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Executive Summary
The top four most important economic issues cited by Americans today are the lack of jobs 

�������WKH�EXGJHW�GHÀFLW��������WKH�ULVLQJ�FRVW�RI�KHDOWK�FDUH��������DQG�WKH�LQFUHDVLQJ�JDS�
between the rich and poor (15%). About 1-in-10 say that social security (9%) or the rising cost 

of education (9%) is the country’s most important economic problem.

�� While roughly one-quarter of Republicans (26%) and Democrats (25%) say the lack of jobs 

is America’s most important economic problem, Republicans and Democrats strongly dif-

IHU�LQ�WKHLU�YLHZV�RI�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKH�EXGJHW�GHÀFLW������YV�����PRVW�LPSRUWDQW��DQG�
the increasing gap between the rich and the poor (6% vs. 21% most important).

$PHULFDQV�DUH�JHQHUDOO\�SHVVLPLVWLF�DERXW�XSZDUG�HFRQRPLF�PRELOLW\��1HDUO\�KDOI�������RI�
$PHULFDQV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKHLU�JHQHUDWLRQ�LV�ZRUVH�RII�ÀQDQFLDOO\�WKDQ�WKHLU�SDUHQWV·�JHQHUDWLRQ��
compared to 16% who believe their generation is doing about the same, and 36% who believe 

they are better off than their parents’ generation.

�� 7KH�6LOHQW�*HQHUDWLRQ��DJH��������LV�WKH�RQO\�JHQHUDWLRQ�LQ�ZKLFK�D�PDMRULW\�������EHOLHYH�
they are better off than their parents’ generation. Only one-quarter (26%) of the Silent 

Generation believe their generation is worse off than their parents’ generation. Baby 

%RRPHUV��DJH��������DUH�GLYLGHG������ZRUVH�RII�YV������EHWWHU�RII���0DMRULWLHV�RI�\RXQJHU�
$PHULFDQV�LQ�*HQHUDWLRQ�;��DJH��������������DQG�0LOOHQQLDOV��DJH��������������EHOLHYH�
they are worse off than their parents’ generation.

A majority (54%) of Americans agree that hard work and determination are no guarantee of 

success for most people, while 45% disagree.

�� There are substantial divisions by income level. Nearly 6-in-10 (59%) Americans with house-

hold incomes under $30,000 a year believe hard work and determination are no guarantee 

RI�VXFFHVV��D�YLHZ�KHOG�E\�OHVV�WKDQ�KDOI�������RI�$PHULFDQV�ZLWK�KRXVHKROG�LQFRPHV�LQ�
excess of $100,000 a year.

Less than one-third of Americans believe the federal government is either generally working 

�����RU�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�VRPH�PDMRU�SUREOHPV��������5RXJKO\�WZR�WKLUGV�VD\�WKH�IHGHUDO�JRYHUQ-

ment is broken but working in some areas (40%) or completely broken (26%).

More than 6-in-10 (63%) Americans agree that government should be doing more to reduce 

the gap between rich and poor. Similar numbers (62%) say it is the responsibility of govern-

ment to take care of people who cannot take care of themselves. A majority (56%) of Americans 

also believe the government should guarantee health insurance for all citizens, even if it would 

require tax increases.

A majority of Americans believe American capitalism is working very well (9%) or somewhat 

well (45%), while more than 4-in-10 say it is working not too well (26%) or not at all well (16%).

�� Among Americans who say American capitalism is working, one-third (33%) believe this 

is because the system encourages personal responsibility, while a similar number say capi-

talism is working because it provides equal opportunities for everyone (29%). About 1-in-4 
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(24%) say capitalism is working well because it promotes individual freedom, and roughly 

1-in-10 (11%) cite the creation of wealth.

�� Among Americans who say American capitalism is not working, more than one-third (34%) 

VD\�WKLV�LV�EHFDXVH�WKH�V\VWHP�HQFRXUDJHV�JUHHG��5RXJKO\���LQ����������VD\�WKDW�$PHULFDQ�
capitalism is not working because it does not provide equal opportunities for everyone. 

More than 1-in-10 say the primary reason capitalism is not working is because it creates 

poverty (14%), or because it creates lasting inequalities (11%).

A majority of Americans (53%) believe that “one of the big problems in this country is that we 

don’t give everyone an equal chance in life.” By contrast, nearly 4-in-10 (39%) agree that “it is 

not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.” 

�� 1HDUO\���LQ����������'HPRFUDWV�DQG�D�PDMRULW\�RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV�������DJUHH�WKDW�RQH�RI�
the biggest problems in this country is that we do not give everyone an equal chance in 

OLIH��%\�FRQWUDVW��D�PDMRULW\�RI�5HSXEOLFDQV�������DQG�$PHULFDQV�ZKR�LGHQWLI\�ZLWK�WKH�7HD�
3DUW\�������WKLQN�WKDW�LW�LV�QRW�UHDOO\�D�ELJ�SUREOHP�LI�VRPH�SHRSOH�KDYH�PRUH�RI�D�FKDQFH�
in life than others.

Americans are divided on the economic impact of family structure and instability. Nearly half 

(49%) of Americans agree that family instability and the decline of two-parent families is a pri-

mary cause of America’s current economic problems, while an equal number (49%) disagree.

�� 7KHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�UDFLDO�DQG�HWKQLF�GLYLVLRQV��$ERXW���LQ����+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�������
agree that family instability and the decline of the two-parent family are primary causes 

of America’s current economic problems, while white Americans are divided: 49% agree 

DQG�����GLVDJUHH��5RXJKO\���LQ����������EODFN�$PHULFDQV�GLVDJUHH�WKDW�IDPLO\�LQVWDELOLW\�
and the decline of two-parent families is the primary cause of America’s current economic 

problems.

There is a broad consensus about the values that should guide the government’s economic pol-

LF\��ZLWK�DSSUR[LPDWHO\���LQ����$PHULFDQV�DJUHHLQJ�WKDW�SURPRWLQJ�IUHHGRP�DQG�OLEHUW\��������
HQFRXUDJLQJ�SHRSOH�WR�OLYH�PRUH�UHVSRQVLEOH�OLYHV��������DQG�SURPRWLQJ�HTXDOLW\�DQG�IDLUQHVV�
������DUH�H[WUHPHO\�LPSRUWDQW�RU�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW�YDOXHV�IRU�JXLGLQJ�JRYHUQPHQW�HFRQRPLF�SRO-
icy. More than 6-in-10 Americans cite providing a public safety net for people facing hardships 

(64%) as an extremely or very important guide, while fewer Americans (59%) say the same of 

supporting private charity for the poor.

A newly developed religious orientation scale that combines theological, economic and social 

RXWORRNV�ÀQGV�WKDW�����RI�$PHULFDQV�DUH�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������DUH�UHOLJLRXV�PRGHU-
ates, and 19% of Americans are religious progressives; additionally, 15% of Americans are 

nonreligious.

�� Religious progressives and conservatives are distributed in very different ways within the 

WZR�PDMRU�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV��$PRQJ�'HPRFUDWV������DUH�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV������DUH�
UHOLJLRXV�PRGHUDWHV��DQG�����DUH�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��DGGLWLRQDOO\������DUH�QRQUHOLJLRXV��
Among Republicans, a majority (56%) are religious conservatives, 33% are religious mod-

erates, 5% are religious progressives, and 6% are nonreligious.
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�� 5HOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�\RXQJHU�WKDQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��7KH�PHDQ�DJH�
RI�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�LV���³MXVW�XQGHU�WKH�PHDQ�DJH�LQ�WKH�JHQHUDO�SRSXODWLRQ�RI���³
while the mean age of religious conservatives is 53. The mean age of the nonreligious is 42. 

�� Religious conservatives make up smaller proportions of each successive generation, from 

����RI�WKH�6LOHQW�*HQHUDWLRQ������RI�%DE\�%RRPHUV������RI�*HQHUDWLRQ�;��DQG�����RI�
Millennials.

�� Religious progressives constitute nearly twice the proportion of Millennials (23%), com-

pared to the Silent Generation (12%). Among Millennials, there are also roughly as many 

nonreligious (22%) as religious progressives.

5HOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�KHWHURJHQHRXV�WKDQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�LQ�WHUPV�
RI�UHOLJLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQ��&DWKROLFV�������FRQVWLWXWH�WKH�ODUJHVW�VLQJOH�JURXS�DPRQJ�UHOLJLRXV�SUR-

JUHVVLYHV��IROORZHG�E\�ZKLWH�PDLQOLQH�3URWHVWDQWV��������WKRVH�ZKR�DUH�QRW�IRUPDOO\�DIÀOLDWHG�
with a religious tradition but who nevertheless say religion is at least somewhat important in 

WKHLU�OLYHV��������DQG�QRQ�&KULVWLDQ�UHOLJLRXV�$PHULFDQV�VXFK�DV�-HZV��%XGGKLVW��+LQGXV��DQG�
Muslims (13%). Notably, white evangelical Protestants constitute only 4% of religious progres-

sives. By contrast, white evangelical Protestants constitute more than 4-in-10 (43%) religious con-

VHUYDWLYHV��IROORZHG�E\�&DWKROLFV�������DQG�ZKLWH�PDLQOLQH�3URWHVWDQWV��������%ODFN�3URWHVWDQWV�
FRPSULVH�DERXW���LQ����RI�ERWK�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYH������DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYH������
coalitions.

Religious progressives and religious conservatives also hold different views about what being a 

UHOLJLRXV�SHUVRQ�PHDQV��1HDUO\���LQ����������UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�VD\�EHLQJ�D�UHOLJLRXV�SHUVRQ�
is mostly about doing the right thing, compared to 16% who say it is about holding the right 

beliefs. By contrast, a majority (54%) of religious conservatives say being a religious person is 

SULPDULO\�DERXW�KDYLQJ�WKH�ULJKW�EHOLHIV��ZKLOH�OHVV�WKDQ���LQ����������VD\�LW�LV�PRVWO\�DERXW�GRLQJ�
the right thing. 

Religious conservatives and religious progressives disagree about the degree to which social 

SUREOHPV�VWHP�IURP�LQGLYLGXDO�DFWLRQV�DQG�GHFLVLRQV��0RUH�WKDQ���LQ����������UHOLJLRXV�FRQ-

servatives agree that if enough people had a personal relationship with God, social problems 

ZRXOG�WDNH�FDUH�RI�WKHPVHOYHV��%\�FRQWUDVW��QHDUO\���LQ����������UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�GLVDJUHH�
that if enough people had a personal relationship with God, social problems would take care of 

themselves, compared to 31% who agree.



PART I:  
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The Current Economic 
Context 

While the economy is showing some signs of recovery, Americans continue to say the lack of 

jobs is the most important economic issue facing the country, and they remain fairly pessimistic 

in their personal economic outlook. The most important economic issues cited by Americans 

WRGD\�DUH�WKH�ODFN�RI�MREV��������WKH�EXGJHW�GHÀFLW��������WKH�ULVLQJ�FRVW�RI�KHDOWK�FDUH��������
and the increasing gap between the rich and poor (15%). About 1-in-10 say social security (9%) 

or the rising cost of education (9%) is the country’s most important economic problem.

7KHUH�DUH�VXEVWDQWLDO�GLIIHUHQFHV�E\�UDFH�DQG�SROLWLFDO�DIÀOLDWLRQ��+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�������
DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�EODFN�QRQ�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�������DQG�ZKLWH�QRQ�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�
(23%) to say the lack of jobs is the country’s most pressing economic problem.1 White Americans 

�������RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�EODFN�$PHULFDQV������DQG�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�
�����WR�VD\�WKH�EXGJHW�GHÀFLW�LV�WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�SUREOHP��+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�DUH�PRUH�
OLNHO\�WR�PHQWLRQ�WKH�ULVLQJ�FRVW�RI�HGXFDWLRQ��������ZKLOH�EODFN�$PHULFDQV�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
more likely to cite the increasing gap between rich and poor (23%) as America’s most important 

economic problem. 

Although roughly one-quarter of Republicans (26%) and Democrats (25%) say the lack of jobs 

is America’s most important economic problem, Republicans and Democrats strongly differ in 

WKHLU�YLHZV�RI�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKH�EXGJHW�GHÀFLW������YV������DQG�WKH�LQFUHDVLQJ�JDS�EHWZHHQ�
the rich and the poor (6% vs. 21%).

1�7KURXJKRXW�WKLV�UHSRUW��EODFN�QRQ�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�ZLOO�EH�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�´EODFN�$PHULFDQVµ�DQG�ZKLWH�QRQ�
+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�ZLOO�EH�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�´ZKLWH�$PHULFDQVµ�IRU�WKH�VDNH�RI �EUHYLW\��

Economic Priorities
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Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).
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5HOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�DQ\�UHOLJLRXV�JURXS�WR�VD\�WKH�JDS�EHWZHHQ�
WKH�ULFK�DQG�SRRU�LV�$PHULFD·V�PRVW�VHULRXV�HFRQRPLF�LVVXH��5HOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV�������
DUH�WKUHH�WLPHV�DV�OLNHO\�DV�ZKLWH�HYDQJHOLFDO�3URWHVWDQWV������DQG�&DWKROLFV������DQG�QHDUO\�WZLFH�DV�
likely as white mainline Protestants (15%) to say that economic inequality is America’s most impor-

WDQW�HFRQRPLF�SUREOHP��5HOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV�DUH�DOVR�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�EODFN�3URWHVWDQWV�
(22%) to say this is America’s most pressing economic issue.

$PHULFDQV·�YLHZV�DERXW�ZKLFK�HFRQRPLF�LVVXH�LV�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�DUH��QRW�VXUSULVLQJO\��LQÁXHQFHG�
E\�WKH�FKDOOHQJHV�PRVW�UHOHYDQW�WR�WKHLU�RZQ�OLYHV��)RU�LQVWDQFH��0LOOHQQLDOV��DJH����WR�����DUH�
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WKUHH�WLPHV�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�6LOHQW�*HQHUDWLRQ��DJH����DQG�ROGHU�2 to say the 

ULVLQJ�FRVW�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�LV�WKH�PRVW�VHULRXV�HFRQRPLF�LVVXH������YV�������ZKLOH�PHPEHUV�RI�WKH�
6LOHQW�*HQHUDWLRQ�DUH�WZLFH�DV�OLNHO\�DV�0LOOHQQLDOV�WR�FLWH�VRFLDO�VHFXULW\������YV�������

Knowledge of Increasing Economic Inequality
6HYHQ�LQ�WHQ�������$PHULFDQV�EHOLHYH�WKH�LQFRPH�JDS�EHWZHHQ�WKH�ULFK�DQG�SRRU�KDV�JRWWHQ�
larger during the past 10 years. Only 5% say it has gotten smaller, and roughly 1-in-5 (21%) say 

it has stayed about the same. 

.QRZOHGJH�DERXW�WKH�JURZWK�RI�HFRQRPLF�LQHTXDOLW\�LQ�$PHULFD�YDULHV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�E\�SROLWLFDO�
DIÀOLDWLRQ��OHYHO�RI�HGXFDWLRQDO�DWWDLQPHQW��DQG�HWKQLFLW\��'HPRFUDWV�������DQG�LQGHSHQGHQWV�
������DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�5HSXEOLFDQV�������DQG�$PHULFDQV�ZKR�LGHQWLI\�ZLWK�WKH�7HD�3DUW\�
(62%) to say the income gap has increased during the past decade. Americans with a four-year 

FROOHJH�GHJUHH�������DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�WKRVH�ZLWK�D�KLJK�VFKRRO�HGXFDWLRQ�RU�
OHVV�������WR�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKH�LQFRPH�JDS�KDV�JURZQ�GXULQJ�WKH�ODVW����\HDUV��1RWDEO\��+LVSDQLFV�
������DUH�PXFK�OHVV�OLNHO\�WKDQ�ZKLWH�������RU�EODFN�������$PHULFDQV�WR�EHOLHYH�WKH�HFRQRPLF�
disparity between the rich and poor has gotten larger. 

Awareness of the rising gap between the rich and poor is also strongly associated with concerns 

about the issue. Americans who say the economic gap has increased during the last 10 years are 

more likely to say that this is the most serious issue facing the United States (20%), compared to 

those who say the gap has gotten smaller (6%) or stayed the same (4%).

Perceptions of Economic Recovery and Personal 
Financial Situation
The public is divided on whether the American economy has recovered during the last two years. 

Roughly equal numbers of Americans say during the last two years the economy has gotten bet-

WHU�������DV�VD\�LW�KDV�JRWWHQ�ZRUVH��������DQG�QHDUO\���LQ����������VD\�WKH�$PHULFDQ�HFRQRP\�
has stayed about the same during this time period. 

Perceptions of America’s recent economic performance are tied closely to political worldviews. 

Groups that are most supportive of President Obama are more optimistic in their appraisal of the 

economy. Democrats (56%) and black Americans (52%) are more likely than any other groups 

to say the economy has improved during the last two years. The following groups are also more 

likely to say the economy has gotten better than to say it has gotten worse: white college-educated 

$PHULFDQV������YV��������0LOOHQQLDOV������YV��������DQG�+LVSDQLFV������YV��������&RQYHUVHO\��
D�PDMRULW\�RI�7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV��������5HSXEOLFDQV��������DQG�ZKLWH�ZRUNLQJ�FODVV�$PHULFDQV�
(51%) say the economy has gotten worse during the last two years.

Across the board, Americans are more likely to believe the U.S. economy has improved (35%) 

WKDQ�WR�EHOLHYH�WKHLU�RZQ�SHUVRQDO�ÀQDQFLDO�VLWXDWLRQ�KDV�LPSURYHG�������GXULQJ�WKH�ODVW�WZR�

2�7KURXJKRXW�WKLV�VXUYH\��WKH�6LOHQW�*HQHUDWLRQ�UHIHUV�WR�$PHULFDQV�DJH����DQG�ROGHU��LQFOXGLQJ����UHVSRQGHQWV�
ZKR�DUH�ROGHU�WKDQ����DQG�DUH�SDUW�RI �WKH�*,�*HQHUDWLRQ��

Looking Back, Looking Ahead:  
Economic Inequality and Mobility



�

years. This is particularly true among Democrats, 56% of whom say the U.S. economy is improv-

ing, while only 31% say their personal situation is improving. Black Americans (52%) are also 

much more likely to see economic improvement in the country than in their own lives (32%).

Perceptions of Economic Mobility across Generations
Americans are generally pessimistic about upward economic mobility, both when comparing 

their generation to their parents’ generation and when comparing their generation to their chil-

dren’s generation.

/RRNLQJ�WR�WKH�SDVW��QHDUO\�KDOI�������RI�$PHULFDQV�EHOLHYH�WKHLU�JHQHUDWLRQ�LV�ZRUVH�RII�ÀQDQ-

cially than their parents’ generation, compared to 16% who believe their generation is doing 

about the same and 36% who believe they are better off than their parents’ generation. Notably, 

HDFK�VXFFHVVLYH�JHQHUDWLRQ�LV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�EHOLHYH�WKH\�DUH�ZRUVH�RII�WKDQ�WKHLU�SDU-
ents’ generation. Only about one-quarter (26%) of the Silent Generation believe they are worse 

RII�WKDQ�WKHLU�SDUHQWV·�JHQHUDWLRQ��DQG�%DE\�%RRPHUV��DJH����WR�����DUH�GLYLGHG������ZRUVH�RII�
YV������EHWWHU�RII���%XW�D�PDMRULW\�������RI�*HQHUDWLRQ�;��DJH����WR�����DQG�QHDUO\���LQ����������
Millennials believe they are worse off than their parents’ generation. Only one-quarter (25%) of 

Millennials believe their generation will be better off than their parents’ generation, compared 

to nearly 6-in-10 (59%) of the Silent Generation.

Perceptions of Economic Mobility

10 20 30 40 50 60 60  50  40  30  20  10 0
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58
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26

Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

Looking to the future, Americans across generational lines exhibit substantial pessimism. 

2YHUDOO��$PHULFDQV�DUH�WZLFH�DV�OLNHO\�WR�EHOLHYH�WKHLU�JHQHUDWLRQ�LV�EHWWHU�RII�ÀQDQFLDOO\�WKDQ�
their children’s generation will be (52%) than they are to believe that their generation is worse 

RII�WKDQ�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ·V�JHQHUDWLRQ������������EHOLHYH�WKHLU�FKLOGUHQ·V�SURVSHFWV�DUH�WKH�VDPH�
as their own. About half of Millennials (50%) and members of Generation X (49%) say their 

generation is better off than their children’s will be, as do 55% of Baby Boomers and members 

of the Silent Generation.
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The American Economic 
System

$PHULFDQ�DWWLWXGHV�DERXW�WKH�VL]H�DQG�UROH�RI�JRYHUQPHQW�DUH�FRPSOLFDWHG��UHÁHFWLQJ�LQ�SDUW�
the complex and evolving nature of the institution itself. Most Americans perceive government 

H[SDQVLRQ�QHJDWLYHO\��UHSRUWLQJ�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�LV�LQHIÀFLHQWO\�UXQ�DQG�JRYHUQPHQW�GRHV�OLWWOH�LQ�
WKH�ZD\�RI�DVVLVWLQJ�SHRSOH�OLNH�WKHP��+RZHYHU��$PHULFDQV�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�GHPRQVWUDWH�D�VWURQJ�
preference for government action in addressing large social problems like economic inequality 

and providing for the social welfare of Americans. 

Is the Federal Government Broken?
Americans’ assessments of the health of the federal government are generally negative. Less than 

RQH�WKLUG�RI�$PHULFDQV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKH�IHGHUDO�JRYHUQPHQW�LV�HLWKHU�JHQHUDOO\�ZRUNLQJ������RU�
working with some major problems (24%). Roughly two-thirds say the federal government is 

broken but working in some areas (40%) or completely broken (26%). 

9LHZV�DERXW�JRYHUQPHQW�GLIIHU�VKDUSO\�E\�SROLWLFDO�DIÀOLDWLRQ��UDFH�DQG�HWKQLFLW\��DQG�JHQHUD-
tion. While majorities of all parties believe the federal government is mostly or completely bro-

NHQ��WKHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�LQWHQVLW\��$PHULFDQV�ZKR�LGHQWLI\�ZLWK�WKH�7HD�3DUW\�
movement stand out in their views about government. Nearly 9-in-10 Tea Party members say 

the government is either broken but working in some areas (35%) or completely broken (51%).  

6LPLODUO\����LQ����5HSXEOLFDQV�VD\�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�LV�HLWKHU�PRVWO\�������RU�FRPSOHWHO\�������
broken. A majority of Democrats also believe the government is mostly (41%) or completely 

(15%) broken, but a substantial minority believe the government is working with some major 

problems (31%) or generally working (10%). 

The Role of the Federal Government



10

Public Religion Research Institute and Governance Studies at Brookings

Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).
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1R�JURXS�JLYHV�KLJKHU�PDUNV�WR�WKH�IHGHUDO�JRYHUQPHQW�WKDQ�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV��0RUH�WKDQ�
4-in-10 say the government is either generally working (15%) or working but with some major 

SUREOHPV��������%\�FRQWUDVW��OHVV�WKDQ�RQH�WKLUG�RI�ZKLWH�$PHULFDQV�������RU�EODFN�$PHULFDQV�
(31%) say the government is generally working or working with some problems. White Americans 

������DQG�EODFN�$PHULFDQV�������DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�������WR�EHOLHYH�WKH�
U.S. government is completely broken.

Millennials express more positive assessments of government performance. Roughly 4-in-10 say 

WKH�IHGHUDO�JRYHUQPHQW�LV�JHQHUDOO\�ZRUNLQJ������RU�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�VRPH�PDMRU�SUREOHPV��������
Among members of the Silent Generation, only about one-quarter say government is gener-

ally working (5%) or working with some problems (19%). They are more than twice as likely as 

Millennials to say the government is completely broken (34% vs. 16%). Baby Boomers are by far 

WKH�PRVW�OLNHO\�WR�EHOLHYH�JRYHUQPHQW�LV�EURNHQ��ZLWK�PRUH�WKDQ���LQ����UHSRUWLQJ�WKH�JRYHUQ-

PHQW�LV�EURNHQ�EXW�ZRUNLQJ�LQ�VRPH�DUHDV�������RU�FRPSOHWHO\�EURNHQ�������

0RVW�$PHULFDQV�DOVR�EHOLHYH�WKH�LQFUHDVHG�VL]H�RI�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�LV�QRW�MXVWLÀHG��$ERXW���LQ�
10 (59%) Americans say the government has become bigger over the years because it has gotten 

LQYROYHG�LQ�WKLQJV�WKDW�SHRSOH�VKRXOG�GR�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV��)HZHU�WKDQ���LQ����������VD\�JURZWK�
in government has occurred because the problems America faces are now bigger. 

Federal Government Assistance
Most Americans believe they receive at least some assistance from the government. Seventeen 

percent of Americans say people like them receive a lot of help from the government, while 56% 

say they receive a little assistance. Roughly one-quarter (26%) of Americans say people like them 

receive no help from the government at all. 



11

Do Americans Believe Capitalism & Government are Working? Findings from the Economic Values Survey

6WURQJ�GLYLVLRQV�DUH�HYLGHQW�EHWZHHQ�$PHULFDQV�E\�SROLWLFDO�DIÀOLDWLRQ�DQG�UDFH��'HPRFUDWV�
�������EODFN�$PHULFDQV��������DQG�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�������DUH�WKH�JURXSV�PRVW�OLNHO\�WR�
report people like them receive a lot of help from the government. Fewer than 1-in-5 Democrats 

�������EODFN�$PHULFDQV�������DQG�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�������VD\�SHRSOH�OLNH�WKHP�UHFHLYH�QR�
DVVLVWDQFH��&RQYHUVHO\��RQO\����RI�7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV������RI�5HSXEOLFDQV��DQG�����RI�ZKLWH�
working-class Americans say they receive a lot of help from the government. Close to half (44%) 

of Tea Party members say they receive no help at all from the federal government, while more 

WKDQ�RQH�WKLUG�RI�5HSXEOLFDQV�������DQG�ZKLWH�ZRUNLQJ�FODVV�$PHULFDQV�������VD\�WKH�VDPH�

The Social Safety Net and Economic Inequality
'HVSLWH�FRQFHUQV�DERXW�JRYHUQPHQW�JURZWK�DQG�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�RSHUDWLRQDO�GHÀFLHQFLHV��PRVW�
Americans agree there are certain things that government has a responsibility to address. More 

than 6-in-10 (63%) Americans agree government should be doing more to reduce the gap 

between rich and poor. Similar numbers (62%) say it is the responsibility of government to take 

care of people who cannot take care of themselves. A majority (56%) of Americans also believe 

that government should guarantee health insurance for all citizens, even if doing so would 

require tax increases. 

There is widespread agreement on government’s responsibility to take care of people who can-

not take care of themselves. Strong majorities of Millennials (63%) and Baby Boomers (63%), 

white working-class Americans (56%) and white college-educated Americans (63%) say the 

JRYHUQPHQW�KDV�D�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WR�DVVLVW�WKRVH�OHVV�ZHOO�RII��7KHUH�LV�DOVR�VLJQLÀFDQW�DJUHHPHQW�
DFURVV�UDFLDO�OLQHV��ZLWK�����RI�ZKLWH�$PHULFDQV������RI�EODFN�$PHULFDQV��DQG�����RI�+LVSDQLF�
Americans reporting that the government has an obligation to assist those in need. A majority 

RI�ZKLWH�HYDQJHOLFDO�3URWHVWDQWV��������ZKLWH�PDLQOLQH�3URWHVWDQWV��������&DWKROLFV�������DQG�
WKH�UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�������EHOLHYH�LW�LV�WKH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�RI�JRYHUQPHQW�WR�KHOS�WKRVH�ZKR�
cannot take care of themselves. 

There is, however, a large partisan gap on this question. There is a 30-point gap between 

5HSXEOLFDQV�DQG�'HPRFUDWV�RQ�WKH�LVVXH������RI�'HPRFUDWV�DJUHH�WKDW�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�VKRXOG�
do more to help those who cannot help themselves, compared to 43% of Republicans. 

2Q�WKH�PRUH�JHQHUDO�TXHVWLRQ�RI�JRYHUQPHQW·V�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WR�DGGUHVV�WKH�PRUH�VSHFLÀF�SURE-

OHP�RI�HFRQRPLF�LQHTXDOLW\��WKHUH�DUH�ODUJHU�GLYLVLRQV�E\�JHQHUDWLRQ��FODVV��DQG�SROLWLFDO�DIÀOL-
DWLRQ��0RUH�WKDQ���LQ����������0LOOHQQLDOV�EHOLHYH�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�VKRXOG�GR�PRUH�WR�UHGXFH�
the gap between rich and poor, compared to 53% of Silent Generation members. More than 

6-in-10 (61%) white working-class Americans also agree that government has a responsibility 

to reduce economic inequality, while less than half (49%) of white college-educated Americans 

agree. There is a yawning 52-point divide between Democrats and Republicans on this ques-

WLRQ��(LJKW\�ÀYH�SHUFHQW�RI�'HPRFUDWV�VD\�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�VKRXOG�GR�PRUH�WR�DGGUHVV�HFRQRPLF�
inequality, a view shared by only one-third (33%) of Republicans.

There are also large opinion gaps regarding the government’s role in providing health insurance 

IRU�DOO�8�6��FLWL]HQV��$ERXW���LQ����������0LOOHQQLDOV�EHOLHYH�WKH�JRYHUQPHQW�VKRXOG�SURYLGH�
health insurance to all citizens, compared to 52% of Baby Boomers and less than half (45%) of 

those who belong to the Silent Generation. Forty-seven percent of white Americans support the 

JRYHUQPHQW�SURYLGLQJ�KHDOWK�LQVXUDQFH�IRU�DOO�$PHULFDQV��FRPSDUHG�WR�����RI�EODFN�$PHULFDQV�
DQG�����RI�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV��1HDUO\���LQ����������ORZ�LQFRPH�$PHULFDQV��WKRVH�ZLWK�DQQXDO�
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household incomes of less than $30,000) agree that the government should provide health insur-

ance for all citizens, while all other income groups are more divided.

Americans are split on whether the government is currently providing too many services that 

ZRXOG�EH�EHWWHU�OHIW�WR�UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV�DQG�SULYDWH�FKDULWLHV������VD\�LW�LV��DQG�����VD\�LW�LV�
QRW��0RUH�WKDQ�WZR�WKLUGV�������RI�ZKLWH�HYDQJHOLFDOV�DQG�D�PDMRULW\�������RI�&DWKROLFV�DJUHH�
the government is performing services that would be better left to religious groups and private 

charities. White mainline Protestants are closely divided (50% agree and 46% disagree), while 

PRUH�WKDQ���LQ����������UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV�GLVDJUHH��

Most Americans believe American capitalism is functioning, but few give it high marks. A major-

ity of Americans believe American capitalism is working very well (9%) or somewhat well (45%), 

while more than 4-in-10 say it is working not too well (26%) or not at all well (16%). There is 

VLJQLÀFDQW�DJUHHPHQW�DFURVV�WKH�SROLWLFDO�VSHFWUXP��ZLWK�PDMRULWLHV�RI�'HPRFUDWV��������LQGH-
pendents (54%), and Republicans (52%) reporting American capitalism is working well. 

+RZHYHU��WKHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�E\�LQFRPH�DQG�HGXFDWLRQ�OHYHO��7ZR�WKLUGV�������
of high-income Americans (those with annual household incomes of $100,000 or more) say 

$PHULFDQ�FDSLWDOLVP�LV�ZRUNLQJ�ZHOO��FRPSDUHG�WR�OHVV�WKDQ�KDOI�������RI�ORZ�LQFRPH�$PHULFDQV�
(those with annual household incomes of $30,000 or less). More than 6-in-10 (61%) Americans 

with a college education believe America’s economic system is working well, compared to less 

than half (49%) of those with a high school education or less.

When asked to specify the most important reason why they believe capitalism is working well, 

Americans offer a number of different explanations. One-third (33%) of Americans say capital-

ism is working because it encourages personal responsibility, while 29% say capitalism is working 

because it provides equal opportunities for everyone. About one-quarter (24%) say capitalism 

is working well because it promotes individual freedom, and roughly 1-in-10 (11%) cite the cre-

ation of wealth. 

7KHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�UHDVRQV�$PHULFDQV�JLYH�IRU�ZK\�FDSLWDOLVP�LV�ZRUNLQJ�E\�
SROLWLFDO�DIÀOLDWLRQ��HGXFDWLRQDO�DWWDLQPHQW��DQG�VRFLDO�FODVV��5HSXEOLFDQV�������DUH�PXFK�PRUH�
likely than Democrats (25%) to point to capitalism encouraging personal responsibility, while 

Democrats (36%) are more likely than Republicans (24%) to cite capitalism providing equal 

RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�HYHU\RQH��$PHULFDQV�ZLWK�IRXU�\HDU�FROOHJH�GHJUHHV�������DUH�PRUH�WKDQ�WZLFH�
DV�OLNHO\�DV�WKRVH�ZLWK�D�KLJK�VFKRRO�HGXFDWLRQ�RU�OHVV������WR�VD\�FDSLWDOLVP�LV�ZRUNLQJ�EHFDXVH�
it creates wealth. In contrast, Americans with a high school education or less (36%) are much 

more likely than college graduates (21%) to say providing equal opportunities for everyone is 

the reason capitalism is working. White college-educated Americans (16%) are also more likely 

WKDQ�ZKLWH�ZRUNLQJ�FODVV�$PHULFDQV������WR�SRLQW�WR�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�ZHDOWK�DV�WKH�PRVW�LPSRU-
tant reason capitalism is working.

Evaluations of American Capitalism



13

Do Americans Believe Capitalism & Government are Working? Findings from the Economic Values Survey

It creates wealth

It provides equal opportunities for all

It encourages personal responsibility

It promotes individual freedom

Other/DK

It creates poverty

It does not provide equal opportunities for all

It encourages greed

It creates lasting inequalities

It is too regulated by government (VOL)

Other/DK

Capitalism IS working because...

Capitalism IS NOT working because...

24

33

29

11
3

14

28

34

11

4
9

Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

The 4-in-10 (42%) Americans who believe capitalism is not working well cite a wide range of 

reasons. More than one-third (34%) say capitalism is not working because it encourages greed. 

5RXJKO\���LQ����������VD\�$PHULFDQ�FDSLWDOLVP�LV�QRW�ZRUNLQJ�EHFDXVH�LW�GRHV�QRW�SURYLGH�HTXDO�
opportunities for everyone. More than 1-in-10 say the primary reason capitalism is not working 

is because it creates poverty (14%), or because it creates lasting inequalities (11%). A small num-

ber of Americans (4%) say American capitalism is not working because of excessive government 

interference and regulation.
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+LJK�LQFRPH�$PHULFDQV�DQG�ORZ�LQFRPH�$PHULFDQV�KDYH�GLIIHUHQW�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RQ�ZK\�FDSL-
WDOLVP�LV�QRW�ZRUNLQJ�ZHOO��1HDUO\���LQ����������$PHULFDQV�ZLWK�KRXVHKROG�LQFRPHV�RI���������
or less say capitalism does not work because it does not provide equal opportunities for every-

one, while just 12% of Americans with incomes of $100,000 or more cite this as a reason. Low-

income Americans (16%) are also three times more likely than high-income Americans (5%) to 

say capitalism is not working because it creates poverty. By contrast, high-income Americans 

(40%) are more likely than low-income Americans (29%) to say capitalism is not working well 

because it encourages greed.

Americans are nearly evenly divided on whether capitalism and the free market system are con-

VLVWHQW�ZLWK�������RU�DW�RGGV�ZLWK�������&KULVWLDQ�YDOXHV��1RW�VXUSULVLQJO\��WKHUH�LV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�
association between views about capitalism’s compatibility with Christian values and whether 

capitalism is working.  Among those who believe American capitalism is mostly working, 53% 

believe it is consistent with Christian values. By contrast, among those who believe American 

FDSLWDOLVP�LV�PRVWO\�EURNHQ������EHOLHYH�LW�LV�FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�&KULVWLDQ�YDOXHV�

There are only modest differences among religious groups in views about American capitalism’s 

compatibility with Christian values. Pluralities of white evangelical Protestants (50%), black 

3URWHVWDQWV��������DQG�UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV�������EHOLHYH�FDSLWDOLVP�DQG�WKH�IUHH�
market system are at odds with Christian values. White mainline Protestants and Catholics are 

more closely divided, with 41% of each group believing capitalism is at odds with Christian val-

ues, and 46% of each group believing capitalism is consistent with Christian values.
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The Opportunity Society?

A majority of Americans (53%) believe that “one of the big problems in this country is that we 

don’t give everyone an equal chance in life.” By contrast, nearly 4-in-10 (39%) say that “it is not 

really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.” 

There are substantial differences in Americans’ views along political, racial, religious, and gen-

HUDWLRQDO�OLQHV��1HDUO\���LQ����������'HPRFUDWV�DQG�D�PDMRULW\�RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV�������DJUHH�RQH�
of the biggest problems in this country is we do not give everyone an equal chance in life. By 

FRQWUDVW��D�PDMRULW\�RI�5HSXEOLFDQV�������DQG�7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV�������WKLQN�LW�LV�QRW�UHDOO\�D�
big problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others. 

:KLWH��EODFN��DQG�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�DOVR�GLIIHU�LQ�WKHLU�YLHZV�DERXW�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�HTXDO�
RSSRUWXQLW\��0RUH�WKDQ�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�������RI�EODFN�$PHULFDQV�DQG�PRUH�WKDQ���LQ����������
+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�WKLQN�LW�LV�D�ELJ�SUREOHP�WKDW�QRW�HYHU\RQH�KDV�DQ�HTXDO�FKDQFH�LQ�OLIH��:KLWH�
$PHULFDQV�DUH�PRUH�GLYLGHG������VD\�LW�LV�D�ELJ�SUREOHP�WKDW�HYHU\RQH�GRHV�QRW�JHW�DQ�HTXDO�
chance, while 44% disagree.

0DMRULWLHV� RI� EODFN� 3URWHVWDQWV� �������+LVSDQLF� &DWKROLFV� ������� UHOLJLRXVO\� XQDIÀOLDWHG�
$PHULFDQV��������DQG�KDOI�RI�ZKLWH�PDLQOLQH�3URWHVWDQWV�������WKLQN�LW�LV�D�ELJ�SUREOHP�WKDW�
not everyone has an equal chance in life. White evangelical Protestants (42% big problem vs. 

����QRW�D�ELJ�SUREOHP��DQG�ZKLWH�&DWKROLFV������ELJ�SUREOHP�YV������QRW�D�ELJ�SUREOHP��DUH�
closely divided.

The Importance and Reality of Equal Opportunity Today
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0HPEHUV�RI�WKH�6LOHQW�*HQHUDWLRQ�DQG�0LOOHQQLDOV�DUH�DOVR�DW�RGGV�RQ�WKLV�LVVXH��$�PDMRULW\�������
of Millennials think it is a big problem that not everyone has an equal chance in life, compared to 

36% who say it is not that big a problem. By contrast, members of the Silent Generation are divided: 

����WKLQN�VRPH�SHRSOH�KDYLQJ�PRUH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�LV�D�ELJ�SUREOHP��DQG�����WKLQN�LW�LV�QRW�WKDW�ELJ�
a problem. The outlook of Baby Boomers more closely resembles Millennials with a majority (53%) 

reporting one of the big problems in the country is that not everyone has an equal chance in life.

Similar patterns exist on the question of whether equal opportunity is a reality in America today. 

A majority (53%) do not believe that children from all income groups have adequate opportuni-

WLHV�WR�EH�VXFFHVVIXO��FRPSDUHG�WR�����ZKR�DJUHH��

Perceptions of whether equal opportunity is a reality in contemporary America are closely related 

to opinions about the importance of the principle. Among those who say that some having more 

opportunities than others is not that big a problem, 63% believe children from all economic 

backgrounds currently have adequate opportunities to be successful.

Americans are sharply divided along political and racial lines about the reality of economic 

opportunity in America. More than 6-in-10 (62%) Democrats do not believe that all children 

have adequate opportunities to be successful regardless of their economic background. By con-

trast, majorities of Republicans (56%) and Tea Party members (59%) believe that children from 

all income groups have adequate opportunities to be successful. Independents are nearly evenly 

divided (49% agree, 51% disagree). 
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7ZR�WKLUGV�������RI�EODFN�$PHULFDQV�DQG�D�PDMRULW\�������RI�ZKLWH�$PHULFDQV�GR�QRW�EHOLHYH�
that, in the United States today, children from all income groups have adequate opportunities to 

EH�VXFFHVVIXO��%\�FRQWUDVW��PRUH�WKDQ���LQ����������+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�EHOLHYH�FKLOGUHQ�IURP�
all income groups have adequate opportunities to be successful.

There are modest class divisions on the question of equal opportunity. White working-class 

Americans are divided on whether children from all income groups have adequate opportunities 

�����DJUHH������GLVDJUHH���+RZHYHU��QHDUO\���LQ����������ZKLWH�FROOHJH�HGXFDWHG�$PHULFDQV�
do not believe children from different economic backgrounds all have adequate opportunities 

for success.

Work Ethic and Success
Most Americans are pessimistic about the relationship between hard work and success and 

doubtful about the existence of a strong work ethic in America today. A majority (54%) of 

Americans agree that hard work and determination are no guarantee of success for most people, 

while 45% disagree. 

7KHUH�DUH�VXEVWDQWLDO�GLYLVLRQV�RQ�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�E\�SROLWLFDO�DIÀOLDWLRQ�DQG�UDFH��0RUH�WKDQ���LQ�
10 Democrats (62%) and a majority (54%) of independents agree that hard work and determina-

tion offer no guarantee of success for most people. By contrast, a majority of Republicans (55%) 

and Tea Party members (56%) disagree. 
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Personal Responsibility: Work and Family
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1HDUO\���LQ����EODFN�������DQG�+LVSDQLF�������$PHULFDQV�DJUHH�WKDW�KDUG�ZRUN�DQG�GHWHUPL-
nation are no guarantee of success for most people. White Americans are more divided: a slim 

majority (52%) agree that hard work and determination are no guarantee of success for most 

SHRSOH��ZKLOH�����GLVDJUHH��

There are substantial divisions by income level. Nearly 6-in-10 (59%) low-income Americans 

(those with annual household incomes of $30,000 or less) believe hard work and determination 

DUH�QR�JXDUDQWHH�RI�VXFFHVV��D�YLHZ�KHOG�E\�OHVV�WKDQ�KDOI�������RI�KLJK�LQFRPH�$PHULFDQV��WKRVH�
with annual household incomes of $100,000 or more).

On the issue of a strong work ethic, a majority of Americans (56%) agree that many people today 

WKLQN�WKH\�FDQ�JHW�DKHDG�ZLWKRXW�ZRUNLQJ�KDUG�DQG�PDNLQJ�VDFULÀFHV��ZKLOH�DERXW���LQ����������
disagree. The percentage of Americans who agree with this statement has declined modestly 

since 1999, when 63% of Americans agreed.3  

7RGD\��WKHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�RI�RSLQLRQ�E\�SDUW\�DIÀOLDWLRQ�DQG�UDFH��$SSUR[LPDWHO\�
WZR�WKLUGV�RI�5HSXEOLFDQV�������DQG�7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV�������DQG�QHDUO\���LQ����������LQGH-
pendents agree that many people today think they can get ahead without working hard and mak-

LQJ�VDFULÀFHV��%\�FRQWUDVW������RI�'HPRFUDWV�DJUHH�WKDW�PDQ\�SHRSOH�WRGD\�WKLQN�WKH\�FDQ�JHW�
DKHDG�ZLWKRXW�ZRUNLQJ�KDUG�DQG�PDNLQJ�VDFULÀFHV��ZKLOH�D�PDMRULW\�������GLVDJUHH��

More than 6-in-10 (63%) white Americans agree that many people today think they can get ahead 

ZLWKRXW�ZRUNLQJ�KDUG�DQG�PDNLQJ�VDFULÀFHV��$�VLPLODU�QXPEHU�RI�EODFN�������DQG�+LVSDQLF�
(63%) Americans disagree.  

)DPLO\�,QVWDELOLW\�DQG�$PHULFD·V�&XUUHQW�(FRQRPLF�3UREOHPV
Changing family structure, especially the decline of traditional two-parent families, has led 

to debates about the relationship between family structure and economic success.4 Americans 

are divided on the economic impact of family structure and instability: nearly half (49%) of 

Americans agree that family instability and the decline of two-parent families is a primary cause 

of America’s current economic problems, while an equal number (49%) disagree. 

There are major partisan, racial, and religious differences in views about the affect of family 

VWUXFWXUH�RQ�HFRQRPLF�RXWFRPHV��0RUH�WKDQ���LQ����������5HSXEOLFDQV�DQG�PRUH�WKDQ���LQ����
������7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV�DJUHH�WKDW�$PHULFD·V�FXUUHQW�HFRQRPLF�SUREOHPV�UHVXOW�SULPDULO\�IURP�
WKH�GHFOLQH�RI�WZR�SDUHQW�IDPLOLHV��%\�FRQWUDVW��QHDUO\���LQ����������'HPRFUDWV�DQG�D�PDMRULW\�
(52%) of independents disagree. 

3 Pew Research Center for the People & the Press, Political Values Survey, September 1999.

4�0XUUD\��&KDUOHV��������&RPLQJ�$SDUW��7KH�6WDWH�RI �:KLWH�$PHULFD�������������1HZ�<RUN��5DQGRP�+RXVH�
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$ERXW���LQ����+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�������DJUHH�WKDW�IDPLO\�LQVWDELOLW\�DQG�WKH�GHFOLQH�RI�WKH�WZR�
parent family are primary causes of America’s current economic problems. White Americans are 

GLYLGHG��QHDUO\�KDOI�������DJUHH�ZLWK�WKLV�DVVRFLDWLRQ��ZKLOH�D�VLPLODU�QXPEHU�������GLVDJUHH��
Roughly 6-in-10 (59%) black Americans disagree that family instability and the decline of two-

parent families is the primary cause of America’s current economic problems.

7KHUH�DUH�DOVR�VXEVWDQWLDO�GLIIHUHQFHV�E\�UHOLJLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQ��1HDUO\�WZR�WKLUGV�RI�ZKLWH�HYDQ-

gelical Protestants (65%) and a majority of Catholics (55%) agree that family instability and the 

decline of two-parent families are primary causes of America’s current economic problems. 

+RZHYHU��D�PDMRULW\�������RI�ZKLWH�PDLQOLQH�3URWHVWDQWV�DQG�QHDUO\�WZR�WKLUGV�������RI�UHOL-
JLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV�GLVDJUHH�
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Economic Policies  
and Values

Strategies for Promoting Economic Growth
'LIIHUHQFHV�LQ�YLHZV�DERXW�WKH�SURSHU�UROH�RI�JRYHUQPHQW�DUH�DOVR�UHÁHFWHG�LQ�EHOLHIV�DERXW�
promoting economic growth. A majority (54%) of Americans believe the best way to promote 

economic growth in the United States is to spend more on education and the nation’s infrastruc-

ture while raising taxes on wealthy individuals and businesses to pay for that spending, while 

4-in-10 (41%) Americans believe the best way to promote economic growth is to lower taxes on 

individuals and businesses and to pay for those tax cuts by cutting spending on some govern-

ment services and programs.  

There are substantial political divisions on how the government should promote economic growth. 

0RUH�WKDQ�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�RI�'HPRFUDWV�������DQG�D�PDMRULW\�������RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV�EHOLHYH�WKH�
government should spend more on education and infrastructure while taxing the wealthy to pay 

IRU�WKDW�VSHQGLQJ��ZKLOH���LQ����������5HSXEOLFDQV�EHOLHYH�ORZHULQJ�WD[HV�DQG�FXWWLQJ�JRYHUQPHQW�
services and programs is the best way to promote economic growth in the United States.  

7KHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLYLVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�UDFLDO�JURXSV�RQ�WKH�TXHVWLRQ��6HYHQ�LQ�WHQ�EODFN�������
DQG�+LVSDQLF�������$PHULFDQV�EHOLHYH�VSHQGLQJ�PRUH�RQ�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�QDWLRQ·V�LQIUDVWUXF-
ture and raising taxes on wealthy individuals and businesses to pay for that spending is the best 

ZD\�WR�SURPRWH�HFRQRPLF�JURZWK��FRPSDUHG�WR�OHVV�WKDQ�KDOI�������RI�ZKLWH�$PHULFDQV��

Religious groups also disagree about the best approach for economic growth. A majority (63%) 

of white evangelical Protestants believe lower taxes are the best way to promote economic 

JURZWK��ZKLOH�PDMRULWLHV�RI�EODFN�3URWHVWDQWV��������UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV��������
and Catholics (52%) favor spending more on education and the nation’s infrastructure. White 

PDLQOLQH�3URWHVWDQWV�DUH�GLYLGHG������EHOLHYH�ORZHU�WD[HV�DUH�WKH�EHVW�ZD\�WR�SURPRWH�HFRQRPLF�
growth, while 46% favor spending more on education and the nation’s infrastructure.

There are substantial generational differences about the best way to promote economic growth. 

More than 6-in-10 (62%) Millennials believe the best way to promote economic growth is to 

spend more on education and the nation’s infrastructure while raising taxes on wealthy individu-

als and businesses to pay for that spending. Less than half (45%) of the Silent Generation agree 

with that approach, while a full 50% of that generation support lowering taxes on individuals 

and businesses to boost economic growth. Baby Boomers are also divided, with half (50%) in 

support of education and infrastructure spending and 45% in favor of lower taxes.

2Q�WKH�VSHFLÀF�SROLF\�RI�UDLVLQJ�WD[HV�RQ�WKH�ZHDOWK\��PRUH�WKDQ���LQ����������$PHULFDQV�IDYRU�
increasing the tax rate on Americans earning more than $250,000 per year, while about one-third 

������RI�$PHULFDQV�RSSRVH�VXFK�DQ�LQFUHDVH��0RUH�WKDQ���LQ����������'HPRFUDWV�DQG�QHDUO\�
two-thirds (64%) of independents favor increasing the tax rate on Americans earning more than 

���������SHU�\HDU��LQ�FRQWUDVW��URXJKO\���LQ����5HSXEOLFDQV�������DQG�7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV�������
DUH�RSSRVHG��0DMRULWLHV�RI�HYHU\�PDMRU�UHOLJLRXV�JURXS�DQG�WKH�UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�VXSSRUW�

Economic Policies
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raising the tax rate on wealthy Americans with the exception of white evangelical Protestants, 

ZKR�DUH�HYHQO\�GLYLGHG������IDYRU������RSSRVH��

Increasing the Minimum Wage
7KHUH�LV�DOVR�VWURQJ�VXSSRUW�IRU�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�PLQLPXP�ZDJH��ZKLFK�LV�FXUUHQWO\�VHW�DW�������
SHU�KRXU��1HDUO\�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�������RI�$PHULFDQV�IDYRU�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�PLQLPXP�ZDJH�IURP�
������SHU�KRXU�WR��������SHU�KRXU��+RZHYHU��WKHUH�DUH�VRPH�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�LQWHQVLW\�E\�SROLWLFDO�
DIÀOLDWLRQ�DQG�LQFRPH�OHYHO�

1HDUO\���LQ����'HPRFUDWV�������DQG�FORVH�WR�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�������RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV�IDYRU�
LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�PLQLPXP�ZDJH�WR��������SHU�KRXU��+DOI�������RI�5HSXEOLFDQV�VXSSRUW�VXFK�DQ�
increase, while 46% are opposed. 

Low-income Americans are more likely than high-income Americans to favor raising the mini-

PXP�ZDJH��WKRXJK�VXSSRUW�UHPDLQV�KLJK�DFURVV�DOO�LQFRPH�JURXSV��0RUH�WKDQ���LQ����������
Americans who make less than $30,000 per year, compared to 65% of those who make $100,000 

or more per year, favor an increase in the minimum wage to $10.00 per hour. 

The 2010 Health Care Law
Americans are evenly divided in their support for repealing and eliminating the 2010 health 

care law, known as the Affordable Care Act, though a substantial number of Americans have no 

opinion on the issue. More than four-in-ten (42%) Americans favor repealing and eliminating 

the 2010 health care law, while the same number (42%) are opposed. Signaling the disconnect 

PDQ\�$PHULFDQV�IHHO�ZLWK�WKH�OHJLVODWLRQ��QHDUO\���LQ���������$PHULFDQV�VD\�WKH\�GR�QRW�NQRZ�
whether they support repealing the law or not. 

The opinions of Republicans and Democrats are mirror images of one another on this issue. Six-

LQ�WHQ�������5HSXEOLFDQV�IDYRU�UHSHDOLQJ�WKH������KHDOWK�FDUH�ODZ��FRPSDUHG�WR�����ZKR�DUH�
RSSRVHG��2Q�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��RQO\�����RI�'HPRFUDWV�IDYRU�UHSHDOLQJ�WKH�KHDOWK�FDUH�ODZ��ZKLOH�
QHDUO\���LQ����������DUH�RSSRVHG��7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV�DUH�WKH�PRVW�OLNHO\�WR�VXSSRUW�UHSHDOLQJ�
and eliminating the 2010 health care law. Roughly two-thirds (66%) are in favor of repeal and 

nearly half (49%) say they strongly favor such action. Independents are somewhat divided: 45% 

VXSSRUW�UHSHDOLQJ�WKH�ODZ��ZKLOH�����DUH�RSSRVHG�

Among religious groups, white evangelical Protestants are the only religious group in which 

D�PDMRULW\�������VXSSRUW�UHSHDOLQJ�WKH�KHDOWK�FDUH�ODZ��1HDUO\�KDOI�������RI�ZKLWH�PDLQOLQH�
Protestants also favor repeal. Catholics are evenly divided (43% favor repeal vs. 43% oppose 

UHSHDO���7KH�UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�DQG�EODFN�3URWHVWDQWV�DUH�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV�PRVW�RSSRVHG�
WR�UHSHDOLQJ�WKH�KHDOWK�FDUH�ODZ��+DOI�������RI�WKH�UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�RSSRVH�UHSHDOLQJ�WKH�
KHDOWK�FDUH�ODZ��DV�GR�QHDUO\�KDOI�������RI�EODFN�3URWHVWDQWV�

There is broad consensus about the values that should guide the government’s economic policy, 

ZLWK�DSSUR[LPDWHO\���LQ����$PHULFDQV�LQ�DJUHHPHQW�WKDW�SURPRWLQJ�IUHHGRP�DQG�OLEHUW\��������
HQFRXUDJLQJ�SHRSOH�WR�OLYH�PRUH�UHVSRQVLEOH�OLYHV��������DQG�SURPRWLQJ�HTXDOLW\�DQG�IDLUQHVV�
������DUH�H[WUHPHO\�LPSRUWDQW�RU�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW�YDOXHV��0RUH�WKDQ���LQ����������$PHULFDQV�

Economic Values for Guiding Government Policy
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cite providing a public safety net for people facing hardships as extremely or very important 

guides, while fewer Americans (59%) say the same of supporting private charity for the poor.
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Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

Republicans (93%) and Tea Party members (93%) are most likely to say promoting freedom 

and liberty is an extremely or very important moral guide to economic policy, though strong 

PDMRULWLHV�RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV�������DQG�'HPRFUDWV�������VD\�WKH�VDPH��7KHUH�DUH�IHZ�GLIIHUHQFHV�
between racial, religious, and ethnic groups on this value. 

6WURQJ�PDMRULWLHV� RI� DOO� SROLWLFDO� JURXSV�� LQFOXGLQJ� ����RI�7HD� 3DUW\�PHPEHUV�� ����RI�
5HSXEOLFDQV������RI�'HPRFUDWV��DQG�����RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV��VHH�HQFRXUDJLQJ�SHRSOH�WR�OLYH�PRUH�
responsible lives as an extremely important or very important moral guide to economic policy. 

Majorities of Democrats, Republicans, and independents say promoting equality and fairness is 

an extremely or very important economic guide, but there is a 22-point gap in intensity between 

'HPRFUDWV�DQG�5HSXEOLFDQV��1HDUO\���LQ����������'HPRFUDWV�VD\�SURPRWLQJ�HTXDOLW\�DQG�IDLU-
QHVV�LV�H[WUHPHO\�RU�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW��IROORZHG�E\�LQGHSHQGHQWV�������DQG�5HSXEOLFDQV��������
Although more than 6-in-10 (61%) Tea Party members regard the promotion of equality and 

fairness as an extremely or very important guide, they are substantially more likely than other 

SROLWLFDO�JURXSV�WR�VD\�WKH�YDOXH�LV�QRW�WKDW�LPSRUWDQW������RI�7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV��FRPSDUHG�WR�
���RI�5HSXEOLFDQV�����RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV��DQG����RI�'HPRFUDWV���6LPLODUO\��WKHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�
racial differences in intensity. More than 9-in-10 (93%) black Americans say promoting equality 

DQG�IDLUQHVV�LV�H[WUHPHO\�RU�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW��FRPSDUHG�WR�����RI�+LVSDQLFV�DQG�����RI�ZKLWH�
Americans. 

7KHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�E\�SROLWLFDO�DIÀOLDWLRQ��UDFH��UHOLJLRQ��DQG�LQFRPH�OHYHO�RQ�WKH�
question of whether providing a public safety net for people facing hardships should guide the 

government’s economic policy. Seventy-seven percent of Democrats say providing a public safety 

QHW�LV�H[WUHPHO\�RU�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW��FRPSDUHG�WR�����RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV�DQG�����RI�5HSXEOLFDQV��
Black Americans are most likely to say providing a public safety net is an extremely or very 
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LPSRUWDQW�YDOXH��������FRPSDUHG�WR���LQ����������+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV��DQG�URXJKO\���LQ����
(59%) white Americans. Majorities of all religious groups say providing a public safety net is an 

extremely or very important value for guiding economic policy, but there are variations in inten-

VLW\��%ODFN�3URWHVWDQWV�DUH�PRVW�VXSSRUWLYH��������IROORZHG�E\�&DWKROLFV��������UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDI-
ÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV��������ZKLWH�HYDQJHOLFDO�3URWHVWDQWV��������DQG�ZKLWH�PDLQOLQH�3URWHVWDQWV�
�������7KH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKLV�YDOXH�GURSV�DV�LQFRPH�ULVHV��QHDUO\�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�������RI�ORZ�
income Americans (those with annual household incomes of $30,000 or less) say providing a 

public safety net for people facing hardships is an extremely or very important value, compared 

to 56% of high-income Americans (those with annual household incomes of $100,000 or more). 

0DMRULWLHV�RI�DOO�SROLWLFDO�JURXSV��LQFOXGLQJ�����RI�'HPRFUDWV������RI�LQGHSHQGHQWV������RI�
Tea Party members, and 53% of Republicans agree that supporting private charity for the poor 

is an extremely or very important moral guide for government policy about the economy. There 

are substantial differences among racial and ethnic groups. Approximately three-quarters of 

EODFN�������DQG�+LVSDQLF�������$PHULFDQV�VD\�VXSSRUW�IRU�SULYDWH�FKDULW\�LV�DQ�H[WUHPHO\�RU�
very important guide, compared to a slimmer majority (54%) of white Americans. Strong divi-

sions also exist among religious groups. Black Protestants are most inclined to say supporting 

SULYDWH�FKDULW\�IRU�WKH�SRRU�LV�H[WUHPHO\�RU�YHU\�LPSRUWDQW�IRU�JXLGLQJ�HFRQRPLF�SROLF\��������
followed by white evangelical Protestants (65%), Catholics (63%), white mainline Protestants 

�������DQG�UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV��������6XSSRUW�IRU�WKH�YDOXH�YDULHV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�E\�
LQFRPH�OHYHO������RI�ORZ�LQFRPH�$PHULFDQV��WKRVH�ZLWK�DQQXDO�KRXVHKROG�LQFRPHV�RI���������
or less) say supporting private charity is extremely or very important, compared to less than half 

(49%) of high-income Americans (those with annual household incomes of $100,000 or more).
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Religious Orientation: A 
New Look at the American 
Religious Landscape
In addition to understanding Americans’ views on the roles of government and the economy, 

this study set out to investigate the existence and identity of religious progressives. In academic 

literature, there are many major studies of the Christian right, or religious conservatives. The 

PRRI/Brookings team conducted its own major survey of the Christian Right and the Tea Party 

movement as part of the 2010 American Values Survey.5��+RZHYHU��WKHUH�DUH�IHZ�VWXGLHV�RI�WKH�
UHOLJLRXV�OHIW�RU�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV��QRW�OHDVW�EHFDXVH�LGHQWLI\LQJ�DQG�GHÀQLQJ�WKLV�JURXS�LV�
PRUH�PHWKRGRORJLFDOO\�FKDOOHQJLQJ�GXH�WR�LWV�GLYHUVLW\�LQ�WHUPV�RI�UHOLJLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQ��UDFLDO�
makeup, issue agenda,6 and geographical dispersion.

 

In our analysis, it quickly became clear that identifying religious progressives would also be chal-

lenging due to the complex relationships between theological beliefs, opinions on social issues, 

and opinions on economic issues. For example, an individual can be liberal on economic issues 

while adopting conservative positions on social issues. Likewise, some prominent evangelical 

and Catholic leaders have argued that theological conservatism can be consistent with political 

progressivism. In order to allow for these complex relationships, we developed three indepen-

GHQW�VFDOHV�IRU�HDFK�GLPHQVLRQ��DQG�WKHQ�FRPELQHG�WKHP�LQWR�D�ÀQDO�FRPSRVLWH�VFDOH�WR�FUHDWH�
a map of the American religious landscape consisting of religious progressives, religious mod-

erates, religious conservatives, and nonreligious Americans (see Appendix 2 for details on the 

creation of the scales used in these sections).
�

5 Public Religion Research Institute/Brookings Institution, American Values Survey, October 2010.

6�2OVRQ��/DXUD�5��������´:KLWKHU�WKH�5HOLJLRXV�/HIW"�5HOLJLRSROLWLFDO�3URJUHVVLYLVP�LQ�7ZHQW\�ÀUVW�&HQWXU\�
America.” In From Pews to Polling Places: Faith and Politics in the American Religious Mosaic, ed. J. Matthew Wil-

VRQ��:DVKLQJWRQ��'&��*HRUJHWRZQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV����²����)RU�D�PRUH�WKRURXJK�WUHDWPHQW�RI �WKH�PHWKRGRORJLFDO�
FKDOOHQJHV�RI �GHÀQLQJ�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV��VHH�-RQHV��5REHUW�3��������3URJUHVVLYH�	�5HOLJLRXV��+RZ�&KULVWLDQ��
Jewish, Muslim, and Buddhist Leaders Are Moving Beyond Partisan Politics and Transforming American Public 

/LIH��/DQKDP��0'��5RZPDQ�	�/LWWOHÀHOG�
� As the discussion below explains, this composite approach is an improvement from previous approaches that use 

RQO\�WKHRORJLFDO�TXHVWLRQV��0RFNDEHH�HW�DO���������UHO\�RQO\�RQ�WKHRORJLFDO�LWHPV�LQFOXGLQJ�WUDGLWLRQ�VSHFLÀF�PHD-
VXUHV��L�H��EHOLHI �LQ�WUDQVXEVWDQWLDWLRQ��WR�FRQVWUXFW�WKHLU�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI �D�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYH�JURXS��0RFNDEHH��6WH-
phen T, Kenneth D. Wald, and David C. Leege. 2012. “In Search of  a Religious Left.” In Improving Public Opinion 

6XUYH\V��,QWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�,QQRYDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�$PHULFDQ�1DWLRQDO�(OHFWLRQ�6WXGLHV��HGV��-RKQ�+��$OGULFK�DQG�.DWK-

OHHQ�0��0F*UDZ��3ULQFHWRQ��1-��3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�����²����*UHHQ�DOVR�UHOLHV�H[FOXVLYHO\�RQ�WKHRORJLFDO�
measures and divides groups according to their self-reports of  religious salience. While both of  these approaches 

KDYH�PHULWV��WKH\�LQFOXGH�ELDVHV�WKDW�DUH�SUREOHPDWLF�LQ�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�RI �D�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYH�JURXS��*UHHQ��
-RKQ�&��������7KH�$PHULFDQ�5HOLJLRXV�/DQGVFDSH�DQG�3ROLWLFDO�$WWLWXGHV��$�%DVHOLQH�IRU�������$NURQ��2+��5D\�&��
Bliss Institute.

Building Blocks: Theological, Economic,  
and Social Orientations
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The Theological Orientation Scale
In order to measure theological orientation, we created a composite theological orientation scale 

based on three measures: holding a personal vs. impersonal view of God, holding a literal vs. 

non-literal view of the Bible or sacred texts, and holding a preservationist vs. adaptive view of 

religious tradition. These three measures were highly correlated and produced a reliable scale 

WKDW�ZRUNHG�ZHOO�DFURVV�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQV��7KRVH�ZKR�VFRUHG�ORZ�RQ�WKLV�VFDOH�ZHUH�GHÀQHG�DV�
WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV��WKRVH�ZKR�VFRUHG�KLJK�ZHUH�GHÀQHG�DV�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��DQG�WKRVH�
LQ�WKH�PLGGOH�ZHUH�GHÀQHG�DV�WKHRORJLFDO�PRGHUDWHV�

8VLQJ�WKLV�VFDOH��DSSUR[LPDWHO\���LQ����������$PHULFDQV�DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������
are theological moderates, and 19% are theological liberals. An additional 15% of Americans 

DUH�QRQUHOLJLRXV��GHÀQHG�DV�WKRVH�ZKR�LGHQWLI\�DV�DWKHLVW�RU�DJQRVWLF��RU�ZKR�VD\�UHOLJLRQ�LV�QRW�
important to their lives.

NonreligiousTheoligical Liberal

Theological ModerateTheological Conservative

Theological Orientation Scale

15

38

28
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Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

2QH�RI�WKH�PRVW�VWULNLQJ�ÀQGLQJV�UHYHDOHG�E\�WKH�VFDOH�LV�WKH�GUDPDWLF�YDULDWLRQ�LQ�WKHRORJLFDO�
RULHQWDWLRQ�E\�UDFH�DQG�HWKQLFLW\��2YHUDOO��EODFN�$PHULFDQV�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�EH�
WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�WKDQ�ZKLWH�RU�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV��$PRQJ�ZKLWH�$PHULFDQV������
DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�PRGHUDWHV��DQG�����DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHU-
als. Among black Americans, nearly half (49%) are theological conservatives, 30% are theo-

ORJLFDO�PRGHUDWHV��DQG�����DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV��1RWDEO\��+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�DUH�PRUH�
OLNHO\�WKDQ�ZKLWH�RU�EODFN�$PHULFDQV�WR�LGHQWLI\�DV�WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV��$ERXW���LQ����������
+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�PRGHUDWHV��DQG�����
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DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV��:KLWH�$PHULFDQV�������DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�EODFN�$PHULFDQV������RU�
+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV�������WR�EH�FDWHJRUL]HG�DV�QRQUHOLJLRXV�

Theological Orientiation 
by Race and Ethnicity
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Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

1RW�VXUSULVLQJO\��WKHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKHRORJLFDO�RULHQWDWLRQ�E\�SROLWLFDO�DIÀOLD-
WLRQ��ZLWK�5HSXEOLFDQV�H[KLELWLQJ�D�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�GLIIHUHQW�SURÀOH�WKDQ�HLWKHU�LQGHSHQGHQWV�RU�
'HPRFUDWV��5HSXEOLFDQV�������DUH�QHDUO\�WZLFH�DV�OLNHO\�DV�LQGHSHQGHQWV�������RU�'HPRFUDWV�
������WR�EH�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��7HD�3DUW\�PHPEHUV�KDYH�D�VLPLODU�WKHRORJLFDO�SURÀOH�WR�
Republicans overall, as nearly 6-in-10 (59%) are theological conservatives. By contrast, about 

1-in-5 independents (20%) and Democrats (21%) are theological liberals, compared to 13% of 

5HSXEOLFDQV��$ERXW���LQ���'HPRFUDWV�������DQG�LQGHSHQGHQWV�������DUH�QRQUHOLJLRXV��DERXW�
three times the number of Republicans (6%). 

It is notable that the theological orientation distribution among Democrats is strongly affected 

by the high number of black Americans in their ranks. Among white Democrats, for example, 

fewer than 1-in-4 (22%) are theological conservatives, while nearly half are either theological 

liberals (22%) or nonreligious (26%). Black Democrats, by contrast, are twice as likely as white 

Democrats to be theological conservatives: 51% are theological conservatives, compared to 

1-in-5 who are theological liberals (15%) or nonreligious (5%).

Generational differences are also quite pronounced. A majority (54%) of Silent Generation mem-

bers are theologically conservative, compared to 3-in-10 (29%) Millennials. Millennials are much 

more likely to be nonreligious (22% vs. 10%), but only somewhat more likely than members of 

the Silent Generation to be theologically liberal (23% vs. 13%).

 Among religious groups, white evangelical Protestants and black Protestants stand out as the most 

WKHRORJLFDOO\�FRQVHUYDWLYH��(LJKW�LQ�WHQ�������ZKLWH�HYDQJHOLFDO�3URWHVWDQWV�DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQ-

VHUYDWLYHV��FRPSDUHG�WR����ZKR�DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV��1HDUO\���LQ����������EODFN�3URWHVWDQWV�
are theological conservatives, compared to 10% who are theological liberals. White mainline 

Protestants and Catholics are more evenly divided. Among white mainline Protestants, 36% are 

theological conservatives, and 25% are theological liberals. Similarly, among Catholics, 29% are 

WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��DQG�����DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV��7KH�RQO\�UHOLJLRXV�JURXS�LQ�ZKLFK�D�
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plurality are theological liberals are non-Christian religious Americans, a group consisting of Jews, 

%XGGKLVWV��+LQGXV��0XVOLPV��DQG�PHPEHUV�RI�RWKHU�QRQ�&KULVWLDQ�UHOLJLRQV��$PRQJ�WKLV�JURXS��
RQO\����DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��FRPSDUHG�WR�����ZKR�DUH�WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV�

The Economic Orientation Scale
In order to assess economic orientation, we created a composite economic orientation scale 

based on six measures: policy opinions about increasing the minimum wage, increasing taxes 

on wealthy Americans, and repealing the 2010 health care law, as well as questions about equal 

opportunity, approaches to promoting economic growth, and preferences on the role and size 

of government. These measures are highly correlated and produce a reliable scale that works 

well across demographic groups.

Using this scale, 25% of Americans are economic conservatives, 42% are economic moderates, 

and 34% are economic liberals. The economic priorities of these groups are strikingly different. 

When asked to identify the most important economic issue facing the country today, 41% of 

HFRQRPLF�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�QDPH�WKH�EXGJHW�GHÀFLW��FRPSDUHG�WR�RQO\�����RI�HFRQRPLF�PRGHUDWHV�
and 5% of economic liberals. Among economic liberals, the increasing gap between the rich 

and the poor is the most frequently mentioned issue (26%), while 12% of economic moderates 

and 6% of economic conservatives identify this as America’s most pressing economic concern.

Economic Liberal

Economic ModerateEconomic Conservative

Economic Orientation Scale

34
25

42

Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

There are striking racial differences in economic orientations, particularly between white and 

non-white Americans. More than four times as many white Americans (34%) as black Americans 
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�����DQG�+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV������DUH�HFRQRPLF�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��$PRQJ�EODFN�$PHULFDQV��KDOI�
������DUH�HFRQRPLF�OLEHUDOV��FRPSDUHG�WR�QHDUO\���LQ����������+LVSDQLF�$PHULFDQV��DQG�DERXW�
��LQ����������ZKLWH�$PHULFDQV�

Republicans and Democrats are mirror images of one another, while independents fall in 

EHWZHHQ��$�PDMRULW\�������RI�5HSXEOLFDQV�DUH�HFRQRPLF�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��DQG�RQO\����DUH�HFR-

nomic liberals. Tea Party members are even more likely than Republicans overall to identify as 

economic conservatives (63%). A majority (55%) of Democrats are economic liberals, and only 

3% are economic conservatives. 

$PRQJ�UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV��ZKLWH�HYDQJHOLFDO�3URWHVWDQWV�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�DQ\�
RWKHU�UHOLJLRXV�JURXS�WR�EH�HFRQRPLF�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��������/HVV�WKDQ���LQ���������DUH�HFRQRPLF�
liberals. White mainline Protestants and Catholics are more evenly divided in their economic 

orientations. About one-third (34%) of white mainline Protestants are economic conservatives, 

FRPSDUHG�WR�����ZKR�DUH�HFRQRPLF�OLEHUDOV��$ERXW�RQH�TXDUWHU�������RI�&DWKROLFV�DUH�HFR-

nomic conservatives, compared to 32% who are economic liberals. The religious group most 

likely to be economically liberal is non-Christian religious Americans. Among non-Christian reli-

JLRXV�$PHULFDQV������DUH�HFRQRPLF�OLEHUDOV��FRPSDUHG�WR�����ZKR�DUH�HFRQRPLF�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�
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Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).
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The Social Orientation Scale
In order to assess orientation on social issues, we created a composite social orientation scale based 

on two measures: opinions about the legality of same-sex marriage and abortion. These measures 

are highly correlated and produce a reliable scale that works well across demographic groups. 

7KLV�VFDOH�LGHQWLÀHV�����RI�$PHULFDQV�DV�VRFLDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������DV�VRFLDO�PRGHUDWHV��DQG�
24% as social liberals. 

Social Liberal

Social ModerateSocial Conservative

Social Orientation Scale

24 29

46

Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

2Q�WKH�VRFLDO�RULHQWDWLRQ�VFDOH��ZKLWH�DQG�EODFN�$PHULFDQV�KDYH�VLPLODU�SURÀOHV��ZKLOH�+LVSDQLF�
Americans are more likely to be social moderates. Approximately 3-in-10 white (31%) and black 

(30%) Americans are social conservatives, pluralities of each group are social moderates (44% 

and 46%), and about one-quarter of each group are social liberals (26% and 24%). By contrast, 

QHDUO\���LQ����������+LVSDQLFV�DUH�VRFLDO�PRGHUDWHV��ZKLOH�����DUH�VRFLDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�DQG�
����DUH�VRFLDO�OLEHUDOV�

,Q�WHUPV�RI�SROLWLFDO�DIÀOLDWLRQ��5HSXEOLFDQV�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�EH�VRFLDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��ZKLOH�LQGH-
pendents and Democrats are more likely to be social moderates. Twice as many Republicans 

������DV�'HPRFUDWV�������RU�LQGHSHQGHQWV�������DUH�VRFLDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��)RUW\�WKUHH�SHUFHQW�RI�
Republicans are social moderates, and only 9% are social liberals. A plurality (46%) of Democrats 

are social moderates, and 35% are social liberals. Among independents, half (50%) are social mod-

HUDWHV������DUH�VRFLDO�OLEHUDOV�DQG�����DUH�VRFLDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��7KRVH�LGHQWLI\LQJ�ZLWK�WKH�7HD�
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3DUW\�KDYH�D�VLPLODU�SURÀOH�WR�5HSXEOLFDQV�RYHUDOO��KDOI�������DUH�VRFLDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������DUH�
social moderates, and only 9% are social liberals.

�
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Social Orientation 
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Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

$V�ZLWK�WKH�WKHRORJLFDO�VFDOH��WKHUH�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�ZKLWH�DQG�EODFN�QRQ�+LVSDQLF�
Democrats on the social orientation scale. Among white Democrats, a plurality (46%) are social liber-

als, 42% are social moderates, and 12% are social conservatives. Among black Democrats, fewer are 

social liberals (23%), while more are social moderates (49%) and social conservatives (29%). 

Among religious groups, white evangelical Protestants stand apart as the only major reli-

gious group dominated by social conservatives. Nearly two-thirds (63%) of white evangeli-

cal Protestants are social conservatives, 32% are social moderates and 5% are social liberals. 

3OXUDOLWLHV�RU�PDMRULWLHV�RI�PRVW�RWKHU�PDMRU�UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV�DUH�VRFLDO�PRGHUDWHV��LQFOXGLQJ�����
of black Protestants, 53% of white mainline Protestants, and 55% of Catholics. More than 1-in-5 

of these groups are social liberals, including 21% of black Protestants, 24% of white mainline 

3URWHVWDQWV��DQG�����RI�&DWKROLFV��1RWDEO\��+LVSDQLF�&DWKROLFV�������DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�ZKLWH�
Catholics (51%) to be social moderates, and non-Christian religious Americans are the religious 

JURXS�PRVW�OLNHO\�WR�EH�VRFLDO�OLEHUDOV��������

,Q�RUGHU�WR�HYDOXDWH�WKH�UHODWLYH�VL]H�DQG�SURÀOHV�RI�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHU-
vatives, we combined the three scales above (theological orientation, economic orientation, and 

social orientation) into a single scale, where each of the three individual scales carried equal weight. 

��)LQGLQJV�KHUH�DERXW�WKH�7HD�3DUW\�PRYHPHQW�FRQÀUP�HDUOLHU�355,�%URRNLQJV�ÀQGLQJV�IURP�WKH������$PHULFDQ�
Values Survey that the Tea Party is dominated not by libertarians but by social conservatives.

Religious Progressives vs. Religious Conservatives
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Respondents who scored consistently low across all three scales were categorized as religious pro-

gressives, while respondents who scored consistently high across all three scales were categorized 

as religious conservatives.9 Those with mixed scores (low on one scale and high on another), or 

with scores in the middle range of the scales were categorized as religious moderates.10 As with 

the theological scale above, nonreligious Americans were excluded.

A Profile of Religious Progressives vs. Conservatives
$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�FRPELQHG�VFDOH������RI�$PHULFDQV�DUH�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������DUH�
religious moderates, and 19% of Americans are religious progressives; additionally, 15% of 

Americans are nonreligious.
11�6HH�$SSHQGL[���IRU�D�IXOO�SURÀOH�RI�ERWK�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�

and religious conservatives. 

NonreligiousReligious Progressive

Religious ModerateReligious Conservative

Religious Orientation Scale

15

28

38

19

Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

9 We chose to use the term “religious progressive” for the combined scale for two reasons: 1) it is the preferred 

WHUP�XVHG�E\�PDQ\�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV�ZKR�VHOI�LGHQWLI\�ZLWK�WKLV�JURXS��-RQHV���������DQG����LW�KHOSV�WR�FODULI\�WKH�GLV-
tinctions between the theological orientation scale, where we used “theological liberal,” and the religious orientation 

scale, where we used “religious progressive.”

10�:H�FRQVWUXFWHG�WKH�VFDOH�WR�DOORZ�IRU�LQH[DFW�ÀWV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WKUHH�VFDOHV��HVSHFLDOO\�GXH�WR�WKH�UHODWLYHO\�VPDOO�
numbers of  Americans who are ideologically consistent on the theological, economic, and social scales. For 

example, only 1-in-10 (10%) Americans are simultaneously theological, economic, and social conservatives. Only 

���RI �$PHULFDQV�RYHUDOO�DUH�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�HFRQRPLF�DQG�VRFLDO�OLEHUDOV��ZKLOH�EHLQJ�HLWKHU�WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV�RU�
nonreligious.

11
 As above with the theological orientation scale, Americans who identify as atheist or agnostic, or who say religion is not im-

SRUWDQW�WR�WKHLU�OLYHV��DUH�GHÀQHG�DV�QRQUHOLJLRXV�
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One common misconception should be addressed at the outset. It is often assumed that, in the 

American religious landscape, theological conservatives anchor one end of the spectrum and 

WKHRORJLFDO�OLEHUDOV��WKH�RWKHU��+RZHYHU��GXH�WR�WKH�JURZWK�RI�QRQUHOLJLRXV�$PHULFDQV�ZKR�WHQG�
to be liberal on both social and economic issues, the opposite end of the spectrum from reli-

gious conservatives is now anchored by a combination of religious progressives and nonreligious 

Americans. Given this dynamic, the 9% advantage religious conservatives have in outnumber-

ing religious progressives is muted by the additional 15% of Americans who are nonreligious 

and hold similar views to religious progressives across a range of issues.

5HOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�OHVV�OLNHO\�WKDQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�WR�EH�ZKLWH������YV��
����UHVSHFWLYHO\��DQG�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WKDQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�WR�EH�+LVSDQLF�RU�PL[HG�UDFH�

,Q�WHUPV�RI�SDUW\�DIÀOLDWLRQ��UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�DUH�PLUURU�LPDJHV�
of one another. Nearly half (49%) of religious progressives identify as Democrats, while as many 

(49%) religious conservatives identify as Republicans. Religious conservatives are also seven 

times more likely than religious progressives to identify as a member of the Tea Party move-

ment (21% vs. 3% respectively).

Religious progressives and conservatives are distributed in very different ways within the two 

PDMRU�SROLWLFDO�SDUWLHV��$PRQJ�'HPRFUDWV������DUH�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV������DUH�UHOLJLRXV�
PRGHUDWHV��DQG�����DUH�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��DGGLWLRQDOO\������DUH�QRQUHOLJLRXV��$PRQJ�
Republicans, a majority (56%) are religious conservatives, 33% are religious moderates, 5% 

are religious progressives, and 6% are nonreligious. Thus, close to half of the Democratic 

Party coalition is made up of religious progressives or the nonreligious, while about half of the 

Republican Party coalition is comprised of religious conservatives.

,Q�WHUPV�RI�UHOLJLRXV�DIÀOLDWLRQ�� WKH� ODUJHVW�VLQJOH�JURXS�DPRQJ�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DUH�
Catholics, who make up nearly 3-in-10 (29%) of this coalition, followed by white mainline 

3URWHVWDQWV��������UHOLJLRXV�ÁRDWHUV�ZKR�DUH�QRW�IRUPDOO\�DIÀOLDWHG�ZLWK�D�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQ�
EXW�ZKR�QHYHUWKHOHVV�VD\�UHOLJLRQ�LV�DW�OHDVW�VRPHZKDW�LPSRUWDQW�LQ�WKHLU�OLYHV��������DQG�QRQ�
&KULVWLDQ�UHOLJLRXV�$PHULFDQV�VXFK�DV�-HZV��%XGGKLVW��+LQGXV��DQG�0XVOLPV��������1RWDEO\��
white evangelical Protestants constitute only 4% of religious progressives. By contrast, white 

evangelical Protestants constitute more than 4-in-10 (43%) of religious conservatives, followed 

E\�&DWKROLFV�������DQG�ZKLWH�PDLQOLQH�3URWHVWDQWV��������%ODFN�3URWHVWDQWV�FRPSULVH�DERXW���LQ�
���RI�ERWK�WKH�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYH������DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYH������FRDOLWLRQV�

While religious progressives and conservatives hold different opinions about whether religion 

is the most important thing in their lives, strong majorities of both groups say that religion is at 

least one among many important things in their lives. While only about 1-in-10 (11%) religious 

progressives say religion is the most important thing in their lives, nearly 6-in-10 (59%) say it 

is one among many important things in their lives. Among religious conservatives, a majority 

(54%) say that religion is the most important thing in their lives, and 43% say it is one among 

many important things.

5HOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DUH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�\RXQJHU�WKDQ�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��7KH�PHDQ�DJH�RI�UHOL-
JLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�LV���³MXVW�XQGHU�WKH�PHDQ�DJH�LQ�WKH�JHQHUDO�SRSXODWLRQ�RI���³ZKLOH�WKH�PHDQ�
age of religious conservatives is 53.

12

 The mean age of the nonreligious is 42. While Millennials 

comprise about one-third (34%) of the religious progressive coalition, they make up only 16% of 

12 General population numbers provided are based on the average age of  survey respondents, not on the U.S. Cen-

VXV�%XUHDX�ÀJXUHV��
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the religious conservative coalition. Likewise, the Silent Generation constitutes only 1-in-10 (9%) 

UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV��ZKLOH�LW�FRQVWLWXWHV�URXJKO\�RQH�LQ�ÀYH�������UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�
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Source: PRRI/Brookings Economic Values Survey, July 2013 (N= 2,002).

7KH�GLYHUJHQW�JHQHUDWLRQ�SURÀOHV�DOVR�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�OLNHOLKRRG�WKDW�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�ZLOO�
shrink as a proportion of the population, while religious progressives will maintain their share 

and the ranks of the nonreligious will grow. Religious conservatives make up smaller proportion 

RI�HDFK�VXFFHVVLYH�JHQHUDWLRQ��IURP�����RI�WKH�6LOHQW�*HQHUDWLRQ������RI�%DE\�%RRPHUV������
RI�*HQHUDWLRQ�;��DQG�����RI�0LOOHQQLDOV��,Q�FRQWUDVW��WKH�QRQUHOLJLRXV�PDNH�XS�D�ODUJHU�SDUW�RI�
each generation. One-in-ten (10%) Americans who are part of the Silent Generation are nonre-

ligious compared to more than 1-in-5 (22%) Millennials. Religious progressives also make up a 

PXFK�ODUJHU�SURSRUWLRQ�RI�0LOOHQQLDOV�������WKDQ�WKH�6LOHQW�*HQHUDWLRQ��������+RZHYHU��WKH�
generational shifts in the proportion of religious progressives are uneven (16% of Generation 

X are religious progressives compared to 19% of Baby Boomers), because growth of religious 

progressives among younger Americans is affected by accompanying growth of the nonreligious 

among these younger generations. 

Religious progressives also generally have attained higher levels of education than religious con-

servatives. Thirty-six percent of religious progressives hold a college or post-graduate degree, 

compared to 22% of religious conservatives. About 3-in-10 (31%) religious progressives have a 

high school education or less, compared to half (50%) of religious conservatives.
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Religious progressives are more likely than religious conservatives to live in the Northeast (24% 

vs. 12%), and are less likely than religious conservatives to live in the Midwest (15% vs. 22%) 

and the South (36% vs. 44%). Religious progressives are also less likely than religious conserva-

tives to live in rural communities (11% vs. 25%).

The Role of Religion and Government
Religious progressives and religious conservatives also hold different views about what being a 

UHOLJLRXV�SHUVRQ�PHDQV��1HDUO\���LQ����������UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�VD\�EHLQJ�D�UHOLJLRXV�SHUVRQ�
is mostly about doing the right thing, compared to 16% who say it is about holding the right 

beliefs. By contrast, a majority (54%) of religious conservatives say being a religious person is 

SULPDULO\�DERXW�KDYLQJ�WKH�ULJKW�EHOLHIV��FRPSDUHG�WR�OHVV�WKDQ���LQ����������ZKR�VD\�LW�LV�PRVWO\�
about doing the right thing. 

Religious progressives and religious conservatives also disagree about the public role of religion. 

1HDUO\���LQ����������UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DJUHH�UHOLJLRQ�LV�D�SULYDWH�PDWWHU�WKDW�VKRXOG�EH�NHSW�
out of public debates, compared to 11% who disagree. Religious conservatives, however, have 

VLJQLÀFDQWO\�IHZHU�PLVJLYLQJV�RQ�WKLV�LVVXH�DQG�DUH�HYHQO\�GLYLGHG������DJUHH������GLVDJUHH��

Similarly, religious progressives and religious conservatives disagree about the connections 

between belief in God and morality and on the degree to which social problems stem from 

LQGLYLGXDO�DFWLRQV�DQG�GHFLVLRQV��1HDUO\�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�������RI�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�DJUHH�
that it is necessary to believe in God in order to be moral. Only 29% of religious progressives and 

����RI�QRQUHOLJLRXV�$PHULFDQV�DJUHH�ZLWK�WKLV�VWDWHPHQW��0RUHRYHU��PRUH�WKDQ���LQ����������
religious conservatives agree that if enough people had a personal relationship with God, social 

problems would take care of themselves. By contrast, less than one-third (31%) of religious pro-

JUHVVLYHV�DQG�����RI�QRQUHOLJLRXV�$PHULFDQV�DJUHH��WZR�WKLUGV�������RI�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�
DQG�����RI�QRQUHOLJLRXV�$PHULFDQV�GLVDJUHH�

Economic Issues
Religious progressives and religious conservatives hold strikingly different opinions about a 

range of economic issues, especially related to the role of government, economic opportunity, 

and personal responsibility.

5HOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�KDYH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�GLIIHUHQW�HFRQRPLF�SULRUL-
ties. When asked about the most important economic issue facing the country today, the most 

frequently cited issue by religious progressives is the increasing gap between the rich and the 

SRRU��������ZKLOH�WKH�PRVW�IUHTXHQWO\�FLWHG�LVVXH�E\�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�LV�WKH�EXGJHW�GHÀFLW�
(29%). Roughly one-quarter of both religious progressives and religious conservatives cite lack 

of jobs (25% and 24%) as the most pressing economic issue facing the country.

On questions related to economic policy and the role of government, religious progressives 

generally hold similar views to nonreligious Americans and religious moderates, while religious 

FRQVHUYDWLYHV�VWDQG�DSDUW��)RU�H[DPSOH������RI�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�DJUHH�WKDW�WKH�JRYHUQ-

ment should do more to reduce the gap between the rich and the poor, compared to 69% of 

UHOLJLRXV�PRGHUDWHV������RI�WKH�QRQUHOLJLRXV��DQG�QHDUO\���LQ����������UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV��
Similarly, 26% of religious conservatives say the government should guarantee health insurance 

IRU�DOO�FLWL]HQV�HYHQ�LI�LW�PHDQV�UDLVLQJ�WD[HV��FRPSDUHG�WR�����RI�UHOLJLRXV�PRGHUDWHV������RI�
WKH�QRQUHOLJLRXV��DQG�PRUH�WKDQ�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�������RI�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�
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On the question of capitalism’s compatibility with Christian values, religious conservatives also 

express views very different from religious progressives, religious moderates, and the nonreli-

JLRXV��1HDUO\�KDOI�������RI�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�VD\�FDSLWDOLVP�DQG�WKH�IUHH�PDUNHW�V\VWHP�DUH�
consistent with Christian values, compared to 41% who believe they are at odds. By contrast, 

����RI�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV������RI�UHOLJLRXV�PRGHUDWHV�DQG�����RI�WKH�QRQUHOLJLRXV�EHOLHYH�
capitalism is consistent with Christian values.

Religious progressives and religious conservatives hold strongly contrasting opinions about 

whether equal opportunity currently exists in the U.S. today. Religious conservatives are twice 

as likely as religious progressives to say that children from all income groups have adequate 

opportunities to be successful today (61% vs. 29%). On this question, nonreligious Americans 

hold identical opinions as religious progressives (29% agree).

Religious progressives and religious conservatives also hold different opinions about the demise 

of a strong work ethic and the decline of two-parent families as causes of America’s economic 

problems. Majorities of religious conservatives (64%) agree many people today think they can 

JHW�DKHDG�ZLWKRXW�ZRUNLQJ�KDUG�DQG�PDNLQJ�VDFULÀFHV��ZKLOH�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�������DQG�
WKH�QRQUHOLJLRXV�������DUH�GLYLGHG��7KHUH�DUH�VKDUSHU�GLYLVLRQV�RQ�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�ZKHWKHU�IDP-

ily instability and the decline of two-parent families are the primary cause of America’s current 

economic problems. More than two-thirds (69%) of religious conservatives agree with this state-

PHQW��%\�FRQWUDVW��RQO\�����RI�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DQG�����RI�QRQUHOLJLRXV�$PHULFDQV�DJUHH�

Economic Values
5HOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�SULRULWL]H�HFRQRPLF�YDOXHV�LQ�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
different ways.

Religious Progressives vs. Religious Conservatives on Economic Values

RELIGIOUS
PROGRESSIVES

RELIGIOUS
CONSERVATIVES

DIFFERENCE

Promoting equality and fairness 87 70 17

Encouraging responsible lives 80 91 (11)

Providing a public safety net 76 53 23

Promoting freedom and liberty 81 89 (8)

Supporting private charity for poor 59 65 (6)

 

The top three values that religious progressives say are very or extremely important for guiding 

JRYHUQPHQW�SROLF\�DERXW�WKH�HFRQRP\�DUH�SURPRWLQJ�HTXDOLW\�DQG�IDLUQHVV��������HQFRXUDJLQJ�
SHRSOH�WR�OLYH�UHVSRQVLEOH�OLYHV��������DQG�SURPRWLQJ�IUHHGRP�DQG�OLEHUW\��������%\�FRQWUDVW��WKH�
top three economic values for religious conservatives are encouraging people to live responsible 

OLYHV��������SURPRWLQJ�IUHHGRP�DQG�OLEHUW\��������DQG�SURPRWLQJ�HTXDOLW\�DQG�IDLUQHVV��������
There is a 23-point gap between religious progressives and religious conservatives on the value 

RI�SURYLGLQJ�D�SXEOLF�VDIHW\�QHW������YV��������DPRQJ�UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��SURYLGLQJ�D�SXE-

lic safety net was the lowest ranked value.
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Perspectives on Survey 
Findings By E. J. Dionne 
Jr. and William A. Galston

In both the values they hold about economic questions and the policies they support, religious 

Americans are divided within as well as among themselves. There is broad agreement that the 

gap between rich and poor has widened in recent years and that something needs to be done 

DERXW�LW��6WURQJ�PDMRULWLHV�VXSSRUW�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�PLQLPXP�ZDJH�IURP�WKH�FXUUHQW�������SHU�
hour to $10.00 per hour, and also increasing the tax rate for those earning more than $250,000 

per year.  

Among people of faith, there is strong support for greater economic fairness and compassion 

toward those in need, even for religious Americans who are quite conservative in their theologi-

cal orientation and their attitudes toward social issues. Sixty-six percent of theological conser-

vatives and 63% of social conservatives support the $10 per hour minimum wage. By margins 

exceeding 60%, theological and social conservatives say that the gap between rich and poor has 

widened over the last decade and that “promoting equality and fairness” should be an impor-

tant value guiding government policy. They feel similarly about “providing a public safety net 

for people facing hardships.” Smaller but clear majorities believe that “it is the responsibility of 

the government to take care of people who can’t take care of themselves.”

6XFK�ÀQGLQJV�ZRXOG�SRLQW�WR�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�YLJRU�RI�D�EURDG�PRYHPHQW�RQ�EHKDOI�RI�VRFLDO�MXV-
WLFH��<HW�WKHUH�DUH�FRXQWHUYDLOLQJ�IRUFHV��7KUHH�LQ�ÀYH�$PHULFDQV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�JRYHUQPHQW�KDV�
become bigger because it has gotten involved in things that people should do for themselves. 

+DOI�WKLQN�WKDW�JRYHUQPHQW�LV�SURYLGLQJ�VRFLDO�VHUYLFHV�WKDW�VKRXOG�EH�OHIW�WR�UHOLJLRXV�JURXSV�
DQG�SULYDWH�FKDULWLHV��2QO\�D�IHZ�EHOLHYH�WKDW�JRYHUQPHQW�RIIHUV�VLJQLÀFDQW�KHOS�WR�SHRSOH�OLNH�
themselves. And although a majority supports a broad program of government activism to pro-

mote economic growth in principle, a much larger majority believes that the federal government 

is mostly or completely broken.

Politically, it is religious conservatives who have the louder voice and the greater range of political 

organization. Thus one of the paradoxes of American politics: while social justice commitments 

largely unite religious Americans, this potentially progressive constituency does not cohere to 

the same degree as does the religious movement on behalf of socially conservative causes. For 

many white theological conservatives, their strong views on social issues trump their positions 

on economic issues, leading them to identify with the Republican Party. 

And Americans are sharply divided over what the scriptural call to look after the poor means. 

Respondents were asked: “In the Bible, when Jesus and the prophets talked about taking care 

Introduction

Conservative and Progressive Religious Coalitions
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of the poor,” were they talking primarily about “charitable acts by individuals or our obliga-

WLRQV�WR�FUHDWH�D�MXVW�VRFLHW\µ"�)LIW\�SHUFHQW�EHOLHYH�WKH\�ZHUH�WDONLQJ�SULPDULO\�DERXW�FKDULWDEOH�
acts, while 41% feel they were talking about the imperative for a just society. There is also genu-

LQH�SRODUL]DWLRQ�DURXQG�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ������IHHO�VWURQJO\�DERXW�WKH�ÀUVW�VWDWHPHQW��ZKLOH�����
feel strongly about the second. Interestingly, on the matter of charity versus justice, religious 

Americans do not divide as sharply along theological lines as one might expect. Among theo-

ORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������VD\�LQGLYLGXDO�FKDULW\�LV�DW�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�%LEOLFDO�FDOO�RQ�EHKDOI�RI�
the needy; among theological moderates, 44% say this, as do 49% of theological liberals.

Nonetheless, given the centrality of free-market thinking—including a strong dose of libertari-

DQLVP³ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�5HSXEOLFDQ�3DUW\��WKH�VXUYH\�LV�QRWDEOH�LQ�ÀQGLQJ�WKDW�DPRQJ�
the various brands of conservatism, economic conservatism has the weakest hold on public 

RSLQLRQ��2YHUDOO������RI�$PHULFDQV�JDYH�DQVZHUV�WR�D�YDULHW\�RI�VXUYH\�TXHVWLRQV�WKDW�GHÀQHG�
WKHP�DV�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������JDYH�DQVZHUV�WKDW�GHÀQHG�WKHP�DV�VRFLDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��
and only 25% were ranked as economic conservatives. 

7KLV�SRLQWV�WR�D�GLIÀFXOW\�IRU�WKH�FRQVHUYDWLYH�PRYHPHQW�LI�LW�VHHNV�WR�ZHDNHQ�LWV�FRPPLWPHQW�
to social and religious conservatism while concentrating primarily on economic issues. It also 

points to a potential for liberals to convert social conservatives to their cause—if the emphasis 

of liberalism is on issues related to economic and social justice. 

%XW�PDWWHUV�DUH�QRW�WKDW�VLPSOH��EHFDXVH�WKHUH�LV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�PRUH�WKHRORJLFDO�GLYHUVLW\�DPRQJ�
SROLWLFDO�OLEHUDOV�WKDQ�DPRQJ�SROLWLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��7KH�ODUJHVW�VKDUH�RI�VHOI�LGHQWLÀHG�SROLWLFDO�
OLEHUDOV�������LV�QRQUHOLJLRXV��ZKLOH�����DUH�WKHRORJLFDOO\�OLEHUDO������DUH�WKHRORJLFDOO\�PRGHU-
DWH��DQG�����DUH�WKHRORJLFDOO\�FRQVHUYDWLYH��6HOI�LGHQWLÀHG�SROLWLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�
hand, are far more homogenous theologically: 56% of them are theologically conservative while 

only 11% are nonreligious. 

In a sense, both sides of the ideological divide face grave risks in trying to win converts. The 

FRQVHUYDWLYH�FRDOLWLRQ�FRXOG�Á\�DSDUW�LI�LWV�HPSKDVLV�PRYHV�WRR�IDU�IURP�VRFLDO�LVVXHV�DQG�UHOL-
gion to economics. The liberal coalition could fracture if liberals either ignore religion altogether 

or make strong appeals to religious voters that begin to offend the nonreligious in their ranks. 

Yet to build majorities, each side needs to reach out to voters whose views might make parts of 

their coalition uncomfortable.

.H\�WR�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�YRWHUV�LQ�HDFK�SDUW\�GR�QRW�ÀW�QHDWO\�LQWR�HVWDEOLVKHG�
ideological patterns is the exceptional position of African Americans. On economic issues, 

African Americans are by far the most liberal group in the nation: 50% of them are economic 

OLEHUDOV��FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�����RI�+LVSDQLFV�DQG�����RI�QRQ�+LVSDQLF�ZKLWH�$PHULFDQV��%XW�RQ�
theological questions, African Americans are the most conservative: 49% of African Americans 

DUH�WKHRORJLFDOO\�FRQVHUYDWLYH��FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�����RI�ZKLWHV�DQG�����RI�+LVSDQLFV�

On social issues, differences across racial and ethnic lines are much smaller: 31% of whites, 30% 

RI�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV��DQG�����RI�+LVSDQLFV�DUH�FRQVHUYDWLYH�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�VRFLDO�LVVXHV��
����RI�ZKLWHV������RI�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV�DQG�����RI�+LVSDQLFV�DUH�VRFLDOO\�OLEHUDO��7KH�SUH-
ponderance of all three groups is socially moderate.

Still, there are deep differences on social issues within the potential progressive coalition. For 

example, although there is a national majority in favor of same-sex marriage, only 45% of African 

$PHULFDQV�VXSSRUW�LW��FRPSDUHG�WR�����RI�ERWK�+LVSDQLFV�DQG�QRQ�+LVSDQLF�ZKLWHV³DQG�
IXOO\�����RI�HFRQRPLF�OLEHUDOV�RYHUDOO��,W�LV�DOVR�WUXH��KRZHYHU��WKDW�WKH�SURSRUWLRQ�RI�$IULFDQ�
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Americans supporting gay marriage has grown considerably, narrowing the gap between African 

Americans and whites. For example, the proportion of African Americans supporting same-

VH[�XQLRQV�URVH�IURP�����LQ�PLG������WR�����WRGD\��ZKLOH�WKH�SURSRUWLRQ�RSSRVLQJ�LW�GURSSHG�
IURP�����WR�����LQ�WKH�VDPH�SHULRG��355,�-XO\�������355,�%URRNLQJV��������

Underscoring the complexity of religion’s role in public life is the heterogeneity of the groups 

GHFODULQJ�WKDW�UHOLJLRQ�LV�LPSRUWDQW�LQ�WKHLU�OLYHV��2YHUDOO������RI�$PHULFDQV�VD\�WKDW�́ UHOLJLRQ�LV�
the most important thing in my life,” and an additional 45% say it is “one among many important 

things in my life.” The groups especially inclined to list religion as important to them include 

women, older Americans, the less educated, Southerners, Republicans, conservatives, white 

evangelicals, and those with lower incomes. Among African Americans, 49% cite religion as 

WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�WKLQJ�LQ�WKHLU�OLYHV��FRPSDUHG�WR�����RI�+LVSDQLFV�DQG�RQO\�����RI�ZKLWH�
$PHULFDQV��,Q�DGGLWLRQ������RI�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV�WKLQN�WKDW�LW�LV�QHFHVVDU\�WR�EHOLHYH�LQ�*RG�
in order to be moral and have good values, compared to only 52% of all Americans—and, tell-

LQJO\��RQO\�����RI�OLEHUDOV������RI�UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG�$PHULFDQV��DQG�����RI�WKRVH�ZKR�
regard themselves as nonreligious.  On this fundamental issue, the main building blocks of a 

potential progressive coalition are poles apart.  
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It is intriguing to map the diversity of groups for whom religion is important against the 

equally diverse set of groups for whom “promoting equality and fairness” is more likely to be 

DQ�´H[WUHPHO\�LPSRUWDQWµ�YDOXH��7KLV�LV�DQ�HVSHFLDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�FRQFHUQ�IRU�UHOLJLRXV��VRFLDO��
and economic liberals alike, as well as for the white working class, lower income Americans, 

\RXQJ�DGXOWV��$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV��WKH�UHOLJLRXVO\�XQDIÀOLDWHG��ZKLWH�&DWKROLFV��DQG�'HPRFUDWV��
The presence of working class whites and white Catholics on this list hints at the idea that the 

2012 drop-off in turnout among white voters may have been motivated in part by discomfort 

with Mitt Romney’s economic views, and perhaps also his past as a venture capitalist and his 

ZHOO�SXEOLFL]HG�VWDWHPHQW�DERXW�WKH�´���SHUFHQW�µ��

Republicans have long expressed the hope that the strong religious feelings of African Americans 

might someday incline them to give the G.O.P. a larger share of their ballots. Yet the party’s 

GLIÀFXOW\�LQ�DSSHDOLQJ�WR�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV��DQG�DOVR�WR�/DWLQRV��FOHDUO\�WUDQVFHQGV�LVVXHV�RI�
particular concern for these groups because both so strongly reject economic conservatism. 

Where 34% of whites gave answers to a variety of issue questions that ranked them as economic 

FRQVHUYDWLYHV��RQO\����RI�+LVSDQLFV�DQG����RI�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV�DUH�HFRQRPLF�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�

Yet if Americans on the whole reject the policies of economic conservatives, many hold views on how 

the economy works that are consistent with conservative values. It is to this tension that we turn next.

It is common to point to the polarization of our politics, and the evidence for a deep divide 

between red and blue, right and left, is strong. Nonetheless, it is also true that many Americans 

are torn within themselves, accepting certain ideas associated with liberalism and others asso-

ciated with conservatism. This survey suggests that each side in our politics appeals to widely-

held sentiments about the economy. While there may well be too much emphasis in our political 

discussions about how issues are “framed,” it is clearly the case that different ways of framing 

economic and social justice questions provide each side with opportunities to move opinion.

7KHUH�DUH�VWURQJ�PDMRULWLHV�RQ�PDQ\�LVVXHV�WKDW�UHÁHFW�SURJUHVVLYH�LQFOLQDWLRQV��2IIHUHG�D�OLVW�
of economic issues and asked which is the most important, more Americans (26%) chose “the 

ODFN�RI�MREVµ�WKDQ�SLFNHG�́ WKH�EXGJHW�GHÀFLWµ��������,Q�DGGLWLRQ������FKRVH�́ WKH�LQFUHDVLQJ�JDS�
between rich and poor.” The rest picked issues with less straightforward ideological implications: 

WKH�ULVLQJ�FRVW�RI�KHDOWK�FDUH�������RU�WKH�ULVLQJ�FRVW�RI�HGXFDWLRQ������

7KH�VXUYH\�DOVR�IRXQG�WKDW�����IDYRU�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�PLQLPXP�ZDJH�WR�����DQ�KRXU��ZKLOH�����
support increasing taxes on Americans earning more than $250,000 a year. These views may be 

SDUWO\�H[SODLQHG�E\�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�����RI�UHVSRQGHQWV�VD\�WKDW�WKH�LQFRPH�JDS�EHWZHHQ�ULFK�DQG�
poor has gotten larger over the last decade; only 5% say it has gotten smaller.  

And when respondents were offered core liberal and conservative arguments about the best way 

to promote economic growth, the liberal arguments prevailed. Given a choice between two state-

ments, 54% preferred to “spend more on education and the nation’s infrastructure, and raise 

taxes on wealthy individuals and businesses to pay for that spending,” while only 41% preferred 

to “lower taxes on individuals and businesses and pay for those tax cuts by cutting spending on 

some government services and programs.” In addition, 53% say that “one of the big problems in 

this country is that we don’t give everyone an equal chance in life,” while 39% say that “it is not 

Competing Economic Narratives 
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really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than others.” In a sense, 

rerunning the themes of the 2012 campaign produced rather similar results. 

Yet the public strength of key liberal contentions is counter-balanced by majorities that embrace 

more conservative ideas. Asked if government has “become bigger over the years because it has 

JRWWHQ�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKLQJV�WKDW�SHRSOH�VKRXOG�GR�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV�µ�����DJUHH��RQO\�����IHHO�WKDW�
government has grown “because the problems we face have become bigger.” Most Americans 

feel that government helps them and people like them only “a little” (56%), and an additional 

����VD\�WKDW�JRYHUQPHQW�KHOSV�WKHP�DQG�WKHLU�SHHUV�́ QRW�DW�DOO�µ�2QO\�����VD\�SHRSOH�OLNH�WKHP-

selves receive “a lot” of help from government. 

Asked about a series of values that should guide government policies, the two that won the highest 

ratings were “encouraging people to live more responsible lives” (rated “extremely important” by 

�����DQG�´SURPRWLQJ�IUHHGRP�DQG�OLEHUW\µ������UDQN�WKLV�DV�´H[WUHPHO\�LPSRUWDQWµ���%RWK�DUH�
FRQJHQLDO�WR�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��DOWKRXJK�PDQ\�OLEHUDOV�HQGRUVH�WKH�ÀUVW�RI�WKHVH�DV�ZHOO��´3URPRWLQJ�
equality and fairness” came third at 39%. Two other values rank well behind: “providing a public 

safety net for people who are facing hardships” (26% rate this as “extremely important”) and “sup-

porting private charity for the poor” (23% say this is “extremely important.”)

A majority is also skeptical of the work ethic of many of their fellow citizens, a theme often 

sounded by critics of government social programs. Asked if they agreed or disagreed with the 

statement, “Many people today think they can get ahead without working hard and making sac-

ULÀFHV�µ�����DJUHH��ZKLOH�����GLVDJUHH��7KH�VXUYH\�IRXQG�WKDW�����RI�ZKLWHV�DJUHH�ZLWK�WKLV�
VWDWHPHQW��EXW�RQO\�����RI�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQV�DQG�����RI�+LVSDQLFV��7KH�VWDWHPHQW�ZRQ�DVVHQW�
IURP�����RI�5HSXEOLFDQV������RI�,QGHSHQGHQWV�DQG�����RI�'HPRFUDWV��

In the wake of the economic downturn, it is perhaps surprising that 54% say that American 

capitalism is working “very well” or “somewhat well,” while 42% say it is working “not too 

well” or “not well at all.” On the other hand, opinion clustered toward middle ground, and few 

Americans give the system a ringing endorsement: Only 9% of Americans think capitalism is 

working “very well” while 16% say it is not working well at all. A plurality of 45% see the sys-

tem as working “somewhat well.”

Clearly, partisan polarization and the sharp divide in attitudes toward President Obama shape 

citizen’s views, even when it comes to broad assessments of their own and the country’s eco-

QRPLF�ZHOO�EHLQJ��2SLQLRQV�DERXW�HFRQRPLF�FRQGLWLRQV��IRU�H[DPSOH��DUH�KHDYLO\�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�
partisan and ideological commitments. Americans who tilt in a liberal direction and support 

the president think things are going better for the country, and to a lesser extent even for them-

selves, than do conservatives who oppose him.  

$QG�RQH�RI�WKH�PRUH�UHPDUNDEOH�ÀQGLQJV�LV�D�GLYHUJHQFH�EHWZHHQ�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�JHQHUDO�SURSR-

sition that the government should “guarantee health insurance for all citizens, even if it means 

raising taxes” and support for Obamacare. Overall, 56% of Americans agree with a government 

guarantee of health coverage. But asked if they favor or oppose “repealing and eliminating the 

2010 health care law,” the split was 42% in favor of repeal and 42% opposed.  

Finally, there are questions that do leave the country deeply polarized. Asked if “government is 

providing too many social services that should be left to religious groups and private charities,” 

WKH�FRXQWU\�LV�GLYLGHG�DOPRVW�HYHQO\������DJUHH������GLVDJUHH��1RW�VXUSULVLQJO\��DWWLWXGHV�RQ�
this question fall along theological lines. Sixty-four percent of theological conservatives agree 
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with it, but only 32% of the nonreligious do. The statement is supported by 45% of theological 

moderates and 42% of theological liberals. 

Asked if they agree or disagree that “family instability and the decline of two-parent families is 

a primary cause of America’s current economic problems,” Americans break down the middle, 

����DJUHHLQJ������FRPSOHWHO\��DQG�����GLVDJUHHLQJ������FRPSOHWHO\���2SLQLRQV�RQ�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�
DOVR�KDYH�D�FOHDU�WKHRORJLFDO�ORDGLQJ��$PRQJ�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV������DJUHH��EXW�����RI�
QRQUHOLJLRXV�$PHULFDQV�GLVDJUHH��7KHRORJLFDO�PRGHUDWHV�VSOLW�DOPRVW�HYHQO\������DJUHHLQJ������
disagreeing) while theological liberals tilt slightly toward disagreement (43% agree, 54% disagree). 

7KHUH�LV�DOVR�D�GLVWLQFW�GLYLVLRQ�RQ�WKLV�TXHVWLRQ�DORQJ�WKH�VRFLDO�LVVXH�VFDOH������RI�VRFLDO�FRQVHU-
vatives agree with the statement, but only 49% of social moderates and 30% of social liberals do.

7KH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�LV�RIWHQ�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�DV�D�QDWLRQ�ZKRVH�EHOLHI�V\VWHP�LV�GHÀQHG�E\�ERWK�LWV�
faith in capitalism and its strong religious commitments. So it is notable that Americans sharply 

divide when they are asked whether capitalism and the free-market system are “consistent” or 

“at odds” with Christian values. Overall, 41% see capitalism as consistent with Christian values, 

ZKLOH�����VHH�WKH�WZR�DV�EHLQJ�DW�RGGV��,W�LV�VLJQLÀFDQW�WKDW�DPRQJ�UHOLJLRXV�UHVSRQGHQWV��WKHUH�
are few differences on this question across theological lines. Theological liberals split 41% to 

43% in saying Christianity is at odds with capitalism, but theological conservatives do, too (43% 

to 46%). By narrow margins, a plurality of theological moderates and the nonreligious also say 

capitalism is at odds with Christian values.

7KLV�ÀQGLQJ�UHLQIRUFHV�D�FHQWUDO�WKHPH�RI�WKH�VXUYH\��TXDOPV�DERXW�VRFLDO�LQMXVWLFH�DIIHFW�UHOL-
gious respondents of all stripes, even though these concerns do not translate into automatic 

opposition to other values associated with conservatism.

The most celebrated aspect of the gender gap is the fact that women tend to vote more for 

Democratic candidates than men do, and are, more generally, inclined to identify with the 

Democratic Party. This survey provides further evidence for this. It found that 36% of women 

EXW�RQO\�����RI�PHQ�LGHQWLI\�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�'HPRFUDWV��$PRQJ�ZRPHQ��RQO\����LGHQWLI\�WKHP-

selves as members of the Tea Party, compared with 12% of men. While 40% of men call them-

selves conservative, only 33% of women do.

Yet there is another, more complicated gender story. The survey found that women are more pes-

simistic about their own economic situation and about the overall economy than men are, care 

more about jobs and health care and are more supportive of an increase in the minimum wage, 

and place a greater emphasis on equal opportunity. They are more likely to see a contradiction 

between capitalism and Christianity and are less likely to think that capitalism is working well. 

They rank equality and fairness, providing a public safety net, and encouraging private charity 

higher than men do.

7KHVH�ÀQGLQJV�ZRXOG�VHHP�WR�UHLQIRUFH�WKH�JUHDWHU�WHQGHQF\�RI�ZRPHQ�WR�LGHQWLI\�ZLWK�OHIW�RI�
center positions. But the survey also found that in many respects, women are more tradition-

ally religious than men. For example, women are much more likely to see religion as the most 

important thing in their lives and more likely to think that “it is necessary to believe in God in 

order to be moral and have good values.” Women are more likely to see the Bible as the word of 

*RG�DQG�WR�VHH�*RG�DV�D�SHUVRQ�ZLWK�ZKRP�RQH�FDQ�KDYH�D�UHODWLRQVKLS��,Q�OLJKW�RI�WKHVH�ÀQG-

ings, it is not surprising that women are more likely than men to be theologically conservative. 

Surprises Along the Gender Gap
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Women are also more likely than men to endorse the idea that “God has granted America a 

special role in human history.” 

The contrast between men and women is captured by their differences on the theological and eco-

nomic scales. Men are more likely than women to be economic conservatives (30% of men fall into 

this category, compared with 20% of women). But women are more likely than men to be theologi-

cal conservatives (41% of women are in this category, compared with 35% of men). Women are 

also less likely to be nonreligious: among men, 20% are nonreligious; among women, only 11% are.

The crisscrossing of liberal and conservative views was striking on social measures as well. 

Women are more likely than men to believe that “many people today think they can get ahead 

ZLWKRXW�ZRUNLQJ�KDUG�DQG�PDNLQJ�VDFULÀFHV�µ�:RPHQ�FDUH�PRUH�DERXW�SHUVRQDO�UHVSRQVLELOLW\��
And they are more likely to see family instability as a key source of economic problems. Women 

are also more likely than men to support same-sex marriage. Among women, 55% favor allow-

LQJ�JD\�DQG�OHVELDQ�FRXSOHV�WR�PDUU\�OHJDOO\��FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�����RI�PHQ����

+RZHYHU��WKH�VXUYH\�IRXQG�UHPDUNDEO\�VPDOO�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�ZRPHQ�DQG�PHQ�RQ�WKH�
abortion issue. Overall, 53% of men and 54% of women say that abortion should be legal 

in all or most cases. Women are slightly more inclined to believe that abortion should 

be legal in all cases. Among women, 21% take this view, compared with 16% of men. 
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In mixing liberal leanings on economics with more conservative religious values and a blend of 

views on social issues, women point to the challenges facing both conventional conservatism 

and religious progressivism. In many respects, women seem inclined to support a religious pro-

gressive movement committed to social justice and greater equality. But such a movement would 

need to speak to the religious commitments of so many women, and also to their strong sense 

of personal and family responsibility. Conservatives, in the meantime, face obstacles to gaining 

support among women beyond the social issues that tend to receive more attention.

America is at once a very religious country and a nation that worries about religion playing too 

large a public role. On the one hand, 55% of Americans agree that “if enough people had a 

personal relationship with God, social problems would take care of themselves.” On the other 

KDQG������RI�$PHULFDQV�DJUHH�WKDW�́ UHOLJLRQ�LV�D�SULYDWH�PDWWHU�WKDW�VKRXOG�EH�NHSW�RXW�RI�SXE-

lic debates over social and political issues”—and 46% say they “completely agree” with this 

Religion, Discontent, and Hope
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statement. These sentiments, it should be said, are not in direct contradiction. Large numbers 

of Americans see religion playing a large social role, but indirectly, with personal faith seen as 

leading to better behavior. At the same time, religious Americans hold a wide range of views that 

place them on what can broadly be construed as the progressive side of social justice questions.

It may be a truism, but one that is not typically acknowledged in our debates over its role: reli-

gion in America is genuinely complicated in its public impact. Faith commitments are by no 

means as consistently in favor of conservative causes and conservative politics as conventional 

discussion usually allows. Yet it remains true, as we noted at the outset, that the religious right 

remains a more powerful and self-conscious public force than the religious left.

When the survey asked Christian respondents if they considered themselves part of the “religious 

right” or the “conservative Christian movement,” 33% say they do. When respondents who said 

religion is important to their lives were asked if they consider themselves part of the “religious 

OHIWµ�RU�WKH�´SURJUHVVLYH�UHOLJLRXV�PRYHPHQW�µ�RQO\�����VD\�WKH\�GR��

Just as striking, many Christian respondents placed themselves in both of these camps. When 

the two questions were combined, 11% of the Christians in the survey consider themselves part 

of both the religious progressive and religious conservative movements. Some 23% are simply 

UHOLJLRXV�FRQVHUYDWLYHV�DQG����DUH�VROHO\�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV�

7KH�UHODWLYH�UREXVWQHVV�RI�WKH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�ZLWK�&KULVWLDQ�FRQVHUYDWLVP�LV�RQH�LQGLFDWRU�RI�LWV�
strength as a movement when compared with religious progressivism. So was combining the 

WKHRORJLFDO��VRFLDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�VFDOHV��%\�WKLV�PHDVXUH������RI�WKRVH�VXUYH\HG�DUH�UHOLJLRXV�
FRQVHUYDWLYHV������DUH�UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV������DUH�UHOLJLRXV�PRGHUDWHV��DQG�����DUH�QRQ-

religious. In this case, the religious conservative advantage is narrower, but persistent. At the 

same time, the large number of religious Americans who are genuinely moderate (or, perhaps, 

torn) in their views provides another important clue about the American religious community: 

many in its ranks resist easy categorization.

For religious progressives, this survey points to a large constituency among Americans of faith 

that could be mobilized on behalf of social justice. But many members of this constituency 

hold moderate or conservative values that are not entirely consistent with those of the broader 

progressive movement. The survey also suggests that economic conservatives could lose the 

support of many religious conservatives who now often vote with them, depending upon how 

sharply lines are drawn on class and social justice issues. 

For the country as a whole, the survey uncovers a large challenge in the form of pessimism about 

the economic future. The survey found that 54% of Americans believe that “hard work and 

determination are no guarantee of success for most people.” Two-thirds believe the government 

LV�EURNHQ�LQ�VRPH�UHVSHFWV��$�SOXUDOLW\�RI�����EHOLHYHV�WKHLU�JHQHUDWLRQ�LV�ZRUVH�RII�WKDQ�WKHLU�
parents’ generation—and, more alarmingly, a majority believes the current generation is better 

off than the next generation will be.

&RQÀGHQFH�LQ�D�EHWWHU�IXWXUH�KDV�ORQJ�GHÀQHG�WKH�$PHULFDQ�'UHDP��DQG�SUHYLRXV�SHULRGV�RI�
American pessimism have always given way to the optimism at the heart of our cultural DNA. 

It seems reasonable to believe that in the United States today, there remains a large demand for 

KRSH��7KH�GLIÀFXOW\�LV�WKDW�IHZ�$PHULFDQV�VHH�WKH�SURJUDPV�QRZ�RQ�RIIHU�DV�UHOLDEOH�URDGPDSV�
to the future they crave. The durability of both political and religious movements will depend 

in large part on their ability to make hope both concrete and realistic.
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Appendices
 
Appendix 1: Survey Methodology
The survey was designed and conducted by Public Religion Research Institute in partnership 

with the Brookings Institution. The survey was made possible by a generous grant from the Ford 

Foundation. Results of the survey were based on bilingual (Spanish and English) telephone inter-

views conducted between May 30, 2013 and June 16, 2013, by professional interviewers under 

the supervision of Princeton Survey Research Associates. Interviews were conducted by tele-

SKRQH�DPRQJ�D�UDQGRP�VDPSOH�RI�������DGXOWV����\HDUV�RI�DJH�RU�ROGHU�LQ�WKH�HQWLUH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�
�����UHVSRQGHQWV�ZHUH�LQWHUYLHZHG�RQ�D�FHOO�SKRQH���7KH�ODQGOLQH�DQG�FHOO�SKRQH�VDPSOHV�ZHUH�
SURYLGHG�E\�6XUYH\�6DPSOLQJ�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�DQG�WKH�ÀQDO�VDPSOH�ZDV�ZHLJKWHG�WR�HQVXUH�SURSHU�
representativeness. 

7KH�ZHLJKWLQJ�ZDV�DFFRPSOLVKHG�LQ�WZR�VWDJHV��7KH�ÀUVW�VWDJH�RI�ZHLJKWLQJ�FRUUHFWHG�IRU�GLIIHUHQW�
probabilities of selection associated with the number of adults in each household and each respon-

dent’s telephone usage patterns.
13

 In the second stage, sample demographics were balanced by form 

WR�PDWFK�WDUJHW�SRSXODWLRQ�SDUDPHWHUV�IRU�JHQGHU��DJH��HGXFDWLRQ��UDFH�DQG�+LVSDQLF�HWKQLFLW\��
UHJLRQ��8�6��&HQVXV�GHÀQLWLRQV���SRSXODWLRQ�GHQVLW\�DQG�WHOHSKRQH�XVDJH��7KH�SRSXODWLRQ�GHQVLW\�
parameter was derived from Census 2010 data. The telephone usage parameter came from an analy-

VLV�RI�WKH�-DQXDU\�-XQH������1DWLRQDO�+HDOWK�,QWHUYLHZ�6XUYH\��$OO�RWKHU�ZHLJKWLQJ�SDUDPHWHUV�ZHUH�
derived from an analysis of the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2011 American Community Survey. 

The sample weighting was accomplished using Sample Balancing, a special iterative sample-weight-

ing program that simultaneously balances the distributions of all variables. Weights were trimmed 

WR�SUHYHQW�LQGLYLGXDO�LQWHUYLHZV�IURP�KDYLQJ�WRR�PXFK�LQÁXHQFH�RQ�WKH�ÀQDO�UHVXOWV��7KH�XVH�RI�
these weights in statistical analysis ensures that the demographic characteristics of the sample closely 

approximate the demographic characteristics of the target populations.

7KH�PDUJLQ�RI�HUURU�LV���������SHUFHQWDJH�SRLQWV�IRU�WKH�JHQHUDO�VDPSOH�DW�WKH�����FRQÀGHQFH�OHYHO��
In addition to sampling error, surveys may also be subject to error or bias due to question wording, 

context, and order effects.

13 Telephone usage refers to whether respondents have only a landline telephone, only a cell phone, or both types.
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Appendix 2: Scales Methodology

The Theological Orientation Scale
The theological orientation scale was created using three measures: belief in personal vs. impersonal 

God, belief in literal vs. non-literal interpretation of the Bible, and a preservationist vs. adaptive 

YLHZ�RI�UHOLJLRXV�WUDGLWLRQ��7KH�ÀQDO�DGGLWLYH�VFDOH�UDQJHV�IURP�YHU\�WKHRORJLFDOO\�OLEHUDO������WR�YHU\�
WKHRORJLFDOO\�FRQVHUYDWLYH�������7KUHH�GLVWLQFW�JURXSV�ZHUH�LGHQWLÀHG�IURP�WKH�VFDOH��WKHRORJLFDO�
OLEHUDOV��WKHRORJLFDO�PRGHUDWHV��DQG�WKHRORJLFDO�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��$PHULFDQV�ZKR�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�DWKHLVWV��
agnostics, or said religion is not important in their lives were removed to create a separate nonreli-

gious group. The statistical measure of reliability for this scale is 0.66, as measured by the Cronbach’s 

alpha.

The Social Orientation Scale
The social orientation scale was created using two questions on attitudes toward same-sex marriage 

DQG�DERUWLRQ��7KH�ÀQDO�DGGLWLYH�VFDOH�UDQJHV�IURP�YHU\�VRFLDOO\�OLEHUDO������WR�YHU\�VRFLDOO\�FRQVHUYD-
WLYH�������7KUHH�GLVWLQFW�JURXSV�ZHUH�LGHQWLÀHG�IURP�WKH�VFDOH��VRFLDO�OLEHUDOV��VRFLDO�PRGHUDWHV��DQG�
social conservatives. The statistical measure of reliability for this scale is 0.66, as measured by the 

Cronbach’s alpha.

The Economic Orientation Scale
The economic orientation scale was created using a composite of six different economic questions. 

Three measures included general orientations toward government, economic opportunity, and best 

approaches for economic growth. Three additional measures were included that captured American 

DWWLWXGHV�RQ�VSHFLÀF�HFRQRPLF�SROLFLHV��LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�PLQLPXP�ZDJH��UDLVLQJ�WD[HV�RQ�WKH�ZHDOWK\��
DQG�UHSHDOLQJ�WKH������KHDOWK�FDUH�UHIRUP�DFW��7KH�ÀQDO�DGGLWLYH�VFDOH�UDQJHV�IURP�YHU\�HFRQRPL-
FDOO\�OLEHUDO�������WR�YHU\�HFRQRPLFDOO\�FRQVHUYDWLYH��������7KUHH�GLVWLQFW�JURXSV�ZHUH�LGHQWLÀHG�IURP�
the scale: social liberals, social moderates, and social conservatives. The Cronbach’s alpha for this 

VFDOH�LV������

The Religious Orientation Scale
The religious orientation scale was created using a combination of the theological, social, and eco-

nomic scales. The scale ranges from strong religious progressive (-9) to strong religious conservative 

������7KUHH�GLVWLQFW�JURXSV�ZHUH�LGHQWLÀHG�IURP�WKH�VFDOH��UHOLJLRXV�SURJUHVVLYHV��UHOLJLRXV�PRGHU-
ates, and religious conservatives. Americans who reported being atheist or agnostic, or who said 

UHOLJLRQ�ZDV�QRW�LPSRUWDQW�WR�WKHLU�OLYHV��ZHUH�UHPRYHG�IURP�WKH�VFDOH�DQG�FODVVLÀHG�DV�D�VHSDUDWH�
nonreligious group. 
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$SSHQGL[����3URÀOH�RI�5HOLJLRXV�3URJUHVVLYHV�YV��
Religious Conservatives

All
Americans

Religious
Conservatives

Religious
Progressives Nonreligious

RELIGIOUS AFFILIATION
Catholic 23 17 29 5
White Evangelical Protestant 17 43 4 1
White Mainline Protestant 15 15 19 4
Black Protestant 9 8 9 1
Other Christian 10 14 8 1
Non-Christian Religious 6 1 13 6
8QDIÀOLDWHG 21 3 18 82
IMPORTANCE OF RELIGION
The most important thing 27 54 11 *
One among many important things 45 43 59 3
Not as important as other things 14 1 29 10
Not important 13 0 0 86
RACE
White 66 78 60 75
Black 11 9 13 5
Hispanic 14 8 16 10
Other/mixed race 8 5 11 10
PARTY
Democratic 32 15 49 37
Independent 37 30 38 50
Republican 25 49 7 9
Tea Party Movement 10 21 3 5
GENERATION
Millennial (18-33) 27 16 34 39
Gen X (34-48) 25 20 22 27
Baby Boomers (49-67) 34 40 34 24
Silent Generation (68+) 14 22 9 9
GENDER
Male 49 50 43 63
Female 51 50 57 37
EDUCATION
High School or less 42 50 31 27
Some college 31 27 33 37
College grad/post-grad 27 22 36 36
REGION
Northeast 18 12 24 24
Midwest 21 22 15 22
West 23 22 24 28
South 37 44 36 26
COMMUNITY TYPE
Urban 35 31 39 44
Suburban 47 45 50 47
Rural 18 25 11 9
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tive research.
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Brookings
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Our mission is to conduct high-quality, independent research and, based on that research, to pro-

vide innovative, practical recommendations that advance three broad goals: strengthen American 

democracy; foster the economic and social welfare, security and opportunity of all Americans; and 

secure a more open, safe, prosperous and cooperative international system. Brookings is proud to be 

FRQVLVWHQWO\�UDQNHG�DV�WKH�PRVW�LQÁXHQWLDO��PRVW�TXRWHG��DQG�PRVW�WUXVWHG�WKLQN�WDQN�
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in the U.S. and around the world, major policy issues, and political institutions. In addition, our 

scholarship evaluates trends in public opinion and political process, and offers ideas on institutional 

reform to ensure better governance.

Viewed as a premier, independent voice in the domestic policymaking sphere, Governance Studies 

is home to two research centers: The Brown Center on Education Policy and The Center for 

Technology Innovation.

The program’s key objectives include: provide policymakers with expert analysis, cutting-edge 

research and policy ideas to ensure better institutional governance; improve the performance of the 

QDWLRQDO�JRYHUQPHQW�WR�EHQHÀW�DOO�SHRSOH��LQIRUP�SROLF\�GHEDWHV�DQG�LPSDFW�OHJLVODWLRQ�DQG�H[HFX-
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DQG�GR�QRW�UHÁHFW�WKH�YLHZV�RI�WKH�,QVWLWXWLRQ��LWV�PDQDJHPHQW��RU�LWV�RWKHU�VFKRODUV��%URRNLQJV�UHF-
ognizes that the value it provides is in its absolute commitment to quality, independence and impact. 

$FWLYLWLHV�VXSSRUWHG�E\�LWV�GRQRUV�UHÁHFW�WKLV�FRPPLWPHQW�DQG�WKH�DQDO\VLV�DQG�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�
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