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slightly over a point in Indiana). North Carolina is a fast-growth state (14 percent since 
2000) and Indiana is a slow-growth state (5 percent) but the trends that have led these 
states into the progressive column are similar in both cases.

In North Carolina, the two large metropolitan areas are Charlotte and Raleigh, each 
with over 1 million in population and each growing rapidly—24 percent and 31 percent, 
respectively, since 2000. In each of these metropolitan areas, progressives made huge 
strides in 2008. In the Charlotte metropolitan area, Obama beat McCain 53 percent to 
46 percent, a 17-point swing toward progressives since 2004. Since 1988, there has been a 
31-point pro-progressive swing in this metro. Mecklenberg County, the fast-growing heart 
of the Charlotte metropolitan area, has swung even harder toward progressives. In 2008, it 
went for Obama by 24 points, a progressive swing of 21 points compared to 2004 and an 
amazing 44 points since 1988.

In the Raleigh metropolitan area, Obama won 54 percent to 45 percent, 16 points better 
than Kerry’s margin in 2004 and 24 points better than Dukakis’s in 1988. The leading 
county in this metro is fast-growing Wake, which supported Obama by 14 points, a pro-
gressive margin gain of 17 points since 2004 and 29 points since 1988.

In Indiana, the largest metropolitan area in the state with 1.7 million residents and the 
only one growing by double digits (11 percent since 2000) is Indianapolis. Indianapolis 
swung to progressives by 25 points in this election, giving Obama a 51 percent to 48 
percent victory. Obama carried the slow-growing urbanized central county of Marion by 
28 points, bettering Kerry’s margin by 26 points and Dukakis’s by 46 points. Even more 
impressive, Obama benefited from swings of 20 points or more in the traditionally conser-
vative emerging suburbs around Indianapolis: Hendricks, Hancock, Hamilton, Johnson, 
and Morgan. Of these, the largest and by far the fastest-growing (43 percent since 2000) 
is Hamilton County. Here Obama did particularly well, bettering Kerry’s margin by 27 
points and Dukakis’s by 39 points.

Thus, with remarkable consistency we see the same story playing itself out in state after 
state where progressives have gained the upper hand. Progressives have received their 
strongest increases in support in fast-growing dynamic metropolitan areas, particularly the 
largest ones. In these areas, the demographic mix is shifting to minorities and white col-
lege graduates, while the white working class is in rapid decline. Conversely, trends have 
been kindest to conservatives where growth is slowest, especially in rural and small-town 
America. Given the pace of change we have seen in this decade and are likely to see in the 
next, this is clearly a very promising situation for progressives going forward.
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The new agenda

As the country is growing and changing, so are the American people’s views on what 
government can and should do. This is shaping a new agenda to go with the new demogra-
phy and the new geography. As we shall see, this new agenda is a very progressive agenda, 
indicating that public policy may be headed in a dramatically different direction than we 
saw in the Bush era.

One aspect of this new agenda is the likely diminution in the culture wars that have 
bedeviled American politics for so long. While cultural disagreements remain, their politi-
cal influence is being undermined by the rise of the Millennial Generation, increasing 
religious and family diversity, and the decline of the culturally conservative white working 
class. Culture wars issues, which so conspicuously failed to move many voters in the last 
couple of elections, will lose even more force in years to come.

Instead, we will see more attention paid to issues such as health care, energy, and educa-
tion, where government has a positive role to play. The public holds distinctly progressive 
views in each of these areas, backing health care for all, a transition to clean energy, and 
building a 21st-century education system, including a major infusion of resources to 
improve K-12 education and college access. And in each of these areas, ongoing demo-
graphic change is likely to intensify the public’s commitment to progressive goals, since 
rising demographic groups tend to be especially supportive.

An end to culture wars

Consider first the likely effects on issue salience from ongoing demographic and geo-
graphic changes. One likely shift is an end to the so-called culture wars that have marked 
American politics for the last several decades, with acrimonious disputes about family and 
religious values, feminism, gay liberation, and race frequently crippling progressives’ abil-
ity to make their case to the average American. There are several factors that are leading us 
in this direction. One big one is the rise of the Millennial Generation. 

A strong majority (58 percent44) of Millennials favor allowing gays to marry, compared 
to 35 percent who are opposed. Among older Americans, it is the reverse: 60 percent 
are opposed and only 31 percent in favor. Millennials’ views on issues such as gay mar-
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riage are so liberal that their increasing weight in the adult population and the declining 
weight of older generations will, by itself, make a huge impact on taking these divisive 
culture issues off the agenda. 

Millennials also are the most diverse generation in U.S. history—almost 40 percent of 
Millennial adults are minorities (the next generation will be even more diverse). Related 
to this, Millennials’ attitudes about and experiences with race are dramatically different 
from earlier generations. There is essentially universal acceptance among Millennials 
(94 percent) of interracial dating and marriage and less concern about the economic or 
cultural impact of immigration. For them, race is “no big deal,” an attitude that will increas-
ingly characterize the society as a whole as the Millennials age and our march toward a 
majority-minority nation continues. Barack Obama’s election is just the beginning—
America’s postracial future is fast approaching.

Another factor will be the continuing rise of the percentage of foreign-born citizens in 
the population. By 2050, about one in five Americans will be foreign born, up from one 
in eight today. This extraordinary change has many implications, not least of which is the 
coming irrelevance of hard-line anti-immigration politics. Already a failure in recent years, 
the material basis for such politics will dramatically erode in the future. The debate will be 
transformed from stopping or accepting immigration to how we should accept it. 

Then there is our changing religious landscape, as we fast approach the day when we 
are no longer a majority white Christian nation. This increased religious diversity, 
particularly the rise of secular Americans, is leading us toward a more tolerant, less 
culturally divisive politics. We are already seeing evidence of this shift. In the new State 
of American Political Ideology survey that is being released with this report by CAP’s 
Progressive Studies Program, 59 percent agreed that “religious faith should focus more 
on promoting tolerance, social justice, and peace in society, and less on opposing abor-
tion or gay rights.” Just 22 percent disagreed. 

Thus, even though the idea that “human life begins at conception and must be protected 
from that point forward” retains considerable strength (the level of agreement with 
this statement was just slightly below the previous statement in the Progressive Studies 
Program survey), the ability of the abortion issue to affect politics is likely to diminish.

The ongoing decline of the white working class, a generally culturally conservative group, 
is another factor. Members of this group—and the older, more conservative members at 
that—are being replaced in the electorate by more socially liberal white college graduates 
and by minorities, particularly Hispanics. Hispanics’ overall cultural outlook, despite their 
conservative views on some specific issues such as abortion, is more liberal than generally 
supposed. In the Progressive Studies Program survey, Hispanics actually had the highest 
average score of all racial groups on a 10-item progressive cultural index.45 And, critically, 
Hispanics are much less likely than whites to vote on the basis of cultural issues—even 
where they do hold conservative views.46
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Finally, consider the impact of the continuing decline of the traditional family and tradi-
tional family values. In the early 1970s, three quarters of American adults were married. 
That’s declined to 55 percent today. Married couples with children now occupy fewer 
than one in four households, a share that has been cut in half since 1960. And the share 
of children being raised by continuously married couples has declined to 50 percent from 
73 percent since 1972, while the proportion being raised by single parents has increased to 
16 percent from 5 percent over the same period.47

At the same time, there has been a huge decline in the traditional gender role family, where 
the husband works and the wife keeps house. In 1972, 53 percent of all married couples fit 
that definition, but just 26 percent do today. And over the same time period, the propor-
tion of married couples where both work outside the home has risen to 52 percent from 
32 percent. Even among married couples with children, the traditional gender role family 
has declined to 32 percent from 60 percent, while the modern arrangement has increased 
to 62 percent from 33 percent.

Accompanying these structural shifts have been dramatic changes in attitudes toward 
sexuality, marriage, and gender roles. In every case, they have moved from less tolerant, 
traditional views to more tolerant, less traditional views, with much greater openness 
toward sexuality outside of heterosexual marriage and a strong belief that women are 
equal in every respect and should work outside the home if they wish. 

This evolution away from traditional family forms and family values will continue unabated 
in the future. This is because the trends away from tradition reinforce one another—nontra-
ditional family forms promote nontraditional values and vice versa—and because younger 
generations such as the Millennials are so much more likely to embrace nontraditional values 
than older generations. This dynamic will push most family values in a nontraditional direc-
tion for many years to come. The political appeal of positions based on traditional values will 
therefore steadily diminish in the future.

This means appeals to family values will themselves have to evolve to be effective. There 
will simply be fewer and fewer voters from traditional families to respond to traditional 
appeals and, more broadly, the family values of the 21st century will not be our parents’ 
family values. Future family values will reflect the needs of 21st-century families, espe-
cially the nontraditional ones whose weight in the population is large and increasing. 
Thus, issues such as quality, affordable daycare, afterschool programs, financial and other 
assistance for single parents, and workplace nondiscrimination toward those in nontradi-
tional families are likely to loom larger than pro-marriage incentives, divorce-avoidance 
programs, and faith-based initiatives.

The latter point is critical. It is not just that demographic/geographic changes are dialing 
down the influence of culture wars issues. It is also that these changes, as with the growth 
of nontraditional families, are dialing up the influence of specific economic and domestic 
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issues that generally favor progressives. For instance, the needs of urbanizing suburbs for 
investment in education and infrastructure are likely to become increasingly important 
as their domination of our nation’s growing metropolitan areas intensifies. And changes 
in the race-ethnic and class structure are likely to increase the demand for programs that 
promote upward mobility (access to college and advanced training, affordable homeown-
ership) and that remedy obstacles to upward mobility (lack of access to health care, poor 
or no retirement options). This all plays to progressives’ core policy strengths.

A positive role for government

Not only are changes in issue salience promoting an agenda where active government 
has a natural role to play, but the public’s view of government is itself changing toward 
a more positive conception. An earlier sign of this receptivity to active government was 
provided in the Pew Research Center’s massive study “Trends in Political Values and 
Core Attitudes: 1987-2007” released in early 2007. In the survey conducted for that study, 
69 percent agreed that “the government should guarantee every citizen enough to eat and 
a place to sleep,” and an identical 69 percent agreed that “it is the responsibility of the 
government to take care of people who can’t take care of themselves.” These figures were 
up 10 points and 12 points, respectively, relative to their recent low point in 1994. 

Even back in 2004, when Bush was getting re-elected to his second term and way before 
the current crisis in the financial markets, the University of Michigan’s National Election 
Studies found that 67 percent of those surveyed said we need a strong government to 
handle complex economic problems, rather than the free market can handle complex eco-
nomic problems without government involvement (33 percent). The study also found that 
58 percent believed that there are more things that government should be doing, rather 
than “the less government the better” (42 percent). 

Surveys taken when Obama was elected confirm this view that government has a vital and 
positive role to play. In last November’s exit poll, for example, voters were asked whether 
government should be doing more to solve problems or whether government is doing too 
many things best left to businesses and individuals. By an eight-point margin, 51 percent to 
43 percent, voters endorsed more government involvement in solving problems. And in a 
large-scale (2,000 voters) Democracy Corps/Campaign for America’s Future survey taken 
on election night and the night after, 56 percent of voters thought “government regulation of 
businesses and corporations is necessary to protect the public” rather than “government reg-
ulation of businesses and corporations frequently does more harm than good” (38 percent). 

More recently, the Progressive Studies Program ideology survey had an abundance of find-
ings about the public’s positive view of government. On the survey’s progressive govern-
ment index, the average score for the public was 54 out of 100, so the public leans toward 
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a progressive view of the role of government.48 And on several specific items in the survey, 
the public’s views were strongly positive. 

Case in point: 69 percent agreed, compared to 15 percent who disagreed,49 that “gov-
ernment has a responsibility to provide financial support for the poor, the sick, and 
the elderly.” And 73 percent agreed that “government regulations are necessary to keep 
businesses in check and protect workers and consumers,” while just 12 percent disagreed. 
Even more impressive, 79 percent agreed that “government investments in education, 
infrastructure, and science are necessary to ensure America’s long-term economic growth” 
compared to a mere 9 percent who disagreed.

In the same survey, given a choice between the two statements, “government should 
do more to promote the common good” and “government should do more to promote 
individual liberty” the public selected the common good statement by a 60 percent-to-37 
percent margin. Another statement choice elicited an even more positive reaction and 
one particularly interesting in light of the current economic debate between progressives 
and conservatives. The choice was between “it’s time for government to take a larger and 
stronger role in making the economy work for the average American” and “turning to big 
government to solve our economic problems will do more harm than good.” By 62 percent 
to 35 percent, the public opted for a larger and stronger government. Evidently, the big 
government meme promoted by conservatives doesn’t pack the same punch it once did.

None of this should be taken to mean, of course, that the public has no negative views 
about government. They most certainly do, as documented in numerous surveys, includ-
ing the Progressive Studies Program ideology survey. Government waste and inefficiency, 
for example, remains a powerful conservative counterargument, as does a lack of account-
ability.50 But at this point, positive views of government’s role are outweighing negative 
views and that is of great significance moving forward.

This is especially so since it is growing groups that hold the most positive views of govern-
ment. In the 2008 exit poll, Millennial (18- to 29-year-olds) voters felt by a 69 percent-
to-27 percent margin (compared to 51-43 overall among all voters) that government 
should be doing more to solve problems rather than that government is doing too many 
things best left to businesses and individuals. 

Similarly, on the PSP survey progressive government index, Millennials scored 56.3—
with zero representing the most conservative position and 100 the most progres-
sive—compared to 54 for the public as a whole. Hispanics scored even higher at 59.9. 
Professionals51 and single women also had high scores, with 57.2 and 56.8, respectively. 
White college graduates scored slightly lower than the overall average (53.5) but still 
significantly higher than the white working class (51.9), chiefly because they are much 
less persuaded by conservative counterarguments on government.
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Health care for all

The public’s support for the $787 billion economic stimulus program certainly suggests a 
progressive public that believes the government has a large and positive role to play. But 
the public’s support for progressive measures goes far beyond economic stimulus, embrac-
ing the ambitious policy priorities articulated by President Obama in his recent budget. 
Chief among these is health care reform.

In a February CBS News/New York Times poll, respondents were asked what domestic 
policy area besides the economy they wanted Congress to concentrate on most. Health care 
was the leading choice by 13 points. And the public by a 62 percent-to-34 percent margin 
explicitly rejects the idea that our current economic problems mean we can’t afford to take 
on health care reform, according to the February 2009 Kaiser Health Care tracking poll.

The public embraces the idea that health care reform should include making health 
insurance affordable and accessible to all Americans. Levels of support for this idea vary 
with the wording of the question, but the basic concept is clearly quite popular.52 Even a 
January CBS News/New York Times question that referred to the government providing 

“national health insurance” still elicited 59 percent support, with just 32 percent agreeing 
that health insurance should be left to private enterprise. Interestingly, the same ques-
tion was asked exactly 20 years ago when America was approaching the Reagan era; only 
40 percent supported the national health insurance idea, compared to 59 percent who 
backed the private enterprise approach.

Other recent polls show higher support levels. A Center for American Progress/Half in 
Ten53 survey conducted two weeks after the election tested views on providing “affordable 
quality health care coverage for every American.” This formulation elicited overwhelm-
ing 82 percent-to-16 percent support. In this February’s Progressive Studies Program 
poll, the role of the government in such a health care program was clearly specified as “the 
federal government should guarantee affordable health coverage for every American.” That 
description produced a 65 percent-to-23 percent split in favor of guaranteeing coverage.

Besides health insurance coverage, the other big issue in health care reform is cost—and 
the two are related. If the typical (already-covered) individual believes that their family, 
not just the country as whole, will be better off from health care reform, then that will 
firm up public support against the inevitable conservative counterattacks. There are now 
promising signs in exactly that direction. 

In the February Kaiser Health Care Tracking poll, 38 percent said they and their family 
would be better off if the president and Congress passed health care reform, compared to 
11 percent who thought they’d be worse off, and 43 percent who thought there wouldn’t 
be much difference. And 39 percent thought specifically that the cost of health care for 
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their family would improve, while 16 percent thought it would get worse, and 39 percent 
thought it would stay about the same. Back in September 1993, just before the Clinton 
health care plan was formally introduced, views were more negative on the individual 
effects of health care reform. At that point, just 20 percent thought changing the health 
care system would make them and their family better off, 21 percent thought they’d be 
worse off, and 57 percent believed there would be no effect.

As with views on the positive role of government, support for health care reform is gener-
ally strongest among the growing demographic groups that are bolstering the progressive 
coalition. Millennials, for example, are resolute in their support. In the Democracy Corps 
post-election survey, respondents were offered these two statements: 

Our health care system needs fundamental reform; we should regulate insurance compa-
nies and give everyone a choice between a public plan or what they have right now. OR 
our health care system needs fundamental reform; we should give American families 
more choice by giving individuals a tax credit to choose their own coverage. 

Millennials preferred the first over the second statement by a 67 percent to 32 percent mar-
gin, a substantially higher margin than among all voters (58 percent to 38 percent). There 
was also a health care statement pair about how boldly we need to act to solve the problem: 

On health care, we need to act boldly to address the problems; OR on health care, we 
need to act step-by-step to address the problems.

Millennials were solidly on the side of moving boldly, rather than step by step (57 percent 
to 38 percent), while voters as a whole actually sided slightly with the more incremental 
approach (46 percent to 50 percent).

In the Progressive Studies Program survey, Millennials backed a federal government 
guarantee of health care coverage for all Americans by 71 percent to 16 percent, compared 
to 65 percent to 23 percent among all adults. On the same question, Hispanics reported 
85 percent-to-9 percent support, single women reported 77 percent to 12 percent, and 
professionals reported 66 percent to 21 percent. White college graduates, however, lagged 
slightly behind the white working class in their support, with 56 percent to 30 percent and 
59 percent to 29 percent, respectively.

Clean energy

Another area where the public strongly backs Obama’s budget priorities is the move toward 
clean energy and energy independence. In the Democracy Corps post-election survey, 
81 percent put ending “dependence on foreign oil by 2025 by requiring one quarter of U.S. 
electric power to come from alternative energy where new investments will create new jobs” 
near the top or higher on the list of policy priorities for the incoming president. 
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This was actually the highest among 11 policy priorities tested. In the same poll, “investing 
in alternative energy and getting us off foreign oil” was rated as the second most pressing 
economic problem the new president should pay attention to (behind reducing unem-
ployment and helping the economy recover). And in a Democracy Corps poll taken in 
mid-December, 81 percent deemed it extremely or very important to enact a proposal to 

“invest in alternative energy like wind, solar and bio-fuels to create jobs, and reduce depen-
dence on foreign oil” ranked highest of 33 policy proposals tested.

Consistent with these sentiments, in the November CAP/Half in Ten survey 91 percent 
backed investing “in green jobs to help build alternative energy needs and make our build-
ings and homes more energy efficient,” with just 6 percent dissenting. Similarly, in the 
Progressive Studies Program survey, 76 percent agreed that “America’s economic future 
requires a transformation away from oil, gas, and coal to renewable energy sources such 
as wind and solar,” compared to 11 percent who disagreed.54 This was the highest level 
of agreement recorded among the 10 progressive and conservative economic statements 
tested by the survey. 

These levels of support for clean energy are very high but consistent with how public opin-
ion has been evolving on this issue. A late January 2008 survey by WorldPublicOpinion.
org found that 88 percent believed that the price of oil will be much or somewhat higher 
10 years from now than it is today. Just 7 percent thought it would remain the same, and 
6 percent thought it would be lower. In the same survey, 76 percent said that our govern-
ment should assume that the supply of oil is running out and that we must make a major 
effort to replace oil with other sources of energy. Just 23 percent believed enough new oil 
will be found to allow oil to remain a primary energy source in the future.

In a July 2007 BBC World Service poll, the U.S. public said that it will be necessary “[t]o 
increase the cost of the types of energy that most cause climate change, such as coal and oil/
petrol, in order to encourage individuals and industry to use less” by 65 percent to 32 per-
cent. The poll also asked respondents whether they would “favor or oppose raising taxes on 
the types of energy, such as coal and oil/petrol, that most cause climate change in order to 
encourage individuals and businesses to use less of these?” While only 46 percent initially 
supported this, when it was further stipulated that the revenues of the energy tax would be 
devoted “only to increasing energy efficiency and developing energy sources that do not pro-
duce climate change” most of those opposed said they would then support the tax. This pro-
duced a final figure of 74 percent either favoring the energy tax to begin with (46 percent) or 
favoring it if the revenues were used to promote alternative energy (28 percent).

Finally, in an April 2007 CBS New/New York Times poll, the American public was almost 
unanimous (87 percent) in saying that developing alternative energy sources would be 
a good idea because alternative energy is better for the environment, compared to just 
9 percent who thought it would be a bad idea because such sources “are too expensive and 
can be unreliable.”
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As with a positive role for government and health care for all, support for clean energy tends 
to be strongest among the growth constituencies who have aligned themselves with progres-
sives. Millennials in the Progressive Studies Program survey endorsed the idea that America’s 
economic future requires a transformation away from oil, gas, and coal to renewable energy 
sources such as wind and solar by a 78 percent-to-9 percent margin, compared to 76 percent 
to 11 percent among adults as a whole. Other growth constituencies were even stronger: 
Postgraduates backed the idea by 80 percent to 11 percent, single women by 81 percent to 
8 percent, and college-educated whites also by 81 percent to 8 percent. Hispanics however 
were slightly below the overall public average at 75 percent to 13 percent.

A 21st-entury educational system

The Obama budget, along with the already-passed stimulus package, put a huge emphasis 
and unprecedented resources behind improving the American educational system. Here 
again the progressive agenda of the American public is fully consistent with this emphasis. 
Americans continue to back school reform and enhanced accountability, but they believe 
the school system needs a substantial infusion of government resources to adequately 
meet today’s challenges. The public sees education as the single most important contribu-
tor to individual upward mobility,55 as well as central to the nation’s long-run economic 
success, and it doesn’t want this area short-changed.

On the most general level, Americans for the last three decades have felt that too little, rather 
than too much, money is being spent on improving the nation’s education system, according 
to the University of Chicago’s General Social Survey. And, just as with support for higher 
standards and more accountability, support for more spending has strengthened over time—
support levels since 1990 are generally higher than in the 1980s and much higher than in the 
1970s.The last available survey in that series, conducted in 2006, illustrates well the current 
strength of support for education spending. Almost three quarters (74 percent) thought 
the government was spending too little on education, compared to a microscopic 5 percent 
who thought too much was being spent. This works out to a “net” spending figure (too little 
minus too much) of +66 percent, a very impressive support level indeed and a full 27 per-
centage points higher than that recorded by the survey series in 1973.

Americans claim they would feel roughly the same way about increased education 
spending, even if their taxes were to go up as a result, as shown by the results of numer-
ous survey questions going back many years. This is especially true if the increased 
tax revenue were earmarked for improving public schools (67 percent support in a 
Lake Sosin Perry/Public Education Network 2003 poll; 79 percent support in a 2004 
Educational Testing Service, or ETS, poll). Of course, one should never assume that 
raising taxes for such a purpose would be easy, but it does speak to the intensity of pub-
lic support for increased education spending. 
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But the public has doubts—sensibly enough—on the efficacy of simply spending money 
to solve educational problems. What the public really wants is not just increased educa-
tion spending in general but increased education spending on reforms and improvements 
it deems effective. Survey data have consistently shown that the public is more supportive 
of certain reforms and improvements that cost money than they are of simply increasing 
funding for education. And in an interesting 2003 finding from the Mellman Group, sup-
port for increased education spending actually went up by 13 points in their survey once it 
was specified what that increased funding was for. 

So what are the specific educational improvements the public would like to see funded? 
Start with more and better teachers and smaller class size, which consistently are at or near 
the top of the public’s priorities in education surveys. For example, in a 2003 Lake Sosin 
Perry/Public Education Network survey, the top two priorities for improving the educa-
tional system were raising teacher quality and smaller class size. 

Generally speaking, supermajorities of the public support increased education spending 
in these two areas. Here are some illustrative findings from a 2001 ETS survey: 89 percent 
of the public supported hiring more teachers to reduce class size; 89 percent supported 
raising teacher salaries to hire and retain good teachers; and 81 percent supported raising 
teacher pay for most teachers and doubling salaries for the top 20 percent of teachers, 
based on performance and qualifications. In a 2006 ETS survey, the idea to “dramatically 
increase teachers’ salaries to attract more well-qualified teachers” still received 73 percent 
support even when it was specified that this would entail “a significant increase in taxes.”

The public is also heavily in favor of a program of school modernization and construction. 
In the poll just cited, 78 percent said they supported using more taxpayer funds to build 
and repair schools. And in a 1998 Gallup/Phi Delta Kappa poll, a proposal on “providing 
funds to help repair and replace older school buildings” received support from an over-
whelming 86 percent of the public, higher even than public support for the very popular 
idea of class size reduction in the early primary grades (80 percent). While neither the 
ETS nor the Gallup/PDK question mentioned a specific amount, other polling data show 
similar levels of support for proposals to spend $22 billion (82 percent in a 1999 Luntz 
Research poll) or $30 billion (74 percent in a 1998 Greenberg Research/Tarrance Group/
American Federation of Teachers/National Education Association poll) on moderniza-
tion/construction efforts.

Another item that appears to be high on the public’s list of education spending priorities 
is expanding the availability of preschool. According to a 2001 Hart Research/National 
Institute for Early Education Research poll, 87 percent of the public supported (64 
strongly supported) creating state government programs to make preschool universally 
available to all parents who wish to enroll their children. Similarly, in 2002 Gallup/PDK 
poll, 82 percent of the public said they favored making pre-K available as part of the public 
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school system. And, in the 2003 Lake Sosin Perry/PEN poll, early childhood education 
actually topped a list of nine education areas—including teacher training and pay and 
reducing class size—that the public wanted protected from budget cutbacks. 

The public also shows strong interest in the expansion of afterschool programs. In a 
2003 Lake Sosin Perry/Tarrance Group/Afterschool Alliance poll, 88 percent of the 
public said they favored (58 percent strongly favored) providing comprehensive, five 
days a week afterschool programs in their community and 77 percent said they favored 
having the federal government set aside funds to pay for these programs. In the 2006 
ETS poll, 81 percent favored expanding afterschool programs and lowering elementary 
school class sizes, even if this increased the per-pupil cost by thousands of dollars.

Besides spending on the specific items mentioned here, would the public support additional 
spending specifically designed to improve public schools for disadvantaged children? They 
say they would. In the 1998 Gallup/PDK poll, two-thirds of the public said they would pay 
higher taxes just to provide the revenues needed for such spending and 83 percent in a 1998 
Peter Harris/Recruiting New Teachers poll agreed strongly that, if necessary, more money 
should be spent to bring fully qualified teachers to the economically disadvantaged. 

Finally, a 2002 Committee for Education Funding survey asked respondents to rate 
different reasons to increase spending on education. Topping the list was improving 
recruitment and retention of quality teachers, consistent with findings mentioned above. 
Intriguingly, though, the second most popular reason was “to give students from low 
income families equal access to the opportunities education provides” (60 percent saying 
a very good reason and another 28 percent saying a fairly good reason). This result sug-
gests that the public’s support for increased education spending is importantly motivated 
by concerns that go beyond their own children and community.

Of course, a crucial reason for improving K-12 education is to ensure that students are 
adequately prepared to attend college. But many cannot attend college for financial rea-
sons, even if they are adequately prepared. The public is strongly supportive of providing 
federal or state assistance to students who have the ability and desire to attend college but 
lack the money to do so (86 percent to 12 percent in a 2008 Gallup/PDK poll).

The most recent indicator of support for increased education spending comes from the 
Democracy Corps post-election survey. In that poll, the following choice was offered: 

We need to reform our public schools and invest properly so that we can give our 
children a world class education. OR we need to reform our schools by giving parents 
vouchers so they have more choice and can send their children to private schools when 
public schools are failing.
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Voters chose the first statement over the second statement by 68 percent to 28 percent.

Following the pattern we have seen in the other issue areas, Millennials were even more 
supportive of investing in education than voters as a whole. In the same survey, 45 percent 
of the Millennials who chose to vote for Barack Obama cited the idea that he “will invest 
in education and make college more affordable” as one of the top three reasons why they 
voted for him. This was the top reason for Millennials but only the fourth-ranked reason 
among all Obama voters. And in terms of the seriousness of specific economic problems, 
Millennials’ top choice was “failure to make the investments we need in education and 
research to maintain America’s leadership” (94 percent cited this either a very serious of 
serious problem). Among voters as a whole, however, this was only the fifth-ranked choice.

In the investment-versus-vouchers question cited above, Millennials were also more sup-
portive than voters as a whole of the need to invest in schools, favoring that approach over 
vouchers by 81 percent to 12 percent. Hispanics were similarly lopsided at 80 percent to 
16 percent. Professionals (66 percent to 29 percent), single women (63 percent to 25 per-
cent), and white college graduates (62 percent to 35 percent) however, while supportive, 
were less so than all voters.

A new approach to national security

Another area where the public’s progressive views are leading us toward a break with the 
recent past is on national security. In a February Democracy Corps survey, 82 percent 
rated “restoring respect for America in the world as a moral leader, restoring our key alli-
ances, and putting more emphasis on diplomacy” as an extremely or very important goal 
for Obama’s presidency, as high as any other policy goal tested. In the Progressive Studies 
Program survey, 69 percent agreed that “America’s security is best promoted by working 
through diplomacy, alliances, and international institutions,” compared to just 11 percent 
who disagreed and 73 percent thought “a positive image of America around the world 
is necessary to achieve our national security goals,” while 13 percent disagreed. And in 
the Democracy Corps post-election survey, 57 percent endorsed the idea that “America’s 
security depends on building strong ties with other nations” rather than “bottom line, 
America’s security depends on its own military strength” (37 percent).

These are strong views and certainly indicate a public that has come a long way since the 
aftermath of 9/11. But they are fully consistent with how public opinion on America’s role 
in the world has been evolving for a number of years. For instance, in a July 2008 survey 
by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs, the top foreign policy priority in the public’s 
eyes was improving America’s standing in the world, followed by protecting the jobs of 
American workers.

Support for diplomacy

International  
diplomatic  

solutions best

International  
diplomatic  

solutions not best

69%

11%
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In the same survey, Americans also wanted to see the United States participate in several trea-
ties and agreements that would signal a change in the United States’s role in the world com-
munity. By 88 percent to 11 percent, the public wanted to see the United States enter into a 
treaty that would prohibit nuclear weapons and explosions. By 76 percent to 23 percent, they 
were supportive of a new international treaty to address climate change. And by 68 percent 
to 30 percent, they want the United States to enter into an agreement to try individuals for 
war crimes in the International Criminal Court who wouldn’t be tried by their own country.

The public also supported creating several new international institutions to deal with 
ongoing global problems. By 69 percent to 30 percent, they endorsed a new institution to 
monitor the worldwide energy market. By 68 percent to 30 percent, they supported a new 
institution to monitor countries for compliance with treaty obligations on greenhouse gas 
emissions. By 59 percent to 38 percent, they wanted to see a new institution that monitors 
worldwide financial markets and seeks to avert impending crises. And by 57 percent to 
42 percent, they thought a new institution should be formed to provide information and 
assistance to countries affected by large-scale migration flows.

Farther back, in a February 2007 Third Way/Penn, Schoen and Berland poll, voters agreed, 
by a 58 percent-to-39 percent margin, that “the United States should invade other coun-
tries only when we have the support of the UN, NATO or both” and, by a 83 percent-to-15 
percent margin, they thought that “the United States cannot impose democracy by force 
on another country.” And, by 70 percent to 27 percent, voters agreed that “sometimes, it’s 
better to leave a dictator in charge of a hostile country if he is contained, rather than risk 
chaos that we can’t control if he is brought down.”

In the same poll, 76 percent thought that “we are stronger and more able to achieve our goals 
abroad when we work with alliances and international organizations,” rather than “alliances 
and international organizations tie us down and prevent us from using our power effectively 
to achieve our goals” (18 percent). And, by 58 percent to 38 percent, voters agreed that “if 
negotiating with countries that support terrorism, like Iran and Syria, will help protect our 
security interests, the United States should consider negotiating with them.”

Similar findings on public support for international cooperation and diplomacy come 
from a November 2006 Program on International Policy Attitudes survey. In that survey, 
the public, by an overwhelming 80 percent-to-17 percent margin, endorsed the idea that 
goodwill toward the United States was central to fostering international cooperation 
against security threats, rather than the idea that goodwill was not particularly impor-
tant because the United States is so much stronger than other countries. And 72 percent 
deemed it a bad idea for the United States to pressure other countries to change by threat-
ening to remove a country’s existing government. 
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In addition, the public overwhelmingly thought that when dealing with countries who 
oppose the United States, talking with such countries lessened their tendencies to take 
provocative action (82 percent) and made it more likely mutually agreeable solutions 
could be found (84 percent). Finally, in a September 2005 Chicago Council on Foreign 
Relations/PIPA poll, the public, by more than a 3-to-1 ratio (66 percent to 21 percent), 
believed that warning a government that the United States might intervene militarily if it 
does not carry out some democratic reforms does more harm than good, and 72 percent 
said the experience in Iraq has made them feel worse about the possibility of using mili-
tary force to bring about democracy in the future.

As with the other issues covered here, support for this new approach to national security is 
generally stronger among the growing demographic groups that are leaning progressive. In 
the Progressive Studies Program survey, Millennials had a 55.6 on the progressive interna-
tional index, compared to 52.3 for all adults. Hispanics (56.3), professionals (59.9), single 
women (55.4), and white college graduates (54.5) also had high scores. The white college 
graduate score contrasts sharply with the white working-class score of just 48.4.
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Conclusion

Thus, along with a new demography and a new geography, we have a new policy agenda,  
a notably progressive agenda, that is emerging. This new agenda is clearly consistent with 
the bold plans and priorities laid out so far by the Obama administration. That does not 
mean, however, the administration will necessarily have an easy time implementing these 
plans. Conservatives will vigorously oppose these plans at every turn. And among the 
public, conservative arguments about government and government programs still retain 
considerable strength, as the new Progressive Studies Program report on the State of 
American Political Ideology clearly illustrates.

But at this point in our history, progressive arguments are in the ascendancy. Combined 
with the continuing demographic and geographic changes tilting our country in a progres-
sive direction, these trends should take America down a very different road than has been 
traveled in the last eight years. A new progressive America is on the rise.



46  Center for American Progress  |  New Progressive America

Endnotes

	 1	 Unless otherwise noted, figures on the demographics of voters or the voting 
preferences of different demographic groups are based on author’s analysis of 
national and state exit poll data for various years.

	 2	 William Frey and Ruy Teixeira, “The Political Geography of Pennsylvania: Not 
Another Rustbelt State ” (Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program, April 2008); 
William Frey and Ruy Teixeira, “The Political Geography of the Intermountain 
West: The New Swing Region” (Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program, August 
2008); William Frey and Ruy Teixeira, “The Political Geography of Ohio, Michigan 
and Missouri: Battlegrounds in the Heartland” (Brookings Metropolitan Policy 
Program, October 2008); William Frey and Ruy Teixeira, “The Political Geography 
of Virginia and Florida: Bookends of the New South” (Brookings Metropolitan 
Policy Program, October 2008)..

	 3	 William Frey, “Race, Immigration and America’s Changing Electorate.” In Ruy Teix-
eira, ed., Red, Blue and Purple America: The Future of Election Demographics 
(Washington, DC: Brookings, 2008) and author’s analysis of Census population 
estimates by race.

	 4	 Frey, “Race, Immigration, and American’s Changing Electorate” and author’s 
analysis of Census population estimates by race.

	 5	 Roberto Suro, Richard Fry, and Jeffrey Passel, “Hispanics and the 2004 Election: 
Population, Electorate and Voters”( Pew Hispanic Center, June, 2005) and Frey, 

“Race, Immigration, and American’s Changing Electorate.”

	 6	 Author’s analysis of CPS and exit poll data.

	 7	 Frey, “Race, Immigration, and American’s Changing Electorate.”

	 8	 Author’s analysis of CPS and exit poll data and Frey, “Race, Immigration, and 
American’s Changing Electorate.”

	 9	 This is both because higher percentages of recent cohorts of 25- to 29- year- 
olds have attained a college degree and because some in these cohorts who 
have not attained a college degree by 25 to -29 complete the degree later in life. 

	 10	 This assessment is consistent with that of a Census Bureau study from the 
beginning of this decade,. See Jennifer Cheeseman Day and Kurt J. Bauman, 

“Have We Reached the Top?: Educational Attainment Projections of the US 
Population.”Census Bureau Population Division: Working Paper Series No. 43, 
(May, 2000), which predicted continued educational upgrading through 2028.

	 11	 Paul Osterman, “College for All?: The Labor Market for College-Educated Workers” 
(Washington, D.C.: Center for American Progress, August 2008).

	 12	 Results are not available from all contested states because the CBS/New York 
Times state exit polls of 1988 only covered about half of the 50 states.

	 13	 Data in this section from John B. Judis and Ruy Teixeira, The Emerging Democratic 
Majority, Scribner 2002 and author’s analysis of National Election Study, exit 
polls, and Bureau of Labor Statistics data.

	 14	 Author’s analysis of Census marital status data.

	 15	 Women’s Voices, Women Vote, “Unmarried America” (2007).

	 16	 Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, “A New America: Unmarrieds Drive Political 
and Social Change,” October 31, 2007

	 17	 Women’s Voices, Women Vote, “Unmarried America” (2007).

	 18	 Author’s analysis of Census marital status data.

	 19	 Author’s analysis of Census educational attainment data.

	 20	 Much of the data in this section is drawn from Ruy Teixeira, “Generation We and 
the 2008 Election” which may be found on the Generation We website: http://
www.gen-we.com/.

	 21	 In this analysis, I cut off the Millennial generation at birth year 2000, as is com-
mon among market researchers and other generational analysts (I emphasize 
common; there is no consensus on the proper date a this point), so the genera-
tion covers birth years 1978-2000. Earlier cutoffs reduce the size of the genera-
tion by roughly 4 and a half million a birth year. So, for example, if you cut off 
the Millennial generation at 1996 instead of 2000, the size of the generation’s 
voting-age population in 2020 would be reduced by about 18 million from the 
103 million cited below. 

	 22	 Extrapolations from Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and 
Engagement (CIRCLE), “Turnout Rises to at Least 52 percent,”, November 7, 2008. 
Exit poll extrapolations of youth turnout have generally tracked the Census data 
well; see CIRCLE, “The Youth Vote 2004.” CIRCLE Working Paper 35, (July 2005) 
for useful comparisons.

	 23	 Michael McDonald, “2008 Unofficial Voter Turnout,” US Elections Project, Novem-
ber 9, 2008.

	 24	 Estimations in this and subsequent paragraphs are based on author’s analysis 
of 2008 Census National Population Projections by single years of age, the 2008 
NEP exit poll sample composition, and 2004 Census Voter Supplement data by 
single years of age.

	 25	 John Green and E.J. Dionne Jr., “Religion and American Politics: More Secular, 
More Evangelical or Both?” In Ruy Teixeira, ed., Red, Blue and Purple America: 
The Future of Election Demographics (Washington, DC: Brookings, 2008).

	 26	 Calculations based on author’s analysis of data in Green and Dionne, “Religion 
and American Politics: More Secular, More Evangelical or Both?” The Green and 
Dionne data include a grab-bag of religions in their other faiths category, rang-
ing from Jews and Muslims to Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses to Unitarians, 
Humanists, and Ethical Culture. Since these groups cannot be disaggregated 
from the Green and Dionne data, they are all classified outside of the white 
Christian category.

	 27	 Unless otherwise specified, all data in this section based on author’s analysis of 
official county-level election returns.

	 28	 The technical definition used by the Census Bureau is as follows: Any nonmetro 
county with an urban cluster of at least 10,000 persons or more plus any outly-
ing counties where commuting to the central county with the urban cluster is 
25 percent or higher, or if 25 percent of the employment in the outlying county 
is made up of commuters from to the central county with the urban cluster

	 29	 See Robert Lang, Thomas Sanchez, and Alan Berube, “The New Suburban 
Politics: A County-Based Analysis of Metropolitan Voting Trends since 2000.” In 
Ruy Teixeira, ed., Red, Blue and Purple America: The Future of Election Demo-
graphics (Washington, DC: Brookings, 2008) for a thorough explanation of the 
categories used in the typology.

	 30	 The MI/Brookings typology only covers 50 of the 51 large metropolitan areas 
(the Raleigh-Cary MSA in North Carolina was not included). Figures given here 
are based on those 50 metropolitan areas for which the typology is available.

	 31	 Many of these counties include urban core areas as well as the suburbs that 
immediately surround them.



47  Center for American Progress  |  New Progressive America

	 32	 Robert E. Lang and Thomas W. Sanchez, “The New Metro Politics: Interpreting 
Recent Presidential Elections Using a County-Based Regional Typology,” Metro-
politan Institute 2006 Election Brief, Virginia Tech (February 2006).

	 33	 Lang, Sanchez and Berube, op. cit.

	 34	 A third intermediate category is states where neither conservatives nor progres-
sives had a clear edge but now appear to be in the progressive camp: Iowa, New 
Hampshire, and New Mexico. 

	 35	 The regional breakdown here is drawn from the work of William Frey and Ruy 
Teixeira in “The Political Geography of Pennsylvania: Not Another Rustbelt State” 
(Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program, April 2008).

	 36	 Ibid.

	 37	 The regional breakdown here follows William Frey and Ruy Teixeira in “The 
Political Geography of Ohio, Michigan and Missouri: Battlegrounds in the 
Heartland”,(Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program, October 2008).

	 38	 Based on Census Bureau data; 2007 is latest date for which these data are available.

	 39	 The tripartite division of the Denver metropolitan area and other region 
breakdowns for Colorado follow William Frey and Ruy Teixeira, “The Political 
Geography of the Intermountain West: The New Swing Region” (Brookings 
Metropolitan Policy Program, August 2008).

	 40	 The regional breakdown here follows Frey and Teixeira in “The Political Geogra-
phy of Ohio, Michigan and Missouri: Battlegrounds in the Heartland.”

	 41	 The regional breakdown here follows William Frey and Ruy Teixeira in “The Politi-
cal Geography of Virginia and Florida: Bookends of the New South” (Brookings 
Metropolitan Policy Program, October, 2008).

	 42	 Among counties with 10,000 or more in population.

	 43	 The regional breakdown here follows Frey and Teixeira in “The Political Geogra-
phy of Virginia and Florida: Bookends of the New South.”

	 44	 See Scott Keeter, “The Aging of the Boomers and the Rise of the Millennials.” In 
Ruy Teixeira, ed., Red, Blue and Purple America: The Future of Election Demo-
graphics (Washington, DC: Brookings, 2008).

	 45	 Only a small part of the difference between whites and Hispanics on this index 
could be accounted for the one immigration question in the battery. Even without 
that question, Hispanics still scored much higher than whites on this index. 

	 46	 Pew Hispanic Center/Kaiser Family Foundation, “2002 National Survey of Latinos” 
(December 2002).

	 47	 Data in this and the next paragraph from Tom W. Smith, “Changes in Family 
Structure, Family Values and Politics, 1972-2006.” In Ruy Teixeira, ed., Red, Blue 
and Purple America: The Future of Election Demographics (Washington, DC: 
Brookings, 2008).

	 48	 The index was constructed by adding responses to ten statements on the role 
and nature of government. For each item, respondents were asked to rate their 
level of the agreement with the statement on a 0 to 10 scale. Each statement 
was a positive expression of either a conservative or progressive argument, with 
an even mix between conservative and progressive arguments. To construct the 
index, responses to conservative statements were reverse coded (e.g., a “7” reply 
to a conservative statement became a “3” for purposes of creating the index).

	 49	 These items were responded to on a 10-point scale, with 10 being the strongest 
possible agreement and 0 being the strongest possible disagreement. Re-
sponses from 6-10 were considered agreement; responses 0-4 were considered 
disagreement and 5 was treated as neutral.

	 50	 Particularly useful in understanding the continuing strength of these arguments 
is the report by Al Quinlan, Mike Bocian, Stan Greenberg and James Carville, 

“Getting the Public to Listen” (February 28, 2007 based on a Democracy Corps 
survey).

	 51	 Operationalized in these surveys as postgraduates.

	 52	 For more data on this and other aspects of public opinion on health care, includ-
ing expressed willingness to pay higher taxes to support health care reform, see 
Ruy Teixeira, “What the Public Really Wants on Health Care” (Washington, D.C.: 
Center for American Progress, December 2006).

	 53	 This refers to a campaign to halve the poverty rate in 10 years.

	 54	 Data on more specific clean energy proposals are consistent with the levels of sup-
port reported here. See Ruy Teixeira, “What the Public Really Wants on Energy and 
the Environment” (Washington, D.C>: Center for American Progress, March 2007).

	 55	 For this and much other data on education and public opinion see Ruy Teixeira, 
“What the Public Really Wants on Jobs and the Economy” (Washington, D.C.: 

Center for American Progress, October 2006) and Ruy Teixeira, “What the Public 
Really Wants on Education” (Washington, D.C.: Center for American Progress, 
September 2006).



About the Center for American Progress

The Center for American Progress is a nonpartisan re-

search and educational institute dedicated to promoting 

a strong, just and free America that ensures opportunity 

for all. We believe that Americans are bound together by 

a common commitment to these values and we aspire 

to ensure that our national policies reflect these values. 

We work to find progressive and pragmatic solutions 

to significant domestic and international problems and 

develop policy proposals that foster a government that 

is “of the people, by the people, and for the people.”

Center for American Progress

1333 H Street, NW, 10th Floor

Washington, DC 20005

Tel: 202.682.1611  •  Fax: 202.682.1867

www.americanprogress.org

About the Glaser Progress Foundation

The Progressive Studies Program at CAP is made 

possible by the generous support and partnership of 

the Glaser Progress Foundation, created by Rob Glaser, 

CEO and Chairman of RealNetworks, Inc, and directed 

by Martin Collier. The foundation is focused on building 

a more just, sustainable and humane world through its 

work in four program areas: measuring progress, global 

HIV/AIDS, independent media and animal advocacy.

The Glaser Progress Foundation

2601 Elliott Ave, Suite 1000

Seattle, WA 98121

Tel: 206.728.1050  •  Fax: 206.728.1123 

www.glaserfoundation.org

T H E

F O U N D A T I O N
G L A S E R P R O G R E S S


