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Topic 1: How can policy-makers make the case that they 
will combat corruption and fight the influence of special 
interests and lobbyists?
In April, the Navigator showed Americans believe corruption 
is endemic in Washington. This concern continues, unabated, 
and so many are looking for leaders who put the people 
ahead of corporate donors and personal perks as they work 
to make government more accountable. 

Topic 2: Where do Americans stand on health care  
a year after the failure of Republicans’ Obamacare  
replacement push? 
In July, Navigator found health care costs imposing the biggest 
strain on Americans’ wallets. Two months later, health care 
costs remain a top concern, and the gap in perceptions of the 
two parties continues to grow. 

Topic 3: What do Americans think of Supreme Court 
nominee Brett Kavanaugh and how his confirmation 
process has been handled? 
Americans remain negative towards Kavanaugh personally 
and divided on his confirmation. Many believe Kavanaugh was 
picked to protect Donald Trump from the Special Counsel in-
vestigation, and there is support for delaying confirmation until 
he promises to recuse himself – or until the many unreleased 
documents from his time in Washington are made public. 

Welcome to NAVIGATOR — a project designed to better 
understand the American public’s views on issues of the day 
and help advocates, elected officials, and other interested 
parties understand the language, imagery and messaging 
needed to make and win key policy arguments. This edition 
features findings from a national online survey of 1,033 regis-
tered voters conducted September 5-9, 2018. 217 additional 
interviews were conducted among political independents 
with no partisan lean.

Every month, we pick a few topics for exploration. The topics 
we select aren’t meant to cover every issue area facing the 
progressive community, but rather to give actionable advice on 
how to talk about key issue areas. This month we focused on:

A Guide  
for Advocates
Corruption in Congress  
and the Battle for the Court

PLUS: BONUS POINTS  
Big movement on crimes  

uncovered by special counsel

PLUS: BONUS POINTS  
Big movement on crimes  

uncovered by special counsel
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The Anti-Corruption Case Americans Want to Hear1

Both parties have work to do on the corruption issue,  
but Democrats are gaining ground while Republicans  
have fallen behind.

Democrats have made significant prog-
ress in recent months on being favored 
to reduce corruption. Over the past several 
months, there has been a marked shift in 
public opinion among voters who did prefer 
a party on “reducing government corrup-
tion.” In June, the public gave a five point 
edge to Republicans in Congress on which 
party is more trusted to reduce corruption 
in government, but Democrats have now 
opened up an 11-point lead. Democrats 
also lead by nine points when it comes to 
putting Americans ahead of big campaign 
donors and by 21 points when it comes to 
standing up to the influence of big corpora-
tions and lobbyists. 

That said, asked which party they trust more 
to cut down on corruption, 37% refuse to 
pick either party, including 67% of inde-
pendents – that’s more than refuse to pick 
a party on any of 14 other issues tested, 
and a sign that the “plague on both their 
houses” sentiment is especially strong when 
it comes to cleaning up Washington. 

Democrats in Congress have opened up a real lead on who is better 
to reduce government corruption.
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Those most likely to say they “don’t know” which party is best on 
reducing corruption are independents, younger Americans, and 
whites with a four-year college degree. The high level of  “don’t know” 
responses presents an opportunity for leaders from both parties to  further define their 
position with these movable constituencies.
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Americans want leaders to stand up to special interests and 
say no to corporate donors and personal perks.

With many political leaders powerfully 
pledging to reject corporate dollars, this 
month we wanted to dig into additional 
ways of being anti-corruption – finding 
that refusing perks is another positive 
step. In April, Navigator zeroed in on the 
importance of campaign donor influence 
when it comes to concerns about corruption 
in Washington. Those concerns remain, but 
there are other ways political leaders can 
demonstrate they put their constituents first. 

The Anti-Corruption Case Americans Want to Hear1

“Put voters ahead of special interests.” Politicians need to make their priorities 
clear: given a list of general statements about what it looks like for a politician to get it 
right when it comes to special interests and corruption in government, language concern-
ing who leaders answer to, is valued more highly than who they stand up to.

Which of the following best describe a politician who is getting it right when it comes to 
special interests and corruption in government?

Put voters ahead of special interests

Answers to the voters first

Works to make government more accountable

Is transparent

Stands up to special interests

Stands up to the political establishment

Stands up for reform

Is independent

Is a political outsider

None of these
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How can leaders make their priorities clear? Commitments not to use public 
office to get personal perks occupy the top spots on a list of possible actions politicians 
could take to earn voters’ support and trust  (ranked by which would make Americans 
“much more likely” to vote for the individual who took the action). Where politicians get 
their money is also important – refusing campaign donations from drug and health insur-
ance companies comes second overall – as is transparency in dealing with lobbyists. 

A candidate who refuses to use taxpayer money for first-class airfare or private jets

A candidate who refuses to accept campaign donations from big drug and health insurance companies

A candidate who refuses perks, like taxpayer funded trips abroad

A candidate who would fight to end corporate contributions to political campaigns

A candidate who promises to make public all meetings with lobbyists or special interest groups

Much more likely        Somewhat more likely        Neither
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In an open-ended question that 
asked voters to describe Con-
gress, “corrupt” is the defining 
word. This is especially true 
among independent voters, as 
well as Democrats. Republican 
voters are most likely to call 
Congress “divided.”

What Democratic voters say:

What independent voters say:

What Republican voters say:
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Health Care Debate: One Year In2

Health care remains a key dividing line, and one where 
Americans  continue to trust the Democratic Party more.

It’s an unavoidable issue. In September 
2017, Republicans last attempt at passing a 
full repeal of the Affordable Care Act failed 
in the U.S. Senate. But the issue has not 
gone away, and the possibility of repealing 
parts or all of Obama’s health care bill has 
loomed over debates about the Republican 
tax bill and the midterms. In fact, in the 
last few days, Paul Ryan re-affirmed the 
intention of a new Republican Congress - if 
they retain the majority - would be to again 
try full repeal.

Health care remains a major issue continu-
ing to drive conversation in Washington 
and around the country. What’s also clear 
is Democrats’ lead on the issue of health 
care has only grown.

Navigator has tracked which party in Congress is more trusted to  
handle health care since June, and Democrats’ lead just reached a new 
high of 15 points. Democrats in Congress now lead by 22 points among political 
independents (42% to 20%).  Democrats also hold an 18 point advantage on health care 
when the sides are framed as “Democrats in Congress” versus “Donald Trump.”
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The Democratic lead has also grown when it comes 
to a core part of the debate over health care: costs. 
By 46% to 32%, Americans prefer Democrats in Congress over Re-
publicans in Congress to handle “keeping down health care costs,” 
up from a lead of just five points (39% to 34%) in June.

But Democrats’ advantage is largest on pre-existing 
conditions.  
Protecting pre-existing conditions is the one issue, health care- 
related or not, that Democrats are most trusted on. This may 
explain why Democratic messengers around the country have 
been making the case that protections for pre-existing condi-
tions remain at risk, even after the Republican failure to pass an 
Obamacare replacement. 

Democrats lead by 26 points overall on protecting health care 
coverage for people with pre-existing conditions, including a 
21-point lead among independents, a 33-point lead among 
college-educated whites and even a 9-point lead among whites 
without a college degree. 

Democrats in Congress        Don’t know enough to say        Republicans in Congress

Total

Democrats

Independents

Republicans

White non-college

White college

52 22 26

90 8 2

39 43 18

14 25 61

42 25 33

55 22 22

Just this month, the Navigator Research finds that, from a list of 
potentially concerning outcomes to emerge from Brett Kava-
naugh’s confirmation, the overturning of the ACA (and rollback of 
protections for pre-existing conditions) comes near the top.

Which party do you trust more to protect health care coverage for  
people with pre-existing conditions?
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Favorable        Haven’t heard of/Don’t know        Unfavorable

What Americans Think About Brett Kavanaugh3

Americans remain negative towards Brett Kavanaugh  
personally and are divided on his confirmation.

Brett Kavanaugh has gained some fans 
– but more detractors. Last month, less 
than half  had an opinion on Trump’s pick 
to replace Supreme Court Justice Anthony 
Kennedy, and these opinions were nega-
tive by nearly 2:1. Now nearly two-thirds 
of Americans have formed an opinion 
of Kavanaugh, but they have not gotten 
more positive on net, with 26% favorable 
and 36% unfavorable. Support for Kava-
naugh’s confirmation is evenly divided, 
with 38% in favor and 39% opposed.

One underlying belief: Trump’s motivations in 
picking Kavanaugh may not have been pure.

While self-identified Republicans view him positively, ratings of Kava-
naugh suffer because independents have a net unfavorable opinion 
of him and Democrats skew even more in the other direction. 
Even whites without a college degree, a group that often sides with President Trump, is split 
on Kavanaugh. White evangelicals, however, do tend to like him.

Do you have a favorable or unfavorable opinion of Brett Kavanaugh?

Why are Americans so sour on 
Kavanaugh? One possible reason: many 
Americans believe he was chosen to protect 
President Trump from potential repercussions 
emerging from the Special Counsel investiga-
tion. Given several options, including some 
that are more charitable to the president, 
“because Trump thinks Kavanaugh will take 
his side” rises to the top overall, as well as 
with political independents.

Trump’s motivations aren’t the only dimension 
to the Kavanaugh pick. Most Americans think 
it’s at least somewhat likely that this Supreme 
Court pick will lead to the country becoming 
more divided (80% somewhat or very likely), 
that the Court will become more conservative 
than the country (75%), the Affordable Care 
Act will be overturned – ending protections 
for people with pre-existing conditions (74%), 
and the wealthy will end up with even more 
power to influence politics (64%).

Total

Democrats

Independents

Republicans

White non-college

White evangelicals
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30
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Which of the following best describes why Donald Trump nominated Brett Kavanaugh?

Total        Independents

Trump thinks Kavanaugh will take his side in opposition to the Special Counsel investigation

Trump carefully considered all of the nominees and decided Kavanaugh was best

Trump thinks Kavanaugh is the nominee who will make his conservative supporters happiest

Trump just takes his cues from his advisors and Kavanaugh was recommended to him

None of these

38
37

29
15

28
30

16
18

13
24

NOTE TO OUR READERS: This poll was conducted during the Senate hearings on Brett Kavanaugh’s nomination, and prior to 
an accusation of sexual misconduct made against him, and should be interpreted with that in mind.
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Those who say there are documents from Brett Kava-
naugh’s time in Washington that won’t be released until  
October and the Trump administration has taken the  
unprecedented step of concealing over 100,000 pages  
of Kavanaugh’s record entirely. Past Supreme Court 
nominees have had a full and thorough review of that  
information before a confirmation. The Supreme Court is 
a lifetime appointment – it can wait a couple months so 
the public can examine the record of the nominee.
Total

Independents

Those who say critics of Brett Kavanaugh are desperate. 
Everyone agrees he is a qualified nominee, who served on 
the D.C. Circuit Court for 12 years. Democratic Senators  
need to put aside their anger at President Trump, meet 

with Kavanaugh, and stop trying to obstruct his nomination 
by introducing unrealistic demands just to distract and 

delay for partisan political reasons.

61 39

65 35

What Americans Think About Brett Kavanaugh3

The case for delay: Americans want to wait until Kavanaugh’s 
full record is revealed – and for the nominee to recuse 
himself from any Special Counsel investigation matters.

A vote on Kavanaugh’s confirmation 
may be likely, but the public is swayed 
by several arguments for delay. Advo-
cates have made multiple arguments in 
favor of pushing back the date of Kavana-
ugh’s nomination, to which the Republi-
can response has been a uniform “No.” 
Navigator tested several of these argu-
ments in favor of delay against a longer 
response from Republicans defending his 
experience spending more than a decade 
on his bench, and accusing Democrats 
of opposing his nomination for partisan 
political reasons. 

For each of the four matchups tested, 
the argument in favor of delay performed 
better than the argument for a quick 
vote. But the most effective arguments, 
with political independents and overall, 
point to the 100,000+ documents from 
Kavanaugh’s time working as a political 
staffer in Washington and to the ongoing 
investigation into Trump’s 2016 cam-
paign which his Supreme Court pick might 
be asked to decide.

Whom do you agree with more? 

Those who say after Donald Trump’s personal lawyer 
pleaded guilty to breaking campaign finance laws during 
the 2016 campaign, Trump is an unindicted co-conspira-
tor in a felony investigation. The U.S. Senate should not 
allow him appoint someone to  a lifetime position on the 
Supreme Court until that investigation is resolved. Trump  
shouldn’t get to pick his own judge and jury.

Those who say critics of Brett Kavanaugh are desperate. 
Everyone agrees he is a qualified nominee, who served on 
the D.C. Circuit Court for 12 years. Democratic Senators  
need to put aside their anger at President Trump, meet 

with Kavanaugh, and stop trying to obstruct his nomination 
by introducing unrealistic demands just to distract and 

delay for partisan political reasons.

Total

Independents
54 45

62 38

Total

Independents

Those who say there have already been 35 indictments 
and 5 guilty pleas in the investigation of the Trump 
campaign’s involvement with Russia, and Donald Trump’s 
campaign chairman is in jail. Since the investigation could 
actually end up before the Supreme Court, Trump’s nom-
inee should promise to recuse themselves on any cases 
about the Russia investigation before any confirmation 
vote. Trump shouldn’t get to pick his own judge and jury.

Those who say critics of Brett Kavanaugh are desperate. 
Everyone agrees he is a qualified nominee, who served on 
the D.C. Circuit Court for 12 years. Democratic Senators  
need to put aside their anger at President Trump, meet 

with Kavanaugh, and stop trying to obstruct his nomination 
by introducing unrealistic demands just to distract and 

delay for partisan political reasons.

58 42

67 33

Total

Independents

Those who say that two years ago, Senate Republicans  
would not hold a confirmation hearing for President 
Obama’s nominee prior to the 2016 election, even saying 
“give the people a voice in the filling of this vacancy.”  
This time, with just four months until the 2018 election,  
nominee should be considered until voters have their say 
when they vote this November.

Those who say critics of Brett Kavanaugh are desperate. 
Everyone agrees he is a qualified nominee, who served on 
the D.C. Circuit Court for 12 years. Democratic Senators  
need to put aside their anger at President Trump, meet 

with Kavanaugh, and stop trying to obstruct his nomination 
by introducing unrealistic demands just to distract and 

delay for partisan political reasons.

57 43

62 38



Bonus Points

The Verdict: Big Shift on Crimes Found By Special Counsel
 z Since May, the Navigator has tracked two questions on Robert Mueller’s Special Counsel investigation: Do Americans 

 support it and are they aware if it has uncovered any crimes? This month, support for the investigation is steady and near 
 its all time high at 56% (it was 57% in August). 

 z As for the second question, following months of headlines about Paul Manafort’s trial, Michael Cohen’s plea deal, and George  
 Papadopoulos’ prison sentence, a majority of Americans believe the investigation has uncovered crimes for the first time.   
 (Note to our readers: This poll was conducted prior to Paul Manafort’s guilty plea with the Special Counsel on September 14, 2018.) 

 z In May, the Navigator also tested an argument that Trump should allow the Special Counsel investigation to continue 
 because “nobody is above the law.” Agreement with that argument has held steady overall (64% in September, was 63% 
 in May) and agreement among independents has jumped from 64% in May to 75% in September - evidence that awareness 
 of the crimes uncovered by the investigation are helping to validate the continuation of the investigation.

Security Clearances
 z Last month, Trump opened up a new front in his ongoing war against people who criticize him, by revoking the  

 security clearance of former CIA Director John Brennan after he called the president’s behavior on Russia “treasonous.” 
 

 z This poll finds Americans tend to side with Brennan, by a clear margin: 53% say Trump’s behavior was unjustified, 
 against only 25% who say it was justified. Among the “unjustified” crowd, the majority (or 43% of the total) also tend 
 to say Trump’s behavior is worse than the behavior of past presidents. 

 z Pundits and other observers have suggested a number of motivations for Trump in revoking the clearance: Is it a  
 strategic attempt to distract from other controversies? Does he truly want to punish those who “profit” off of their 
 clearances? Americans think the top explanation is that “he likes to get revenge on people who wrong him”  
 followed closely by “he just has thin skin and reacts impulsively.”
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He likes to get revenge on people who wrong him
He just has thin skin and reacts impulsively

He wants to distract from other negative stories about him in the news
He wants to send a signal to other former intelligence officials about not leaking classified info

He believes people like Brennan put national security in jeopardy
He wants to punish those who are trying to profit off of their security clearances

None of these
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To the best of your knowledge, has the investigation uncovered any crimes?
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For press inquiries contact:
press@navigatorresearch.orgIn a world where the news cycle is the length of a tweet, our leaders often lack 

the real-time public-sentiment analysis to shape the best approaches to talking 
about the issues that matter the most. Navigator is designed to act as a consis-
tent, flexible, responsive tool to inform policy debates by conducting research 
and reliable guidance to inform allies, elected leaders, and the press. Navigator 
is a project led by pollsters from Global Strategy Group and GBA Strategies 
along with an advisory committee, including: Andrea Purse, The Hub Project; 
Arkadi Gerney, The Hub Project; Christina Reynolds, EMILY’s List; Delvone 
Michael, Working Families; Felicia Wong, Roosevelt Institute; Mike Podhorzer, 
AFL-CIO; Jesse Ferguson, progressive strategist; Navin Nayak, Center for  
American Progress Action Fund; Ron Klain, Revolution; and Stephanie Valencia, 
Latino Victory Project. 

To learn more about Navigator: http://navigatorresearch.org/

Global Strategy Group conducted a public opinion survey among a base sample 
of 1,033 registered voters, along with 217 additional interviews among inde-
pendents with no partisan lean, between September 5-9, 2018. The survey was 
conducted online, recruiting respondents from multiple opt-in online panel ven-
dors. Respondents were verified against a voter file and special care was taken 
to ensure that the demographic composition of our sample matched that of the 
national registered voter population across a variety of demographic variables.  

About Navigator

About the Study


