
 

 

 

 
May 3, 2022 
 
To: Interested Parties 
Fr:  Molly Murphy, Impact Research 
Re: Framing the Overturning of Roe vs. Wade 
 
A strong majority of voters oppose overturning Roe vs. Wade with polling consistently 
putting opposition over 60% nationally. Research throughout this cycle has 
demonstrated that attacks against Republicans on abortion are powerful, often testing 
stronger than any other attack. Despite this, voters have been skeptical that the Court 
would overturn Roe vs. Wade and did not believe Republicans wanted to come for 
abortion rights.  
 
The leaked news that the Supreme Court is poised to overturn Roe vs. Wade has the 
potential to be a watershed moment in a midterm cycle where Democrats face a 
historically difficult political environment and defeat looms large in tough races.  
 
While there is more work to do to understand how voters will react to this news (and 
how Republican candidates will react) the following are key recommendations for 
messaging around this issue in the midterms.  
 
Recommendations 
 

1. Define the terms. Voters know that Roe is the law that protects legal abortion in 
the United States, and we do not need to define what it means to overturn it.  
 
To convey urgency for the upcoming midterms, it is crucial that voters 
understand that our elections will now determine whether a woman can have an 
abortion where they live – the Supreme Court decision means that each state will 
now be allowed to criminalize abortion and ban it even in cases of rape, incest, 
and life of the mother.  
 

2. Understand that voters do not want NEW abortion laws – especially laws 
taking it away – but they do not want overreach either. Most voters, 
particularly swing voters, understand that abortion is legal in this country and 
want it to stay that way. Democrats are best positioned to take on Republicans 
when framing them as the party pushing for new (and more restrictive) abortion 
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laws. The most effective contrast we can make is that Republicans are 
prioritizing taking away abortion, while Democrats want to protect a woman’s 
right to an abortion. Democrats should be careful not to overreach and position 
themselves as taking advantage of this moment to expand the current status 
quo. We need to be “protectors” during this stressful time for a super-majority of 
Americans, including those who feel conflicted around the issue but do not want 
the right to go away completely. 
  

3. Emphasize the likelihood that overturning Roe will lead to criminalizing 
abortion and punishing women, rather than restrictions and bans. Even 
though most voters want to see abortion remain legal, there is a large swath that 
wants to see some restrictions – or at a minimum, understands why others do. 
Allowing voters to believe that a post-Roe United States just means a patchwork 
of different restrictions undermines the severity of the consequences and lets 
Republicans off the hook.  
 

• Describe the post-Roe landscape as laws that are cruel and punishing, 
rather than making this about gestational weeks and restrictions. The laws 
Republicans are passing that criminalize abortion are offensive and are 
not justifiable even among the most conflicted voters. Laws that threaten 
to throw women in jail, arrest doctors who perform abortions, encourage 
bounties and report people to the government are beyond the pale. These 
examples clear up any conflict amongst conflicted voters on the issue and 
put them on the side of women – and against those working to pass these 
laws. 
 
Leaning in on those laws is more evocative to voters as compared to bans 
at gestational weeks which are confusing and open to interpretation. Most 
swing voters do not have a deep enough sense of a woman’s pregnancy 
to know how far along 15 weeks vs. 20 vs. 24 weeks is, nor are they 
typically aware of what existing laws are. At worst, these terms can sound 
like reasonable limits and ignore the real cruelty of what many states are 
doing.  
 

• Define six-week bans (or earlier) as “bans before most women know they 
are pregnant.” Following the passage of the Texas law, voters in focus 
groups were highly aware of the law and knew it for the fact that the ban 
took effect before most women even know they are pregnant – which to 
them is effectively a ban on all abortion. 
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4. Frame banning abortion across the country as the Republican priority, that 
they are trying to take away a fundamental right we’ve had for half a 
century. Republicans carry a 2:1 advantage on caring more about economic 
issues over social issues, and less than half of voters think Republicans will ban 
abortion if they win this year. While voters believe Republicans are out of step 
with them on abortion, they get a pass because voters don’t believe Republicans 
will actually take away abortion rights. Republicans need to own this ruling as 
part of what they are focused on, and electing Republicans will lead to national 
anti-abortion laws.  
 

5. Messaging around abortion must emphasize a woman’s right to make 
decisions that are best for her and that politicians have no right to make 
this decision. The core values around abortion have not changed – voters 
continue to support abortion rights because women, not politicians, should be the 
ones to make these decisions. Given voters’ desire for no new laws on abortion, 
it is also important to underscore that the law has worked for fifty years, and we 
do not need to change laws that are working and protecting women’s health. The 
key messaging in support of protecting a woman’s right to legal abortion is:  
 

• Women, not politicians. Everyone’s situation is complicated and unique, 
and we need to trust women to make these decisions on what is best for 
her based on her own circumstances. It is wrong for politicians to try to 
dictate to women how to make their own medical decisions. 

• Punishment and no exceptions. Overturning Roe means that politicians 
will pass abortion bans that don’t allow any exceptions - even in cases 
where a woman is a victim of rape or incest, or their life is at risk. Worse, 
in many states they are passing laws that would put women in jail for 
seeking an abortion, or the doctors who perform them. 

• Wrong priorities. If Republicans win in November, their priority is to make 
abortion illegal across the country without exceptions and put women in 
jail, when they should be focused on addressing inflation and gas prices, 
fixing the supply chain, and getting the economy back on track.  

• Reinforce the urgency. With Roe overturned, elections now determine 
whether women have the right to make her on health decisions, and with 
Republicans across the country vowing to criminalize abortion, it is critical 
that we elect Democrats in November. 

 
 
 


