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Introduction

Some worry that as the United States grows more racially and ethnically diverse, the 
country will become increasingly fragmented. Yet whites, blacks, and Hispanics in the 
Millennial Generation—Americans between the ages of 18 and 29—are more diverse and 
share more similar attitudes about the economy than any previous generation of young 
people. Young blacks and Hispanics have historically been more progressive than young 
whites, but young whites are closing the gap and have actually become more progressive in 
several areas, according to the results of our study.

On a range of economic issues—from support for universal health care and labor unions 
to assistance for the needy—minorities in the Millennial Generation are generally more 
progressive than whites of the same age. Young blacks and Hispanics are more likely than 
young whites to believe that the government can be a force for good in the economy, and 
that labor unions are necessary to ensure strong and sustainable economic growth, as well 
as support increased investments in health care, education, and other areas. 

Perhaps the most unique trait of the Millennial Generation is that the gap between young 
minorities and young whites is shrinking. Not only are young adults today more progres-
sive than previous generations—as a previous Center for American Progress report, “The 
Progressive Generation,” found—but they are more likely to hold similar views than 
previous generations of young adults. Young whites today are closing the progressive gap 
with minorities on most of the economic issues we examined—and on some issues have 
become more progressive. 

Over the past 20 years, an average of 86 percent of blacks aged 18 to 29 agreed that labor •	
unions are necessary to protect workers, while 72 percent of young whites agreed—a 
14 percentage-point progressive gap. Today the gap is just 2 percentage points. 

Forty-six percent of young Hispanics over the past two decades believed it is the gov-•	
ernment’s responsibility to ensure a good job and standard of living for all, while just 
35 percent of young whites did—a gap of 11 percentage points. Today, the gap is less 
than 6 percentage points.

An average of 55 percent of young blacks and 54 percent of young Hispanics over the •	
past 20 years have supported universal health care provided by the government, while 
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45 percent of young whites held this view. Today, young whites are slightly more sup-
portive of universal government-provided health care than young Hispanics and nearly 
as supportive as young blacks.

Over the last two decades, an average of 88 percent of young blacks and 83 percent of •	
young Hispanics thought federal spending for education should be increased, compared 
to 78 percent of young whites. Today, Millennial generation whites have nearly cut in 
half the gap between themselves and young blacks and have overtaken Hispanics. 

An average of 85 percent of blacks, 72 percent of Hispanics, and 51 percent of whites •	
aged 18 to 29 over the past two decades have supported increased federal spending for 
the poor—a gap of 34 percentage points between young blacks and young whites and 
21 percentage points between young Hispanics and young whites. In the most recent 
survey, whites had reduced the gap with blacks by almost 10 percentage points and had 
cut it in half with Hispanics. 

Young adults today have more similar views perhaps because they face a common eco-
nomic struggle. Millennials are confronting far more significant economic challenges than 
other recent generations—such as lower rates of health care coverage, worse job prospects, 
and higher levels of student loan debt—and are likely reacting to the conservative policies 
that have created much of their financial difficulties.1 It also appears that the gap is closing 
in part because young minorities tend to keep the progressive views of their elders, while 
young whites are increasingly rejecting the more conservative views of elder whites. 

Whatever the cause of their economic progressivism, Millennials of all races are set to play 
a major role in the 2008 election and beyond. The economy is the most important issue of 
the election for all voters, but has been a bigger concern for Millennials than older genera-
tions.2 Millennials are a very large generation in size—and by far the most diverse.3 And 
young adults are voting at increasingly high rates, with 2008 likely to be the third major 
election in a row with an increase in turnout among young voters.4 

Due to their embrace—across race and ethnicity—of decidedly progressive positions on 
economic issues, this generation could well be poised to transform the American political 
landscape in 2008 and beyond.
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Study Background

This study is a companion to “The Progressive Generation,” a report about the progressive 
economic views of young adults published earlier this year. We found in “The Progressive 
Generation” that young adults today have decidedly progressive views on economic issues, 
possibly more so than any previous generation. According to the results of our first-of-a-
kind analysis of Millennials’ views on the economy, a majority of 18- to 29-year-olds believe 
that the government can be a force for good in the economy and reject the conservative 
viewpoint that government is the problem, and that free markets always produce the best 
results for society. Not only are Millennials’ views more progressive than those of other age 
groups today; they seem to be more progressive than the views previous generations held 
when they were younger. Also noteworthy is the fact that these findings were especially true 
when compared to the conservative views of Generation X—men and women who are now 
in their 30s and early 40s.

Like “The Progressive Generation,” this report relies heavily on the National Election 
Survey and the Pew Values Survey for its analysis.5 These sources are two of the longest-
running surveys of Americans’ views about a wide range of issues. The National Election 
Survey has been using many of the same questions about economics and politics for over 
half a century and the Pew Values Survey has been doing so for two decades, making them 
ideal for comparing changes in opinions over time. Both surveys have also asked questions 
about respondents’ race and ethnicity since the late 1980s that allow for a comparable 
breakdown of respondents by race and ethnicity over time.6 While these surveys are pub-
licly available, they have not, according to our research, been used before to analyze the 
economic views of generations of white, black, and Hispanic Americans. As a result, this is 
a unique study, with new and important results.
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Results of the Study

Young minorities are generally more progressive than 
young whites 

Analysis of a wide range of economic issues in the National Election 
Survey and the Pew Values Survey demonstrates that young blacks and 
Hispanics have been more progressive economically than young whites 
on issues ranging from support for universal healthcare and labor 
unions to general government services and assistance to the needy. 
These findings keep with previous academic research.7 

All young adults seem to believe that there are certain minimal living 
standards that the government should ensure for all citizens. For 
the past two decades, the Pew Values Survey has asked participants 
whether they agree or disagree with the statement that the govern-
ment should guarantee every citizen enough to eat and a place to sleep; 
young people, especially young minorities have indicated notable 
support for this idea.8 From 1987 to 2007, an average of 83.3 percent of 
blacks aged 18 to 29 have said that the government should guarantee 
every citizen enough to eat and a place to sleep, while 75.2 percent of 
Hispanics and 69.8 percent of whites agreed with this statement.

Although young adults feel fairly strongly that the government should 
make sure all Americans have enough to eat and a place to sleep, there 
is more division among young people about how much further that 
obligation should go. The National Election Survey has continuously 
asked respondents whether they believe it is the government’s responsi-
bility to ensure that everyone has a good job and a standard of living.9 
Between 1988 and 2004, young blacks showed the most support for 
this notion, with 53.7 percent believing that it is the government’s 
responsibility to ensure that everyone has a good job and a standard 
of living. Young Hispanics demonstrated the second-most support 
for this idea, with an average of 45.7 percent believing that these 
assurances fall within the government’s duty. Young whites, however, 
had markedly less support for the idea, with an average of just over 

Source: Authors’ analysis of Pew Values Survey.

Do you agree or disagree with the statement 
that the government should guarantee every 
citizen enough to eat and a place to sleep?

18- to 29-year-olds, 1987–2007 average

Is it the government’s responsibility to 
ensure that everyone has a good job and 
standard of living?

18- to 29-year-olds, 1988–2004 average
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Source: Authors’ analysis of National Election Survey.
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one-third—34.9 percent—during the same period believing that it is a 
responsibility of the government to make sure that every person has a 
good job and standard of living.

The necessity of and extent to which the government should provide 
services to citizens has always been a highly debated topic between con-
servatives and progressives. The National Election Survey has routinely 
asked survey respondents whether the government should provide many 
more or many fewer services, offering a scale of support for their answer, 
and between 1988 and 2004, minorities were more likely to take the 
more progressive view and believe that the government should provide 
more services.10 An average of almost two-thirds—65.6 percent—of 
young blacks indicated between 1988 and 2004 that they felt the govern-
ment should provide more services, along with 56.4 percent of 18- to 
29-year-old Hispanics. During the same period, an average of slightly less 
than half—46.8 percent—of young whites agreed with this position.

One debate related to the provision of government services that 
has been building momentum for several decades is whether or not 
there should be universal health care for all Americans. The National 
Election survey asks whether a government insurance plan should 
cover the cost of medical and hospital expenses or if private insurance 
and individuals should bear these costs.11 Again, young minorities 
have demonstrated a more progressive view toward government-
provided health insurance. More than half of 18- to 28-year-old blacks 
and Hispanics between 1988 and 2004, or an average of 55.0 percent 
and 53.9 percent respectively, believed that there should be a govern-
ment health insurance plan for everyone. Young whites, meanwhile, 
have been less supportive of the idea of universal health care over the 
same period, with 45.2 percent believing a government insurance plan 
should cover all medical and hospital expenses.

As the population ages, many Americans have become increasingly 
concerned about their future Social Security benefits. The National 
Election Survey has asked whether respondents believe that spending 
for Social Security should be increased or decreased.12 Young minori-
ties, especially young blacks, have been more likely than young whites 
to believe that Social Security spending should be increased. Between 
1988 and 2004, nearly three-quarters—74.4 percent—of 18- to 
29-year-old blacks have indicated that spending on Social Security 
should be increased, along with 56.8 percent of young Hispanics. An 
average of 53.5 percent of 18- to 29-year-old whites also agreed that 
Social Security spending should be increased.

Should the government provide many more 
or many fewer services?

18- to 29-year-olds, 1988–2004 average

Should there be a government insurance 
plan which would cover all medical and 
hospital expenses or should individuals  
and private insurance pay expenses?

18- to 29-year-olds, 1988–2004 average
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Hispanic
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Black
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Percent who believe the government 
should provide more services

Percent who believe there should  
be a government insurance plan
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60%

60%

50%
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40%

40%
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Source: Authors’ analysis of National Election Survey.

Source: Authors’ analysis of National Election Survey.
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Public education has received more scrutiny in recent years as No Child Left Behind 
has focused more attention on our nation’s classrooms. The public is largely supportive 
of increased federal spending on public education as is evident in the history of the 
National Election Survey question about whether respondents think that education 
spending should be increased or decreased.13 Nevertheless, young minorities have his-
torically been more likely on average to be in favor of increased federal spending for pub-
lic education, with an average of 87.8 percent of young blacks and 83.0 percent of young 
Hispanics supporting greater spending between 1988 and 2004. Eighteen- to 29-year-old 
whites were slightly less supportive, with an average of 78.4 percent in favor of increased 
federal spending over the same period.

The National Election Survey has also asked respondents about their opinion on spend-
ing for several additional services that haven’t received as much attention in the 2008 
election cycle. One such question posed to respondents is what they think should hap-
pen to federal spending for child care—a key issue for young families struggling to bal-
ance work and family.14 Yet again, young minorities historically have been more in favor 
of increased spending for this service than young whites. Between 1988 and 2004, an 
average of 80.1 percent of 18- to-29-year-old blacks and 71.0 percent of young Hispanics 
thought that federal spending for child care should be increased, while slightly under 
two-thirds—64.1 percent—of young whites agreed.

Another question related to government spending that the National Election Survey 
has tracked is whether federal spending for the poor should be increased or decreased.15 
Young minorities have historically been markedly strongly in favor of increased federal 
spending, with 85.2 percent of 18- to-29-year old blacks and 71.9 percent of young 
Hispanics in favor of increased spending on average between 1988 and 2004. In contrast, 
just 51.1 percent of whites were in favor of increased spending for the poor, on average, 
over the same period. 

The Pew Values Survey has routinely asked over the past two decades 
whether survey participants agree with the statement that labor unions 
are necessary to protect the working person.16 During this period, young 
minorities have shown strong agreement with this statement, with an 
average of 86.3 Hispanics aged 18 to 29 and 85.9 percent of blacks aged 
18 to 29, indicating that they believe labor unions are necessary to protect 
the working person. A majority of young whites have also indicated that 
they believe that labor unions are necessary to protect workers; however, 
this support is not as strong, with an average of 71.7 percent of 18- to 
29-year-old whites agreeing with this position between 1987 and 2007.

Along a similar vein, the National Election Survey has continuously 
asked respondents to rank their feelings toward labor unions on a scale 
of 0 to 100, with 50 to 100 meaning that they felt favorably toward labor 

Do you agree or disagree with the statement 
that labor unions are necessary to protect 
the working person?

18- to 29-year-olds, 1987–2007 average

White

Black

Hispanic
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Source: Authors’ analysis of Pew Values Survey.
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unions, and 0 to 50 indicating that they didn’t feel favorably toward 
them.17 Between 1988 and 2004, young minorities have held more posi-
tive feelings toward labor unions than young whites, with young blacks 
giving them an average mean rating of 66.6, closely followed by young 
Hispanics with an average mean rating of 63.8, and finally, young whites 
awarding labor unions an average mean rating of 54.7. 

Young whites are closing the progressive gap 

On most—but not all—questions we analyzed, the gap between the 
views of young minorities and the views of young whites has shrunk 
over time. In the most recent surveys, the views of young whites were 
generally closer to the views of young blacks and young Hispanics than 
they had been in the past. The narrowing of the gap on some questions 
has been relatively small, but the overall direction is clear. Millennial 
Generation blacks, Hispanics, and whites share more similar views than  
previous generations of young people. 

The gap between black and white Millennials narrowed slightly on the question of 
whether the government should guarantee every citizen enough to eat and a place to 
sleep.18 An average of 83.3 percent of 18- to 29-year-old blacks and 69.8 percent of 
young whites over the past 20 years said that the government should guarantee these 
minimal living standards. The gap between the average response of young whites and 
that of young blacks was 13.5 percentage points. In 2007, the most recent year that the 
question was posed, young people overall increased their support for the idea that the 
government should guarantee every citizen enough to eat and a place to sleep, with 
91.7 percent of young blacks and 79.1 percent of young whites agreeing with this idea. 
But support among young whites increased more than that of young blacks, and the 
percentage-point gap between the two declined slightly to 12.6 percent.

The gap between Hispanic and white Millennials actually shifted on the same question. 
Over the past 20 years, 18- to 29-year-old Hispanics have agreed more often on average 
than young whites that the government should guarantee every American enough to 
eat and a place to sleep. An average of 75.2 percent of young Hispanics have said that 
the government should ensure the needy a place to eat and sleep compared with 69.8 
percent of young whites; the difference between young Hispanics’ and young whites’ 
average answer was 5.4 percentage points. Yet in 2007, young whites’ support for this 
idea grew much more than that of young Hispanics, with 79.1 percent of young whites 
and 76.9 percent of young Hispanics believing that the government should ensure all 
Americans enough to eat and a place to sleep. This means that whites now actually hold 
a slightly more progressive view on the issue.

70
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Source: Authors’ analysis of National Election Survey.  
Note: This graph depicts the mean response to a question about respondents’ feelings 
toward labor unions, with ratings of less than 50 indicating more negative feelings and 
more than 50 indicating more positive feelings.
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White Millennials slightly narrowed the gap with black Millennials on the question 
of whether the government should provide more or fewer services.19 On average, 
65.6 percent of 18- to 20-year-old blacks have historically said that the government 
should provide more services in general, while only 46.8 percent of young whites have 
agreed. There has been an average 18.8 percentage-point gap between the two races. 
In 2004, this gap was lower, standing at 16.5 percentage points, with 77.4 percent of 
black Millennials and 60.9 percent of white Millennials believing there should be 
more services. Both races’ support for more services increased significantly, but white 
Millennials’ support grew at a slightly higher rate.

The gap between Hispanic and white Millennials on this same question once again 
reversed. An average of 56.4 percent of 18- to 29-year-old Hispanics believed that the 
government should provide more services over the period between 1988 and 2004, while 
46.8 percent of 18- to 29-year-old whites did, meaning there has been a historical average 
gap of 9.7 percentage points. Yet in 2004, this gap switched, with whites becoming slightly 
more progressive; 60.9 percent of white Millennials said the government should provide 
more services compared to 57.1 percent of Hispanic Millennials.

The gap between young Hispanics and young whites decreased on the question of whether 
it is the government’s responsibility to ensure that everyone has a good job and standard 
of living, though it actually increased between young blacks and young whites.20 The gap 
between young whites and young Hispanics shrunk from a historical average of 10.8 per-
cent to 5.4 percent in 2004. This was because young Hispanics’ support for the idea was 
slightly less in 2004 than was the historical average—45.7 percent compared to 43.2 per-
cent in 2004. At the same time, young whites’ support for the idea was slightly stronger in 
2004 than was their historical average, with 37.8 percent believing it was the government’s 
responsibility in 2004 contrasted to an average of 34.9 percent over 1988 to 2004.

An average of 53.7 percent of young blacks between 1988 and 2004 indicated that it was 
the government’s responsibility to ensure that everyone has a good job and standard of liv-
ing compared to just 34.9 percent of young whites, meaning there was a 18.8 percentage-
point gap between the two groups. When the question was asked most recently in 2004, 
the gap between young blacks and whites actually widened to 31.0 percentage points 
because of a surge in young blacks’ support—68.8 percent of black Millennials said it was 
the government’s responsibility to ensure a good job and standard of living, compared to 
just 37.8 percent of white Millennials. 

White Millennials almost entirely closed the gap with black Millennials when asked 
whether there should be a government insurance plan to cover all medical and hospital 
expenses or whether individuals and private insurance should pay for these expenses.21 
An average of 55.0 percent young blacks between 1988 and 2004 thought that there 
should be a government insurance plan, while just 45.2 percent of young whites held 
that view. There has been a historic average gap of 9.8 percentage points between the 
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two races on this subject. Yet in 2004, white Millennials had almost caught up to black 
Millennials in their level of support for government health insurance, with support 
levels of 56.0 percent and 56.2 percent, respectively.

A similar picture exists with the difference between young Hispanics and young whites, 
yet white Millennials’ support again surpassed that of Hispanic Millennials’. Between 
1988 and 2004, an average of 53.9 percent of 18- to 29-year-old Hispanics said that 
there should be a government insurance plan to cover all medical and hospital expenses. 
Only 45.2 percent of whites thought so, meaning there was an 8.7 percentage-point 
difference between young Hispanics and young whites on this issue. In 2004, however, 
56.0 percent of young whites supported the idea of a government insurance plan com-
pared to 52.9 percent of Hispanic Millennials.

Young whites have also noticeably narrowed the gap with young blacks on the question of 
what should happen to federal spending for Social Security.22 In 2004, 77.8 percent of 18- to 
29-year-old blacks and 63.2 percent of young whites said that federal spending for Social 
Security should be increased—a 14.6 percentage-point difference between the two. This is 
6.3 percentage points lower than the historical average difference of 20.9 percentage points.

The gap between young Hispanics and young whites on the question of Social Security 
in 2004, however, was essentially equal to the historic average gap. In 2004, 66.7 percent 
of Hispanic Millennials and 63.2 percent of white Millennials were in favor of increased 
federal spending for Social Security—a 3.5 percentage-point difference—which is only 
slightly higher than the 3.3 historical average gap. 

The gap between blacks and whites also decreased on the issue of federal spending for 
public education. Over the last two decades, an average of 87.8 percent of young blacks and 
78.4 percent of young whites thought that the federal government should increase spending 
on public education— an average difference of 9.4 percentage points.23 That gap had lowered 
in 2004, however, with just 5.6 percentage points separating the views of Millennial blacks 
and whites. For 18- to 29-year-olds, 91.7 percent of young blacks and 86.1 percent of young 
whites thought that federal spending for public education should be increased.

Hispanic and white Millennials’ views once again reversed on the issue of federal spend-
ing on public education. On average, between 1988 and 2004, 83.0 percent of young 
Hispanics and 78.4 percent of young whites thought that federal spending for public edu-
cation should be increased. A 4.6 percentage-point difference existed between the two. In 
2004, however, the gap had been eliminated and the roles had switched, as 81.0 percent of 
Hispanic Millennials and 86.1 percent of white Millennials thought that federal spending 
for public education should be increased.

The gap between black and white Millennials once again narrowed on the issue of federal 
spending on child care. Between 1988 and 2004, an average difference of 16.0 percent-
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age points existed between 18- to 29-year-old blacks and whites on the issue. An average 
of 80.1 percent of young blacks and 64.1 percent of young whites said that spending 
should be increased.24 In 2004, the gap was considerably smaller, standing at 9.7 per-
centage points. Black Millennials’ support was somewhat lower than the historical 
average—77.8 percent—while white Millennials’ support was slightly higher than the 
historical average—68.1 percent. 

The gap between Hispanics and whites similarly decreased. Between 1988 and 2004, an aver-
age difference of 6.9 percentage points existed between 18- to 29-year-olds on the issue of 
increased federal spending for child care; an average of 71.0 percent of young Hispanics and 
64.1 percent of young whites believed that spending should be increased. In 2004, the gap 
was less than half as large, standing at 3.3 percentage points. Hispanic Millennials’ support 
was roughly even with the historical average at 71.4 percent, while white Millennials’ support 
was slightly higher than young whites’ historical average at 68.1 percent. 

A considerable gap still exists between young blacks and young whites on the issue of fed-
eral spending for the poor, but young whites reduced it by nearly 10 percentage points in 
2004.25 Over the last two decades, an average of 85.2 percent of 18- to 29-year-old blacks 
have thought that federal spending for the poor should be increased compared to an aver-
age of 51.1 percent of whites, meaning there has been an average of 34.1 percentage points 
between the two groups’ views. In 2004, however, the difference was just 25.3 percentage 
points, as slightly fewer black Millennials than the historical average—82.9 percent—said 
that spending should be increased, while more white Millennials than the historical aver-
age—57.6 percent—agreed.

Young whites also lessened the difference between their views of federal spending for the 
poor and those of young Hispanics in 2004. Between 1988 and 2004, an average differ-
ence of 20.8 percentage points existed between the two, with an average of 71.9 percent 
of 18- to 29-year-old Hispanics and 51.1 percent of young whites believing that such 
spending should be increased. In 2004, however, support among Hispanic Millennials 
was lower than the historical average level of support—65.9 percent—while young whites’ 
support—57.6 percent—was higher than their historical average. This means that the 
percentage-point difference between the two races in 2004 of 8.3 percentage points was 
less than half of what it had been historically.

The difference between Millennial blacks’ and whites’ opinions on labor unions has shifted 
dramatically in recent years. Over the past two decades, when asked whether they believe 
that labor unions are necessary to protect the working person, an average of 85.9 percent 
of 18- to 29-year-old blacks indicated that they believed labor unions were necessary, 
along with 71.7 percent of young whites.26 This translates into a 14.2 percentage-point 
difference between the two races. The difference was much smaller in 2007, standing at 
1.6 percentage points, with 75.0 percent of young blacks believing that labor unions were 
necessary and 73.4 percent of young whites feeling the same.
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The gap between young Hispanics and young whites, however, actually widened. The two 
races have had an average percentage-point difference of 14.6 over the last 20 years, with 
86.3 percent of 18- to 29-year-old Hispanics believing that labor unions are necessary 
to protect workers and an average of 71.7 percent of young whites believing this. Both 
Hispanic Millennials and white Millennials had a higher average level of support for this 
notion in 2007, yet young Hispanics’ support grew more—to 91.2 percent—and the gap 
widened slightly to a 17.8 percentage-point difference.

A similar question has tracked young adults’ views toward labor unions with a scale such 
that ratings above 50 indicate a generally positive group of labor unions.27 Between 1988 
and 2004, 18- to 29-year-old blacks have given labor unions an average mean rating of 66.6, 
while whites have assigned them an average rating of 54.7, for a historical difference of 
11.9 percentage points between the two races. In 2004, this gap was slightly smaller than 
the historical gap, with a difference of 11.2 between the two. Black Millennials gave labor 
unions a mean rating of 67.9, while white Millennials gave them a mean rating of 56.7.

The gap between young Hispanics and young whites averaged 9.2 over the 1988 and 2004 
period, with 18- to 29-year-old Hispanics awarding them an average rating of 63.8 and 
young whites again awarding them an average rating of 54.7. The difference between the 
two races’ mean ratings was 0.1 points smaller in 2004, or roughly the same as it has aver-
aged historically, standing at 9.1.

Young Whites Closing the Progressive Gap: A Comparison of the Views of Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics, Age 18–29 

Question
Progressive 

answer

Young black–young 
white percentage-
point difference: 

historical average

Young black–young 
white percentage-
point difference:  

most recent survey

Young Hispanic–young 
white percentage-
point difference: 

historical average

Young Hispanic–young 
white percentage-
point difference:  

most recent survey

Do you agree or disagree with the statement that the 
government should guarantee every citizen enough to eat 
and a place to sleep? (PEW)

Agree 13.5% 12.6% 5.4% -2.2%

Is it the government’s responsibility to ensure that 
everyone has a good job and standard of living? (NES)

Yes 18.8% 31.0% 10.8% 5.4%

Should the government provide many more or many 
fewer services? (NES)

More 18.8% 16.5% 9.6% -3.8%

Should there be a government insurance plan which 
would cover all medical and hospital expenses or should 
individuals and private insurance pay expenses? (NES)

Universal  
coverage

9.8% 0.2% 8.7% -3.1%

What do you think should happen to federal spending for 
Social Security? (NES)

Increase 20.9% 14.6% 3.3% 3.5%

What do you think should happen to federal spending for 
public education? (NES)

Increase 9.4% 5.6% 4.6% -5.1%

What do you think should happen to federal spending for 
child care? (NES)

Increase 16.0% 9.7% 6.9% 3.3%

What do you think should happen to federal spending for 
the poor? (NES)

Increase 34.1% 25.3% 20.8% 8.3%

Do you agree or disagree with the statement that labor 
unions are necessary to protect the working person? (PEW)

Agree 14.2% 1.6% 14.6% 17.8%

Labor unions thermometer (NES) Mean rating 11.9 11.2 9.2 9.1

Source: Authors’ analysis of the PEW Values Survey and the National Election Survey. Notes: The oldest PEW Values Survey used in this report was conducted in 1987 and the most recent in 2007. The oldest National 
Social Survey used in this report was conducted in 1988 and the most recent in 2004. The percentage-point differences were calculated, for example, by subtracting the average percent of young white respondents 
who provided a progressive answer over the listed time period from the average percent of young black respondents who provided a progressive answer over the listed time period. The Labor Unions Thermometer lists 
means instead of percentage-point differences. See text of paper, related charts, and endnotes to view the “progressive answer” for each question in its entirety.
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Do you agree or disagree with the statement 
that the government should guarantee every 
citizen enough to eat and a place to sleep?

18- to 29-year-olds and 30+, 2007

Should there be a government insurance 
plan which would cover all medical and 
hospital expenses or should individuals and 
private insurance pay expenses?

18- to 29-year-olds and 30+, 2004

Young blacks and Hispanics more likely to think like 
their elders than young whites

The gap between the views of young minorities and the views of 
young whites is closing in part because white Millennials are increas-
ingly rejecting the more conservative views of older whites, while 
minority Millennials, especially blacks, tend to keep the progressive 
views of elder minorities. Black Millennials and Hispanic Millennials 
have views on economic issues that are similarly progressive as older 
blacks and Hispanics, but white Millennials are generally much more 
progressive than older whites.

When asked whether the government should guarantee that every 
citizen has enough to eat and a place to sleep, young minorities’ views 
mirror those of older minorities rather closely, while young whites’ 
views break from the views of older whites.28 In 2007, 91.7 percent of 
black Millennials believed that the government should guarantee these 
basic necessities, much like the 94.4 percent of blacks ages 30 and older. 
Hispanics’ views are also relatively similar across generations, with 
76.9 percent of Millennials believing the government should provide 
all citizens enough to eat and a place to sleep, along with 68.3 percent 
of Hispanics ages 30 and older. In contrast, young whites have broken 
with the more conservative views of older whites overall. In 2007, 79.1 
percent of white Millennials said that the government should ensure 
these things, compared to 61.3 percent of whites ages 30 and older.

On health care, 56.2 percent of black Millennials in 2004 thought that 
there should be a government insurance plan to cover the costs of 
medical expenses, similar to the 49.6 percent of blacks aged 30 and 
older.29 There was more variation among the Hispanic age groups, but 
still less than the variation among whites, with 52.9 percent of Hispanic 
Millennials, and 40.3 percent of Hispanics aged 30 and older believing 
that the government should provide health insurance to cover medical 
expenses. Young whites’ views were noticeably more different from 
older whites, with 56.0 percent of white Millennials believing that 
health care should come from a government insurance plan in 2004, 
compared to just 41.5 percent of whites aged 30 and above.

Young minorities do not have identical views to their elders on the topic 
of government services, but the difference between the views of white 
Millennials and older whites is still greater than the difference between 
young and older minorities.30 In 2004, 77.4 percent of 18- to 29-year-old 
blacks thought that the government should provide more services, along 
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with 63.6 percent of blacks aged 30 and older. For Hispanics, 57.1 per-
cent of 18- to 29-year-olds favored more services, while 44.3 percent of 
Hispanics aged 30 and older agreed. In contrast, 60.9 percent of white 
Millennials thought that the government should provide more services, 
compared to 44.6 percent of whites aged 30 and older.

When asked about federal spending for public education, white 
Millennials’ views are markedly more progressive than their parents’, 
while black and Hispanic Millennials’ views were in line with those 
of elder minorities, albeit slightly lower in their support for increased 
spending.31 For blacks, 91.7 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds and 94.6 per-
cent of those aged 30 and older thought in 2004 that the federal 
government should increase spending for public education. Similarly, 
81.0 percent of young Hispanics and 88.4 percent of Hispanics aged 
30 and older believed that this spending should be increased. In con-
trast, 86.1 percent of white Millennials in 2004 thought that the federal 
government should boost spending compared to just 67.0 percent of 
whites aged 30 and up.

Young whites, again, hold markedly more progressive views than 
older whites on the issue of federal spending on child care, while black 
Millennials’ views are slightly less progressive than their elders’, and 
Hispanic Millennials’ views are essentially the same as older Hispanics.32 
In 2004, 77.8 percent of 18- to 29-year-old  blacks thought that federal 
spending for child care should be increased, compared to 85.5 percent 
of blacks aged 30 and older. In the same year, 71.4 percent of young 
Hispanics and 71.6 percent of older Hispanics felt that this funding 
should be increased. For whites, however, the picture was different in 
2004, with 68.1 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds thinking federal spend-
ing for child care should be increased compared to just 50.1 percent of 
whites aged 30 and older.

Yet again, on the topic of spending for the poor, white Millennials have 
noticeably more progressive views than older whites, while the views 
of both black and Hispanic Millennials are relatively in line with those 
of their elders.33 In 2004, 82.9 percent of young blacks thought that fed-
eral spending for the poor should be increased, along with 88.1 percent 
of blacks aged 30 and older. For Hispanics, the support was even more 
uniform in 2004, with 65.9 percent of 18- to 29-year-olds and 62.3 per-
cent of Hispanics aged 30 and older in favor of increased federal spend-
ing for the poor. In contrast, 57.6 percent of white Millennials thought 
that this spending should be increased compared to just 48.1 percent of 
whites aged 30 and older.

What do you think should happen to federal 
spending for public education?

18- to 29-year-olds and 30+, 2004

What do you think should happen to federal 
spending for the poor?

18- to 29-year-olds and 30+, 2004

What do you think should happen to federal 
spending for child care?

18- to 29-year-olds and 30+, 2004
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Conclusion

As we near the 2008 election, journalists, pundits, pollsters, and politicians alike will 
continue to speculate about voting behaviors of various blocs of Americans, just as they do 
every election cycle. Much conversation has and will continue to be had about what, for 
example, middle-aged white males, Hispanic mothers, blacks of all ages, and “the youth 
vote” supposedly will do on November 4. To be sure, no one can predict exactly how these 
voters will feel and act on Election Day. But our study suggests that young voters of all 
races are much more likely to vote in a similar manner than other generations.

The Millennial Generation is the most diverse generation in America, and yet they hold 
more strikingly similar attitudes about economic issues than previous generations of 
young people. Minorities have historically been more progressive than whites and con-
tinue to be so on many issues today, but young whites are closing this gap, even becoming 
more progressive in several areas.

Today’s young adults have grown up in a time of declining health care coverage and increas-
ing levels of debt, including student debt, and have come of age facing worsening job pros-
pects and declining wages. Perhaps because they must all face far more significant challenges 
than other recent generations when they were young adults, Millennials hold more similar 
views about how to address these economic issues that are already deeply affecting their lives. 
Black, Hispanic, and white Millennials today are more unified in their progressive attitudes 
than previous generations of young adults on a range of issues, including health care, the 
provision of governmental services, and federal spending for child care.

Regardless of what is prompting Millennials of all races to hold progressive economic 
views, it is already clear that they are a large and politically active generation that cares 
about economic issues and has a cohesive progressive outlook. Millennials will undoubt-
edly play a major role in the 2008 election and will likely continue to have a large effect on 
the face, feel, and viewpoint of American politics for many years to come.
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