote in the 2022 midterm elections and how much abortion
mattered for their candidate choice in the election.

We find that survey respondents who read about Dobbs - that is, who we primed
to think about it - were no more or less likely to say they intended to vote than
those who did not read about Dobbs.

They were also no more or less likely to say that abortion was important for their
choice of candidates. This pattern emerges regardless of party, gender or personal
importance of the abortion issue.

Perhaps most important, the results from our experiment are consistent with the
trends over time that we reported above, further suggesting that the Dobbs
decision may not increase turnout or substantially alter vote preferences.

The Supreme Court’s Dobbs v. Jackson decision may have initially mobilized
some voters in June and July, particularly women, but its effects appear to have
diminished when we asked Americans about their intentions to vote again in
August and October.

More Americans say they are 'very likely to vote' in late 2022

Polling indicates slightly more people across the political spectrum say they are "very likely to vote" in the midterm
elections as Election Day approaches, than said so earlier in the year.
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Small margins could change the game

Notwithstanding our survey results, it remains possible that abortion may affect
the 2022 midterm results.

Elections, especially in swing states, are often decided by very small margins,

potentially too small to be detected in surveys. A difference of half a percent in
vote shares caused by abortion attitudes, for instance, could sway the result of a
consequential election.

When we asked Americans to name the most important problems facing the
nation in our October survey, overall, abortion was not among the top five issues
mentioned, with inflation, the economy, crime and violence, health care and
climate change ranking as more important.

However, abortion remained notably important among Democrats — mentioned
by nearly 24% of those we polled — and women — mentioned by nearly 19%.

So, while we cannot offer firm predictions regarding the effect of the Dobbs
decision on the 2022 elections, and we found no clear evidence of such an effect,
the possibility remains that abortion could motivate enough voters to influence
outcomes in at least some key races.
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