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Release #2019-04 Monday, June 17, 2019 
 
Californians narrowly back Newsom’s moratorium on executions, but oppose 

abolishing the death penalty outright as a punishment for serious crimes 
 

By Mark DiCamillo, Director, Berkeley IGS Poll 
 (c) 415-602-5594 
 
By a narrow 52% to 48% margin California voters narrowly support Governor Gavin 
Newsom’s recent executive order placing a moratorium on executions in the state.  
However, six in ten registered voters (61%) oppose abolishing the death penalty outright 
as a punishment for serious crimes.  
 
Californians are also closely divided on a proposed constitutional amendment to abolish 
the death penalty and replace it with life in prison without the possibility of parole.  
Statewide, 53% of registered voters say they would vote No to retain the death penalty if 
it were again placed on the ballot, while 46% say they would vote Yes to abolish it.  This 
distribution is very similar to the 53% No to 47% Yes vote outcome of Proposition 62 in 
the statewide November 2016 election, when voters were last asked to abolish capital 
punishment and replace it with life in prison without parole. 
 
The poll also finds a 57% majority of voters approving of the job Newsom is doing as 
governor, while 43% disapprove.  Voter approval of Newsom’s performance is strongest 
among Democrats, political liberals, and African Americans, and also equals or exceeds 
60% among women, Latinos, voters under age 40 or age 65 or older, and among voters 
living in Los Angeles County or San Francisco Bay Area, his home region. 
 
These findings come from the latest statewide Berkeley IGS Poll completed online in 
English and Spanish among 4,435 registered voters June 4-10. 
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Voters narrowly back Governor Newsom’s executive order placing a moratorium 
on executions in the state          
 
In March Governor Newsom signed an executive order placing a moratorium on carrying 
out the death penalty while he is in office, saying the system was “unfair, unjust and 
unequal,” and citing its heavy cost, both in financial and moral terms. 
 
When voters in the current survey were asked their opinions of Newsom’s executive 
order, they support it, albeit by a narrow 52% to 48% margin.  
 
There are large partisan differences in views about the Newsom moratorium, with 72% of 
Democrats in favor and 85% of Republicans opposed.  In addition, while 88% of voters 
describing themselves as very liberal in politics endorse the Governor’s action, at the 
other end of the political spectrum 85% of those who are very conservative in politics 
oppose it.  
 
Greater than six in ten voters in the heavily Democratic-leaning regions of Los Angeles 
County and the San Francisco Bay Area support the moratorium.  However a majorities 
of voters in all other regions of the state are opposed.  
 
Men and white non-Hispanic voters are about evenly divided on the moratorium, while 
majorities of women, Latinos, Asian Americans and especially African Americans 
endorse the Governor’s order.   
 
Voters under the age of 40 and seniors age 65 or older also display somewhat greater 
support for Newsom’s death penalty moratorium than middle-age voters 40-64. 
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Table 1 
California voter views about Governor Newsom’s executive order imposing  

a moratorium on executions while he is in office 
(among California registered voters)  

 Support 
% 

Oppose 
% 

Total registered voters 52           48 
   
Party registration   

Democrat 72 28 
Republican 15 85 
No Party Preference/other 53 47 

 
Political ideology   

Very conservative 15 85 
Somewhat conservative 24 76 
Moderate 46 54 
Somewhat liberal 70 30 
Very liberal 88 11 

   
Region   

Los Angeles County 61 38 
Orange/San Diego counties 46 54 
Other Southern California 38 62 
Central Valley 45 55 
San Francisco Bay Area 62 37 
Other Northern California 46 54 

 
Gender 

  

Male 49 51 
Female 55 45 

   
Age   

18-39 58 42 
40-49 50 50 
50-64 43 57 
65 or older 56 44 

   
Race/ethnicity   

White non-Hispanic 49 51 
Latino 56 44 
Asian American 56 43 
African American 70 30 
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Voters oppose abolishing the state’s death penalty outright 
 
Despite their support for the Governor’s moratorium, six in ten California registered 
voters (61%) favor keeping the death penalty as a punishment for serious crimes, while 
just 39% support doing away with it entirely. 
 
Support for retaining the death penalty as a punishment for serious crimes is greatest 
among Republican and conservative voters, with greater than eight in ten in favor.  Two 
in three political moderates and 70% of No Party Preference voters also hold this view.   
 
By contrast, three in four voters describing themselves as very liberal in politics favor 
doing away with capital punishment.  However, Democrats and voters identifying as 
somewhat liberal in politics are more divided.  
 
A majority of voters across virtually all major regions and demographic subgroups of 
state electorate favors retaining the death penalty, although African Americans and voters 
in the nine-county San Francisco Bay Area are about evenly divided on the issue.  
 
  



Berkeley IGS Poll #2019-04  Monday, June 17, 2019 5 

Table 2 
California voter views about keeping the death penalty  

as a punishment for serious crimes 
(among California registered voters)  

 Keep as a 
punishment for 
serious crimes 

% 

Do away 
with the 

death penalty 
% 

Total registered voters 61 39 
    
Party registration    

Democrat 46 53  
Republican 86 14  
No Party Preference/other 63 37  

    
Political ideology    

Very conservative 88 12  
Somewhat conservative 85 15  
Moderate 70 30  
Somewhat liberal 47 53  
Very liberal 25 75  

    
Region    

Los Angeles County 58 42  
Orange/San Diego counties 66 34  
Other Southern California 71 28  
Central Valley 64 36  
San Francisco Bay Area 51 48  
Other Northern California 65 35  

 
Gender 

   

Male 64 36  
Female 59 41  

    
Age    

18-39 59 41  
40-49 64 36  
50-64 66 34  
65 or older 58 41  

 
Race/ethnicity 

   

 White non-Hispanic 59 41  
 Latino 66 34 
 Asian American 64 36 
 African American 49 51 

Note: Differences between the sum of each item’s percentages and 100% equal proportion of voters with no opinion. 
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Voters remain closely divided if asked to vote on another constitutional amendment 
to replace the death penalty with life in prison without parole     
 
Death penalty opponents in the legislature have raised the possibility of placing another 
constitutional amendment before voters that calls for abolishing capital punishment in 
California and replacing it with the sentence of life in prison without the possibility of 
parole.  A similar ballot measure was narrowly defeated at the polls 53% to 47% in the 
November 2016 election. 
 
When asked how they would now vote on such an amendment a similar 53% of the 
registered voters surveyed say they would vote No to keep the death penalty, while 46% 
would vote Yes to abolish it.   
 
A large partisan divide is again present in this simulated vote, with 64% of Democrats 
saying they would vote Yes to abolish the death penalty, while 84% of Republicans 
would vote No to keep it.   The views of No Party Preference voters are similar to those 
of the overall electorate, with 54% saying they would vote No and 45% voting Yes. 
 
 

Table 3 
Voter preferences toward a proposed constitutional amendment to abolish the 
death penalty and replace it with life in prison without the possibility of parole  

(among California registered voters)  
 Would vote  

NO  
   (to keep  

death penalty) 
% 

Would vote 
YES 

(to abolish 
death penalty) 
           % 

Total registered voters 53            46 
   
Party registration   

Democrat 35 64 
Republican 84 16 
No Party Preference/other 54 45 

Note: Differences between the sum of each item’s percentages and 100% equal proportion of voters with no opinion. 
 
 
Newsom’s overall job approval in the state stands at 57% 
 
The poll also finds that most voters (57%) approve of the job Governor Newsom is doing 
overall, while 43% disapprove.  Voter approval of Newsom’s performance in office is 
strongest among Democrats and political liberals, where it exceeds 80%, and among 
African Americans (71%).   His approval rating also equals or exceeds 60% among 
women, Latinos, voters under age 40 or age 65 or older, and among voters living in Los 
Angeles County or the San Francisco Bay Area, his home region. 
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Table 4 
Overall job rating that Gavin Newsom is doing as Governor 

(among California registered voters) 
 Approve 

% 
Disapprove 

% 
Total registered voters 57 42 
    
Party registration    

Democrat 82 17  
Republican 11 89  
No Party Preference/other 57 42  

    
Political ideology    

Very conservative 6 94  
Somewhat conservative 23 76  
Moderate 56 44  
Somewhat liberal 81 17  
Very liberal 88 11  

    
Region    

Los Angeles County 63 36  
Orange/San Diego counties 51 48  
Other Southern California 48 51  
Central Valley 47 53  
San Francisco Bay Area 69 29  
Other Northern California 52 48  

 
Gender 

   

Male 53 46  
Female 60 39  

    
Age    

18-39 60 39  
40-49 55 44  
50-64 51 48  
65 or older 60 40  

 
Race/ethnicity 

   

 White non-Hispanic 54 46  
 Latino 62 38 
 Asian American 59 39 
 African American 71 29 

Note: Differences between the sum of each item’s percentages and 100% equal proportion of voters with no opinion 
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Questions Asked   
 
As you know, California has capital punishment – that is, execution – as a form of 
punishment for certain crimes. How do you personally feel about capital punishment? 
Would you be in favor of doing away with the death penalty, or do you feel that the death 
penalty should be kept as a punishment for serious crimes? 
 
Earlier this year, Governor Gavin Newsom imposed a moratorium on all executions in the 
state while he is in office, which would spare the lives of the over 700 inmates currently on 
death row.  Do you support or oppose the Governor in taking this action? 
 
The legislature is considering placing a constitutional amendment on the 2020 statewide 
election ballot to abolish the death penalty in California and replace it with life in prison 
without the possibility of parole.  If you were voting on a constitutional amendment like 
this and the election were being held today, how would you vote? 

 
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 June 4-10, 2019 among 4,435 registered voters 
statewide.  
 
The survey was administered by distributing email invitations to stratified random samples 
of the state’s registered voters.  Once the questionnaire and email invitations had been 
finalized, they were translated into the Spanish and reviewed for cultural appropriateness. 
Each email invited voters to participate in a non-partisan survey conducted by IGS and 
provided a link to the IGS website where the survey was housed.  Reminder emails were 
distributed to non-responding voters over a seven-day period.  An opt out link was 
provided at the bottom of each invitation for voters not wishing to participate or not 
wanting to receive future emails from IGS about the survey. 
 
Samples of registered voters with email addresses were provided to IGS by Political Data, 
Inc., a leading supplier of registered voter lists in California.  The email addresses of voters 
were derived from information contained on the state’s official voter registration rolls. The 
overall sample of registered voters with email addresses was stratified in an attempt to 
obtain a proper balance of survey respondents across major segments of the registered voter 
population by age, gender and race/ethnicity. 
 
To protect the anonymity of survey respondents, voters’ email addresses and all other 
personally identifiable information were purged from the data file and replaced with a 
unique and anonymous identification number during data processing.  At the conclusion of 
the data processing phase, post-stratification weights were applied to align the sample to 
population characteristics of the state’s overall registered voter population.   
 
The amount of sampling error associated with the results from the survey is difficult to 
calculate precisely due to the effects of sample stratification and the post-stratification 
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weighting. Nevertheless, it is likely that the results from the overall registered voter 
sample are subject to a sampling error of approximately +/- 2.5 percentage points at the 
95% confidence level.  Results based on subgroups of this population would be subject to 
larger margins of sampling error. 
 
Detailed tabulations reporting the results to each question included in this report can be 
found at the Berkeley IGS Poll website at https://igs.berkeley.edu/igs-poll/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 (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.  The director of the Institute of Governmental Studies is Lisa Garcia 
Bedolla. 
 
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://igs.berkeley.edu/igs-poll/berkeley-igs-poll. 
 




