BLACK I
ECONOMICH
ALLIANCE N

WORK - WAGES + WEALTH

To: Interested Parties

From: Black Economic Alliance (BEA)

Date: October 6, 2026

Re: Winning with Black Voters on Affordability and Economic Mobility

Across the country, Americans are deeply worried about affordability — the rising cost of
groceries, housing, and healthcare — and increasingly describe an economy that isn't working
for them.

Over the last four months, BEA conducted extensive battleground-state polling and focus
groups’ to understand what voters — and Black voters in particular — mean when they talk
about affordability, and what solutions they believe would make the greatest difference.

I.  KEY RESEARCH FINDINGS
What we found was clear.

Rising costs matter to Americans not simply because they are making life more expensive, but
because they make it harder to buy a home, achieve financial stability, and create greater
economic opportunity for themselves and their families — in other words, because they make
it harder to get ahead. What Americans are describing as an affordability crisis is also a crisis of
upward economic mobility.

Again and again, Black voters across our battleground-state polling gravitated toward a
combination of solutions that provide immediate relief from rising costs and build pathways to
help them get ahead.

The solutions that performed best with Black voters, and all voters, are:

® Increasing wages to keep pace with the cost of living. (56% of Black voters and 43% of all
voters picked in their top 3)

e Ensuring corporations and wealthy interests pay their fair share. (47% of Black voters
and 45% of all voters picked in their top 3)

e Creating an affordable health insurance option. (45% of Black voters and 38% of all
voters picked in their top 3)

e Capping medical and prescription costs. (37% of Black voters and 45% of all voters
picked in their top 3)

' Email- and text-to web battleground-state survey of 1,400 registered voters and an oversample of 400
Black voters, commissioned by BEA and conducted by Workbench Strategies from July 6-14, 2026; and
focus groups commissioned by BEA and conducted by HIT Strategies.



Il. MESSAGING GUIDANCE

From BEA’s polling and focus group emerged a set of affordability messaging principles:

DO pair addressing rising costs with how it impacts Black voters’ ability to get ahead...
DON’T focus on affordability issues alone or in a vacuum.

DO focus on concrete achievable solutions (like those outlined in this memo) and use specific
examples of where it has worked before...

DON'T offer solutions without a plan to deliver...

DON’T simply point fingers at “villains” without explaining WHY they are to blame.

DO talk about expanding opportunity and removing barriers that deny people the agency to
take advantage of it...
DON'T talk about government replacing personal responsibility.

DO employ Black small business owners as messengers and validators on affordability issues.

lll.  SOLUTIONS

What emerged from BEA’s research was a need for a practical bridge between the affordability
crisis Americans are experiencing — a crisis Black Americans are experiencing most acutely — the
solutions they believe will help them get ahead, and the evidence on what actually works.

To identify that bridge, BEA combined the battleground-state polling, focus groups, and
message testing with policy analysis conducted by a cross-sector brain trust of leaders from
government, finance, housing, healthcare, workforce development, and business.?

The solutions that Black Americans, and all Americans, want their leaders to prioritize and have
the greatest potential to produce meaningful results are below.

2 Experts spanning government, finance, health policy, housing, corporate strategy, and workforce
development sectors -- representing institutions that collectively oversee over $1.5 trillion in financial and
real estate assets, inform policies affecting more than 50 million workers and households nationwide, and
hold direct strategic leadership across federal economic agencies, Fortune 500 food and agriculture
corporations, top-tier venture capital, and the country’s leading national health policy divisions.



Relief from Rising Costs

Cap medical service costs and promote prescription drug competition.
Require large tech facilities to fund upgrades and community benefits.
Fund home repairs and resiliency upgrades to lower monthly housing costs.

Expand the Section 1332 waiver program to provide matching funds to states that
set up healthcare reinsurance programs.
Strengthen food subsidies and regional food networks to lower grocery bills.

Expand the Earned Income and Child Tax Credits and restore monthly CTC payments.

Pathways to Economic Mobility

Guarantee a $15 minimum wage and link automatic increases to median wages.
Guarantee job seekers receive paid work-based learning and career preparation.
Expand employee stock ownership and simplify employee business buyouts.

Modernize the Fair Labor Standards Act to include fair scheduling protections and
minimum job-quality standards.

Align public financing tools around the goal of building 7 million affordable homes.

Provide interest-free down payment capital options.

Ensure Trust in the Economic System

Tax investment-based pay the same as regular wages, and close tax loopholes for
the ultra-wealthy.

Enforce fair pricing rules and market transparency across food supply chains.

Mandate standardized billing and complete financial disclosure across healthcare
entities.




. SOLUTIONS: RESEARCH GROUNDING AND DETAILS

Relief from Rising Costs

Cap medical service costs and promote prescription drug competition.

In our polling, 45% of respondents selected putting price caps on medical services, procedures,
and prescriptions as one of their top healthcare priorities, making it the strongest-performing
healthcare affordability proposal tested. Respondents likewise supported keeping the prices of
generic drugs, like insulin, from being hiked. In our focus groups, participants repeatedly
described healthcare costs as one of the many pressures competing with groceries, housing,
transportation, and other essentials. One participant described facing a $1,200 monthly gap
after insurance stopped covering their children's asthma medication, illustrating how quickly
prescription costs can become a financial crisis.

Increasing competition in the prescription drug market is one of the best ways to limit costs
for consumers without increasing insurance premiums, and it saves states money. Similarly,
when medical service costs are capped, research has shown approximately $780 million in
Medicare savings, a 6% drop in hospital spending, improved service use and quality, and,

perhaps most importantly, consumer protection from exorbitant prices. In a resource-intensive
industry like pharmaceutical drug manufacturing, intentional action is needed to ensure
competitive pricing, such as explicitly outlawing pay-for-delay tactics that allow big companies

to pay generic drug makers not to make a generic drug, funding state efforts to partner with
non-profit generic drug manufacturers, and extending Medicare’s negotiated rates directly to

private commercial health plans.

The cost of prescription drugs has become a major source of financial stress for American
families. In fact, 43% of adults report that they have not taken their medication as prescribed at

some point in the past year because of the cost. Meanwhile, many brand-name prescription
drug prices have increased faster than inflation, placing growing pressure on household

budgets. Similarly, medical costs—particularly at hospitals—have driven millions of Americans
to put off essential care because of the expense. Hospital costs over the past two decades have

risen much faster than any other sector of the U.S. economy, with hospitals charging private

insurance increasingly more than Medicare (over three times more in consolidated markets). At

the same time, the mandate requiring many hospitals to provide financial assistance for eligible
patients remains significantly underenforced.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: affordable access to the medicines and care they
need at reasonable prices, and the peace of mind that their health will not become a financial
crisis.


https://www.fda.gov/about-fda/center-drug-evaluation-and-research-cder/generic-competition-and-drug-prices
https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/catalog/nlm:nlmuid-9918697368206676-pdf
https://collections.nlm.nih.gov/catalog/nlm:nlmuid-9918697368206676-pdf
https://www.ftc.gov/news-events/topics/competition-enforcement/pay-delay
https://calrx.ca.gov/
https://calrx.ca.gov/
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/public-opinion-on-prescription-drugs-and-their-prices/#2be2fde1-6592-4b7f-af74-df66a41acf3b:~:text=(43%25)%20adults%20report%20that%20they%20have%20not%20taken%20their%20medication%20as%20prescribed%20at%20some%20point%20in%20the%20past%20year%20because%20of%20the%20cost
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/topics/health/prescription-drugs/prescription-drugstrends-in-retail-prices-of-brand-name-prescription-drugs-widely-used-by-older-americans-2006-to-2024.doi.10.26419-2fppi.00397.001.pdf
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/cost-affect-access-care/#Percent%20of%20adults%20who%20reported%20barriers%20to%20accessing%20healthcare,%202024:~:text=In%202024%2C%20about%201%20in%206%20adults%20(17%25)%20reported%20delaying%20or%20not%20getting%20healthcare%20due%20to%20cost%2C%20including%20those%20who%20delayed%20or%20did%20not%20get%20medical%20or%20mental%20health%20care%20and%20those%20who%20rationed%20prescription%20drugs%20due%20to%20cost.
https://www.nbcnews.com/investigations/hospital-costs-are-rising-far-faster-inflation-drowning-americans-debt-rcna262473#:~:text=Over%20the%20past%20two%20decades%2C%20those%20costs%20have%20risen%20far%20faster%20than%20any%20other%20sector%20of%20the%20U.S.%20economy
https://www.nbcnews.com/investigations/hospital-costs-are-rising-far-faster-inflation-drowning-americans-debt-rcna262473#:~:text=Over%20the%20past%20two%20decades%2C%20those%20costs%20have%20risen%20far%20faster%20than%20any%20other%20sector%20of%20the%20U.S.%20economy
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/hospital-prices-have-risen-much-faster-for-private-insurance-than-medicare-since-2019/#:~:text=for%20more%20detail.-,Hospital%20Prices%20Have%20Risen%20Much%20Faster%20for%20Private%20Insurance%20Than%20Medicare%20Since%202019,-Private%20insurance%20prices
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/hospital-prices-have-risen-much-faster-for-private-insurance-than-medicare-since-2019/#:~:text=for%20more%20detail.-,Hospital%20Prices%20Have%20Risen%20Much%20Faster%20for%20Private%20Insurance%20Than%20Medicare%20Since%202019,-Private%20insurance%20prices
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA1144-2-v2.html

Require large tech facilities to fund upgrades and community benefits.

Families shouldn’t have to pay higher utility bills so large corporations can expand. Requiring
large infrastructure users to sigh community benefits agreements and pay for the utility
upgrades and infrastructure expansions they need would apply a simple principle:
communities should share in the benefits of growth without being forced to bear its costs.

Modern data centers can consume as much electricity as tens of thousands of homes and place
significant demands on local water resources. As data centers and other infrastructure-intensive
industries grow, they require enormous amounts of electricity, water, and new infrastructure. In
fact, annual data center energy use is expected to represent up to 12.0% of total U.S. electricity

consumption forecasted by 2028, up from 1.9% in 2018. As utilities invest in new power
generation, transmission lines, substations, and water infrastructure to meet that demand,
policymakers must decide who should pay for those upgrades.

It is unsurprising, then, that 74% of voters selected requiring data centers to pay for the water
and electricity they use as one of their top priorities, making it one of the strongest-performing
policy ideas tested. Across focus groups, participants repeatedly expressed frustration that
ordinary households are asked to absorb rising costs while large corporations benefit.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: lower pressure on household utility bills and a
fairer system where communities aren’t forced to subsidize corporate growth.

Fund home repairs and resiliency upgrades to lower monthly housing costs.

For many homeowners, the cost of owning a home doesn’t stop at the mortgage payment; in
fact, non-mortgage-related housing costs are roughly half of the total cost of homeownership

and the bulk of budgets for homeowners without mortgages. In our polling, repair costs and
monthly home insurance premiums stood out as areas where respondents need relief.

By investing in the repairs, weatherization measures, and resiliency upgrades that insurers
recognize as reducing risk, policymakers can help families lower long-term housing costs while
reducing the factors that drive insurance premiums upward. In places like Louisiana, where the
state has combined investment in residents’ ability to take on necessary resiliency upgrades
with requirements that insurance companies provide an aligned premium discount, the typical
homeowner saved $1,250 (22%) on annual homeowner’s insurance costs.



https://escholarship.org/uc/item/32d6m0d1
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/32d6m0d1
https://www.fanniemae.com/research-and-insights/increasingly-debt-strapped-consumers-concerned-about-rising-housing-related-costs#:~:text=non%2Dmortgage%2Drelated%20housing%20costs%20comprise%20roughly%20half%20of%20the%20total%20cost%20of%20homeownership
https://app.lla.state.la.us/publicreports.nsf/0/0c1a2861788223f986258c46007b7f23/$file/summary00006fbf.pdf?openelement&.7773098

The nation’s housing stock is now the oldest on record, with the median age over 40 years old,

requiring expensive maintenance and repairs. Far from being just about keeping homes looking
nice on the outside, older homes increase the risk of lead and mold exposure, costing
Americans over S50 billion a year. At the same time, maintenance and repair costs have also

continued to rise, outpacing inflation and wage growth. Finally, with the increasing frequency

and threat of severe weather, homeowners insurance premiums have climbed nationally and

sharply in many parts of the country.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: lower ownership costs, keep their homes safe,
and avoid being priced out by rising repair and insurance costs.

Expand the Section 1332 waiver program to provide matching funds to states that set up
healthcare reinsurance programs.

In our polling, health insurance premiums ranked among the largest overall household budget
drains and drove specific healthcare cost concerns, with an affordable public option the
top-tested solution. Enhance and expand the successes of state-led healthcare reinsurance
programs with Section 1332 waivers by providing federal matching funds. To ensure national
coverage, Congress should consider pairing this expansion with a limited, federal backstop
reinsurance program to cover Americans in states that opt not to apply for a waiver.
Reinsurance programs help immediately reduce costs across the broader insurance market by
offsetting the most expensive claims, lowering premiums, and making coverage more affordable
for families who purchase insurance on their own. In the dozen-plus states that have
implemented similar market stabilization approaches, premiums have decreased by an average
of 15%.

Over the last two and a half decades, health insurance premium costs have skyrocketed 342%,

nearly three times the increase in mean worker earnings—effectively negating the impact of
wage increases. It is unsurprising, then, that nearly 40% of Americans worry about affording

their monthly health insurance premiums while almost a quarter are underinsured, meaning
their coverage does not provide them affordable access to healthcare.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: affordable health insurance with adequate
coverage that they can rely on.

Strengthen food subsidies and regional food networks to lower grocery bills.


https://www.jchs.harvard.edu/blog/many-owners-cannot-afford-maintain-aging-homes#:~:text=to%20make%20repairs.-,The%20housing%20stock%20is%20the%20oldest%20on%20record.%20In%202023%2C%20the%20housing%20stock%20reached%20a%20median%20age%20of%2044%20years%2C%20up%20from%2039%20years%20in%202013%2C%20and%2028%20years%20in%201993.%20A%20prolonged%20period%20of%20underbuilding%20during%20the%20Great%20Recession%20meant%20that%20far%20fewer%20new%20homes%20were%20added%20to%20the%20stock%20compared%20to%20previous%20decades.,-At%20the%20same
https://pdf.sciencedirectassets.com/781319/1-s2.0-S2772985025X00041/1-s2.0-S2772985025000286/main.pdf?X-Amz-Security-Token=IQoJb3JpZ2luX2VjEAIaCXVzLWVhc3QtMSJGMEQCIG%2BeroGLf4%2FzpljTkA8CH%2BMS1kxRQQWpzTs733PR7tZ5AiB%2B2OGXL5kqBFGy2%2F7REfc%2Ff5U0VsHTZrb6ucZQ0Vu1syq8BQjL%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F%2F8BEAUaDDA1OTAwMzU0Njg2NSIMmFXQv4DirDv9FXSNKpAFkxHFyVCPL%2F98oOW2NJJl0YRl5gcWIvxBC0bAlOAPST%2BBfZT8VnUWr28SSrNNnCcs39sm7BtDcE4m6ABzlulApioRcThC4isgwYy3TqNwTW8j1og%2Bb4ACoikJHwvRPxIldv6fVy7AbqwfmsnFtwZjPNeGcZ%2FkVcuxSWF5PmHjVWJyc2blIKnO%2FjIq3HwOR2n5E4bI8f3m3VxbykHI5%2FXO3gWG31EPuCDi3fK8omYou3Cc5Llm68K6D98OPzBri6FuYrV%2BlYDDOqIuObiSa7KESI4J2f9Bl7oRIj%2BuVjzqIr8p%2FoGppEtj7BjQtZrUPOApCDhnfinphDgWAclrNS2dldivxDIHgIz7CgoiM3ipzbBj6dc7%2Finz7EJMlgbvj7xiIe0PajxU3xKkbmg%2BueU5wN8OLk13gtDp9g4kj9dE31rSCXFmpqBGATQC5IAUK2TlarqO6Xj9M2IaXtB4wGoBePSS2odN6OnFKUKbc%2Fihx5wg%2BAU%2BWDRp4mkl2WvLOLYZxzWjjS2jazgIH4GxyI0ExEx2fF1oA2vH1foqqDxIMRsDFkBdHe0pdC%2FWxkepkHjwi5jBpzTZTbXQ7sFQzlgelLLEh0xeDvWxfsAWYzDJDA9ZoZfaOJHppfsaN64J3toq066rZ6hlOIp15m81o2%2BBsoB904lp3uwl7JvbBZ6yhiIFBNhPW5tsSD6SSoHkKbLKpakjAYwp2FjjNiKO1bpkYPCfanSwtTZQlqHTSTix2mWjQWpRGKRwgViyEe%2Ba015JTJCJQIG4jNIbB9L%2Fi%2B9Xfv29soF%2B82DGMXg7z9RfA5m%2B%2Br63MwEKhP3MMUGkiV494Hz2UkxjnAJQkC4fEBasK94RylCMivqFlzmvuHIWXlowqcnh1AY6sgE8mrwgjNH8VQw3RSEfM6zMkY1ZTNYNHGNblqUYa3fTEcsa8IT8GxZT1vSvliKXWLfu1p1JqTx%2F4IutYLlAnjy1mjcB9ggRwnLgnlWlsXdEpIJwBDWkewYUQPPS2w9RRZd5FhWUfRcDJhUgl%2BaCCxF19pUhgCKVUnJDGmKCmRVRMR4aXFcx%2FqkjZisVvA%2BIpUHp4u2G%2FPmgsM7MGMleR4NZnkDo831m85bulzjsSuApIpJj&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Date=20260902T194343Z&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-Credential=ASIAQ3PHCVTYQLZVOWGH%2F20260902%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Signature=1d2066bac70952aedab50582a00f5bb0f0d0fa5322df314d8798547f21755f6a&hash=cb8ebbfec71727ad3910e492cb7a6108c843326c530317dd968e34a82799ea01&host=68042c943591013ac2b2430a89b270f6af2c76d8dfd086a07176afe7c76c2c61&pii=S2772985025000286&tid=spdf-fc6535fd-120a-45f9-a22a-3c25efa8163b&sid=85b0836f7100a94e392bcae-591d80d4f8f6gxrqa&type=client&tsoh=d3d3LnNjaWVuY2VkaXJlY3QuY29t&rh=d3d3LnNjaWVuY2VkaXJlY3QuY29t&ua=0f1c03575b095453575f&rr=a34f01599e831321&cc=us
https://www.thumbtack.com/guide/content/average-home-maintenance-cost
https://www.thumbtack.com/guide/content/average-home-maintenance-cost
https://insurify.com/homeowners-insurance/report/home-insurance-price-projections/
https://www.cms.gov/files/document/cciio-data-brief-042024-508-final.pdf
https://www.cms.gov/files/document/cciio-data-brief-042024-508-final.pdf
https://tcf.org/content/commentary/follow-the-money-charting-private-health-insurance-cost-growth/#:~:text=From%201999%20to,one%20analysis.
https://www.kff.org/health-costs/americans-challenges-with-health-care-costs/#:~:text=Almost%20four%20in%20ten%20insured%20adults%20under%20the%20age%20of%2065%20(38%25)%20worry%20about%20affording%20their%20monthly%20health%20insurance%20premium
https://www.commonwealthfund.org/publications/surveys/2024/nov/state-health-insurance-coverage-us-2024-biennial-survey#:~:text=23%20percent%20were%20underinsured%2C%20meaning%20they%20had%20coverage%20for%20a%20full%20year%20that%20didn%E2%80%99t%20provide%20them%20with%20affordable%20access%20to%20heath%20care.

Grocery prices remain roughly one-third higher than they were before the pandemic. As grocery

prices continue to strain household budgets, our polling found groceries as the
second-most-selected source of household budget stress and the most-selected among
financially free-falling voters; our focus group participants repeatedly pointed to food costs as
one of the clearest signs their paychecks no longer stretch as far as they used to. Increasing
subsidies for the food families actually buy and investing in efficient, innovative regional
supply and distribution networks will enable policymakers to lower grocery costs.

Today, the federal government heavily subsidizes the supply chain for a handful of commodity
crops, like corn and soybeans, while many of the fruits, vegetables, and other foods families buy
every week receive far less support. Yet these foods are often more labor-intensive to grow and
more expensive to process, store, and transport. Relatedly, families don’t just pay for the food
they buy—they also pay for the inefficiencies that move food from farms to grocery stores. In
the United States, farmers receive less than 12 cents of every dollar spent on food. The rest

goes toward processing, packaging, transportation, storage, and distribution rather than the
food itself.

America’s food system should be organized around helping families afford their weekly
groceries, not overly subsidizing things we don’t regularly eat and an inefficient supply chain.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: lower grocery bills with more money left over at
the end of the month for other household expenses and to get ahead.

Expand the Earned Income and Child Tax Credits and restore monthly CTC payments.

For many households, financial security depends not only on what they earn, but also on
whether the tax code recognizes the costs of living. Unsurprisingly, in our polling, taxes were the
most frequent strain on household budgets. To ensure federal taxes don't make it harder for
workers and families to reach their goals, policymakers must expand the Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC) for low-wage workers without children—who currently receive very little support
— make the Child Tax Credit (CTC) fully refundable, and restore monthly payments that help
families manage expenses throughout the year.

The reality is that raising children has become increasingly expensive, and many workers in
essential jobs still struggle to achieve financial stability despite working full time. While not a
silver bullet solution, a more balanced tax system can help level the economic playing field.
Consider the federal Child Tax Credit (CTC), which Congress expanded and made more widely
available during the pandemic. The impact was unprecedented: in a single year, the updated


https://apnews.com/article/grocery-shopping-prices-food-affordability-8468c1d6532ca762bbcfa17e3c7707d1#:~:text=Buying%20food%20to%20eat%20at%20home%20has%20gotten%2033%25%20more%20expensive%20in%20U.S.%20cities%20since%20the%20beginning%20of%202019%2C%20according%20to%20government%20figures.
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-dollar/summary-findings#:~:text=The%20farm%20share%20was%2011.8%20cents%20per%20dollar%20spent%20by%20U.S.%20consumers%20on%20domestically%20produced%20food%20in%202024

CTC lifted 5.3 million people out of poverty, including 2.9 million children. Child poverty fell to

its lowest level on record and was cut by more than half among Black children.

Together, these reforms would help households keep more of their income, provide more
consistent support for raising children, and reduce the financial instability that pushes
households further behind when costs rise.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: a tax code that helps them build stability, raise
their children, and get ahead rather than merely stay afloat.

Pathways to Economic Mobility

Guarantee a 515 minimum wage and link automatic increases to median wages.

Increasing wages to keep up with the cost of living was one of the strongest-performing
workforce ideas tested, with 43% of voters supporting it. Hard work should make it possible not
only to keep up with the bills, but to build greater financial security over time. Raising the
federal minimum wage to $15 an hour and modernizing it by indexing it to median wage
growth will stop average workers from falling behind when wages rise for others in the
economy. Rather than requiring lawmakers to revisit the wage floor repeatedly, it would create
a system that helps ensure workers share more consistently in broader wage gains and
economic growth. And wage floors don’t just affect workers earning the minimum wage—they
help establish pay expectations across the labor market.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: everyone who contributes to the economy’s
growth should get a fair share of the benefits.

Guarantee job seekers receive paid work-based learning and career preparation.

In our polling, increasing access to good jobs and pathways to opportunity consistently emerged
as a top voter priority. To make that a reality, elected officials must guarantee every
unemployed and underemployed American access to paid apprenticeships, work-based
learning, and any needed pre-employment training.

For decades, Americans have been told that more education is the surest path to a better job.
But many voters and focus group participants increasingly question whether the payoff is still
there, with trade schools repeatedly surfacing as a more practical alternative. At the same time,


https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2022/09/record-drop-in-child-poverty.html
https://www.jec.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/democrats/2022/11/joint-economic-committee-report-expanded-child-tax-credit-drove-largest-ever-drop-in-child-poverty
https://researchonline.lse.ac.uk/id/eprint/117983/1/dp1869.pdf

too many unemployed and underemployed workers still receive training programs without a
clear route to employment.

Apprenticeships offer a different model: workers earn a paycheck while gaining skills that lead
directly to employment. In fact, apprentices are more likely to secure employment and earn

significantly more—up to $18,772 more per year—compared to workers who do not participate

in apprenticeship programs. Rather than asking people to leave the workforce, take on debt, or
pursue credentials with uncertain market value, apprenticeships connect learning to real jobs
and real earnings.

Building on the success of the American Apprenticeship Initiative, apprenticeships should be
expanded into both traditional skilled trades and emerging sectors such as advanced
manufacturing, logistics, health care, and artificial intelligence. By guaranteeing access to paid
work-based learning, workers can earn a paycheck while developing in-demand skills and
building clear pathways into good jobs that don’t require a four-year degree.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: get paid while gaining new skills and building a
clear pathway into a career that helps them get ahead, not just get by.

Expand employee stock ownership and simplify employee business buyouts.

Many Americans increasingly feel disconnected from the success their work helps create. To
keep workers’ earnings growing at pace with company success, policymakers must reform the
tax code to incentivize Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP) conversions, the availability
and uptake of Employee Stock Purchase Plans (ESPPs), and worker buyouts when business
owners retire, and streamline the ESOP process.

Since 1979, worker productivity has grown far faster than typical worker compensation, while

increasing stock-based compensation has allowed many executives to capture a
disproportionate share of economic gains. For example, chief executives at the 350 largest U.S.
firms earned about 281 times what a typical worker earned—up from 21 times in 1965 and 31

times in 1978 —and from 1978 to 2024 top executive pay rose roughly 1,094% while the typical

worker’s pay rose about 26%. For many workers, the result is a growing sense that hard work

contributes to company success without providing a meaningful stake in that success.

Employee ownership offers a different model. Through tools such as ESOPs, ESPPs, and related
ownership structures, workers can build assets and long-term wealth through the companies
they help grow. Rather than relying solely on wages, employees gain a stake in the business’s
success itself. Research consistently finds that employee-owned companies are associated with
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higher worker wealth, stronger retirement savings, lower turnover, and greater worker
engagement. Employee ownership helps local, small- and medium-sized businesses stay in the
community while giving workers a way to build wealth in different types of investments.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: when the company succeeds, workers’ hard
work and contributions to its success should also be rewarded.

Modernize the Fair Labor Standards Act to include fair scheduling protections and minimum
job-quality standards.

Participants in our focus groups repeatedly described an economy in which they were expected
to work harder and absorb higher costs, but not reap the benefits of economic growth.

The research supports their feelings—until the late 1970s, U.S. labor productivity and typical
worker compensation grew nearly in lockstep, but since 1979, net productivity has grown at

nearly four times the rate of typical worker income. Over the same time period, scheduling has

become more short-notice and variable, and working nontraditional hours lacks mandated
additional compensation. All of these changes have coincided with the precipitous decrease in
workers’ collective leverage.

The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) has not been comprehensively updated since the 1970s,
and no longer addresses modern work culture. Policymakers can modernize it to include fair
scheduling protections, increased worker bargaining power, and minimum job-quality
standards such as guaranteed paid leave.

Far from just good policy for workers, these reforms make good business sense. Scheduling
experiments have demonstrated that stable scheduling increases both sales and productivity

while reducing turnover and related costs.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: a system that rewards their hard work with
high-quality benefits.

Align public financing tools around the goal of building 7 million affordable homes.

Beyond down payments, one of the biggest factors making it so hard to buy a home today is the
simple lack of supply. To build the estimated 7 million more homes needed to meet American
families’ needs, elected officials should align public financing tools and leverage public-private
partnerships to encourage the construction of high-quality homes within families’ budgets.
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We have been here before. Following 15 years of severe underbuilding during the Great
Depression and World War Il, returning veterans faced an unprecedented housing deficit. In
response, the Federal Government aligned public financing tools, like the Federal Housing
Administration (FHA) and the VA Home Loan Program, to expand the affordable housing supply,
guaranteeing construction lines of credit for developers who agreed to build affordable housing
and mortgage financing for homebuyers. Those who could benefit from this alignment often
leveraged it into economic mobility.

Modern housing policies must embrace that same ambition, prioritizing attainable housing for
first-time buyers, working families, and long-term community residents in a market dominated
by luxury development and investor demand. Targeting investment in workforce and right-sized

homes would help create a more balanced housing market, strengthen local communities, and
restore a pathway to homeownership that has become increasingly out of reach for many
Americans.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: if you work hard, you should be able to put
down roots in the community where you want to live.

Provide interest-free down payment capital options.

Beyond providing shelter, home equity helps families build wealth, weather financial setbacks,
and invest in major life milestones. In our polling, property taxes were the single most-cited
housing cost that voters said would make life more affordable if addressed. But concerns about
economic stability extended far beyond property taxes. Across our focus groups, participants
repeatedly described feeling squeezed by rising costs, struggling to save, and increasingly
uncertain that hard work alone is enough to build wealth or get ahead. Housing was
consistently discussed not only as a place to live, but as a foundation for financial security,
upward mobility, and the ability to pass something on to the next generation. To keep
homeownership as a cornerstone financial asset, lawmakers must once again support robust
interest-free down payment capital, such as down payment assistance and interest rate
buydowns, for working families ready to put down roots but unable to clear the initial financial
hurdle.

For potential homebuyers without access to family wealth, entering the market now requires
navigating historically high upfront costs and less-than-favorable interest rates, all while keeping

up with rent, childcare, student loans, and other household expenses. The number of homes
listed for sale that are affordable to households earning $75,000 or less is down 60% from 2019
levels. That’s why 74% of prospective homebuyers and 85% of first-time homebuyers say
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financial obstacles have kept them from buying a home this year, with down payments the most

cited reason.

Despite the typical renter household having just about $1,800 in savings, homebuyers today
would have to pay at least $14,000 upfront to afford the typical home. While conventional

wisdom says buyers need to invest money upfront to demonstrate “skin in the game,” modern

research proves that receiving interest-free down payment capital does not lead to higher
default rates.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: a realistic shot at owning a home, building
wealth, and passing something on to the next generation.

Ensure Trust in the Economic System

Tax investment-based pay the same as regular wages, and close tax loopholes for the
ultra-wealthy.

Among the ideas tested in our polling, ensuring that corporations, millionaires, and billionaires
pay their fair share emerged as one of the top priorities for voters. Across focus groups,
participants repeatedly expressed frustration that working families are doing everything right
but still struggle to build wealth and get ahead while large businesses and wealthy households
appear to benefit from advantages unavailable to most Americans. Congressional leaders must
reform the federal tax code to reduce disparities between the taxation of wages and
investment-based compensation packages and address inheritance-related tax preferences
that allow large amounts of wealth to avoid taxation across generations.

Policymakers frequently emphasize the importance of work, yet the tax code often treats
income earned through work less favorably than income earned through wealth. Investment
income is taxed at lower rates than wages, allowing some wealthy households to pay lower tax
rates on their income than many workers pay on theirs. At the same time, the step-up in basis
loophole allows large fortunes to grow without ever being fully taxed. The result is a system that
often taxes work more heavily than wealth and rewards ownership far more than labor. These
tax provisions work together to concentrate capital highly and choke mobility.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: a tax system that rewards hard work, supports
wealth-building, and gives wage earners a fair chance to get ahead.
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Enforce fair pricing rules and market transparency across food supply chains.

In our polling, groceries were the second-most-selected source of household budget stress, and
focus groups repeatedly found that voters are deeply skeptical that food markets are working
fairly. Americans’ skepticism is reflected in the research, which shows that, generally, high levels
of market concentration in recent years have been correlated not only with higher prices for

consumers, but also with lower overall productivity.

Across the food system, a small number of companies increasingly control what farmers can
sell, what retailers can buy, and what consumers ultimately pay. To address this, lawmakers can
strengthen enforcement of the Robinson-Patman Act, require greater disclosure of pricing
arrangements and livestock sales, and improve transparency as food moves from farms to
processors to retailers. Doing so will ensure highly concentrated firms compete by offering
better prices and services rather than leveraging market power.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: fair, reliable prices and fewer opportunities for
powerful companies to game the system.

Mandate standardized billing and complete financial disclosure across healthcare entities.

Today, Americans face a deeply opaque healthcare system. Hidden facility fees, internal rebates,
and convoluted billing make it nearly impossible to track rising costs. Our polling reflects this
frustration, with 56% of respondents supporting action against large insurers that raise prices to
boost corporate profits.

As healthcare grows more consolidated, lawmakers must mandate billing transparency and
clear financial disclosures across the market. This includes mandating standardized billing and
use of propensity-to-pay scoring models, full public disclosure of how healthcare spending is
distributed, and setting disclosure standards about pricing and financial relationships among
healthcare entities. When healthcare markets are transparent, companies compete on value
rather than exploiting complexity.

What Americans want this solution to deliver: confidence that the healthcare system is not
financially taking advantage of them.
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