
TITLE OF PRESENTATION GOES HERE

Winning the Narrative on 
Safety, Accountability, and Justice: 
Leading with solutions, not scare tactics
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What do we mean by “scare 
tactics” on crime? The 

following video is a classic 
example of this rhetoric.
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“Scare tactics”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8DKN0YzU5Po
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Many find this rhetoric 
effective because it taps into a 
fundamental emotion around 

safety–which is fear.
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Here is a different approach to 
talking about crime and 

safety–one that is based on 
hope, optimism, and solutions.
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“Solutions”

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qTowZlqCUmQ


Weaponizing fears about safety 
is a familiar playbook. Yet 

conventional wisdom on how 
people react to messages about 

crime is wrong.
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When comparing the two messaging approaches 
head-to-head, solutions outperform the scare tactics.

Source: Perry Undem 2022 battleground exit survey commissioned by Vera Action



The most effective messages lead  
with solutions, not scare tactics. 

They touch upon three core 
values–safety, accountability, 

and justice.
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Public opinion research and surveys referenced in this deck

Over 18 months, we conducted four rounds of research to understand what matters about safety, 
accountability, and justice to different audiences:

● Round 1: qualitative research in late fall 2021 of 100 “moveable middle” likely voters and 
tested messages in Swayable in January 2022 with over 10,500 respondents nationally. 

● Round 2: national quantitative poll in June 2022 of almost 4,000 likely voters, with 
oversampling in 11 battleground states.

● Round 3: qualitative survey of 69 Americans, with oversampling of Black and Latino/a 
respondents, on their perceptions of crime and safety.

● Round 4: a national online exit survey on election night of 1,800 actual voters and a second 
post-election quantitative survey of 2,100 actual midterm voters in 7 battleground states 
(AZ, FL, GA, MI, NC, PA, WI).

The research surveys captured respondents from across the political spectrum, including 
Democrats, Independents, and Republicans, and across different regions and geographies.
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What are the most important 
lessons to keep in mind for a 
winning message on safety, 
accountability, and justice?



LESSON 1.
Acknowledge that crime is a top 
concern for many–especially in Black 
communities. However, concern 
does not equal support for more of 
the status quo. 
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We asked respondents how big of a problem is crime, 
not just in general but in their own community.

13Source: Hart Research Associates exit survey commissioned by Vera Action



Among respondents most concerned about crime, they 
strongly favor a solutions approach over the status quo.

14Source: Hart Research Associates exit survey commissioned by Vera Action



LESSON 2.
People understand that the causes 
of crime are systemic. They want 
less divisive rhetoric and more 
solutions to make communities safe.
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16Source: PerryUndem first-round research commissioned by Vera Institute



LESSON 3.
“Solutions, not scare tactics” and 
“preventing crime, not just reacting 
after,” are more effective brands 
than “law and order.”
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When testing catch phrases, a “preventing crime” approach 
was the strongest performing message across all audiences. 

18Source: Perry Undem and Hart Research Associates poll commissioned by Vera Action

Fill in the blank here. When it 
comes to crime, I want my 
elected officials to focus 
on… 

Pick three of these that are 
closest to 
your views.



Use catch phrases 
about “solutions” and 
“preventing crime, not 
just reacting after” to 
reinforce everyone 
deserves to be safe.  

92% 
agree 

62% 
strongly

Everyone deserves to 
be safe. We need to 
focus on preventing 
crime in the first 
place, not just reacting 
to it after it happens.
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LESSON 4.
Own the issue of safety and begin 
with a strong, affirmative vision of 
what safe communities look like. 
Don’t let the opposition define your 
vision for you.
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74% 
                agree 

43% 
strongly

The safest places in 
America don’t have 
more police, more jails, 
more prisons, and 
harsher sentences. They 
have access to jobs and 
economic prosperity. 
They have good schools. 
There’s housing and 
healthcare. There’s good 
infrastructure. There’s 
trust between the 
community and the 
police. There’s hope for 
the future. 

Begin with a positive 
vision for safety and 
engage in an honest 
conversation about 
what makes 
communities safe. 
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LESSON 5.
People favor investments to make 
communities safer over more of the 
status quo. That holds up across 
different regions of the country.
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Respondents identify a range of 
factors that contribute to stability 
and neighborhood safety.

Source: Perry Undem and Hart Research Associates poll commissioned by Vera Action

Think about being safe in your own neighborhood and 
community. 

What factors make you feel safe? 

Choose the top 3 or 4 for you.



Respondents rank the following solutions to crime and safety 
as more effective than “tough on crime” measures.  

24Source: Perry Undem 2022 battleground exit survey commissioned by Vera Action



Support for a solutions approach to safety outperforms “tough 
on crime” across the board–except in rural areas.

25Source: Perry Undem and Hart Research Associates poll commissioned by Vera Action



LESSON 6.
Many view the police favorably and 
they also want policing reform and 
accountability.
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We can support police 
officers who put their 
lives on the line for us 
every day and we can 
hold police 
accountable if they use 
excessive force or 
abuse their power.

89% 
agree 

59% 
strongly

27Source: Perry Undem and Hart Research poll commissioned by Vera Action

Support for police 
is strong, but so is 
support for 
accountability.



A message of supporting police and holding them accountable 
is the strongest–20 points better than just adding more police.

28Source: Perry Undem 2022 battleground exit survey commissioned by Vera Action



LESSON 7.
A “defund” attack can be countered 
by calling it out for what it is–a scare 
tactic–and instead offering 
solutions.
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30Source: Perry Undem and Hart Research Associates poll commissioned by Vera Action

In head-to-head message testing, a solutions-oriented 
response strongly outperformed a “defund” attack.

Next are two statements from two different candidates running for US House of Representatives. Which do you agree 
with more, even if neither is quite right in your view?

Candidate A: The Left has allowed a culture built on hating the police to drive decisions surrounding law enforcement. The 
Defund the Police movement is without a doubt one of the greatest dangers to public safety in our nation’s history, and 
Democrats are responsible for it. The hostile climate for police has discouraged proactive police work. We can’t expect the 
police to keep us safe if we aren’t willing to keep them safe.

Candidate B: I’m not about scare tactics or slogans, and I’m not afraid to have an honest conversation. We keep expecting 
police to solve every social problem, from kids skipping school to mental illness to homelessness to gun violence. No one 
profession can do that. We're spending $115 billion a year and putting too much on police departments. It's time to try out 
some promising new solutions to lift the burden. It's time for support and change, not blame.

42%

58%



LESSON 8.
Accountability matters when people 
break the law, but it also matters for 
leaders to deliver on their promises 
of a safer and more just legal system.
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When it comes to 
accountability, most 
people hold the 
government 
responsible for a 
criminal justice system 
that works.

90% 
agree 

63% 
strongly

We need more 
accountability at all 
levels. The criminal 
justice system needs to 
be more accountable for 
public safety and 
fairness. There needs to 
be accountability for 
people who break the 
law. Police should be held 
accountable for 
excessive force. Elected 
officials need to be 
accountable to voters 
when they spend billions 
on things that don’t work.
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LESSON 9.
Solutions about preventing crime and 
not just reacting after outperform 
every other message–even a “tough 
on crime” one.
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“A safe walk home at night. 
A subway ride free of fear. A 
safer New York for every 
child. That’s what Kathy 
Hochul is working for as 
governor, and she passed a 
comprehensive crime plan 
to make it happen…”
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Head-to-head, a preventive solutions message outperforms 
the scare tactics and the “tough on crime” response.

Source: Perry Undem 2022 battleground exit survey commissioned by Vera Action



LESSON 10.
There is a three-part messaging 
frame that works to win the narrative 
on safety, accountability, and justice.
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1. Lead with the shared value of safety.
Acknowledge the importance of safety for everyone and say that we deserve an 
honest conversation about solutions, not scare tactics, to make communities safe.

2. The villain is the status quo.
Across the political spectrum, people do not believe the current approach to crime 
and safety is working. If it were, we would be the safest country in the world.

3. Pivot to solutions.
The public strongly supports more investment in community-based solutions for 
safety and many policy proposals for justice reform. Highlight these changes as part 
of a comprehensive approach to crime-fighting and making communities safe. 
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The right messaging frame for safety, accountability, and justice
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How do we know this 
message works?
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For questions, please contact:

Insha Rahman, irahman@vera.org
(646) 284-8221
Vice President of Advocacy & Partnerships at Vera and Vice 
President of Vera Action
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