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Socialism rising
Polling over recent years has demonstrated the rising popularity and acceptance of socialism in America, 
especially among so-called “Millennials.” This growing popularity and acceptance of socialism appears 
related to several factors, including: the rise of culturally-iconic politicians like Bernie Sanders and Alexandria 
Ocasio-Cortez; an element of socialism’s cultural chic for some; general dissatisfaction among many younger 
Americans with certain social, economic, cultural and political conditions in America; a perceived linkage in 
some cases between those conditions and the worst aspects of capitalism; and a desire for solutions and 
outcomes different than what is currently offered by elected leaders.

Research demonstrates similarities in Oregon
With this as background, we decided to conduct our own polling and analysis to determine similarities and 
differences toward the popularity and acceptance of socialism among younger Oregonians. The results, 
discussed throughout this report, are striking. Our study confirms that socialism is indeed on the rise 
in Oregon. We discovered, for example, that young adults in Oregon are more likely to call themselves 
“socialist” than “capitalist.” We also discovered that younger Oregonians in general have a much more 
positive view of socialism than they do of capitalism.

Issues, values and definitions
Our report goes on to discuss detailed aspects around this phenomenon, including how younger Oregonians 
look at key issues, how they rank economic priorities, how partisan differences affect perceptions, and the 
stark differences in “values” between those who identify as socialist and those who identify as capitalist. 
Importantly, our research did not seek to pre-define “socialism” or “capitalism” among research participants. 
Instead, our study simply tried to understand the issues and values that people most closely associate with 
socialism and capitalism. From this we learned that the modern understanding of socialism and how it 
may relate to everyday life, at least among younger Oregonians, is significantly different than most historic 
definitions or traditional understandings of socialism.

The challenge for capitalism and the need to provide desired outcomes 
Our report draws out key implications of the study, with particular emphasis and analysis around capitalism 
-- including capitalism’s image problem among younger Oregonians. Our study confirms that, more than 
anything else, younger Oregonians want outcomes. Notably, as our study demonstrates, younger Oregonians 
are willing to look at new or different approaches, including socialism, to achieve those outcomes.

Finally, our report concludes by suggesting a research-tested path, namely the ethos of entrepreneurism, 
that advocates of capitalism may want to consider as they move forward to compete against socialism in the 
marketplace of ideas. It is our hope that this study will help generate valuable discussions among students, 
teachers, reporters, candidates and policy leaders across Oregon.

Executive Summary
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Oregon’s growing population of younger adults

Oregon has experienced rapid population growth and change over the last several years. According 
to Oregon’s Department of Administrative Services, Oregon’s population reached 4.19 million in 
2018, a 9.5 percent increase since the 2010 census (https://www.oregon.gov/das/OEA/Documents/
OR_pop_trend2019.pdf). Oregon’s population growth is such that many observers predict the state 
will gain a sixth congressional seat following the 2020 census.

A significant part of Oregon’s population growth has been driven by the in-migration of younger 
adults, people from other states in early stages of their career and family life. According to Oregon 
DAS’ population report, nearly 77 percent of Oregon’s population growth since 2010 is attributable 
to net in-migration. Net in-migration of 55,000 people in 2017 was the highest in seven decades, and 
net in-migration over the next decade is expected to be at least 47,000 people annually.

Much of this growth has occurred within Portland and the Willamette Valley. According to World 
Population Review, Portland’s population is growing at around 10,000 people per year and is one 
of the fastest growing major U.S. cities (http://worldpopulationreview.com/us- cities/portland-
population/). Since 2010, Portland’s population has grown nearly 12 percent. It is estimated that 
residents between the age of 20-35 currently make up approximately 25 percent of Portland’s 
population.

“The Times They Are a-Changin’” 

- Bob Dylan
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America’s growing population of self-identified “socialists”

Concurrently, while Oregon (especially Portland and the Willamette Valley) has experienced  rapid 
population growth, there has also been steady growth nationwide in the number and percentage of 
people who positively identify with socialism. Research surveys indicate that the strongest support 
for socialism nationally, and related concepts like “democratic socialism,” is among young adults, 
generally aged between 18-29. 

Much of the growing awareness and affinity for socialism seems driven by national politics, including 
the 2016 (and current) presidential campaign of Bernie Sanders and the high-profile election of 
socialist Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez to congress in 2018. Some of the growing acceptance of socialism 
is also related to negative perceptions of capitalism growing out of the 2007-2008 financial system 
collapse, wider reporting and public exposure to stories or notions of corporate scandal, corruption, 
cronyism, greed, and the unequal (or unfair/unjust) distribution of wealth. Heightened animosity 
toward President Trump and his perceived connections to wealth and unfettered capitalism have 
also influenced perceptions.

A Gallup report dated August 13, 2018 and authored by Frank Newport (https://news.gallup.
com/poll/240725/democrats-positive-socialism-capitalism.aspx), using data from historic Gallup 
surveys, shows a significant decline in support for capitalism. Newport writes:

The bottom-line is that fewer than half of young Americans have a positive view of capitalism.

Socialism in Oregon?

Anecdotal and observational evidence suggests that the same phenomenon, the rise in popularity 
of socialism, is also happening within Portland and other larger Willamette Valley cities like Eugene 
and Corvallis. Membership levels, public demonstrations and political influence for organizations 
sympathetic to socialism (or hostile to “capitalism,” like ANTIFA and Occupy) have risen. For example, 
the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), a national 501(c)(4) nonprofit organization dedicated to 
using “a variety of tactics, from legislative to direct action, to fight for reforms that empower working 
people,” now has five chapters in Oregon. The Portland chapter, DSA’s largest in Oregon, has seen 
explosive membership growth. Willamette Week, in a piece from May 2018, noted “(t)he Portland 
DSA chapter has 800 dues-paying members – 160 times the five people it started with in November 
2016. That’s as many members as the DSA chapter in Seattle, and more than in San Francisco” 
(https://www.wweek.com/news/2018/05/09/her-group-rallied-behind-the-historic-union-drive-at-
burgerville-can-olivia-katbi-smith-harness-portlands-left-to-make-an-even-bigger-impact/). By the 
Fall of 2019, according to local reports, Portland’s DSA membership had increased to approximately 
1,300 people.

20192010

Young adults’ positive 
views of capitalism

68%
45%

“ Americans aged 18 to 29 are as positive about 
socialism (51%) as they are about capitalism 
(45%). This represents a 12-point decline in 
young adults’ positive views of capitalism in 
just the past two years and a marked shift 
since 2010, when 68% viewed it positively.” 
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Our study

While it seems that the growing popularity and acceptance of socialism in the Portland Metropolitan 
area and Willamette Valley (as well as growing ambivalence and hostility toward capitalism) is consistent 
with socialism’s growing acceptance and popularity nationwide, we discovered that that there was 
virtually no empirical data available to help understand local and regional sentiment around these 
issues. With the assumption that data of this sort may be valuable for local policy leaders, political 
candidates, businesses, educators, news media, community organizations, marketers and others, our 
team created an extensive survey which was conducted in late Spring of 2019.

Led by DHM Research, facilitated by Hubbell Communications and underwritten by Mark Shuholm, we 
conducted an online survey of over 400 Oregon residents between the ages of 18-34. Our goal was to 
assess the values and priorities that younger Oregonians place in an economic system and their overall 
perceptions of socialism and capitalism.  To say the least, the results of our survey were informative.

Younger Oregonians are less likely to identify with either capitalism or socialism

Our study discovered that the percentage of younger Oregonians identifying as either “capitalist” or 
“socialist” is roughly equivalent. Among Oregonians aged 18-34, 29 percent identify as capitalist, while 
30 percent identify as socialist. A plurality of younger Oregonians, 41 percent, identify as neither or are 
unsure. Men identify as capitalists (34 percent) at a higher rate than women do (24 percent). Women are 
more likely to say they don’t know (27 percent) than men (17 percent). Those with lower socioeconomic 
status tend to be more unsure about their identification with economic systems, whereas those with 
higher status are more likely to align themselves as capitalists.
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People who identify as neither capitalist nor socialist, a plurality of younger Oregonians, tend to 
be skeptical or unsure about both economic systems. Among this group, 13 percent of people had 
a positive impression of capitalism while 43 percent had a negative impression (44 percent were 
unsure). Of this same group, 28 percent had a positive impression of socialism while 38 percent had 
a negative impression (34 percent were unsure). 

Impressions of capitalism and socialism

Young Oregonians are slightly more positive about socialism than capitalism, though in both cases 
perceptions lean negative. In our survey, 42 percent of those surveyed had a positive or very positive 
impression of socialism, while 43 percent had a negative or very negative view. For capitalism, 34 
percent of those surveyed had a positive or very positive view, while 43 percent had a negative or 
very negative view.

Those with higher incomes responded more favorably toward capitalism, while those with lower 
incomes were more uncertain. For those surveyed with annual income above $75,000, 48 percent 
had a positive or very positive view of capitalism. Interestingly, those making between $50,000-
75,000 annually were similarly favorable toward capitalism, with 47 percent responding positively or 
very positively. For those making between $25,000-50,000, only 27 percent had a positive view; while 
positive views dropped to 24 percent for those making less than $25,000.

Those in the tri-county area are less likely than other young Oregonians to give a response of don’t 
know regarding capitalism. Residents of the Willamette Valley are more negative about socialism 
than tri-county residents and those living in the rest of the state. Young men are more positive 
about capitalism (42 percent) than young women (27 percent); women are more uncertain rather 
than negative.

Reasons for positive or negative impressions of socialism

Our study asked open ended questions for people who responded favorably to socialism. The most 
common reasons cited for positive impressions of socialism were that it’s a fair, equitable system (20 
percent); that everyone is taken care of (19 percent); that it’s a good system, generally (9 percent); 
and provides access to healthcare (7 percent). Those with negative impressions of socialism believe 
that it provides no incentive to work (18 percent); it hasn’t worked historically (14 percent); it lacks 
individual freedom (13 percent); and it’s a bad system, generally (9 percent).

42% 34%43% 43%
Positive view Positive viewNegative view Negative view

CapitalismSocialism
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Reasons for positive or negative impressions of capitalism

Similarly, our study also asked open-ended 
questions for people who responded favorably 
to capitalism. The most common reasons cited 
for positive impressions of capitalism were that 
it promotes individual freedom (21 percent); 
it motivates people to work (19 percent); it 
promotes competition (17 percent); it’s a 
good system, generally (8 percent); and it’s 
the American system (8 percent). Those with 
negative impressions of capitalism believe that 
it is an unfair, inequitable system (20 percent); 
it benefits corporations, the rich and those with 
power (19 percent); it’s a bad system, generally 
(10 percent); it leads to greed, corruption  
(10 percent); and people without money suffer, 
don’t receive basic needs (8 percent).

Most believe America is a capitalist country

A majority (57 percent) of those surveyed believe that America is more of a capitalist country. Only 
14 percent of people thought that America was a socialist country, while 22 percent of respondents 
answered don’t know.  Democrats are more likely to identify America as capitalist than Republicans, 
who in turn are more likely to identify the country as socialist. As elsewhere, women, young 
Oregonians living outside of the tri-county area, and those with lower socioeconomic status were 
more likely to give a response of don’t know.

Generally speaking, younger Oregonians are critical of capitalism’s perceived inequities, but approve 
of its emphasis on individual freedom and competition. They praise socialism for its perceived 
equality, but have doubts about its efficacy.

A plurality of young Oregonians prefer that America become more socialist rather than more 
capitalist. When asked In your lifetime, would you like America to become more capitalist or more 
socialist?, 39 percent of people said more socialist while only 22 percent said more capitalist. Also, 
14 percent said neither and 25 percent said don’t know – indicating lack of economic understanding, 
lack of economic education, or significant disengagement. 

57% 14%
believe that America is more 

of a capitalist county
believe that America is a 

socialist county

22%
don’t know
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Those who identify as capitalists want more of a shift towards capitalism, while those who identify as 
socialists prefer that the country become more socialist. Young Oregonians who identify as neither 
don’t want America to shift towards either economic system or don’t know what they want for the 
country’s future.

Not surprisingly, there is a strong correlation between partisan identification and preferences 
for changes to America’s economic system. More than 60 percent of Democrats wanted to see 
American become more socialist, compared to only 15 percent who want the country to become 
more capitalist. Among Republicans, 56 percent want to see the country become more capitalist 
while (very surprisingly) 18 percent want to see America become more socialist.  

Plurality believe that socialism would be better for themselves and for America

Considering the question of which economic system would be best for your own well-being and 
success, 30 percent believe capitalism would be better, while 45 percent believe socialism would 
be better. Similarly, 29 percent of people thought capitalism would be better for the well-being and 
success of the United States, while 43 percent believe socialism would be better. 

Also, most prefer socialism for addressing specific issues

When it comes to specific issues, younger Oregonians favor socialism for a majority of tested issues. 
For example, a majority of younger Oregonians believe that socialism is either better or much better 
than capitalism in addressing these issues:

ww Social inequality (55%)
ww Income inequality (54%)
ww Homelessness (54%)
ww Poverty (53%)
ww Health and wellness (52%)
ww Education (51%)

While a plurality prefer socialism over capitalism toward addressing:

ww Unemployment (49%)
ww Climate and the environment (48%)
ww Cost of living (46%)
ww Public safety (45%)

A majority of younger Oregonians believe that capitalism is better or much better than socialism 
when it comes to technological innovation (73 percent) and economic growth (67 percent). There is 
less consensus related to larger issues or sentiments. For example, on the question of what is better 
for our democracy, 36 percent of respondents believe socialism is better while 31 percent believe 
capitalism is better. On the question of personal fulfilment, 34 percent say socialism is better while 
38 percent believe capitalism is better. And on the question of individual freedom, 33 percent believe 
socialism is better while 40 percent say capitalism is better.
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Significant disengagement

Our study also uncovered a significant portion of younger Oregonians who were unsure whether 
capitalism or socialism was better at addressing current societal issues. For example, when asked 
which economic system was better for our democracy, 32 percent of those surveyed answered don’t 
know. Other don’t know responses as follows:

These data suggest that a sizeable group of young Oregonians are unfamiliar with or uncertain about 
capitalism and socialism. 

Republicans are positive toward capitalism, Democrats are positive toward socialism

Opinions about socialism and capitalism are most prominently correlated to political partisanship, with 
Democrats most supportive of socialism and Republicans most supportive of capitalism. Others are 
more unsure but lean toward socialism. Socioeconomic status, geography and gender are also related 
to perceptions of the two economic systems.

63 percent of Republicans hold  
a very or somewhat positive view  
of capitalism compared to only  
35 percent for Democrats. 
Conversely, 60 percent of 
Democrats hold a very or somewhat 
positive view of socialism compared 
to 22 percent for Republicans. Of 
those identifying as nonaffiliated 
within our survey, 30 percent have 
a very or somewhat positive view of 
capitalism while 33 percent have a 
very or somewhat positive view of 
socialism.

Tri-county residents and those 
with higher educational attainment are more certain in their preferences and are more likely to prefer 
socialism for most issues, but lean toward capitalism for technological innovation, economic growth, 
personal fulfillment and individual freedom. Those with higher incomes also tend to be more certain, 
favoring capitalism more than people with lower incomes. Our survey also indicated that men are more 
certain than women on the issues we tested, and also more likely to prefer capitalism. 

very or somewhat positive 
view of capitalism

very or somewhat positive 
view of socialism

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

republicans
democrats
nonaffilliated

63%

35% 30%
22%

60%

33%

ww The environment and climate (30%)
ww Personal fulfillment (28%)
ww Public safety (27%)
ww Individual freedom (27%)
ww Homelessness (27%)

ww Social inequality (26%)
ww Unemployment (24%)
ww Poverty (24%)
ww Income inequality (23%)
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People of color more strongly prefer socialism for addressing societal issues

Our study showed that people of color have a stronger preference for socialism than their white 
counterparts toward addressing larger societal issues. On the issues in the graph below, we asked: 

Key demographic trends

Our study revealed significant trends among several self-identified demographic groups.  
These trends include:

Environment and 
climate

Our democracy Personal 
fulfillment

Public safety

60
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40

30

20

10

0

% preferring 
socialism

white people
people of color

44%

32%

57%

46%

30%

40%42%

55%

Do you think capitalism or socialism would better address these specific societal issues? 

ww  Republicans favor capitalism, Democrats 
favor socialism, and others are split between 
socialism and uncertainty

ww  Uncertainty is higher among women, those 
living outside of the tri-county area, and 
residents with lower socioeconomic status

ww  Those without affordable housing are more 
likely to favor socialism for the well-being of 
themselves and country

ww  People of color think socialism is better for 
their own well-being at a higher rate than 
white people do

ww  Tri-county residents and those with higher 
educational attainment are more certain 
and more likely to prefer socialism. They 
lean toward capitalism for technological 
innovation, economic growth, personal 
fulfillment, individual freedom

ww  Those with higher incomes also tend to be 
more certain, favoring capitalism more than 
residents with lower incomes

ww  Men are more certain than women and are 
somewhat more likely to prefer capitalism
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Economic perceptions

Our study also wanted to know if there was a correlation between people’s preference for an 
economic system and their individual economic perceptions and values. We discovered that young 
Oregonians are moderately positive about the state’s economy, but less so regarding their current 
financial situation. That said, a strong majority expect their situation to improve. 

49 percent of younger Oregonians describe Oregon’s economy as good, and another 5 percent say 
very good; while 40 percent say that our state’s economy is poor. Despite this soft positive attitude 
toward the state’s economy, we also discovered that most younger Oregonians are more dissatisfied 
than not with their own current financial situation:

ww Very satisfied (11%)
ww Somewhat satisfied (31%)
ww Not too satisfied (31%)
ww Not at all satisfied (25%)

Yet despite the higher level of dissatisfaction and negativity regarding their current financial 
situation, younger Oregonians are optimistic about their financial future. Almost three of four of 
those surveyed (73 percent) expect that their personal financial situation will be better in 10 years, 
while only 5 percent thought it would be worse (17 percent thought it would be about the same).

Not surprisingly, young Oregonians with solid financial footings are more positive than others 
around questions related to general economic conditions. Young residents with higher incomes, 
who own homes, and who pay 30 percent or less of their income toward housing costs are more 
likely to be optimistic about the state’s economy, their current financial situation and their future 
than other residents.

Younger Oregonians are optimistic 
about their financial future.
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Economic system priorities

Young Oregonians prioritize a wide range of values for an economic system, led by using resources 
efficiently and making people take responsibility for their choices. They place the lowest priority on 
limiting government involvement and promoting competition. Values differ somewhat by gender, 
party, and economic system identification. The following are scores for statements about values 
that an economic system could prioritize, which respondents were asked to rank on a scale of 1 to 7 
(where 1 is least important and 7 is most important):

Gender differences in values priorities

While the rank order of values is similar across gender, men tend to value competition more so 
while women tend to place more importance than men on most of the other tested values. For 
example, women ranked using resources efficiently and effectively, promoting health and wellness and 
promoting equality and fairness at 5.9 each, men ranked each 5.6, 5.5 and 5.5, respectively.

HIGHER RANKED PRIORITIES

Using resources efficiently and effectively 5.8

Making people take responsibility for their choices 5.8

Promoting health and wellness 5.7

Promoting equality and fairness 5.7

Rewarding people for their effort and skills 5.7

Promoting freedom and liberty 5.6

Promoting environmental protection 5.6

Encouraging people to do their fair share 5.5

Expanding opportunities for everyone 5.5

LOWER RANKED PRIORITIES

Meeting the needs of everyone 5.2

Promoting economic mobility 5.2

Encouraging people to take risks 4.9

Limiting government involvement 4.5

Promoting competition 4.2



  13

Political party affiliation differences in values priorities

The most significant differences in values priorities were seen along political affiliation lines. 
Republican voters saw making people responsible for their own choices as the most important value for 
an economic system, while meeting the needs of everyone was viewed as least important. Democrat 
voters saw promoting equality and fairness as the most important value, while limiting government 
involvement was viewed as least important. The following shows scores for statements about values 
that an economic system could prioritize by people who identify as Democrat, Republican or other. 
Respondents were asked to rank on a scale of 1 to 7:

Socialists and capitalists disagree widely

Our study showed a wide divergence in certain areas between people who consider themselves 
more of a socialist and those who consider themselves more of a capitalist. The widest divergence 
was seen around questions of government involvement, competition and meeting the needs of 
everyone. Interestingly, much less divergence was seen around questions of personal responsibility, 
economic mobility and encouraging people to do their fair share. As before, respondents were 
asked to rank values on a scale of 1 to 7:

ECONOMIC VALUE DEMOCRAT REPUBLICAN ALL OTHERS
Making people responsible for choices 5.3 6.0 5.9

Promoting equality and fairness 5.8 4.8 6.0

Rewarding people for their effort and skills 5.5 5.6 5.8

Promoting environmental protection 5.7 4.8 5.8

Expanding opportunities for everyone 5.7 5.1 5.7

Encouraging people to do their fair share 5.1 5.5 5.6

Meeting the needs of everyone 5.5 4.6 5.3

Limiting government involvement 4.0 5.2 4.5

ECONOMIC VALUE MORE OF A SOCIALIST MORE OF A CAPITALIST
Limiting government involvement 3.9 5.0

Promoting competition 4.0 5.0

Meeting the needs of everyone 5.6 4.8

Promoting equality and fairness 6.0 5.3

Promoting environmental protection 5.8 5.2

Expanding opportunities for everyone 5.7 5.2

Encouraging people to do their fair share 5.2 5.5

Promoting economic mobility 5.4 5.3

Making people responsible for choices 5.5 5.8
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What is the meaning of socialism?

When considering our Oregon study and its 
implications, it’s important to understand what 
the word “socialism” means to people. How do 
people define socialism? How do people define 
and understand capitalism? We asked open-
ended questions to measure understanding of 
both socialism and capitalism. For capitalism, 
while they tend to agree on some basic tenets, 
young Oregonians’ views of the term are largely 
informed by their politics and lack of specific 
knowledge. Young Oregonians’ understanding of 
socialism also vary widely, though they are more 
likely to focus on social dimension and impacts.

What is clear from our study is that the majority of younger Oregonians who are positive about 
socialism do not, or do not primarily, view socialism as it has historically and formally been defined: 
namely, government ownership or control of the means of production. Instead, it appears that 
younger Oregonians primarily view socialism as a means or a system of increased equality, equal 
rights, wider distribution (redistribution) of wealth, and wider access to public benefits and services 
(social service, healthcare).  In other words, younger Oregonians (and younger Americans, overall) see 
socialism as something more akin to Finland or Denmark than Venezuela or Cuba.

Implications

Clearly, the growing popularity of socialism (and declining relative popularity of free market capitalism) 
among younger adults will continue to have significant social, political, cultural and economic 
implications. As such, even as much of the prevailing sentiment around socialism and capitalism is 
driven by national news, national politics and the ubiquity of social media, it is still important that 
local leaders (including local educators, marketers, opinion makers, candidates and elected officials) 
understand localized perceptions toward socialism and capitalism, and how those perceptions play 
into consumer, lifestyle, community and political perceptions.
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There are several paths and questions worthy of further pursuit following this study. Education 
at every level is certainly one, including questions related to high levels of incomplete (or even 
inaccurate) understanding of basic economic principles. In addition, it is important to understand 
how education (or inadequacies therein) may also play a role in fostering the significant levels of 
disengagement we discovered. As others have said, today’s education determines tomorrow’s society.

 Another area worthy of further consideration is how changing perceptions around socialism and 
capitalism may affect consumer behavior and lifestyle decisions among younger Oregonians. Our 
study clearly indicates that successful marketing, public outreach or community mobilization efforts 
will increasingly focus on (or reflect) notions around: equity, fairness, equality, resource efficiency, 
personal responsibility and the promotion of health and welfare. Conversely, efforts that appear 
“corporate” or driven by “big business,” or appear to benefit the “wealthy elite” at the expense of 
regular people, will have a much tougher time achieving success or respect.  “Greed is good” may have 
been a tongue-in-cheek moniker of the 1980s, but it’s a sure loser in 2019. Profit, as we discovered in 
our study, is for many the new four-letter word.

Yet perhaps the most interesting and far reaching implications of our study center around how 
people think, feel, talk and hear about capitalism.

Capitalism’s image problem

There is no doubt that capitalism has an image problem among younger Americans, including 
younger Oregonians. As noted earlier, only 34 percent of younger Oregonians have a positive view 
of capitalism. This may be particularly galling for ardent supporters of free market capitalism who 
can point to America’s unprecedented prosperity and the “miracle” of democratic capitalism in 
fostering (among other benefits): freedom of opportunity; free trade; innovation and jobs; medical, 
industrial, technological and scientific discovery; wealth creation; consumer choice; and quality of 
life. Supporters can correctly point out that free market democratic capitalism, realized through 
globalization, has done more than anything else in human history to lift people out of poverty and 
advance the human condition. In fact, as noted by Human Progress: “In 1820, 94 percent of the 
world’s population lived in extreme poverty (less than $1.90 per day adjusted for purchasing power). 
In 1990 this figure was 34.8 percent, and in 2015 just 9.6 percent”  
(https://humanprogress.org/article.php?p=770).

It’s for these reasons and others that capitalists have confidence in capitalism. This confidence may 
have, however, created tendencies toward bias, cynicism, disregard or even contempt by certain of 
capitalism’s advocates toward youthful adherents of socialism. But contempt will not win advocates 
to capitalism. Nor will ignoring the vacuum in discussion and communications, even branding, that 
is occurring in Oregon. For example, as noted earlier, Portland’s DSA group is active and growing. It’s 

Profit, as we discovered in our study, 
is for many the new four-letter word.
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winning new adherents daily by providing a network for intellectual discussions, social gatherings 
and volunteerism. One imagines that similar networks and conversations are happening in college 
settings and coffee houses throughout the Portland Metropolitan area and across the state.  Where 
are equivalent conversations happening in support of capitalism? Where do free market advocates 
gather to network and extol the virtues of capitalism? Or consider how those virtues may best be 
communicated and applied toward today’s issues?

Simply put, the virtues of capitalism are not communicated. Critics of capitalism abound, but where 
are the defenders? Too often, it seems that proponents are ill-prepared or ill-equipped to defend 
capitalism. It may also be true that potential proponents are too embarrassed to defend capitalism, 
or feel intimidated, for fear of violating the current political and societal zeitgeist.

For better or worse, political candidates and office holders -- primarily Republican -- tend to be the 
only localized voices publicly supporting free markets and capitalism in Oregon. Unsurprisingly, 
this creates several significant challenges. First, Republican office holders are not evenly dispersed 
around the state but instead concentrated in rural areas. Republican voices are increasingly rare 
in suburban areas, and virtually non-existent in urban settings. As such, unfiltered Republican 
messaging is seldom heard (and rarely sought) in areas around the state where younger adults are 
choosing to live.

The second significant challenge, and one which may also influence the first, is that Republican 
candidates and office holders tend to primarily speak in terms of opposition to policy, not support. 
In other words, Republicans tend to speak against policies (or policy proposals) that are contrary or 
(in their estimation) damaging to free market principles. Part of this is of course related to minority 
status for Republicans in Oregon, especially in the Oregon Legislature, where voicing opposition is 
one of the few tools available.

Nevertheless, in an environment where Oregonians are only hearing what Republicans are against, 
a vacuum has arisen. Oregonians know for example that in the 2019 Legislative Session, Republicans 
were against cap & trade, new taxes, paid family and medical leave and efforts to reduce the 
“kicker.” But what were Republicans for? More to the point, what free market proposals were offered 
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and publicly supported by Republican legislators to address Oregon’s problems? What were, for 
example, the market-based proposals to address the environment? Taxes and revenue? Schools? 
Student debt? Healthcare? Homelessness? The PERS crisis? Traffic and congestion? Or countless 
other current issues?

Importantly, especially for younger Oregonians, what are the free market ideas to address wage and 
wealth gaps? What are the free market ideas toward addressing economic and opportunity gaps 
among people of color?

As noted earlier, some traditional language (usually offered by Republicans) in support of free 
markets and capitalism no longer resonates with younger Oregonians. For example, our study 
showed that language or concepts which include promoting competition; limiting government 
involvement; encouraging people to take risks; or promoting economic mobility had little traction. While 
these concepts may have resonated with younger Americans when voiced by the likes of Ronald 
Reagan or Jack Kemp decades ago, today they fall short.

Today’s younger Oregonians more closely identity with language and concepts around: equity, 
fairness, resource efficiency, expanded opportunities for everyone, innovation and choice. The challenge 
for advocates of free markets and capitalism, whether those advocates are employers, business 
leaders, educators, marketers, candidates or policy makers, is to be more thoughtful in linking the 
virtues of capitalism with the values that resonate with younger Oregonians.

Is entrepreneurism the answer?

Younger Americans, including younger Oregonians, are increasingly uneasy – even hostile in 
some cases – toward corporations and “big business.” Young adults in Oregon increasingly view 
corporations and big businesses as little more than vehicles for greed, cronyism and corruption 
rigged to benefit the wealthy and well-connected at the expense of workers and regular people. 
Yet despite this antipathy toward “big,” Americans remain very positive about small business and 
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entrepreneurism. In a poll conducted by Gallup in 2018, 92 percent of respondents had a positive 
view of “small business” while 86 percent had a positive view of “entrepreneurs”  
(https://news.gallup.com/poll/240725/democrats-positive-socialism-capitalism.aspx).

The message that entrepreneurism (and small business as a by-product of entrepreneurism) is the 
best vehicle to drive modern values, including innovation, equity, fairness, widespread opportunities, 
choice and efficiency, may resonate well with younger Oregonians. Younger Oregonians and 
younger Americans understand the dynamic benefits of entrepreneurial innovation. “This makes 
sense” writes Edward Glaeser. “After all, children born in 1992 have lived through a series of public-
sector failures – and private-sector successes. Apple’s iPod arrived when they were nine, enabling 
them to listen to a library of music that they could carry in their pocket. The iPhone appeared in 
2007, just in time to turbocharge their teenage social life. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Amazon 
– all became mass phenomena during their lifetime.” (https://www.city-journal.org/millennials-
embrace-socialism).

Advocates of free market capitalism, including educators, business leaders and marketers, may 
discover that “entrepreneurism” is the best conceptual framework for publicly promoting intellectual 
ideas, products and services, and business activities. While free market-oriented politicians may 
similarly find success through promotion of positive policies which 1) encourage entrepreneurial 
innovation; 2) expand entrepreneurial opportunities; and 3) leverage entrepreneurial solutions 
toward addressing today’s societal problems.

Advocates may also discover that concepts and language around entrepreneurism will resonate 
beyond traditional business or commercial audiences. Not everyone is going to be the next Steve 
Jobs or Weili Dai, after all, so limiting entrepreneurial advocacy to business-centric activities may 
be off-putting or irrelevant to some.  However, everyone has a passion for something. Promoting 
and empowering innovative philanthropic entrepreneurism, social entrepreneurism, environmental 
entrepreneurism, community entrepreneurism or women’s health-advocacy entrepreneurism, to 
name just a few, may provide a bridge toward promoting free market entrepreneurism.

Conclusion

Among younger Oregonians, socialism has gained traction and favor while the reputation of 
capitalism has flagged. Some advocates of capitalism may view these phenomena with disdain, 
seeing any youthful embrace of socialism as ignorant or ungrateful. Others may simply dismiss it as 
the naïve idealism of youth. As we’ve pointed out in this report however, these views miss the mark. 
More than anything else, younger Oregonians want outcomes. These outcomes are different than 
previous generations and people are increasingly turning to socialism for answers. This should not 
be surprising given that Oregonians of all stripes seldom hear anything positive about capitalism. 
Through earned and social media, Oregonians see the ugly side of capitalism. They see the scandal 
and corruption, but hear little about the free market tools, ideas and policies that could be used to 
address real-world issues. A communication vacuum has arisen, and sympathy toward socialism has 
partially filled the void.
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Yet younger Oregonians do not seem ready to jump lock, stock and barrel onto the socialism 
bandwagon. Only 30 percent of younger Oregonians identify as “socialist,” while 58 percent are 
either unsure or have a negative view of socialism. For those inclined, this creates a valuable 
opportunity to positively engage younger Oregonians on the benefits of free market capitalism. 
Speaking to real values and real concerns like equity, fairness, innovation and opportunity through 
the lens of entrepreneurism and small business may provide the best path toward recapturing the 
hearts, minds and imagination of younger Oregonians.

###

More than anything else, 
younger Oregonians want outcomes.


