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TO:  Interested Parties 

FROM: Geoff Garin 

DATE: April 15, 2016 

RE: Key Findings from a Survey of Ohio Voters 

From April 5 to 7, 2016, Hart Research Associates conducted telephone interviews 
with a representative cross section of 400 Ohio voters and 100 additional swing 
voters in the state.  The partisan composition of the total weighted sample of 500 

respondents is 40% Democratic and 37% Republican. 
 

This memorandum outlines the key findings of the survey. 
 
1. A large majority of Ohio voters say they are paying close attention to the news 

about the Supreme Court vacancy created by the death of Justice Scalia.  
Indeed, seven in 10 voters are aware on an unaided basis that Republicans in 

the Senate are refusing to consider President Obama’s nomination of Merrick 
Garland to the Supreme Court. 

 63% of voters say they are following news about the Supreme Court vacancy 

very or somewhat closely. 

 When asked about the posture of Senate Republican leaders on this matter, 

only 6% believe that they are willing to hold hearings on Judge Garland and 
give him and up-or-down vote, while 69% say the Republican leaders are 

refusing to consider the nomination. 
 
2. By a wide margin, Ohio voters want Senate Republicans to give Judge Garland a 

hearing and an up-or-down vote, rather than waiting for a new president to 
nominate someone, and voters strongly disapprove of the positon the 

Republican leadership has taken on this matter. 

 By 57% to 37%, voters want Senate Republicans to hold hearings and take a 
vote on Judge Garland.  Those who have a strong opinion on the matter 

favor hearings and a vote by a margin of two to one.  

 Swing voters—those with no strong partisan affiliations—are even more likely 

than the broader electorate to favor hearings, and do so by 61% to 32%. 

 Voters express strong disapproval of the Republican leadership’s position 
when reminded that it came out against considering any Obama nominee 

immediately after Justice Scalia’s death and has followed through on that by 
refusing to consider Merrick Garland’s nomination.  Overall, 66% disapprove, 

including a majority who strongly disapprove.  Among swing voters, 74% 
disapprove of the stand the Republican leadership has taken. 
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3. Voters who have an opinion about Merrick Garland say he should be confirmed 
by the Senate.  When given information about Garland’s background, support 

for his confirmation grows to a large majority. 

 On an unaided basis, based only on what they know now, 47% of Ohio voters 

say the Senate should confirm Merrick Garland to serve on the Supreme 
Court, while 28% say the Senate should not confirm him. 

 After hearing the following brief description of Judge Garland’s background, 

fully 58% say he should be confirmed, while just 23% oppose his 
confirmation by the Senate. 

Merrick Garland is the chief judge of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
District of Columbia, the second most important federal court after the 
Supreme Court. He has more high-level judicial experience than any 

Supreme Court nominee in history. Before becoming a judge, he 
prosecuted the Oklahoma City bombing case. He has strong bi-

partisan support in the legal community, including from President 
George W. Bush's attorney general and other high-ranking officials 
from past Republican administrations. 

 80% of Democrats, 62% of independents, and 32% of Republicans favor 
Garland’s confirmation, based on this description. 

 
4. Rob Portman is an exceptionally weak incumbent who is ill-defined in the 

minds of Ohio voters. 

 Even at this late date, a majority of Ohio voters do not have a distinct feeling 
about Senator Portman; 30% say they do not know him, and another 24% 

say they know his name but have no clear feeling about him. 

 Among those who have an impression of Portman, 21% feel positive toward 

him and 25% express negative feelings.  Only 30% of voters say he is doing 
an excellent or good job in office, while 52% rate his performance as only 
fair or poor. 

 Rob Portman and Ted Strickland are essentially tied in the U.S. Senate race 
(47% Portman, 45% Strickland), but Portman’s support is exceptionally soft.  

Only 28% of those who are currently for Portman say they support him 
strongly, while 71% say their support for him is not that strong. 

 

5. Voters respond unfavorably when they hear of Rob Portman’s decision to follow 
his party leaders in opposing a hearing for Merrick Garland, and this matter is 

likely to take a significant toll on his image as Ohioans become more aware of it. 

 Given that he is an “under-the-radar” senator, it is not surprising that most 
Ohioans do not know yet whether he is for or against holding hearings on 

Merrick Garland’s nomination—70% say they are unsure of his stand. 

 It is highly likely that Portman’s reputation with voters will take a significant 

hit as they learn more about him in the coming weeks.  When told that 
Senator Portman supports the Republican leadership’s refusal to consider any 
Supreme Court nominee, including Merrick Garland, 59% of all voters 



Hart Research Associates 

 

Page 3 

 

express an unfavorable opinion, compared with just 36% who are favorable.  
Two in five of Portman’s own voters are unfavorable to his actions in this 

matter, as are two-thirds of all swing voters. 

 In response to open-ended probing, voters are able to offer clear and 

compelling reasons why they dislike Senator Portman’s opposition to 
consideration of the Garland nomination.  The most commonly volunteered 
criticisms of Portman are: 

 He needs to do his job/needs to do what he is getting paid to do 

 Obama is the president/he is doing his job/let him do his job 

 Senators are obstructionists/blocking the president’s authority 

 Ignoring the Constitution/selective in support of Constitution 

 Candidate has excellent background/is a good choice/deserves a chance 

 They should have the hearings, at least give him a hearing 

 They should vote, they need to vote/for or against but vote 

 
6. Our analysis indicates that Senator Portman’s refusal to consider the nomination 

of Merrick Garland can put 15% of the electorate in play as possible new voters 

for Ted Strickland. 

 This calculation is based on the number of Portman and undecided voters 

who say they will be less likely to support him for reelection this year 
because of his opposition to considering any Supreme Court nominee, 

including Merrick Garland.   Overall, 48% say they would be less likely to 
support Portman for another term after hearing the pros and cons of his 
position; 52% of independents say they would be less like to want him 

reelected.  

 Portman is especially vulnerable to losing votes among women, younger 

voters, middle-of-the road voters, and voters who are middle income. 

 Women voters are particularly concerned that Portman’s refusal to consider 
any nominee is part of a broader Republican effort to hold the seat open for a 

justice who is committed to overturning Roe vs. Wade. 

 Blue-collar voters are particularly concerned that Portman is doing the 

bidding of corporate interests that are holding out for a justice they can 
count on to side with them on cases involving the environment, consumer 
rights, and worker rights. 

 Voters of all descriptions feel that Portman is “playing politics with the 
Constitution” by refusing to consider any nominee submitted by a sitting 

president. 


