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Since the 2000 presidential election revealed a stark pattern of “red and blue states,” there has been growing 
interest in America’s widening partisan divide.  What are the attitudinal trends for Democrats and 
Republicans in California?  A wide-ranging PPIC Statewide Survey analysis finds that California is 
mirroring national political trends (please see table for statistics). 
 

  Trust in government is higher among Republican voters than Democratic ones 
The California public’s high levels of confidence in the federal government in the immediate aftermath 
of the September 11th terrorist attacks has faded with time.  However, Republicans’ attitudes toward the 
federal government have remained virtually unchanged, while Democrats are much less likely to say 
they trust the federal government today than two years ago.  In a reversal of previous trends, 
Republicans are the most likely to trust the government to do what is right.  
 

 Approval ratings of federal officials are starkly different across political parties 
The steep drop in approval ratings for President Bush in the past two years is largely a result of 
changing opinions among the state’s Democratic voters.  Republicans remain overwhelmingly 
supportive of the job the president is doing.  While the U.S. Congress has the same approval rating 
today as it did six years ago, this trend masks the emergence of another partisan split.  In 1998, the 
voters from the major parties shared similar opinions about the U.S. Congress.  Today, Democrats are 
more negative than Republicans when rating the performance of Congress.  
 

  The partisan gap widens on fiscal and economic issues 
Most Californians remain committed to making environmental protection a policy priority.  However, 
they continue to be divided in their opinions about the poor and government poverty programs, 
immigrants, and California’s economic conditions.  While opinions on these three fiscal and economic 
issues have changed very little overall in the past four years, the difference in attitudes between 
Republicans and Democrats has widened substantially.  
  

 There is a growing partisan gulf on social policy issues such as abortion and gay marriage 
Although a majority of Californians continue to believe that the government should not interfere with a 
woman’s access to abortion, the large partisan divide on this issue has widened even more in the past 
four years.  Attitudes on gay and lesbian marriages are divided – the overall percentage of residents 
favoring gay marriages has risen since 2000, but so has the partisan gap.  Today, a majority of 
Democrats favor gay marriage compared to one in four Republicans.    
 

 Californians have become more polarized in their opinions about the war on terrorism  
One of the most politically divisive issues in California today is the handling of the war on terrorism at 
home and abroad.  The public remains evenly divided on whether or not they believe the government 
will enact terrorism laws that will excessively restrict the average person’s civil liberties, and on 
whether or not U.S. policy for the war on terrorism should be based mostly on our national interests.  
Underlying this division are starkly different views between Democrats and Republicans and increasing 
partisan differences today compared to two years ago. 
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Party Registration  
   All 

Adults 
Dem Rep 

Party Divide 
(percentage 

points) 

Change in 
Party Divide 
(percentage 

points) 

January 2002  46%  42%  47%  5 The government in Washington 
can be trusted to do what is 
right just about always or most 
of the time February 2004 30 17 43 26 

+21 

January 2002 58 64  53 11 The government is pretty much 
run by a few big interests 
looking out for themselves February 2004 67 80 54 26 

+15 

January 2002 80 79 94 15 Approve of the way that George 
W. Bush is handling his job as 
president of the United States February 2004 49 22 81 59 

+34 

May 1998 33 33 33  0 Excellent or good ratings for the 
job performance of the U.S. 
Congress at this time February 2004 32 28 37  9 

+9 

January 2000 64 70 57 13 
Stricter environmental laws and 
regulations are worth the cost 

February 2004 60 71 42 29 
+16 

February 2000 53 64 36 28 Poor people have hard lives 
because government benefits 
don’t go far enough to help 
them live decently February 2004 55 71 29 42 

+14 

February 2000 54 59 41 18 Immigrants today are a benefit 
to California because of their 
hard work and job skills February 2004 56 61 32 29 

+11 

January 2000 38 49 23 26 
Allowing gay and lesbian 
couples to be legally married 

February 2004 44 57 23 34 
+8 

January 2000 71 81 63 18 Government should not 
interfere with a woman’s access 
to abortion February 2004 69 82 59 23 

+5 

January 2002 51 55 40 15 Government will enact new anti-
terrorism laws that excessively 
restrict the average person’s 
civil liberties February 2004 52 64 34 30 

+15 

February 2002 48 41 59 18 The U. S. should mostly 
determine its policy with regard 
to the war on terrorism based 
on national interests of the U. S. February 2004 47 38 65 27 

+9 

 

Source: PPIC Statewide Surveys conducted in May 1998 (n=2,008), January 2000 (n=2,007), February 2000 (n=2,058), January 
2002 (n=2,023), February 2002 (n=2,056), and February 2004 (2,004).  


