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Release #2021-04  Thursday, February 11, 2021 

 
Feinstein job ratings underwater for the first time in her tenure.  

Voters largely approve of Padilla’s appointment to the U.S. Senate.  
- Harris now the state’s best liked elected official  - 

 
by Mark DiCamillo, Director, Berkeley IGS Poll 
 (c) 415-602-5594 
 
For the first time in Dianne Feinstein’s long twenty-nine-year tenure, more Californians offer 
a negative than positive appraisal of the job she is doing in the U.S. Senate.  The latest Berkeley 
IGS Poll finds that 45% of the state’s registered voters disapprove of Feinstein’s job 
performance overall, while just 35% approve and 20% no opinion, a reversal from three years 
ago when 48% of Californians approved and 37% disapproved.   
 
More voters also believe Feinstein is now less effective than she has been in the past.  Statewide 
45% hold this view, compared to 22% who think Feinstein is just as effective as ever, while 
4% think she is now more effective than in prior years.  The remainder have no opinion. 
 
The poll offers the first glimpse of how voters are viewing California’s newest U.S. Senator, 
Alex Padilla, who was appointed by Governor Gavin Newsom to fill out the term of vacated 
by Vice President Kamala Harris.  According to the poll Padilla begins his tenure with mostly 
positive voter reviews.  Statewide 47% of voters say they approve of Padilla’s selection, 21% 
disapprove and 32% have no opinion. A 54% majority also considers the appointment of a 
Latino to the Senate important.  In addition to Democrats, voters of color, women and younger 
voters are the segments most likely to say this. 
 
IGS Co-Director Cristina Mora noted, “The stark differences in support for Feinstein and 
Padilla reveal ongoing trends in the broader California electorate, as younger generations and 
communities of color, especially Black and Latino voters, become more vocal about the need 
for a multi-racial vision of democratic leadership.” 
 
In addition, the poll asked voters whether they held generally favorable or unfavorable 
opinions of Feinstein, Padilla, Newsom, and Harris, along with four other top California 
officeholders.  Harris receives the most positive assessments in this setting, with 56% holding 
a favorable opinion of her and 38% unfavorable.  Receiving the next most favorable 
assessments are Padilla and Xavier Becerra, the state’s Attorney General and President Biden’s 
nominee to become the nation’s Secretary of Health and Human Services. While they are 
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somewhat less well-known, each receives about twice as many favorable assessments as 
unfavorable from the statewide electorate. 
 
The fact that Harris, Padilla, and Becerra had the most positive appraisals among these top 
California elected officials suggest that California may be witnessing an historic changing of 
the guard in politics, as all three share one common characteristic – each comes from the ranks 
of the state’s large immigrant populations. 
 
Voter assessments of Feinstein’s performance lower than at any time in her tenure  
For the first time in her long twenty-nine-year tenure, Feinstein’s job performance as U.S. 
Senator is reviewed more negatively than positively by the state’s registered voters. The latest 
poll finds 45% of registered voters now disapproving of the job Feinstein is doing overall, 
while just 35% approve. Another one in five voters (20%) have no opinion.  
 
This is a reversal in voter assessments of the senior Senator from three years ago, when the 
Berkeley IGS Poll found more voters rating her performance positively than negatively by a 
48% to 37% margin.   
 
While the latest poll shows slippages in Feinstein’s job ratings among voters of all parties, her 
decline is greatest among Democrats, with 50% now approving of the job she is doing, down 
seventeen points from a 67% approval rating three years ago.  
 
While just 11% of Republicans currently approve of the Senator’s job performance, this is only 
twelve points lower than the 23% approval rating that she received from GOP voters in 
December 2017.   Among the state’s No Party Preference voters, the latest poll  found that just 
31% of these voters now approve of her performance, a decline of nine percentage points from 
three years ago.  
 
Below is a comparison of the job ratings that Feinstein has received in two Berkeley IGS Polls 
conducted in late January 2021 and December 2017 and those Feinstein received in regular 
period assessments of her job approval as U.S. Senator by the statewide The Field Poll. 
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Table 1  

Trend of the job approval ratings of U.S. Senator Dianne Feinstein 
(among California registered voters) 

  
Approve 

% 

 
Disapprove 

% 

No  
opinion 

% 
  January 2021 35 45 20 
  December 2017 48 37 15 

2015 (average) 44 29 27 
2014 (average) 44 35 21 
2013 (average) 47 33 20 
2012 (average) 49 30 21 
2011 (average) 45 34 21 
2010 (average) 46 37 17 
2009 (average) 46 35 19 
2008 (average) 48 32 20 
2007 (average) 54 30 16 
2006 (average) 51 31 18 
2005 (average) 52 27 21 
2004 (average) 54 26 20 
2003 (average) 52 32 16 
2002 (average) 49 26 25 
2001 (average) 57 27 16 
2000 (average) 57 27 16 
1999 (average) 51 28 21 
1998 (average) 56 27 17 
1997 (average) 47 35 18 
1996 (average) 46 36 18 
1995 (average) 50 40 10 
1994 (average) 47 39 14 
1993 (average) 47 32 21 

    Note:  Late-January 2021 and December 2017 surveys conducted by the Berkeley IGS Poll.  Earlier 
measures are from The Field Poll, as reported in release #2519, published October 14, 2015 by Field 
Research Corporation.  
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Feinstein’s effectiveness seen as slipping compared to prior years 
The poll also asked voters what they thought about the effectiveness of the eighty-seven-year-
old Senator compared to her performance in prior years.  In this setting a 45% plurality thinks 
Feinstein is now less effective in carrying out her duties than in prior years; 22% believes she 
is just as effective; while 4% maintains that she is now even more effective. Three in ten voters 
(29%) could not offer an opinion. 
 
The view that there has been a decline in Feinstein’s effectiveness when compared to past years 
cuts across party lines, with pluralities of Democrats, Republicans and No Party Preference 
voters subscribing to this view. 
 

Table 2 
Voter impressions of the effectiveness of Dianne Feinstein in carrying out her duties as 

U.S. Senator now compared to prior years 
(among California registered voters) 

 Total 
registered voters 

% 

   
Democrats 

% 

     
Republicans 

% 

No Party 
Pref./other 

% 
More effective now 4 6 1 6 
Just as effective now 22 26 14 22 
Less effective now 45 41 63 38 
No opinion 29 27 22 34 

 
Padilla’s appointment as U.S. Senator receives positive reviews   
Voters generally give a positive reception to Governor Gavin Newsom’s appointment of 
Padilla to fill out the U.S. Senate term vacated by Kamala Harris upon her election as the 
nation’s Vice President.  By a greater than two-to-one margin (47% to 21%) more voters 
approve than disapprove of Padilla’s appointment, although a relatively large proportion (32%) 
has no opinion.   
 
Not surprisingly, voter opinions of the appointment of the Democrat Padilla to the U.S. Senate 
are highly partisan.  Among fellow Democrats, 68% approve of his appointment and only 5% 
disapprove.  No Party Preference voters are also supportive two to one, with 40% approving 
and 19% disapproving.  By contrast, Republicans generally disapprove of the appointment by 
a 56% to 12% margin.   
 

Table 3 
Voter reaction to the appointment of former California Secretary of State Alex Padilla  

to complete Kamala Harris’s term as U.S. Senator 
(among California registered voters) 

 Total 
registered voters 

% 

   
Democrats 

% 

     
Republicans 

% 

No Party 
Pref./other 

% 
Approve 47 68 12 40 
Disapprove 21 5 56 19 
No opinion 32 27 32 41 
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A majority considers it important that Newsom chose a Latino to represent California in 
the Senate 
Through Newsom’s appointment of Padilla, the former California Secretary of State, State 
Senator and Los Angeles City Council President becomes the state’s first Latino to serve in 
the U.S. Senate.  When asked about the importance of appointing a Latino to the Senate 
vacancy, 54% consider it important, while 36% describe it as not important. 
 
Opinions of this again generally divide along partisan line, with Democrats viewing the 
appointment of the Latino important 77% to 16%, while Republicans view it as unimportant 
72% to 17%. 
 
The state’s Latino voters are also one-sided in describing the appointment of a fellow Latino 
to the U.S. Senate as important.  By a two-to-one margin (60% to 30%) Blacks also tend to 
view the appointment of a Latino as important.  In addition more Asian voters term it important 
than unimportant 48% to 36%.  On the other hand, whites are more evenly divided, with 47% 
feeling the appointment of a Latino is important and 45% saying it is not important.  
 
More younger voters consider the appointment of a Latino to the Senate to be important than 
not important by a two-to-one margin (57% to 26%).  Women are also more likely than men 
to consider the appointment of a Latino to the Senate seat as important. 
 

Table 4 
How important was it for Governor Newsom to have appointed a Latino 

to fill Kamala Harris’s seat as U.S. Senator 
(among California registered voters) 

  
Important 

% 

 
Not important 

% 

No  
opinion 

% 
Total registered voters 54 36 10 
Party registration    

Democrats 77 16 7 
Republicans 17 72 11 
No Party Preference/other 48 38 14 

Gender    
Male 49 42 9 
Female 58 31 11 

Race/ethnicity    
White 47 45 8 
Latino 71 18 11 
Asian/Pacific Islander 48 36 16 
Black 60 30 10 

Age    
18-29 57 26 17 
30-39 53 34 13 
40-49 51 37 12 
50-64 53 39 8 
65 or older 55 41 4 
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Voter assessments of the state’s top political officeholders suggest a changing of the guard 
in California politics 
The latest poll also asked voters whether they held a favorable or unfavorable opinion of eight 
of the state’s top political officeholders.  The officeholder with the most favorable image in 
this setting is Vice President Harris, whom 56% rate favorably and 38% view unfavorably. 
 
The two officeholders receiving the next most positive assessments are Senator Padilla and 
Attorney General Becerra.  While they are somewhat less well-known to voters, each maintains 
two-to-one positive images among those offering an assessment.  For Padilla, 44% rate him 
positively and 20% negatively. Voter assessments of Becerra are similar, 44% favorable and 
23% unfavorable. 
 
All three of these well-regarded politicians share one common characteristic – each have 
parents who came to this country as immigrants and thus they are a part of the state’s large 
immigrant population.  Harris’s parents come to the U.S. from India and Jamaica, Padilla’s 
parents both emigrated from Mexico, and Becerra was born to a Mexican-born mother and a 
Mexican American father. 
 
By comparison, three of the state’s best known political leaders now only receive mixed or 
negative assessments from the statewide electorate.  They include House Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi, whom 48% rate positively and 44% offer a negative assessment, Governor Newsom, 
whom 46% of voters view favorably and 49% unfavorably, and Senator Feinstein, whose 
standing with voters is now 46% unfavorable and 38% favorable. 
 
Two other top political leaders, Los Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti and House Minority Leader 
Kevin McCarthy, are less well-known and also receive mixed or negative reviews from voters 
statewide.  For Garcetti, while a third of voters offer a positive assessment of him, 35% rate 
him negatively, and in McCarthy’s case more voters regard him unfavorably than favorably by 
a 44% to 30% margin. 
 
Table 5 below reports the image ratings received by these eight political figures among all 
voters statewide and by the party registration of voters. This comparison shows that there are 
large partisan differences in voter assessments of each politician, albeit by varying margins.  
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Table 5 

Image ratings of top political officeholders from California overall and by party 
(among California registered voters)  

  
Total 

 
Democrats 

 
Republicans 

No Party 
 Pref/others 

 % % %   % 
Kamala Harris (D)     

Favorable 56 83 10 52 
Unfavorable 38 13 85 39 
No opinion 6 4 5 9 
     

Alex Padilla (D)     
Favorable 44 66 12 37 
Unfavorable 20 5 52 18 
No opinion 36 29 36 45 

     
Xavier Becerra (D)     

Favorable 44 67 10 37 
Unfavorable 23 5 61 22 
No opinion 33 28 29 41 
     

Nancy Pelosi (D)     
Favorable 48 76 5 40 
Unfavorable 44 16 92 48 
No opinion 8 8 3 12 
     

Gavin Newsom (D)     
Favorable 44 67 8 36 
Unfavorable 49 27 88 53 
No opinion 7 6 4 11 
     

Dianne Feinstein (D)     
Favorable 38 56 10 33 
Unfavorable 46 29 80 43 
No opinion 16 15 10 24 
     

Eric Garcetti (D)     
Favorable 33 48 8 29 
Unfavorable 35 17 71 34 
No opinion 32 35 21 37 
     

Kevin McCarthy (R)     
Favorable 30 20 52 28 
Unfavorable 44 56 29 39 
No opinion 26 24 19 33 

          (D) denotes Democrat, (R) denotes Republican 
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Californians much more in synch with Pelosi’s than McCarthy’s stances with regard to 
former President Trump  
The two Californians who lead their respective parties in the House of Representatives couldn’t 
be more different with respect to the stances that they have taken on former President Donald 
Trump.  Throughout the Trump presidency House Speaker Pelosi has consistently been a vocal 
critic of Trump, and most recently led the effort to impeach him for his actions leading up to 
the storming of the US Capitol.  By contrast, House Minority Leader McCarthy has been one 
of the former president’s strongest supporters, led the effort in the House to challenge the 
certification of the 2020 presidential election results, and voted to oppose the latest effort to 
impeach Trump.   
 
When California voters are asked about the stances taken by the two House leaders with respect 
to the former President, many more are in synch with the views of Pelosi than with those of 
McCarthy.  Statewide 61% of the registered voters polled report approving of Pelosi’s 
positions vis-à-vis Trump, while 35% disapprove.  The results are nearly reversed for 
McCarthy, with 62% disapproving of the stances he has taken in relation to Trump, and just 
30% approving.  And, as is the case with most other matters relating to the former president, 
opinions on both sides are highly partisan and strongly held. 
 
 

 
 

     Table 6 
Voter opinions of the stances taken by House Speaker Pelosi and House Minority 

Leader McCarthy about former President Trump  
(among California registered voters) 

 Total 
  registered 

  voters 
     % 

 
 

Democrats 
% 

 
 

Republicans 
% 

No Party 
Preference 

/others 
% 

Pelosi positions vis-à-vis Trump     
Approve 61 90 8 60 

Strongly 47 74 4 39 
Somewhat 14 16 4 21 

Disapprove 35 6 90 34 
Somewhat 5 3 5 8 
Strongly 30 3 85 26 

No opinion 4 4 2 6 
     

McCarthy positions vis-à-vis Trump     
Approve 30 7 74 27 

Strongly 19 3 52 16 
Somewhat 11 4 22 11 

Disapprove 62 86 17 62 
Somewhat 9 6 8 14 
Strongly 53 80 9 48 

No opinion 8 7 9 11 
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About the Survey 
The findings in this report are based on a Berkeley IGS Poll completed by the Institute of 
Governmental Studies (IGS) at the University of California, Berkeley. The poll was 
administered online in English and Spanish January 23-29, 2021 among 10,357 California 
registered voters. 
 
The survey was administered by distributing email invitations to stratified random samples of 
the state’s registered voters. Each email invited voters to participate in a non-partisan survey 
conducted by the University and provided a link to the IGS website where the survey was 
housed. Reminder emails were distributed to non-responding voters and an opt out link was 
provided for voters not wishing to receive further email invitations. 
 
Samples of registered voters with email addresses were provided to IGS by Political Data, Inc., 
a leading supplier of registered voter lists in California and were derived from information 
contained on the state’s official voter registration rolls.  Prior to the distribution of emails, the 
overall sample was stratified by age and gender in an attempt to obtain a proper balance of 
survey respondents across major segments of the registered voter population. 
 
To protect the anonymity of survey respondents, voters’ email addresses and all other 
personally identifiable information derived from the original voter listing were purged from 
the data file and replaced with a unique and anonymous identification number during data 
processing.  In addition, post-stratification weights were applied to align the sample of 
registered voters responding to the survey to population characteristics of the state’s registered 
voters.   
 
The sampling error associated with the results from the survey are difficult to calculate 
precisely due to the effects of sample stratification and the post-stratification weighting. 
Nevertheless, it is likely that findings based on the overall sample of registered voters are 
subject to a sampling error of approximately +/-2 percentage points at the 95% confidence 
level.  
 
Question wording  
Do you have a favorable or unfavorable opinion of the following elected officials – (Gavin Newsom, 
Governor), (Dianne Feinstein, U.S. Senator), (incoming Vice President and former California Senator 
Kamala Harris), (Eric Garcetti, Los Angeles Mayor), (Alex Padilla, California’s newly appointed U.S. 
Senator), (Xavier Becerra, California Attorney General and President Biden’s nominee to become 
Secretary of Health and Human Services)? 
 
Two Californians, Democratic House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Republican House Minority Leader 
Kevin McCarthy, are the leaders of their parties in the U.S. House of Representatives.  Generally 
speaking, do you have a favorable or unfavorable opinion of each leader?   
 
(THE ORDERING OF NEXT TWO QUESTIONS WAS RANDOMIZED) 
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi has been a vocal critic of Donald Trump throughout his presidency and 
led the effort to impeach him for his actions leading up to the storming of the US Capitol on January 6.  
Do you approve or disapprove of the stances Pelosi has taken with regard to former President Trump 
in her role as House Speaker? 
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House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy has been a strong supporter of Donald Trump throughout his 
presidency, led the effort in the House to challenge the certification of presidential election results, and 
voted to oppose Trump’s impeachment on January 13.  Do you approve or disapprove of the stances 
McCarthy has taken with regard to former President Trump in his role as House Minority Leader? 
 
As you know, Governor Gavin Newsom recently appointed California Secretary of State Alex Padilla 
to serve as U.S. Senator to complete the term of Kamala Harris now that she has become Vice President.  
Generally speaking, do you approve or disapprove of Newsom’s selection of Alex Padilla as 
California’s next U.S. Senator?   
 
Through Governor Newsom’s appointment of Alex Padilla, Padilla becomes the state’s first Latino to 
serve in the U.S. Senate.  How important do you feel it was for Governor Newsom to have appointed a 
Latino  to fill Kamala Harris’s U.S. Senate seat? 
 
Dianne Feinstein is now serving in her fifth term as California’s other U.S. Senator.  Generally 
speaking, do you approve or disapprove of the way U.S. Senator Dianne Feinstein is handling her job 
as U.S. Senator? 
 
(QUESTION WAS ASKED OF A RANDOM SUBSAMPLE OF 5,168 VOTERS)  
How would you rate Feinstein’s effectiveness in carrying out her duties as U.S. Senator now compared 
to her effectiveness in prior terms? 
 
Detailed tabulations reporting the results to each question can be found at the Berkeley IGS 
Poll website at https://www.igs.berkeley.edu/research/berkeley-igs-poll. 
 
 
 

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 system’s flagship Berkeley campus, IGS is the 
oldest organized research unit in the UC system and the oldest public policy research center in 
the state.  IGS’s co-directors are Professor Eric Schickler and Associate Professor Cristina 
Mora.   
 
IGS conducts periodic surveys of public opinion in California on matters of politics and public 
policy through its Berkeley IGS Poll. The poll, which is disseminated widely, seeks to provide 
a broad measure of contemporary public opinion, and to generate data for subsequent scholarly 
analysis.  The director of the Berkeley IGS Poll is Mark DiCamillo. For a complete listing of 
stories issued by the Berkeley IGS Poll go to https://www.igs.berkeley.edu/research/berkeley-
igs-poll.  




