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Executive Summary 
The Social Science Research Center (SSRC) at Old Dominion University is pleased to present the 

results from the 11th annual Life in Hampton Roads (LIHR) survey. The purpose of the survey was to gain 

insight into residents’ perceptions of the quality of lif
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• Hampton Roads residents had mixed perceptions of the economy but showed some optimism 

about their own financial situation. Less than half (48.2%) of those surveyed rated the economic 

conditions in Hampton Roads as excellent (5.5%) or good (42.7%).  Respondents showed some 
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Survey Methodology and Sample Demographics 

Survey Methodology 

The Social Science Research Center (SSRC) at Old Dominion University recently completed data 

collection for the 11th annual Life in Hampton Roads (LIHR) survey. The purpose of the survey is to gain 

insight into residents’ perceptions of the quality of life in Hampton Roads and the COVID-19 pandemic 

as well as other topics of local interest such as perceptions of police, employment, and other issues. 
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recruitment, member referrals, targeted email lists, gaming sites, customer loyalty web portals, 

permission-based networks, and social media.  The second panel was a proprietary SSRC panel which 

consisted of Hampton Roads residents who had previously participated in a Life in Hampton Roads 

telephone survey between 2014 and 2019, provided their email address at the end of the interview, and 

agreed to be contacted for future web-based surveys.   

This change in methodology limits to at least some degree the ability to compare this year’s 

survey results with results from previous years or to confidently generalize the results to the Hampton 

Roads population as a whole. Because the online panels used for this survey (with the partial exception of 

the SSRC panel) are opt-in rather than randomly sampled, we have not calculated random sampling-based 

confidence intervals for this year’s survey.  Nonetheless, we note that an increasing number of surveys 

have moved online in recent years, and that in many instances, useful data has been developed despite the 

challenges of online survey research. Furthermore, given the low response rates often achieved from 

random samples, much public opinion survey research has arguably been in an “opt-in non-probability-

sample” space for some time.   

As with most other samples (given non-response issues), on-line panels have issues with coverage 

as some demographic groups are more or less likely to have access to and regularly use the internet, and 

some groups are more likely to respond to requests to complete a survey.  As with most survey research, 

the primary response to this challenge involves the use of survey weights to place more weight on 

responses from individuals who belong to demographic groups less likely to respond relative to their 

prevalence in the population.  Weighting was conducted using iterative adjustment of survey weights, a 

process known as “raking” in the survey literature.  In addition to standard demographic variables, we 

also weighted on availability of broadband internet in the household.   

It is important to note that in all years of the Life in Hampton Roads survey, there was a tendency 

for samples to over-represent women and whites.  In previous years, and particularly with land-line based 



The Social Science Research Center at ODU 6 

telephone, the sample also tended to overrepresent older individuals.  With a switch to online panels, we 

saw this tendency reverse, with a modest tendency for younger individuals to make up a larger share of 

the respondents than they represent in the overall population. In order to better represent the overall 

Hampton Roads population, a weight variable was computed, and the data files were weighted to correct 

for discrepancies in age, race, gender, and internet usage between the survey sample and the population of 

each Hampton Roads city. Data were also weighted on city of residence in order to maintain the 

representativeness of the sample with regard to the population distribution in Hampton Roads.  

Sample Demographic Coverage  
Unlike nearly all other data presented in the 2020 LIHR survey report, demographic data 

described here is presented unweighted in order to give curious readers a sense of the demographic 

coverage achieved by the survey. Of the 1,100 citizens interviewed, 59.9 percent were white, 28.7 percent 

Black or African-American, 9.6 percent considered themselves to be another race/ethnicity; including 0.6 

percent American Indian or Alaskan Native, 0.5 percent Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, 3.0 percent 

Asian, and 5.4 percent indicated they were multiracial.  In a separate question, 7.5 percent of respondents 

indicated that they were of Hispanic/Latino origin.  More than 40 percent (43.2%) of the respondents 

received a high school diploma or GED, completed trade or professional school, or attended some 

college.  An additional 40.2 percent of respondents completed an undergraduate or graduate degree.  

Almost half of respondents were married (44.8%) and 14.2 percent were divorced, separated, or widowed.  

Slightly less than one-third of those surveyed were single and not living with a partner (30.5%) while just 

over 10 percent reported being single and living with a partner (10.4%).  

Race or Ethnicity Percentage 
White 59.9% 
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Race or Ethnicity Percentage 

Multiracial 
5.4% 

Other 0.1% 
Don’t Know/Refused 1.7% 
Hispanic/Latino Origin 7.5%
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$30,000 or less, 35.7 percent reported earning more than $30,000 to $75,000, while 35.9 percent earned 

more than $75,000.   
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Respondents were also asked if they or anyone in their household had certain types of technology 

as well as access to the internet.  Ninety percent of respondents reported having a smartphone and 80 

percent have a laptop.  Nearly 70 percent reported having a tablet or other computing device (68.5%) and 

half of the respondents have a desktop computer.  Eighty-five percent reportedly have access to the 

internet and of those who have access to the internet, 81.4 percent have broadband internet access.   
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Quality of Life 

Quality of Life in the Region 
Despite the pandemic and stay-at-home restrictions, more than two-thirds of respondents rated the 

quality of life in the region as excellent or good (67.4%). About one in four rated Hampton Roads’ quality 

of life as fair (25.8%) and 4.1% rated it as poor.  

 

 

Consistent with previous years, respondents rated the quality of life in their city and their 

neighborhood more highly than they did for the region as a whole. Seventy-one percent rated the quality 

of life in their city as good or excellent and 23.6% rated their city as fair. Only 4.2% rated their city’s 

quality of life as poor. 
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Quality of Life Perceptions Vary by City 
The ratings varied based on the city where respondents live. Regarding overall life in the region, 

residents of Virginia Beach (76.2%) and Chesapeake (70.8%) were most likely to rate the quality of life 

as excellent or good. Fewer than two-thirds of residents in the other cities rated regional quality of life as 

excellent or good. 

 

The differences are more pronounced, however, when looking at ratings of one’s neighborhood 

and city. More than four in five residents in Virginia Beach (84.6%) and Chesapeake (82.7%) rated their 

city as excellent or good compared to only about 55% in Newport News (55.6%) and Portsmouth 

(54.2%). More than three-quarters of Suffolk residents rated their city’s quality of life as excellent or 

good (78.8%). 
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Almost 90% of Chesapeake residents rated their neighborhood quality of life as excellent or good 

as did 87.8% of residents in Virginia Beach. About seven in 10 residents in Newport News (70.1%) and 

Portsmouth (69.4%) rated the neighborhoods as excellent or good and fewer than two-thirds of Norfolk 

(65.3%) residents rated their neighborhood highly.  
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Ratings also differed significantly by race for one’s city and neighborhood. About two-thirds 

(66.4%) of Black respondents rated the quality of life in their city as excellent or good compared to three-

quarters of whites (75.2%) and 72% of those in other racial groups. While 84% of whites rated the quality 

of life in their neighborhood as excellent or good, only 72.4% of Blacks did so as did 77.7% of other 

racial groups. And while not significant for the region as a whole, Blacks still rated the quality of life in 

Hampton Roads lower than whites and other racial groups. 
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Finally, quality of life ratings varied significantly by education and household income. The 
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Employment and the Economy 
This year’s survey included general questions about employment and economy as well at the 

impact of COVID-19 on work conditions. These data provide insight into how residents in Hampton 

Roads perceive the economy and how work conditions may have changed as a result. This year’s survey 

also included some general questions about diversity in the workplace. 

Employment and COVID-19   
As can be seen from the graph below, about half of those responding to this year’s survey were 

employed full-time while another 10.6% were employed part-time.  Just over 16% were retired. About 

10% were not employed but looking for work while 8.4% were not employed and not looking for work. 

 

Of those who reported working part-time or not working but looking for work, half indicated that 

they had been laid off, had hours reduced or been furloughed because of COVID-19 conditions.   
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Additionally, all respondents were asked if anyone else in their household had been laid off, 

furloughed or had hours reduced because of COVID-19 conditions. Almost one-third (32.2%) indicated 

yes. The survey responses show the extent of the impact of COVID-19 on the working conditions of 

Hampton Roads residents.   

 

Respondents who reported working full- or part-time were asked about their work location given 

COVID-19 conditions. One-third of respondents indicated that they were working only outside of the 

home (33.2%), while 29.8% reported that they were working only from home 



The Social Science Research Center at ODU 21 

(telecommuting/teleworking) and another 14.7% reported that they were working mostly from home and 

only occasionally outside of the home. Another 8.6% indicated that they were splitting time equally 

between working from and outside of the home.  

 

This year’s survey included questions about diversity in the workplace. Nearly 43% of 

respondents who work full or part-time indicated that they have not had diversity training within the past 

three years.   

 



The Social Science Research Center at ODU 22 

While 80% of all respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they are treated in a fair, non-

discriminatory manner by their employer, there were significant differences between white and Black 

respondents. Over 89% of white respondents indicated that they were treated fairly while only 68.6% of 

Black respondents felt the same. There is a 30 percentage-point difference between white and Black 

respondents who strongly agree that they are treated fairly (58.7% compared to 27.9%). 

 

Respondents who were employed also answered questions about their employer’s diversity 

practices.  About half (51%) agreed that their employer uses strategies to ensure diversity in its suppliers, 

contractors and customers, while 57.8% agreed that their employer aligns diversity with business goals 

and objectives. Fifty-six percent agreed that their employer uses recruiting strategies to help increase 

diversity. These items did have about one-third of respondents indicate “neither agree nor disagree,” 

which may reflect that respondents were not sure if their employers engaged in these strategies.   
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Perceptions of the Economy 
Hampton Roads residents had mixed perceptions of the economy but showed some optimism 

about their own financial situation. Less than half (48.2%) of those surveyed rated the economic 

conditions in Hampton Roads as excellent (5.5%) or good (42.7%). More than one-third (37.2%) rated 

economic conditions as fair and 10.4% rated them as poor. Interestingly, despite the impacts of COVID-

19, these ratings are not that much different than in past years of the survey. Last year, 49.9% of 

respondents rated economic conditions as good or excellent. This year’s ratings are actually higher than in 
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When asked 
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Handling of Covid-19 
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Overall, state elected officials received mixed grades on the question: “How would you rate the 

job each of the following is doing responding to the coronavirus outbreak?”  About 15% of respondents 

gave “state elected officials” an excellent rating, and nearly 17% gave them a poor rating.  Most 

respondents were in the middle, with 35.5% giving a “good” rating and nearly 33% giving a “fair” rating.  

Just over half of respondents (50.5%) gave state elected officials an “excellent” or “good” rating.    
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Local Response 
Local elected officials received mixed ratings similar to state elected officials. “Excellent” and 

“good” ratings totaled 51% (12% “excellent” and 39% “good”), while 36% gave a “fair” rating and 13% 
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should be” more or fewer restrictions.  The modal response (42%) was that there should be “MORE 

restrictions right now” with only slightly more than half as many (23%) selecting the option that there 

should be “FEWER restrictions right now.”  About 35% felt that there should be “about the same number 

of restrictions right now.” 

 

Covid-19 Detailed analysis: party, city of residence, and other factors  

Trump pandemic response 
While Trump received low marks overall on his coronavirus pandemic response, views were very 

polarized by party. Eighty percent of Republican respondents gave Trump an “excellent” or “good” 

rating, while 80% of Democratic respondents gave Trump a “poor” rating.  Respondents who did not 

indicate an affiliation with either of the major parties also gave Trump quite negative marks, with 55% 

giving a “poor” rating.  
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Ratings of President Trump’s response to the coronavirus also varied by city, with low 
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Views of the stay-at-home decision also divided on party lines. Democrats were the most likely to 

believe that the order timing was about right, while Republicans were the most likely to believe that the 

order was imposed too quickly, and independents were the most likely to believe it was not imposed 

quickly enough.  
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Similar divisions emerged concerning the reopening of nonessential businesses. Here too, there 

were substantial divisions on party lines. Republicans were the most likely to think that the action was not 

taken quickly enough, and Democrats were the most likely to think that the timing was either too quick or 

about right.    

 

There was less variation across cities in terms of the governor’s decision to reopen businesses, 

with a large proportion in each city believing that the timing was about right. This response ranged from 

41.9% in Newport News to 46.4% in Norfolk. There were differences by city in concerns that the 

governor’s decision was not quick enough. Respondents from Norfolk and Portsmouth were the least 

likely to believe that the opening process was not quick enough, and respondents from Suffolk were the 

most likely to assert that the opening did not proceed quickly enough.   
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On the overall pandemic response job performance question, state elected officials received 

higher marks from Democrats than from other groups. Republicans and independents, on the other hand, 

were more likely to give negative evaluations of fair or poor.  
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The media 
As is typically the case in national surveys, views of the media were sharply divided on party 

lines, with Republican respondents much more likely to give the media negative marks, and Democratic 

respondents more likely to give the media a positive evaluation. Fifty-four percent of Republicans gave 

the media a “poor” rating, while only 11% of Democrats gave this rating. Conversely, 57% of Democrats 
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More restrictions needed? 
Respondents from Newport News (45.9%) and Norfolk (49.5%) were the most likely to indicate 

that they thought there should be more restrictions, while respondents from Portsmouth (34.2%) and 

Suffolk (35.8%) were least likely to indicate that there should be more restrictions.  

 

 

Those who personally knew someone who had COVID-19 were much more likely to support 

more restrictions: 53% wanted more restrictions, compared to 35% of those who did not personally know 

anyone with COVID-19.  
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Health and Health Concerns 
The 2020 survey included several questions about health-related concerns and behaviors of 

residents during the COVID-19 pandemic. Responses provide insight into the experiences and concerns 

of Hampton Roads citizens around a variety of health-related topics. 

General Health and Personal Concerns Regarding COVID-19 
Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, about three-quarters of Hampton Roads residents felt that their 

health in general was good (55.8%) or excellent (19.6%). Only 2.7% rated their health as poor while one 

in five rated their health as fair (20.8%).   

 

Even though residents reported generally good health, they still expressed health-related concerns 

given COVID-19 conditions. More than two-thirds were at least somewhat concerned about 
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Respondents reported the above concerns despite the fact that many did not personally know 

someone who had tested positive, been ill or been hospitalized because of the virus (61%). Just over 12% 

of respondents knew someone who had tested positive but did not have symptoms and 15.1% knew 

someone who had been ill but not seriously because of the virus. About 8% knew someone who had been 

seriously ill but did not require hospitalization and 10.1% knew someone who had been hospitalized 
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The vast majority of Hampton Roads residents responding to the survey agreed that frequent hand 

washing (93%), wearing a mask (83.3%) and social distancing (89.6%) can significantly reduce the risk 

of COVID-19. These are ways that the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) have 

recommended to protect oneself and others from the virus. 

Respondents had mixed levels of agreement on other types of behaviors and their ability to 

significantly reduce the risk of COVID-19. Nearly half felt that taking vitamins and minerals could 

significantly reduce the risk (49.9%) and more than half (56%) disagreed that consuming large quantities 
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General Health & COVID: City Differences 
Respondents’ self-reported general health varied significantly across the seven cities, with 

Suffolk residents most likely to rate their health as excellent (30.8%), followed by Newport News and 

Virginia Beach (both at about 22%). 
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COVID-19 and Education 
The 2020 Life in Hampton Roads survey included several questions concerning response by state 

officials and public schools to the COVID-19 pandemic as well as opinions for reopening plans in the 

fall. These questions provide insight into the experiences and concerns of Hampton Roads citizens. 

Perceptions of School Closures and Potential Reopening 
All respondents were asked to what extent they agree or disagree with a series of statements, 

including “The decision to close the local public schools in March because of COVID-19 was the right 

decision.”  More than 81% of respondents either strongly agreed (54.9%) or agreed (26.5%) with this 

statement.  Only 8% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the March school closings.  

 

While a clear majority of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed with the decision to 

close the local public schools, and this was true across the cities of Hampton Roads, there were 

statistically significant differences (p<.001). Suffolk residents were least likely to agree or strongly agree 

(66.2%) followed by Hampton (71.7%) and Virginia Beach (77.3%). More than 80% of the residents in 

the other cities agreed or strongly agreed (Portsmouth 83.6%, Chesapeake 85.1% and 89.7% in both 

Norfolk and Newport News). 
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There was also significant variation among the cities in beliefs about resuming in-person classes 

in public schools (p<.05).  More than 40% of residents in Portsmouth (43.1%), Hampton (43.8%) and 

Virginia Beach (46.5%) agreed that in-person classes should resume, while fewer respondents in Norfolk 

(30.6%), Newport News (36.0%), Suffolk (38.5%) and Chesapeake (39.3%) agreed with resuming in-

person classes in the fall. 

!N#*%
'!#$%

('#+%

!N#!%

&#'%

)#)%

"#)%

!)#)%

!"#)%

')#)%

'"#)%

()#)%

("#)%

@5:67C=G;0C:.. cC:.. 8.B5-.:;0C:..
76:;HB/0C:..

SB/0C:.. @5:67C=G
HB/0C:..

^$(2+'#7-+*(';(<$$+;';<$7+,'%";7)"'*35#"%;$3'
(+2;;";'*3'&<"'?2++0



The Social Science Research Center at ODU 55 

 

Responses were very similar regarding how local colleges and universities should operate in the 

fall.  Almost 40% agreed or strongly agreed that in-person classes should resume, while 27.3% disagreed 

or strongly disagreed. Again, almost one-third (32.8%) neither agreed nor disagreed with colleges 

resuming in-person classes. 
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indicated that they are no longer going to college or have postponed starting classes.  Others indicated that 

their classes had been canceled or were no longer offered. Finally, a few respondents indicated that other 

demands, like caring for children, made it such that they were not planning to take classes.  

How Did the Public Schools Perform During the Closure?  
About 29% of respondents had school-aged children (n=319) and about 79% of those had a 

child/children attending the public schools prior to the COVID closure (n=253). Respondents with 
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Although there were no racial/ethnic differences in attitudes toward closing public schools, there 

were differences in attitudes toward resuming in-person classes in both the local public schools as well as 

colleges and universities. Nearly half of white respondents (48.6%) agreed with resuming in-person 

classes in the public schools compared to only 30% of Black/African American respondents and 39.4% of 

those in other racial groups. There were also strong differences between white respondents and 
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racial/ethnic minorities in favoring resuming in-person classes in the local colleges and universities 

(49.2% for whites, 40.6% for other racial groups and only 27.6% among African Americans). 
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likely to favor resuming in-person classes in public schools (47% versus 37.4%) and colleges/universities 

(46.2% versus 37.4%) – approximately a 9-10% difference. 
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Hurricane Evacuation & Sheltering During COVID-19 
The 2020 Life in Hampton Roads (LIHR) survey includes several questions concerning how 

residents plan to prepare for and respond to hurricanes during the COVID-19 pandemic.  The survey 

results are particularly relevant given Hampton Roads’ recent experience with Hurricane Isaias as we 

enter into what is forecast to be an extremely active hurricane season. People generally make decisions on 

how to prepare for and respond to hurricanes based on the track and category of the storm, and in 

preparation may consider sheltering in their home, sheltering at a local shelter or evacuating from areas 

perceived to be at greater risk. 

To give context, prior to the current hurricane season, 18% of survey respondents lived in 

Evacuation Zone A during Hurricane Florence in 2018. Of those respondents, despite a mandatory 

evacuation order, roughly 66% did not evacuate, 30% evacuated and 4% went to a public shelter.   

 

This year’s survey data offers evidence of shifting risk perceptions and possibly changes in 

hurricane evacuation and sheltering behavior under the consideration of potential exposure to the 

COVID-19 virus.  
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For example, if a major hurricane is forecast to hit Hampton Roads during this hurricane season, over half 

(55%) of survey respondents report they would not consider evacuating (29%) or were unsure about 

evacuating (26%). 

 

In addition, a sizable majority would not consider (63%) or were unsure if they would go to a 

public shelter (19%). Among those residents who say they would not seek shelter, 70% cite concerns 

about potential exposure to COVID-19.  
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Further, researchers find that, for some, the impact of COVID-19 contributes to a lack of 

resources to evacuate. For example, among those residents who say they would not evacuate, 30% cite 

not having enough cash or credit on hand to cover expenses associated with evacuation (e.g., food, fuel 

and shelter). Of those residents who would not evacuate partly due to lack of cash or credit, 17% also 

reported having been laid off, furloughed or had work hours reduced because of COVID-19 conditions, 

and 46% reported others in their household had been laid off, furloughed or had work hours reduced 

because of COVID-19. 

Furthermore, of those respondents who do not plan to evacuate because of resource constraints, 

only 19% would consider going to a public shelter. This finding points to potential disparities in ability of 

low-to-modest income households across our region to evacuate.  Importantly, responses to this year’s 

survey can be contrasted to illustrate differences to pre-COVID-19 responses. For example, survey data 

can be used to compare how vulnerable residents (living in Evacuation Zone A) responded during 

Hurricane Florence in 2018 and how they plan to respond to a hurricane in 2020. That is, of those 

respondents who lived in Evacuation Zone A and evacuated during Hurricane Florence, 72% would 

consider evacuating in the 2020 hurricane season during COVID-19 and 50% would consider evacuating 

to a public shelter. 
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Protests in Hampton Roads and Police Response 
Data collection for the survey started about a month after the death of George Floyd while in 

police custody – which resulted in nationwide and local protests. Respondents were asked specifically 

about local protests and the police response to them. Respondents showed general support for the local 

peaceful protests, with 78.1% indicating they support (39.1%) or strongly support (39%) the local 

demonstrations. 

 

Similarly, more than three-quarters of respondents agreed that police in Hampton Roads are doing 
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Perceptions of & Experiences with Police Vary by City 
Trust and satisfaction with the police varied significantly based on where respondents lived.  

Satisfaction with police ran from a high of around 77% in both Chesapeake and Virginia Beach to a low 

of about 63% in both Hampton and Portsmouth. There were even larger disparities across cities in trust of 

the police. Fewer than two-thirds of respondents in Hampton (61.3%), Portsmouth (62.5%) and Norfolk 

(63.6%) indicated that they trust the police at least “somewhat.” This is contrasted with about three-

quarters of Chesapeake and Suffolk respondents and 82.3% of Virginia Beach respondents indicating that 
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Presidential Poll Results 
Respondents were asked: “Do you approve or disapprove of the job Donald Trump is doing as 

president?”  Roughly one-third (34.1%) approved, with 13.9% strongly approving.  Nearly two-thirds 
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affiliated respondents leaned toward Biden by at least a two-to-one margin, though many were unsure. 

Biden also performed substantially better among Republicans (10.1%) compared to Trump among 

Democrats (2.3%).   

 

A similar pattern emerged when comparing support from 2016 and 2020.  More than 90% of 


