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I. Social Group Affinity and 
Feelings about Young People
Social Group Affinity
Most white Americans report feeling at least some affinity with members of racial, ethnic, and 
religious minority communities although relatively few say they have a lot in common. Nearly 
three-quarters of white Americans say they have either a “lot” (20%) or “some” (53%) in common 
with African Americans. Similar numbers of whites say they have a lot (17%) or some (54%) in 
common with Hispanic Americans. Fewer whites report the same with Asian and Pacific-Island-
er Americans (14% say “a lot” and 48% say “some) or immigrants (12% say “a lot” and 49% say 
“some” in common). Only 43% of whites, however, say they have a lot or some in common with 
Muslims, and 49% of whites—including only 39% of white Christians—say they have a lot or some 
in common with atheists. 

To provide an overall picture of the degree of affinity that white Americans express towards a 
variety of different groups, we developed the “Group Affinity Scale” by combining responses to all 

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 1.  Feelings of Affinity with Minority Groups Among Whites in the U.S.
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six questions.1 More than half of white Americans report having “low” (18%) or “modest” (34%) af-
finity for people of different racial, religious, and ethnic backgrounds. More than one-third (36%) 
report having “moderate” affinity for these groups, while 13% feel “high” affinity toward them.

There are considerable differences among whites by educational attainment. Nearly two-thirds 
of whites with a college degree have a moderate (45%) or high degree (19%) of affinity toward 
people of different racial, ethnic, or religious backgrounds. Fewer than half of whites without a 
college degree have a moderate (31%) or high (10%) affinity for such groups.

There are substantial partisan divisions among white Americans on the question. A majority of 
white Democrats have a moderate (39%) or high (18%) affinity for racial, ethnic, and religious mi-
nority groups. More than half of white independents also report a moderate (37%) or high affinity 
(14%). In contrast, only about one-third of white Republicans report having either moderate (29%) 
or high affinity (6%) for these groups. 

The demographic profile of whites with a low affinity for religious, racial, and ethnic minority 
groups is quite distinct from those who have a high degree of affinity. First, whites with low 
affinity are somewhat older: A majority (56%) are age 50 or older, compared to 46% of those 
who have high affinity. A majority (57%) of 
whites with low affinity have a high school 
degree or less, compared to only 19% 
of whites with high affinity. Only 13% of 
those whites with a low affinity to minority 
groups have a college degree compared 
to nearly half (48%) of whites with a high 
affinity. The ideological outlook of whites 
also varies between those with a low and 
high affinity for minority groups. Close to 
half (46%) of whites with a high affinity 
identify as liberal, compared to only 11% of 
those expressing very low levels of affinity.

The Southeast/Southwest

Overall, whites in the Southeast and South-
west region have somewhat less affinity for 

1	 Responses to these questions are highly correlated indicating that they are well-suited for such a scale. The 
Cronbach’s Alpha value for these items is 0.899 far exceeding the conventional cutoff. 

FIGURE 2. Affinity with Minority Groups Among 
Whites in the Southeast and Southwest
Combined affinity with African Americans, 
Hispanics, Asian-Pacific Islanders, Immigrants, 
Atheists, and Muslims

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.
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racial, ethnic, and religious minority groups.2 Nearly six in ten whites in these regions have low (23%) 
or modest (35%) affinity, while about four in ten express moderate (31%) or high affinity (10%). 

However, more educated whites in these regions express greater affinity for racial, ethnic, and 
religious minority groups than whites who are less educated. Six in ten whites with a college ed-
ucation express a moderate (43%) or high affinity (17%) for people of different racial, ethnic, and 
religious backgrounds. Only about one-third of whites without a college degree feel a moderate 
(27%) or high (8%) degree of affinity. 

Partisan differences are more muted in these regions. Fewer than half of white Democratic 
residents have a moderate (37%) or high (10%) affinity for racial, ethnic, and religious minori-
ty groups. Fewer than half of white independents also report a moderate (32%) or high affinity 
(13%). In contrast, only about one-third of white Republicans in these regions report having either 
moderate (28%) or high affinity (6%) for these groups. 

2	 Throughout the remainder of this report we explore the attitudes and experiences among all Americans as 
well as those residing in the Southeastern and Southwestern U.S. These regions include the following states: 
Alabama, Arkansas, Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, New Mexico, 
Nevada, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, West Virginia.

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 3.  Affinity with Minority Groups among Whites
Combined affinity with African Americans, Hispanics, Asian-Pacific Islanders, Immigrants, 
Atheists, and Muslims.
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The Values and Economic Importance of Young People
Americans generally agree that the future economic success of the United States is dependent 
on helping minority children succeed. More than three-quarters (77%) of Americans agree that as 
the number of black and minority children continues to grow, our economic future depends on 
helping children from these communities be successful. 

There is consensus on this issue across racial and ethnic groups. More than three-quarters of 
white (76%), Hispanic (79%), and black Americans (82%) also endorse the view that the country’s 
economic future is dependent on helping minority children succeed. Both whites with high and 
low affinity for minority groups agree that helping minority children is imperative (83% vs. 74%). 
However, low-affinity whites are about half as likely as high-affinity whites to strongly embrace 
this belief (25% vs. 49%).

However, most Americans perceive a disconnect between their own values and those of young 
people. Three-quarters (75%) Americans agree “most young people today do not share the 
same values I do.”

This view is shared across different racial and ethnic groups. More than eight in ten (85%) black 
Americans and more than seven in ten white (76%), and Hispanic Americans (73%) say young 
adults do not share their values. 

The disconnect is felt across the political spectrum, although Republicans (87%) are more likely 
than Democrats (64%) to perceive a values gap between themselves and young adults. Indepen-
dents largely mirror the general public.

The Southeast and Southwest

Roughly three-quarters (76%) of residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions believe the 
country’s future is dependent on the success of minority children. Similar numbers of white 
(74%), Hispanic (74%), and black residents (83%) endorse this view. 

Again, political affiliation sees the largest divides on this question. A 20-point gap separates Dem-
ocrats (84%) and Republicans (64%), although majorities of both groups agree helping minority 
children is critical to the country’s economic future.

At the same time, residents of the Southeast and Southwest also perceive a sizable gap between 
their own values and those of young people. Nearly eight in ten (79%) say their values do not 
align with those of young people today.

Similar numbers of black (83%), white (79%), and Hispanic residents (78%) say their values are 
largely different from the values of young people today. Among whites, those without a college 
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degree (83%) are more likely than those with a college degree (68%) to perceive differences. Fur-
ther, whites who express low affinity for racial, ethnic, and religious minority groups are far more 
likely than those with high affinity to believe that young people’s values do not align with their 
own (91% vs. 58%, respectively). 
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II. Optimism About the Country’s Future
Are the Country’s Best Days Ahead of or Behind Us?
Americans are about evenly divided on the question of whether the country’s best days are still to 
come. A majority (52%) of Americans believe the country’s best days are ahead of us, while close 
to half (46%) say they are behind us. 

Racial differences on this issue are stark. Majorities of white (54%) and Hispanic (52%)  Americans 
say America’s best days are still to come, while fewer than four in ten (39%) black Americans feel 
the same. Whites with a college degree have a somewhat more positive outlook about the future 
than those without (58% vs. 52%, respectively).

Party differences in optimism about the country are also strong. Roughly two-thirds of Re-
publicans (64%) say America’s best days are still to come, while only 45% of Democrats feel 
the same. Independents (53%) fall between these two groups. Optimism among partisans 
has shifted over the past couple of years. In 2015, nearly six in ten (59%) Democrats reported 
feeling that America’s best days are yet to come while only about four in ten (41%) Republicans 
expressed this view.3

A majority (54%) of Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions believe America’s 
best days are yet to come. Close to half (45%) say America’s best days are in the past. The demo-
graphic patterns in these regions are nearly identical to those seen at the national level.

Concerns Over the Next Generation’s Wellbeing
The general public is split over whether most children growing up today will be better or worse 
off than their parents. Nearly half (48%) of Americans say most children will grow up to be better 
off than their parents, while 50% say most children will grow up to be worse off. 

Notably, racial differences on the optimism about the future of the country itself do not extend to 
optimism about the next generation’s wellbeing. Only about half of white (47%), black (48%), and 
Hispanic Americans (51%) say children will be better off than their parents. 

There are modest political differences in optimism about the future of America’s children. A ma-
jority (54%) of Republicans believe children in the U.S. are likely to grow up to be better off, com-
pared to fewer than half of independents (47%) and Democrats (46%). There are no major differ-
ences across educational, age, or gender groups in views about the future welfare of children. 

3	 PRRI, 2015 American Values Survey
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Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions of the U.S. express nearly identical 
views as Americans overall. Close to half (47%) of Americans living in these regions say children 
will be better off than their parents, while a majority (52%) say they will be worse off.

Although there are no generational differences nationally, seniors (age 65 or older) living in the 
Southeast and Southwest are more pessimistic about the welfare of children. Nearly six in ten 
(58%) say children will be worse off than their parents.
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III. Opportunity and Success
Equal Opportunity
Americans are broadly concerned about equal opportunity in the country. Roughly two-thirds 
(66%) of Americans believe that “one of the big problems in this country is that we don’t give 
everyone an equal chance in life,” while only 32% agree that “it is not really that big a problem if 
some have more of a chance in life than others.” 

There is general agreement across major racial and ethnic groups that a lack of equal opportunity 
is a significant problem in the U.S., although there are differences in the level of concern. More 
than eight in ten (83%) black Americans, nearly three-quarters (74%) of Hispanic Americans, and 
roughly six in ten (61%) white Americans say one of the big problems in the U.S. is that not every-
one has an equal chance to succeed in life.

White college-educated Americans express less concern about the lack of opportunity than those 
without a college degree (56% vs. 63%, respectively). But high-affinity whites are about as likely as 
those with low affinity to express concerns about lack of opportunity (68% vs. 65%, respectively).

There are significant differences across the political spectrum about the extent to which lack of 
equal opportunity is a problem. More than eight in ten (83%) Democrats believe that not giving 
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FIGURE 4.  Concerns about Equal Opportunity, by Party Affiliation
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everyone an equal chance in life is a major problem in the U.S., while fewer than half (44%) of 
Republicans agree. A majority (54%) of Republicans say that it is not really a problem if some have 
more of a chance in life than others. Independents largely reflect the views of Americans overall.  

Concerns about inequality also vary significantly across lines of gender. Men are less likely than 
women to say that not giving everyone an equal shot is a major problem in the country (59% vs. 
73%, respectively).

Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest mirror the views of the public overall. Nearly 
two-thirds (65%) say that not providing everyone an equal chance is a major problem.

More than eight in ten (81%) black residents and about six in ten Hispanic (63%) and white resi-
dents (61%) of these regions say the lack of equal opportunity is a substantial problem. 

Opportunities for Success
Americans report considerable concern about lack of opportunity in the U.S., but there is dis-
agreement over whether all children have opportunities to be successful. A majority (55%) of 
Americans agree children from all income groups have adequate opportunities to be successful, 
while 45% disagreed with this statement. 

Racial gaps in perceptions that all children are given adequate chances are fairly modest. A ma-
jority of black (59%), Hispanic (55%), and white Americans (52%) agree children from different so-

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 5.  Do All Children in the U.S. Have Adequate Opportunity?
Percent who agree that In the United States today, children from all income groups have 
adequate opportunities to be successful.
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cial classes have adequate opportunities to be successful. Interestingly, whites without a college 
degree are much more optimistic about the opportunities available to children across the income 
spectrum. A majority (57%) of whites without a college degree say children of all socio-economic 
backgrounds have adequate opportunities to be successful, a view shared by only 43% of whites 
with a college degree. Whites with a low affinity for racial, ethnic, and religious minorities are also 
much more likely than those with a high affinity to say there are adequate opportunities for chil-
dren to succeed (61% vs. 39%, respectively).

Responses to this question again divide sharply along party lines. Roughly two-thirds (66%) of 
Republicans say children from all income groups have adequate chances, while fewer than half 
(44%) of Democrats agree. The gap between those who voted for President Donald Trump and 
those who voted for Hillary Clinton is even greater: 70% of Trump supporters believe all children 
have adequate opportunities, while only 41% of Clinton supporters say the same. 

A similar number (58%) of Americans living the Southeast and Southwest believe children of dif-
ferent income brackets have adequate opportunities. This view is generally shared equally among 
Hispanic (62%), white (57%), and black residents (56%). However, white residents in these regions 
without a college degree are more likely than those with a college degree to believe there are 
adequate opportunities (60% vs. 51%, respectively). There is an even larger affinity gap among 
whites in these regions—nearly three-quarters (73%) of those with a low affinity say children have 
suitable opportunities compared to roughly four in ten (43%) whites with a high affinity.

Factors that Affect Success
Americans generally agree that there are several factors beyond one’s own merit and hard work 
that either help or hurt people in their efforts to get ahead. A majority of Americans believe fami-
ly wealth, racial and ethnic identity, and immigrant status impact the prospects of success. 

Family Wealth

A slim majority (51%) of Americans say family wealth matters “a great deal,” while 28% say it mat-
ters to some extent. Just 21% of the public report that family wealth matters “little” or “not at all.” 

Agreement on this issue extends across racial and ethnic groups, although white Americans (53%) 
are slightly more likely than black (48%) and Hispanic Americans (48%) to say someone’s family 
wealth matters a great deal in determining their chances for success. Notably, whites with a low 
affinity for minority groups are far less likely than those with a high affinity to believe that family 
wealth matters a great deal (47% vs. 72%, respectively).

There are greater partisan divides on how family wealth impacts success. Democrats (62%) 
are much more likely than independents (50%) or Republicans (42%) to say that family wealth 
matters “a great deal.” 
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Interestingly, there are no significant differences by income. A majority of Americans with house-
hold incomes under $30,000 per year and those with incomes in excess of $100,000 say that 
family wealth matters a great deal (51% vs. 57%, respectively).

White evangelical Protestants (42%) are less likely than other religious Americans to say family wealth 
matters a great deal. Sixty-three percent of the religiously unaffiliated and at least half of white 
mainline Protestants (50%), black Protestants (52%), and Catholics (51%) believe family wealth plays 
an important role in determining one’s chances. Notably, white Catholics are significantly more likely 
than Hispanic Catholics (55% vs. 45%, respectively) to believe in the role that family wealth plays. 

The attitudes of Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions match those of the country 
overall. A slim majority (51%) say an individual’s family wealth matters a great deal. There are no ma-
jor differences of opinion between residents of different racial, ethnic, or educational backgrounds.

Racial or Ethnic Background

Compared to family wealth, significantly fewer Americans agree that a person’s racial or ethnic 
background plays much of a role in determining an individual’s success. Fewer than one in three 
(29%) say a person’s race or ethnic background matters a great deal. Roughly four in ten (38%) 
say it matters some, while about one-third report that this personal attribute matters little (16%) 
or not at all (16%). 
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FIGURE 6.  Factors Influencing Success in the U.S.
Percent who say the following matters “a great deal” in helping or hurting someone’s chances of success 
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Not surprisingly, there are sizable racial differences on this issue—though there is no major racial 
or ethnic group in which a majority believes a person’s racial or ethnic background plays a large 
role in success. Nearly half (46%) of black Americans, and only 33% of Hispanics, and 25% of 
whites, believe that racial and ethnic background matters a great deal. Importantly, whites with 
high affinity for racial, ethnic, and religious minorities are not much more likely than low-affinity 
whites to see a link between a person’s racial or ethnic background and their chances of being 
successful in the U.S. (34% vs. 25%, respectively).

There are also significant differences in the perceived importance of racial background between 
partisans. Democrats (42%) are three times as likely as Republicans (14%) to believe racial back-
ground matters a great deal for success. Forty-five percent of Republicans—but only 23% of Dem-
ocrats—say racial background matters very little or not at all. 

Fewer than one in three (29%) residents of the Southeast and Southwest believe a person’s racial 
or ethnic background impact their chances of getting ahead. Black residents (54%) are far more 
likely to say a person’s racial or ethnic background matters “a great deal” than Hispanic (28%) or 
white residents (22%).

Immigration Status

A similar number of Americans believe immigration status impacts one’s chances of getting 
ahead in life. Roughly three in ten (31%) believe it matters a great deal for one’s chances of 
getting ahead in life. Approximately four in ten (38%) report that immigrant status matters some 
while fewer than one-third say it matters a little (16%) or not at all (13%). 

There is a significant disparity between black, white, and Hispanic Americans about the role that 
immigration status plays in achieving success in American society. Hispanics (43%) are more likely 
than black (35%) and white Americans (27%) to believe that being an immigrant matters a great 
deal for one’s ability to get ahead. Among whites, there are no significant differences between 
those with a high and low affinity.

Opinions on the role of immigration status also diverge sharply by party affiliation, with Demo-
crats (40%) more likely than either independents (32%) or Republicans (20%) to say that being an 
immigrant matters a great deal. 

In the Southeast and Southwest regions, one-third (33%) of residents say someone’s immigration 
status has a major impact on their chances of success. Black (43%) and Hispanic residents (39%) 
are more likely to believe this than white residents (27%).
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Children Living in Poverty
A majority (56%) of Americans endorse the belief that the only way to help children escape pover-
ty is to provide more assistance to their parents. More than four in ten (43%) Americans disagree 
with this statement. 

White Americans are significantly less likely than other racial and ethnic groups to think that assisting 
parents is critical to helping low-income children succeed. Whites are divided over whether providing 
more help to parents is the best way to help children escape poverty: 48% agree and 51% disagree. In 
contrast, more than seven in ten black (78%) and Hispanic Americans (73%) say parental assistance is 
critical. Importantly, there is a substantial cleavage of opinion among white Americans.

White young adults (age 18-29) are much more likely than white seniors (age 65 or older) to 
say that helping parents is the only way to provide low-income children a path to succeed 
(57% vs. 42%, respectively). 

There are also strong partisan divisions. Only about four in ten (38%) Republicans agree with the 
idea that family assistance is the only way to help children out of poverty, while a majority (52%) 
of independents and three-quarters (75%) of Democrats say the same. 

56

43

FIGURE 7.  Helping Children in Poverty by Supporting Parents
The only way to make sure that children living in poverty have a chance to succeed in life is to 
provide more assistance to their parents.
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Nearly six in ten (57%) residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions say providing additional 
assistance to parents is the best way to help children escape poverty. Whites in these regions are 
closely divided: 48% agree with the statement and 51% disagree. More than three-quarters (76%) 
of black residents and more than two-thirds (68%) of Hispanic residents in the Southeast and 
Southwest believe parental assistance is pivotal. 
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IV. Cultural Anxiety
Discomfort with Non-English Speakers
A majority (59%) of Americans say they are not bothered when they come into contact with 
immigrants who speak little to no English, while four in ten (40%) say they are bothered 
during these interactions.

Views about immigrants vary markedly by race and ethnicity. Only 22% of Hispanic Americans, 
but 41% of black Americans and 45% of white Americans, report being bothered by coming into 
contact with immigrants who speak no English. There are considerable differences of opinion 
among whites by social affinity. Low-affinity whites are roughly five times more likely than high-af-
finity whites to report being bothered when interacting with non-English-speaking immigrants 
(66% vs. 13%, respectively).

Differences along partisan lines are also significant: Six in ten (60%) Republicans, but only 36% of 
independents and 29% of Democrats, are bothered by such interactions. 

Southeast and Southwest

An identical number (59%) of Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions also say 
they are not bothered when they come into contact with immigrants who speak little or no En-
glish; 40% say it would bother them.

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 8.  Discomfort with Immigrants Who Do Not Speak English among Southeast and 
Southwest Residents
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Racial differences seen among Americans in the Southeast and Southwest regions mirror 

those nationally. Nearly half (47%) of whites and four in ten (40%) black Americans say that 

contact with non-English speaking immigrants bothers them, compared to roughly one-quar-

ter (27%) of Hispanics in these regions. White residents with a college degree are significantly 

less likely to be bothered by interactions with non-English speaking immigrants than those 

without a college degree (38% vs. 49% respectively). There is a similar gaping difference in 

attitudes of high- and low-affinity whites in these regions. Nearly seven in ten (68%) low-affin-

ity whites, compared to 21% of high-affinity whites, say it bothers them when they come into 

contact with immigrants who do not speak English. 

Partisan differences are also large in these regions. A majority (55%) of Republicans in these 

regions are bothered by coming into contact with immigrants who do not speak English, but 

only 36% of independents and 33% of Democrats feel the same. 

Among religious groups these regions, white evangelical Protestants are by far the most likely 

to be bothered by interactions with non-English speaking immigrants. A majority (57%) of 

white evangelical Protestants say they are bothered by such interactions, compared to 49% of 

white mainline protestants, 35% of Catholics, and 29% of those with no religious affiliation. 

Stranger in My Own Country
Almost half of Americans (44%) agree that things have changed so much that they often feel 

like strangers in their own country. A majority (55%) of the public disagrees.

Nationally, black Americans (59%) are significantly more likely than white (43%) or Hispanic 

Americans (38%) to say they feel like strangers in their own country. Black Americans have 

become increasingly likely to affirm this statement. In 2016, fewer than half (48%) of black 

Americans reported that they felt like a stranger in their own country.4 The views of whites 

did not change over the same time period, with roughly as many (40%) in agreement with the 

statement last year.

Young people are significantly less likely than older Americans to report that they feel like 

strangers in their own country. Only about one-third (34%) of Americans under the age of 30 

agree with this statement, compared to a majority (53%) of those age 65 or older. 

4	 PRRI/The Atlantic 2016 White Working Class Survey, September 2016.
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The Southeast and Southwest

Close to half (48%) of Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions say they feel 

like a stranger in their own country. A slim majority (51%) disagree. 

There is broader agreement across racial and ethnic groups in these regions. A majority (54%) 

of black residents and close to half of Hispanic (45%) and white residents (49%) report feeling 

this way. However, low-affinity whites are far more likely than high-affinity whites to say they 

feel like a stranger in their own country (71% vs. 27%, respectively).

Both age and education play a strong role in shaping whether the attitudes of whites in the 

region. A majority (53%) of whites without a college degree say they often feel like a stranger, 

compared to only 38% of whites with a four-year college education. And while more than half 

(55%) of white seniors say they often feel like a stranger in their own country, only 39% of 

white young adults express the same view. 

There is surprisingly little difference between partisans. Roughly half of Republicans (52%), 

independents (48%), and Democrats (48%) in these regions report that they often feel like 

strangers in their own country. 

Sources: PRRI/The Atlantic White Working Class 2016 Survey; PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 9. More Black Americans Feel Like a Stranger in Their Own Country
Percent who agree: “Things have changed so much I often feel like a stranger in my own country.
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Discrimination Against Whites
Nearly half (48%) of all Americans—and a majority (54%) of white Americans—believe that dis-
crimination against whites has become as big of a problem as discrimination against blacks and 
other minorities. Only about one-third (36%) of Hispanic Americans and 28% of black Americans 
agree. Among whites, those who feel a strong affinity to racial, ethnic, and religious minorities are 
far less likely to express this view than those with weak affinities (30% vs. 69%, respectively).

Nationally, attitudes about “reverse discrimination” are more tied to partisanship than they are 
to race. Seven in ten (70%) Republicans agree discrimination against whites is as big a problem 
as discrimination against minorities, a view shared by fewer than half (46%) of independents and 
only about three in ten (31%) Democrats. 

White Christians also tend to be much more apt to think that discrimination against whites has 
become as big a problem as discrimination against blacks and other minorities. Roughly two-
thirds (66%) of white evangelical Protestants, 56% of white Catholics, and 53% of white mainline 
Protestants feel this way, compared to fewer than four in ten religiously unaffiliated (36%), His-
panic Catholics (34%), and black Protestants (28%).

The Southeast and Southwest

A slim majority (51%) of Americans in the Southeast and Southwest regions say discrimination 
against whites is as big of a problem as discrimination against blacks and other minorities. 

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 10.  Perceptions of “Reverse Discrimination” Among Whites in the Southeast and Southwest
Today discrimination against whites has become as big a problem as discrimination against 
blacks and other minorities.
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Whites in these regions are even more likely to agree that reverse discrimination is a problem. 
More than six in ten (61%) whites across these regions perceive discrimination against whites 
to be as big of a problem as discrimination against nonwhites, compared to 40% of Hispanic 
residents and 32% of black residents. Whites who feel little affinity to minority groups are much 
more likely to express concerns about reverse discrimination than those who have much greater 
affinity (72% vs. 38%, respectively).

Among whites in these regions, there are significant age differences in how widely reverse 
discrimination is perceived as a problem. Only 41% of white residents under the age of 30 say 
discrimination against whites is as big a problem as discrimination against nonwhites, while six in 
ten (60%) white seniors agree. 

Education also matters a great deal. Nearly two-thirds (64%) of whites without a college degree say 
reverse discrimination is a serious problem, compared to half (50%) of whites with a college degree. 

Perceptions of Effort and Success
Most Americans reject the idea that inequality between white and black Americans is primarily 
due to a lack of effort among black Americans to improve their condition. A majority (55%) of 
Americans disagree with the statement that “if blacks would only try harder, they would be just as 
well off as whites.” However, a significant minority (43%) agree.

A majority of every racial and ethnic group rejects the notion that effort is the driving force 
behind racial inequality. A majority of black (68%), Hispanic (57%), and white Americans (53%) dis-
agree that blacks could be as well off as whites if they only put forth more effort. However, more 
than two-thirds (68%) of low-affinity whites say blacks would be as well off as whites if they would 
try harder; only 26% of high-affinity whites agree.

There are yawning political differences on this question. Republicans are twice as likely as Dem-
ocrats to agree that inequality is caused by a lack of effort among black Americans (60% vs. 30%, 
respectively). The views of independents mirror the general public.

The Southeast and Southwest

Southeast and Southwest residents are more divided on this issue. Close to half (47%) of Amer-
icans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions agree that racial inequality is primarily the 
result of lack of effort among black Americans. A slim majority (51%) disagree.

A majority (52%) of white residents in these regions agree that if blacks would only try harder 
they would be just as well off as whites. More than four in ten (44%) Hispanics, and more than 
one-third (37%) of black Americans agree with this statement as well. Low-affinity whites in these 
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regions are more than twice as likely as high-affinity whites to say inequality is due to lack of ef-
fort among blacks (67% vs. 33%, respectively).

Among white Americans, gaps across educational lines are evident in these regions, although 
they are smaller than they are nationwide. A majority (55%) of whites without a college de-
gree believe that gaps between blacks and whites are due to effort, a view shared by 42% of 
college-educated whites. 

There is a wide disparity in the views of Republicans and Democrats in the region. Republicans 
are roughly twice as likely as Democrats to think that blacks would be more equal if they only 
tried harder: 65% vs. 33%, respectively. 

Government Attention to the Problems of Minorities
Most Americans do not believe the government has paid too much attention to the problems of 
blacks and other minorities over the past couple of decades. A majority (58%) of the public reject 
this statement, while four in ten (40%) embrace it. 

A majority of black (68%), Hispanic (60%), and white Americans (54%) disagree the government 
has been too focused on the problems confronting blacks and other minorities over the past 
several decades. More than four in ten (44%) white Americans agree the government has paid 
too much attention to minority groups in the recent past, while fewer Hispanics (37%) and blacks 
(28%) agree. Among whites there are divisions by education and affinity. Half (50%) of whites 

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 11.  Government Attention to Minorities, Among Whites by education
Percent who agree that over the past couple of decades, the government has paid too much 
attention to the problems of blacks and other minorities.
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without a college degree agree that government has prioritized too highly the problems of racial 
and ethnic minorities, compared to 31% of college-educated whites. Low-affinity whites are also 
much more likely than those with a high affinity to say that the government has paid too much 
attention to the issue facing black Americans (64% vs. 26%, respectively).

As with other racial attitudes, views about government assistance to minorities are sharply 
polarized by political affiliation. Nearly six in ten (59%) Republicans believe the government has 
focused too much attention on the problems of blacks and other minorities, a view shared by 
only 27% of Democrats. Independents largely mirror the general public.

The Southeast and Southwest

Most (55%) residents in the Southeast and Southwest regions also reject the notion that the 
government has paid too much attention to the challenges facing blacks and other minorities. 
However, more than four in ten (43%) agree. 

Opinions on whether the government pays too much attention to the problems of racial minori-
ties vary by race and ethnicity. Roughly half (48%) of white residents in these regions agree the 
government pays too much attention to the problems of racial minorities, while 40% of Hispanics 
residents and 30% of black residents report the same. 

Among whites in these regions, attitudes vary by educational attainment. A slim majority (51%) 
of whites without a college degree agree with this statement, compared to 39% of those with a 
college degree. 

Police Treatment of Black Americans and Minority Groups
A majority (57%) of Americans do not believe that police treat black Americans and members of 
other minority communities generally the same as whites. Roughly four in ten (42%) Americans 
believe police treat these groups equally. Opinions on whether police officers generally treat 
blacks and minorities the same as whites vary dramatically by race, ethnicity, and party affiliation.

White Americans are about evenly divided over whether the police treat minority communities 
the same as whites: 49% agree vs. 51% disagree. More than eight in ten (83%) black Americans 
and nearly two-thirds (65%) of Hispanic Americans do not believe blacks and other minorities are 
treated the same by police as whites. Whites without a college degree are only slightly more likely 
than those with a four-year degree to believe police officers are equitable in their treatment of 
minority communities (50% vs. 44%, respectively). In contrast, whites with a low affinity for racial, 
ethnic, and religious minorities are much more likely than high-affinity whites to say the same 
(61% vs. 36%, respectively).



28 ATTITUDES ON CHILD AND FAMILY WELLBEING

Though racial differences in views of policing are large, they are dwarfed by differences across 
political lines. Nearly two-thirds (66%) of Republicans say whites and minorities are treated the 
same by police, while only 42% of independents and 26% of Democrats say the same. Differenc-
es across presidential vote choice are even larger. Roughly seven in ten (71%) Trump supporters 
think police treat people of all races equally, compared to only fewer than one-quarter (23%) of 
Clinton supporters. 

The Southeast and Southwest

Views about police treatment of minority groups are similar among residents in the Southeast 
and Southwest. A majority (55%) of the region’s residents do not believe that black Americans and 
other minority groups receive equal treatment by the police, while 44% agree that they do.

Racial gaps in views on policing are even larger in the Southeast and Southwest than they are 
elsewhere. A majority (52%) of white residents believe police generally treat people of all races 
equally, compared to only 16% of black residents. Fewer than four in ten (37%) Hispanics believe 
police treatment is equitable. Interestingly, there is a smaller gap among whites in these regions 
by social affinity—fewer than six in ten (58%) whites with low affinity say police officers treat all 
people equally compared to 42% of those with a high affinity.

As is the case nationally, Republicans and Democrats within these regions hold dramatically dif-
ferent views on the issue of policing equality. More than two-thirds (68%) of Republicans, but only 
24% of Democrats in these regions, feel police treat people of all races the same. 

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 12.  Perceptions of Sacrifices Made for Other Races, by Party Affiliation
People like me are asked to make too many sacrifices that benefit people of another race. 
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Making Sacrifices to Benefit Other Racial Groups
Americans generally doubt they are required to make sacrifices that benefit other racial and eth-
nic groups. More than six in ten (62%) Americans do not believe they are being asked to make too 
many sacrifices to benefit people of another race, while 36% agree.

Interestingly, responses to this question vary little by racial or ethnic identity. Notably, black Americans 
(42%) are more likely than white (36%) and Hispanic Americans (31%) to agree with this statement. 

Political affiliation matters a great deal on this issue. Nearly half (49%) of Republicans and a 
majority (54%) of Trump supporters feel they are being asked to make too many sacrifices that 
benefit people of other races. No more than one-third of independents (33%), Democrats (30%), 
and Clinton supporters (25%) believe they are being asked to make too many sacrifices.

The Southeast and Southwest

Whites in the Southeast and Southwest regions are more likely than whites nationally to say they 
have been asked to make too many sacrifices for people of different races. More than four in ten 
(42%) whites in these regions agree they have been asked to make too many sacrifices, compared 
to roughly one-third of black (35%) and Hispanic residents (32%). 

Among whites in the Southeast and Southwest, there are notable differences by education lev-
el. Whites without a college degree (45%) are more likely than whites with a degree (32%) to say 
they have been asked to make too many sacrifices for people of another race. White men (45%) 
are also somewhat more likely than white women (38%) to say they have been asked to make 
too many sacrifices. 

Partisan differences are considerable in these regions. Republicans (49%) are substantially 
more likely than independents (37%) and Democrats (34%) to say they are having to make too 
many concessions.
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V. Views of Government
Is Government Wasteful?
Americans are generally skeptical of the government’s ability to efficiently and effectively deliver 
services to citizens. More than six in ten (63%) Americans agree things run by the government are 
usually inefficient and wasteful. Only 36% of the public disagree. 

Views about the efficiency of government vary by race and ethnicity, although majorities of every 
major group perceive its inefficiency. Approximately two-thirds (66%) of white Americans say the 
government is usually inefficient and wasteful, compared to 56% of black Americans and 53% of 
Hispanic Americans. 

There are strong partisan differences in perceptions of government’s efficiency. Republicans 
(74%) and independents (67%) are more likely than Democrats (51%) to agree the government is 
inefficient and wasteful. It’s notable that even among Democrats, fewer than half (47%) disagree 
with the statement. 

Americans are also not generally inclined to give government the benefit of the doubt. Fewer 
than half (46%) of the public say the government generally does a better job than it is given credit 
for, while 53% believe that it does not.

There are no racial or ethnic differences on this issue. Fewer than half of Hispanic (47%), white 
(45%), and black Americans (44%) say the government does not receive the credit it deserves. 

The Southeast and Southwest

Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest U.S. closely resemble the rest of the country on 
attitudes toward the government. Close to two-thirds (64%) say programs run by the government 
are usually inefficient and wasteful and fewer than half (45%) say government deserves more 
credit for the job it does than it gets.

The racial divide is somewhat larger in these regions than it is nationally. Seven in ten (70%) white 
Americans in these regions agree the government is usually wasteful, a view shared by fewer His-
panic (54%) and black Americans (51%). White residents (41%) are also less likely than black (50%) 
and Hispanic residents (51%) to say that government does a better job than it gets credit for.

Among residents of the regions, differences in attitudes toward government are stark across lines 
of party affiliation. Three-quarters (75%) of Republicans say the government is inefficient and 
wasteful while slightly more than half (52%) of Democrats agree. Importantly, Democrats are only 
somewhat more likely than Republicans to say the government often does a better job than it 
gets credit for—52% vs. 40%, respectively. 
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Is Private Charity Enough? 
Despite generally negative views about how the government operates, Americans of all types still 
see a role for government in helping the poor. Only 36% agree the government is providing too 
many social services that should be left to religious groups and private charities. More than six in 
ten (62%) disagree. In addition, more than three-quarters (77%) of the public agree nonprofit and 
religious groups are not large enough to address the needs of poor Americans.

There are modest differences by race and ethnicity in views about the government’s role in the 
administration of social services. White Americans (39%) are somewhat more likely than Hispanic 
(29%) and black Americans (28%) to say the government is doing more than it should in this area. 

FIGURE 13.  Nonprofits and Religious Charities Are Not Large Enough to Address All the 
Needs of Poor Americans

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.
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But roughly equal numbers of whites (78%), blacks (78%), and Hispanics (74%) agree secular and 
religious nonprofits do not have the capacity to address the needs of poor Americans. 

Republicans and Democrats are sharply at odds in views about the role the government should 
play in providing social welfare. More than six in ten (61%) Republicans agree the government is 
doing more than it should, while only 19% of Democrats agree. The views of political indepen-
dents closely track those of the general public.

There is greater cross-partisan consensus about the inability of nonprofits and religious chari-
ties to address the needs of poor Americans. High majorities of Democrats (81%), independents 
(78%), and Republicans (71%) agree religious and secular charities are not large enough to meet 
the needs of those living in poverty.

Across different religious denominations and traditions, there is widespread agreement that 
religious charities and nonprofits are not able to sufficiently address poverty. Roughly eight in 
ten white mainline Protestants (83%), black Protestants (81%), and white evangelical Protestants 
(79%), along with roughly three-quarters (76%) of Catholics, agree nonprofits and charities cannot 
adequately address the needs of poor Americans. Nearly three-quarters (74%) of religiously unaf-
filiated Americans also agree.

The Southeast and Southwest

Americans living in the Southeast and Southeast express similar views about government’s role 
in society. About four in ten (42%) Americans living in these regions say government is doing too 
much, while a majority (57%) disagree.

In the Southeast and Southwest regions, white Americans are more likely to perceive the govern-
ment as being too involved in the provision of social services. Nearly half (48%) of whites in these 
regions say government is doing too much, compared to 38% of Hispanics and 29% of black resi-
dents. However, there are no significant differences across racial lines in the belief that nonprofit 
charities are large enough to address the needs of the poor. Roughly three-quarters of black 
(76%), white (74%), and Hispanic residents (74%) say such organizations are not large enough to 
address all the needs of poor Americans. 

The opinion gap between Republicans and Democrats in these regions is roughly the same as it is 
nationally. Nearly two-thirds (65%) of Republicans in the Southeast and Southwest regions say the 
government has been too involved in providing social services, a view shared by only one-quarter 
(25%) of Democrats. There is a political consensus about the inability of nonprofits and religious 
charities to address all the needs of poor Americans, with at least two-thirds Democrats (81%), 
independents (73%), and Republicans (69%) expressing agreement.
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Does Government Help the People it is Designed to Help? 
Two-thirds (67%) of the public agree the government is too often helping the wrong people, while 
roughly one-third (32%) of the public disagree.

Notably, there is little divergence in opinion across racial and ethnic lines. About two-thirds of Hispanic 
(65%), white (66%), and black Americans (70%) agree the government too often helps the wrong people. 

There are important differences by political affiliation on the issue. More than three-quarters 
(77%) of Republicans say the government often helps the wrong people, compared to 64% of 
independents and 61% of Democrats.

The Southeast/Southwest

Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions are similarly inclined to believe the gov-
ernment is helping people it should not. Close to seven in ten (68%) residents in those regions say 
government too often helps the wrong people. 

Views are similar across racial and ethnic lines: Roughly two-thirds of white (69%), black (66%), 
and Hispanic residents (65%) agree the government is assisting people it should not. 

Among white residents, those without a college degree are more likely than those with one to 
think the government helps the wrong people. Nearly three-quarters (73%) of whites without a 
college degree say the government too often helps the wrong people, compared to about six in 
ten (61%) whites with college degrees who say the same. 

Among residents in the Southeast and Southwest, there are meaningful differences across party 
lines, although majorities across the political spectrum agree the government too often helps the 
wrong people. Republicans (76%) are more likely than independents (68%) or Democrats (61%) to 
say the government often helps the wrong people. 

Views of Government Aid Recipients
Americans are roughly evenly divided on whether people who receive welfare payments from the 
government are genuinely in need of aid (53%) or taking advantage of the system (45%). 

White Americans are even more closely divided over the issue than Americans overall. Half (50%) 
of white Americans say people receiving welfare need the assistance, while roughly as many 
(48%) say they are taking advantage of the system. Six in ten black (60%) and Hispanic Americans 
(60%) say people who receive welfare are genuinely in need of help. 

Views of welfare recipients differ drastically by political affiliation. Only 32% of Republicans be-
lieve welfare recipients are genuinely in need of help, while a majority of independents (53%) and 
Democrats (69%) say that they are. 
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The Southeast/Southwest

Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest are similarly divided in their view of welfare 
recipients. Nearly half (49%) of residents in these regions say welfare recipients are genuinely in 
need of assistance, while roughly as many (48%) say they are abusing the system. 

White Americans in the Southeast and Southwest regions have considerably more negative atti-
tudes than whites overall toward recipients of welfare. A majority (55%) of whites in these regions 
say welfare recipients are abusing the system, while 42% say they are in need of help. A majority 
(55%) of Hispanics and nearly two-thirds (65%) of black Americans say people who receive welfare 
are truly in need of such assistance.

The views of whites are stratified by educational attainment. Whites without a college degree are 
much less likely than those with a college degree to say welfare recipients are genuinely in need 
of help (38% vs. 53%, respectively). 

The political gulf in views of welfare recipients eclipses racial and ethnic differences. Democrats are 
more than twice as likely as Republicans to say welfare recipients are genuinely in need of the assistance 
(67% vs. 30%, respectively). Independents are closely divided in their views of recipients of welfare.

Trust in Government
Trust in the U.S. government has been stagnant or declining for several decades, and clear major-
ities of Americans do not trust the federal government to do what is right. Opinions are some-
what more positive, though, when it comes to trust in state and local governments. 

Less than three in ten (29%) Americans say they trust the federal government to do what is right 
“just about always” or “most of the time.” A majority (56%) say it can be trusted “only some of the 
time,” and 15% say it can be trusted “none of the time.” 

Americans exhibit only slightly more confidence in their state governments. Roughly one-third 
(34%) say they trust their state government most of the time or nearly always. About half (51%) 
say they trust their state government some of the time, while 14% say they never trust it. More 
than four in ten (43%) Americans say they trust their local government most of the time or nearly 
always. Roughly as many (45%) say their local government can be trusted some of the time, and 
10% say they never trust it. 

Trust in government does vary markedly across racial lines—especially for lower levels of gov-
ernment. Black and white Americans are roughly equally distrusting of the federal government: 
Only 26% of whites and 24% of blacks say they trust the federal government always or most of 
the time. More than one-third (37%) of Hispanics report trusting the federal government at least 
most of the time. In contrast, Hispanic and white Americans are more likely than black Americans 
to express trust in their state government (37% vs. 35% vs. 24%, respectively). Similarly, while 
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more than four in ten (42%) Hispanics and close to half of white Americans (46%) trust their local 
government at least most of the time, only 27% of black Americans feel similarly. 

The Southeast/Southwest

Americans in the Southeast and Southwest regions report similar levels of trust in federal (30%), 
state (36%), and local governments (42%).

Disparate levels of trust exist in the Southeast and Southwest among racial and ethnic groups. 
Hispanic residents of these regions (38%) are the most likely to have high levels of trust in the 
federal government, while trust in the federal government is roughly equal among black (29%) 
and white residents (27%) of these regions. When it comes to state governments, however, 
Hispanics (41%) and whites (36%) in these regions are considerably more trusting than black res-
idents (27%). The trust gap is even larger on the local level, with more than four in ten Hispanics 
(46%) and whites (43%) expressing trust in their local government, compared to fewer than three 
in ten (28%) black residents.

Notably, partisan differences in trust are relatively modest. More than three in ten Republicans 
(37%) and Democrats (31%) say they can trust the federal government at least most of the time. 
Far fewer independents (23%) feel the same. The trust gap grows significantly larger in views about 
state and local government. Half (50%) of Republicans—compared to fewer than one-third of inde-
pendents (31%) and Democrats (31%)—say they trust their state government at least most of the 
time. Similarly, while a majority (55%) of Republicans say they trust their local government at least 
most of the time, only 34% of independents and 39% of Democrats report similar levels of trust. 

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 14.  Trust in Government, by Race and Ethnicity
Percent who say they can trust each of the following just about always or most of the time... 
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PART II. 
KIDS’ WELLBEING 
PRIORITIES, PROBLEMS, 

AND POLICIES
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VI. Issue Priorities and Community Problems
Critical Issues in the Country
No issues are viewed as more critical among Americans today than health care and child pover-
ty. Nearly two-thirds (65%) of Americans say health care is a critical issue to them, and nearly as 
many (63%) cite child poverty as a critical issue. Notably, fewer than half (48%) of Americans say 
the issue of poverty generally is a critical issue. At least half the public say crime (54%), ensuring 
all children have equal opportunities to succeed (54%), and the quality of public schools (50%) are 
critically important issues. Fewer than half of Americans cite immigration (45%) or immigration 
issues that affect children (44%), domestic violence (44%), the cost of higher education (38%), race 
relations (37%), or the cost of child care (31%) as critical issues to them. 

TABLE 1.  Critical Issues by Race, Ethnicity and Class
Percent who say the following is a critical issue to them personally.

All 
Americans

Black, non-
Hispanic Hispanic

White, 
non-

Hispanic

White,  
no college 

degree

White, 
college 
degree

White,  
low 

affinity

White,  
high 

affinity

Healthcare 65% 65% 63% 65% 65% 63% 65% 72%

Children living 
in poverty

63 79 75 56 60 49 51 64

Crime 54 63 53 51 57 39 65 31

Equal 
opportunities 
for children

54 74 60 48 50 45 47 63

Quality of 
public schools

50 59 54 45 43 51 42 53

People living in 
poverty

48 70 46 45 46 42 52 56

Immigration 
issues

45 38 52 46 46 46 58 44

Domestic 
violence

44 59 48 39 45 27 44 34

Immigration 
issues that 
affect children

44 36 54 61 36 37 21 48

Cost of higher 
education

38 57 48 32 33 28 32 38

Race Relations 37 59 41 32 29 37 23 46

Cost of 
childcare

31 53 36 25 29 14 24 22

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.
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The importance of particular issues varies by race and ethnicity. At least three-quarters of black 
(79%) and Hispanic Americans (75%) say that child poverty is a critical concern, a view shared by 
just 56% of white Americans. However, the views of white Americans vary considerably by edu-
cation and social affinity. Six in ten (60%) white Americans without a four-year college degree say 
the issue of child poverty is critically important, compared to fewer than half (49%) of whites with 
a college degree. Whites with a high affinity for minority groups are more likely than low-affinity 
whites to prioritize child poverty (64% vs. 51%, respectively). 

Americans overall are about equally as likely to prioritize immigration generally and immigra-
tion issues affecting children. White Americans, however, are more likely to say immigration is a 
critical concern than they are to say immigration issues that impact children are a critical concern 
(46% vs. 36%, respectively). In contrast, black and Hispanic Americans are more likely to prioritize 
immigration issues that affect children than they are to prioritize immigration generally: More 
than six in ten (61%) Hispanic Americans and a majority (54%) of black Americans say immigra-
tion issues that impact children are a critical priority, while only about half (52%) of Hispanics 
and fewer than four in ten (38%) black Americans say immigration is a critical issue. There are no 
educational differences among whites in concerns about immigration issues that affect children, 
but whites with a high affinity are more likely than those with a low affinity to say this issue is a 
priority (48% vs. 21%, respectively).

Black and Hispanic Americans also report being more concerned about providing equal oppor-
tunities for children. Approximately three-quarters (74%) of black Americans and six in ten (60%) 
Hispanic Americans say that ensuring all children have equal opportunities to succeed is critical. 
In contrast, fewer than half (48%) of white Americans say this is a critical issue for them. There are 
no differences among whites by education, but low-affinity whites are much less likely to say this 
is a critical issue than high-affinity whites (47% vs. 63%, respectively). 

Black Americans are more likely than white or Hispanic Americans to rate a number of other 
issues as critically important. A majority (53%) of black Americans say the cost of childcare is crit-
ically important to them, compared to only 36% of Hispanics and 25% of whites. Similarly, nearly 
six in ten (59%) black Americans say domestic violence is a major concern, while fewer than half 
of Hispanic (48%) and white Americans (39%) agree. However, whites without a college degree are 
much more likely than white college graduates to cite domestic violence as a critical issue (45% 
vs. 27%, respectively). 

In general, Democrats are much more likely than Republicans to prioritize issues affecting 
children, particularly vulnerable children. Nearly six in ten (59%) Democrats compared to fewer 
than half of independents (45%) and Republicans (44%) say the quality of public schools is a 
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critical issue to them personally. About 
two-thirds (66%) of Democrats and a 
majority (55%) of independents say 
that ensuring equal opportunities for 
children is a critical concern, while 
only 39% of Republicans say the same. 
Child poverty is a critical issue for 
nearly three-quarters of Democrats 
(73%) and more than six in ten (61%) 
independents. Fewer than half (45%) 
of Republicans say children living in 
poverty is a critical issue. Notably, while 
Republicans are somewhat more likely 
than Democrats to prioritize immigra-
tion in general (53% vs. 43%, respective-
ly), Democrats express greater concern 
about immigration issues that impact 
children (50% vs. 31%, respectively).

The Southeast and Southwest

In the Southeast and Southwest re-
gions, no issues are ranked as more 
important among residents than 
health care (65%) and children living in 
poverty (62%). There are notable racial 
and ethnic divisions on these issues. 
More than seven in ten black (79%) 
and Hispanic residents (72%) of these 
regions say children living in poverty 
is a critical issue to them. Substantially 
fewer (55%) white residents of these 
regions agree. 

A majority (55%) of residents in these regions say that ensuring equal opportunity for children is a 
critical priority, although racial and ethnic differences are manifest: Three-quarters (75%) of black 
residents, roughly six in ten (59%) Hispanic residents, and fewer than half (48%) of white resi-
dents identify this issue as critical. Notably, white residents with a college degree are much more 
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FIGURE 15. How important are the following issues 
to you personally?
Percent saying critical issue, by party affiliation

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.
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likely to prioritize child poverty (57%) than ensuring equal opportunities for all children (43%). 
In contrast, white residents without a college degree are about as likely to say child poverty and 
providing equal opportunities for children are critical concerns (55% vs. 50%, respectively).

Concerns about poverty expressed by white residents vary sharply by education level and gen-
der. Whites without a college degree express substantially greater concern about poverty than 
those with a college education (47% vs. 37%, respectively). A majority (54%) of white women but 
only about one-third (34%) of white men say people living in poverty is a critical issue. 

Problems in American Communities
No issue is cited by more Americans as a major problem for U.S. communities than drug abuse 
and addiction. More than two-thirds (68%) of Americans say drug abuse and addiction is a major 
problem in U.S. communities. A majority (56%) of the public cite the lack of good paying jobs as 
a major problem, while half (50%) report crime is a major concern. Fewer than half of Americans 
say people suffering from hunger and malnutrition (43%), the breakdown of families (43%), a lack 
of opportunities for young people (42%), racism (41%), illegal immigration (39%), and a lack of 
access to good public schools (36%) are major problems in communities around the country.

White Americans express far less concern than black and Hispanic Americans about many of 
these issues. One-third (33%) of whites say racism is a major problem, compared to a majority 

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 16.  Perceptions of People Living in Poverty Among Whites in the Southeast and Southwest 
by Education
People living in poverty is...
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(54%) of Hispanic Americans and two-thirds (67%) of black Americans. A similar number (30%) of 
white Americans say lack of access to good public schools is a major problem, while roughly 
half of Hispanic (47%) and black Americans (51%) say this is a major issue. White Americans re-
port substantially less concern about a lack of opportunities for young people in U.S. communi-
ties—only 36% say it’s a major problem, while half (50%) of Hispanic Americans and more than 
six in ten (61%) black Americans say it’s a pressing issue. White Americans (46%) are also less 
likely than Hispanic (62%) and black Americans (63%) to report crime is a serious problem af-
flicting communities in the U.S. Roughly equal numbers of black (55%) and Hispanic Americans 
(53%) cite hunger and malnutrition as major community problems, while fewer (38%) white 
Americans agree. Black Americans are unique to the extent that they identify the “breakdown 
of families” as a problem for U.S. communities. More than six in ten (61%) black Americans 
say this is a substantial problem, compared to 43% of Hispanics and 40% of whites. Notably, 
consensus among racial and ethnic groups emerges on the issue of drug abuse. About seven in 
ten white (68%), black (70%), and Hispanic Americans (70%) say drug abuse and addiction are 
serious problems facing communities.

The Southeast and Southwest

Americans who live in the Southeast and Southwest regions express similar concerns about the 
problems facing communities in the U.S. Two-thirds (67%) of residents in these regions say drug 

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 17.  Perceptions of Problems Facing Communities in the U.S., by Race and Ethnicity
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addiction and abuse is a major problem afflicting communities, while nearly six in ten (58%) say 
a lack of good paying jobs is a major problem. Similar numbers of black (71%), white (67%), and 
Hispanic residents (63%) cite drug abuse and addiction as a significant problem, but racial and 
ethnic divisions are much more pronounced on the issue of jobs. A majority of white (53%) and 
Hispanic residents (59%), compared to three-quarters (75%) of black residents, say a lack of good 
paying jobs is a major problem.

Racial divisions in the Southeast and Southwest regions mirror those nationally. About two-thirds 
(66%) of black Americans say a lack of opportunities for youth is a major problem, compared to 
half (50%) of Hispanics and 39% of whites. Black Americans (62%) are also much more likely than 
white (44%) and Hispanic Americans (40%) to say the breakdown of families is a major problem 
confronting American communities.
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VII. Child Welfare Policies
Tax Breaks for Low-Income Parents
Nationally, an overwhelming majority (87%) of Americans support providing tax breaks to low-in-
come parents with child support obligations to help them care for their children, and more than 
four in ten (41%) Americans strongly support this policy.

Support for tax breaks for low-income parents is strong across the lines of age, race, and gen-
der. The policy enjoys considerable bipartisan support, though support is more pronounced 
among Democrats and independents. More than three-quarters of Democrats (92%), in-
dependents (87%), and Republicans (77%) favor tax breaks for low-income parents. A slim 
majority (51%) of Democrats strongly favor the policy, compared to 39% of independents, and 
28% of Republicans.

There is robust support for such a policy among Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest 
regions. More than eight in ten (85%) residents of these regions express support for providing 
tax breaks to low-income parents with child support obligations. There is broad support for this 
policy across racial, ethnic, and generational lines.

Pre-K Education
Americans overwhelmingly support free pre-K education: Eight in ten (80%) Americans favor 
providing free pre-kindergarten services to all children in their state, including 40% who strongly 
favor this policy.

Support for universal pre-K education stretches across racial and ethnic groups. At least 
three-quarters of white (77%), Hispanic (87%), and black Americans (88%) favor providing free 
pre-K education in their state.

The most significant differences in support for free pre-K are observed along partisan lines. While 
majorities of all political parties support free pre-K, Democrats (92%) express far more staunch 
support for the policy, followed by Independents (80%) and Republicans (65%).

Nearly two-thirds (66%) of Americans say pre-K programs in their state should be supported by 
local taxpayers the same way public schools are funded; only one-third (33%) say parents should 
be obligated to pay for such programs for their children themselves.

While majorities of all racial and ethnic groups say taxpayers should fund pre-K, support is stron-
gest among black (83%) and Hispanic Americans (73%) and lowest among whites (61%). 
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Differences among partisans are considerable. Roughly eight in ten (81%) Democrats and about 
two-thirds (64%) of independents say local taxpayers should support pre-K programs. Republicans, 
however, are closely divided: Half (50%) say local taxpayers should support pre-K programs, while 
49% say parents should be obligated to pay for such programs for their children themselves.

Similar degrees of support emerge among Americans residing in the Southeast and Southwest. 
More than eight in ten (81%) Americans in these regions are in favor of providing free pre-Kinder-
garten access to all children in their state, compared to 18% who do not support this policy.

Government Support for Extended Family Caregivers
More than eight in ten (84%) Americans agree the government should provide financial assis-
tance to relatives, such as grandparents, who are able to care for children who have been in 
foster care. 

Such a policy sees overwhelming support among Americans of varying racial and ethnic back-
grounds. More than eight in ten white (81%), Hispanic (88%), and black Americans (91%) agree the 
government should support the extended family who care for children.

This policy also garners support across the political spectrum. More than three-quarters of Dem-
ocrats (93%), independents (80%), and Republicans (78%) agree the government should support 
the extended family of children who serve as their caregivers.  

FIGURE 18.  Support for Taxpayer Funded Pre-K, by Party Affiliation
Do you think Pre-Kindergarten programs in your state should be...

All Americans Republican Independent Democrat
0

30

50

10

60

Supported by local taxpayers	 Paid for by parents

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey. 

70

40

20

90

80
66

33

50 49

64

35

81

18



NATIONAL AND SOUTHEAST/SOUTHWEST PERSPECTIVES 45

More than eight in ten (85%) Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions express 
support for providing financial assistance to relatives who take care of children, compared to 15% 
who do not support such a policy.

Public School Funding
A majority (56%) of Americans agree public schools that serve many poor students, students 
learning English as a second language, and students in foster care should receive more money 
per student than public schools who serve fewer of these students. More than four in ten (42%) 
Americans oppose this policy. 

Substantial differences of opinion exist among Americans by racial and ethnic background. 
More than seven in ten (71%) Hispanic Americans and nearly two-thirds (65%) of black Amer-
icans favor a policy that provides extra resources to schools serving students with greater 
needs, compared to a slim majority (52%) of white Americans. High-affinity whites are far more 
likely than those with low affinity to support increased aid for these types of public schools 
(68% vs. 36%, respectively).

Stark differences emerge along partisan lines. Seven in ten (70%) Democrats agree schools that 
serve disadvantaged populations should receive additional funding, while fewer than half (45%) 
of Republicans agree.

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 19. Increased Funding for Schools with Greater Needs, Among Whites by Minority Affinity
Public schools that serve many poor students, students learning English as a second language, 
and students in foster care should receive more money per student
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Views on the policy vary considerably by age: More than two-thirds (68%) of young Americans 
(age 18-29) say schools that serve students with outstanding needs should receive more funding, 
compared to 52% of seniors (age 65 or older) who agree.

A majority (56%) of Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions express support for 
such a policy. Hispanic residents (69%) of these regions are among the strongest supporters of 
the policy, while significantly fewer black (56%) and white residents (51%) express support.

Financial Incentives for Foster Care
Most Americans believe financial assistance significantly influences people’s decisions to become 
foster parents. Nearly three-quarters (72%) of Americans say people often agree to become fos-
ter parents because of the financial support they receive from the government.

The belief that financial considerations often influence people’s decisions to take in foster children 
is about equally as strong among different racial and ethnic groups. At least seven in ten black 
(79%), white (72%), and Hispanic Americans (72%) agree people often become foster parents be-
cause of the money they receive from government. About four in ten (39%) blacks say such deliber-
ation occurs very often, compared to 28% of Hispanics and 24% of whites who say the same.

This view is also largely shared among residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions of the 
U.S. Nearly three-quarters (74%) of Americans residing in these regions say financial incentives 
often inspire people to become foster parents.
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VIII. Criminal Justice Policies 
Criminal History
Most Americans believe employers should be able to ask about criminal history on job applica-
tion forms, and oppose policies that would forbid them from doing so. Only 38% of Americans 
agree employers should be prohibited from asking about criminal history on job application 
forms; approximately six in ten (61%) oppose such a policy. 

White Americans (65%) are the most likely among racial and ethnic groups to oppose prohibit-
ing employers from asking about criminal history, while Hispanic Americans are more closely 
divided (53% oppose, 46% favor). Fewer than half (47%) of black Americans oppose such a pol-
icy, while a slim majority (51%) favor prohibiting employers from asking about criminal history 
on job application forms.

Nearly three-quarters (74%) of Republicans, compared to about six in ten (59%) independents 
and a majority (53%) of Democrats, say employers should not be restricted from inquiring about 
criminal history on job application forms.

The Southeast and Southwest

Views among residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions are nearly identical to the gen-
eral public. More than six in ten (62%) Americans in these regions say employers should not be 

Source: PRRI 2017 Kids’ Wellbeing Survey.

FIGURE 20. Attitudes about Whether Employers Should Ask about Criminal History
Prohibiting employers from asking about criminal history on job application forms.
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prohibited from asking about criminal history as part of the job application process. More than 
one-third (37%) of residents support such a policy. 

Divisions by race and ethnicity in the Southeast and Southwest in views on this policy are stark. 
A slim majority (53%) of blacks in these regions support policies that would stop employers 
from inquiring about criminal history, compared to fewer than half (44%) of Hispanics and only 
30% of whites. 

Partisanship plays a significant role in explaining attitudes toward this issue. Close to half (47%) of 
Democrats in the Southeast and Southwest support a policy that would prohibit employers from 
asking about criminal history, while four in ten (40%) independents and only one in five (20%) 
Republicans support such a policy. Eight in ten (80%) Republicans, nearly six in ten (59%) indepen-
dents, and a slim majority (52%) of Democrats in these regions oppose this policy.

Sentencing
More than six in ten (61%) Americans believe judges should always consider the impact on 
children and families when making sentencing and prison assignment decisions for parents 
convicted of a crime. Nearly four in ten (38%) say judges should not be required to consider such 
circumstances when making sentencing decisions.

There are substantial differences of opinion between Americans of varying racial and ethnic 
backgrounds. Nearly three-quarters (73%) of black Americans and roughly six in ten Hispanic 
(63%) and white Americans (58%) say judges should consider family circumstances when making 
sentencing and other judicial decisions.

There is a wide disparity in the views of partisans on the issue. More than seven in ten (72%) 
Democrats believe judges should consider the impact on children and families when making 
sentencing and prison assignment decisions, compared to nearly six in ten (59%) independents 
and roughly half (51%) of Republicans. Nearly as many (48%) Republicans say judges ought not to 
worry about how sentencing decisions would impact children.

There is greater consensus among the public over whether nonviolent juvenile offenders belong 
in prison. More than three-quarters (77%) of Americans say judges should find alternatives to 
prison for nonviolent juvenile offenders.

This view is embraced by wide swathes of the racial and ethnic spectrum. More than three-quar-
ters of Hispanics (76%), whites (77%), and blacks (81%) favor alternatives to prison for nonviolent 
juvenile offenders.

There is political consensus on the issue: Nearly two-thirds (64%) of Republicans and at least eight 
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in ten independents (80%) and Democrats (83%) say judges should be encouraged to find alterna-
tives to prison for nonviolent juvenile offenders.

The Southeast and Southwest

In general, residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions agree judges should consider the 
interests of families when handing out sentences to people convicted of crimes. More than six 
in ten (61%) residents of these regions agree judges should take into account considerations of 
children and families when making sentencing and prison assignment decisions. 

There are similar differences of opinion among residents of these regions by racial and ethnic 
background. More than seven in ten (72%) blacks and two-thirds (67%) of Hispanics in the South-
east and Southwest say judges should take into account family considerations when making 
sentencing decisions, while fewer (57%) whites say the same. 

Democrats (73%) in the Southeast and Southwest are also more likely than independents (61%) 
and Republicans (52%) in these regions to believe the considerations of families and children 
should be taken into account. 

Roughly three-quarters (76%) of Southeasterners and Southwesterners favor a policy that would 
encourage judges to find alternatives to prison for nonviolent juvenile offenders. 

Bail and Incarceration for Nonviolent Offenders
Most Americans do not believe it is appropriate for nonviolent offenders who cannot make bail 
to remain incarcerated. More than six in ten (63%) Americans agree that people convicted of non-
violent crimes should not be held in jail between their arrest and trial date simply because they 
cannot afford bail; 35% disagree.

There is general consensus on the issue across racial and ethnic lines. Nearly seven in ten (69%) 
blacks and roughly six in ten whites (62%) and Hispanics (59%) do not believe nonviolent offend-
ers who cannot afford bail should remain imprisoned until their trial. 

There are only modest differences across the political divide. More than six in ten Democrats 
(69%) and independents (63%) say nonviolent offenders who cannot afford bail should not be 
held in jail between their arrest and trial date, compared to a majority (56%) of Republicans who 
say the same.

The Southeast and Southwest

Most residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions do not believe people should be held in 
jail because they cannot afford bail. A majority (62%) of residents in these regions agree people 



50 ATTITUDES ON CHILD AND FAMILY WELLBEING

convicted of nonviolent crimes should not be held in jail between their arrest and trial date be-
cause they cannot afford bail; only 37% disagree. 

Agreement transcends racial and ethnic differences with more than seven in ten (72%) black Amer-
icans and roughly six in ten white (61%) and Hispanic Americans (58%) expressing opposition to 
policies that require suspected nonviolent offenders to remain in prison until their trial date.

This policy also garners support across political lines. A majority of Democrats (69%), indepen-
dents (65%), and Republicans (54%) in the Southeast and Southwest do not believe nonviolent 
offenders should remain in jail because they cannot afford bail.

Second Chances in the Criminal Justice System
When it comes to the criminal justice system, Americans largely believe in second chances. Nearly 
three-quarters (73%) of the public agree that after serving their sentences, people convicted of a 
crime should be given more support so they can make a new start in life.

This view is common among Americans across racial and ethnic lines. A substantial majority of 
whites (69%), Hispanics (79%), and blacks (86%) agree people convicted of crimes who have com-
pleted their sentence should be provided with support to make a new start.

There is bipartisan support for policies geared toward providing support for people who have 
served their sentences, though Democrats are more supportive than Republicans overall (81% 
vs. 61%, respectively). Nearly three-quarters (73%) of independents agree people convicted of a 
crime should be given more support after they serve their sentences. 

More than seven in ten (71%) Americans living in the Southeast and Southwest regions support a 
policy that would provide more support for those who have served their sentences. There is strong 
support across generational, religious, and racial and ethnic lines for such a policy in these regions.

Reducing Juvenile Crime
Americans largely believe the juvenile justice system should prioritize approaches that emphasize 
prevention and rehabilitation to deal with crimes committed by young people. More than four in ten 
(42%) Americans say prevention, such as youth education programs, should be the top priority for 
dealing with crime committed by young people, while a similar number (40%) say rehabilitation, such 
as job training and education for offenders, should be the primary consideration. Far fewer Ameri-
cans endorse more punitive approaches: One in ten (10%) say the top priority should be enforcement, 
such as putting more police officers on the street, and seven percent believe the top priority should 
be punishment, such as longer sentences and more prisons. Americans of different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds express similar views on the issue of priorities for addressing juvenile crime.
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Republicans are somewhat more likely than Democrats to emphasize stricter punishment and 
enforcement (23% vs. 15%, respectively), but more than three-quarters of Republicans (77%) and 
Democrats (84%) say strategies that focus on prevention and rehabilitation are preferable. 

The Southeast and Southwest

Residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions also express a preference for rehabilitative 
or preventative solutions over punitive solutions to juvenile crime. More than four in ten (42%) 
residents of these regions say rehabilitation through programs such as job training and educa-
tion should be the top priority for dealing with crime committed by youth, while roughly as many 
(40%) say prevention through youth education programs should be the top priority. Only 10% 
of residents in these regions say the justice system should prioritize addressing juvenile crime 
through enforcement strategies such as putting more officers on the street, while seven percent 
said stricter punishments should be the top priority. 

There are no significant differences in the views of black, white, and Hispanic residents in these 
regions with roughly equal numbers of each group expressing a preference for prevention and 
rehabilitation (83% vs. 81% vs. 80%, respectively).

Support for prevention and rehabilitation over punishment and enforcement is nearly universal 
across party lines. Roughly equal numbers of Democrats (83%), independents (82%), and Republi-
cans (79%) in the Southeast and Southwest favor prevention- and rehabilitation-focused solutions. 
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IX. Confidence in Child Welfare Institutions 
Foster Care
Americans are closely divided over how well the foster care system is working in their state. 
Fewer than half (46%) say the system works somewhat or very well, while roughly half (49%) say it 
does not work too well or at all well. 

There are modest differences in views about the functioning of the foster care system by race 
and ethnicity. A majority (53%) of Hispanic Americans say the foster care system is working at 
least somewhat well, a view shared by fewer than half of white (45%) and black Americans (41%). 

Views on the matter diverge somewhat by gender: A slim majority (51%) of men say the foster 
care system is working well, compared to 40% of women who say the same. 

The Southeast and Southwest

Residents of the Southeast and Southwest are about as divided as the general public about the 
effectiveness of the foster care system in their state. Fewer than half (46%) say it is working at 
least somewhat well, while 51% say it is working not too well or not well at all. 

A majority (53%) of Hispanic Americans and nearly half (49%) of black Americans say the foster 
care system is working at least somewhat well, compared to 43% of whites who say the same. 
There are no notable differences in opinion among whites by level of educational attainment. 

A significant partisan divide is also evident over perceptions of state foster care systems in the 
Southeast and Southwest. Republicans are more likely than independents and Democrats in 
these regions to say the foster care system is working at least somewhat well (56% vs. 42% vs. 
42%, respectively). 

The Juvenile Justice System
A majority (54%) of Americans do not believe the juvenile justice system in their state is working 
well, while 43% believe the system works at least somewhat well.

Views are similar among Americans of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. A majority of black 
(55%), white (54%), and Hispanic Americans (51%) feel negatively about the way the juvenile jus-
tice system is functioning in their state.

The Southeast and Southwest

Fewer than half (44%) of Americans in the Southeast and Southwest feel the juvenile justice sys-
tem is working very or somewhat well. A majority (53%) in those regions say that it is working not 
too well or not well at all.  
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Similar numbers of white (44%), black (46%), and Hispanic residents (49%) of the Southeast and 
Southwest say the juvenile justice system in their state is working well. A majority of white (55%) 
and black residents (51%) and close to half (47%) of Hispanic residents say it is not working well.

Republicans offer a slightly more optimistic appraisal of the juvenile justice system. Half (50%) of 
Republicans, but only about four in ten Democrats (42%) and independents (41%), say the system 
is working at least somewhat well. 

Public Schools
Americans have a generally positive outlook about the public school system in their state. More 
than six in ten (62%) Americans believe the public school system works well in their state. Thir-
ty-seven percent of the public believe the system is working not too well or not at all well.

White and Hispanic Americans offer more optimistic appraisals of the public school system than 
black Americans. More than six in ten Hispanic (67%) and white Americans (63%) report the public 
school system is working well, compared to a majority (55%) of black Americans who say the same. 

Republicans and Democrats express roughly similar views about the public school system in 
their state. More than six in ten Republicans (69%) and Democrats (62%) say public schools are 
functioning well. 

Views are more sharply divided by age. Seniors offer a much more positive assessment than young 
adults: Nearly three-quarters (73%) of seniors (age 65 or older) say the public school system in their 
state works well, compared to roughly half (51%) of young adults (age 18-29) who agree.

The Southeast and Southwest

Residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions also express positive views about the quality 
of the public schools in their state. About six in ten (59%) residents of these regions say the public 
school system in their state is working very or somewhat well, while 40% say that it is working not 
too well or not well at all. 

Opinions are largely consistent across racial and ethnic groups in these regions. Roughly six in 
ten white (57%), black (61%), and Hispanic residents (63%) report the public school system in their 
state is working well.

Younger white residents in these regions view the public schools in their state more negatively than 
older white residents. Two-thirds (67%) of white seniors in these regions say the public school sys-
tem in their state is working well, a view shared by fewer than half (48%) of white young adults. 

In these regions, the partisan divide is somewhat larger than that of the general public. Republi-
cans are substantially more likely than Democrats and independents to express favorable views 
of public schools (70% vs. 59% vs. 49%, respectively).
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Key Insights for the South and Southwest
Overview: Support for Child Wellbeing Policies, 
Skepticism about Government
Residents of the Southeast and Southwest generally express support for a wide range of policies 
designed to enhance child welfare, deal with child poverty, and rehabilitate criminal offenders, 
particularly juveniles. They generally prioritize children’s issues when thinking about the prob-
lems that are critical to the nation, and they embrace the idea of equal opportunity. 

However, they are ambivalent about the government’s ability to solve such problems effectively, 
and residents are more inclined to believe government is helping the wrong people and allowing 
welfare recipients to take advantage of the system. And white residents also express fairly high 
levels of cultural anxiety and discontent with social change. 

Opinions on child wellbeing issues vary strongly along the lines of party, race, and education-
al attainment in these regions, and to a lesser extent along other demographic lines such as 
age and gender. Republicans and white residents are generally less likely to prioritize and 
support policy issues designed to enhance the wellbeing of children than Democrats and 
black or Hispanic residents. Similarly, older citizens, those without college degrees, and men 
are somewhat less likely to prioritize and support such concerns than young residents, the 
college educated, and women. 

Rising Partisan Identity, Muted Regional Distinctiveness
In most cases, the opinions and priorities of Southeasterners and Southwesterners differ only 
modestly from the opinions and priorities of those living in the rest of the country. Over the past 
few decades, political parties have polarized in a way that has made partisanship—much more 
so than region, gender, age, or anything else—the central dividing line on most issues. Partisan 
identity has also become increasingly fused with racial, ethnic, and religious identity. The Repub-
lican Party is increasingly becoming a party of white Christians (and particularly white evangelical 
Protestants), while the Democratic Party is increasingly the home of ethnic minorities and the 
religiously unaffiliated.

Since the Southeast and Southwest have patterns of party affiliation that look much like the 
nation as a whole—26% of Southeasterners and Southwesterners identify as Republican and 30% 
as Democrat, while the nation as a whole is 23% Republican and 32% Democrat—patterns of sup-
port in these regions look much like those of the country at large.  

With these caveats in mind, there are areas of difference between residents of the Southeast and 
Southwest and the rest of the country. This is most true in perceptions of “reverse discrimination” 
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and other markers of anxiety over demographic and cultural change. White Americans in these 
regions are considerably more likely than whites elsewhere to believe that discrimination against 
white people is a problem, that government pays too much attention to the needs of minorities, 
and that they have been asked to make sacrifices to benefit other minority groups. 

Barriers to Success: More Economic than Social
There is broad consensus among residents of the Southeast and Southwest regions that unequal 
starting points, especially family wealth, significantly impact someone’s chances of getting ahead 
in life, but there is less consensus about the impact of other factors such as racial background 
or immigration status. In other words, barriers to success are conceived more in economic, not 
social, terms. 

There is widespread agreement among residents of the Southeast and Southwest that family 
wealth plays a substantial role in shaping one’s chances of success: Roughly half (51%) say one’s 
family wealth matters “a great deal” in affecting one’s chances of getting ahead, while 27% say it 
matters to some degree. 

There is far more disagreement over the impact of racial and ethnic background. White South-
easterners and Southwesterners are more skeptical of the possibility that one’s racial or ethnic 
background or immigration status impedes success in life. White residents of these regions (22%) 
are substantially less likely than black residents (54%) to say one’s racial background plays much 
of a role in one’s chances for success. Notably, relatively few (28%) Hispanic residents of these re-
gions believe a person’s racial or ethnic background influences their opportunity to be successful. 

Among white residents of these regions, the structural disadvantages or advantages provided by 
one’s racial or ethnic background are less apparent. This is true regardless of one’s affinity for mi-
nority groups. Whites with a high affinity for minority groups are not much more likely to say race 
or ethnicity matters than those with a low affinity (29% vs. 21%, respectively). The basic experi-
ence of being a member of the majority racial group, more than attitudes about racial minorities, 
drives perceptions of the impact of cultural factors for success in life.

The Principle of Equal Opportunity
Like the rest of the country, large majorities of residents in the Southeast and Southwest believe 
“one of the biggest problems in this country is that we don’t give everyone an equal chance in life” 
and that minority children are key to the country’s future. 

In these regions, as in the rest of the country, however, party affiliation and racial or ethnic back-
ground strongly shape perceptions. Democrats and black Americans tend to be more concerned 
than Republicans or white Americans about a lack of equal opportunity.

Whites in these regions are divided by education level. White college-educated residents are far 
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less concerned than those without a college degree about the lack of equal opportunity. Nearly 
half (46%) of white college-educated residents say it is not that big a problem if not everyone has 
an equal chance in life—a view shared by only 36% of those without a college education.

White college-educated residents in the Southeast and Southwest are more likely to see the 
impact of social factors in determining chances of success, but they are less likely to see this 
problem as something that requires redress by policymakers. On the other hand, white residents 
without a college degree are more likely to affirm the importance of equal opportunity and to 
support economic policies that address those issues, but they simultaneously deny that social 
factors play a significant role in structuring inequality.

Racial Anxiety and Resentment among Whites
When white residents of these regions do see social forces at play, they tend to see themselves, 
more than other groups, as the victims. More than six in ten (61%) white residents of the South-
east and Southwest say discrimination against white people has become as big a problem as 
discrimination against black people and other minorities, compared to 51% of whites living 
outside these regions who share this view. In the region, this view is especially prominent among 
Republicans (71%) and whites without a college degree (64%). 

Whites in the Southeast and Southwest are also more likely than whites in other parts of the 
country to believe they are being asked to make sacrifices that benefit minority groups (42% vs. 
32%, respectively), and that government pays too much attention to the problems of minorities 
(48% vs. 42%, respectively). 

Government Efficiency, Competency, and Trust
Americans in the Southeast and Southwest, as elsewhere, are ambivalent about the government’s 
role in solving social problems. On the one hand, they are skeptical about the government’s 
ability to deliver services efficiently and effectively. Roughly two-thirds (64%) of residents of these 
regions, for example, say programs run by the government are usually inefficient and wasteful, 
a number that mirrors views among the country at large (63%). White residents of the Southeast 
and Southwest (70%) are especially likely to believe that government is inefficient and wasteful, 
although a majority of Hispanic (54%) and black Americans (51%) express similar views.

Residents of these regions are also apt to say government often helps the wrong people— near-
ly seven in ten (68%) agree with this view. This perception is common among white (69%), black 
(66%), and Hispanic residents (65%). 

Residents of these regions differentiate between the federal government and their local govern-
ment, the latter of which they view somewhat more positively. Only 30% say that they trust the 
federal government to do what is right “always,” or “most of the time,” while more than four in ten 



NATIONAL AND SOUTHEAST/SOUTHWEST PERSPECTIVES 57

(42%) say the same of their local government.  Notably, black residents are particularly untrusting 
of local government. Only 28% of black residents trust their local government at least most of the 
time, while more than four in ten white (43%) and Hispanic residents (46%) express similar levels 
of confidence. In part, feelings of mistrust among black residents toward law enforcement may 
impact feelings about local governance generally.  

Despite the misgivings that residents of the Southeast and Southwest region have about gov-
ernment, most acknowledge that private charity alone is not sufficient to solve widespread 
social problems. Three-quarters (75%) of Southeast and Southwest residents say nonprofits and 
religious charities cannot by themselves do enough to meet the needs of low-income Ameri-
cans. This view is embraced across the racial and ethnic spectrum. Only 42% of Southeastern 
and Southwestern residents believe government is doing too many things that are better left to 
private charities. Notably, white residents are somewhat more likely to agree than black and His-
panic residents (48% vs. 38% and 29%, respectively). 

Issue Priorities
When it comes to child welfare, opportunity and poverty rank high on the list of concerns that 
Southeasterners and Southwesterners have. More than six in ten (62%) residents of these regions 
say child poverty is a critical issue, while a majority (55%) say ensuring equal opportunity for 
children is a critical concern. More than half (52%) of residents say the quality of public schools is 
critically important to them, while exactly half (50%) mention poverty more generally. 

Priorities vary widely between residents of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. Black and 
Hispanic residents are far more likely than white residents to prioritize equal opportunity for 
children (75% and 59% vs. 48%, respectively). Similarly, more than seven in ten black (79%) and 
Hispanic residents (72%) say child poverty is a critical issue, compared to 55% of white residents. 
White college-educated residents are even less likely to express concerns over opportunities for 
children—fewer than half (43%) say this is a critical issue.

White college-educated residents are noticeably less concerned about poverty and the social 
problems often attributed to it. Only 42% of white college-educated Americans in the South-
east and Southwest say crime is a critical issue, compared to 55% of Hispanic residents, 57% of 
white residents without a college degree, and 68% of black residents. Similarly, only 33% of white 
college-educated residents say domestic violence is critically important, compared to more than 
four in ten Hispanic residents (44%) and white residents with no college degree (47%), and 63% of 
black residents. White college-educated residents are also far less likely to say poverty is a critical 
issue—only 37% express this view, compared to 47% of white non-college residents and a majori-
ty of Hispanic (52%) and black residents (69%).
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Perceptions of Community Problems
When it comes to thinking about problems in U.S. communities, Southeasterners and Southwest-
erners, regardless of race, consider drug abuse and addiction to be a serious problem: 63% of 
Hispanic residents, 67% of white residents, and 71% of black residents consider drug abuse to be 
a “major problem” in their communities. 

But for most other community problems, perceptions differ markedly by race, ethnicity, and 
class. Only 37% of white college-educated residents say crime is a serious problem, while a ma-
jority of Hispanic (55%), white non-college (57%), and black residents (62%) say the same. White 
residents (39%) are much less likely than Hispanic (50%) and black residents (66%) to say a lack 
of opportunity for young people is a major problem. Fewer than half (45%) of white college-ed-
ucated residents say a lack of good paying jobs is a major problem facing U.S. communities, 
compared to majorities of white non-college (56%), Hispanic (59%), and black residents (75%) who 
identify this as a problem.

Partisanship also plays a critical role in structuring priorities and perceptions. A majority (55%) 
of Democrats in the Southeast and Southwest say a lack of opportunities for young people is a 
major problem in U.S. communities, a view shared by only 34% of Republicans in these regions. 
Democratic residents are nearly twice as likely as Republican residents to say a lack of access to 
good public schools is a major problem (43% vs. 22%, respectively). Even perceptions about job 
opportunities vary starkly by party affiliation. Roughly two-thirds of Democratic (66%) and inde-
pendent residents (65%) say a lack of good paying jobs is a major problem, compared to fewer 
than half (45%) of Republican residents.

Child Welfare Policies
As in the rest of the country, residents of the Southeast and Southwest generally favor policies 
designed to benefit families with children. More than eight in ten residents of these regions sup-
port tax breaks to low-income parents with child support obligations (85%), government support 
for extended families and caregivers (85%), government-sponsored health insurance for children 
whose families cannot afford coverage (83%), and universal pre-K education (81%). These policies 
command overwhelming support across nearly every major demographic subgroup.

Even policies that require more explicit tradeoffs elicit substantial support from residents in these 
regions. A majority (56%) of Southeastern and Southwestern residents believe schools that serve 
disadvantaged populations (poor students, ESL students, and those living in foster care) should 
receive more money per student. This policy was more strongly supported by racial minority 
groups, though it did receive slim majority (51%) support from white residents. 
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Criminal Justice Policies 
Southeasterners and Southwesterners generally support policies that offer less punitive ways of 
dealing with crime, particularly when such policies are applied to juveniles.

More than eight in ten residents of these regions say rehabilitative measures (such as job training 
or education) or preventative solutions (such as youth educational programs) should be the top 
priorities for dealing with crimes committed by young people. Fewer than one in five (17%) residents 
support enforcement-based measures (such as putting more law enforcement officers on the street 
or stricter punishments). Importantly, there are only modest racial and partisan differences in the pre-
ferred approaches to dealing with juvenile crime. At least eight in ten Hispanic (80%), white (81%), and 
black residents (83%) favor solutions that emphasize prevention and rehabilitation. 

Residents of these regions also express broad support for rehabilitative efforts over more puni-
tive approaches in criminal justice more generally. More than seven in ten (71%) residents of the 
Southeast and Southwest support policies that would offer support for those who have served 
their sentences to reintegrate into society. And more than six in ten (62%) residents would pro-
hibit governments from holding nonviolent offenders in jail because they could not make bail. 

At the same time, more than six in ten (62%) residents of these regions do not believe employers 
should be banned from asking about criminal records on job application forms. Opposition to 
prohibiting employers from seeking this information is most pronounced among white residents 
(69%) and Republicans (80%). However, a majority (56%) of Hispanic residents and nearly half 
(46%) of black residents also do not believe employers should be prohibited from asking about 
criminal history.

Confidence in Institutions that Care for Children
Residents of these regions retain a relatively high degree of trust in the public school system in 
their state, while the foster care and juvenile justice systems fare less well. A majority (59%) of 
residents in the Southeast and Southwest say public schools in their state are working at least 
somewhat well. In contrast, fewer than half say the foster care system (46%) and the juvenile jus-
tice system (44%) are working at least somewhat well. 

Feelings of confidence in these three systems are similar across the political spectrum and among 
residents of different racial and ethnic backgrounds.
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Appendix: Survey Methodology
The survey was designed and conducted by PRRI. The survey was made possible by a generous 
grant from The Annie E. Casey Foundation. Interviews were conducted among a random sample 
of 3,455 adults (age 18 and up) living in the United States including all 50 states and the District of 
Columbia. Interviews were conducted both online using a self-administered design and by tele-
phone using live interviewers. All interviews were conducted among participants in AmeriSpeak, 
a probability-based panel designed to be representative of the national U.S. adult population run 
by NORC at the University of Chicago. Panel participants without Internet access, which included 
634 respondents, were interviewed via telephone by professional interviewers under the direc-
tion of NORC. Interviewing was conducted in both Spanish and English between April 11 and May 
12, 2017. The total sample includes oversamples of 1,202 respondents in the Southeast and 1,237 
respondents in the Southwest.5 

NORC’s AmeriSpeak Panel provides a representative panel of civilian, non-institutional adults (age 
18 and over) living in the United States. The sample frame was developed using a two-stage proba-
bility sample design to create a representative sample of households in the United States. The first 
stage uses National Frame Areas (NFAs), geographic areas that have a population of at least 10,000 
people. The National Sample Frame contains almost 3 million households and includes 80,000 
rural households. Additionally, NORC oversampled housing units in segments (Census tracts or 
block groups) that include hard-to-reach populations, including young adults, Hispanics and African 
Americans. Panel recruitment proceeded in two stages. First, a mail solicitation is sent to a random-
ly selected household along with follow-up telephone calls and email solicitations if necessary. In 
the second stage, households that have not responded to the initial inquiry or follow-ups receive 
an enhanced incentive offer and a personal visit from NORC field interviewers. Members typically 
participate in panel surveys two or three times a month. For more information about AmeriSpeak, 
please visit: http://www.norc.org/Research/Capabilities/Pages/amerispeak.aspx

The weighting was accomplished in two separate stages. First, panel base weights were calculat-
ed for every household based on the probability of selection from the NORC National Frame, the 
sampling frame that was used to sample housing units for AmeriSpeak. Household level weights 
were then assigned to each eligible adult in every recruited household. In the second stage, 
sample demographics were balanced to match target population parameters for gender, age, 

5	 For the purpose of this study, the Southeastern regional oversample includes the following states: Alabama, 
Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, North Carolina, Mississippi, Oklahoma, 
South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas and Virginia. The Southwestern oversample includes the following states: 
Arizona, California, Colorado, New Mexico, Nevada, and Utah.
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education, race and Hispanic ethnicity, and division (U.S. Census definitions), housing type, and 
telephone usage. The telephone usage parameter came from an analysis of the National Health 
Interview Survey. All other weighting parameters are derived from an analysis of the U.S. Census 
Bureau’s Current Population Survey.

The sample weighting was accomplished using an iterative proportional fitting process that simul-
taneously balances the distributions of all variables. Weights were trimmed to prevent individual 
interviews from having too much influence on the final results. The use of these weights in statis-
tical analysis ensures that the demographic characteristics of the sample closely approximate the 
demographic characteristics of the target populations.

The margin of error for the survey is +/- 2.5 percentage points at the 95% level of confidence. The 
design effect for the survey is 2.3. In addition to sampling error, surveys may also be subject to 
error or bias due to question wording, context and order effects.
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