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Release #2017-15  For Publication: Friday, September 15, 2017 
 

Newsom remains the early leader in next year’s gubernatorial primary.   
Top issues in the governor’s race:  economy/jobs, health care, crime/law 

enforcement, immigration/undocumented immigrants, state spending policies. 
 
By Mark DiCamillo, Director, Berkeley IGS Poll 
(o) 510-642-6835 (c) 415-602-5594 
 
Democratic Lieutenant Governor Gavin Newsom remains the favorite in next June’s top-two 
primary election for governor.  The latest Berkeley IGS Poll finds Newsom the choice of 23% of 
all registered voters and 26% of those most likely to vote.  Three other candidates are well back 
and vying for second place.  They include fellow Democrat and former Los Angeles Mayor 
Antonio Villaraigosa, and two Republicans, San Diego businessman John Cox and Orange 
County Assemblyman Travis Allen.  
 
One indication that the election remains in only the very preliminary stages is seen in the large 
proportions of voters who remain undecided.   In each of three surveys conducted by the poll this 
year, about one in three voters have consistently been unable to offer a preference for governor. 
In the current poll, this includes 35% of all voters, and 33% of likely voters. 
 
The latest poll breaks new ground by asking voters what issues they consider most important to 
them when deciding whom to support for governor.  The top five issues from among twenty 
offered to voters include: the economy and jobs, which 74% consider a “top priority issue,” 
health care policies (67%), crime and law enforcement (60%), immigration and policies affecting 
undocumented immigrants (60%) and state spending policies (57%). 
 
The poll finds big differences in the relative importance that voters attach to the issues among the 
voters supporting each of the leading candidates.  Among voters backing Newsom, the top 
issues, and the proportions of his supporters rating each as a top priority issue, are: 

• health care policies (80%) 
• climate change (71%) 
• environmental policies (67%) 
• economy and jobs (67%) 

 

Jack Citrin Center for Public Opinion Research 
Institute of Governmental Studies 
124-126 Moses Hall 
University of California 
Berkeley, CA 94720 
Tel: 510-642-6835 
Email: igs@berkeley.edu 

 



 
Berkeley IGS Poll #2017-15                                        2  Friday,  September 15, 2017 
 

The top issues to supporters of Villaraigosa coincide with Newsom on the economy/jobs and 
health care policies, but include three other issues—race relations, immigration/undocumented 
immigrants and housing costs. 

• economy and jobs (83%) 
• health care policies (76%) 
• race relations (64%) 
• immigration and policies affecting undocumented immigrants (60%) 
• housing costs (60%) 

 
Voters backing either of the two leading Republicans candidates, Cox and Allen, offer a different 
set of issue priorities.  Supporters of Cox offer these as their top-ranking issues. 

• crime and law enforcement (89%) 
• economy and jobs (84%) 
• immigration and policies affecting undocumented immigrants (77%) 
• state spending policies (68%) 
•  tax policies (64%) 

 
The issue priorities of backers of Allen are similar Cox’s, but also include the state gas tax. 

• state spending policies (80%) 
• immigration and policies affecting undocumented immigrants (74%) 
• crime and law enforcement (73%) 
• the state’s new gas tax law (71%) 
• economy and jobs (67%) 
•  tax policies (63%) 

 
Newsom remains the early favorite in next June’s gubernatorial primary 
As has been the case in each previous Berkeley IGS Poll, Newsom remains voters’ top choice for 
governor in next June’s primary election.  In the latest poll, he receives the support of 23% of 
registered voters and 26% of likely voters. Three other candidates, Villaraigosa, Cox and Allen, 
remain well back and are vying for second.  Large proportions remain undecided.   
 

Table 1 
Trend of voter preference in next year’s June “top two” primary election for governor 

 Early September   
 Registered 

voters 
Likely 
voters 

May 
2017 

March 
2017 

 % % % % 
Gavin Newsom (D) 23 26 22 28 
Antonio Villaraigosa (D) 12 10 17 11 
John Cox (R) 10 11 9 18 
Travis Allen (R) 9 9 n/a n/a 
John Chiang (D) 7 7 5 8 
Delaine Eastin (D) 4 4 3 3 
Undecided 35 33 37 32 
n/a: not asked (D) denotes Democrat, (R) denotes Republican  
Note: The May 2017 poll also listed Republican David Hadley (7%), but he has since dropped out of the race. 
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A big factor influencing early voter preferences is party registration, with most Democrats 
favoring Newsom or Villaraigosa, and most Republicans dividing their preferences between Cox 
and Allen.  Newsom’s support is strongest among Democrats, African Americans, voters in 
Northern California, white non-Hispanics and those with household incomes of $100,000 or 
more.  Villaraigosa leads among Latinos and voters born outside the U.S., and is competitive 
with Newsom in Southern California and among voters with incomes of less than $40,000. 
 

Table 2 
Voter preferences for governor in next year’s June open primary  

across major subgroups of the voting population 
 Newsom 

% 
Villaraigosa 

% 
Cox 
% 

Allen 
% 

Chiang 
% 

Eastin 
% 

Undecided 
% 

Total registered voters 23 12  10  9  7 4 35 
Likely voters 26 10  11  9  7 4 33 
        
Party registration        

Democrats 37 21  2   1   9 5 25 
Republicans   5  3 26 25   4 3 34 
No party preference/other 16  5 11   7   7 2 52 
        

Area        
Southern California 18 15 10  8   7 4 38 
Northern California 31  7 10 11   7 3 31 
        

Gender        
Male 24 12 11 10   8 3 32 
Female 21 11 10  9   5 4 40 
        

Race/ethnicity        
White non-Hispanic 28  4 12 12   5 3 36 
Latino 11 27   8   8   9 5 32 
African American* 35 15   1   2   8 9 30 
Asian American/other 28   5 15   2   8 ** 42 
        

Nativity        
U.S. born 24 9 11   10   8 4 34 
Born outside the U.S. 15 26  9   6   1 3 40 
        

Household Income        
Less than $40,000 19 19  6   9   5 4 38 
$40,000-$99,999 24 12 11  6    7 4 35 
$100,000 or more 28 5  12  10   10 4 31 

* small sample base   ** less than ½ of 1% 
 
Importance of twenty issues to voters when deciding whom to support for governor 
Voters were presented with a list of 20 issues and asked which they considered top priority 
issues, which were important but not top priority issues, and which were less important when 
deciding whom they’ll support for governor next year.  Table 3 below summarizes the results. 
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Table 3 

Relative importance of twenty issues to voters when deciding whom to support  
in next year’s election for governor 

 
 
Rank 

Top priority 
issue 

% 

Important, not 
a top priority 

% 

Less 
important 

% 
1.   Economy and jobs 74 24 2 
2.   Health care policies 67 28 6 
3.   Crime and law enforcement 60 34 6 
4.   Immigration and policies affecting 
      undocumented immigrants 

 
60 

 
32 

 
8 

5.   State spending policies 57 36 7 
6.   Housing costs 51 40 9 
6.   Tax policies 51 40 9 
8.   State water policies 50 44 6 
9.   Environmental policies 44 37 19 
10. K-12 schools 43 41 15 
11. Climate change 42 29 29 
12. Race relations 41 42 17 
12. The state’s new gas tax law to fund 
      road and highway repairs 

 
41 

 
42 

 
17 

14. Equal pay for women 40 39 21 
15. Affordability of college 38 39 23 
16. Reforming the state’s public employee  
      pension system 

 
37 

 
42 

 
21 

17. Reducing income inequality 36 39 25 
18. The rights of gays, lesbians, bisexuals 

and transgender persons 
 

      25 
 

     35 
 

    40 
19. Affirmative action policies in admissions 

to CA colleges and universities 
 

       23 
 

      41 
 

   36 
20. The state’s high-speed rail project        17      38    45 

 
Issue rankings differ among supporters of the leading candidates 
Backers of the leading candidates offer different priorities when it comes to the issues most 
important to them when deciding whom they are supporting for governor.  This is especially true 
when comparing the issue priorities of voters supporting the leading Democratic and Republican 
candidates. 
 
For example, among voters supporting Newsom, the top issues are health care policies, climate 
change, environmental policies and the economy/jobs.  Among backers of Villaraigosa, the 
economy/jobs and health care policies also emerge at the top, followed by race relations, 
immigration/undocumented immigrants and housing costs.  
 
Voters backing the two leading Republicans offer a somewhat different set of issue priorities. 
Among Cox supporters, the top issues are crime/law enforcement, the economy/jobs, 
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immigration/ undocumented immigrants, state spending policies, and tax policies.  The issues of 
greatest importance to voters favoring Allen are similar to those of Cox, but also include the 
state’s new gas tax law. 
 
The top-ranking issues of importance to undecided voters are generally similar to those of the 
overall electorate -- the economy/jobs, crime/law enforcement, state spending policies, health 
care policies, and immigration/the undocumented – but also include state water policies. 
 

Table 4 
Issues considered “top priority issues” to voters when decisions whom to support for 

governor (among current supporters of the various candidates) 
                                                  Voters supporting . . . 

Rank  Newsom Villaraigosa Cox Allen Undecided 
(all voters) % % % % % 
1.   Economy and jobs 67 83 84 67 76 
2.   Health care policies 80 76 45 49 65 
3.   Crime and law enforcement 33 58 89 73 69 
4.   Immigration and policies  

    affecting undocumented 
    immigrants 

 
 

47 

 
 

60 

 
 

77 

 
 

74 

 
 

62 
5.   State spending policies 32 54 68 80 67 
6.   Housing costs 55 60 32 22 55 
6.   Tax policies 43 39 64 63 54 
8.   State water policies 46 42 40 48 61 
9.   Environmental policies 67 43 7 11 48 
10. K-12 schools 46 53 35 34 41 
11. Climate change 71 43 12   7 41 
12. Race relations 46 64 24 21 41 
12. The state’s new gas tax law to 

   fund road and highway repairs 
 

27 
 

35 
 

60 
 

71 
 

40 
14. Equal pay for women 54 46 11 21 42 
15. Affordability of college 46 44 19 26 37 
16. Reforming the state’s public  

   employee pension system 
 

14 
 

33 
 

46 
 

56 
 

35 
17. Reducing income inequality 51 43 10 11 38 
18. The rights of gays, lesbians,  

    bisexuals and transgender       
       individuals 

 
41 

 
30 

 
6 

 
* 

 
23 

19. Affirmative action policies in  
   admissions to CA universities 

 
18 

 
    43 

 
 9 

 
    16 

 
       24 

20. The state’s high-speed rail 
   project 

 
25 

 
23 

 
16 

 
12 

 
13 

*  less than ½ of 1%  
 Note: Issue rankings for Chiang and Eastin backers not shown because of small sample sizes. 
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About the Survey 
 

The findings in this report are based on a survey of California registered voters by the Institute of 
Governmental Studies (IGS) at the University of California, Berkeley. The latest Berkeley IGS 
Poll was conducted online by YouGov August 27-September 5, 2017 in English and Spanish. 
The survey was completed among a statewide sample of 1,200 registered voters, and included an 
oversampling of 200 parents with children under age 18. When measuring the importance of 
issues in the governor’s race, the overall sample was divided into two approximately equal-sized 
random subsamples of 600 voters each.  According to YouGov, the overall results are subject to 
a margin of error of approximately +/- 4%, while findings about the issues in the governor’s race 
have a margin of error of approximately +/-6%.   
 
YouGov administered the survey by inviting California registered voters who are included 
among its online panel of over 1.5 million Americans to participate in the poll.  Panelists were 
recruited using a variety of methods, including telephone-to-web and mail-to-web recruitment, 
partner-sponsored solicitations, web-based advertising and email campaigns, as well as through 
past telephone and mail surveys.  Eligible voters were selected to participate in the poll using a 
proprietary sampling technology frame that establishes interlocking demographic and regional 
targets, so that the characteristics of those polled approximate the profile of the state’s overall 
registered voter population.  After survey administration, YouGov also applied statistical weights 
to align the statewide voter sample and the parent oversample to their proper population 
proportions, and following this, to a wide range of political, demographic and regional 
characteristics of the state’s registered voter population. IGS was responsible for the 
development and translation into Spanish of all survey questions. 
 
Questions asked 
If the June 2018 primary for governor of California were held today and you were choosing 
among the following candidates, whom would be your first choice? (Candidate names, parties and 
job descriptions listed in random order) 
 
When considering whom you will support for governor next year, how important will each of the 
following issues be to you? (Voters divided into 2 random subsamples when administered the items) 
(The ordering of the issues was randomized to reduce possible sequence biases) (See release for issues 
listed) 
 
 

About the Institute of Governmental Studies 
The Institute of Governmental Studies (IGS) is an interdisciplinary organized research unit that 
pursues a vigorous program of research, education, publication and public service.  A component 
of the University of California (UC) system’s flagship Berkeley campus, it is the oldest 
organized research unit in the UC system and the oldest public policy research center in the state.  
IGS conducts periodic surveys of California public opinion on matters of politics, public policy 
and public issues through its Berkeley IGS Poll, housed within its newly established Jack Citrin 
Center for Public Opinion Research.  A complete listing of poll stories issued by the Berkeley 
IGS Poll can be found at https://igs.berkeley.edu/research/berkeley-igs-poll. 




