WINNING WISCONSIN’S VOTERS
ON SAFETY, ACCOUNTABILITY
& JUSTICE

Messaging and policy takeaways from public opinion research
on what Wisconsin voters bring to the ballot box on crime and public safety
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WI voter demographics in the 2026 general electorate

We polled 800 2026 likely voters in Wisconsin with an oversample
of 200 respondents from the 3rd congressional district (WI-03)

PartyID
vemocrt 2 [
Gender Ideology Race
A man Very liberal Black/African American |4%
A woman 52% Somewhat liberal White/Caucasian
Something else |1% Moderate Hispanic/Latino |2%
Prefer not to |1% Somewhat conservative AsianfAsian American | 29
say/refused Very conservative — .

Don't know/Refused

Mative American/American
Fielded January 8 - 13,2026 Indian/Indigenous

800 W1 2026 Likely Voters, Margin of Error: +/- 3.5% Middle Eastern/North African [1%
200 CD-032026 Likely Voters, Margin of Error: +/- 6.9% 2



Even though it’s not a significant part of a governor’s responsibility, WI
voters think the executive is responsible for crime and public safety

How responsible do you think each position is for improving safety and reducing crime in Wisconsin?

Very Somewhat Not too Notatall DK/Ref. RESPONSIBLE NOT RESPONSIBLE
District attorneys and local "y
Mo v |o  ox [ 2
The Governor l 13% I 7% 0% 80% 20%
State elected officials I 11% I 6% 1% 82% 17%
The Wisconsin Supreme Court I 12% I 11% 1% 75% 24%
Wisconsin members of U.S. — ~
O O
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Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



While crime is not the top issue, it lurks below the surface as one of the
biggest vulnerabilities for Democrats and advantages for Republicans

How serious of a problem is each of the below?

Very Somewhat Not Not at DK/Ref. PROBLEM NOT A
serious serious serious all PROBLEM
Crime in Milwaukee 54% I 7% 1% 1% 92% 8%

:’hh:lji?::.;gtz?:;verdose crisis in I 6% 0% 92% 89
Lhizgzrr:;?nnyl and overdose crisis in I 10% 1% 0% 89% 1%
Crime in Wisconsin Eﬁ% 1% T4% 26%
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Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



The W1 GOP knows public safety is a vulnerability for Democrats—and
for many cycles have spent heavily on crime attacks in statewide races

milwaukee journal sentinel
. WISCONSIN

PUBLIC RADIO Crime-related TV
ads consumed $27
The top spender was Right Direction Wisconsin PAC, which spent $9.29 million of s pen din g
million as of Monday. Run by the Republican Governors Association, the PAC in the Wisconsin
spent that money on broadcasting and digital ads focused on the race between Su preme Cou rt
Gov. Tony Evers and Republican businessman Tim Michels. The ads attacked race

Evers on tax and crime issues.

Daniel Bice and Alison Dirr
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

Updated April 10, 2025, 8:15 a.m.

The sl How Republicans’ racist attack ads
Gual‘di an wiped out Democrat’s lead in Wisconsin




The GOP’s historic advantage is about brand perception—and Democrats
can fill the trust gap by leaning into safety; accountability, and justice

Which political party do you trust more to handle each issue?

Democrats Republicans
Reduce gun violence 49% 49%
Invest in preventing crime before it 50% 48%
happens

Address the opioid and fentanyl crisis [EIsEA] 52%

Reduce violent crime

Hold people who commit crimes
accountable
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Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



THE OPPORTUNITY:

“Safety” swing voters are 28% of the WI general
electorate and are up for the taking—they don’t
trust either Democrats or the GOP on crime.

Vera AcTION



Profile of the Wisconsin “safety” swing voter

Of the following voting blocs, “safety” swing voters comprise:
Center-Left Voters
Independents

Mon-liberal Democrats

Non-MAGA Republicans
Moderates )
Non-conservative Ind/GOP
Somewhat liberal 3
Voters 18-44 ar

Men 18-54 33%

Milwaukee County

Urban voters

Low-Engagemeant Voters

Politics not important to my personal identity

38%

Passive news consumers

Vera AcTION

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY #1

There is a clear trend in WI—Democratic and
Independent voters favor a “serious about safety”
approach over a “tough-on-crime” one.

Vera AcTION



Among the 2026 WI general electorate, Democratic and Independent
voters favor a “serious about safety” approach over “tough on crime”

Which do you agree with more, even if neither is exactly right in your opinion?

We should do more to get tough on crime —
like having tougher sentences for people convicted of violent
crimes, maintaining strong bail laws to keep dangerous people in
jail, and providing police with more support and resources.

We should fully fund things that
are proven to create safe communities—like good schools, jobs, and
affordable housing—and help prevent crime by increasing
treatment for mental health and drug addiction and by getting
illegal guns off the street.

Safety and affordability go hand in
hand. Preventing crime means fully investing in the things that
create affordable, safe communities and increase everyone’s
quality of life like schools, good-paying jobs, affordable housing,
and mental health and addiction treatment.

TOUGH VS. SERIOUS ABOUT SAFETY
Total
BN 12% | 88%
L 42%

GOP NS

TOUGH VS. SAFETY & AFFORDABILITY

Total ELEES

Dem REEGE R

B
i

Ind ikl 58%

GOP ek

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action

+8%

+76%

+13%

-55%

+6%

+75%

+19%

62%
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The lean towards a “serious” approach over a “tough” one has grown since
Trump came into office—by 8 percentage points even among GOP voters

Which do you agree with more, even if neither is exactly right in your opinion?

We should do more to get toughon
crime — like having tougher sentences for people
convicted of violent crimes, maintaining strong bail laws
to keep dangerous people in jail, and providing police
with more support and resources.

July 2024
Total REEES
Dem +65%
Ind +11%
GOP kD -63%

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action

SIS RS A [O] SR o U VAR ARG We should fully fund

things that are proven to create safe communities—like
good schools, jobs, and affordable housing—and help
prevent crime by increasing treatment for mental health

and drug addiction and by getting illegal guns off the
street.

January 2026

+8%

LTI 1296 | BB%

530
ok

r
o

+76%

539
o 76% -55%




TAKEAWAY #2

Democrats shouldn’t wait to be defined as soft—
in contrast to Trump’s overreach under the
guise of crime control, Democrats can own the
debate with “safety, accountability, and justice.”

Vera AcTION



The authoritarian tactics that Trump and the GOP are relying on—ICE
raids, deploying the National Guard—are under water with Wl voters

Here is a list of things that some people say could improve safety in communities.
What impact do you think each would have on safety in Wisconsin?

% who said would make a lot safer

Building trust between police and the communities

they serve 04%

Improving schools and programs for young people 64%

Getting illegal guns off the streets

50%
Expanding addiction treatment and recovery 48%
programs _
Increasing funding for police 46%

Mandating longer sentences for people who commit
crimes

If

‘ ‘ ‘

46

Allowing ICE to conduct more raids and deportations getai

Sending mental health and crisis response teams,
instead of armed police, to appropriate 911 calls

€
o
£

Deploying the Mational Guard in cities like Milwaukee
to patrol streets and respond to crime

|
(3]
-
o
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Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action
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Voters see solutions such as treatment programs and crisis response as
more immediately impactful than some traditional “tough” measures

How safe does the following measure make communities and how long will it take?

Less Safe and Longer Than Mext Few Years A Lot Safer and Longer Than Next Few Years

Building trust between police and

Improving schools and the communities they serve

programs for young people
Increasing access to

mer tal health care
i
Increasing ™ Making sure safety, not
funding for police - wealth, determines who
' - - stays in jail pending trial

Mandating longer

Expanding addiction treatment

reploying the Mational Gua cities
Deploying the National Guard In cit and recovery programs

like Milwaukes to patrol streets and

réspond to crime

% Within A Few Years

. L] Getting llegal guns off the streets
sending mental health and crisis

Allowing ICE to conduct more raids response teams, instead of..

and deportations

Less Safe and Within A Few Years % A Lot Safer A Lot Safer and Within A Few Years
Vera AcTION

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action
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Owning “accountability” with a message of “repair and change” wins by
10+ percentage points over the “lock ‘em up” approach of the GOP

Which statement do you agree with more, even if neither is exactly right in your opinion?

[REHABILITATION] To make communities safer, people who
break the law must be held accountable. This means seeing
the harm they’ve done, accepting the consequences, learning
from mistakes, and changing their behavior. We need to
provide people with programs that work to turn their lives

around and prevent future crime.

[DO THE CRIME, DO THE TIME] We need to enforce strict
punishments to ensure people who break the law are held
accountable. If you do the crime, you should do the time, and
that means serving the full sentence. Offenders shouldn’t be
able to get out of jail or prison early simply because they
complete programs or have a good track record behind bars.

Don’t know/refused

Total 55% 43%

Democrat 81%

Independent EPEH 32%

GOP 27% PR

Safety Swing [JEekE 36%

Vera AcTION

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action
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When Democrats engage voters on safety, they improve trust on several
crime issues—including by 8 percentage points on crime prevention

Which party do you trust more on the following crime issue?

. Democrat DK . Republican Shift

Beduce gun violence Before +

After

Invest in preventing crime

. Before B8
before it happens <

fentanyl crisis 4
4
Hold people who commit
f =21
VeraAcTIiON

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY #3

Democrats should go on offense and attack
Trump and the GOP’s actions as making
communities less safe and less affordable.

Vera AcTION



A majority oppose Trump’s funding cuts—and “safety” swing targets
oppose funding cuts and anti-healthcare and anti-immigration policies

Which statement do you agree with more, even if neither is exactly right in your opinion?

Met Oppose

Cutting millions of dollars from the Department DLl =
of Justice for crime prevention, gun violence, 19%
and victim services programs
Canceling billions in federal funding for drug m
addiction and mental health treatment
Cutting billions in federal funding for Naloxone,
fentanyl test strips, and access to addiction
treatment
Refusing to fund SNAP food assistance benefits g
during a federal government shutdown i
Slashing federal safety net programs such as 36%
Medicaid and food stamps -
Allowing Affordable Care Act health insurance
subsidies to expire -
Allowing Obamacare health insurance :

g . 46%
subsidies to expire
Federal Immigration and Customs Enforcement ey -1
agents rounding up and deporting immigrants e
on Immigration ehforeement meesures. .
on immigration enforcement measures -

VeraAcTIiON 18

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY #4

Even on the thorniest of issues—policing,
overdose crisis, etc.—Democrats need to call out
the GOP’s politics of fear and lean into concrete
solutions that prevent crime and break its cycle.

Vera AcTION



When it comes to policing, voters favor “support and accountability” over
more funding or more police—even in WI-03, which is highly contested

Now | willread you a list of statements and I'd like to know which statement you support most, even if
none is exactly right. Which of these statements do you most support, evenif none is exactly right?

Total CD-03
Supporting police who put their lives on
the line for us every day and holding those
accountable who use excessive force or 41% 37%
abuse their power

Building strong bonds and trust between

police and the community 19%

Taking the burden off police officers to

0%
solve every social problem so they can 20% 20%
focus on serious crime
Putting more police on the streets m 10%
More funding for police 13%
Don't know/Refused l 1% 2%

Vera AcTION

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action
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The GOP “defund” attack can be neutralized easily with Democratic and
Independent voters with a message of “support and change, not blame”

Now | willread you a list of statements and I'd like to know which statement you support most, even if
none is exactly right. Which of these statements do you most support, evenif none is exactly right?

. [GOP ATTACK] The Left has allowed a culture built on hating the
police to drive decisions surrounding law enforcement. The Defund
the Police movement s, 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 safeif
we aren’t willing to keep them safe.

. [DEMOCRAT] 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.

Don’t know/refused

Total 44% 549%

Democrat 90%

Independent BeRbi 64%

GOP 85%

Safety Swing FEINETED

Vera AcTION

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action
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WI voters consistently say that the overdose crisis is one of the biggest
crime issues in the state—and they favor a solutions-based approach

Which statement do you agree with more, even if neither is exactly right in your opinion?

[CARE AND PREVENTION] The opioid and fentanyl crisis is Total 52% 48%
devastating communities across Wisconsin, and for many

families who have lost or experienced a loved one struggle Democrat 93%

with addiction, it's deeply personal. We need real solutions.

Preventing overdoses and saving lives requires expanding ncapandant 44%
access to treatment, Naloxone, fentanyl test strips, and proven

services that help people recover and rebuild their lives. GOP 89%

[TOUGH] The opioid and fentanyl crisis is out of control. Deadly Liberal
drugs are flooding our streets, and families are paying the

price. We need to confront this crisis head-on by cracking Moderate _ 2804
down on drug dealers, shutting down trafficking networks,

bombing drug boats before they reach our shores, and Conservative m 85%

imposing tough prison sentences on criminals fueling

Wisconsin’s opioid epidemic. safety Swing [ 39%

Don’t know/refused

Vera AcTION 22

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



TAKEAWAY #5

Sentiment on immigration is changing every
day—and while it remains a highly-contested
issue among WI voters, calling out ICE abuses
and emphasizing safety for everyone works.

Vera AcTION



An immigration message that calls out ICE abuses and emphasizes safety
for everyone draws even and wins Independent and moderate voters

Which statement do you agree with more, even if neither is exactly right in your opinion?

. [GOP] Democrats’ reckless open border policies have allowed Total 50% 49%
violent criminals and drug traffickers to pour into the country,
while taxpayers already struggling to make ends meet are Democrat
forced to house and feed them. It’s time to put Wisconsin first
by deploying ICE and the National Guard to cities like Independent
Milwaukee and Madison, closing the border, and outlawing
sanctuary cities. GOP
. [DEMOCRAT]ICE raids on farms, and in schools, churches, and ,
neighborhoods that tear apart families to detain and zip tie 2l
children don’t make Wisconsin safer. Instead, it distracts from
Moderate 39% 60%

the debate on real immigration reform and proven solutions

that make life safer for everyone, like removing illegal guns,
expanding addiction treatment, and investing in housing and Conservative
mental health care.

Safety Swing R 62%

Don’t know/refused

Vera AcTION 24

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



Nothing/silence

Don’t reinforce tough on crime tropes

(ONLY) Increased funding for police, more police

Do the crime, do the time

Assume voters prefer Trump’s “tough” approach

—

—

What not to say What to say

“Define or be defined” and set the terms of the debate
instead of letting Democrats be painted as “soft”

Emphasize comprehensive solutions like strong,
accountable policing, fully funding good schools,
affordable housing, and aliving wage

Highlight need for more accountable policing and
increased funding for mental health and drug
treatment, which voters believe can improve safety

%%ﬁ%%countability and own theissue through

programs to turn around the lives of those who have
committed crimes

Most voters prefer an approach that is serious about
safety and don'’t like Trump’s approach
25

Source: GSG January 2026 survey of likely 2026 Wisconsin General Election voters commissioned by Vera Action



For more information, please contact:

Insha Rahman
irahman@vera.org

Vera AcTION
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