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SWING VOTER PROJECT (SVP) 
REPORT FOR SEPTEMBER 22, 2020

PHILADELPHIA, PA – ONLINE FOCUS GROUPS

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH: 

Engagious conducted two online focus groups on September 22nd with a total of nine 

African-American swing voters from Philadelphia who voted for President Obama in 2012 

and then rejected both Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump in 2016. Six chose not to vote 

for president in 2016, two voted for Jill Stein, and one wrote in Bernie Sanders. The first 

group contained four respondents, and the second group consisted of five respondents. 

We explored questions and topics surrounding the president, Joe Biden, and racial issues 

in America.  

DISCLAIMER: 

The key findings in this report are based upon the opinions and feedback from nine swing 

voters in one location. They do not represent the views of all swing voters.

TERMS OF USE: 

Recipient is free to reuse content within this document such as data, quotes, and visuals. 

Content usage must be accompanied by a written citation in the body copy of the content 

or article, with a link back to the original web page: https://engagious.com/swingvoters/ 

Example: “30% of female respondents disagreed with the Medicare statement” (according 

to research conducted by Engagious/Schlesinger Group).
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1
MOST OF THESE SWING VOTERS ARE PLANNING TO 

VOTE FOR BIDEN, BUT THEY AREN’T VERY 

ENTHUSIASTIC ABOUT DOING SO.

These swing voters rejected both Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump in 2016, choosing not 

to vote or voted third party. Their reasons included: 

• There was a lot of misinformation – I didn’t know what to believe.

• They didn’t speak about the issues I care about most (e.g., my economic concerns).

• Their healthcare platforms didn’t meet my needs.

• I would like to vote for an African American president – neither one represented 

me.

• Hillary Clinton wasn’t trustworthy – her husband signed the crime bill into law, 

which negatively impacted my family.

• Hillary Clinton called black men “super predators” and never commented on or 

resolved the issue.

• Hillary Clinton lacked transparency (e.g., her email situation).

• The country wasn’t ready for a woman president.

• Donald Trump was a businessman with bankruptcies – he didn’t have the 

knowledge to run the country.

• Donald Trump didn’t act presidential and I didn’t think of him as a real politician.

• Donald Trump didn’t present himself as a leader I would want to follow.

Respondents listed the most important voting issue to them right now: 

• The economy/finances (3)

• Violence/police brutality/Black Lives Matter (2)

• Healthcare

• Student loan debt

• How people are going to vote (in person vs. mail-in ballots)

• Community issues – politicians not delivering on promises for improvements

They provided the one emotion they feel the most when they see Donald Trump on TV or 

on their device. These included anger, confusion, frustration, very irritated, and humored. 

For Joe Biden, they say they feel disappointment, hatred, scared, irritated, and intrigued. 
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Despite their negative feelings toward Biden, five of our nine respondents are planning to 

vote for him, and two are somewhat likely. The following chart outlines each respondent’s 

2016 choice, their likely 2020 choice, and their key reason(s) for their decision: 

We showed four video clips showing the candidates speaking about African Americans –

two from Biden and two from Trump. 

Respondents reacted negatively to the clips of Biden, which featured his “you ain’t black” 

remark and his talking about the crime bill on the Senate floor in the 1990s. 

After watching the “you ain’t black” clip, a female respondent planning to vote for Biden 

told us the Democrats are using black people like they always do, and Biden was talking to 

blacks like they’re dumbThree of the other four respondents in that group agreed with her 

assessment. In the other group, a respondent commented that this marked a turning point 

in the campaign, when Biden’s team didn’t allow him to speak candidly anymore, adding 

that Biden’s campaign is now scripted and dry after this “ridiculous” comment. Another 

respondent described the remark as “stupid” and suggested it was pandering in the same 

way Hillary Clinton told the same interviewer in 2016 that she carries hot sauce in her 

purse. 

Respondent 2016 choice 2020 choice Key reason(s)

Barry Did not vote Biden, if he votes Opposed to Trump

Karleh Did not vote Biden Kamala Harris

Sherrie Did not vote Biden

Kamala Harris;

Bernie Sanders isn’t an 

option

Tanika Did not vote Biden
Trump is racist

and unqualified

Anthony Ca. Did not vote Biden
Trump is racist and dividing 

the country; healthcare

Robert Did not vote
Uncommitted –

Trump or not voting

Biden’s “law and order” 

policies “destroyed a lot of 

lives” and he’s

unapologetic

Anthony Co. Jill Stein Biden

Supported Andrew Yang –

will likely be part of a Biden 

Administration

Lakeisha Jill Stein Biden, if she votes

Trump shouldn’t be 

president, but Biden hasn’t 

proven he’s truly for us

Lyah

Bernie 

Sanders

(write-in)

Uncommitted –

Biden or not voting

Kamala Harris; some say 

not voting is a vote for 

Trump
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Most had not seen the clip of Biden speaking about the crime bill. One respondent 

described it as a "dog whistle" for white people, adding that we live in a "systematic racist 

society" that has allowed red-lining and barred African Americans from getting loans. 

Another respondent, one who is planning to vote for Biden, told us she wasn’t going to 

vote for him until he selected Kamala Harris as his running-mate because Biden is an 

“asshole,” and that’s why she was criticizing his association with segregationists during the 

Democratic primary campaign. 
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2
BIDEN’S SELECTION OF KAMALA HARRIS AS HIS VP AND 

HIS PROMISE TO CHOOSE A BLACK WOMAN FOR THE 

SUPREME COURT WERE SEEN AS PANDERING. 

These swing voters weren’t surprised by Biden’s selection of Kamala Harris as his running-

mate, and most were not excited by it. Only four of nine indicated they were more 

enthusiastic about voting for Biden because she would be on the ticket. Their reactions 

included: 

• It’s a “pandering thing” and “he did it to win.”

• I hope “she’s just not a face for the history books.” 

• “I wasn’t too surprised...I knew he’d pick a black woman.”

• He picked a “beautiful black woman” to help him win.

A number of these swing voters didn’t know who she was or much about her record. One 

respondent remarked that a vice president isn’t really important unless the president is 

impeached or dies, and he believes, if elected, Biden would serve all four years of his 

term. He didn’t believe Harris would become president. 

Another respondent, who told us he wouldn’t vote for Biden but wasn’t sold on Trump, 

was troubled by her record as district attorney in San Francisco, claiming she did “horrible 

things,” including delaying prisoners’ release from prison, locking up black mothers for 

their children’s truancy from school, and not letting an innocent man out of prison until 

the courts made her.

These swing voters also reacted to Biden’s promise to choose a black woman for the 

Supreme Court. They suggested this sounded like an empty promise and he’s saying it 

just to get elected, with one calling it “a marketing thing.” Some wondered if he really has a 

particular black woman in mind for the job. In our second group, Biden’s promise only 

mattered to one of our five respondents, who told us we need more people of color in 

power. 

Our respondents suggested they are more interested in policy than personnel. Some see 

Biden as a man who just wants to be president and questioned his vision for the country. 

One respondent wants to feel that she’s voting for a platform and not just trying to get 

President Trump out of office. She doesn’t feel like she knows what Biden would do as the 

leader of our country. 
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One respondent was “offended” by Biden’s unwillingness to talk about “defunding the 

police,” adding it isn’t about shutting down every police station. If more people 

understood what was meant by the phrase, they might agree. Another respondent told 

us people are struggling with student loan debt and don’t have jobs, suggesting he sees 

no plan from Biden to help them. A third respondent argued that Biden is trying too hard 

to appeal to African Americans and not addressing their needs, such as addressing red-

lining and their struggles to build wealth. They are looking for something tangible that will 

improve their lives, such as a stimulus check, rather than Biden’s racial appeals. 

In our first group, none of our four respondents believe they know where Biden stands 

on the issues that matter most to them. One respondent remarked that during the 

Democratic primary, he didn’t highlight any particular issue as his top issue. Biden’s the 

nominee because he is who the establishment wanted. 
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3
THESE SWING VOTERS AREN’T ANY MORE ENTHUSIASTIC 

ABOUT VOTING FOR BIDEN BECAUSE HE WAS THE VICE 

PRESIDENT TO THE FIRST BLACK PRESIDENT. 

Some people say they expect African-Americans to be particularly supportive of Biden 

because he was the vice president to the first black president. However, none of our swing 

voters indicated they are more enthusiastic about voting for Biden specifically for that 

reason. 

Some respondents indicated the fact that Biden was Obama’s vice president matters to 

their older family and friends (in their 60s and 70s) in a way it doesn’t matter to them 

personally. In each group, we had a respondent tell us they forgot Biden was Obama’s vice 

president. One respondent commented: 

“I totally forgot he was Obama’s vice president. It’s not significant. You know Hillary 

Clinton because of her husband, but you don’t know Biden because of Obama, so it 

doesn’t really hit home like that.” – Anthony Ca., Obama (2012)-nonvoter (2016)

4
JUSTICE GINSBURG’S DEATH AND THE SENATE GOP’S 

DESIRE TO QUICKLY FILL THE SEAT WON’T STRONGLY 

MOTIVATE THESE SWING VOTERS TO SUPPORT BIDEN.

Only two of our swing voters indicated that the death of Ruth Bader Ginsburg would 

influence their vote this November. A female respondent told us she agreed with Ginsburg 

on a number of issues and with her death now feels that she has to vote, despite not being 

any more enthusiastic for Biden. A male respondent, who dislikes Joe Biden and Kamala 

Harris and is considering voting for Trump, told us Ginsburg’s death could impact his vote 

depending on how President Trump handles the nomination of a new Supreme Court 

justice. If he rushes through with this and puts another conservative justice on the Court, 

he may “bow out” of this election, adding that Biden is a “complete non-starter” for him. He 

believes the president should wait and vet more people rather than rushing through the 

process because he thinks it could help him on Election Day. 

None of these swing voters believe President Trump and the Senate GOP is correct for 

trying to confirm a new Supreme Court justice before the president’s term ends in January. 

Their reasons included: 

• The Senate GOP blocked President Obama’s nominee in 2016.

• The president should take his time and not rush the process just because the 

election is coming up.

• With his third appointment to the Supreme Court, this would be President Trump’s 

legacy, and some don’t want that to happen.

• What happened with Brett Kavanaugh was “disgusting” and “he got away with it”
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5
THESE SWING VOTERS BELIEVE CAUCASIANS DON’T 

UNDERSTAND, AND DON’T REALLY CARE ABOUT, THE 

BLACK LIVES MATTER MOVEMENT. 

In the upper Midwest, where we have conducted nearly all of our Swing Voter Project 

focus groups, many of our Caucasian respondents have used the words “riots” and 

“protests” interchangeably, despite being able to clearly distinguish between the two, and 

tell us that “All Lives Matter” in response to “Black Lives Matter.” One respondent 

described his frustration with this dynamic: 

“Riots are basically visual displays of anger for something that’s misunderstood. 

Protests are basically a stand for something that you believe in. There is a distinct 

separation, but here’s the thing: We wouldn’t have these riots and these protests if white 

people would listen and understand what we’re complaining about. That’s not 

necessarily complaining. It’s what we’re actually seeing. We’re trying to live and govern 

ourselves according to the law that you all put out for us to do so. But guess what? We 

don’t see the equality for that for white guys or for black guys. A white man can get 

pulled over and shoot up a church and kill a whole bunch of people. He’s going to get 

water. He’s going to get treated nicely. He’s going to get a limousine to the police 

department. He’s going to get first class service. A black man may not even make it out 

alive. You tell me why in the earth will any person of color would want to protest 

peacefully vs. riot when they’re angry, when they’re saying, ‘We’re following your rules 

and we’re still getting killed. We don’t follow your rules and we get killed.’ Basically, 

what do you want us to do? Here’s the problem, we just want you to hear why we’re 

upset. We just want it to be equal. You said you want equality. You printed that – E 

Pluribus Unum – in the Constitution, but you’re not even following your own rules, but 

you want us to do exactly what you want us to do, but we’re losing so many of us by 

doing exactly what you want us to do. We want [Caucasians] to be educated properly 

on what exactly that they’re seeing and not making it seem like, ‘Oh, we’re just 

dangerous people or we’re all thugs and criminals and we’re scary.’” 

– Barry, Obama (2012)-nonvoter (2016)

Some expressed frustration that it seems Caucasians don’t understand their concerns 

and struggles and perhaps do not want to understand because they don’t care. They 

believe Caucasians are choosing to think African Americans are all the same, judging all of 

them based on the actions of a few. Respondents told us they are removed from the 

urban communities so it’s easy for them to lump the protests and the riots together. 

Police brutality doesn’t impact their families. One respondent added, “We just want to be 

equal. We want to live. We want to grow old.” 
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6
SOCIAL MEDIA PLAYS A PIVOTAL ROLE FOR THESE 

SWING VOTERS AS A SOURCE OF INFORMATION, BUT 

THE MOST MEMORABLE CAMPAIGN MESSAGING IS 

APPEARING ON TV.

Almost all of our respondents get at least some of their news from social media, 

especially Facebook. They see news their family and friends post and similarly, they use 

the platform to share news with others. 

Some have seen campaign ads about Donald Trump and Joe Biden on Facebook recently, 

although they’re not sure whether the ads are from the campaigns or some other groups. 

Also, they have seen ads about the two candidates on YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram. 

Most respondents who had seen ads on social media couldn’t remember what they were 

about. 

They were able to recall the topics of the campaign ads they have seen on TV recently 

with much greater ease. 

The messages on TV from the president that are memorable to these swing voters 

include: 

• We will “Make America Great Again.”

• He fixed the economy before and he’ll do it again.

• It will be disastrous for the country if we elect Biden to the presidency.

Biden’s messages on TV include: 

• A portion of Michelle Obama’s speech about Joe Biden

• African Americans shouldn’t need to wake up in fear of losing their lives to police 

brutality.

• If Trump stays in office, a lot of people will lose their healthcare because he wants 

to get rid of Obamacare.

• You can’t fix the economy until you fix the pandemic.
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7
MOST OF THESE SWING VOTERS WILL VOTE IN PERSON, 

CONCERNED THAT IT ’S THE ONLY WAY TO ENSURE 

THEIR VOTE WILL COUNT. 

Only four of our nine respondents would say the reliability of mail delivery in their 

neighborhood is “good” or “excellent.” Five respondents – a slight majority – have noticed 

a change in their mail delivery with mail coming many days later than it did just a few 

months ago. 

Their recent negative experience with mail delivery has played a role in shaping how they 

view mail-in balloting for the 2020 election. 

Only two intend to vote by mail in this election, citing their discomfort with being in large 

crowds. They don’t want to wait in line for hours to vote and people are still careless with 

their masks. 

The other seven are hesitant to vote by mail, afraid their vote won’t count, whether it’s 

lost or someone finds it and throws it in the garbage. They prefer to do it in person, 

wearing a mask and staying six feet apart from others. One respondent remarked that if 

people can attend protests, then we can vote in person. 

Five of our swing voters believe that having millions of Americans vote by mail will cause 

them to doubt the declared winner of the election. One respondent commented that 

mail is already backed up and post office staff is working overtime to deal with it. Mail-in 

ballots will exacerbate the problem and it could take weeks to count all the ballots and 

even then, we wouldn’t know if all of them have arrived to be counted. They don’t trust 

this process. Mail-in ballots could be lost or they could be destroyed, which would benefit 

President Trump, with many Democrats voting by mail. 

8
THEY BELIEVE Afr ican AmericanS WHO ARE BIG 

SUPPORTERS OF PRESIDENT TRUMP LIKE THAT HE’S A 

BUSINESSMAN, NOT A CAREER POLITICIAN. 

Some of our respondents liked Donald Trump before he entered politics, but they were 

turned off by his comments about various groups, including women, veterans, and 

Mexicans. They believe African Americans who strongly support him are tired of career 

politicians, and as a businessman Trump thinks differently from other presidents. Those 

who support free enterprise, especially those who have “made it,” wonder what the 

Democratic Party has done for them and believe they would have better opportunities 

with Trump as president. 

One respondent told us that Trump makes politics feel “accessible.” He’s on Twitter all day 

and he makes people feel informed about what’s going on, and they feel like they know 

him because they’ve seen him all their lives. 


