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Even before a Minneapolis police officer killed George Floyd, leading to a renewed national 

conversation about racial inequality, white Democrats were already pretty “woke” on some 

issues. An overwhelming majority of white Democrats said that racial discrimination was a 

major barrier to Black people getting ahead in America, that the police and the broader criminal 

justice system in America treated Black people unfairly and that the legacy of slavery still 

affected Black Americans today. And on issues of criminal justice and policing in particular, 

white and Black Democrats held fairly similar views. Surveys since Floyd’s death1 

Floyd was killed on May 25, 2020. 

have shown even greater wokeness among white Democrats (and Americans more broadly). 

White Democrats now view the police even less favorably and the Black Lives Matter movement 

more favorably, and they are also more likely to agree that Black people face “a great deal” or “a 

lot” of discrimination in America today.2 

According to three waves of Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape polls administered from 

April 30 to May 20, 2020, just 24 percent of white Democrats held unfavorable views of the 

police, compared with 44 percent of white Democrats polled after Floyd’s death, from May 28 to 

June 17. In early May, about 80 percent of white Democrats said they supported the Black Lives 

Matter movement, according to Civiqs polling. Since Floyd’s death, that share has increased to 

around 90 percent. Those same Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape polls administered from 

April 30 to May 20 found that 71 percent of white Democrats believed Black Americans faced “a 

great deal” or “a lot” of discrimination, compared with 77 percent of white Democrats polled 

after Floyd’s death. 

What we don’t know yet is whether white Democrats have moved significantly on racial issues 

beyond policing and discrimination in general — issues that deal with more material concerns, 

such as school integration and wealth redistribution. Most polling since Floyd’s death has 

focused on policing, Confederate monuments and other topics that have been in the news. 

But here’s what we do know right now. In polling both before and even since Floyd’s death, 

white Democrats have been fairly opposed to giving reparations to the descendants of enslaved 

people, an idea supported by a clear majority of Black Democrats. And on a wide range of other 

policy ideas intended to address racial inequality, white Democrats are fairly tentative. 

(Republicans are much more opposed to all these policies across the board, which is why we’re 

focusing on white Democrats here.) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/31/us/george-floyd-investigation.html
https://abcnews.go.com/US/george-floyd-protest-updates-cop-arrested-video-shows/story?id=71118017
https://abcnews.go.com/US/george-floyd-protest-updates-cop-arrested-video-shows/story?id=71118017
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/04/09/race-in-america-2019/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-1
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2020/06/06/americans-views-police-drop-significantly-amid-protests-survey/3159072001/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/06/10/upshot/black-lives-matter-attitudes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/06/10/upshot/black-lives-matter-attitudes.html
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/theres-still-a-huge-partisan-gap-in-how-americans-see-discrimination/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/theres-still-a-huge-partisan-gap-in-how-americans-see-discrimination/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-2
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/nationscape
https://civiqs.com/results/black_lives_matter?annotations=true&uncertainty=true&zoomIn=true&choice=Support&party=Democrat&race=White
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/nationscape


To look at these differences more closely, we focused on areas of American life where there is 

documented racial inequality. We then searched for polling on those issues. Our aim was to find 

the most recent polling available, in part to see whether views on major issues had changed in the 

wake of Floyd’s death, but for many issues, we had to rely on older polling, conducted before 

Floyd was killed. We found results in four major areas: income inequality, education, housing 

and the workplace. 

Income Inequality  

The wage gap between Black and white Americans has been rising for decades, and this gap 

persists, even accounting for educational levels, with white college graduates earning much more 

than Black college graduates. Moreover, wealth in the United States is overwhelmingly 

concentrated in the hands of white Americans. Experts argue that mere changes in individual 

behavior is not enough to reduce these gaps, and that the government must have a specific 

agenda to address racial income and wealth disparities. 

White Democrats support increasing taxes on the incomes of very high-earning Americans as 

well as taxing the wealth of people with a high net worth, according to polls. Recent surveys 

suggest that white Democrats may be even more supportive of these ideas than Black 

Democrats.3 

We have linked to the polls cited in this story, but many of the links do not include breakdowns 

of Black and white Democrats. We obtained the racial breakdowns by contacting individual 

pollsters or analyzing the raw data ourselves. 

That said, white Democrats are much less supportive than Black Democrats of providing 

reparations to Black Americans as restitution for slavery or to make up for past and current 

discrimination that African Americans have faced. That divide, which is consistent across a 

number of surveys, is telling, because reparations are clearly intended to benefit Black people 

specifically and in a way that, for example, expanding health care through a wealth tax is not.4 

The question wording for each poll in the table below is slightly different. The question on the 

wealth tax in the Reuters/Ipsos survey, conducted in December 2019, asked respondents whether 

they agreed or disagreed with the statement “The very rich should contribute an extra share of 

their total wealth each year to support public programs.” Those who said they “strongly agreed” 

or “somewhat agreed” are listed as favoring the policy. In the Democracy Fund + UCLA 

Nationscape polls administered from June 18 to July 1 2020, respondents were asked whether 

they agreed or disagreed with a series of policy ideas including “Raise taxes on families making 

over $600,000,” and “Grant reparations payments to the descendants of slaves.” Those who said 

they “agree” are listed in the table as favoring the policies. In the AP-NORC survey, conducted 

in September 2019, respondents were asked, “Do you think the U.S. federal government should 

or should not pay reparations for slavery and racial discrimination in this country by making cash 

payments to the descendants of enslaved people?” Those who said “should” are described as 

favoring the idea. In Gallup polling conducted in June and July 2019, respondents were asked, 

“Do you think the government should — or should not — make cash payments to Black 

Americans who are descendants of slaves?” Those who answered “should” are described as 

favoring the idea in the table below. In ABC News/Ipsos polling conducted in June 2020, 

respondents were asked, “Do you think the federal government should or should not pay money 

to black Americans whose ancestors were slaves as compensation for that slavery?” Those who 

https://www.epi.org/publication/black-white-wage-gaps-expand-with-rising-wage-inequality/
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2016/06/27/1-demographic-trends-and-economic-well-being/
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2016/06/27/1-demographic-trends-and-economic-well-being/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/06/04/economic-divide-black-households/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2017/10/03/white-families-are-twice-as-likely-to-be-millionaires-as-a-generation-ago/
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-soc-070513-075314
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/pdf/10.1146/annurev-soc-070513-075314
https://socialequity.duke.edu/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/what-we-get-wrong.pdf
https://qz.com/1368251/black-income-is-half-that-of-white-households-just-like-it-was-in-the-1950s/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-election-inequality-poll/majority-of-americans-favor-wealth-tax-on-very-rich-reuters-ipsos-poll-idUSKBN1Z9141
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-3
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-4
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/nationscape
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/nationscape
https://news.gallup.com/poll/261722/redress-slavery-americans-oppose-cash-reparations.aspx


said “should” are described as favoring the idea in the table below. In a Vice News/Ipsos poll 

conducted in January 2020, respondents were asked if they strongly support, somewhat support, 

somewhat oppose or strongly oppose a series of policy ideas, including “reparations for the 

descendants of slaves.” Those who said “strongly” or “somewhat” support are described as 

favoring the idea in the table below. These surveys, such as Gallup’s, generally relied on both 

white and Black Democrats and white and Black independents who lean Democratic, as 

“leaners” tend to have similar attitudes to those who officially say they are part of each party. 

How white and Black Democrats view policies aimed at addressing racial wealth and income 

inequality 

Percentage of respondents who support each policy or issue 

Policy Pollster 
Month/year 

of poll 
White Democrats Black Democrats Democratic race gap 

Wealth Tax Reuters/Ipsos 12/19 82% 69% +13 

Wealth Tax Nationscape 6/20-7/20 82 71 +11 

Issue Pollster 
Month/year 

of poll 
White Democrats Black Democrats Democratic race gap 

Reparations AP-NORC 9/19 28% 81% -54 

Reparations Gallup 6/19-7/19 32 80 -48 

Reparations ABC/Ipsos 6/20 36 78 -42 

Reparations Nationscape 6/20-7/20 33 69 -36 

Reparations Vice/Ipsos 1/20 34 68 -34 

Each poll used slightly different question wording; respondents were counted in favor if they 

said they somewhat or strongly supported the idea, or if they said the policy should be enacted. 

The Nationscape question on taxing the wealthy specified raising taxes on households making 

more than $600,000 a year. 

Numbers may not add up due to rounding. 

Floyd’s death and the heightened discussion around racism that followed have not led to 

substantial support for reparations among white Democrats. In late April and early May this year, 

a quarter of white Democrats supported reparations, according to polling from Democracy Fund 

+ UCLA Nationscape. In more recent polls, that support has grown to 33 percent of white 

Democrats. That’s a substantial increase but still nowhere near the support this policy has among 

Black Democrats.5 

We analyzed three waves of a Democracy Fund + UCLA Nationscape survey administered from 

April 30, 2020, to May 20, 2020, and compared responses with two waves administered from 

https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/vice-brown-black-forum
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/nationscape
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/nationscape
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-5
https://www.voterstudygroup.org/nationscape


June 18, 2020, to July 1, 2020; the question wording was the same for all five waves of the 

survey. 

About two-thirds of Black Americans supported reparations both before and after Floyd’s 

death.6 

Among Black Democrats, support for reparations was around 67 percent in early May and 

around 69 percent in late June. 

Education  

Education experts generally favor greater school integration and argue that it is an important tool 

in ensuring black Americans get a high-quality education. 

White Democrats are fairly supportive of ideas like creating magnet schools that may draw in 

kids from across a community and redrawing school district lines to increase racial diversity. In 

fact, they’re about as supportive of these policies as Black Democrats are. White Democrats are 

also mostly in favor of having the federal government take actions to increase school integration, 

a step that was strongly opposed by many white Americans in the era after the 1954 Brown v. 

Board of Education Supreme Court ruling. (There are reasons to be skeptical of this polling and 

think that some white Democrats may be lying about their true preferences, but we’ll come back 

to that later.) 

There is division about more aggressive ideas, however. White Democrats are much less 

supportive than Black Democrats of forcing students to attend a school farther away from their 

home or in a school district outside their neighborhood to ensure schools are integrated. Those 

policies have some echoes of the controversial “busing” policies implemented after Brown v. 

Board and subsequent rulings that resulted in greater racial integration of schools but that also 

angered many white Americans.7 

The exact wording for each question in the table below is as follows: In polling conducted in 

July 2019 by Gallup, respondents were asked, as part of “proposals to reduce racial concentration 

or segregation in U.S. public schools,” “Do you think the federal government should or should 

not take additional steps to reduce racial concentration or segregation in U.S. schools?” We have 

described those who said it “should” as favoring the idea in the table below. In that same survey, 

Gallup asked respondents, as part of “proposals to reduce racial concentration or segregation in 

U.S. public schools” if they favored or opposed “redrawing school district boundaries to create 

more racially diverse school districts,” “creating more regional magnet schools that offer 

specialized courses or curriculum” and “requiring school districts to bus a certain percentage of 

students to a neighboring school district to make schools more racially diverse.” In a Pew survey 

conducted in January and February 2019, respondents were asked to choose whether students 

should “go to schools that are racially and ethnically mixed, even if it means some students don’t 

go to school in their local community” or “go to schools in their local community, even if it 

means most schools are not racially and ethnically mixed.” Those who prioritized the former are 

described as favoring the idea in the table below. Pew also asked another question starting with, 

“Do you think each of the following should be a major factor, minor factor, or not a factor in 

college admissions?” Race and ethnicity was asked, as were other potential factors such as 

gender or whether a relative attended that school. We combined those who said that race and 

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-6
https://tcf.org/content/facts/the-benefits-of-socioeconomically-and-racially-integrated-schools-and-classrooms/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2019/05/16/why-school-integration-works/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2016/02/concentration-poverty-american-schools/471414/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/266756/americans-say-segregation-schools-serious-problem.aspx
https://www.publicschoolreview.com/blog/what-is-a-magnet-school
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2014/05/lack-of-order-the-erosion-of-a-once-great-force-for-integration/361563/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/effective-but-never-popular-court-ordered-busing-is-a-relic-few-would-revive/2019/07/07/dce439c8-9d40-11e9-b27f-ed2942f73d70_story.html
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-7
https://news.gallup.com/poll/266756/americans-say-segregation-schools-serious-problem.aspx
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/05/08/americans-see-advantages-and-challenges-in-countrys-growing-racial-and-ethnic-diversity/#whites-blacks-differ-on-the-importance-of-students-going-to-a-racially-and-ethnically-mixed-school-vs-going-to-a-school-in-their-local-community
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/05/08/americans-see-advantages-and-challenges-in-countrys-growing-racial-and-ethnic-diversity/#whites-blacks-differ-on-the-importance-of-students-going-to-a-racially-and-ethnically-mixed-school-vs-going-to-a-school-in-their-local-community


ethnicity should be a major or minor factor and described them as favoring that idea in the table 

below. 

How white and Black Democrats view policies aimed at integrating schools 

Percentage of respondents who favor each policy 

Policy Pollster 
Month/year 

of poll 
White Dems Black Dems 

Dem 

Race Gap 

Busing kids to other school districts Gallup 7/19 49% 71% -22 

Having students attend schools 

outside their local community 

Pew 

Research 
1/19-2/19 52 71 -19 

Involving the federal government in 

school integration 
Gallup 7/19 65 83 -18 

Creating more magnet schools Gallup 7/19 80 86 -6 

Considering race and ethnicity in 

college admissions decisions 

Pew 

Research 
1/19-2/19 34 39 -5 

Redrawing school district lines Gallup 7/19 75 77 -2 

Respondents were counted in favor if they said the policy should be enacted, they favored the 

proposal, or race and ethnicity should be a major or minor factor in college admissions. 

Numbers may not add up due to rounding. 

Notably, both Black and white Democrats are wary of race and ethnicity being factors in college 

admissions decisions, at least according to a 2019 Pew survey. Schools normally take this step, 

in part, to increase the number of Black students attending, so it’s somewhat surprising that this 

policy is not more popular among Black Democrats. 

In all, though, we see the same trend in education as in income: Support among white Democrats 

dips for more aggressive policies, particularly ones with explicit trade-offs or downsides for 

white people. On these education questions, the only polling we have available was conducted 

before Floyd’s death, so it’s possible that opinions have shifted. But if views on wealth and 

income policies are any guide, we might still see gaps between white and Black Democrats 

regardless. 

Housing  

Many U.S. cities have distinct areas with predominantly Black populations, often because of 

policies created in the past to keep Black people in certain neighborhoods and out of others. 

Many heavily Black areas have high numbers of people living in poverty and relatively few 

amenities like supermarkets. Some of these communities face an intense and at times unwelcome 

police presence. Therefore, racial inequality experts generally want to increase housing 

integration. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/02/25/most-americans-say-colleges-should-not-consider-race-or-ethnicity-in-admissions/
https://edsource.org/2020/in-historic-reversal-university-of-california-regents-endorse-push-to-end-ban-on-affirmative-action/633751
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/national/segregation-us-cities/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/how-federal-government-intentionally-racially-segregated-american-cities-180963494/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2015/08/12/black-poverty-differs-from-white-poverty/
https://www.cnn.com/2020/06/16/business/grocery-stores-access-race-inequality/index.html
https://www.vox.com/2020/6/17/21292046/black-people-abolish-defund-dismantle-police-george-floyd-breonna-taylor-black-lives-matter-protest
https://www.vox.com/2020/6/17/21292046/black-people-abolish-defund-dismantle-police-george-floyd-breonna-taylor-black-lives-matter-protest
https://www.startribune.com/this-area-s-been-told-for-decades-segregation-won-t-work/571429962/
https://tcf.org/content/report/attacking-black-white-opportunity-gap-comes-residential-segregation/
https://tcf.org/content/report/attacking-black-white-opportunity-gap-comes-residential-segregation/


According to polls, white Democrats say they support efforts to build more housing in their 

neighborhoods, even low-income housing in suburban and upper-income areas. (Again, we will 

come back to why you should be somewhat skeptical of these responses.) But white Democrats 

don’t really prioritize residential integration, according to a 2019 Pew poll. Only about one-third 

of white Democrats said they wished their community were more racially mixed, with the vast 

majority (60 percent) saying they were fine with the current racial mix of their community. 

Black Democrats answered fairly similarly to white Democrats on these questions — favoring 

more housing in their neighborhoods and low-income housing in the suburbs, but most (62 

percent) said they were happy with the current racial composition of their community. But, 

unlike with measures aimed at reducing racial inequalities in income and education, where Black 

and white Democrats disagreed, white Democrats, like their Black counterparts, support 

aggressive interventions to reduce racial inequality in housing.8 

In the Cato Institute survey conducted in March 2019, respondents were asked, “Would you 

favor or oppose building more houses, condos and apartment buildings in your community? We 

have listed those who answered “strongly favor” or “somewhat favor” as supporting the idea in 

the table below. In July 2019 polling, Gallup asked respondents whether they favored or opposed 

“initiating policies to promote more low-income housing in suburbs and other higher-income 

areas” as part of “proposals to reduce racial concentration or segregation in U.S. public schools.” 

In a Pew survey conducted in January and February 2019, respondents were asked, “Thinking 

about the community where you live, do you wish your community was more racially mixed, 

less racially mixed or about as racially mixed as it is?” We have listed those who answered 

“more racially mixed” as favoring that idea. 

How white and Black Democrats view policies aimed at integrating neighborhoods and their 

own communities 

Percentage of respondents who favor each policy or hold each view 

Policy or view Pollster 
Month/year 

of poll 
White Dems Black Dems 

DEM 

RACE 

GAP 

Building more houses, condos 

and apartments in their 

community 

Cato 3/19 66% 70% -4 

Building more low-income 

housing in the suburbs 
Gallup 7/19 79 82 -3 

Saying their community is not 

racially diverse enough 

Pew 

Research 
1/19-2/19 36 31 +5 

Cato respondents were counted in favor if they said they somewhat or strongly favored the 

policy. Pew Research respondents were asked whether they wished their community were more 

racially mixed, less racially mixed or about as racially mixed as it is. 

Numbers may not add up due to rounding. 

https://www.cato.org/publications/survey-reports/what-americans-think-about-poverty-wealth-work#appendix-e-resentment-high-achievers-index
https://www.cato.org/publications/survey-reports/what-americans-think-about-poverty-wealth-work#appendix-e-resentment-high-achievers-index
https://news.gallup.com/poll/266756/americans-say-segregation-schools-serious-problem.aspx
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/05/08/americans-see-advantages-and-challenges-in-countrys-growing-racial-and-ethnic-diversity/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-8
https://www.cato.org/publications/survey-reports/what-americans-think-about-poverty-wealth-work#appendix-e-resentment-high-achievers-index
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/05/08/americans-see-advantages-and-challenges-in-countrys-growing-racial-and-ethnic-diversity/


The finding that Black Democrats are happy with the current racial composition of their 

communities is not surprising. Black Democrats living in heavily Black areas may want some of 

the positive attributes of heavily white neighborhoods (like grocery stores and other amenities) 

but may not necessarily want to move to whiter neighborhoods themselves — or have more 

white people move to their neighborhoods and change the character of the area. Again, this data 

was collected before Floyd’s death, so we’ll need new polling to see whether views among white 

or Black Democrats have changed. 

The workplace  

According to polls, both white and Black Democrats overwhelmingly want racially diverse 

workplaces and, when generally defined, support affirmative action. Though a minority of white 

men believe that affirmative action has made it harder for them to find work, the vast majority of 

white and Black Democrats agree that Black people are treated less fairly than white people in 

employment situations. 

But while both white and Black Democrats value workplace diversity and recognize unfairness 

in employment situations, neither group thinks race and ethnicity should be taken into account 

when making decisions about promotions or hiring, even though the objective is to increase 

workplace diversity. That view in some ways contradicts Black and white Democrats’ support of 

affirmative action and a racially diverse workplace, but nevertheless, Black Democrats share 

white Democrats’ reluctance to embrace a more aggressive position that might increase racial 

equality in the workplace.9 

In a survey conducted in January and February 2019, Pew Research asked, “How important, if at 

all, would you say it is for companies and organizations to promote racial and ethnic diversity in 

their workplace?” Those who described promoting diversity as “very important” or “somewhat 

important” are categorized in the table below as favoring the idea. In that same Pew survey, 

respondents were asked, “when it comes to decisions about hiring and promotions,” to choose 

one of these two options: “Companies and organizations should take a person’s race and 

ethnicity into account, in addition to their qualifications, in order to increase diversity in the 

workplace” or “Companies and organizations should only take a person’s qualifications into 

account, even if it results in less diversity in the workplace.” Those who said race should be 

taken into account are listed as favoring the policy in the table below. Gallup, in a survey 

conducted in November and December 2018, asked Americans, “Do you generally favor or 

oppose affirmative action programs for racial minorities?” 

How white and Black Democrats view policies aimed at increasing workplace diversity 

Percentage of respondents who favor each policy or agree with each view 

Policy or view Pollster 
Month/year 

of poll 
White Dems Black Dems 

Dem 

Race Gap 

Race should be considered in 

hiring and promotions 
Pew Research 1/19-2/19 37% 38% -1 

https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/05/08/americans-see-advantages-and-challenges-in-countrys-growing-racial-and-ethnic-diversity/
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/05/08/americans-see-advantages-and-challenges-in-countrys-growing-racial-and-ethnic-diversity/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/247046/americans-support-affirmative-action-programs-rises.aspx
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/that-google-engineer-isnt-alone-other-white-men-say-theyre-discriminated-against-2018-01-09
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/that-google-engineer-isnt-alone-other-white-men-say-theyre-discriminated-against-2018-01-09
https://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2019/04/09/race-in-america-2019/
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-9


Policy or view Pollster 
Month/year 

of poll 
White Dems Black Dems 

Dem 

Race Gap 

Affirmative action Gallup 
11/18-

12/18 
79 78 +1 

Companies should promote 

racial diversity 
Pew Research 1/19-2/19 89 82 +7 

Respondents were counted in favor if they said the policy was very important or somewhat 

important to enact, they generally favored the idea, or the policy should be enacted. 

Numbers may not add up due to rounding. 

What’s going on here? Considering the long history of racial discrimination in employment, it’s 

likely that Black Democrats are worried that factoring race into the job application or promotion 

process would hurt them, even if that racial factor is supposed to benefit them. Alternatively, 

Black Democrats and their white counterparts might be hoping that diversity can be achieved 

without the direct consideration of race at the individual level, therefore explaining their 

wariness about considering race in hiring and promotions, as well as in college admissions. 

That may or may not change in the wake of Floyd’s death and the national conversation about 

systemic racism; again, we’ll need new polls to know. 

Does the data overstate — or understate — white Democrats’ commitment to equality?  

The broader finding here is clear: White Democrats — definitely before Floyd was killed but 

most likely afterward too — are more circumspect about ideas promoting racial equality that 

might be disruptive to the status quo for white people. But it’s worth considering two other 

readings of these numbers. 

It’s possible that this data is overstating the support of white Democrats, even for more mild 

policy proposals to reduce racial inequality. Indeed, before the protests precipitated by Floyd’s 

death, the Democratic Party was increasingly connected with racial justice movements. So, if 

you identify as a Democrat or liberal, there may be pressure to say in a survey that you support 

ideas to address racial inequality — whether you really do or not. Experts refer to this as “social 

desirability bias” and say it plagues polling around racial issues, in particular. 

“[F]or scholars studying White liberals in this period, you must take into account [the] possibility 

that White liberals are responding expressively. That is, they are aware of the ‘right’ answer, 

understand the answer that ‘bad’ White people give, and don’t wanna be bad White ppl,” 

Stanford University political science professor Hakeem Jefferson wrote in a Twitter thread last 

year, raising doubts about polling results that show white liberals expressing as high or higher 

concerns about racial inequality than some Black Americans. 

“I’m not saying we ought not believe White liberals when they tell us on surveys they are 

racially progressive. I am, however, suggesting that we treat these data with more skepticism 

than we have to date,” he added. 

https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2019/2/28/18241973/workplace-discrimination-cpi-investigation-eeoc
https://www.vox.com/2019/3/22/18259865/great-awokening-white-liberals-race-polling-trump-2020
https://www.pewresearch.org/2010/07/19/arent-many-millennials-just-being-politically-correct-in-answering-racial-questions/
https://www.pewresearch.org/2010/07/19/arent-many-millennials-just-being-politically-correct-in-answering-racial-questions/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2991824?casa_token=-K_KAugXANEAAAAA%3AxisU9557CKcdzUo_f8oN-f8zwwF-8FyaXG6ZfSRhmwaGnNSfl8rRRLNSXNYbJxF9Eoi_lkNUaqrWiUQplcuTmYC9G6RjcPPVVLxxSIJZshIaQG-nZQux&seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents
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“I stand by these points and have made them again recently — the key point is that we need to 

think about tradeoffs and consider what happens when white folks are forced to give up their 

privilege,” Jefferson told us recently. 

Another reason to be skeptical of white Democrats’ commitment to addressing racial inequality 

is to look at their actions. In cities such as New York and San Francisco, where white voters tend 

to be Democratic-leaning,10 

We don’t have surveys that specifically measure the partisan identification of white voters in 

New York or San Francisco, but Hillary Clinton won both cities overwhelmingly, and both have 

plenty of white voters. Both cities also have Democratic mayors: Bill de Blasio in New York and 

London Breed in San Francisco. 

schools and neighborhoods are very segregated. And it’s not clear that a lot of elected officials in 

these cities are trying that hard to change those dynamics, which suggests that voters may have 

elected people they knew would maintain the racial status quo. 

Finally, a sizable gap remains between Black Democrats and white Democrats even on issues 

that would seem less fraught than, say, reparations or school integration. White Democrats, for 

example, are significantly less likely than Black Democrats to support taking down Confederate 

monuments, according to a recent ABC News/Ipsos survey.11 

According to this poll, conducted on June 17 and June 18, 68 percent of white Democrats said 

they supported removing statues of Confederate leaders from public places compared with 84 

percent of Black Democrats who said the same. 

Indeed, on a range of policies and views that don’t fall neatly into one of the buckets we covered 

above, there is still a significant gap between white and Black Democrats. 

Where white and Black Democrats diverge on race issues 

Percentage of respondents who favor each policy or agree with each view 

Policy or view Pollster 
month/year of 

poll 

White 

Dems 

Black 

Dems 

Dem 

Race Gap 

Police officers can generally not be 

trusted 

Data for 

Progress 
6/20 33% 71% -38 

Police do only a fair or poor job of 

protecting people from crime 

Pew 

Research 
6/20 50 72 -22 

Our country has “not gone far 

enough” in giving Black people equal 

rights with white people 

Pew 

Research 
1/19-2/19 64 82 -18 

Confederate monuments should be 

removed from public spaces 

ABC 

News/Ipsos 
6/20 68 84 -16 

http://www.citylab.com/housing/2015/07/whats-the-matter-with-san-francisco/399506/
https://abc7ny.com/election-2016-nyc-results-president/1598306/
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https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-are-wary-of-big-ideas-to-address-racial-inequality/#fn-10
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/05/02/nyregion/new-study-school-choice-increases-school-segregation.html
https://www.politico.com/states/new-york/albany/story/2018/04/23/50-years-after-fair-housing-act-new-york-city-still-struggles-with-residential-segregation-376170
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Policy or view Pollster 
month/year of 

poll 

White 

Dems 

Black 

Dems 

Dem 

Race Gap 

U.S. military bases named after 

Confederates should be renamed 

ABC 

News/Ipsos 
6/20 63 73 -10 

Respondents were counted in favor if they said they somewhat or strongly supported the idea. 

Numbers may not add up due to rounding. 

But it’s also worth considering whether this data is understating the potential support of white 

Democrats for fairly drastic proposals to address racial inequality. After all, we have seen huge 

increases in the past decade in the share of white Democrats who say America must take 

additional steps to ensure equal rights for Black people and who say they support reparations, 

even though it’s still less than half. These recent shifts are likely due in part to the rise of the 

Black Lives Matter movement — in addition, views on race and identity are now one of the 

major dividing lines between the two parties, and party rhetoric on these issues is crystallizing. 

(Increasingly, when people who identify as Democrats see their party leaders suggest that the 

police are treating Black people unfairly, they’ll adopt that stance as well, new research 

indicates.) 

And Black and white Democrats agree on many, more general, policies and views. 

Where white and Black Democrats agree on race issues 

Percentage of respondents who favor each policy or agree with each view 

Policy or view Pollster 
Month/year of 

poll 

White 

dems 

Black 

Dems 

Dem 

Race Gap 

Legacy of slavery affects the position 

of Black people today 

Pew 

Research 
1/19-2/19 80% 87% -6 

Police do a poor job of treating racial 

and ethnic groups equally 

Data for 

Progress 
6/20 48 46 -2 

Increase government aid to poor 

Americans 

Pew 

Research 
9/19 72 73 -1 

Decrease spending on police 
Pew 

Research 
6/20 43 42 +1 

Redirect funding from police to 

education and other community 

services 

Data for 

Progress 
6/20 56 51 +5 

Police killing of Black Americans is a 

sign of broader problems 

Data for 

Progress 
6/20 72 66 +6 

https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/white-democrats-have-gotten-way-more-liberal-on-identity-issues/
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Respondents were counted in favor if they said they agreed with the statement a great deal or fair 

amount, they somewhat or strongly supported the idea, they said the policy should be enacted or 

they said spending on policing in their area should be decreased a lot or a little. 

Numbers may not add up due to rounding. 

The recent protests against systemic racism and police brutality against Black people could cause 

a racial awakening — a second one just in this decade — for white Democrats. People who are 

trying to learn more about systemic racism and what they can do to reverse it (books about racial 

equality are in high demand, for example) may end up shifting their views in ways that may not 

be apparent in polls right now or even three months from now. The general public may also be 

influenced by signaling from elites — for instance, the push by leaders of the University of 

California system to allow race to once again be considered in the admissions process and a New 

York Times Magazine cover story calling for reparations. 

Also, we may be entering a period of peak “white collective guilt,” which scholars define as 

“remorse that a white person experiences due to her group’s actions toward black people,” not 

necessarily due to her individual actions. White Democrats are more likely than white 

Republicans to feel white collective guilt, and these feelings predict support for affirmative 

action and general aid for Black Americans. 

“It is one thing to say one believes in the existence of systemic racism and another to do 

something about it,” said Robert Griffin, a polling and public opinion expert who is the research 

director of the Democracy Fund Voter Study Group. “However, these somewhat superficial 

changes are still important. For the public, they create opportunities to recognize the gap between 

stated belief and lived action. Such recognition can result in people feeling pressured to bring the 

two into closer alignment.” 

Finally, many of these polls are asking fairly imprecise questions about racial policy ideas that 

aren’t totally fleshed out. Specific plans for reparations, particularly proposals that would be 

funded largely by new taxes on the very wealthy or some other mechanism that does not target 

the incomes of most white Americans, might be fairly popular with white Democrats, or at least 

less unpopular than reparations defined generically and without details. 

To conclude, you should be skeptical of stories that suggest white Democrats are very “woke” on 

policy matters of substance, or even more concerned about racial inequality than Black 

Americans are. That doesn’t seem true — at least not yet, whether you are reading polls or 

visiting a public school and notice that, though it’s in a liberal-leaning area of the country, it’s 

still not very racially mixed. That said, however, it seems that white Democrats have 

dramatically shifted their views on racial issues over the past 10 years, and are recognizing racial 

inequalities that they hadn’t picked up on (or had even ignored) before. And so their views and 

priorities may keep shifting — which could translate to more substantive actions, like looking for 

integrated schools for their children or even supporting some kind of modest approach to 

reparations. 
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