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Positive assessments of Barack Obama’s first 100 days in office may 
have changed – at least for now – the way African-Americans feel about 
the country overall and the state of American race relations.   
 
For the first time in CBS News Poll history, a majority of blacks say 
relations between blacks and whites are good.  And today there is only 
a small difference in the assessment of blacks and whites on this, a 
change from previous polls. 59% of African-Americans say race 
relations in the U.S. are good, compared with only 29% who thought so 
less than a year ago, before the election of Barack Obama.   
 

RACE RELATIONS IN THE U.S. 
    NOW    JULY 2008 
     Whites Blacks Whites     Blacks 
 Good   65%    59%  55%   29% 
 Bad   21    30  34   59 
 
Last year, as has been the case for at least a decade, white Americans 
saw race relations as generally good.  But white assessment of the 
state of race relations has risen ten points since last July. 
  
There is general agreement between whites and blacks that things have 
changed for the better.  87% of whites and 61% of blacks agree that 
there has been real progress in getting rid of racial discrimination 
since the 1960s. Back in December 1996, however, only 37% of African-
Americans said there had been real progress in race relations since 
the 1960s.     
 
But this progress – and the positive assessments of how things are 
going today -- doesn’t mean that blacks perceive no discrimination.   
When asked who has a better chance of getting ahead in today’s 
society, 51% say white people do.  That is what they have said since 
CBS News began asking this question in 1997.      
 

WHO HAS A BETTER CHANCE OF GETTING AHEAD IN U.S.? 
     Whites Blacks 
  White people 26%    51% 
  Black people  7     1 
  Both equal  62    44 
 



But in the last year, the percentage of blacks saying that both races 
have equal opportunities to get ahead has risen from just 30% last 
July to 44% now.  Majorities of whites say that there are no racial 
differences when it comes to the chances of getting ahead.   
 
And the United States is not yet a completely integrated society when 
it comes to neighborhoods or employment.  Nearly eight in ten whites 
(77%) say they live in neighborhoods with few or no blacks (in fact 
21% say there are NO African-Americans living near them).   Eight in 
ten employed whites say there are few or no blacks at their workplace 
(a third of whites say NO blacks work with them). 
 
Nearly two-thirds of African-Americans say they live in neighborhoods 
that are at least half black; almost half of those employed are in 
workplaces where at least half the employees are black.  
 
Even though more blacks and whites think race relations are good, most 
do not directly attribute recent improvements in race relations to the 
President.  Majorities of both races say relations between the races 
have not changed since President Obama took office.  But those who 
have seen an impact are more likely to say race relations have 
improved than to say they have deteriorated.   
 

OBAMA PRESIDENCY’S IMPACT ON RACE RELATIONS 
    Whites Blacks 
 Gotten better 23%    33% 
 Gotten worse  7     5 
 Stayed same  65    59 
 
THE OBAMA ADMINISTRATION AND AFRICAN-AMERICAN OPTIMISM 
 
The election of the first ever African-American President – and his 
first 100 Days in office -- has fueled a distinctive optimism among 
African-Americans about the future of the U.S. and even about its 
struggling economy.   
 
Barack Obama’s presidency has not just changed the way African-
Americans view the state of race relations in this country.  In this 
poll, blacks are more than twice as likely as whites to describe the 
United States as heading in the right direction, something not seen 
under other presidents since CBS News began asking this question in 
1983.  In this poll, 70% of blacks and just 34% of whites say this.   
 

DIRECTION OF COUNTRY 
        Whites  Blacks 
  Right direction  34%     70% 
  Wrong track  56     22 
 
In January, just before President Obama’s Inauguration, both whites 
and blacks were negative.  Only 14% of whites and 21% of blacks said 
the country was headed in the right direction then.    
 



The highest positive assessment ever on this question, 64%, came in 
December 2001, in the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks.   
But that majority was a white majority.  67% of whites said the U.S. 
was on the right track back then.  Only 42% of blacks thought it was.  
Today, 41% overall say the country is headed in the right direction – 
an enormous change from the record low of 7% who thought so last 
October.  Today half say it’s on the wrong track, down from nearly 
nine in ten then.   
 
And it isn’t just the overall state of the country about which blacks 
express greater optimism than whites.  Although proportionally more 
blacks than whites say they have friends who have experienced 
hardships because of the recession (57% of blacks say this, compared 
with 46% of whites), they are more hopeful.  41% of blacks, compared 
with just 24% of whites, say the economy is getting better.   
 

DIRECTION OF ECONOMY 
       Whites Blacks 
   Getting better  24%    41% 
   Getting worse  25    19 
   Staying the same  48    38 
 
In fact, 25% of African-American says the economy is in good 
condition.  Just 10% of whites say that. 
 
Whites divide on whether President Obama is making progress on ending 
the recession – and most doubt he will actually end it.  Blacks are 
much more positive on both counts, with half saying he will succeed in 
ending the recession.   
   

OBAMA AND ENDING THE RECESSION 
     Whites Blacks 
 Has made progress 50%    80% 
 Has not made progress 47    15 
 
 Will end it  34%    51% 
 Will not end it  56    38 
 
A similar pattern exists when it comes to ending the war in Iraq.  
Both whites and blacks see progress in ending the war in Iraq, but 
whites are generally more dubious Obama will succeed.   
 

OBAMA AND ENDING THE WAR IN IRAQ 
     Whites Blacks 

Has made progress 51%    73% 
 Has not made progress 42    22 
 
 Will end it  39%    58% 
 Will not end it  49    35 
 
Whites also are less likely than blacks to think that Barack Obama has 
started to make progress in bringing real change to how things are 



done in Washington.  42% of whites say he has, compared with 78% of 
blacks. 
 
There is also a large racial difference in one other area: the 
assessment of media coverage.  Blacks are far more likely than whites 
to think the news media has been harder on President Obama when 
compared to the media’s treatment of other presidents.  Many whites 
think he has gotten an easier time than other presidents have from the 
news media.   
 

MEDIA TREATMENT OF PRESIDENT OBAMA 
COMPARED TO OTHER PRESIDENTS 

     Whites Blacks 
  Harder on Obama    15%   48% 
  Easier on Obama    46    12 
  Treated the same    36    38  
  
But the President’s overall popularity, while nearly unanimous among 
African-Americans, extends to majorities of both races.  Six in ten 
whites approve of the way Barack Obama is handling his job.  Two-
thirds are optimistic about the next four years with him as President.  
Three out of four say he cares about their needs and problems at least 
somewhat.  55% say he will bring different groups together.   
 

EVALUATIONS OF THE PRESIDENT 
      Whites Blacks 
 Overall job 

   Approve    62%    96% 
    Disapprove   27     0 
 
 Next four years? 
    Optimistic   66%    90% 
    Pessimistic   26     3 
 
 Obama cares about you? 
    A lot    48%    90% 
    Some    29     8 
    Not much/not at all 18     1 
 
 Obama Presidency will… 
    Bring groups together 55%    93% 
    Divide them   31     3 
 
And one person who is part of the Obama Presidency has even more 
popularity across racial lines.  First Lady Michelle Obama has an 
overall 84% approval rating (significantly higher than the President’s 
68%).  And among whites, 81% approve of the way she is handling her 
job.   Only 7% disapprove.   
 



MICHELLE OBAMA AS FIRST LADY 
     Whites Blacks 
  Approve   81%    97% 
  Disapprove    7     0 
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
This poll was conducted among a random sample of 973 adults nationwide, interviewed by 
telephone April 22-26, 2009.  Phone numbers were dialed from RDD samples of both 
standard land-lines and cell phones.  The error due to sampling for results based on 
the entire sample could be plus or minus three percentage points.  The error for 
subgroups is higher.   
 
An oversample of African Americans was interviewed, for a total of 212 interviews with 
African Americans. The results then weighted in proportion to the racial composition of 
the adult population in the U.S. Census. The margin of error for the sample of African 
Americans is 7 points.  
 
This poll release conforms to the Standards of Disclosure of the National Council on 
Public Polls. 
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q1 Do you approve or disapprove of the way Barack Obama is handling his job as President? 
 

 ** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                             Total     White       Black   Apr09a 
                               %         %        %           % 
Approve                       68   62  96      66 
Disapprove                    23          27           0      24 
DK/NA                          9          11           4     10 
     
q2 Do you feel things in this country are generally going in the right direction or do 
you feel things have pretty seriously gotten off on the wrong track? 
 
Right direction               41           34  70            39 
Wrong track                   50           56         22      53 
DK/NA                          9           10          8      8 
  
q12 How would you rate the condition of the national economy these days? Is it very good, 
fairly good, fairly bad, or very bad?  
 
Very good                      1   0   3          1 
Fairly good                   15        10  22   10 
Fairly bad                    40       42  34   38 
Very bad                      44       48  39   51 
DK/NA                          0         1   2     0 
 
q13 Do you think the economy is getting better, getting worse, or staying about the same? 
 
Better                        26      24  41   20 
Worse                         25       25  19   34 
Same                          48       48  38   43 
DK/NA                          1         3   2    3 
 
q19 Are you generally optimistic or pessimistic about the next four years with Barack 
Obama as President?  
 

Feb09b 
 % 

Optimistic                    72     66  90   77 
Pessimistic                   22       26   3   18 
Don't know/No answer           6         8   7    5 
 
q21 How much do you think Barack Obama cares about the needs and problems of people like 
yourself -- a lot, some, not much, or not at all?  
 
A lot                         54   48  90      53 
Some                          26           29   8      30 
Not much                       8            9   0       8 
Not at all                     8            9          1     6 
Don't know/No answer           4            5   1       3 
 



q22 How much do you think Barack Obama cares about the needs and problems of black people 
-- a lot, some, not much, or not at all?  
 

** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                             Total     White       Black   
                               %         %        %            
A lot                         61  58  78        
Some                          27       28  18 
Not much                       3         4   0 
Not at all                     2         3   0 
Don't know/No answer           6         7   4 
 
q28 In the next four years, do you think Barack Obama's presidency will bring different 
groups of Americans together, or do you think it will divide them?  
  

Dec08a 
             % 
Bring together                63       55  93   69 
Divide                        25      31   3   20 
Don't know/No answer          12       14   4   11 
 
q29 Compared to the way the news media have treated other presidents, have the news media 
been harder on Barack Obama, easier on Barack Obama, or have they treated him the same as  
other presidents? 
 
Harder                        18     15  48    
Easier                        40       46  12 
The same                      38       36  38 
Don't know/No answer           4         2   2 
 
q34 Since he has been President, do you think Barack Obama has started to make progress 
in getting the country out of the economic recession, or hasn't he done that yet?  
  
Progress                      52    50  80     
Not yet                       45       47  15 
DK/NA                          3         3   5 
 
q35 Do you think Barack Obama will be able to get the country out of the economic 
recession in his first term, or won't he be able to do that?  
 
Will                          37    34  51     
Won't                         53       56  37  
DK/NA                         10        10  12 
 
q37 Since he has been President, do you think Barack Obama has started to make progress 
in ending U.S. military involvement in Iraq, or hasn't he done that yet?  
  
Progress                      52       51  73 
Not yet                       40       42  22  
DK/NA                          7         7   5 
 



q38 Do you think Barack Obama will be able to end U.S. military involvement in Iraq in 
his first term, or won't he be able to do that?  
 

 ** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                             Total     White       Black   
                               %         %        %       
Will                          44       39  58 
Will not                      45       49  35 
Reduced involvement (Vol.)     2         2   2 
DK/NA                          9       10   5  
 
q39 Since Barack Obama has been President, do you think race relations in the United 
States have gotten better, gotten worse, or stayed about the same? 
 
Better                        27     23  33    
Worse                          6        7   5 
Same                          63       65  59 
DK/NA                          4         5   3 
 
q48 Do you approve or disapprove of the way Michelle Obama is handling her role as First 
Lady? 
 
Approve                       84     81  97    
Disapprove                     6         7   0 
DK/NA                         10       12   3 
 
q56 Do you think race relations in the United States are generally good or generally bad?  
 
Good                          66  65  59       
Bad                           22       21  30 
Don't know/No answer          12       14  11 
 
q57 In general, who do you think has a better chance of getting ahead in today's society 
-- white people, black people, or do white people and black people have about an equal 
chance of getting ahead?                  
 
White people                  29       26  51 
Black people                   6        7   1 
Equal                         60       62  44  
DK/NA                          5         5   4  
 
q58 Some people say that since the 1960s there has been a lot of real progress in getting 
rid of racial discrimination against blacks. Others say that there hasn't been much real 
progress for blacks over that time. Which do you agree with more? Would you say there's 
been a lot of real progress getting rid of racial discrimination or hasn't there been 
much real progress? 
 
Progress                      83      87  61   
No real progress              15       11  34 
DK/NA                          2        2   5 
         



q59 About how many of the people who live in the immediate area around your home are 
black -- none, a few, about half, or almost all?  
 

** TOTAL RESPONDENTS ** 
                             Total     White       Black   
                               %         %        %   
None                          17     21   3  
A few                         54       56  32 
About half                    20       18  28 
Almost all                     8         3   6 
DK/NA                          1         2   1  
                                  
q60 FOR FUTURE RELEASE 
 
q61 About how many of the people you work with are black -- none, a few, about half or 
almost all?  
 

AMONG EMPLOYED RESPONDENTS 
None                          28     34   6   
A few                         46       46  43 
About half                    20       17  32 
Almost all                     4         1  16 
DK/NA                          2         2   3 
 
 
     UNWEIGHTED  WEIGHTED 
Total Respondents   973 
 
Total Whites   701   739  
Total Blacks   212   111 
 


