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US President Joe Biden attempted to flip the script on immigration during his
State of the Union address last Thursday, calling out Republicans for tanking
the bipartisan immigration bill that also included funding for Ukraine and
Israel. Noting that “conservatives got together” with Senate Democrats and
“said it was a good bill” before former President Donald Trump pressed
congressional Republicans to oppose it, he asserted that Trump should ask
Congress to support the compromise “instead of playing politics.”

Recent polls show that immigration is one of the top concerns for the
American electorate who tend to rate Biden poorly on this issue. While a
majority of Democrats across the board welcome immigrants and support a
path to citizenship for undocumented migrants, there are some significant
differences between moderate and liberal Democrats on the appropriate
levels of legal immigration and whether to differentiate acceptance of
immigrants by their country of origin. These cleavages could further
complicate the 2024 election landscape as Biden struggles to hold together
his winning 2020 electoral coalition.



https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/03/08/biden-state-union-ukraine-immigration/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2024/03/08/biden-state-union-ukraine-immigration/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/611135/immigration-surges-top-important-problem-list.aspx

Key Findings

e Relatively few liberal (11%) and moderate Democrats (29%) consider
immigration a critical threat.

e A larger majority of liberal than moderate Democrats support a path to
citizenship for undocumented workers without any conditions (65% vs.
51%).

e Half of both liberal (46%) and moderate (52%) Democrats support
maintaining current levels of legal immigration. But liberals tend to
endorse increasing legal immigration (44%) over decreasing it (9%),
while moderates are slightly more likely to say it should be decreased
(27%) than increased (20%).

e Majorities from both Democratic camps favor accepting migrants from
Taiwan, Ukraine, Haiti, Central America, India, and Korea.

e Majorities of liberal Democrats also favor accepting immigrants from
Sudan, Afghanistan, Russia, and China; moderates are at best divided
and often opposed.

Democrats Tilt Leftward

In the 2023 Chicago Council Survey, 60 percent of Democrats describe
themselves as liberal (10 percent extremely liberal, 35 percent liberal, and 15
percent slightly liberal). The rest consider themselves to be moderate or
middle of the road (32%), and a handful consider themselves some degree of
conservative (5% slightly, 2% conservative, 1% extremely conservative). For
the purposes of this analysis, we grouped moderate and conservative
Democrats together and refer to them as simply “moderates” (see appendix
for more detail on these groups).



Ideological Trends among Democrats

Among self-identified Democrats, those who think of themselves as extremely liberal,
liberal, or slightly liberal vs. those who think of themselves as moderate, slightly
conservative, conservative, or extremely conservative (%)
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Democrats have steadily become more liberal since 2016. They were more or
less evenly divided between 2014 and 2016. Prior to that, a majority
considered themselves to be moderate or conservative. Liberal Democrats
tend to be younger and from more diverse backgrounds, are more likely to
express a favorable view of Biden (86%) than moderates (72%), and are also
more likely to have very favorable views of Biden (38% liberals, 23%
moderates).

Majorities of Democrats Say Increasing Diversity Makes the Country Better

Trump rode to prominence in 2015 on the backs of immigrants; namely,
insulting and criticizing US immigration policy in language unheard of from
any recent presidential candidate. While these comments seem to resonate
with the Republican base who view immigration as a critical threat to the
United States (72%), they don’t have as much significance for Democrats.
Relatively few Democrats see immigration as a critical threat (18% overall



Democrats), though moderate Democrats are more likely to view it as a threat
(29%) than liberal Democrats (11%).

Immigration as a Threat?

Below is a list of possible threats to the vital interest of the United States in the next 10
years. For each one, please select whether you see this as a critical threat, an important
but not critical threat, or not an important threat at all: Large numbers of immigrants and
refugees coming into the US(%)
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Democrats tend to embrace the melting pot view of the United States.
Majorities of both moderates and liberals say that the increasing number of
people from many different races, nationalities, and ethnic groups makes the
United States a better country to live in (84% liberal, 56% moderate). But
while liberal Democrats decisively state that increasing diversity makes the
country a lot better (61%, 23% a little better), moderates are divided between
those who say it makes the country a lot (28%) or a little better (28%). A third
of moderate Democrats say diversity makes no difference (33%, 13% liberals).



Diversity and the United States

Does the increasing number of people of many different races, nationalities, and ethnic
groups in the United States make the country a better place to live in, a worse place to live
in, or does it make no difference? (%)
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Moderates More Likely Than Liberals to Favor Conditions for a Path to
Citizenship

Much of the controversy over immigration today centers around the 11 million
unauthorized immigrants who live in the United States without legal status.
Asked specifically about undocumented immigrants living in the United Sates,
majorities of Democrats support a path to citizenship for undocumented
workers (87% liberal, 77% moderate Democrats) and very few say that those
living and working in the United States should be forced to leave the country
(4% liberal, 9% moderate).

But there are some slight differences within the party faithful: two-thirds of
liberal Democrats (65%) support a path to citizenship without any conditions,
compared to just half of moderate Democrats (51%).


https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/us-immigration-policy-program-data-hub/unauthorized-immigrant-population-profiles
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/programs/us-immigration-policy-program-data-hub/unauthorized-immigrant-population-profiles

Immigration Reform: Undocumented Workers

When it comes to immigration, which comes closest to your view about illegal immigrants
who are currently working in the US? (%)
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These differences are even sharper when asked about undocumented workers
without mentioning whether they are currently working or not. In this case,
majorities of Democrats across the ideological spectrum continue to support
a path to citizenship (88% liberal, 70% moderate). But while a majority of
liberal Democrats (58%) support an unconditional path, only a minority of
moderate Democrats (38%) say the same. And 22 percent of moderate
Democrats—compared to 8 percent of liberals—say these immigrants should
be deported.



Immigration Reform: Work Status Unspecified

When it comes to immigration, which comes closest to your view about illegal immigrants
who are currently in the US? (%)
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Democrats Prefer to Keep Legal Immigration Levels Stable

Some immigration experts contend that the United States needs to
significantly increase immigration each year to expand the future workforce
and its competitive advantage. Overall, half of Democrats support keeping
legal immigration at present levels, while a third prefer it be increased (35%)
and 16 percent prefer a decrease. Similar to the percentage for overall
Democrats, half of both liberal (46%) and moderate (52%) Democrats support
maintaining current levels. But liberals are far more likely to endorse
increasing legal immigration (44%) over decreasing it (9%), while moderates
are slightly more likely to say it should be decreased (27%) than increased
(20%).



https://www.fwd.us/news/future-immigration/
https://www.fwd.us/news/future-immigration/

Legal Immigration Levels

Should legal immigration into the United States be kept at its present level, increased or
decreased? (%)
m Liberal Democrat mModerate or Conservative Democrat
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Moderates Much More Selective about Which Immigrants They’d Welcome

Over the past year, migrants have entered the United States from a wider
range of countries than in previous years. While Democrats overall are more
welcoming to immigrants from a greater range of countries than other
partisans, liberal and moderate Democrats do not always agree on whether or
not the United States should accept immigrants from certain countries.
Majorities from both Democratic camps favor accepting immigrants from
Taiwan, Ukraine, Haiti, Central America, India, and South Korea, though
liberals are more enthusiastic in their welcome. There are sharper ideological
divisions for other potential immigrant-origin nations. While majorities of
liberal Democrats also favor accepting immigrants from Sudan, Afghanistan,
Russia, and China, moderates are at best divided and often opposed.



https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/02/the-crisis-at-the-border-a-primer-for-confused-americans.html#:~:text=Others%20seek%20jobs%20and%20economic,country%20through%20the%20asylum%20process.
https://www.rand.org/pubs/commentary/2024/02/the-crisis-at-the-border-a-primer-for-confused-americans.html#:~:text=Others%20seek%20jobs%20and%20economic,country%20through%20the%20asylum%20process.

Support for Immigrants from Specific Countries

Do you support or oppose the United States accepting immigrants from: (% support)
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Conclusion

As immigration soars at the southern border with a record high of 3.2 million
encounters in 2023, so has its significance as an American election issue
(though it remains a low priority for most Democrats). Biden is attempting to
blame Republicans—especially House Republicans— for ducking bipartisan
cooperation to start fixing the border crisis. At the same time, some analysts
comment that Biden’s shift to the right on immigration could irk some on the
progressive wing of his party and dampen his ability to cobble together his
winning 2020 coalition.

Strengthening the southern border is an issue that has the potential to divide
that coalition. While liberal Democrats tend to say US leaders are paying too


https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/cbp-enforcement-statistics
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/nationwide-encounters
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/stats/nationwide-encounters
https://news.gallup.com/poll/611135/immigration-surges-top-important-problem-list.aspx
https://www.wsj.com/politics/elections/bidens-support-from-progressives-at-risk-over-border-bill-and-israel-f44ed8f7

much attention to the US-Mexico border (at a 42% plurality), moderate
Democrats say US leaders are not paying enough attention to the issue (a
plurality of 43%). Prior Council polling shows that moderate Democrats are
distinctly more likely than liberals to view increased border security as an
effective approach to the issue, while both support a path to citizenship and
reject Trump-era family separation policies. Whether those moderate
Democrats will give Biden credit for his current positioning absent actual
legislative success remains to be seen.



Methodology

This analysis is based on data from the 2023 Chicago Council Survey of the
American public on foreign policy, a project of the Lester Crown Center on US
Foreign Policy. The 2023 Chicago Council Survey was conducted September
7-18, 2023 by Ipsos using its large-scale nationwide online research panel,
KnowledgePanel, in both English and Spanish among a weighted national
sample of 3,242 adults aged 18 or older living in all 50 US states and the
District of Columbia. The margin of sampling error for the full sample is £1.7
percentage points. The margin of error is higher for partisan subgroups or for
partial-sample items.

Partisan identification is based on how respondents answered a standard
partisan self-identification question: “Generally speaking, do you think of
yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or what?”

The 2023 Chicago Council Survey is made possible by the generous support
of the Crown family, the Korea Foundation, and the United States-Japan
Foundation.

About the Chicago Council on Global Affairs

The Chicago Council on Global Affairs is an independent, nonpartisan
membership organization that provides insight—and influences the public
discourse—on critical global issues. We convene leading global voices,
conduct independent research, and engage the public to explore ideas that
will shape our global future. The Council is committed to bringing clarity and
offering solutions to issues that transcend borders and transform how people,
business, and governments engage the world. Learn more at
thechicagocouncil.org and follow @ChicagoCouncil.

About the Lester Crown Center on US Foreign Policy

Established in 2018 with a transformative gift from the Crown Family, the
Lester Crown Center on US Foreign Policy is driven by the belief that the
public plays a critical role in determining the direction of US foreign policy
and that an informed and engaged public is critical for effective policymaking.
The centerpiece of the Lester Crown Center is its annual survey of American
public opinion and US foreign policy, the Chicago Council Survey, which has
been conducted since 1974. For the latest research from the Crown Center,
follow @ChiCouncilFP.
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https://twitter.com/chicagocouncil
https://twitter.com/ChiCouncilFP

Appendix: Demographics of Liberal and Moderate/Conservative Democrats

Liberal Moderate or
Democrat | Conservative
Democrat
% of 2023 Democratic sample (n=1,162) 60 40
Average age 46 50
Racial composition (%)
White, non-Hispanic 56 31
Black, non-Hispanic 14 31
Hispanic 18 28
Other, non-Hispanic 12 N
Gender (%)
Female 56 56
Male 44 44
Education (%)
High school or less 23 50
Some college/associate’s degree 24 23
College graduates 53 27
Age (%)
18-29 26 15
30-44 26 24
45-59 18 30
60+ 30 31




