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Executive Summary
Health Care, Terrorism, and Jobs Most Critical Issues 

When asked what issues are most important to them personally, Americans are more likely to 
cite health care (63%), terrorism (62%), and jobs and unemployment (60%) than any other issue. 
A majority (53%) of Americans report that crime is a critical issue to them personally. Slightly few-
er say the cost of education (49%), economic inequality (48%), and immigration (46%) are critical 
issues. Fewer Americans say that race relations (39%), climate change (34%), abortion (34%), 
religious liberty (31%), and same-sex marriage (25%) are critical issues.

Strong majorities of both Democrats and Republicans name health care (71% and 61%, respec-
tively) and jobs and unemployment (66% and 59%, respectively) as critical issues. However, 
Democrats are more likely than Republicans to name the cost of education (62% vs. 33% respec-
tively) and the growing gap between the rich and the poor (62% vs. 29%, respectively) as critical 
issues. Republicans are more likely than Democrats to name terrorism (79% vs. 53%, respective-
ly) and immigration (59% vs. 43%, respectively) as critical issues.

However, even among Republicans, the importance of immigration varies. On no issue do the sup-
porters of Republican presidential hopeful Donald Trump differ more from those supporting other 
Republican candidates than on the issue of immigration. Nearly seven in ten (69%) Trump supporters 
say that immigration is a critical issue to them personally. In contrast, only half (50%) of those who 
support other Republican candidates say that the issue of immigration is critically important to them.

The Bush/Clinton Dynasty Dilemma

Although Jeb Bush and Hillary Clinton each entered the 2016 campaign with considerable assets, 
their famous last names may not be among them. Most (54%) Americans say that electing 
another president from the “Bush” or “Clinton” family would be bad for the country, while 45% 
disagree. The dynasty dilemma is a bigger problem for Bush than for Clinton. More than six in ten 
(61%) Republicans—including 64% of likely Republican primary voters—and nearly seven in ten 
(69%) Tea Party members say that electing another Bush or Clinton would be bad for the country, 
compared to 42% of Democrats overall and 39% of likely Democratic primary voters.

The Declining Tea Party Movement

The proportion of Americans who identify with the Tea Party movement has declined by nearly 
half over the last five years, from 11% in 2010 to 6% today. Tea Party affiliation has also dropped 
among Republicans, from 22% in 2010 to 14% today. Favorable views of the Tea Party have 
dropped 10 percentage points over the last year, from 35% in 2014 to 25% today. A majority 
(57%) of Americans currently hold an unfavorable view of the group, up from 46% last year. The 
decline of Tea Party favorability is pronounced among Republicans (58% in 2014 vs. 45% today), 
independents (35% in 2014 vs. 27% today), and Democrats (18% in 2014 vs. 12% today). 



2 ANXIETY, NOSTALGIA, AND MISTRUST

Americans’ Gloomy Economic Outlook Persists

Americans continue to have a bleak outlook about the economy. More than seven in ten (72%) 
Americans believe that the country is still in a recession, while roughly one-quarter (27%) believe 
the economic recession is over. Americans’ views about the economic recession have remained 
steady over the last few years, with an identical percentage (72%) of Americans saying the coun-
try was still in a recession in 2014, and 76% saying the country was still in a recession in 2012.

Americans have become more pessimistic about the country’s future than they were just a few 
years earlier. Today, Americans are evenly divided over whether America’s best days are ahead of 
us (49%) or behind us (49%). In 2012, a majority (54%) of the public said that America’s best days 
were ahead, while fewer than four in ten (38%) said that they were behind. No group expresses 
greater pessimism about America’s future than members of the Tea Party. Only one-third (33%) of 
Tea Party members say that the country’s best days lie ahead, while about two-thirds (65%) say 
they are in the past.

Perceptions about America’s future vary by religious affiliation. Among religious groups, white 
evangelical Protestants and white mainline Protestants are markedly more pessimistic than other 
groups, with majorities believing that America’s best days are behind us (60% and 55%, respec-
tively). By contrast, majorities of Americans who are affiliated with non-Christian religions (55%), 
Catholics (56%), black Protestants (57%), and religiously unaffiliated Americans (58%) all believe 
America’s best days are ahead of us.

Americans’ increasing pessimism about the direction of the country is reflected in their views 
about prevalent problems within their local communities. The number of Americans citing crime, 
racial tensions, and illegal immigration as major problems increased substantially between 2012 
and 2015.

•	 The number of Americans saying crime is a major problem in their community jumped 15 
percentage points (up from 33% to 48%), while the number of Americans saying racial ten-
sions are a major concern jumped 18 percentage points (from 17% to 35%).

•	 The number of Americans saying illegal immigration is a major problem ticked up 8 percent-
age points (from 28% to 36%).

In order to provide an overall measure of Americans’ attitudes about the fairness of the economic 
system in the U.S., we created an Economic Inequity Index (EII). Americans are skewed toward 
the top end of the scale. Nearly half (48%) of Americans perceive a great amount of inequity in 
the economic system, scoring very high on the EII. About one in five (21%) see a high amount 
of economic inequity, 20% see a moderate amount of economic inequity, and 11% perceive the 
economic playing field to be basically level, scoring low on the EII.



FINDINGS FROM THE 2015 AMERICAN VALUES SURVEY 3

Continued Strong Support for Minimum Wage and Workplace Policies

Nearly two-thirds (65%) of Americans believe that “one of the big problems in this country is that 

we don’t give everyone an equal chance in life,” while fewer than three in ten (28%) believe that 

“it is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.” Con-

cerns about the lack of equal opportunity have increased considerably since 2010, when 53% said 

that one of the big problems in the U.S. was the lack of equal opportunities for all.

More than three-quarters (76%) of Americans support raising the minimum wage from $7.25 to 

$10.10 per hour. Support has ticked up significantly since 2014, when 69% of Americans ex-

pressed support for raising the minimum wage to $10.10 per hour. Nearly six in ten (59%) Amer-

icans express support for raising the minimum wage even higher—to $15 an hour—but there is 

less agreement across political party lines for the larger wage hike. Roughly equal numbers of 

Democrats favor raising the minimum wage to either $10.10 or $15 (91% vs. 84%, respectively). 

In contrast, while six in ten (60%) Republicans support raising the minimum wage to $10.10, few-

er than one-third (32%) say they favor raising it to $15 per hour.

Americans overwhelmingly support requiring companies to provide all full-time employees with 

paid sick days if they or an immediate family member gets sick (85%), and requiring companies to 

provide all full-time employees with paid leave for the birth or adoption of a child (82%).

Anxieties about Cultural Change

A majority (53%) of Americans say that American culture and way of life has mostly changed for 
the worse since the 1950s, compared to 46% who say it has changed for the better.

•	 Six in ten (60%) black Americans and a majority (54%) of Hispanic Americans believe that 
American culture has mostly changed for the better since the 1950s. In contrast, only 42% of 
white Americans agree, and 57% say that the American way of life has mostly changed for 
the worse over the last sixty years.

•	 While a majority of independents (56%), Republicans (67%), and members of the Tea Party 
(72%) say American culture and way of life has gotten worse since the 1950s, only 40% of 
Democrats agree.

Today, Americans are evenly divided as to whether immigrants strengthen the country because 
of their hard work and talents (47%) or whether they are a burden on the U.S. because they take 
jobs, housing, and health care (46%).

•	 By a margin of approximately two-to-one, Democrats are more likely to say that immigrants 
strengthen the country than to say that immigrants are a burden to the country (63% vs. 
32%, respectively).
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•	 By a similar margin, Republicans are more likely to say the opposite—that immigrants burden 
the country as opposed to strengthen it (66% vs. 26%, respectively). Views of Tea Party 
members do not differ significantly from Republicans overall.

Compared to a few years earlier, Americans report less tolerance when encountering immigrants 
who do not speak English. Nearly half (48%) of Americans agree that they are bothered when 
they come into contact with immigrants who speak little or no English, compared to 40% in 
2012. More than six in ten (63%) white working-class Americans say they feel bothered when 
they come into contact with immigrants who do not speak English, compared to 43% of white 
college-educated Americans.

Americans’ perceptions of Islam have turned more negative over the past few years. Today, a 
majority (56%) of Americans agree that the values of Islam are at odds with American values and 
way of life, while roughly four in ten (41%) disagree. In 2011, Americans were divided in their 
views of Islam (47% agreed, 48% disagreed).

Little Confidence in Government, the Media, and Big Business

There is a wide disparity in public confidence in different major institutions in the country. While 
majorities of the public report having a great deal or some confidence in the police (75%), the 
criminal justice system (62%), and organized religion (55%), no more than half say they have a 
great deal or some confidence in the federal government (50%), news organizations (47%), and 
large business corporations (46%).

Few Americans say the government looks out for their interests. Only about four in ten (42%) 
Americans say the government looks out for the needs and interests of people like them either 
somewhat or very well. Notably, seniors (age 65 and older) are the only major demographic group 
in which a majority (55%) believe that the government looks out for their needs and interests at 
least somewhat well.

In order to provide an overall measure of Americans’ attitudes about confidence in major insti-
tutions in the U.S., we created an Institutional Mistrust Index (IMI). Americans are fairly evenly 
distributed across the scale. More than one-third of Americans express high levels of distrust of 
major institutions, scoring very high (12%) or high (23%) on the IMI. About three in ten (29%) fall 
into the moderate category, and more than one-third express significant trust in major institutions, 
scoring low (27%) or very low (9%) on the scale.

Disparate Perceptions of Discrimination and Racism

Muslims and gay and lesbian people top the list of groups who are perceived to be facing a lot of 
discrimination in the U.S. today, but many Americans also believe that racial and ethnic minorities 
face substantial discrimination.
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•	 Approximately seven in ten Americans say there is a lot of discrimination against Muslims 
(70%) and gay and lesbian people (68%) in the country today. 

•	 A majority of Americans say blacks (63%) and Hispanics (56%) face a lot of discrimination in 
the U.S.

•	 Americans are more divided on how prevalent discrimination against women is in the United 
States—45% say there is a lot of discrimination against women in America today, while 53% 
say there is not.

•	 Relatively few Americans believe that evangelical Christians (30%), Jews (30%), atheists 
(27%), whites (25%), or white men (22%) confront a great deal of discrimination in American 
society today.

More than four in ten (43%) Americans say that discrimination against whites has become as big 
a problem as discrimination against blacks and other minorities, while 55% disagree. Opinions 
about “reverse discrimination” have remained fairly constant over the past few years. Half (50%) 
of white Americans—including 60% of white working-class Americans—agree that discrimination 
against whites has become as big a problem today as discrimination against blacks and other 
minorities, while fewer than three in ten Hispanic (29%) and black Americans (25%) agree. 

In order to provide an overall measure of Americans’ attitudes about race, we created a Racial 
Inequity Index (RII). Overall, more Americans score low than high on the scale. One-third of Amer-
icans score very high (10%), or high (23%) on the scale, indicating that they perceive systemic 
discrimination against racial minorities as having continued impact on inequality today. About one 
in five (21%) Americans fall into the moderate category, and nearly half of Americans score low 
(38%) or very low (8%) on the RII, believing that racial minorities today have equal opportunities 
as whites. Approximately three-quarters of Republicans (74%) and Tea Party members (75%) 
perceive few continued effects of racial discrimination today (low scores on the RII), compared to 
just 22% of Democrats.

Race and Fair Treatment by Police and the Criminal Justice System

A majority (53%) of the public say that recent killings of African American men by police are 
isolated incidents rather than part of a broader pattern of how police treat African Americans 
(44%). Views on police killings of African American men are highly stratified by race/ethnicity. 

•	 Approximately two-thirds (65%) of white Americans say recent killings of African American 
men by police are isolated incidents, while about four in ten (41%) Hispanic Americans and 
only 15% of black Americans say the same.

•	 More than eight in ten (81%) black Americans say recent police killings of African American 
men are part of a broader pattern of how police treat African Americans.
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Among religious groups, white Christians are more likely than other religious groups to say that 
recent killings of African American men by police are not connected.

•	 More than seven in ten white evangelical Protestants (72%), white mainline Protestants 
(73%), and white Catholics (71%) believe that killings of African American men by police are 
isolated incidents. 

•	 By contrast, about six in ten Americans who are affiliated with non-Christian religions (62%) 
and religiously unaffiliated Americans (59%) believe that these killings are part of a broader 
pattern of how police treat minorities.

•	 Among black Protestants, more than eight in ten (82%) believe they are part of a broader 
pattern. 

Nearly six in ten (58%) Americans disagree that blacks and other minorities receive equal treat-
ment as whites in the criminal justice system, up from 47% in 2013. More than eight in ten (85%) 
black Americans and two-thirds (67%) of Hispanic Americans disagree that non-whites receive 
equal treatment in the criminal justice system. White Americans overall are closely divided (52% 
disagree, 47% agree), but white college-educated Americans are significantly more likely than 
white working-class Americans to disagree that minorities receive equal treatment in the criminal 
justice system (64% vs. 47%, respectively). 

Americans are also closely divided over whether there are racial disparities in death penalty 
sentencing. A majority (53%) of Americans agree that a black person is more likely than a white 
person to receive the death penalty for the same crime, while 45% of Americans disagree. Amer-
ican attitudes about the way that the death penalty is applied are virtually unchanged from 1999. 
More than eight in ten (82%) black Americans and roughly six in ten (59%) Hispanic Americans, 
compared to fewer than half (45%) of white Americans, believe that a black person is more likely 
than a white person to receive a death penalty sentence for the same crime.
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Part I. The 2016 Campaign and 
the Political Landscape

Interest in the 2016 Campaign

At this point in the 2016 presidential campaign, fewer than half (42%) of the public report being 

very interested in the upcoming election. About four in ten (37%) say they are somewhat inter-

ested in following the events surrounding the 2016 campaign, while about one in five say they are 

not too interested (14%) or not at all interested (7%).

Interest levels vary by partisan affiliation. Nearly six in ten (59%) Americans who identify with the 

Tea Party and a majority (52%) of Republicans report being very interested in the 2016 election. 

In contrast, 43% of Democrats and only about one-third (35%) of independents say they are very 

interested in following the 2016 campaign. However, there are notable ideological gaps within the 

Republican Party: more than six in ten (61%) conservative Republicans say they are very interest-

ed in the campaign, compared to 40% of moderate and liberal Republicans.

Candidate Preference and Favorability

The Democratic Field

As of October 2015, the Democratic primary is decidedly more settled than the GOP primary 

race. Hillary Clinton holds a commanding lead over her opponents with a majority (55%) of likely 

Democratic primary voters expressing support for her candidacy.1 Although Joe Biden has offi-

cially removed himself from the presidential race, roughly one in four (23%) Democratic primary 

voters say they would like to see the sitting vice president become the party’s nominee in 2016. 

Seventeen percent of likely Democratic primary voters say they would want Bernie Sanders to be 

their party’s nominee.

Reflecting her position as the leading candidate, Clinton is viewed more positively than her 

leading opponent, Sanders. Eighty-four percent of likely Democratic primary voters view Clinton 

favorably, compared to only 16% who have an unfavorable view of her. A majority (56%) of likely 

Democratic primary voters have a favorable view of Sanders, but more than one-quarter (26%) 

view him negatively. Notably, nearly one in five (18%) likely Democratic primary voters say they 

are not familiar with Sanders.

1	 Likely Democratic and Republican primary voters include those who self-identify as Republican or Democratic who 
are currently registered to vote and who report that they always participate in primary contests. Forty-two percent of 
self-identified Republicans and roughly one-third (34%) of self-identified Democrats are likely primary voters.
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 The Republican Field

As of October 2015, Donald Trump leads his rivals by a notable margin. One in four (25%) likely 

Republican primary voters say they would like to see Trump as the GOP’s nominee in 2016. Six-

teen percent of likely primary voters report that they would prefer Ben Carson to be the GOP’s 

nominee, while 13% say they would most like Carly Fiorina to be the party’s standard-bearer. 

Roughly one in ten likely primary voters would prefer Jeb Bush (11%) or Marco Rubio (9%) to 

emerge from the primary as the nominee. Ted Cruz (5%), Mike Huckabee (5%), John Kasich (4%), 

Chris Christie (3%), and former-candidate Scott Walker (3%) garner substantially less support 

from likely Republican primary voters.

Although Trump currently leads the crowded GOP field, his appeal may be limited due to the 

relatively high number of likely Republican primary voters who view him negatively. While more 

than six in ten (61%) likely primary voters have a favorable view of Trump, 38% hold unfavorable 

opinions of him. Bush faces a similar dilemma. Although six in ten (60%) likely Republican pri-

mary voters have a favorable view of Bush, 36% view him unfavorably. A majority (56%) of Re-

publican primary voters have a favorable impression of Rubio, while less than one-third (31%) 

view him unfavorably. However, more than one in ten (13%) Republican primary voters report 

being unfamiliar with Rubio. Cruz is in a somewhat similar position, although he is not viewed 

as positively as Rubio. Half (50%) of Republican primary voters express a favorable view of 

Cruz, while roughly one-third (35%) have an unfavorable view, and 16% say they are not familiar 

with him or offer no opinion of him.

Concerns about a Bush/Clinton Dynasty

Although Jeb Bush and Hillary Clinton each entered the 2016 campaign with considerable assets, 

their famous names may not be among them. Most (54%) Americans say that electing another 

president from the “Bush” or “Clinton” family would be bad for the country, while 45% disagree.

In the primary campaign season, Bush may face greater obstacles than Clinton in overcoming his 

last name. More than six in ten (61%) Republicans—including 64% of likely Republican primary 

voters—and nearly seven in ten (69%) Tea Party members say that electing another Bush or Clin-

ton would be bad for the country. Fewer than half (42%) of Democrats—including 39% of likely 

Democratic primary voters—say that electing another president from the Bush or Clinton family 

would be a bad thing for the country, while most Democrats (57%) disagree.
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Who are Donald Trump’s Supporters?

Donald Trump’s emergence and endurance as the leading candidate in the Republican primary 

may be partly due to his ability to appeal to white working-class Americans.2 A majority (55%) of 

Republicans and Republican-leaning independents who support Trump are white working class. In 

contrast, only about one-third (35%) of those supporting all other Republican candidates identify 

as white working class. Even other non-establishment candidates, like Ben Carson, do not seem 

to have the same appeal among white working-class Americans; less than one-third (32%) of 

Carson supporters are white working-class Americans.

On no issue do Trump supporters differ more from those supporting other Republican candidates 

than on the issue of immigration. Nearly seven in ten (69%) Trump supporters say that immigra-

tion is a critical issue to them personally. In contrast, only half (50%) of those who support other 

candidates say that the issue of immigration is critically important to them.

Trump supporters are much more likely to express negative views of immigrants than the sup-

porters of other candidates. Eight in ten (80%) Trump supporters say that immigrants today are a 

burden to the U.S. because they take American jobs, housing, and health care. Nearly three-quar-

2	 For more information about the definition of the white working class, see PRRI’s report, Beyond Guns and 
God: Understanding the Complexities of the White Working Class in America  [http://publicreligion.org/re-
search/2012/09/race-class-culture-survey-2012/].

FIGURE 1.  Electing another president from the Bush or Clinton family would be bad for the country 
By party affiliation

Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.
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ters (73%) of Trump supporters say that it bothers them when they come into contact with 

immigrants who speak little or no English. Supporters of other Republican candidates also view 

immigrants negatively, but somewhat less so—a majority (56%) say that immigrants are a burden 

on the U.S. due to their economic impact and a similar number (58%) report that coming into 

contact with immigrants who do not speak English bothers them.

Trump supporters also express greater concern about discrimination against white Americans 

and white men in particular.3 Roughly three-quarters (74%) of Trump supporters—compared to 

57% of supporters of all other Republican candidates—agree that, today, discrimination against 

whites has become as big a problem as discrimination against blacks and other minorities. More 

than four in ten (42%) Trump supporters—compared to 30% of supporters of all other Republican 

candidates—say that white men face a lot of discrimination in the U.S. today.

The Tea Party

Declining Size, Changing Composition of the Tea Party, 2010-2015

PRRI has tracked Tea Party affiliation in 32 national surveys between 2010 and 2015. These 

surveys reveal that the percentage of Americans who identify with the Tea Party movement has 

declined by nearly half over the last five years, from 11% in 2010 to 6% today. Tea Party affiliation 

has also dropped among Republicans, from 22% in 2010 down to 14% today.

Even as its numbers have shrunk, the Tea Party’s composition has remained fairly stable, with 

some notable exceptions. The Tea Party continues to be older, whiter, and more male than the 

general population. But compared to 2010, members of today’s Tea Party earn less money: in 

2010, 22% lived in households with less than $30,000 in annual income, compared to 30% today. 

There has also been an uptick in the overlap between those who identify with the Tea Party and 

those who identify with the Christian Right or conservative Christian political movement. In 2010, 

PRRI found that 47% of the Tea Party also considered themselves part of the Christian Right, a 

number that has grown to 54% today.

Declining Favorability of the Tea Party

Favorable views of the Tea Party have dropped 10 percentage points over the last year. Only 

one-quarter (25%) of Americans currently hold a favorable view of the Tea Party, down from 35% 

last year. Most (57%) Americans currently hold an unfavorable view of the group, up from 46% 

last year. Notably, nearly one in five (17%) report being unfamiliar with the Tea Party or did not 

provide an opinion about the group. 

3	 Throughout this report, the term “white Americans” refers to white, non-Hispanic Americans.
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The decline in favorable views of the Tea Party is pronounced among Republicans, independents, 
and Democrats. Fewer than half (45%) of Republicans have a favorable view of the Tea Party 
today, compared to 58% who held a positive view in 2014. Political independents’ positive view 
of the Tea Party has also dropped from 35% in 2014 to 27% today, as have those of Democrats: 
18% in 2014 to 12% today.

Even among conservative Republicans, favorable views of the Tea Party have dropped substantial-
ly over the last year, from two-thirds (66%) in 2014 to 56% today. But the drop among moderate 
and liberal Republicans has been even steeper: in 2014, more than four in ten (42%) moderate 
and liberal Republicans expressed a positive view of the Tea Party, compared to only 27% today. 

Political Priorities: Critical Issues in the Country

Three issues are mentioned most often by Americans as being critical to them personally: health 
care (63%), terrorism (62%), and jobs and unemployment (60%). A majority (53%) of the public 
also report that crime is a critical issue to them personally. Slightly fewer say the cost of educa-
tion (49%), economic inequality (48%), and immigration (46%) are critical issues. Fewer Ameri-
cans say that race relations (39%), climate change (34%), abortion (34%), religious liberty (31%), 
and same-sex marriage (25%) are critical issues.

FIGURE 2.  Identification with the Tea Party, 2010-2015 
Do you consider yourself part of the Tea Party movement, or not?  
Percent answering “yes” among all Americans and all Republicans

Source: PRRI Surveys, 2010 — 2015.
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The priorities of Democrats and Republicans are dramatically different. The issues most often 
identified by Democrats as critical include: health care (71%), jobs and unemployment (66%), 
cost of education (62%), and the growing gap between rich and poor (62%). For Republicans, 
the issue of terrorism is most often cited as a critical issue. Nearly eight in ten (79%) Republi-
cans say that terrorism is a critical issue, while roughly six in ten Republicans believe that health 
care (61%), immigration (59%), and jobs and unemployment (59%) are critical issues. 

The largest differences between the 
priorities of Democrats and Republi-
cans are on the issues of economic 
inequality (62% vs. 29%, respective-
ly), the cost of education (62% vs. 
33%, respectively), climate change 
(46% vs. 17%, respectively), and 
terrorism (53% vs. 79%, respective-
ly). Notably, there is only a modest 
difference between Democrats and 
Republicans on the importance of 
abortion (36% vs. 43%, respec-
tively), and there are no significant 
differences between Democrats and 
Republicans on the importance of 
same-sex marriage (28% vs. 29%, 
respectively).

On most issues, the views of Tea 
Party members closely align with Re-
publicans overall. However, the two 
groups express somewhat different 
priorities on the issue of immigra-
tion; while nearly six in ten (59%) 
Republicans say that immigration is 
a critical issue to them personally, 
roughly seven in ten (69%) Tea Party 
members say the same.

The political priorities of Americans 
also vary starkly by race and eth-
nicity. White (33%) and Hispanic 
Americans (43%) are far less likely 
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than black Americans (63%) to say race relations are a critical issue. White Americans also give a 
much lower priority to crime. Fewer than half (47%) of white Americans say crime is a critical issue, 
compared to roughly two-thirds of Hispanic (65%) and black Americans (68%). However, among 
whites, concern about crime varies substantially by social class. White working-class Americans are 
nearly twice as likely as white college-educated Americans to say that crime is a critical issue (58% 
vs. 32%, respectively). White Americans are much less likely than black and Hispanic Americans to 
identify the cost of education as a critical issue (43% vs. 60% and 66%, respectively).

Should Government Officials Compromise or Stand on Principle?

In the context of a government shutdown, Americans overwhelmingly prefer that government 
officials find common ground as opposed to standing on principle. Nearly eight in ten (78%) 
Americans say that it is more important for public officials to compromise to find solutions, while 
one in five (20%) say it is more important for officials to make principled stands even at the cost 
of a government shutdown.

There are only modest differences by political affiliation with one important exception. Nearly nine 
in ten Democrats (87%), roughly eight in ten independents (78%), and two-thirds of Republicans 
(67%) say that government officials should seek out compromise. However, Americans who iden-
tify with the Tea Party are divided; about half (49%) say public officials should stand on principle, 
while a similar number (46%) prefer compromise.
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Part II. The Economic Climate
America heads into the 2016 election amid a climate of waning optimism about its economic 
health, the state of its communities, and the fairness of the economic system. Americans see 
the causes of this malaise as multi-faceted, and they continue to favor populist economic policies, 
such as an increase in the minimum wage and paid sick and parental leave in the workplace.  

A Gloomy Economic Outlook Continues

Is America Still in a Recession?

More than seven in ten (72%) Americans believe that the country is still in a recession, while 
roughly one-quarter (27%) believe the economic recession is over. Americans’ views about the 
economic recession have remained steady over the last few years, with an identical percentage 
(72%) of Americans saying the country was still in a recession in 2014, and 76% saying the coun-
try was still in a recession in 2012.

There are important divisions among white Americans by social class. Nearly eight in ten (78%) 
white working-class Americans say America is still in a recession, while significantly fewer (62%) 
white college-educated Americans say the same. 

Who’s to Blame? Causes of Current Economic Problems

While Americans blame many things for America’s current economic problems, they are most 
united in pointing the finger at business corporations. More than eight in ten (86%) Americans 
say that corporations moving American jobs overseas is somewhat or very responsible for the 
present economic troubles facing the U.S., up 12 percentage points from 74% in 2012. Nearly 
eight in ten (77%) Americans say that corporations refusing to pay workers a fair wage is at least 
somewhat responsible for the current economic problems, and nearly three-quarters (73%) of the 
public mention China’s unfair trade practices.

Roughly seven in ten (69%) Americans say burdensome government regulations are at least 
somewhat responsible for the country’s economic problems, up slightly from 65% in 2012. Sub-
stantially fewer (54%) Americans—although still a majority—say that illegal immigrants who are 
taking Americans jobs are at least somewhat responsible for our current economic problems; a 
modest increase from 49% in 2012.

There is bipartisan agreement that outsourcing jobs and China’s unfair trade practices are respon-
sible for America’s economic problems, but that’s where partisan agreement ends. Democrats 
(88%) are more likely than independents (75%) and Republicans (67%) to say that the lack of fair 
wages paid by corporations is at least somewhat responsible for current economic problems. 
Conversely, Republicans (88%) are more likely than independents (68%) and Democrats (57%) 
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to say that overregulation of business is a source of America’s economic problems. Republicans 
(70%) and Tea Party members (72%) are much more likely than independents (53%) and Demo-
crats (45%) to say illegal immigrants are somewhat or very responsible for the country’s econom-
ic problems.

There are also stark divisions by race and social class on the issue of whether illegal immigrants 
who take American jobs are responsible for America’s current economic problems. Majorities of 
white (58%) and black Americans (52%) say illegal immigrants are at least somewhat responsi-
ble for America’s current economic woes, compared to 40% of Hispanic Americans. But there 
is a sizable class gap among white Americans. Roughly two-thirds (66%) of white working-class 
Americans say illegal immigrants are at least somewhat responsible for America’s current eco-
nomic conditions, compared to fewer than half (44%) of white college-educated Americans.

Are America’s Best Days Ahead or Behind?

Americans have become more pessimistic about the country’s future than they were just a few 
years earlier. Today, Americans are evenly divided over whether America’s best days are ahead of 
us (49%) or behind us (49%). In 2012, a majority (54%) of the public said that America’s best days 
were ahead, while fewer than four in ten (38%) said that they were behind.

The extent to which Americans express pessimism about the future varies widely by race, social 
class, religious affiliation, and political affiliation. Six in ten (60%) black Americans and a majori-
ty (56%) of Hispanic Americans say that 
America’s best days are still to come, while 
fewer than half (47%) of white Americans 
agree. A majority (52%) of white Ameri-
cans say America’s best days are behind 
us. There are substantial differences of 
opinion among whites by social class. Only 
about four in ten (42%) white working-class 
Americans say that America’s best days are 
still to come, compared to 56% who say 
they are in the past. Conversely, a majority 
(53%) of white college-educated Ameri-
cans see America’s best days ahead of us.

Perceptions about America’s future vary by 
religious affiliation. Among religious groups, 
white evangelical Protestants and white 
mainline Protestants are markedly more 
pessimistic than other groups, with major-

FIGURE 4.  In general, do you think America’s 
best days are ahead of us or behind us?

Sources: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey;  

PRRI, Race, Class, and Culture Survey, September 2012.
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ities believing that America’s best days are behind us (60% and 55%, respectively). In contrast, 
majorities of Americans who are affiliated with non-Christian religions (55%), Catholics (56%), 
black Protestants (57%), and religiously unaffiliated Americans (58%) all believe America’s best 
days are ahead of us.

Views about America’s future are strongly impacted by political affiliation. Roughly six in ten 
(59%) Democrats—including 61% of white Democrats—say America’s best days are ahead of us. 
Fewer than half (47%) of independents and only about four in ten (41%) Republicans believe that 
America’s best days are still to come; nearly six in ten (58%) Republicans say that America’s best 
days are behind us. No group expresses greater pessimism about America’s future than mem-
bers of the Tea Party. Only one-third (33%) of Tea Party members say that the country’s best days 
lie ahead, while about two-thirds (65%) say they are in the past. Among political subgroups, Tea 
Party members have experienced the largest swing in opinion over the last few years. In 2012, 
Tea Party members were more divided in their views: 42% believed America’s best days were 
ahead, while 47% said America’s best days were behind it.

Problems in Local Communities

Americans’ increasing pessimism about the direction of the country is reflected in their views 
about prevalent problems within their local communities. Roughly half of Americans say that a 
lack of funding for public schools (51%), a lack of opportunities for young people (51%), and crime 
(48%) are major problems in their communities. More than one-third cite racial tensions (35%) 
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and illegal immigration (36%) as major problems. Twenty-nine percent say that the mistreat-
ment of people by the police is a major problem in their community.

The number of Americans citing crime, racial tensions, and illegal immigration as major prob-
lems increased substantially between 2012 and 2015. The number of Americans saying crime 
is a major problem in their community jumped 15 percentage points (up from 33% to 48%), 
while the number of Americans saying racial tensions are a major concern jumped 18 percent-
age points (from 17% to 35%). The number of Americans saying illegal immigration is a major 
problem ticked up 8 percentage points (from 28% to 36%).

The experiences of Americans at the local level are notably different across lines of race, 
ethnicity, and social class. Nearly three-quarters (74%) of black Americans and six in ten (60%) 
Hispanic Americans say that a lack of opportunities for young people is a major problem in their 
community, compared to fewer than half (45%) of white Americans. At least six in ten black 
(67%) and Hispanic Americans (62%) say that a lack of funding for public schools is a major 
problem, compared to fewer than half (45%) of white Americans. Black Americans (60%) are 
also more likely than Hispanic (49%) and white Americans (27%) to cite racial tensions as a ma-
jor problem in their community. Large majorities of black (70%) and Hispanic Americans (66%) 
say crime is a major problem in their community, compared to only four in ten (40%) white 
Americans. Among white Americans, however, there are notable differences by social class. 
Close to half (45%) of white working-class Americans say crime is a major problem in their 
community, compared to only one-third (33%) of white college-educated Americans. 

Concerns about police mistreatment also vary starkly by race and ethnicity. Nearly two-thirds 
(64%) of black Americans say police mistreatment of people is a major problem in their com-
munity, a view shared by close to half (47%) of Hispanic Americans but only 17% of white 

Americans. 

Rising Concerns about Fairness of Economic System, Equal Opportunity

Fairness of Economic System, Corporations

Americans across the political spectrum and from all walks of life are deeply concerned that the 

American economic system is not fair. What’s more, concerns about the fairness of the economic 

system have increased significantly over the past year.

There is widespread agreement that the current economic system is heavily tilted in favor of the 

wealthy. Nearly eight in ten (79%) Americans agree that the economic system unfairly favors 

the wealthy, compared to roughly one in five (21%) who disagree. Current views represent an 

increase of 13 percentage points from 2012, when 66% of Americans agreed.  
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Nine in ten (90%) Democrats, eight in ten (80%) independents, and more than six in ten (63%) 
Republicans agree that America’s economic system unfairly favors the wealthy. Americans who 

identify with the Tea Party are more divided (52% agree, 45% disagree).

Consistent with these views, negative feelings toward large business corporations in the U.S. 
have also increased in recent years. Eighty-four percent of Americans agree that business 
corporations do not share enough of their success with their employees, compared to 15% 
who disagree. These negative views are up 15 percentage points from the previous year, 
when 69% of the public agreed that American businesses were not sharing enough of their 
profits with their workers. There is broad agreement with this assessment across a range of 

demographic groups. 

Equal Opportunity

Nearly two-thirds (65%) of Americans believe that “one of the big problems in this country is that 
we don’t give everyone an equal chance in life,” while fewer than three in ten (28%) believe that 
“it is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.” Con-
cerns about the lack of equal opportunity have increased considerably since 2010, when 53% said 
that one of the big problems in the U.S. was the lack of equal opportunities for all.

FIGURE 6.  Attitudes about Equal Opportunity
Which statement comes closest to your own view?

Source: PRRI Surveys, 2010 — 2015.
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American attitudes about the importance of equal opportunity vary significantly by race, ethnic-
ity, and social class. Nearly nine in ten (87%) black Americans and roughly three-quarters (73%) 
of Hispanic Americans say that a lack of equal opportunity is a major problem in the country. 
Six in ten (60%) white Americans also agree that this represents one of the big problems in the 
country. However, there are important class divisions among white Americans on views about 
economic opportunity. Nearly two-thirds (64%) of white working-class Americans say the fact that 
not everyone is given an equal chance in life is a big problem, a view shared by significantly fewer 
(55%) white college-educated Americans.

There is also considerable variation across political groups. More than eight in ten (81%) Dem-
ocrats and roughly two-thirds (66%) of independents believe that unequal opportunities are a 
big problem in the U.S. Republicans and Tea Party members are evenly divided on this question: 
only about four in ten Republicans (43%) and Tea Party members (42%) say that the lack of equal 
opportunity presents a major problem, while about half of Republicans (49%) and Tea Party mem-
bers (46%) say it is not really that big a problem.

Younger Americans (age 18-29) are much more likely than seniors (age 65 and older) to say that 
unequal opportunities are one of the big problems in the country (72% vs. 55%, respectively).  

Hard Work and Success

The public today remains less confident that hard work is the key to economic success. Nearly 
two-thirds (64%) of Americans agree that hard work is no guarantee of success, while more than 
one-third (35%) disagree. Current sentiments represent a 10-point increase since 2013, when 
54% of Americans agreed with this statement. 

There are stark differences along party lines on this question. More than seven in ten (71%) Dem-
ocrats and two-thirds (67%) of independents agree that hard work does not necessarily ensure 
success for most people. In contrast, roughly half of Republicans (52%) and Tea Party members 
(49%) agree that hard work does not always yield success.

Views about the efficacy of hard work also vary substantially by social class, but notably not by 
race or ethnicity. Nearly two-thirds of white (64%), black (64%), and Hispanic Americans (66%) 
agree that hard work does not guarantee success for most people. White working-class Amer-
icans are somewhat more likely than white college-educated Americans to agree that working 
hard does not necessarily lead to success (68% vs. 58%, respectively). 
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The Economic Inequity Index

In order to provide an overall measure of Americans’ attitudes about economic fairness, we creat-
ed an Economic Inequity Index (EII), built as an additive scale using three questions:4 

Questions Comprising the Economic Inequity Index (EII)

1. The economic system in this country unfairly favors the wealthy

2. Business corporations do not share enough of their success with their employees

3. Hard work and determination are no guarantee of success for most people

A higher score on the Economic Inequity Index (EII) indicates that a respondent generally believes 
that the economic system in the country is unfair, while a low score on the EII indicates that a re-
spondent generally believes that the economic playing field is fairly even. Nearly half (48%) of Amer-
icans perceive a great amount of inequity in the economic system, scoring very high on the EII. 
About one in five (21%) score high, 20% register medium scores, and 11% score low on the EII.

There are modest differences by race. Black 
Americans are more likely than white Amer-
icans to register very high scores on the EII, 
believing the economic system is unfair (57% 
vs. 46%, respectively). Notably, there are only 
modest class differences among whites on the 
EII. Women are also slightly more likely than 
men to score very high on the EII scale (51% 
vs. 45%, respectively). 

The EII reveals a striking partisan divide. Demo-
crats (61%) are about twice as likely as Repub-
licans (33%) and members the Tea Party (29%) 
to perceive a great amount of unfairness in the 
economic system (very high scores on the EII). 
Independents closely mirror the general popula-
tion on the scale.

Americans who believe the economic playing field is mostly level (low scores on the EII) are 
significantly more likely than those who score very high to hold favorable views of the Tea Party 

4	 The Cronbach’s alpha for the three items used in the scale is 0.698, which indicates that they are suitable for the 
inclusion in a single scale. The Economic Inequity Index was created as an additive scale from the three questions 
listed above and produced a score range of 3-12. Categories were created as follows: very high (score of 10-12), 
high (score of 9), medium (score of 7-8), and low (score of 3-6). The scale does not include respondents who 
answered “don’t know” or refused the question, representing 2% of the sample.

FIGURE 7.  The Economic Inequity Index

Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.
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(51% vs. 18%, respectively) and to say that they most trust Fox News to give them accurate 
information about politics and current events (34% vs. 10%, respectively).

Americans who perceive a large degree of unfairness in the economic system have dramatically 
different issue priorities than those who do not. For example, among Americans who perceive a 
very high degree of economic unfairness, nearly two-thirds (64%) say that the growing gap be-
tween the rich and the poor is a critical issue and 60% say the cost of education is a critical issue. 
By contrast, among Americans who believe the economic playing field is level (low scores on the 
EII), only 21% say the gap between the rich and poor is a critical issue and only 32% say the cost 
of education is a critical issue. 

More than eight in ten (82%) Americans who perceive very high levels of unfairness in the econom-
ic system say that one of the big problems in the country is that not everyone has an equal chance 
in life, compared to only 27% of those who see a level playing field (low scores on the EII). Those 
who fall in the middle category of the EII are more divided, with nearly half (49%) saying that a lack 
of equal opportunity is one of the country’s big problems, and 40% saying the opposite. 

Economic Policies

In the current climate of economic pessimism, Americans express broad and increasing support 
for several populist economic policies, such as raising the minimum wage, paid sick leave, and 
paid parental leave in the workplace. 
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Raising the Minimum Wage: $10.10 vs. $15

More than three-quarters (76%) of the public supports raising the minimum wage from $7.25 to 
$10.10 per hour. Support has ticked up slightly since last year, when 69% of Americans expressed 
support for raising the minimum wage to $10.10 per hour.

Although much of the debate at the national level has focused on increasing the minimum wage 
to $10.10, in certain localities the debate has centered on raising the hourly rate to $15.  Nearly 
six in ten (59%) Americans express support for raising the minimum wage to $15 per hour, but 
there is less agreement, especially across political party lines, about the larger wage hike. 

Roughly equal numbers of Democrats favor raising the minimum wage to $10.10 as they do to 
$15 (91% vs. 84%, respectively). Independents are somewhat more likely to favor a $10.10 wage 
hike than one that goes to $15 (72% vs. 58%, respectively). Among Republicans, the gap in sup-
port grows even larger: while six in ten (60%) Republicans support raising the minimum wage to 
$10.10, fewer than one-third (32%) say they favor raising it to $15.

Americans who perceive the highest amount of unfairness in the economic system (high scores 
on the EII) are also more likely than those who believe the economic playing field is level to sup-
port raising the minimum wage to $15 per hour (73% vs. 28%, respectively).

Paid Sick and Parental Leave

Americans overwhelmingly support requiring companies to provide all full-time employees with 
paid sick days if they or an immediate family member gets sick, and requiring companies to pro-
vide all full-time employees with paid leave for the birth or adoption of a child. Eighty-five percent 
of Americans favor paid sick leave and 82% support paid parental leave.

While majorities of Americans across all categories of the Economic Inequity Index (EII) sup-
port populist workplace policies, the intensity of support varies. Those who perceive a very high 
amount of economic unfairness (high scores on the EII) are more likely than those who believe 
the economic playing field is level (low scores on the EII) to support mandatory paid sick days 
(93% vs. 64%, respectively) and paid parental leave for the birth or adoption of a child (89% vs. 
62%, respectively).
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Part III. Cultural Change

Changes in American Culture Since the 1950s

Americans are divided about the direction that American society and way of life have taken since 
the 1950s. A majority (53%) of Americans say that American culture and way of life has mostly 
changed for the worse since the 1950s, compared to 46% who say it has changed for the better.

Perceptions about cultural shifts since the 1950s divide Americans across a number of demo-
graphic groups. Six in ten (60%) black Americans and a majority (54%) of Hispanic Americans 
believe that American culture has mostly changed for the better since the 1950s. In contrast, only 
42% of white Americans agree, and 57% say that the American way of life has mostly changed 
for the worse over the last sixty years. However, there are notable differences among whites by 
class. More than six in ten (62%) white working-class Americans say that American culture has 
gotten worse since the 1950s, while fewer than half (49%) of white college-educated Americans 
agree. Notably, the views of white men and white women are nearly identical.

There are substantial partisan differences in views about cultural change since the 1950s. While 
a majority of independents (56%), Republicans (67%), and members of the Tea Party (72%) say 
American culture and way of life has gotten worse since the 1950s, only 40% of Democrats 
believe things have gotten worse and 59% of Democrats believe American culture has changed 
for the better.

The Declining Influence of White Men

Americans are divided over whether white men are losing influence over American culture. A 
slim majority (51%) agree that white men’s influence has waned, while nearly half (47%) do not 
believe there has been any decline.

Not surprisingly, non-white and white Americans hold very different opinions on this question. 
While a majority of white Americans (55%) believe white men are facing a decline of cultural in-
fluence in American society, fewer than half of black (46%) and Hispanic Americans (42%) agree. 
Notably, there are only modest gender differences among whites, with white men more likely 
than white women to perceive a loss of influence (59% vs. 51%, respectively). 

Concerns about cultural changes since the 1950s are significantly related to perceptions of 
the declining influence of white men. Nearly six in ten (58%) Americans who believe that the 
American culture has changed for the worse since the 1950s also agree that white men are 
losing influence.
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Concerns about Immigrants and Muslims

Rising Concern about Immigrants

Over the past couple of years, attitudes toward 
immigrants have become increasingly nega-
tive. Today, Americans are evenly divided as to 
whether immigrants strengthen the country 
because of their hard work and talents (47%) or 
whether they constitute a burden on the U.S. 
because they take jobs, housing, and health care 
(46%). This current split reflects a drop in positive 
sentiment since last year, when nearly six in ten 
(57%) Americans said immigrants strengthen our 
culture and only 35% said they burden it. 

Democrats and Republicans hold mirror opposite 
views about the contributions of immigrants. By 
a margin of approximately two-to-one, Democrats 
are more likely to say that immigrants strengthen 
the country than to say that immigrants are a bur-
den to the country (63% vs. 32%, respectively). 
By a similar margin, Republicans are more likely to 
say the opposite—that immigrants burden the country as opposed to strengthen it (66% vs. 26%, 

respectively). Notably, views of the Tea Party do not differ significantly from Republicans overall.

Compared to a few years earlier, Americans also currently report less tolerance when encoun-

tering immigrants who do not speak English. Nearly half (48%) of Americans agree that they are 

bothered when they come into contact with immigrants who speak little or no English, compared 

to 51% who disagree. Negative feelings about immigrants have increased since 2012, when only 

four in ten (40%) Americans reported that coming into contact with non-English speaking immi-

grants bothered them.

There are major differences in how Americans view immigrants by race, ethnicity, and class. A 
majority (55%) of white Americans report being bothered when they come into contact with im-
migrants who speak little or no English, while only 40% of black Americans and about three in ten 
(28%) Hispanic Americans agree. Roughly six in ten (59%) black Americans and more than seven 
in ten (71%) Hispanic Americans say they disagree with the statement.

A considerable gap exists among whites by social class. More than six in ten (63%) white work-
ing-class Americans say they feel bothered when they come into contact with immigrants who do 

FIGURE 9.  It bothers me when I come 
in contact with immigrants who speak 
little or no English, 2012 vs. 2015

Sources: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey; Pew 

Research Center for the People & the Press, 2012 
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not speak English, compared to 43% of white college-educated Americans. The views of white 
college-educated Americans much more closely resemble those of black Americans than those of 
the white working class.

Views of immigrants also tend to divide Americans by generation. Only about one-third (36%) of 
young adults (age 18–29), compared to a majority (55%) of seniors (age 65 and older), say that it 
bothers them when they come across immigrants who speak little or no English.

 The Compatibility of American Culture and Islam

Americans’ perceptions of Islam have turned sharply more negative over the past few years. 
Today, a majority (56%) of Americans say the values of Islam are at odds with American values 
and way of life, while roughly four in ten (41%) disagree. In 2011, Americans were divided in their 
views of Islam (47% agreed, 48% disagreed).

Perceptions of Islam vary substantially by race, ethnicity, and class. Roughly six in ten (61%) 
white Americans agree that Islam is at odds with American values, while fewer than four in ten 
(37%) disagree. Black (48% agree, 47% disagree) and Hispanic Americans (46% agree, 49% 
disagree) are divided in their opinions of Islam. However, there are notable differences among 

FIGURE 10.  The values of Islam are at odds with American values and way of life
By religious affiliation

Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.
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whites by social class. Two-thirds (67%) of white working-class Americans agree that Islam is 
incompatible with American values and way of life, while white college-educated Americans are 
evenly divided (50% agree, 50% disagree).

Majorities of every major Christian religious group say that Islam is incompatible with American 
values and way of life, including 73% of white evangelical Protestants, 63% of white mainline 
Protestants, 61% of Catholics, and 55% of black Protestants. By contrast, among Americans who 
identify with non-Christian religious groups (including Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, and other 
world religions), only 37% agree, while 58% disagree. Religiously unaffiliated Americans are also far 
less likely to believe that Islam is incompatible with American values (41% agree, 58% disagree).

Americans’ perspectives on Islam are also strongly influenced by their political leanings. A ma-
jority of independents (57%), and more than three-quarters of Republicans (76%) and Tea Party 
members (77%), agree that Islam is at odds with American values and way of life. Nearly six in 
ten (57%) Tea Party members strongly agree with this statement. By contrast, only 43% of Dem-
ocrats say that Islam is incompatible with American culture, compared to 52% who disagree.
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Part IV. American Institutions 
and Government: Confidence 
and Representation

Confidence in Institutions

There is a wide disparity in the public’s confidence in major institutions in the country. While 
majorities of the public report having a great deal or some confidence in the police (75%), the 
criminal justice system (62%), and organized religion (55%), no more than half say they have a 
great deal or some confidence in the federal government (50%), news organizations (47%), and 
large business corporations (46%).

There are large racial disparities in attitudes toward the police and the criminal justice system. 
More than eight in ten (83%) white Americans say they have a great deal or some confidence 
in the police, compared to roughly seven in ten (69%) Hispanic Americans and fewer than half 
(48%) of black Americans. A slim majority (52%) of black Americans say they have little or no con-
fidence in the police. Similar racial gaps appear in views of the criminal justice system. Two-thirds 
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(67%) of white Americans and six in ten (60%) Hispanic Americans report having at least some 
confidence in the criminal justice system. Most (55%) black Americans say they have little or no 
confidence at all in the criminal justice system; only 44% have at least some confidence in the 
criminal justice system. 

The degree of confidence that Americans have in public institutions also varies according to 
political affiliation. A majority of Democrats report having a great deal or some confidence in the 
federal government (60%) and news organizations (55%). In contrast, fewer than half of indepen-
dents (42%), Republicans (44%), and members of the Tea Party (33%) say they trust the federal 
government. Similarly, only about four in ten independents (40%), Republicans (44%), and Tea 
Party members (37%) say they have at least some confidence in news organizations. However, 
when it comes to large business corporations, the partisan pattern reverses. Roughly six in ten 
Republicans (59%) and members of the Tea Party (61%) have at least some confidence in large 
business corporations, a sentiment shared by only about four in ten Democrats (41%) and inde-
pendents (43%).

Public confidence in organized religion varies starkly by age and religious affiliation. Six in ten 
(60%) seniors (age 65 and older) say they have at least some confidence in organized religion, 
while fewer than four in ten (37%) say they have little or no confidence. In contrast, fewer than 
half (48%) of young adults (age 18-29) say they have at least some confidence in organized reli-
gion, while slightly more than half (51%) report having little or no confidence in organized religion.

A majority of most major religious groups report having at least some confidence in organized 
religion, including white evangelical Protestants (76%), Catholics (69%), black Protestants (64%), 
and white mainline Protestants (59%). Conversely, fewer than one in five (16%) religiously unaffili-
ated Americans express confidence in organized religion, while more than eight in ten (83%) say 
they have little or no confidence.

Confidence that Voting Matters

Nearly two-thirds (64%) of Americans agree that their vote does not matter because of the influ-
ence that wealthy individuals and big corporations have on the electoral process. Fewer than four 
in ten (36%) Americans disagree. There are notable divisions by race, class, and generation.

Black and Hispanic Americans are more likely than white Americans to be discouraged by the 
influence of powerful interests. Roughly three-quarters (74%) of Hispanic Americans and about 
two-thirds (66%) of black Americans agree that their vote does not matter because of the influ-
ence of wealthy interests. More than six in ten (61%) white Americans say their vote is unlikely 
to make a difference given the influence of wealthy individuals and businesses. White work-
ing-class Americans report greater pessimism than white college-educated Americans (66% vs. 
55%, respectively).
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Younger Americans, who are typically underrepresented in the electorate, are more inclined to be-
lieve their vote does not matter due to the influence of wealthy individuals and businesses. Nearly 
three-quarters (74%) of young adults (age 18-29) agree that their vote does not matter, a view 
shared by only 51% of seniors (age 65 and older). Nearly as many seniors (47%) disagree.

Whose Interests Does Government Look Out For?

The lack of confidence Americans express in the federal government may be related to the fact 
that few Americans believe it looks out for their interests very well. Only about four in ten (42%) 
Americans say the government looks out for the needs and interests of people like them either 
somewhat or very well, compared to nearly six in ten (57%) who say that government does 

FIGURE 12.  How well does the federal government look out for the needs and interests  
of the following groups?

Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.
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not look out for their interests well. 
Notably, seniors (age 65 and older) are 
the only major demographic group in 
which a majority (55%) believe that 
the government looks out for their 
needs and interests at least some-
what well.

When asked about specific groups, 
there is broad agreement that the gov-
ernment is looking out for the interests 
of wealthy Americans (90%) and large 
businesses (88%) somewhat or very 
well. Roughly three-quarters agree that 
the government looks out for whites 
(75%) and white men (74%) at least 
somewhat well. At least six in ten 
Americans say the needs and interests 
of Christians (65%) and women (63%) 
are well attended. Majorities agree 
that the government looks out for the 
needs of gay and lesbian people (56%), 
blacks (54%), and Hispanics (54%) at 
least somewhat well. Fewer than half 
of Americans say the government is 
looking out for the interests and needs 
of middle-class (44%) and low-income 
people (43%).

Democrats and Republicans hold 
starkly different views about the 
government’s focus. Roughly three-
quarters of Republicans say that the 
government looks out for the needs 
of blacks (73%) and Hispanics (73%), 
while fewer than half of Democrats 
agree that government is looking out for the interests and needs of blacks (38%) and Hispanics 
(41%). Republicans are also about twice as likely as Democrats to say that government is looking out 
for the interests of low-income Americans (61% vs. 32%, respectively). Despite these differences, 
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FIGURE 13.  How well does the federal government 
look out for the needs and interests of the 
following groups?
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Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.

88%
Wealthy people 79% 93%

86
77 90

Gay and  
lesbian people

Blacks 797338

72 7346

Hispanics 737341

Women 757260

Whites 50 62 86

636132

Christians 41 51 76

43
Middle-class people 43 51

DemocratRepublicanTea Party



FINDINGS FROM THE 2015 AMERICAN VALUES SURVEY 33

Democrats and Republicans largely agree that wealthy Americans (93% and 88%, respectively) and 
large business corporations (90% and 86%, respectively) are well taken care of by the government. 

Americans who identify with the Tea Party perceive the government quite differently than other 
Americans. Among Tea Party members, more than seven in ten say that the government looks 
out for the interests of blacks (79%), wealthy people (79%), business corporations (77%), women 
(75%), Hispanics (73%), and gay and lesbian people (72%). More than six in ten (63%) Tea Party 
members say that the interests of low-income people are also well represented by government.

In contrast, relatively few Tea Party Americans believe that the government is addressing their 
own needs. Fewer than four in ten (37%) say that the government is looking out for the needs 
and interests of people like them. Similarly, only about four in ten Tea Party members say that the 
government is looking out for Christians (41%) and middle-class Americans (43%), and only half 
(50%) say the interests of whites are being represented.5

Who’s Better at Setting Government Priorities? 
Experts vs. Everyday Americans

Nearly two-thirds (66%) of the public agrees that, “everyday Americans understand what the 
government should do better than the so-called ‘experts.’” There is broad agreement across racial, 
generational, and partisan lines.

There are, however, notable divisions by social class and education. More than seven in ten (71%) 
white working-class Americans say that everyday Americans have a better understanding than the 
experts of what government should be doing. In contrast, white college-educated Americans are 
divided (51% agree, 49% disagree). Similarly, Americans with a high school education or less are 
much more likely than those with a post-graduate education to agree that government would be 
better off taking its instructions from everyday Americans (73% vs. 47%, respectively).

The Institutional Mistrust Index

In order to provide a single composite measure of Americans’ confidence in major public and pri-
vate institutions, we created the Institutional Mistrust Index (IMI), an additive scale that combines 
four distinct measures:6 

5	 Results for members of the Tea Party on this question are based on fewer than 100 respondents and should be 
interpreted with caution.

6	 The Cronbach’s alpha for the four items used in the scale is 0.700, which indicates that they are suitable for the 
inclusion in a single scale. The Institutional Mistrust Index (IMI) was created as an additive scale from the four 
questions listed above and produced a score range of 4-16. Categories were created as follows: very high (score 
of 14-16), high (score of 12-13), moderate (score of 10-11), low (score of 8-9), and very low (score of 4-7). The 
scale does not include respondents who answered “Don’t know” or refused to answer, representing only 2% 
of the total sample. For analysis purposes, this section collapses the “high” and “very high” groups into a single 
“high” group; similarly the “low” and “very low” groups are collapsed into a single “low” group.
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Questions Comprising the Institutional Mistrust Index (IMI)

1.  How much confidence do you have in each of the following institutions in 
American society? ... The federal government

2. How much confidence do you have in each of the following institutions in 
American society? ... News organizations

3. How much confidence do you have in each of the following institutions in 
American society? ... Large business corporations

4. How well does the federal government look out for the needs and interests of 
people like you?

A higher score on the Institutional Mistrust Index (IMI) indicates that a respondent generally dis-
trusts major institutions, while a low score on the IMI indicates that a respondent generally has 
confidence in major institutions. Americans are fairly evenly distributed across the scale. More than 
one-third of Americans express high levels of dis-
trust of major institutions, scoring very high (12%) 
or high (23%) on the IMI. About three in ten (29%) 
fall into the moderate category, and more than 
one-third express significant trust in institutions, 
scoring low (27%) or very low (9%) on the scale.

There are modest racial differences on the IMI. 
Black and white Americans are equally likely to 
express high levels of distrust in institutions (high 
scores on the IMI) (32% vs. 36%, respective-
ly). Black Americans are more likely than white 
Americans to have low scores on the IMI (45% 
vs. 34%, respectively). Among whites, white 
working-class Americans are more likely than 
white college-educated Americans to have high scores on the IMI (40% vs. 31%, respectively). 
Younger Americans are also significantly more likely than seniors to express high levels of distrust 
in institutions. Nearly four in ten (37%) Americans under the age of 30 score high on the IMI, 
compared to only 26% of seniors (age 65 and older).

Consistent with their less-engaged status, political independents (43%) are more likely to express 
high levels of distrust (high scores on the IMI) than either Republicans (35%) or Democrats 
(27%). Nearly half (46%) of those who identify as part of the Tea Party movement register a high 
level of mistrust in institutions. 

FIGURE 14. The Institutional Mistrust Index

Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.
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Americans who highly distrust institutions (high scores on the IMI) are more likely than those who 
trust institutions (low scores on the IMI) to say that their vote does not matter because elections 
are controlled by wealthy people and large corporations (74% vs. 57%, respectively). 

Americans with high levels of institutional mistrust (high scores on the IMI) are more likely than 
those who score low on the IMI to say they seldom or never attend religious services (42% vs. 
35%, respectively). Similarly, only about four in ten (39%) Americans who express high levels of 
distrust, compared to 72% of Americans who score low on the IMI, say they have at least some 
confidence in organized religion.

Americans who highly distrust major institutions (high scores on the IMI) are significantly more 
likely than those who mostly trust major institutions (low scores on the IMI) to say that the feder-
al government does not look out for the needs and interests of the middle class (77% vs. 34%, 
respectively) or low-income people (66% vs. 46%, respectively). 

In terms of outlook, Americans who mistrust institutions (high scores on the IMI) hold a decidedly 
pessimistic outlook on America’s present and future. Two-thirds (66%) of those with high levels 
of mistrust say that American culture and way of life have changed for the worse since the 1950s, 
while six in ten (60%) of those who score low on the IMI say the opposite—that things have 
become better. Similarly, while more than six in ten (62%) Americans who highly distrust major 
institutions say America’s best days are behind us, the same proportion (62%) of Americans who 
score low on the IMI say America’s best days are ahead of us.
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Part V. Racial Inequality, Discrimination, 
and Criminal Justice

Discrimination in American Society

Perceptions of Groups Facing Discrimination

In 2015, no religious, social, or racial and ethnic group is perceived as facing greater discrimination 
in the U.S. than Muslims and gay and lesbian people. Approximately seven in ten Americans say 
there is a lot of discrimination against Muslims (70%) and gay and lesbian people (68%) in the 
country today. Americans also believe that racial minorities face substantial discrimination. A ma-
jority of Americans say blacks (63%) and Hispanics (56%) face a lot of discrimination in the U.S.

Americans are more divided on how prevalent discrimination against women is in the United 
States—45% say there is a lot of discrimination against women in America today, while 53% 
say there is not. 

Relatively few Americans believe that evangelical Christians (30%), Jews (30%), atheists (27%), 
whites (25%), or white men (22%) confront a great deal of discrimination in American society today.

Americans who belong to particular religious, social, or racial and ethnic groups are much more 
likely than those who do not to say their particular group faces discrimination. For instance, nearly 
nine in ten (87%) black Americans say there is a lot of discrimination against blacks in America to-
day, compared to fewer than six in ten (57%) white Americans who say the same. A slim majority 
(51%) of white evangelical Protestants say evangelical Christians confront a lot of discrimination 
today in the United States, while fewer than four in ten black Protestants (38%), white mainline 
Protestants (25%), Catholics (21%), and religiously unaffiliated Americans (15%) say the same. 
And while most (54%) women say women in America today face a great deal of discrimination, 
fewer than four in ten (37%) men agree.

Unlike other groups, white Americans are not more likely to say that whites face a lot of discrimi-
nation. Roughly one-quarter (27%) of white Americans say that whites face a lot of discrimination 
in the U.S. Similarly, white men are not more likely than the public overall to believe that white 
men face substantial discrimination in society (24% vs. 22%, respectively). 

Perceptions of discrimination faced by particular groups are highly polarized by political affiliation. 
Republicans are more than twice as likely as Democrats to say that whites face substantial 
discrimination in the U.S. (36% vs. 16%, respectively), while nearly half (45%) of Americans 
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who identify with the Tea Party say whites 
confront a lot of discrimination.7 Conversely, 
80% of Democrats say that blacks face a lot 
of discrimination, compared to fewer than 
half of Republicans (46%) and Tea Party 
members (44%). Democrats (60%) are also 
much more likely than Republicans (34%) 
and Tea Party members (30%) to say that 
women face a lot of discrimination.

Attitudes about the fairness of the eco-
nomic system, measured by the Economic 
Inequity Index (EII), also impact perceptions 
of which groups are facing discrimination 
in the country today. Overall, Americans 
who believe the economic playing field is 
level (low scores on the EII) are less likely 
to perceive existing discrimination against 
minority groups. Americans who perceive 
the economic playing field to be level (low 
scores on the EII) are about equally as likely 
to say that evangelical Christians (40%) face 
a lot of discrimination as they are to say His-
panic (38%) and black Americans (40%) face 
a lot of discrimination. Americans who score 
low on the EII are also significantly less likely 
than those who score very high to say that 
the following groups face a lot of discrimina-
tion: gay and lesbian people (47% vs. 77%, 
respectively), women (23% vs. 57%, respec-
tively), and Muslims (50% vs. 78%, respec-
tively). By contrast, Americans who perceive 
a lot of unfairness in the economic system 
(very high scores on the EII) are more likely 
to say Hispanic (64%) and black Americans (73%) experience a lot of discrimination than they are 
to say evangelical Christians (28%) and white Americans (24%) face a lot of discrimination.

7	 Results for members of the Tea Party on this question are based on fewer than 100 respondents and should be 
interpreted with caution.
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Perceptions of “Reverse Discrimination”

Although only one-quarter (25%) of the public believe that whites face a lot of discrimination in Amer-
ica today, a significantly larger number express concern about the existence of so-called “reverse 
discrimination” against whites. Over four in ten (43%) Americans say that discrimination against 
whites has become as big a problem as discrimination against blacks and other minorities; 55% dis-
agree. Opinions about reverse discrimination have remained fairly constant over the past few years.

Substantial racial and ethnic divisions exist in opinions about reverse discrimination. Half (50%) 
of white Americans agree that discrimination against whites has become as big a problem to-
day as discrimination against blacks and other minorities, while fewer than three in ten Hispanic 
(29%) and black Americans (25%) agree. Approximately seven in ten black (74%) and Hispanic 
Americans (70%) do not believe discrimination against whites is now as big of a problem as 
discrimination against other groups.

There are striking divisions among white Americans by social class. Six in ten (60%) white 
working-class Americans agree that discrimination against whites has become as big a problem 
today as discrimination against blacks and other minorities, while roughly four in ten (39%) dis-
agree. The views of white college-educated Americans are almost exactly reversed—fewer than 
four in ten (36%) say discrimination against whites is now as big a problem as discrimination 
against non-whites, while 63% disagree.
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Views about reverse discrimination are also highly politically polarized. Roughly two-thirds of 
Republicans (64%) and Tea Party members (68%) agree that, today, discrimination against whites 
has become as big a problem as discrimination against other groups. In contrast, fewer than half 
(45%) of independents and only about three in ten (28%) Democrats agree that discrimination 
against whites is as big a problem today as discrimination against blacks and other minorities. 
Seventy-one percent of Democrats disagree.

Racial Inequality

Has America Done Enough to Give Black Americans Equal Rights?

Americans are divided over whether more changes must be made to give blacks equal rights with 
whites. Nearly half (49%) of Americans say our country has made the needed changes to give 
blacks equal rights with whites, while 47% believe our country needs to continue making chang-
es. This finding marks a significant shift from August 2015, when fewer than four in ten (37%) 
Americans said the U.S. has made the changes needed to make blacks and whites equal, and six 
in ten (60%) said America needs to continue making changes.8

Large racial and ethnic differences persist in views about racial equality. About six in ten (59%) 
white Americans say our country has made the changes needed to give blacks equal rights with 
whites, compared to approximately four in ten (41%) Hispanic Americans and only about one in 
ten (12%) black Americans. More than eight in ten (85%) black Americans say America has to 
continue making changes to give blacks equal rights with whites.

Among white Americans, views on whether enough changes have been made to achieve racial 
equality differ somewhat by social class. White working-class Americans are more likely than 
white college-educated Americans to say our country has made enough changes to give blacks 
equal rights with whites (63% vs. 50%, respectively). 

There are also stark partisan divisions about whether the U.S. has done enough to ensure racial 
equality. More than seven in ten Republicans (78%) and Tea Party members (72%) say that 
America has made the necessary changes to give blacks equal rights with whites, a view shared 
by only about one-quarter (27%) of Democrats. Approximately seven in ten (71%) Democrats say 
our country must continue making changes to provide blacks with rights equal to those of whites.

Discrimination, Prejudice, and Progress

American attitudes about race are complicated. Most Americans acknowledge that black Amer-
icans still face a considerable degree of discrimination in the U.S. today. However, most Amer-
icans believe that prejudice and current conditions many blacks face are not impediments to 

8	 Washington Post Poll, August 2015.
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progress. More than six in ten (63%) Americans agree that Irish, Italians, Jewish, and many other 

minorities overcame prejudice and worked their way up, and blacks should do the same without 

any special favors; 35% of Americans disagree. Similarly, nearly six in ten (58%) Americans do 

not believe that generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it 

difficult for blacks to work their way out of the lower class, while 41% say the opposite. 

Many Americans believe that current racial disparities are due, in large part, to the lack of effort 

made by black Americans to improve their circumstances. Roughly half of the public (48%) say 

that racial inequality is the result of black Americans not trying hard enough, while about as many 

(49%) disagree. Nearly six in ten (58%) Americans do not believe that blacks have gotten less 

than they deserve in recent years.

Americans’ attitudes about whether blacks would be as well off as whites if they tried harder 

differ only modestly by race and ethnicity. White Americans are evenly divided over whether black 

Americans would be as well off as whites if they put forth enough effort (50% agree, 49% dis-

agree). Hispanic Americans are similarly divided (48% agree, 52% disagree). Notably, more than 

four in ten (43%) black Americans agree that racial disparities between whites and blacks are a 

matter of effort, while a majority (55%) disagree.

Partisan disagreement on this issue is dramatic. Roughly two-thirds of Republicans (66%) and Tea 

Party members (68%) agree that blacks could be as well off as whites if they tried harder, while 

fewer than half of political independents (48%) and Democrats (38%) agree.

The Confederate Flag: Symbol of Southern Pride or Racism?

Following recent controversies surrounding the Confederate flag, a slim majority (51%) of Amer-

icans say they see the Confederate flag more as a symbol of Southern pride, while four in ten 

(40%) Americans say they see it more as a symbol of racism.

Not surprisingly, there are significant racial and ethnic divisions in views of what the Confeder-

ate flag symbolizes. Approximately six in ten (61%) white Americans see the Confederate flag 

more as a symbol of Southern pride, a view shared by just 36% of Hispanic Americans and 

22% of black Americans. Nearly three-quarters (73%) of black Americans say they view the 

Confederate flag more as a symbol of racism. But white Americans are sharply divided by social 

class. More than seven in ten (72%) white working-class Americans say the Confederate flag 

is more a symbol of Southern pride than racism, a view shared by less than half (45%) of white 

college-educated Americans. 

Americans are also strongly divided along party lines in views of the Confederate flag. About 

three-quarters of Republicans (76%) and Tea Party members (73%) and a majority (54%) of in-
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dependents say they see the Confederate flag more as a symbol of Southern pride than racism, 
while only about one-third (32%) of Democrats agree. More than six in ten (62%) Democrats, 
including a majority (53%) of white Democrats, view the flag more as a symbol of racism.

Notably, there are stark religious divides in attitudes about the Confederate flag. Seven in ten 
white evangelical Protestants (70%) and white mainline Protestants (70%) and roughly two-thirds 
(65%) of white Catholics say the Confederate flag is more of a symbol of Southern pride. By 
contrast, 41% of religiously unaffiliated Americans, 39% of Hispanic Catholics, and 20% of black 
Protestants say the Confederate flag is more a symbol of Southern pride to them. Approximately 
three-quarters (76%) of black Protestants say it is more a symbol of racism.

The Racial Inequity Index

In order to provide an overall measure of Americans’ attitudes about race, we created a Racial 
Inequity Index (RII), built as an additive scale using five questions:9 

Questions Comprising the Racial Inequity Index (RII)

1. Irish, Italians, Jewish, and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked 
their way up. Blacks should do the same without any special favors.

2. Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it 
difficult for blacks to work their way out of the lower class.

3. Today discrimination against whites has become as big a problem as discrimina-
tion against blacks and other minorities.

4. Our country has made the changes needed to give blacks equal rights with whites 
OR Our country needs to continue making changes to give blacks equal rights 
with whites.

5. How well does the federal government look out for the needs and  
interests of the following groups? … Blacks

A higher score on the Racial Inequity Index (RII) indicates that a respondent believes generally 
that systemic discrimination against blacks and other minorities impacts racial inequality today, 
while a low score on the RII indicates that a respondent believes that racial minorities today have 

9	 The Cronbach’s alpha for the five items used in the scale is 0.759, which indicates that they are suitable for the 
inclusion in a single scale. The Racial Inequity Index was created as an additive scale from the five questions list-
ed above and produced a score range of 6-19. Categories were created as follows: very high (score of 6-8), high 
(score of 9-11), moderate (score of 12-13), low (score of 14-17), and very low (score of 18-19). The scale does not 
include respondents who answered “Don’t know” or refused to answer, representing 6% of the total sample. For 
analysis purposes, this section collapses the “high” and “very high” groups into a single “high” group; similarly 
the “low” and “very low” groups are collapsed into a single “low” group.
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equal opportunities as whites. Overall, more 
Americans score low than high on the scale. One-
third of Americans score very high (10%) or high 
(23%), while about one in five (21%) fall into the 
moderate category, and nearly half of Americans 
score low (38%) or very low (8%) on the RII.

Not surprisingly, white Americans are more likely 
than non-white Americans to score low on the 
Racial Inequity Index, indicating a tendency to 
believe that enough has been done to redress 
past discrimination and current inequalities. A 
majority (54%) of white Americans perceive low 
levels of racial inequality. The class differences 

among white Americans are substantial: six in ten (61%) white working-class Americans perceive 
low levels of inequality between whites and blacks, compared to less than half (45%) of white 
college-educated Americans. By contrast, nearly two-thirds (66%) of black Americans believe that 
the effects of systemic discrimination are still with us today (high scores on the RII), while 17% 
fall into the moderate category, and 17% have low scores on the scale. Hispanic Americans are 
more divided. Forty-five percent of Hispanics have high scores on the RII, 22% have scores in the 
moderate range, and about one-third (34%) earned low scores. 

Aside from race, the most notable demographic differences on the RII are by age. Nearly half 
(47%) of seniors (age 65 and older), compared to only one-third (33%) of young adults (age 18-
29), perceive low racial inequities today (low scores on RII). 

There are pronounced partisan divides on the RII. Approximately three-quarters of Republicans 
(74%) and Tea Party members (75%) perceive few continued effects of racial discrimination today 
(low scores on the RII), compared to just 22% of Democrats. Conversely, a majority (55%) of 
Democrats perceive the effects of systemic discrimination to be operative today (high scores on 
the RII), compared to fewer than one in ten Republicans (9%) and Tea Party members (6%).

There are also significant differences among religious groups about whether enough has been 
done to compensate for past racial discrimination. A majority of white evangelical Protestants 
(63%), white mainline Protestants (61%), and Catholics (52%)—including a strong majority of 
white Catholics (63%)—have low scores on the RII, compared to only about one-third (32%) of 
the religiously unaffiliated and fewer than one in five (17%) black Protestants. Nearly half (48%) 
of the religiously unaffiliated and a majority (64%) of black Protestants perceive continued racial 
inequities (high scores on the RII).

FIGURE 17.  The Racial Inequity Index

Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.
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The RII is strongly correlated with views of the Confederate flag. Among Americans who perceive 
few effects of racism to be operative today (low scores on the RII), about three-quarters (74%) 
say they see the Confederate flag as a symbol of Southern pride rather than racism, compared to 
only 21% of Americans with high RII scores. 

FIGURE 18.  Perceptions of Minimal Racial Discrimination 
Percent with low or very low scores on the Racial Inequity Index 
By race/ethnicity, class, party affiliation, religious affiliation, and age

Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.
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Race and the Criminal Justice System

Treatment of Racial Minorities by Police

Most Americans do not believe that police officers treat blacks and other minorities the same as 
whites. Only about four in ten (41%) Americans say that the police generally treat racial and ethnic 
groups equally, while nearly six in ten (57%) disagree. In 2014, Americans were somewhat more 
divided: 45% said that police treat white and non-white Americans equally, while 52% disagreed. 

White Americans are divided in their views about police treatment of racial minorities. Half 
(50%) say police officers generally treat blacks and other minorities the same as whites, while 
48% disagree. In contrast, more than eight in ten (84%) black Americans and nearly three-quar-
ters (73%) of Hispanic Americans say police officers do not generally treat non-whites the 
same as whites. The attitudes of white Americans are stratified by social class. Fifty-three 
percent of white working-class Americans believe police officers generally treat non-whites and 
whites equally, while 45% disagree. In contrast, less than half (44%) of white college-educated 
Americans say blacks and other minorities are generally treated the same as whites by police 
officers, while 56% say the opposite.

Additionally, more than six in ten Republicans (67%) and Tea Party members (63%) say police 
treat blacks and other minorities the same as whites, while only about one-quarter (23%) of 
Democrats agree. Three-quarters (75%) of Democrats—including two-thirds (67%) of white Dem-
ocrats—say that police do not treat blacks and whites the same. The views of political indepen-
dents closely mirror the general public.

There is a strong relationship between scores on the Racial Inequity Index (RII) and views on 
police treatment of racial minorities. About two-thirds (67%) of Americans who perceive few 
continued effects of racial discrimination (low scores on the RII)—compared to just 11% of Ameri-
cans with high scores—say police officers generally treat blacks and other minorities the same as 
whites. Nearly nine in ten (88%) Americans with high RII scores believe police do not generally 
treat non-whites the same as whites.

Deaths of Black Men by Police: Isolated Incidents or Part of a Pattern?

Despite the fact that most Americans do not believe that black Americans are treated the same as 
whites by law enforcement, a majority (53%) of the public say that recent killings of African Amer-
ican men by police are isolated incidents rather than part of a broader pattern of how police treat 
African Americans (44%). 

Views on police killings of African American men are highly stratified by race and ethnicity. Approx-
imately two-thirds (65%) of white Americans say recent killings of African American men by police 
are isolated incidents, while about four in ten (41%) Hispanic Americans and only 15% of black 
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Americans say the same. More than eight in ten (81%) black Americans say recent police killings of 
African American men are part of a broader pattern of how police treat African Americans.

Among religious groups, white Christians are more likely than other religious groups to say that 
recent killings of African American men by police aren’t connected. More than seven in ten white 
evangelical Protestants (72%), white mainline Protestants (73%), and white Catholics (71%) believe 
that killings of African American men by police are isolated incidents. By contrast, about six in ten 
Americans who are affiliated with non-Christian religions (62%) and religiously unaffiliated Ameri-
cans (59%) believe that these killings are part of a broader pattern of how police treat minorities. 
Among black Protestants, more than eight in ten (82%) believe they are part of a broader pattern.

There are substantial partisan divisions in views of police killings of African American men. More 
than eight in ten Republicans (82%) and Tea Party members (85%) view recent police killings of 
African American men as isolated incidents, and a majority (55%) of independents say the same. In 
contrast, about three in ten (32%) Democrats say these are isolated incidents, while roughly two-
thirds (66%) say recent killings of African American men by police are part of a broader pattern.

Scores on the Racial Inequity Index (RII) are strongly correlated with views of recent police kill-
ings of African American men. Eight in ten (81%) Americans who see few contemporary con-
nections with past racial discrimination (low scores on the RII) say that recent killings of African 
American men by police are isolated incidents, compared to 16% of Americans who perceive 
strong continued effects of a history of systemic discrimination and prejudice (high scores on the 

FIGURE 19.  Do you think recent killings of African American men by police are isolated 
incidents, or are they part of a broader pattern of how police treat African Americans?
By race/ethnicity

Source: PRRI 2015 American Values Survey.
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RII). Eighty-three percent of Americans with high RII scores say recent police killings of African 
American men are part of a broader pattern of how police treat African Americans; only 18% of 
Americans with low RII scores agree.

Fairness of the Criminal Justice System

Americans’ views on racial disparities in the criminal justice system largely mirror views on racial 
disparities in treatment by police. Nearly six in ten (58%) Americans do not believe blacks and 
other minorities receive equal treatment as whites in the criminal justice system, while four in ten 
(40%) believe they are treated equally. In 2013, Americans were evenly divided on whether non-
whites receive the same treatment as whites in the criminal justice system (47% agreed, 47% 
disagreed).

There are stark racial and ethnic divisions in views about the fairness of the criminal justice 
system. White Americans are closely divided: slightly less than half (47%) say blacks and other 
minorities receive equal treatment as whites in the criminal justice system, while a slim majority 
(52%) disagree. In contrast, more than eight in ten (85%) black Americans and two-thirds (67%) 
of Hispanic Americans disagree that minorities receive equal treatment in the criminal justice 
system.

White Americans’ attitudes on racial disparities in the criminal justice system differ substantially 
by class. White working-class Americans are divided: 52% say blacks and other minorities receive 
equal treatment as whites in the criminal justice system, while 47% disagree. In contrast, just 
36% of white college-educated Americans say whites and non-whites are treated equally in the 
criminal justice system, while nearly two-thirds (64%) disagree.

Partisan divisions on this issue closely mirror divisions on the question of police treatment of 
whites versus non-whites. More than six in ten Republicans (64%) and Tea Party members (65%) 
say blacks and other minorities are treated the same as whites in the criminal justice system, 
while about three-quarters (74%) of Democrats disagree. The views of independents are identical 
to the views of Americans overall.

There is a strong correlation between placement on the Racial Inequity Index (RII) and views on 
the fairness of the criminal justice system. Two-thirds (66%) of Americans who see few signs of 
continued discrimination (low scores on the RII) say that blacks and other minorities receive equal 
treatment as whites in the criminal justice system, while just 9% of Americans who perceive the 
continued effects of systemic racial discrimination and prejudice (high scores on the RII) agree. In 
contrast, more than nine in ten (91%) Americans with high scores on the RII, compared to only 
about one-third (34%) of Americans with low scores, believe that racial minorities are not general-
ly treated the same as whites in the criminal justice system.



FINDINGS FROM THE 2015 AMERICAN VALUES SURVEY 47

Race and the Death Penalty

When asked which punishment they prefer for people convicted of murder, a majority (52%) of 
Americans say they prefer life in prison with no chance of parole, compared to 47% who say 
they prefer the death penalty. Views about the death penalty have held roughly steady since 2012 
when the public was closely divided.

Partisan attitudes on this question are mirror opposites. Two-thirds (67%) of Republicans prefer 
the death penalty over life in prison with no chance of parole for convicted murderers, while near-
ly two-thirds (65%) of Democrats prefer the opposite. The attitudes of independents mirror the 
general population.

Americans are also closely divided over whether there are racial disparities in death penalty sen-
tencing. A majority (53%) of Americans agree that a black person is more likely than a white per-
son to receive the death penalty for the same crime, while 45% of Americans disagree. American 
attitudes about the way that the death penalty is applied are virtually unchanged from 1999, when 
half (50%) of Americans said a black person is more likely than a white one to be sentenced to 
the death penalty for an identical crime, and 46% disagreed.10

American attitudes about the fairness of death penalty sentences continue to be sharply divided 
along racial and ethnic lines. More than eight in ten (82%) black Americans and roughly six in ten 
(59%) Hispanic Americans, compared to fewer than half (45%) of white Americans, report that a 
black person is more likely than a white person to receive a death penalty sentence for the same 
crime. A majority (53%) of white Americans disagree. White Americans’ views on this question 
differ significantly by social class. A majority (54%) of white college-educated Americans say a 
black person is more likely than a white person convicted of the same crime to receive the death 
penalty, compared to four in ten (40%) white working-class Americans. A majority (58%) of white 
working-class Americans say that this is not the case.

Consistent with previous patterns, there are stark partisan divisions in views about the adminis-
tration of the death penalty. Roughly six in ten (64%) Republicans and Tea Party members (58%) 
do not believe a black person is more likely than a white one to be sentenced to the death penalty 
for the same crime, while fewer than three in ten (28%) Democrats agree. Seven in ten (70%) 
Democrats say that a black person is more likely than a white person to receive the death penalty. 
Independents are evenly divided over whether a black person convicted of the same crime as a 
white person is more likely to receive the death penalty (49% agree, 49% disagree).

There is a strong correlation in views about how fairly the death penalty is applied and support for 
it as punishment for people convicted of murder. A majority (59%) of those who say that there is 
no racial disparity in death penalty sentencing support capital punishment, compared to 37% who 
say there are racial disparities.

10	 Gallup Poll, 1999.
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Appendix 1: Survey Methodology
The survey was designed and conducted by Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI). The survey 
was made possible by generous grants from the Ford Foundation and the Nathan Cummings 
Foundation. Interviews were conducted among a random sample of 2,695 adults (age 18 and up) 
living in the United States, including all 50 states and the District of Columbia. Interviews were 
conducted both online using a self-administered design and by telephone using live interview-
ers. All interviews were conducted among participants in AmeriSpeak, a probability-based panel 
designed to be representative of the national U.S. adult population run by NORC at the University 
of Chicago. Panel participants without Internet access, which included 398 respondents, were 
interviewed via telephone by professional interviewers under the direction of NORC. Interviewing 
was conducted in both Spanish and English between September 11 and October 4, 2015.

NORC’s AmeriSpeak Panel provides a representative panel of civilian, non-institutional adults (age 
18 and over) living in the United States. The sample frame was developed using a two-stage prob-
ability sample design to create a representative sample of households in the United States. The 
first stage uses National Frame Areas (NFAs), geographic areas that have a population of at least 
10,000 people. The National Sample Frame contains almost 3 million households and includes 
80,000 rural households. Additionally, NORC oversampled housing units in segments (Census 
tracts or block groups) that include hard-to-reach populations, including young adults, Hispanics, 
and African Americans. Panel recruitment proceeded in two stages. First, a mail solicitation is 
sent to a randomly selected household along with follow-up telephone calls and email solicita-
tions if necessary. In the second stage, households that have not responded to the initial inquiry 
or follow-ups receive an enhanced incentive offer and a personal visit from NORC field inter-
viewers. Members typically participate in panel surveys two or three times a month. For more 
information about AmeriSpeak, please visit: http://www.norc.org/Research/Capabilities/Pages/
amerispeak.aspx.

The weighting is accomplished in two separate stages. First, panel base weights are calculated 
for every household based on the probability of selection from the NORC National Frame, the 
sampling frame that is used to sample housing units for AmeriSpeak. Household level weights 
are then assigned to each eligible adult in every recruited household. In the second stage, sample 
demographics are balanced to match target population parameters for gender, age, education, 
race and Hispanic ethnicity, division (U.S. Census definitions), housing type, and telephone usage. 
The telephone usage parameter came from an analysis of the National Health Interview Survey. 
All other weighting parameters are derived from an analysis of the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current 
Population Survey.



FINDINGS FROM THE 2015 AMERICAN VALUES SURVEY 49

The sample weighting is accomplished using an 
iterative proportional fitting (IFP) process that 
simultaneously balances the distributions of 
all variables. Weights were trimmed to prevent 
individual interviews from having too much 
influence on the final results. The use of these 
weights in statistical analysis ensures that the 
demographic characteristics of the sample 
closely approximate the demographic character-
istics of the target populations.

The margin of error for the survey is +/- 2.6 
percentage points at the 95% level of confi-
dence. The design effect for the survey is 1.9. In 
addition to sampling error, surveys may also be 
subject to error or bias due to question wording, 
context, and order effects.

TABLE 1. Demographic, Political, and 
Religious Subgroup Sample Sizes 

General Public 
(Unweighted) 

Total Sample 2,695

Male 1,193

Female 1,502

Democrat 962

Independent 995

Republican 659

Tea Party 179

White, non-Hispanic 1,928

Black, non-Hispanic 292

Hispanic 228

White working-class 793

White college-educated 861

Age 18-29 337
30-49 882

50-64 847

65+ 628

White evangelical Protestant 455

White mainline Protestant 523

Black Protestant 221

Catholic 517

White Catholic 375

Hispanic Catholic 98

Religiously unaffiliated 520
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Appendix 2: About PRRI and the Authors

Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI)

Public Religion Research Institute (PRRI) is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization dedicated to 
research at the intersection of religion, values, and public life.

PRRI’s mission is to help journalists, opinion leaders, scholars, clergy, and the general public 
better understand debates on public policy issues and the role of religion and values in American 
public life by conducting high quality public opinion surveys and qualitative research. As members 
of the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR), the American Political Science 
Association (APSA), and the American Academy of Religion (AAR), our research team follows the 
highest research standards of independence and academic excellence. 

PRRI is a member organization of the National Council on Public Polls, an association of polling 
organizations established in 1969, which sets the highest professional standards for public opin-
ion researchers. PRRI is also a supporting organization of the Transparency Initiative at AAPOR, an 
initiative to place the value of openness at the center of the public opinion research profession.

As a research organization, PRRI does not take positions on, nor do we advocate for, particular 
policies. Research supported by its funders reflects PRRI’s commitment to independent inquiry 
and academic rigor. Research findings and conclusions are never altered to accommodate other 
interests, including those of funders, other organizations, or government bodies and officials.

History

Since our founding in 2009, PRRI research has become a standard source of trusted information 
among journalists, scholars, policy makers, clergy, and the general public. PRRI research has been 
cited in thousands of media stories and academic publications, and plays a leading role in deep-
ening public understanding of the changing religious landscape and its role in shaping American 
politics. In addition to our ongoing PRRI/RNS Religion News Survey conducted in partnership with 
Religion News Service and our annual flagship American Values Survey, PRRI has collaborated 
with the Governance Studies program at the Brookings Institution on a range of research projects 
since 2010. PRRI also conducts a number of major national surveys focused on a range of issues 
at the intersection of religion, values, and public life. Each year, the PRRI research team also pub-
lishes peer review articles based on our research in leading academic journals and books.

For a full list of recent projects, see our research page: http://www.publicreligion.org/research/.

PRRI also maintains a lively online presence on Facebook (www.facebook.com/publicreligion), 
and Twitter (www.twitter.com/publicreligion).
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Robert P. Jones, CEO

Dr. Robert P. Jones is the CEO of PRRI and a leading scholar and commentator on religion, values, and 
public life. He is the author of three books and numerous peer-review articles on religion and public 
policy. Dr. Jones writes a regular column at The Atlantic on politics, culture, and religion. His “Faith by 
the Numbers” segment is also a regular feature on Interfaith Voices, the nation’s leading religion news 
magazine on public radio, which is carried on NPR stations around the country.

Dr. Jones serves as the Co-Chair of the national steering committee for the Religion and Politics 
Section at the American Academy of Religion and is a member of the editorial board for “Politics 
and Religion,” a journal published by Cambridge University Press for the American Political Sci-
ence Association. He is also an active member of the Society for the Scientific Study of Religion, 
the Society of Christian Ethics, and the American Association of Public Opinion Research. He 
holds a Ph.D. in religion from Emory University, where he specialized in sociology of religion, poli-
tics, and religious ethics. He also holds a M.Div. from Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary. 
In 2013, Dr. Jones was selected by Emory University’s Graduate Division of Religion as Distin-
guished Alumnus of the Year.

Before founding PRRI, Dr. Jones worked as a consultant and senior research fellow at several 
think tanks in Washington, DC, and was assistant professor of religious studies at Missouri State 
University.  Dr. Jones is frequently featured in major national media such as CNN, NPR, The New 
York Times, The Washington Post, Time Magazine, and others. Dr. Jones’ most recent books are 
The End of White Christian America (Simon & Schuster, forthcoming July 2016), Progressive & 
Religious: How Christian, Jewish, Muslim, and Buddhist Leaders are Moving Beyond the Culture 
Wars and Transforming American Public Life (Rowman & Littlefield, 2008), and Liberalism’s Trou-
bled Search for Equality (University of Notre Dame Press, 2007).

Daniel Cox, Director of Research

Dr. Daniel Cox is the Research Director of PRRI, specializing in survey research, youth politics, 
and religion. He has coauthored several academic book chapters on topics relating to religious 
polarization and gay and lesbian issues in the black Church. His work has been cited in numerous 
national news publications including the New York Times, the Christian Science Monitor, CNN, the 
Washington Post, and others. Dr. Cox holds an M.A. and a Ph.D. in American Government from 
Georgetown University, as well as a B.A. in political science from Union College. Prior to joining 
PRRI, he served as Research Associate at the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, where he 
worked as part of the core research team. He is an active member of the American Association of 
Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) and the American Political Science Association (APSA). 
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