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The “Demographic Change and Progressive Political Strategy” series of papers is a joint project organized 
under the auspices of the Global Progress and Progressive Studies programs and the Center for American 
Progress. The research project was launched following the inaugural Global Progress conference held in 
October 2009 in Madrid, Spain.

The preparatory paper for that conference, “The European Paradox,” sought to analyze why the fortunes of 
European progressive parties had declined following the previous autumn’s sudden financial collapse and 
the global economic recession that ensued. The starting premise was that progressives should, in principle, 
have had two strengths going for them: 

•	 Modernizing trends were shifting the demographic terrain in their political favor.
•	 The intellectual and policy bankruptcy of conservatism, which had now proven itself devoid of creative 

ideas of how to shape the global economic system for the common good.  

Despite these latent advantages, we surmised that progressives in Europe were struggling for three pri-
mary reasons. First, it was increasingly hard to differentiate themselves from conservative opponents who 
seemed to be wholeheartedly adopting social democratic policies and language in response to the eco-
nomic crisis. Second, the nominally progressive majority within their electorate was being split between 
competing progressive movements. Third, their traditional working-class base was increasingly being 
seduced by a politics of identity rather than economic arguments.      

In response, we argued that if progressives could define their long-term economic agenda more clearly—
and thus differentiate themselves from conservatives—as well as establish broader and more inclusive 
electoral coalitions, and organize more effectively among their core constituencies to convey their mes-
sage, then they should be able to resolve this paradox. 

The research papers in this series each evaluate these demographic and ideological trends in greater 
national detail and present ideas for how progressives might shape a more effective political strategy. 

We are grateful to the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung for their support of this project.

Matt Browne, John Halpin, and Ruy Teixeira
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Introduction and summary

Recent election results and current situation in the United States

American politics continues to show a great deal of volatility in terms of partisan 
and ideological control of the country. On the one hand, you have the historic 
presidential election of Barack Obama in 2008 built on the rejection of the failed 
conservatism of the Bush years and an important new electoral coalition of young 
people, communities of color, professionals, and women. On the other, a mere 
two years later, the Democratic Party suffered one of the largest electoral routs on 
record, ceding control of the House of Representatives to the Republican Party 
and posting historically low numbers among white working-class voters. 

Republicans gained 63 House seats in the 2010 election, overperforming by 
about 10 seats what would have been expected on the basis of the popular vote 
split (approximately 52 percent Republican to 45 percent Democratic). The 
Republican vote was efficiently distributed to produce Republican victories, 
especially in the Rust Belt states and in contested southern states such as Virginia 
and Florida. The Republican gain of 63 seats was the best post-World War II seat 
gain by either party in a midterm election, and only the third gain of more than 
50 seats since that time. The others occurred in 1946 (55-seat Republican gain) 
and 1994 (54-seat Republican gain).1

Republicans slightly underperformed relative to expectations in Senate races, 
where their pickup was six seats, not close to enough to take control of the 
Senate. On governorships, the GOP met expectations. They picked up net 
of five governorships, though they did lose California—the most important 
governorship in the nation.

Exit-poll data from 2010 shows that independent voters, white working-class 
voters, seniors, and men broke heavily against the Democrats due to the economy. 
Turnout levels were also unusually low among young and minority voters and 
unusually high among seniors, whites, and conservatives, thus contributing to a 
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massively skewed midterm electorate. The Democrats therefore faced a predictable, 
and arguably unavoidable, convergence of forces. Incumbent Democrats suffered 
a backlash of voter discontent due to a weak economy, with considerable concerns 
about job creation, deep skepticism among independents, poor turnout among key 
base groups, and strong enthusiasm among energized conservatives.

2010 should not be viewed as an aberration. The lesson is clear: Despite very 
favorable long-term demographic and ideological trends, conservatives will con-
tinue to maintain electoral strength in the near term without measurable improve-
ment in job creation and wages and sustained engagement with the important new 
majority that emerged in 2008.2 

From 2008 to 2010: Long-term strengths, short-term challenges

In the 2008 U.S. presidential campaign, Democrat candidate Barack Obama ran 
on a strongly progressive program that included a promise of universal health 
care coverage, a dramatic transformation to a low-carbon economy, and a historic 
investment in education—alongside broad hints that substantial government 
spending and regulation would be required to deal with the economic and finan-
cial crises. He also promised a new, more cooperative approach to international 
relations and to restore America’s standing in the world.

Alongside these policy reforms, Obama also promised to transform Washington 
and create a new form of politics. He called for an end to the bitter in-fighting and 
partisan nature of the day-to-day congressional battles. He was also highly critical 
of the influence of lobbyists in Washington, asserting that their role would be 
diminished during his term in office, and that his administration would not hire 
registered lobbyists as political appointees. 

Election results

Year 2004 2006 2008 2010

Senate House Senate House Senate House Senate House

Dems 44 202 49 233 57 257 51 193

Reps 55 232 49 202 41 178 47 242

Ind 1 1 2* 0 2* 0 2 0

* Independents caucus with Democrats.



3  Center for American Progress  |  Building a Progressive Center

Beyond this pledge, there also was a hope among the progressive community that 
the technology and organizing techniques Obama had used during the campaign 
would be adapted to develop a new style of governance. This meant, first and fore-
most, using the massive email list and other communication and organizational 
infrastructure developed during the campaign to pressure recalcitrant members of 
Congress to support the new president’s reform agenda.

Obama received 53 percent of the popular vote to 46 percent for his Republican 
conservative opponent George W. Bush and carried the electoral vote by an even 
more substantial 365-to-173 margin. Obama’s 53 percent of the popular vote is 
the largest share received by any presidential candidate in 20 years. The last candi-
date to register that level of support was Republican George H. W. Bush, who won 
by an identical 53 percent-to-46 percent margin. 

So, separated by 20 years, we have two presidential elections that are practically 
mirror images of one another, but with Republicans on the winning end of the 
first and Democrats on the winning end of the second.

Also in the 2008 electoral cycle, building on their successes in 2006, Democrats 
secured large majorities in both chambers—the House and Senate—of the U.S. 
Congress. These gains, of course, were erased in the House of Representatives and 
reduced in the Senate after 2010 as discussed above. 

Underlying these data is an electoral and ideological conundrum for the modern 
Democratic Party. The party’s long-term prospects could not be stronger. The shift-
ing demographic composition of the electorate—rising percentages of working 
women, minorities, younger and more secular voters, and educated whites living 
in more urbanized states—clearly favors “the party of the common man,” and has 
increased the relative strength of the Democratic party (see next section, “Shifting 
Coalitions”). In contrast, the Republican Party’s coalition of older, whiter, more 
rural and evangelical voters is shrinking and becoming more geographically con-
centrated and less important to the overall political landscape of the country.

Ideologically, Americans over the past few years have clearly favored a substantial 
role for government as a guardian against the vagaries of the market economy, as a 
check on reckless business behavior, and as an important source of public invest-
ment in national needs from renewable energy and updated infrastructure to 
education and health care. Following the financial crisis of 2008, and the lingering 
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employment crisis that left nearly 18 percent of Americans either unemployed or 
underemployed, Americans’ faith in free market solutions and deregulation has 
waned significantly from its heyday in the Reagan and Bush presidencies.

Within the first few months of the Obama presidency in 2009, a slew of legislation 
was passed to address the banking crisis and implement key economic stimulus 
spending on new energy projects, infrastructure needs, education, and support for 
working class families. In 2010, the Democrats passed major health care legisla-
tion, securing a 100-year progressive battle for universal health coverage, and 
passed the most significant regulatory changes to American finance since the days 
of Franklin Delano Roosevelt.3

Despite the advantageous context that has developed over the past few years, the 
Democratic Party faces significant short-term challenges that could easily alter 
or dislodge favorable prospects for the future. Almost immediately after Obama’s 
inauguration and early legislative victories, the conservative right mounted a fierce, 
well-coordinated counterattack against the progressive momentum of the Obama 
presidency. The Republican leadership in the House and Senate embarked on a cyn-
ical, if selective, strategy of obstruction through unified opposition to the president’s 
agenda and through procedural hurdles such as the endless threats of filibusters in 
the Senate and holds on the president’s nominees for key governmental posts. 

The reactionary conservative movement, fueled by the demagoguery of Fox News, 
talk radio, and leaders such as Sarah Palin, Glenn Beck, Rush Limbaugh, and 
Newt Gingrich, savaged the president’s every move as “socialism,” “communism,” 
and “fascism.” The nascent Tea Party, ostensibly a grassroots resistance move-
ment built on libertarian ideals but in practice another arm of the conservative 
Republican base, built on this sentiment in opposing the president’s push for 
health care and additional stimulus to help cash-strapped states and the unem-
ployed. Even the organized business community, which had been somewhat coop-
erative with Obama’s administration on his major legislative priorities, is currently 
in full revolt against his presidency over perceived lack of concern for business 
needs, new regulations, and prospects for future tax increases. 

Indeed, the opponents of President Obama’s reform agenda have effectively 
defined him as a partisan politician, despite his desire to end partisan divisions, 
and his continual attempts to reach consensus with moderate Republicans.
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In the midst of the ongoing economic crisis that has seen the wealthy and Wall 
Street recover nicely while working- and middle-class Americans continue to 
suffer from job losses and wage erosion, the conservative and GOP assault on 
the Obama presidency has clearly taken a toll. President Obama’s job approval 
numbers have declined steadily from around 70 percent when he was inaugurated 
in early 2009 to the mid-to-upper 40’s in early 2011.4 

Moreover, public dissatisfaction with government continues to rise, fed by doubts 
about its performance on the economy, on the BP oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, 
and on spending and deficits. The president’s legislative proposal on energy and 
climate change went down, and the president was forced to reverse a campaign 
pledge and keep the Bush tax cuts for upper-income earners for another two years. 

What happened? How did the Democratic Party find itself in such a precarious 
state after enjoying some of the most favorable trends in American politics?

First, despite the general tendencies of Americans to support progressive goals 
and policies, as documented in an extensive survey by the Progressive Studies 
Program at the Center for American Progress in 2009, the early steps by the 
Obama administration to protect the country from financial collapse produced 
understandable confusion and anger among many Americans.5 Ongoing bank 
and auto bailouts, and a massive stimulus package aimed at reviving aggregate 
economic demand and helping distressed homeowners and the unemployed 
unfolded at a rapid clip without adequate explanation as to why these steps were 
necessary and how they would fit into the overall vision of change promised by 
progressives and Obama. The nearly year-long health care debate did little to alle-
viate people’s confusions about what exactly the government plans to do over the 
next decade in this critical area. Given the apparent lack of economic coherence, 
long-standing American skepticism of government intervention in the economy 
on both the left and the right reared its head in force.

Second, and more importantly, the objective and subjective measures of the econ-
omy continue to drag. Economic growth is steadily rising in the United States, but 
unemployment and underemployment remain stubbornly high. Steps to address 
the financial crisis have not significantly improved lending to small businesses 
and the housing market continues to suffer. Americans and their government are 
heavily indebted and looking to pay down their obligations at a time of reduced 
overall demand. America faces uncertain economic times ahead and the American 
people remain justifiably angry and fearful of the future.
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Third, the Obama administration and the Democratic Party failed to recognize 
the rising damage to their leaders and agenda, and consequently did not mobilize 
against the conservative forces seeking to undermine that position. The presi-
dent’s continued insistence upon trying to find common ground with a party that 
sees his failure as their gain allowed the right-wing propaganda machine to com-
pletely dominate the terms of public debate for far too long. Rather than seeing 
and learning about the real progress President Obama has made in fixing the prob-
lems of the Bush years and setting the nation on new economic footing, what the 
president calls a “house upon a rock,” Americans have been subjected to nonstop 
vitriol and lies about his motives and policies.6 The Democratic Party successfully 
challenged the Bush-Rove electoral machine in the 2008 campaign, but has not 
been prepared to counteract the agenda-setting capabilities of conservative media 
in the United States once in office.

The short-term problems facing Democrats are real and cannot be ignored. And 
more importantly, without noticeable improvement in the economy through 
2011, President Obama himself will face a serious challenge from any reasonable 
Republican candidate. 

Despite this grim prognosis for the near term, our analysis of electoral, demo-
graphic, and public opinion data suggests that these short-term trends may rep-
resent the last gasp of a slowing eroding conservative and Republican majority in 
America in favor of a steadily rising progressive and Democratic majority over the 
next two decades. Demographics are crucial for progressive success, but politics 
and vision will be critical for determining which party and what sets of policy 
ideas ultimately run the nation. The remainder of this paper will examine both the 
underlying demographic trends in the United States and outline some ideas about 
how progressives might build a sustainable majority. 
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Shifting coalitions

A powerful concatenation of demographic forces is transforming the American 
electorate and reshaping both major political parties. And as demographic trends 
continue this transformation and reshaping will deepen. The Democratic Party 
will become even more dominated by the emerging constituencies that gave 
Barack Obama his historic 2008 victory, while the Republican party will be forced 
to move toward the center to compete for these constituencies.

Minorities

Minorities are Democrats’ strongest constituency, and their numbers are grow-
ing rapidly. Overall, the share of minority voters in the national exit poll rose to 
26 percent in 2008 from 23 percent in 2004. Back in 1988, that share was just 
15 percent. That’s a rise of 11 percentage points over 20 years, or about half a 
percentage point a year.7

Between 2004 and 2008, the share of African-American voters rose from 11 per-
cent to 13 percent8 —hugely impressive for a group whose share of the overall 
population is growing very slowly. And the Hispanic share of voters rose from 
8 percent to 9 percent over the same period. 

Blacks voted 95 percent to 4 percent for Obama in 2008, up from 88 percent 
to 11 percent for then presidential candidate Sen. John Kerry (D-MA) in 2004. 
Hispanics voted 67 percent to 31 percent for Obama in 2008, a 36-percentage-
point margin that was double Kerry’s margin in 2004. 

Some observers speculated that racial frictions between Hispanics and blacks 
would prevent Hispanics from giving Obama their wholehearted support, but that 
most emphatically was not the case. Finally, Asian Americans supported Obama by 
a margin of 62 percent to 35 percent, up from the 56-44 margin for Kerry in 2004. 

Minority vote surges

Share of minority vote,  
1988-2008

Source: Author’s analysis of 1988-2008 exit poll data.
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Overall, the minority vote was an impressive 80 percent to 18 percent for Obama, a 
62-point margin that’s significantly greater than Kerry’s 44-point margin in 2004 
(71 percent to 27 percent).

These minority gains figured greatly in many key states Obama carried. In Ohio, for 
example, the share of minority voters rose from 14 percent in 2004 to 17 percent in 
2008, with black voters supporting Obama by a stunning 95-point margin (97 percent 
to 2 percent), compared to Kerry’s 68-point margin (84 percent to 16 percent). The 
share of minority voters rose by a full 8 points in Nevada, to 31 percent from 23 percent 
of voters, driven by a 5-point increase in the Hispanic share of voters. And Obama’s 
support among blacks in the state was 95 percent to 4 percent (up from Kerry’s 86-13 
margin in 2004), alongside 76 percent to 22 percent Hispanic support, up from 60 per-
cent to 39 percent in 2004. 

Other key states with significant increases in the minority vote included Colorado (up 
5 points); Minnesota (up 3 points); New Mexico (up 7 points); Oregon (up 4 points); 
Virginia (up 2 points); and Washington (up 6 points). And in Florida, while the minor-
ity share of voters did not increase, blacks supported Obama by 96 percent to 4 percent 
in 2008 compared to 86 percent to 13 percent support for Kerry, while Hispanics, 
whom Kerry lost by 56 percent to 43 percent, supported Obama by 57 percent to 
42 percent. The latter is truly a sign of change in Florida, since Hispanic voters, spear-
headed by relatively conservative Cuban Americans, have long been a key Republican 
voting bloc in that state.

The advantage Democrats derive from minority voters should continue to grow. As 
mentioned, from 1988 to 2008 the percent of minority voters increased by 11 points. 
There is no sign that growth is slowing down. In all of the 10 battleground states studied 
by myself and demographer William Frey (Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Nevada, New 
Mexico, Ohio, Michigan, Missouri, Pennsylvania, and Virginia),9 the percent of minor-
ity voters grew between 2000 and 2006, including spectacular growth of a percentage 
point a year in Nevada. Nationwide, minorities grew by around 20 percent between 
2000 and 2008, accounting for more than four-fifths of U.S. population growth.10

This was mostly driven by Hispanic population growth. Hispanics grew by 31 percent in 
this period, and they accounted for over half of U.S. population growth.11 Of course, it’s 
true Hispanics’ population strength is not currently matched by their voting strength 
due to the large proportion of Hispanics who aren’t citizens and therefore can’t vote or 
are simply too young to vote. As a result of these factors, only 42 percent of Hispanics 
overall are eligible to vote, compared to 77 percent of non-Hispanic whites and 66 per-
cent of African Americans.12
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Still, the Hispanic proportion among the voting electorate has grown steadily 
and will continue to grow. They were only 2 percent of voters in early 1990s, 
but they were 9 percent in 2008 and will likely surpass the level of black voters 
sometime in this decade.13

Asian Americans are the other significant contributor to minority growth. In the 
1990s their growth rate was actually slightly higher than that of Hispanics. And in 
the 2000 to 2008 period, they were not been far behind (26 percent versus 31 per-
cent for Hispanics).14 Right now Asian Americans are about 5 percent of the popula-
tion and 2 percent of voters.15 Both figures will increase in the next 10 years due to 
this group’s fast rate of growth, but because they start from a much smaller base than 
Hispanics, their impact on the population and voting pool will be far more limited.

Looking over the long term, we are rapidly approaching being a majority-minority 
nation. People tend to think of 2050 as the year America will become majority-
minority. But it could be closer than that—the 2008 U.S. census projections put 
the tipping point dates at 2042 for the entire population and at 2023 for the popu-
lation under 18.16 By 2050 the United States will actually be 54 percent minority. 

Hispanics will drive minority growth above all. Their numbers will triple to 
133 million by 2050 from 47 million today, while the number of non-Hispanic 
whites will remain essentially flat. Hispanics will double as a percentage of the 
population from 15 percent to 30 percent. The population of Asian Americans 
will also come close to doubling, going from 5 percent to 9 percent. The number 
of blacks, however, will grow only from 14 percent to 15 percent of the popula-
tion, making them only half the size of the Hispanic population by 2050. The 
foreign-born percentage in the population will also grow, reflecting the growth 
of nonblack minorities. By 2050, about one in five Americans will be foreign 
born, up from one in eight today. 

These trends indicate that the voting electorate’s race-ethnic composition will 
continue to evolve rapidly. Political scientist and author Alan Abramowitz has 
projected that minorities will be 34 percent of voters by the 2020 election.17 If 
minorities retain their current political leanings, this shift in the distribution of 
voters should substantially advantage the Democrats. 

But how likely is it that minority voters will continue to lean heavily toward the 
Democrats? Of course, change is always possible. At this point, however, those 
leanings look very solid. Consider black voters. Besides their historic ties to the 
party, they are strong supporters of active government both to combat discrimi-

Hispanics and Asian 
Americans will double  
in size by 2050

Population projections  
by race, 2008-2050

White Black Hispanic Asian
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46
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5
9

30

2008 2050

Source: Author’s analysis of 2008 U.S. Census Bureau 
population projection.
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nation and to provide services and opportunity. Their party identification was over-
whelmingly Democratic in a 2010 Gallup analysis:18 Eighty-three percent identify with 
or lean toward the Democrats,19 compared to just 8 percent who identify with or lean 
toward the Republicans—a yawning 75 point gap.

Hispanics also have historic ties to the Democrats, if not as strong as blacks’ ties. But 
they are as strong or stronger in their support for active government, the safety net, and 
generous government service provisions. And the issue of immigration looms large, 
with Democrats viewed overwhelmingly as the most favorable party to immigrants. In 
the same Gallup analysis quoted above, Hispanics’ party identification was 53 percent 
Democratic to 21 percent Republican, a 32 point pro-Democratic gap. The last sur-
vey from the authoritative Pew Hispanic Center, conducted in mid-2008, had a larger 
39-point gap in the Democrats’ favor (65-26).20

Asian Americans, perhaps surprisingly, are now about as Democratic-oriented as 
Hispanics. They show strong support for Democratic stands on active government 
and immigration. Asians’ party identification favored Democrats by 61-24 in the 2010 
Gallup analysis—a 37-point gap even larger than that among Hispanics in the same 
analysis. And Asian Americans were the only race-ethnic group where self-identified 
liberals (31 percent) outnumbered self-identified conservatives (a mere 21 percent).

Republicans have tried to argue that today’s GOP has considerable appeal to minorities, 
and that if they can just get their message out, Democratic support will be substantially 
eroded over time. Of course, that’s what they said after the 2004 election, when President 
Bush received 40 percent of the Hispanic vote. But that turned out to be a false dawn, and 
Democratic dominance today is clear and overwhelming. 

Consider the various approaches Republicans have taken to get their message out, 
particularly to Hispanics whom they believe (correctly) are a much better target for 
conversion than blacks. A longtime favorite has been the idea that Hispanics are socially 
conservative and can be induced to vote for the GOP if the party emphasizes “values” 
issues like abortion or gay marriage. This has not been effective so far, and there are no 
indications it will succeed in the future. Hispanics, it turns out, are actually much less 
likely than whites to vote on the basis of cultural issues.21 

Hispanics overall also are not nearly as socially conservative as many believe. A Center 
for American Progress survey in 2009 showed that Hispanics actually had the highest 
average score of all racial groups on a 10-item progressive cultural index.22 Surveys have 
repeatedly shown that Hispanics are no more conservative on gay marriage than whites 
are.23 And younger Hispanics are typically more progressive than their older counter-
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parts on social issues, so generational replacement will make tomorrow’s Hispanic 
population less socially conservative than today’s.

It has also been argued that the Hispanic population will become more conser-
vative as native-born Hispanics become a larger share part of that population 
(projected to increase by 7 points to 67 percent of Hispanics by 2050).24 But 
native-born Hispanics’ party identification is overwhelmingly Democratic (+32 
points),25 so that shift doesn’t seem likely to have much of a conservatizing effect. 
On the other hand, it will be another factor increasing Hispanics’ weight among 
voters since a higher proportion of that population will be eligible to vote.26 That 
is likely to hurt the GOP, not help it.

Finally, Hispanics’ educational upgrading does not seem likely to have a pro-GOP 
effect. The party identification of Hispanic college graduates (+42 Democratic) is 
actually higher than that of high school dropouts.

These data suggest that there is really only one way for the GOP to effectively 
compete for minority voters, and it’s a way that Republicans have rejected so far. 
The party must, quite simply, become less conservative. They will have to jet-
tison their bitter hostility to active government, spending on social services, and 
immigration reform and develop their own approach in these areas that minorities 
might find appealing.

White college graduates

Democrats fare much more poorly, of course, with white voters. But they’re 
doing much better among some white voters than others. They have been gaining 
particular strength among white college graduates, for example. Obama only lost 
white college graduates by 4 points in 2008, compared to an 11-point deficit for 
Kerry in 2004 and a 20-point deficit for then presidential candidate Gov. Michael 
Dukakis in 1988.

Moreover, white college graduates are a growing constituency, especially in the 
suburbs of America’s most dynamic metropolitan areas, where they are marked 
by relative social liberalism and strong interest in effective public services. Their 
share of voters has gone up by 4 points since 1988 even as the share of white vot-
ers overall has declined.

Democrats close  
the gap with white 
college graduates

Democratic deficits, white 
college graduate voters, 
1988-2008

Source: Author’s analysis of 1988-2008 exit poll data.
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White college graduates’ shift to Obama played a key role in his victories in many 
important states. For instance, in Pennsylvania college-educated whites swung 
Obama’s way by 17 points, turning a 12-point deficit in 2004 into a 5-point 
advantage in 2008. And they increased their share of voters over the two elec-
tions by 13 points. 

Obama turned Kerry’s 2-point deficit among white college graduates in Colorado 
into a 14-point advantage. Colorado’s white college graduates also increased their 
share of voters by 4 points over the two elections. In Ohio, Obama lost white col-
lege graduates by only a single percentage point, but that’s 15 points better than 
Kerry did, losing this group by 16 points in 2004. Similarly, Obama lost Michigan’s 
white college graduates by a point, which is 16 points better than Kerry’s 17-point 
loss among the group in 2004. 

More broadly, there are 18 states plus the District of Columbia—adding up to 248 
electoral votes—which Obama, Kerry, and Dukakis won, and which Bill Clinton 
also won twice. In every one of these states save two (Michigan and, oddly enough, 
Illinois), Obama carried white college graduates. Moreover, his margins were 
quite spectacular in a number of these states. He carried white college graduates 
by 11 points in California, 10 points in Delaware, 30 points in Hawaii, 24 points 
in Maine, 26 points in Massachusetts, 13 points in Minnesota, 18 points in New 
Hampshire, 15 points in New York, 28 points in Oregon, 49 points in Vermont, 
26 points in Washington, and 12 points in Wisconsin.

Looking over the long term, Obama’s 2008 performance among white college 
graduates was startlingly better than Dukakis’s 1988 performance in many 
key states. Case in point: Obama’s white college graduate margin in Ohio was 
34 points better than Dukakis’s in 1988. Other large shifts among white college 
graduates over the time period include 25 points in Florida, 24 points in Michigan 
and Pennsylvania, and 20 points in Nevada.

Recent trends suggest that white college graduates should continue to increase as 
a share of voters in the immediate future, which should benefit Democrats. In all 
of the 10 2008 battleground states Frey and I studied, the percent of white college 
graduate voters grew between 2000 and 2006, with (interestingly enough) the 
highest growth rate recorded in Pennsylvania. 

Yet the durability of this trend—in contrast to the minority voter trend—is open 
to debate. The basic issue is how long the white adult population’s educational 
upgrading will continue to outweigh the decline of whites as a share of the popula-
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tion, producing a net increase in the share of white college graduate voters. This 
upgrading depends on two factors. The first is whether and at what rate younger 
whites’ educational credentials—in this case, attaining a four-year degree or 
more—are increasing. The second is the rate at which younger, more educated 
whites replace older, less-educated ones.

Inspection of Census Bureau data indicates that both factors continue to be 
relevant—the educational credentials of younger whites are still rising (albeit 
more slowly than in the 1990s),27 and generational replacement is still exerting 
significant upward pressure on education credentials. It therefore seems likely 
that the share of the adult population who are white college graduates will con-
tinue to increase for quite some time,28 which, amplified by the group’s relatively 
high turnout, should result in significant ongoing increases in the share of white 
college graduate voters. 

Moreover, since college completion rates can potentially be boosted by public 
policy—and there is plenty of economic room to do so, as Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology labor economist Paul Osterman points out29—these 
projected increases in white college graduate voters could be even stronger than 
they appear today.

But even if the electoral share of white college graduates seems likely to 
continue increasing, will this group continue to trend toward the Democrats? 
This is less clear. 

On the one hand, the factors propelling these voters toward the Democrats are well 
known. They are far less conservative than white working-class voters on social 
issues,30 less likely to be reflexively antigovernment,31 and have a strong interest in 
effective public services like transportation and education. These views have led to 
disenchantment with the GOP and increased warmth toward the Democrats. 

On the other hand, when compared to truly Democratic groups like minori-
ties, white college graduates have a more modest and incrementalist orientation 
toward government programs, are less responsive to economic populism, and are 
more concerned with fiscal responsibility. A GOP that appealed to those senti-
ments while moving to the center on social issues might well be able to stop or 
reverse the current trend among white college graduates toward the Democrats. 
But a GOP that stands pat and maintains strict economic and social conservatism 
seems likely to continue to lose ground among this critical group.
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White working class

Democratic performance among white working-class voters (defined here as 
whites without a four-year college degree) has improved little in contrast to white 
college graduates. These voters tend to be more socially conservative and to blame 
the government for their long-term economic difficulties. 

Obama lost the white working class by a very large 18-point margin in 2008, 
which is somewhat better than Kerry’s 23-point deficit in 2004 but actually a little 
worse than vice president and then presidential candidate Al Gore’s 17-point defi-
cit in 2000. Moreover, Democrats’ continuing difficulties with the white working 
class are thrown into stark relief if we look back to 1988. The Democratic deficits 
in that year among the white working class and white college graduates were 
identical: 20 points. The respective deficits in 2008 were 18 points and 4 points. 
Obama thus only improved over Dukakis by 2 points among white working-class 
voters but by 16 points among white college graduates. Quite a contrast.

That’s the overall story. But there were still some notable Democratic suc-
cesses among this group in specific states. Obama did very well, for example, 
among white working-class voters in four of the five highly competitive 
states that were won by Gore and Kerry (Michigan, Minnesota, Oregon, and 
Wisconsin). The average white working-class deficit for Kerry in these states 
in 2004 was 8 points. But in 2008 Obama had an average advantage in these 
states of 6 points—a Democratic swing of 14 points.

Obama did worse than Kerry, however, in Pennsylvania, the other highly com-
petitive state Democrats won in 2000 and 2004. There he lost the white work-
ing class by 15 points, as opposed to Kerry’s 10-point deficit. And in the highly 
competitive states lost by both Gore and Kerry (Florida, Missouri, Nevada, and 
Ohio), Democrats also lost ground among the white working class. The average 
Democratic white working-class deficit in these states was 13 points in 2004. In 
2008 the average deficit was slightly worse, at 14 points. 

Democrats’ continuing difficulties with white working-class voters are, however, 
considerably mitigated by the fact that there are now far fewer of them in the vot-
ing pool. According to the exit polls, the proportion of white working-class voters 
is down 15 points since 1988, while, as discussed above, the proportion of white 
college graduate voters is up 4 points and the proportion of minority voters is up 
11 points. This general pattern—a sharp decline in the share of white working-

Democrats’ difficulties 
with white working-
class voters continue

Democratic deficits,  
white working-class voters, 
1988-2008

Source: Author’s analysis of 1988-2008 exit poll data.
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class voters accompanied by increases in the shares of minority voters and white 
college graduate voters—has been replicated in state after state since 1988.

Consider these results from contested states in the 2008 election. Since 1988, the 
share of white working-class voters in Florida has declined 17 points, while the 
share of white college graduates has risen 4 points and the minority share is up by 
12 points. Even more spectacularly, in Pennsylvania white working-class voters are 
down 25 points over the same time period, while white college graduates are up 
16 points and minorities have increased by 8 points.

Change in shares of minority, white college graduate and white 
working-class voters by state, 1988-2008

State
Share of voters

Minorities White college graduates White working class

California 19 -2 -18

Connecticut 14 2 -17

Florida 12 4 -17

Illinois 9 6 -17

Indiana 5 8 -14

Iowa 6 12 -18

Maryland 17 -3 -15

Massachusetts 15 0 -14

Michigan 2 1 -5

Minnesota 6 11 -17

Mississippi 13 7 -21

Missouri 8 8 -15

Nevada 19 4 -24

New Jersey 7 5 -14

New Mexico 11 5 -17

New York 14 3 -17

North Carolina 6 0 -6

Ohio 6 8 -15

Oregon 5 9 -14

Pennsylvania 8 16 -25

Texas 9 7 -17

Vermont 1 12 -14

Washington 7 8 -16

Wisconsin 5 6 -11

Source: Authors’ analysis of 1988 CBS/New York Times and 2008 NEP state exit polls.

Note: Only states where both 1988 and 2008 data are available are shown.
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Moving to the Midwest, in Ohio the share of white working-class voters fell by 
15 points between 1988 and 2008, while white college graduates rose by 8 points 
and minorities by 6 points. White working-class voters in Iowa are down 18 points, 
while white college graduates are up 12 points and minorities are up 6 points. In 
Minnesota, white working-class voters have fallen by 17 points, while white college 
graduates have increased by 11 points and minorities by 6 points. The share of 
white working-class voters is down by 14 points in Indiana over this time period, 
while white college graduates and minority voters are up 6 points and 9 points, 
respectively. Finally, in Missouri, which Obama lost by only one-eighth of a per-
centage point, white working-class voters have declined by 15 points, while both 
white college graduates and minority voters have risen by 8 points.

In the Southwest the changes in Nevada have been remarkable. White working-
class voters are down 24 points since the 1988 election, while white college gradu-
ates are up 4 points and minorities an amazing 19 points. New Mexico has also 
seen big changes, if not quite as dramatic as those in Nevada. The white working-
class vote share in that state has fallen 17 points, while the shares of white college 
graduates and minority voters have increased by 5 and 11 points respectively.

In the Northwest, both Oregon and Washington have seen substantial shifts that 
follow this general pattern. In Oregon, white working-class voters have declined 
by 14 points since 1988, while white college graduates are up by 9 points and 
minority voters by 5 points. And in Washington, white working-class voters are 
down 16 points over the same time period, while white college graduates and 
minority voters have risen by 8 and 7 points respectively.

Clearly these shifts tell us a great deal about how the country has changed since 
1988 and why Democrats are now doing so much better in presidential elections. 
Indeed, on a very broad level you can account for the 15-point pro-Democratic 
swing between the 1988 and 2008 elections simply by factoring in the decline in 
the number of white working-class voters along with the increases in the numbers 
of minority voters and increasingly progressive white college graduates.

Further, it is inevitable that the white working class will continue to decline as 
a proportion of the population. A shrinking white population, combined with 
continued educational upgrading among whites, ensures that outcome. The only 
question is the rate of decline. 
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Over the last two decades, exit polls have shown a decrease in the share of white 
working-class voters of three-quarters of a percentage point per year. A slowdown 
in educational upgrading among whites could certainly reduce this rate of decline, 
though so far this has not happened. But even if the rate falls to, say, a half a per-
centage point per year,32 that’s quite enough to chip away significantly at the share 
of white working-class voters every election cycle. 

Over time, these seemingly modest decreases add up. By 2020, for example, the 
white working-class share would still be 6 points lower under this reduced rate of 
decline than it was in the last election.

It’s fair to say that white working-class voters are the GOP coalition’s mainstay. 
For the GOP to win elections or, indeed, just to be competitive, it is dependent 
on achieving a supermajority of these voters. The rapid shrinkage of this group, 
therefore, could not be worse news for Republicans.

On the other hand, the GOP benefits from the fact that the white working class 
remains an enormous group of voters—still larger than white college graduates, 
according to the exit polls. And there are good reasons to suspect that the exit polls 
may significantly underestimate the size of this group.33 Census Voter Supplement 
data regularly shows a share of white working-class voters substantially higher than 
that indicated by the exit polls. That disparity showed up again in 2008, where 
exit polls put the proportion of white working-class voters at 39 percent, while the 
Census Voter Supplement said their share was around 48 percent.

But whatever the correct figure, the GOP is still strongly tempted to rely on this 
group and the conservative appeals that have mobilized this group in the past. 
Succumbing to that temptation, however, is likely a recipe for failure. First of all, 
the magnitude of the supermajorities the GOP needs for electoral success will get 
ever larger as the white working class continues to shrink. That means conservative 
appeals must not just remain effective but become even more effective in the future.

Second, the white working class itself is likely to become more liberal as time goes 
on, not more conservative. That’s because younger cohorts of the white working 
class are far more progressive,34 especially on social issues, than the older ones 
they are replacing. Consistent with these leanings, Obama actually carried white 
working-class Millennial generation voters (those born 1978 or later),35 in con-
trast to the 18-point deficit he ran among white working-class voters as a whole. 
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Some may question this finding’s significance, since the group of 18- to 29-year-
old non-college-educated whites contains a considerable proportion of students 
and is therefore a flawed representation of the young white working class. But the 
results are even stronger if analysis is confined to 25- to 29-year-olds to eliminate 
the problem of mixing students on track for a four-year degree with other white 
non-college-educated youths. Obama won 25- to 29-year-old white noncollege 
voters by 12 points, 54-42, a stunning 40-point swing relative to Kerry’s 35-63 
drubbing among the same group in 2004. This indicates that standard conserva-
tive appeals are likely to become a less and less effective tool for maintaining 
(much less expanding) supermajorities among the white working class.

Third, just because the white working class tends to blame government for its eco-
nomic problems doesn’t mean they don’t want their economic problems solved. 
The conservative economic approach in recent years, however, has proved itself 
more adept at taking electoral advantage of these antigovernment sentiments than 
in actually solving this group’s economic problems. 

Because of this, conservative writers Ross Douthat and Reihan Salam argue 
that a simple antigovernment, tax-cutting philosophy is inadequate for retaining 
supermajorities of the white working class vote.36 They propose a new approach 
based on a series of substantial government programs that directly address health 
care and other aspects of economic insecurity but do so in a way that reflects con-
servative principles—market-friendly, reliant on individual initiative, and family 
oriented. Thus, simply treading water among the white working class may require 
a different economic orientation than the GOP is currently displaying.

Finally, doubling down on hardline economic and social conservatism is guaran-
teed to alienate minorities, white college graduates, and other rising demographic 
constituencies even if it is appealing to substantial segments of the white working 
class. These losses will hurt the GOP over the long run more than retaining con-
servative white working-class support can possibly help them.

The Millennial generation

Speaking of rising constituencies where hardline conservatism does not go over 
well, consider the Millennial generation,37 those born in the years 1978-2000. 
As is widely known, the youth vote was hugely favorable for Barack Obama in 
2008. This was also the first year the 18- to 29-year-old age group was drawn 

Democrats fare better 
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Democratic margin, white 
working-class 25- to 29-year-
olds, 2004 and 2008

Source: Author’s analysis of 2008 exit poll data.
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exclusively from the Millennial generation, and they gave Obama a whopping 
34-point margin, 66 percent to 32 percent. This compares to only a 9-point 
margin for Kerry in 2004. 

Obama’s support among 18- to 29-year-olds was remarkably broad and extended 
across racial barriers. He carried not just Hispanics in this age bracket (76 percent 
to 19 percent) and blacks (95 percent to 4 percent), but also whites (54 percent 
to 44 percent). Obama’s 10-point advantage among white 18- to 29-year-olds 
contrasts starkly with his 15-point deficit among older whites.

Another way of looking at the strength of Obama’s support among Millennials 
is how many electoral votes he would have carried if just 18- to 29-year-olds 
had voted. Obama would have received at least 448 electoral votes and probably 
more like 475, based on exit poll results. The higher figures incorporate Colorado, 
Oregon, and Washington’s electoral votes, where the exit polls did not report 
results for this age group but which were highly likely to have had an 18- to 
29-year-old majority for Obama.

It’s also worth noting that Obama got 60 percent of the youth vote or more in 
every swing state in the 2008 election with the lone exception of Missouri. That 
was also the only swing state Obama lost—and by a very slim margin. Further, if 
Missouri’s margin for Obama among this age group had been just a little closer to 
his average swing state margin among 18- to 29-year-olds (about 30 points), he 
would have won that state as well.

Obama’s 66-32 performance among the Millennial generation is even more 
impressive when compared to the 47-53 support Michael Dukakis received in 
1988 from 18- to 29-year-olds (at that time a mix of late boomers and early Gen 
Xers).38 That’s a 40-point youth swing toward Democrats over the two elections.

Impressive youth swings in most states accompanied the large national youth swing 
between 1988 and 2008.39 This includes not just states where Democrats have 
become dominant like California (a 52-point pro-Democratic swing), Connecticut 
(73 points), Illinois (45 points), Maryland (61 points), Massachusetts (50 points), 
New Jersey (53 points), New York (41 points), and Vermont (67 points), but also 
many contested states in the 2008 election. In Florida, for example, Obama carried 
18- to 29-year-old Millennials by 61-37. Dukakis lost his same age group by a 36-64 
margin in 1988. That’s a pro-Democratic swing of 52 points across the two elec-
tions. Similarly, in Indiana Obama carried 18- to 29-year-olds by 28 points, while 



20  Center for American Progress  |  Building a Progressive Center

Dukakis lost this group by 35 points, which translates into a pro-Democratic swing 
of 63 points between 1988 and 2008. 

Other large swing state youth shifts toward Democrats include 46 points in 
Michigan (from 45-52 Dukakis to 68-39 Obama), 40 points in Missouri (from 
39-59 Dukakis to 59-39 Obama), 58 points in Nevada (from 38-60 Dukakis to 
67-31 Obama), 51 points in New Mexico (from 45-52 Dukakis to 71-27 Obama), 
and 61 points in North Carolina (from 43-56 Dukakis to 74-26 Obama). Smaller 
but still substantial progressive youth shifts took place in the swing states of Iowa 
(21 points), Minnesota (29 points), Ohio (26 points), Pennsylvania (34 points), 
and Wisconsin (23 points).

Democratic margins among 18- to- 29-year-olds by state, 1988 and 2008

Democratic margins

State 1988 president 2008 president Democratic shift, 1988-2008

California 1 53 52

Connecticut -12 61 73

Florida -28 24 52

Illinois -2 44 46

Indiana -35 28 63

Iowa 4 25 21

Maryland -17 44 61

Massachusetts 7 57 50

Michigan -7 39 46

Minnesota 1 31 30

Mississippi -15 13 28

Missouri -20 20 40

Nevada -22 36 58

New Jersey -17 36 53

New Mexico -7 44 51

New York 14 55 41

North Carolina -13 48 61

Ohio -1 25 26

Pennsylvania -4 30 34

Texas -14 9 23

Vermont -4 63 67

Wisconsin 6 29 23

Source: Authors’ analysis of 1988 CBS/New York Times and 2008 NEP state exit polls



21  Center for American Progress  |  Building a Progressive Center

The 2008 election also saw 18- to 29-year-olds increase their share of voters 
from 17 percent in 2004 to 18 percent. Moreover, that 18 percent figure actually 
understates the current level of Millennial influence on the electorate, because the 
18- to 29-year-old group does not include the oldest Millennials—the 30-year-
olds who were born in 1978. Once they are figured in, a reasonable estimate is that 
Millennials were around 20 percent of voters in this election.

This figure will steadily rise as more Millennials enter the voting pool. About 55 mil-
lion Millennials were of voting age in 2008, and roughly 48 million were citizen-eligi-
ble voters. The number of Millennials of voting age will increase by about 4.5 million 
a year between now and 2018. And in 2020—the first presidential election in which 
all Millennials will have reached voting age—this generation will be 103 million 
strong, of which about 90 million will be eligible voters. Those 90 million Millennial 
eligible voters will represent just under 40 percent of America’s eligible voters.40

These trends mean that every election up until 2020 will see a bigger share of 
Millennial voters—both because more of them will be eligible to vote and because 
the leading edge of the Millennials will be aging into higher turnout years. In 2012 
there will thus be 74 million Millennials of voting age and 64 million Millennial 
eligible voters, 29 percent of all eligible voters. Assuming that Millennials’ relatively 
good turnout performance continues (but doesn’t get any better), that should 
translate into roughly 35 million Millennials who cast ballots in 2012 and an esti-
mated 26 percent of all voters.

There will be 93 million Millennials of voting age by 2016, and 81 million 
Millennial eligible voters, making them 36 percent of all eligible voters. This 
should produce an estimated 46 million voting Millennials, which represents 
33 percent of all voters. And in 2020, those 90 million Millennial eligible voters 
should translate into 52 million Millennial votes, representing 36 percent of all 
votes cast in that election.

Millennial voting-age population, eligible voters and estimated actual voters, 2008–2020

Year
Millennial voting-age 

population
Millennial  

eligible voters
Millennial percent  
of eligible voters

Estimated millennial 
actual voters

Estimated millennial  
percent of actual voters

2008 55 million 48 million 23 25 million 20

2012 74 million 64 million 29 35 million 26

2016 93 million 81 million 36 46 million 33

2020 103 million 90 miillion 39 52 million 36
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Moreover, because more and more Millennial voters will be aging into their 
higher turnout years after 2020, the proportion of actual voters who are 
Millennials should continue to rise for a number of elections, despite the fact that 
all Millennials will already be in the voting pool. For instance, Millennials will be 
between the ages of 28 and 50 by 2028, and their share of voters should be about 
38 percent, or 2 points higher than in 2020.

These trends couldn’t be more positive for Democrats. This generation not only 
is growing rapidly and voting consistently Democratic but also leans heavily 
Democratic on party identification. The recent difficult political environment for 
the Democrats has seen their overall party identification lead slip considerably, 
but they have retained a double digit lead (14 points) among Millennials in the 
latest Pew analysis.41 And Millennials hold a raft of progressive positions in vari-
ous issue areas that should continue to propel them toward the Democrats.42

On social issues, Millennials support gay marriage, take race and gender equality 
as givens, are tolerant of religious and family diversity, have an open and positive 
attitude toward immigration, and generally display little interest in fighting over 
the divisive social issues of the past. They are also notably progressive on foreign 
policy issues, and favor a multilateral and cooperative foreign policy more than 
their elders. Millennials, more so than other generations, want a stronger govern-
ment to make the economy work better, help those in need, and provide more 
services. These views extend to a range of domestic policy issues including educa-
tion, clean energy, and, especially, health care.

But will Millennials remain as progressive as they are today? Some argue that 
Millennials will surely become more conservative as they age—a lifecycle effect 
will moderate their youthful progressivism and send them toward the GOP. While 
it is possible that the Millennial generation may become more conservative as they 
age, evidence suggests that they are likely to remain largely progressive. Dismissing 
Millennial progressivism as just the product of youth would be misguided. 

To being with, while the degree to which people maintain the attitudes and opin-
ions that they currently have throughout their life is a point of much debate, the 
general thrust of academic literature is that political ideas and attachments that are 
developed in early adulthood tend to last.43 Research suggests that a socialization 
process occurs that leads young adults to hold onto the party identification and 
opinions that they developed in their formative years. 
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This is especially true with partisan identification.44 Party identification is the single 
strongest predictor of how people vote and tends to stick with individuals once they 
form an attachment early in their political lives. Duane F. Alwin and Jon A. Krosnick 
analyzed NES panel data over several decades and argue in a study in the American 
Journal of Sociology that “party loyalties either increase or persist with age.”45

There is less research about whether people maintain their support for specific 
issues rather than general partisanship. Yet many of these academic studies raise 
considerable doubt about claims that people naturally become less progressive as 
they age. Alwin and Krosnick argue that attitude stability “appears to occur imme-
diately following early adulthood…and appears to remain at a constant and high-
level throughout the remainder of the life cycle.”46 A gerontology handbook notes 
that, “It is a stereotype that individuals become more conservative as they age.”47 

Several studies have even found that people actually become more progressive as 
they get older. A generational analysis textbook argues, “According to almost any 
constant definition of conservatism people typically become less rather than more 
conservative as they age.”48 The findings of a 2007 study of 30 years of public opin-
ion data in the American Sociological Review “contradict commonly held assump-
tions that aging leads to conservatism.”49 

A New America Foundation report argues, “It appears that we are witnessing 
a ‘cohort change’ in this new generation.”50 This thorough review by university 
academics confirms the idea that Millennials’ views are more progressive than pre-
vious generations. The report’s authors write, “Millennials have a more progres-
sive identity than did previous generations at their age and are likely to move the 
country leftward on economic and social issues for decades to come.”51 

It therefore seems unlikely that aging will make this generation any more ame-
nable to strict economic and social conservatism. Here as elsewhere the GOP will 
have to move to the center to compete for these voters and mitigate its currently 
large disadvantage.

Professionals

Democrats do unusually well among professionals, which are a huge chunk of the 
burgeoning white college graduate population. This occupational group typically 
has forthrightly liberal views on social issues as well as moderate, reformist tenden-
cies on economic issues and a distaste for aggressive militarism in foreign policy.
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Fifty years ago professionals were actually the most conservative occupational 
group. But over time—especially the last couple of decades—they have shifted to 
a strongly progressive stance. Professionals supported the Democratic candidate 
by an average of 52 percent to 40 percent in the 1988-2000 presidential elections. 
And in 2004 they moved still further in this direction, supporting Kerry over Bush 
by a 63 percent to 37 percent margin.52

The 2008 election was no exception to this pattern. Using those with a post-
graduate education as a proxy for this group (the exit polls have no occupa-
tion question), Obama received 58 percent to 40 percent support, which is up 
from 55 percent to 44 percent for Kerry in 2004 and 52 percent to 44 percent 
for Gore in 2000.53 The 2008 figure included 54 percent to 44 percent support 
among white postgraduates.

This is especially good for Democrats because professionals are a growing group in 
American politics and society. In the 1950s they made up about 7 percent of the 
workforce. But the professional class has expanded as the United States has moved 
away from a blue-collar industrial economy to a post-industrial one that produces 
more ideas and services. Today it constitutes just under 17 percent of the work-
force. In another 10 years they will be 18 percent to 19 percent of the workforce. 

Moreover, reflecting their very high turnout rates, they are an even larger percent 
of voters—and not just of employed voters but of voters as a whole. Nationally, 
they account for about 21 percent of voters. In many Northeastern, Intermountain 
West, and Far Western states they are likely one-quarter of the electorate, with 
even higher representation in these states’ most dynamic metropolitan areas.

This powerful and growing group of voters is likely to continue leaning strongly 
Democratic as long as the GOP retains a hardline conservative stance. But if 
Republicans adopt a more centrist, moderate approach, it may be possible for 
them to reduce currently high levels of Democratic dominance among this group.

Unmarried, working, and highly educated women

It’s well known that Democrats typically do better among women than men. And 
in 2008 women voted 56 percent to 43 percent for Obama compared to a very 
slim one-point margin for Obama among men (49 percent to 48 percent).

Postgraduates show 
increasingly stronger 
Democratic support

Postgraduate presidential 
vote, 2000-2008

Source: Author’s analysis of 2000-2008 exit poll data.
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But women voters are a vast group, and Democrats’ true areas of strength are among 
three subgroups: unmarried, working, and highly educated women. Single women 
went for Obama by 70 percent to 29 percent in 2008, up from a 62 percent to 
37 percent margin for Kerry in 2004. And while working women voted for Kerry 
by a slender 51 percent to 48 percent margin in 2004, they voted for Obama by an 
impressive 60 percent to 39 percent. Exit poll data for college-educated women in 
2008 have not yet been released, but in all likelihood Obama’s support among this 
group was significantly higher than Kerry’s 57 percent support in 2004 (a reasonable 
estimate based on historical patterns would be around 65 percent Obama support).

The balance of women relative to men is changing little, of course. But trends 
within the female population are quite favorable to Democrats. Unmarried 
women are now 47 percent or almost half of adult women, up from 38 percent 
in 1970.54 Their current size in the voter pool—more than a quarter of eligible 
voters55—is nearly the size of white evangelical Protestants, who are perhaps the 
GOP’s largest base group. And since the current growth rate of the population of 
unmarried women is relatively high (double that of married women), the propor-
tion of unmarried women in the voting pool should continue to increase.56

What’s more, there is every expectation that this burgeoning population of unmar-
ried women will continue to lean strongly Democratic in its politics. Survey data 
consistently show this group to be unusually populist on economic issues and 
generally opposed to conservative foreign policy and social issue positions.57

Unmarried working women tend to be a particularly Democratic group. This group 
gave Kerry 65 percent to 35 percent support in 2004, which was higher than his 
support among unmarried women as a whole (Data are not yet available for 2008, 
but a reasonable estimate based on historical patterns would be around 75 percent 
support for Obama). Unmarried working women are also a rapidly growing group, 
and they’ve increased from 19 percent of the adult female population in 1970 to 29 
percent today.58 That’s even faster than unmarried women’s growth as a whole. 

Finally, college-educated women are a rapidly growing population group as well. 
Their number has more than have tripled, from just 8 percent of the 25-and-older 
female population in 1970 to 28 percent today.59 This trend should continue in the 
future, due to continued educational upgrading and because college attendance and 
completion rates are increasingly skewed toward women. Right now more young 
women are attending college than young men: 56 percent of today’s undergraduates 
are women compared to 44 percent who are men. And women now earn 170,000 
more bachelor’s degrees each year than men do, which reflects this disparity.

Key subgroups of 
women who lean 
Democratic are growing
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In the face of these numbers, it seems likely that Republicans’ relative position 
among women voters will continue to slip in the future. But increased GOP 
moderation on social issues (particularly important for college-educated women) 
and increased willingness to use government programs to help those in difficult 
economic conditions (particularly important for unmarried women) could mini-
mize the damage from these trends and perhaps even make up some of the ground 
they’ve lost to Democrats among this group.

A mass upper middle class 

An important change related to the rise of professionals is the emergence of a mass 
upper middle class. That is, not only have more and more Americans attained 
what might be called a middle-class standard of living over time, but more and 
more Americans have reached a higher level of affluence we might call upper 
middle class. This term serves to differentiate them from the truly rich on the one 
hand and the ordinary middle class on the other.

Consider the following. The 80th percentile of family income in 1947 was around 
$41,000 and the 95th percentile was $68,000 (2008 dollars). At most a few per-
cent had family incomes above $100,000. By 2008 the 80th percentile was around 
$113,000 and the 95th percentile was about $200,000.60 If we use $100,000 
income as a dividing line for the upper middle class, we’ve gone from a situation 
where the upper middle class was a tiny fraction of families to one where they 
qualify as a mass grouping (even subtracting out a few percent for the truly rich).

On the face of it, this might seem a straightforward benefit for the GOP, since 
more affluent voters tend to lean Republican. But there are some complications. 
As this group has gotten larger it has become a mix of affluent, liberal-leaning 
professionals on the one hand and managers, small business owners, and midlevel 
white-collar workers on the other who are much more conservative. Indeed, one 
of the big stories of American politics in the last several decades is the diverging 
paths of professionals, who have, as just discussed, shifted from the Republicans 
to the Democrats, and managers, who have retained Republican loyalties.

In the 2004 and 2006 elections, voters with over $100,000 in household income 
were 18 percent and 23 percent of voters, respectively. These elections revealed a 
split in political behavior among the mass upper middle class that reflects this dif-
ference between managers and professionals. Upper-middle-class voters in 2004 
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with a four-year college degree only (likely to be a managerial credential) favored 
Bush over Kerry by 60 percent to 39 percent. But upper-middle-class voters with 
postgraduate study (likely to be a professional credential) favored Bush by only 
51 percent to 48 percent. Similarly, in 2006, upper-middle-class voters with only 
a college degree favored Republicans for Congress by 56 percent to 42 percent, 
while upper-middle-class voters with postgraduate study favored Democrats by 
50 percent to 48 percent. 

Between them, those with a four-year college degree only and those with post-
graduate study make up the great majority of upper-middle-class voters and are of 
roughly equal size within that group, so this split is of potentially great significance 
as this group continues to increase its share of the American electorate.61

Voters with $100,000 in household income were 26 percent of voters in 2008.62 
Exit poll data are unfortunately not yet available that would allow us to break this 
category down by level of education. It is interesting to note, however, that the 
upper-middle class as a whole—voters with $100,000 or more in income—split 
their vote evenly between Obama and then presidential candidate Sen. John 
McCain (R-AZ). And voters with $200,000 or more in income actually favored 
Obama by 52 percent to 46 percent—a slightly higher margin than he attained 
among the $75,000 to $100,000 group (51-48).

The increase in upper-middle-class share of the vote will be quite significant 
over time. Just how much that share is likely to increase is difficult to estimate. 
Median family income increased about 150 percent from 1947 to 2008. But 
most of that increase was in the 26-year period between 1947 and 1973, when 
family income more than doubled with an annual growth rate of 2.8 percent. 
Median income only went up 23 percent in the 35 years between 1973 and 
2008—an annual growth rate of 0.6 percent.63 So how much income goes up in 
the future will depend very much on whether income growth follows the pre- or 
post-1973 pattern or something in between.

We don’t know the answer to this question, and recent history is inconclusive—
there was a period of rapid growth in median family income from 1995-2000 
(up 11 percent) followed by negative growth from 2000-2008 (down 2 percent). 
But one approach is to use the growth rate over the entire 1947-2008 period (1.5 
percent), which effectively averages the growth rates in the “good” (1947-73) and 

“bad” (1973-2008) periods. If we apply this 1.5 percent annual increase in family 
income at the 60th percentile, by the year 2030 the 60th percentile will actually 
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be slightly over $100,000. That would put roughly 40 percent of families in the 
upper-middle-class category. Even by the year 2020, that rate of increase would be 
enough to put roughly one-third of families in the upper middle class.64

So the upper middle class’s influence on our politics will only grow larger as time 
goes on. Much will depend on how the political inclinations of the professional 
and managerial components of this group sort themselves out. The professional 
component could be especially significant, since Bureau of Labor Statistics projec-
tions suggest this is the strongest growth group within the professional-managerial 
class. At any rate, the comparatively liberal leanings of upper-middle-class profes-
sionals should blunt the conservative politics that one might expect from this 
group sheerly on the basis of income. 

Once again, this suggests the GOP may have to back off its hard-right stance on 
social issues if it hopes to build a strong base among the emerging upper middle 
class. Such a stance runs the risk of alienating the sizeable professional contingent. 
Additionally, professionals’ views on economic issues tend to be more moderate 
than managers—less emphasis on tax cuts and more emphasis on government pro-
grams that serve the public good (albeit in a fiscally responsible manner). The same 
Reaganite program found wanting by Douthat and Salam for the white working 
class is likely also a poor fit for affluent professionals.

Religious diversity

In U.S. politics over the last few decades, a strong relationship has been observed 
between how often you attend religious services and how you vote, with those 
who attend most frequently being much more conservative than those who attend 
least often. This relationship did not go away in 2008, but it did weaken.

Obama ran the same relatively modest 12-point deficit among those who attend 
services more than once a week as he did among those who attend weekly. In fact, 
Obama’s 17-point improvement to a 43 percent to 55 percent deficit in 2008 from 
a 35 percent to 64 percent deficit for Kerry among the most frequent attendees in 
2004 was Obama’s largest improvement among the different attendance groups 
in 2008. He also improved the Democratic margin by 8 points among those who 
attend services a few times a month, winning that group by 53 percent to 46 per-
cent; by 10 points among those who attend a few times a year (59 percent to 
39 percent in favor of Obama); and by 11 points among those who never attend 
(67 percent to 30 percent for Obama).
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The very strong results for Obama among those who attend services only a few times 
a year or less (44 percent of voters) are consistent with voting patterns from earlier 
elections. The least frequent attendees tend to vote heavily Democratic. And it is 
the nonobservant who have been growing in numbers since the since the late sixties 
and early seventies. According to the University of Chicago’s General Social Survey, 
the proportion of those who attend services once year or less rose to 42 percent in 
2008—the last year for which data are available—from 29 percent of adults in 1972.

In terms of religious affiliation, Obama improved the Democratic margin among 
Catholics by 14 points from a 5-point deficit in 2004 to a 9-point advantage in 2008. 
He also reduced the Democratic deficit among Protestant or other Christian voters 
by 10 points, compressing it from 19 points to 9 points. And he carried Jewish, other 
religions, and religiously unaffiliated voters by astronomical margins: 78 percent to 
21 percent, 73 percent to 22 percent, and 75 percent to 23 percent, respectively.

Unaffiliated or secular voters, by the way, are the fastest-growing “religious” 
group in the United States—not white evangelical Protestants. From 1944 to 
2004 the percentage of adults reporting no religious affiliation almost tripled, 
rising from 5 percent to 14 percent. Projections indicate that by 2024 
around 20 percent of adults will be unaffiliated.65

This trend, combined with growth among non-Christian faiths and race-
ethnic trends, will ensure that in very short order we will no longer be a 
white Christian nation. Even today, only about 55 percent of adults are 
white Christians. By 2024 that figure will be down to 45 percent.66 That 
means that by the 2016 election (or 2020 at the outside) the United 
States will cease to be a white Christian nation. Looking even farther 
down the road, by 2040 white Christians will be only around 35 percent 
of the population and conservative white Christians (a critical part of 
the GOP base) only about a third of that—a minority within a minority. 

These developments will put increased pressure on the GOP to moder-
ate its socially conservative stance. That stance may appeal strongly to 
a key segment of their base, but that segment will shrink substantially 
over time as religious diversity increases. A more moderate approach 
would have some chance of appealing to this diversity rather than leav-
ing the field wide open for the Democrats.

Key religious groups who lean 
Democratic

Secular, less observant, and non-
Christian vote, 2008

Source: Author’s analysis of 2008 exit poll data.
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Geographic shifts

It’s not just growing demographic groups that are tilting toward Democrats at the 
presidential level—it’s also growing areas of the country where these demographic 
shifts tend to be concentrated. By and large, Democrats are receiving their stron-
gest support increases in fast-growing, dynamic metropolitan areas, particularly 
the largest ones. This pattern is swelling their majorities in states that already lean 
Democratic and pushing many other states into the Democratic column. Conversely, 
GOP performance improvements are generally confined to stagnant or declining 
areas in rural or small-town America. The result is a political map with a distinct lean 
toward Democrats—a lean that seems likely to increase in coming years.

We can see these geographic shifts by looking at the broad national picture 
of the location and types of states Democrats recently carried compared to 
Republicans. We can also see them by looking at types of areas within states, 
which involves comparing voting shifts in areas of different population sizes and 
densities from the urban cores of large metropolitan areas down to the most 
thinly populated rural areas. 

The national picture

Let’s first consider the tally of states Obama won. He carried all 18 states (plus the 
District of Columbia) that Kerry won in 2004 (as did Gore in 2000 and Clinton in 
1992 and 1996), plus nine states that Kerry lost: Colorado, Florida, Indiana, Iowa, 
Nevada, New Mexico, North Carolina, Ohio, and Virginia. Moreover, in each of 
the states that had been previously won by Kerry—some by very narrow mar-
gins—Obama won by more than 10 percentage points. 

Another way of looking at the state tally is to note that there were five states where 
Gore and Kerry’s average margin of victory was under five points: Michigan, 
Minnesota, Oregon, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin. Obama carried them by an 
average of 13 points. And there were three states that split their support between 
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Gore and Kerry: Iowa, New Hampshire, and New Mexico. Obama carried them 
all by an average of 11 points. Finally, there were four states that Gore and Kerry 
lost by an average of under 5 points: Florida, Missouri, Nevada, and Ohio. Obama 
carried them all save Missouri, where McCain won by the extraordinarily small 
margin of two-tenths of a percentage point.

By region, this pattern of Democratic victories has reduced core GOP strength to 
the Upper Mountain West, Great Plains states, and the South. And Republicans 
have lost their political monopoly in the South as the three fast-growing “new 
south” states of Virginia, North Carolina, and Florida went Democratic in 2008. 
The Northeast, the Midwest (with the exception of Missouri), the Southwest 
(with the exception of Arizona), and the West are now solidly controlled by the 
Democrats or lean toward them.

Moreover, the states the GOP has been winning tend to be rural and lightly popu-
lated. Sixteen out of 28 states carried by Obama had 10 or more electoral votes 
while just 4 of 21 carried by McCain had that many electoral votes. Obama also 
carried seven of the eight most populous states: California, New York, Florida, 
Illinois, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Michigan. Only Texas of the eight most popu-
lous states went for McCain.

From large metropolitan areas to rural areas

We can see this population density pattern even more clearly by looking at the 
types of areas Obama and McCain did well in. Obama ran strongest in large 
metropolitan areas—those with over 1 million people—winning these areas by 
58 percent to 41 percent, a 17-point margin that was 10 points better than Kerry’s 
margin in 2004. Well over half (54 percent) of the U.S. population lives in these 
51 large metropolitan areas.

Obama also carried medium metropolitan areas (those with 250,000 to 1 mil-
lion in population) by 4 points, which is 11 points better than Kerry, who lost 
these areas by 7 points in 2004. Medium metros contain another 20 percent of 
the U.S. population.

But Obama lost to McCain by 6 points in small metro areas (9 percent of the 
country) where population dips below 250,000. And McCain did even better 
outside of metro areas where population density continues to fall. In micropolitan 
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areas—think of these areas as the small-town part of rural America—McCain 
beat Obama by 11 points.67 Micropolitans are another 10 percent of the popula-
tion. McCain also bested Obama by 16 points in the rest of rural America, the part 
most isolated from population centers and most spread out. These areas contain 
only 6 percent of the population despite the vast land area they cover. 

The same density-related patterns of support for Obama and McCain are 
observed within large metropolitan areas. Here we can use a typology devel-
oped by Virginia Tech’s Metropolitan Institute and Brookings’ Metropolitan 
Policy Program to break these areas down by density and distance from the 
urban core.68 In large metro areas Obama did best in densely populated urban 
cores (9 percent of the country),69 carrying counties in this classification by a 
whopping 53 points, 76 percent to 23 percent. 

Moving farther out, Obama carried the densest, closest-in suburban counties—
which the typology classifies as inner suburban—by a wide margin (21 points).70 
That margin was a 12-point improvement over Kerry’s performance in 2004. 
Almost a fifth (19 percent) of the nation’s population is contained in these inner 
suburban counties.

Obama also carried mature suburban counties by 15 points, where 16 percent of 
the population lives. These counties are somewhat less dense than inner suburbs 
and typically contain no part of the central city. That was a 10-point improvement 
over Kerry’s margin in 2004.

Moving out to the emerging suburbs, it is important to distinguish between 
these areas and true exurbs, which together constitute what people usually think 
of as “exurbia.” Today’s true exurbs contain only 3 percent of the nation’s popu-
lation. Emerging suburbs, on the other hand, contain 8 percent of the nation’s 
population, and on average they are growing faster than any other type of U.S. 
county, including true exurbs. Emerging suburbs include such well-known 
counties as Loudoun County, VA, outside of Washington, D.C.; Scott County, 
MN, outside of Minneapolis; Warren County, OH, outside of Cincinnati; and 
Douglas County, CO, outside of Denver.

Geographers Robert Lang and Thomas Sanchez in a Metropolitan Institute study 
describe the true exurbs as: 71
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[T]he most far flung [metropolitan] counties with the lowest—essentially 
rural—population densities. Large-scale suburbanization is just about to take 
hold in these places, as they offer even better bargains, and more land (but 
longer commutes) than emerging counties. Exurban counties are included in 
metropolitan areas by the census because they share a functional relationship 
with neighboring counties via commuting. But by appearance, these places are 
barely touched by urbanization.

The emerging suburban counties are more consequential, though the actual 
numbers of exurban counties are 60 percent greater in the Metropolitan 
Institute/Brookings typology. Lang and Sanchez describe these emerging 
suburban counties as:

...the new “it” county of today. They are mostly the fastest growing counties in 
the region, and are often found in even slow growing regions such as St. Louis 
(St Charles County, MO) and Cincinnati (Boone County, KY). Emerging 
suburbs are almost wholly products of the past two decades and are booming 
with both people and the beginnings of commerce (although they remain mostly 
commuter zones). Emerging suburbs are both upscale and downscale and may 
feature everything from McMansions to trailer parks. Residents in emerging sub-
urbs typically see these places as bargains compared to mature suburbs. That is 
true for households that buy a McMansion over an older and smaller tract home 
in a mature suburb, or a first-time homebuyer that “drives to qualify” by finding 
a modest attached dwelling at the edge of the region.

It’s these emerging suburban counties that became the great GOP demographic 
hope in the early 2000s. It was thought that rapid growth in this part of exurbia 
would provide an increasing demographic category that could balance the many 
growth demographic categories benefiting Democrats. With the latest election 
results it’s apparent that this hope was misplaced.

Obama lost to McCain in the emerging suburbs by just 53 percent to 46 percent, 
a 7-point deficit that did not come close to erasing Obama’s hefty advantages 
in the more densely populated inner suburbs (21 points) and mature suburbs 
(15 points). And that 7-point Obama deficit was a strong 11-point improvement 
over Kerry’s performance in these counties in 2004.

Indeed, the only part of large metro areas where McCain turned in a strong 
performance was in the true exurbs. He carried these areas by 16 points. But these 
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true exurbs boast only 3 percent of the nation’s population and under 
6 percent of the population of large metros.

A look back to 1988 shows even stronger trends in these geographi-
cal categories. The Democratic margin in large metros has increased 
by 29 points in core counties, 27 points in mature suburban counties, 
and 25 points in inner suburban counties. Even in emerging suburban 
counties Democrats did 13 points better in 2008 than 1988. Only in 
true exurban counties did the Democrats fail to gain significant ground.

The Democratic margin shift has been 21 points since 1988 in large 
metros as a whole. Outside of large metros, medium metro counties 
swung to the Democrats by 15 points over the time period. Only in 
small metro (7 points) and micropolitan (2 points) counties were 
Democratic gains modest. And only in the deep rural counties did 
Democrats actually lose ground (6 points).

The trends in large metro areas deserve particular comment. As we 
have seen, there is a strong relationship between density and sup-
port for Democrats in these areas: Democratic support declines with 
increasing distances from the urban core and declining density. The 
political battle line in large metro areas therefore comes down to how 
far out in the suburbs the dividing line falls between Democratic and 
Republican dominance. In earlier elections the dividing line was rela-
tively close to the metropolitan core, while in 2008 it was much farther 
out, with Democrats dominating the suburban rings out through the 
mature suburbs and being very competitive in the emerging suburbs. If 
the battle line is drawn that far out in the future, that would decisively 
advantage Democrats.

This advantage is underscored by the fact that while both components 
of the metropolitan fringe (emerging suburbs and exurbs) are growing 
significantly faster than the closer-in, urbanizing suburbs (inner and 
mature suburbs), the combined population weight of the metropolitan 
fringe in these large metro areas is still much smaller than that of the 
urbanizing suburbs (20 percent of these areas compared to 65 percent). 
Moreover, the inner suburbs in particular are so populous that despite 
their relatively slow growth rates, they are actually adding more people 
to these areas than either the exurbs or the emerging suburbs. This situ-
ation is unlikely to change anytime soon.

Democratic support in large 
metros runs high in core urban 
areas and their immediate suburbs

Change in Democratic margin by type of 
area within large metros, 1988-2008

Larger metros show increasingly 
strong support for Democrats

Change in Democratic margin by type of 
area, 1988-2008

Source: Author’s analysis of 1988-2008 county presidential voting data.
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Indeed, as large metro areas continue to grow—we will add our next 100 mil-
lion people by 2039, a growth rate faster than China’s, with that growth heavily 
concentrated in our large metro areas, particularly the very largest72—the percent 
of these population gains that will be located at the metropolitan fringe is likely 
to drop significantly. This will be due to changing consumer preferences, more 
unmarrieds and childless couples, and greater land use regulation and resource 
constraints. This in turn means that fewer very low-density suburbs of the kind 
that have favored the GOP are likely to be built.73 This factor will enhance the 
political importance of urbanizing suburbs, which should benefit Democrats.

Electoral College shifts

One counter to this line of argument is that when you look at where population 
growth is and will be occurring by state, it is disproportionately concentrated in 
red states, which should benefit the GOP in both the House and the Electoral 
College. It is true that projections indicate a net loss of electoral votes, or EVs, by 
blue states and a net gain by red states from the 2010 census and the next census 
in 2020, which would will determine the Electoral College through 2028. A recent 
set of projections by Edward Burmila finds a net gain of eight EVs for leaning and 
strong red states,74,75 and a net loss of nine EVs for leaning and strong blue states 
(toss-up states gain 1 EV).

Such projections don’t necessarily tell us much about where in these states popu-
lation growth is taking place. But that is where the very trends outlined above are 
typically relevant and can have large political implications.76 Consider the cases 
of Virginia and North Carolina, both categorized as “leaning red” by Burmila and 
both gaining an EV. 

Virginia’s growth is driven first and foremost by Northern Virginia, or the Virginia 
suburbs outside the Washington, D.C., metro area. That area has grown by 16 per-
cent since 2000, fueled by rapid increases in minorities and white college gradu-
ates. It casts a third of Virginia’s ballots, and it is also the area where Democrats 
have made their greatest gains.

Obama carried Northern Virginia by 59 percent to 40 percent, which is 15 points 
better than Kerry’s performance and a staggering 38 points better than Dukakis’s. 
These trends include not only strong performances in the large mature suburb of 
Fairfax (up 14 points and 44 points, respectively, over the two time periods) but 
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also huge gains in the two emerging suburbs of Prince William (22 points and 50 
points) and Loudoun (20 points and 42 points). The latter county has grown by 
64 percent since 2000—the fifth-fastest county growth rate in the country.77

Democrats have also gained strength in the region of Richmond and eastern 
Virginia.78 This region has grown by 10 percent since 2000 and accounts for 19 
percent of the statewide vote. Obama won the region by 5 points, which is 17 
points better than the Democratic margin in 2004 and 31 points better than 1988. 
This result is driven by gains in the Richmond metro area including the urban core 
of Richmond City. But Democrats have also made big gains in the mature suburb 
of Henrico (up 20 points and 51 points, respectively), and 18 points and 44 points 
in the emerging suburb of Chesterfield.

In North Carolina, the two large metro areas are Charlotte and Raleigh, which 
each boast over 1 million in population and rapid growth—24 percent and 31 
percent, respectively, since 2000. Democrats made huge strides in each of these 
metros. For instance, Obama beat McCain in the Charlotte metro 53 percent to 
46 percent, a 17-point swing toward progressives since 2004. Since 1988 there has 
been a 31-point pro-Democratic swing in this metro. Mecklenberg County, the 
fast-growing heart of the Charlotte metro, has swung even harder toward progres-
sives. It went for Obama by 24 points in 2008, which is a 21-point Democratic 
swing compared to 2004 and an amazing 44-point swing since 1988.

Obama won 54 percent to 45 percent in the Raleigh metro—16 points better than 
Kerry’s margin in 2004 and 24 points better than Dukakis’s in 1988. The leading 
county in this metro is fast-growing Wake, which supported Obama by 14 points, 
a Democratic margin gain of 17 points since 2004 and 29 points since 1988.

Thus, the very population growth that is adding EVs to these two leaning red states 
is also likely to make them “purpler” over time because of where that growth is 
concentrated within these states.79 

The same can even be said about a solid red state like Texas. Texas is projected to 
add 5 EVs over this time period due its high population growth. But about 90 per-
cent of that growth is from minorities, particularly Hispanics. Moreover, the rural 
share of the Texas vote is declining rapidly, and those votes are being replaced by 
votes from large, Democratic-trending metros like Austin, Dallas, Houston, and 
San Antonio,80 where a mix of minorities and college-educated whites is trans-
forming the local political cultures.
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Geographic shifts therefore strongly underline the political importance of larger 
metropolitan areas, particularly their urbanizing suburbs. These urbanizing 
suburbs are increasingly liberal socially. They also have urgent needs for reinvest-
ment in adequate schools and infrastructure and an evolving demographic mix 
that wants action in these areas. Current GOP conservatism with its rigid stance 
on social issues and hostility toward government services would not appear to be 
well-suited for long-run electoral success in these urbanizing suburbs or, for that 
matter, maintaining the GOP’s dominance over increasingly dense and diverse 
emerging suburbs.
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The New Progressive Coalition

The demographic transformation outlined above is a clear and unambiguous 
boon to the Democratic Party. The reason for this is simple: these emerging 
constituencies lean progressive and in America there is only one progressive 
party, the Democrats, for whom these constituencies can vote. Thus, as these 
constituencies grow, it is the Democrats and no other party that receives a 
potential boost in support.

In Europe and Australasia, however, the situation is quite different. The simple 
American two party system, which favors the existence of one progressive party, 
exists nowhere. Instead, European and Australasian party systems ensure that 
social democrats typically do have competition for the progressive vote. Indeed, in 
many countries they have competitors in three different parts of the political spec-
trum: greens; far leftists; and liberal centrists. And not only do they have competi-
tion, these other parties, on aggregate, typically over-perform among progressive 
emerging demographics, while social democrats generally under-perform (with 
the exception of immigrants in most countries).81

The ability of social democracy’s center-left competitors to attract emerging 
demographic groups has allowed these parties to capture a larger share of the vote 
in the last several decades, in contrast to social democracy where vote share has 
been declining. Across 13 traditional European social democratic parties, the aver-
age vote has been just 27 percent in this decade. This figure is a 4 point drop from 
the 1980’s. But the rest of the center-left in these countries has increased their 
average vote share by 5 points over this time period, bringing them up to 32 per-
cent. Collectively, they are now larger than social democracy, constituting about 
55 percent of the center-left vote. That about reverses the situation back in the 
1980’s when social democrats still represented 53 percent of the center-left vote.82

Social democrats have therefore been caught in a kind of electoral pincers move-
ment. On the one hand, the traditional working class is declining as a share of 
the electorate and is also giving less of its support to social democrats over time, 
with that lost support generally going to the right (occasionally to the far left). 
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Since the 1960’s, for example, working class support has declined by 20 percent-
age points for the Swedish social democratic party, 17 points for the Danish social 
democratic party and by 12 points for the British Labor party.83 On the other 
hand, social democrats are not getting their fair share, as it were, of progressive 
emerging constituencies, with much of that going to their center-left competitors. 

These trends are central to social democracy’s current problems. Among other 
things, they suggest that the future of progressive politics in Europe cannot be 
simply equated with the fate of social democrats. As a rich tapestry of new politi-
cal parties, be they green, liberal, red or other, grow their share of the electorate, 
the future of progressive politics in multi-party systems will be determined by the 
total share of votes or seats won by a coalition of progressive forces with overlap-
ping—if differentiable—values and programs, and thus the ability of these parties 
to forge a governing coalition. This coalitional challenge is absolutely central to 
reconceptualizing the role of social democrats in industrialized democracies.



40  Center for American Progress  |  Building a Progressive Center

The Progressive Vision: A Renewed 
Commitment to Democratic Capitalism

Looking at the declining position of Democrats over the past two years, it is clear 
that the current Administration’s concentration on pushing ahead with its sub-
stantial legislative agenda to the detriment of painting a narrative supporting and 
promoting its reform program produced a “legislative trap”.84 As the President 
effectively became the legislator-in-chief, a sort of Prime Minister, the White 
House itself often became bogged down in the day-to-day grind of congressional 
political battles. Faced with a number of recalcitrant partners in the Democratic 
caucuses, and staunch ideological opposition from Republicans, this approach to 
governance not only marked an abrupt transition from hyperbole of the campaign, 
it also constituted a style of governance that jarred strikingly with the President’s 
promise to promote a new form of politics. 

Equally as important, the White House’s concentration on legislative progress, 
essential as it was and successful as it has been, also created a definitional vacuum 
which allowed his opponents to portray the President negatively—as a partisan 
“socialist”, “fascist”, “nazi” or “communist” - and left many American’s unsure of his 
larger vision for America’s future. This effectively isolated the President from the 
centrist voters he won over, as well as the progressive movement that brought him 
to power—who had hoped to be involved in the governing process, or mobilized 
in a battle of ideas. Even now, as the President has shifted into campaign mode and 
belatedly sought a debate on ideas, he has succeeded mostly in looking partisan 
rather than visionary.

It is, then, perhaps not surprising that in our analysis, the key challenge Democrats 
need to address in order to harness and truly benefit from the demographic shifts 
identified earlier in the paper is the definitional one. Democrats need to regain 
control of the political agenda and present a convincing narrative and vision of 
21st century America, and clearly articulate the role of modern, open and efficient 
government in achieving that vision. 
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We have already noted in the introduction to this paper the tensions that currently 
exist between recent trends in public opinion that tend to favor a stronger role 
for government, and the deeper historical skepticism about the role of govern-
ment in American society. In the US, the issue of credibility and performance of 
progressive politics is more profound than in Europe, where a decline in the social 
democratic vote can be linked to the social democrats’ inability to use the state 
and government policy to effectively pursue just social and economic policies. In 
Europe, this issue is one about delivery, not about the state itself. Today, many of 
the legislative battles fought in the United States—be they over healthcare, energy 
or financial regulation—are effectively proxy battles about whether government 
can ever be used as a force for good in American society, regardless of the perfor-
mance of any particular party in using the instruments of the state. In the US, then, 
perhaps more than in any other modern industrialized nation, the importance 
of providing a compelling vision and narrative about 21st century government is 
crucial. Each of these legislative battles will to a certain degree need to be fought 
on a case by case basis, and won or lost on the respective merits of each argument. 
However, embedding them in a grand narrative that clearly articulates the case for 
modernized government could have helped to concretize the nascent shift in pub-
lic opinion in favor of greater government action and, over time, moved the center 
ground of common sense and political debate in the United States—thus making 
each of these battles progressively easier to win.  

So what might such a narrative look like?

A revitalized progressive vision first requires a clear and compelling overview of 
the larger historical context for understanding the problems and anxieties fac-
ing voters today. For conservatives, this narrative hinges on their perceptions of 
an outsized federal government threatening individualism and free enterprise. 
This leads to a whole host of policies to restrict the size and scope of government 
through tax cuts, spending and entitlement reductions, assaults on labor unions 
and other liberal interest groups; and more hidden steps and signals to shift the 
balance of power in media and culture toward the perspective of corporate and 
wealthy interests that profit the most from a weak and defunded state apparatus. 

In contrast, the central challenge for progressives to address in their political 
discourse and activism is: (1) the steady erosion of working and middle class living 
standards; and (2) the simultaneous rise of a grossly unjust and unequal economic 
order that favors the wealthy and well-connected at the expense of more broadly 
shared prosperity. The two challenges are deeply connected. The decline of middle 
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class wages and benefits, the erosion of middle class job security, the dispropor-
tionate power of corporate voices in politics and the media, and the prospects of 
millions of Americans working longer and harder for less and less did not come 
about by accident or through some “natural” process of the market. This state of 
affairs reflects a deliberate assault by the right on the American way of life—the 
fundamental proposition that individual initiative and drive should be rewarded by 
basic material security and opportunities for advancement in life—and more than 
one hundred years of progressive actions to help build a stronger middle class. 

Any successful progressive vision should outline in fairly stark terms the stakes 
of this debate and the consequences of neoliberal and conservative politics. The 
results of this thirty year assault on activist government and the balanced economy 
are drastically reduced life opportunities for many workers, huge levels of income 
and wealth inequality, rising poverty and social disruption, and the erosion of true 
American liberty where individuals have the economic freedom to pursue their 
dreams and aspirations. Progressives must make clear to voters, through words 
and deeds, that they will reverse these trends and build a more equitable and pro-
ductive economy that works for all people. 

The neoliberal solutions of the past are no longer applicable to challenges facing 
middle- and working-class families today. In order for a fuller conception of liberty 
to once again take hold, one that encompasses both negative freedom from undue 
coercion and effective freedom to live a full and materially secure life as John 
Dewey and Franklin Roosevelt postulated, progressives must undertake a more 
elaborate project. 

Progressives must understand that they are in seismic battle with conserva-
tives over the proper role of the state and the individual in society and in the 
economy—a battle that has been going on more or less for a century and is not 
likely to subside anytime some given the asymmetry of conservative and progres-
sive media. They must take far more aggressive and sustained steps to defend 
and reform government itself, despite its current unpopularity, and make clear to 
people exactly how government enables individual freedom. They must deliver on 
their promises of reform and ensure that expanded government action measurably 
improves the lives of working- and middle-class citizens. They must get far more 
serious about purging corporate influence in government and the political system. 
And they must systematically challenge the selfish and hollow conservative notion 
of freedom that amounts to little more than a justification for rich people to avoid 
paying taxes and for corporations to do whatever they want in the pursuit of profit. 
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Progressives need to consistently argue that government plays a vital role in pro-
moting human freedom and advancing national prosperity. Individuals are capable 
of making tremendous advances in their own lives. But they can not stop markets 
from crashing. They can not stop jobs or wages from being cut. They can not stand 
up to health insurers on their own. They can not direct national resources to key 
public needs like infrastructure, defense, and energy development. Americans 
need an advocate and a supporter and a means to express their voice in key 
debates and in support of common purposes. The private sector needs a public 
counterbalance and individuals need a mechanism to advance national goals and 
aspirations. In order to perform this role properly—and promote genuine human 
freedom—government must ensure full and equal rights for all people, guard 
against undue corporate influence in policymaking, protect people from market 
failures and invest in public goods. This is the time-honored American vision of 
freedom and government. 

Essentially, progressives should argue for what they have always argued for: a 
vibrant democratic capitalism that rejects the failed laissez-faire ideology of the 
right and the authoritarian state-run capitalism of nations like China and Russia. 
This is the original “third way” of American progressivism and European and 
social democracy. It is a tradition and set of values worth advancing. Indeed, 
progressives should argue that it is only this tradition and values that is capable of 
allowing democratic capitalism to reach its full potential in this new era.

A renewed commitment to democratic capitalism would restore the central role 
of workers and the middle class in the economic decisions that affect their lives 
and the future of the nation. It would require a host of new policies centered on 
increasing worker input and participation in management decisions; finding ways 
to help workers balance the difficult challenges of work and life in modern society; 
using public investment to drive the transformation of the economy toward more 
sustainable ends; protecting and updating social welfare policies to reflect the 
diversity and mobility of the modern workforce; reducing the outsized impor-
tance of finance and other services in the American economy; and creating a new 
industrial policy to spark energy transformation and regional innovation. 

A modern progressivism should recognize that governments must regulate 
markets, provide the conditions in which the market can thrive—i.e. the provi-
sion of educated, skilled and healthy labor—but also promote the creation of new 
markets themselves. This is not simply a question of defining the central tenets of 
a new economic paradigm—financial reform, investment in skills and technol-
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ogy, a new approach to energy—it is also a matter of how this is presented. For 
example, reform of financial markets should not be presented as a simple punitive 
measure against the Wall Street bankers whose malpractice created the current 
crisis—although this is not wholly inappropriate either—but rather as a measure 
designed to simultaneously promote the correct functioning of financial markets 
(i.e. efficient investment in the real economy). 

Here, a critical sphere is the market for renewable energy. We stand on the cusp 
of potentially one of the largest growth opportunities in centuries, shifting to a 
low carbon economy. This will not happen, however, without a radically enlarged 
and rapidly growing market for renewable energy. Market growth at this level 
is unlikely to happen without the support of a post-modern industrial policy, 
properly structured incentives, investment in infrastructure and other carefully 
targeted policy steps.85 This is a more profound and forward looking agenda than 
the re-active and short-term adoption of neo-Keynesian policies by Europe’s 
center-right parties—policies that were jettisoned by these parties as soon as pos-
sible. This is instead an agenda that fundamentally seeks to reshape the relation-
ship between states and markets.

However, simply articulating why a new and improved role for modern govern-
ment is necessary to ensure America’s future prosperity will be insufficient to 
rehabilitate the role of the state in the eyes of most Americans. The re-assertion of 
the necessity of government action must be accompanied by an agenda that also 
seeks to reform and modernize government, to ensure that government delivers 
on its commitments and goals as effectively and efficiently as possible. Restored 
faith in government action will require serious steps to improve the function of 
government agencies and the budgeting of major priorities. The next phase of 
progressive politics in America must therefore seek not only to reform the market 
and its relationship to the state, but also the state itself. 

This is the combined task American progressives must embrace if they hope to 
beat back conservative attacks and benefit fully from the favorable demographic 
trends outlined in this paper—a energizing new vision of democratic capitalism 
coupled with a serious effort to reform government to better carry out the neces-
sary transformation of the American economy in the new century.
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