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A Wider Ideological Gap Between More and
Less Educated Adults

Political polarization update

Two vears ago, Pew Research Center found that Republicans and Democrats were more divided
along ideological lines than at any point in the previous two decades. But growing ideological
distance is not confined to partisanship. There are also growing ideological divisions along
educational and generational

lines.

Adults with postgraduate experience most likely to
Highly educated adults — have consistently liberal political values
particularly those who have % with political values that are...
attended graduate school — m Consistently Lib = Mostly Lib ~ Mixed = Mostly Cons m Consistently Cons
are far more likely than those Total SN 22 38 17 [0

with less education to take
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positions across a range of Postgrad (NS 23 22 14 [ 10 |
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More than half Of those Wlth Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on
postgraduate experience a scale of 10 political values questions.

(54%) have either PEW RESEARCH CENTER

consistently liberal political
values (31%) or mostly liberal values (23%), based on an analysis of their opinions about the role
and performance of government, social issues, the environment and other topics. Fewer than half
as many postgrads — roughly 12% of the public in 2015— have either consistently conservative
(10%) or mostly conservative (14%) values. About one-in-five (22%) express a mix of liberal and
conservative opinions.

Among adults who have completed college but have not attended graduate school (approximately
16% of the public), 44% have consistently or mostly liberal political values, while 29% have at least

mostly conservative values; 27% have mixed ideological views.

By contrast, among the majority of adults who do not have a college degree (72% of the public in
2015), far fewer express liberal opinions. About a third of those who have some college experience
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but do not have a bachelor’s degree (36%) have consistently liberal or mostly liberal political
values, as do just 26% of those with no more than a high school degree. Roughly a quarter in each
of these groups (28% of those with some college experience, 26% of those with no more than a
high school education) have consistently conservative or mostly conservative values.

Taking a roughly equal mix of liberal and conservative positions is far more prevalent among those
with less education than those with at least a college degree. For instance, nearly half (48%) of
those with a high school degree or less education express a mix of conservative and liberal
opinions. That compares with just 22% of those with postgraduate experience.

Over the past decade, ideological differences across generations also have widened. Millennials
remain more liberal than older generations — 45% express consistently liberal or mostly liberal
views, which is little changed from 2004 (41%). In contrast, growing shares of the oldest cohorts —
Boomers and Silents — have conservative political values. About a third of Boomers (36%) and
40% of Silents have at least mostly conservative attitudes, up from 21% and 23%, respectively, in
2004.

This analysis is based on a survey conducted last fall among more than 6,000 adults, and draws

from data on Pew Research Center surveys going back to 1994. Responses to 10 political values
questions — covering opinions about government performance, the social safety net, the
environment, immigration, homosexuality and other topics — asked together in each of these
surveys were combined to create a scale of ideological consistency.

www.pewresearch.org
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More highly educated adults have consistently liberal views

As Pew Research Center’s 2014 report on political polarization found, the share of the overall

public that is ideologically consistent — that is, the share that takes either consistently liberal or
consistently conservative positions opinions across the 10 values — is relatively modest, but has
grown substantially over time, especially over the past decade.

In the new study, nearly a quarter of Americans (23%) have either consistently liberal (13%) or
consistently conservative views (10%). In 2004, just 11% were either consistently liberal (8%) or
consistently conservative (3%).

Growing shares of postgrads, college grads are consistently liberal

% with political values that are ...
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Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on a scale of 10 political values questions.
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Much of the growth in ideological consistency has come among better educated adults — including
a striking rise in the share who have across-the-board liberal views, which is consistent with the
growing share of postgraduates who identify with or lean toward the Democratic Party .

Currently, about a third of those with postgraduate experience (31%) give down-the-line liberal
responses across the 10 items, up from 19% in 2004 and just 7% in 1994. Among college graduates
with no postgraduate experience, 24% have consistently liberal values, compared with 13% in
2004 and 5% a decade earlier.

www.pewresearch.org
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Among postgrads and college graduates, the shares expressing consistently conservative views
also have grown since 2004, from 4% to 10% among postgrads and from 4% to 11% among college
graduates. But among both groups, consistently conservative views are at the about the same
levels as they had been in 1994.

www.pewresearch.org



5
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

In contrast with Americans with a college degree, among those with less education smaller shares
express ideologically consistent views and those who do are about as likely to be consistently
conservative (11% of those with some college experience, 8% of those with no more than a high
school education) as they are to be consistently liberal (12% of some college, 5% of high school or
less). Larger shares take a mix of liberal and conservative positions: Roughly half of those with no
more than a high school education (48%) are ideologically mixed, along with 36% of those with
some college experience. By contrast, only about a quarter of more educated Americans have
ideologically mixed views.

Across all educational categories — and among the public generally — the shares of Americans who
take a roughly equal number of liberal and conservative positions have declined over the past two
decades. But the declines have been more pronounced among postgraduates (from 38% to 22%)
and college graduates (45% to 27%), than among those with some college experience (from 43% to
36%) or those with a high school degree or less education (from 53% to 48%).

Republicans and Democrats, moving apart

Overall, 38% of the public expresses a mix of liberal and conservative positions. In both 1994 and
2004, nearly half (49%) had mixed attitudes. As our 2014 polarization study found, Republicans
and Democrats increasingly are on opposite sides of the ideological spectrum.

Growing minority holds consistent ideological views

On a 10-item scale of political values, % who are...

1994 2004 2015

More are now on the left
and the right, with fewer
holding a mix of positions.

Consist- Mostly Mostly Consist- Consist- Mostly Mostly Consist- Consist- Mostly Mostly Consist-
ently ently ently ently ently ently
LIBERAL MIXED CONSERVATIVE LIBERAL MIXED CONSERVATIVE LIBERAL MIXED CONSERVATIVE

Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on a scale of 10 political values questions.
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
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Democrats and Republicans more ideologically divided than in the past

Distribution of Democrats and Republicans on a 10-item scale of political values

1994 2004 2015

MEDIAN  MEDIAN MEDIAN MEDIAN MEDIAN MEDIAN
Democrat Republican

Democrat Fltepublican Democrat Republican

Consistently Consistently Consistently Consistently Consistently Consistently
liberal conservative liberal conservative liberal conservative

Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on a scale of 10 political values questions.

The blue area in this chart represents the ideological distribution of Democrats; the red area of Republicans. The overlap of these two
distributions is shaded purple. Republicans include Republican-leaning independents; Democrats include Democratic-leaning independents.
See the online edition of this report for an animated version of this graphic.
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Currently, 60% of Democrats and Democratic leaners have consistently liberal or mostly liberal
political values, double the share in 1994 (30%) and 11 percentage points higher than in 2004. And
the share of Democrats with consistently liberal views has increased from just 5% in 1994 to 13%
in 2004 and 27% currently.

The share of Republicans and Republican leaners with at least mostly conservative values fell from
45% in 1994 to 31% in 2004, but has rebounded since then. In the new study, slightly more than
half of Republicans (53%) express consistently or mostly conservative attitudes. The share with
consistently conservative political values has increased from just 6% in 2004 to 22% currently.

Today, an overwhelming share of Republicans (93%) is more conservative than the median
Democrat, while a nearly identical share of Democrats (94%) is more liberal than the median
Republican. Two decades ago, a much smaller majority of Republicans (64%) were to the right of
the median Democrat, while 70% of Democrats were to the left of the median Republican.

www.pewresearch.org
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Most Democratic postgrads are consistently liberal

Over the past two decades,
the increase in consistently
liberal views has been most
pronounced among highly-
educated Democrats and
Democratic leaners.

Among Democrats with
postgraduate experience,
54% express consistently
liberal views, compared with
34% who did so in 2004 and
just 16% a decade before that.
Among Democratic college
graduates with no
postgraduate experience, the
proportion that is
consistently liberal has nearly
quadrupled since 1994, from
12% to 47%.

By contrast, far smaller
shares of Democrats with
some college experience
(24%) and no more than a
high school education (11%)
are consistently liberal, and
there has been less change
over the past two decades.

Highly educated Democrats are more likely than those
with less education to have liberal political views

% with political values that are...

m Consistently Lib = Mostly Lib Mixed

Among Republicans/Republican leaners
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Among Democrats/Democratic leaners

Total 33 34 51
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Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on
a scale of 10 political values questions.
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The change in attitudes among Republicans and Republican leaners has followed a very different

trajectory over the past two decades. As noted in the 2014 Polarization report, the overall share of

Republicans with predominantly conservative political values declined between 1994 and 2004,

before rebounding in recent years. This pattern is seen across all educational categories.
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More than half of Democratic postgrads have down-the-line liberal views, up from

roughly a third in 2004

% with political values that are ...
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Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on a scale of 10 political values questions.
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Moreover, the gap in ideological consistency among Republicans with different levels of
educational attainment is much smaller than among Democrats. In the new study, comparable
shares of Republican postgrads (26%), college graduates (23%), and those with some college
experience but no diploma (24%) express consistently conservative values, as do 18% of
Republicans with a high school degree or less education. In contrast, there is a 43-precentage-
point gap in the shares of Democratic postgrads (54%) and Democrats with no more than a high
school education (11%) that express consistently liberal attitudes.

www.pewresearch.org



9
PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Generations and ideological consistency

There are wide generational differences in political values,
based on the 10-item scale. Millennials continue to be
considerably more liberal than older generations. (For more on
ideological differences across generations, see “The GOP’s
Millennial Problem Runs Deep.”)

Among Millennials, 45% express consistently liberal (16%) or
mostly liberal views (29%), compared with just 15% who have
conservative attitudes. Four-in-ten Millennials have a mix of
conservative and liberal views.

Across older generations, fewer have liberal political values.
About a third of Gen Xers (36%) have at least mostly liberal

attitudes, while 23% have mostly conservative attitudes; 41% are

mixed ideologically. Among Boomers, more have conservative
(36%) than liberal (30%) attitudes; 34% have mixed views. And
among Silents, 40% are conservative — including 21% who are
consistently conservative — while 26% are liberal and 34%
express a mix of conservative and liberal views.

The Generations Defined

The Millennial Generation
Born: After 1980

Age of adults in 2015: 18 to 34
Share of adult population: 30%

Generation X

Born: 1965 to 1980

Age in 2015: 35 to 50

Share of adult population: 27%

The Baby Boom Generation
Born: 1946 to 1964

Age in 2015: 51 to 69

Share of adult population: 30%

The Silent Generation

Born: 1928 to 1945

Age in 2015: 70 to 87

Share of adult population: 11%

Source: Pew Research Center analysis of
Census Bureau population projections for
2015.
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More Millennials express liberal than conservative attitudes;

among Boomers and Silents, the opposite is true

% with political values that are ...

m Consistently Liberal Mostly Liberal Mixed Mostly Conservative u Consistently Conservative
Millennial Generation X Baby Boomer Silent
o === == =3= el . s [y w=
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25
22 21
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49 34

29

32
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1994 2004 2015 1994 2004 2015

1994 2004 2015

1994 2004 2015

Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on a scale of 10 political values questions.
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Notably, while there are wider ideological differences among Democrats than Republicans by
levels of educational

attainment, Republicans L . . .
Wide ideological generation gap among Republicans;

deeply divided
are more deeply divide more modest differences among Democrats

along generational lines.
% with political values that are...

Sizable majorities of older m Consistently Lib = Mostly Lib = Mixed = Mostly Cons ® Consistently Cons
Republicans — 64% of Among Republicans/Republican leaners
Boomers and 69% of Total I 9 37

Silents — have at least
mostly conservative

i : Millennial i 51
attitudes across the 10-item tiennia I 5

scale. More than a quarter Generation X = 14 40
of Republican Boomers gy poomer fi 20 ST
(28%) and 38% of

Republican Silents give sient §5. 25 IS NSEN

down-the-line conservative Among Democrats/Democratic leaners

responses. Both groups Total _ 33 34 .
have become substantially
more conservative over the
miennial SN 39 30 |

past decade.

Generation X _ 33 37 I
By contrast, only about half Baby Boomer _ 29 36 -
of Gen X Republicans
(49%) express consistently
or mostly conservative Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on

a scale of 10 political values questions.
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views — although that share
has roughly doubled, from
24%, since 2004. Only
about a third of Millennial Republicans (34%) express at least mostly conservative views, just half
the share among Silent Republicans.

www.pewresearch.org
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There are smaller generational differences among Democrats, although Millennial Democrats
(66%) are somewhat more likely than those in older generations to have liberal political values.
Nearly identical shares across each cohort of Democrats — 28% of Millennials, 27% of Gen Xers
and Boomers, and 23% of Silents — express consistently liberal views. Among the three older
cohorts of Democrats, the numbers with consistently liberal attitudes has increased substantially
over the past two decades.

Since 2004, large increases in the shares of Boomer and Silent Republicans
expressing consistently conservative political attitudes

% with political values that are ...

m Consistently Liberal Mostly Liberal Mixed = Mostly Conservative m Consistently Conservative

Among Republicans/Republican leaners

Millennial Generation X Baby Boomer Silent
54 I
51 >3 49 I 48 I
4 44
0 38
17 30 25
15 18 1 9 16 4 13 5
1994 2004 2015 1994 2004 2015 1994 2004 2015 1994 2004 2015

Among Democrats/Democratic leaners

Millennial Generation X Baby Boomer Silent
30 37
50 52 . 55
39 33 29
35 39 27
33 27
1994 2004 2015 1994 2004 2015 1994 2004 2015 1994 2004 2015

Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004). Ideological consistency based on a scale of 10 political values questions.
Data for Millennials in 2004 not shown because of insufficient sample size within the two partisan groups.
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Partisan divides have widened on many political values

Growing partisan gaps in most areas, from immigration to ‘peace through strength’

% who take the more conservative position on each question in the ideological consistency scale

Government regulation of
business usually does more
harm than good

64

68
45
54 50
46
38 34
1994 2004 2015

Blacks who can't get ahead in

this country are mostly
responsible for their
own condition

66 60 7

5 58

53 42
49

1994 2004 2015

Total

Government is almost
always wasteful and

inefficient

74

75
6 4

8 57

59
40

46

1994 2004 2015

Immigrants today are a
burden on our country
because they take our jobs,
housing and health care

64
6 45

62 53

38

43 o4

1994 2004 2015

The best way to ensure peace is through military strength

48
44 ? 58
3 36
28 19

1994

2004

2015

Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004).

Poor people today have it
easy because they can get
govt benefits without doing

anything in return

63

48 63

53
42

44
C\W o5

22

1994 2004 2015

Most corporations make a
fair and reasonable
amount of profit

54 49

W54

4&%% 38
35 26

30

1994 2004 2015

eCmRep/Lean Rep eOmwDem/Lean Dem

The government today
can't afford to do much
more to help the needy

58 68
44

47 47

S 31

24

1994 2004 2015

Stricter environmental laws
and regulations cost too many
jobs and hurt the economy

39 37 /j 054
3 36
29M 22

24

1994 2004 2015

Homosexuality should be discouraged by society

58 55
4 O 42
42 30
32 20
1994 2004 2015

Line charts show the survey questions included in the 10-item ideological consistency scale. Questions are forced-choice questions with two
options; only the conservative responses are shown here. See 2015 topline for the full question wording and trends for each question.
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As noted in the 2014 report, partisan divisions have increased over the past two decades on most
of the measures that make up the 10-item ideological consistency scale. In some cases, such as in

opinions about the economic effect of stricter environmental laws, the differences were fairly
modest 20 years ago; at that time, 39% of Republicans and 29% of Democrats said stricter
environmental laws cost too many jobs and hurt the economy. In 2015, more than half of
Republicans (54%) and just 22% of Democrats expressed this view.

On immigration and homosexuality, overall attitudes have shifted in a more liberal direction over
the past 20 years. Still, partisan differences on both issues remain substantial and, in the case of
immigration, have increased dramatically since the mid-1990s. In 1994, 64% of Republicans and
62% of Democrats said immigrants were a burden on the country because they took jobs and
health care. In fall 2015, 53% of Republicans said immigrants were a burden on the country,
compared with just 24% of Democrats. (The partisan gap has widened even more since then: in a
survey last month, 56% of Republicans viewed immigrants as a burden on the country; just 17% of

Democrats said the same.)

On two measures related to government performance, partisan differences narrowed considerably
between 1994 and 2004, before resurfacing in recent years. The share of Republicans saying
government regulation of business did more harm than good fell from 64% in 1994, during the
Clinton administration, to 45% in 2004, during George W. Bush’s presidency. In the fall of 2015,
68% of Republicans said government of regulation of business did more harm than good.

Democrats’ views on government regulation of business have shown far less change over this
period: in 1994, 46% said government regulation did more harm than good. That fell to 38% in
2004 and 34% in 2015. A similar pattern is evident in changes in partisan views of whether
government is wasteful and inefficient.

www.pewresearch.org
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Partisan differences over issues, by education and generation

As noted, Democrats with differing levels of education are more ideologically divided than
Republicans, with some of the widest gaps on opinions about government regulation of business
and race. Republicans are more divided along generational lines, especially in attitudes on
homosexuality and immigration.

www.pewresearch.org
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Wider education differences among Democrats than Republicans on many items

% who take the more conservative position on each question in the ideological consistency scale

H Rep/Lean Rep mDem/Lean Dem

Government regulation of business usually does
more harm than good

HS or less 49 @ ® 67
Some college 34 @ ® 68
College degree 18 @ ® 68
Postgrad exp. 10 @ ® 69

Government is almost always wasteful and inefficient

HS or less 48 @ ® 73

Some college 11 @ o 77
College degree 32 @ ® 76
Postgrad exp. 25 @ ® 78

Blacks who can't get ahead in this country are mostly
responsible for their own condition

HS or less 54 @ ® 78
Some college 42 @ ® 80
College degree 29 @ ® 73

Postgrad exp. 21 @ ® 76

Immigrants today are a burden on our country
because they take our jobs, housing and health care

Poor people today have it easy because they can get
government benefits without doing anything in return

HS or less 28 @ ® 56

Some college 26 @ ® 68
College degree 21 @ ® 67
Postgrad exp. 15 @ ® 67

The government today can't afford to do
much more to help the needy

HS or less 37 @ ® 59
Some college 29 @ ® 71
College degree 29 @ ® 77
Postgrad exp. 20 @ ® 76

Most corporations make a fair and reasonable
amount of profit

HS or less 28 @ ® 47

Some college 22 @ ® 52
College degree 25 @ ® 66
Postgrad exp. 31 @ ® 67

Stricter environmental laws and regulations cost
too many jobs and hurt the economy

HS or less 38 @ ® 59 HS or less 35 @ ® 51
Some college 23 @ ® 55 Some college 19 @ ® 54
College degree 11 @ ® 42 College degree 10 @ ® 57
Postgradexp. 6 @ ® 37 Postgradexp. 6 @ ® 59

The best way to ensure peace is through military strength Homosexuality should be discouraged by society

HS or less 26 @ ® 57 HS or less 29 @ ® 46
Some college 19 @ ® 56 Some college 18 @ ® 44
College degree 12 @ @® 59 College degree 10 @ ® 35
Postgradexp. 9 @ ® 66 Postgrad exp. 10 @ ® 36

Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004).
Charts show the survey questions included in the 10-item ideological consistency scale. Questions are forced-choice questions with two
options; only the conservative responses are shown here. See topline for the full question wording and trends for each question.
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Sharp generational divides in GOP on homosexuality, ‘peace through strength’

% who take the more conservative position on each question in the ideological consistency scale

m Rep/Lean Rep

Government regulation of business usually does
more harm than good

Silent 29 @ ® 74
Baby Boomer 34 @ ® 73
Generation X 30 @ ® 67
Millennial 39 @ ® 56

Government is almost always wasteful and inefficient

Silent 40 @ ® 80
Baby Boomer 45 @ ® 84
Generation X 40 @ ® 77
Millennial 37 @ ® 60

Blacks who can't get ahead in this country are mostly
responsible for their own condition

Silent 43 @ ® 79
Baby Boomer 44 @ ® 79
Generation X 43 @ ® 79
Millennial 38 @ ® 74

Immigrants today are a burden on our country
because they take our jobs, housing and health care

Silent 35 @ ® 60
Baby Boomer 31 @ ® 61
Generation X 24 @ ® 49
Millennial 16 @ ® 41

The best way to ensure peace is through military strength

Silent 25 @ ® 72
Baby Boomer 20 @ ® 65
Generation X 19 @ ® 55
Millennial 17 @ ® 44

mDem/Lean Dem

Poor people today have it easy because they can get
government benefits without doing anything in return

Silent 25 @ ® 66
Baby Boomer 21 @ ® 62
Generation X 25 @ ® 62
Millennial 28 @ ® 62

The government today can't afford to do
much more to help the needy

Silent 29 @ ® 71
Baby Boomer 29 @ ® 70
Generation X 29 @ ® 66
Millennial 34 @ ® 64

Most corporations make a fair and reasonable
amount of profit

Silent 29 @ ® 56
Baby Boomer 25 @ ® 54
Generation X 26 @ ® 55
Millennial 27 @ ® 52

Stricter environmental laws and regulations cost
too many jobs and hurt the economy

Silent 23 @ ® 65
Baby Boomer 25 @ ® 63
Generation X 21 @ ® 50
Millennial 20 @ ® 40

Homosexuality should be discouraged by society

Silent 31 @ ® 61
Baby Boomer 24 @ ® 48
Generation X 20 @ ® 37
Millennial 12 @ ® 31

Source: Survey conducted Aug. 27-Oct. 4, 2015 (N=6,004).
Charts show the survey questions included in the 10-item ideological consistency scale. Questions are forced-choice questions with two
options; only the conservative responses are shown here. See topline for the full question wording and trends for each question.
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