
What do Americans believe – or even know – about 
potential reforms to make our government more open 
and fair?
Reformers are turning their sights to fundamental questions 
about how American government is broken – and who has 
representation. The public shares an interest in these core 
values, but low awareness of specific proposals makes fram-
ing and education particularly important. The debate over 
the future of America’s democracy is just taking shape.

How are this year’s tax returns affecting perceptions of 
Republican tax policies? 
Americans remain opposed to the Republican tax law now that 
they have seen what it means for their own finances. Progres-
sives are in a strong position to continue arguing the Trump 
administration puts the wealthy ahead of the middle class.

What does the public think about William Barr’s summary 
of the Special Counsel report? 
The president has claimed “total exoneration,” but most 
Americans have lingering doubts or see the Attorney 
General’s summary as “inconclusive” on core questions of 
wrongdoing – and there are growing fears Trump will get 
away with his misdeeds.

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 1,005 
registered voters conducted April 1-7, 2019. 207 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:
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Reformers shouldn’t assume public awareness of reform proposals. 
Navigator asked two questions about each policy in the survey: awareness and support. 
Overall awareness of the policies was low. The most familiar policy is the abolition of the 
Electoral College for presidential elections, which 55% say they have heard “some” or 
“a lot” about. Almost half (47%) had also heard about the restoration of voting rights to 
individuals with past felony convictions. Beyond that, none of the other eight policies are 
well-known by more than a third of the country (33% for Puerto Rican statehood). Only 
22% of respondents had heard a lot or some about five or more policies from the list. 

However, most of the policies are popular despite the lack of awareness. Of the 12 policies 
tested, eight receive positive net support overall. And all but four policies are especially 
popular among the 22% of respondents who have heard about five policies or more – a 
group that is slightly better educated (44% have a college degree, compared to 37% over-
all), but politically similar (36% liberal compared to 30% overall) to the public at large.

The Case for Reform1

Political reforms get mixed reviews, but generally score  
better with high-information voters.

House Democrats recently passed HR1, a 
sweeping bill to improve both oversight 
in American government and the way 
elections are run in the United States,  
an effort Navigator examined in January. 
This month, Navigator examined a suite 
of new proposals that go beyond HR1: 
bigger ideas geared at bolder electoral 
and political reforms. 

These ideas, which have gotten some 
oxygen at the early stages of the Demo-
cratic presidential primary process, had 
been off the map of mainstream political 
conversation. And, while some of these 
proposals examined may be familiar to 
close observers of American politics, the 
latest survey makes clear considerable 
education is necessary and could lead to 
stronger support for many of the policies  
in question. 

Support        Not sure        Oppose 

Setting term limits for U.S. Supreme Court justices

Restoring voting rights to all adults convicted of non-violent felonies who 
have served their sentences

Making Puerto Rico a state

Making Election Day a federal holiday

Offering a government tax credit to every U.S. citizen who votes in a federal election

Getting rid of the filibuster rule in the U.S. Senate

Making Washington, D.C. a state

Getting rid of the Electoral College for presidential elections

Increasing the number of justices on the U.S. Supreme Court

Lowering the voting age from 18 to 17

Requiring all U.S. citizens to vote in federal elections or else pay a fine

+41

+31

+28

+24

+22

+12

+8

+8

-16

-54

-58

-68

Besides adding context in the form 
of detail, communicators can also 
add context in the form of “first 
principles” – the underlying ideals 
motivating specific proposals. For 
example, on its own, “increasing the 
number of justices on the Supreme 
Court” garners only 26% support – 
but 87% want to ensure no single 
appointee has too much power. 
Intensity is also especially high 
with these principles: 47% strongly 
support ensuring “every American 
has full representation in Congress” 
compared to 34% strong support 
when limited to “Puerto Rico.”

Remember  
“first principles”

Net:  
Overall     

Net:  
High-info*

* Has heard “some” or “a lot” about five or more policies on the list (22% of respondents overall). 

+29

+59

+43

+25

-1

+18

+18

+2

-23

-28

-47

-41

64 23

58 27

53 25

56 32

52 30

34 22

42 34

47 39

26 42

18 72

18 76

12 80

14

14

23

12

17

43

24

14

32

10

7

8
Lowering the voting age from 18 to 16
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The Case for Reform1

With novel reforms, a little context goes a long way.

Getting a critical mass of voters into the 
“high-information” category with regard 
to political reforms won’t be easy. But this 
edition of Navigator also demonstrates 
that even small amounts of context – 
down to a few words, in some cases – 
can have a big impact. 

Half of respondents were shown a descrip-
tion of each policy with no detail (Split A), 
and half were shown a description with 
greater detail (Split B). The findings show 
that, while connecting some of the policies 
to American values like representation or 
appreciation for the military will increase 
support, getting into the weeds can 
sometimes do more harm than good.

Net support  
(% Support - % Oppose)

+12 +2

Getting rid of the 
filibuster rule in the U.S. 
Senate that currently 
requires 60 votes to 
pass legislation instead 
of a 51-vote majority.

+8 +4

Getting rid of the 
Electoral College for 
presidential elections so 
the candidate with the 
most votes nationally 
always wins.

+28 +40
Making Puerto Rico a 
state with full repre-
sentation in Congress.

Split A Split B

+8 +20
Making Washington, 
D.C. a state with full rep-
resentation in Congress.

-54 -20
Lowering the voting 
age from 18 to 17, 
the same age when 
Americans can enlist in 
the military.

KEY: 
Context helpful:
Context unhelpful:

The message on D.C. statehood: “It’s taxation without representa-
tion.” Underlining the importance of education with issues like statehood, only 39% of 
Americans correctly stated Washington, D.C. does not already have full representation 
in Congress, 29% believe they are represented; 33% don’t know.

Supporters of statehood in Washington, D.C. should emphasize these voters lack 
full representation and already pay federal taxes.

Two-thirds (66%) overall found a pro-statehood argument including the fact that these 
citizens pay taxes more persuasive than a conservative argument calling it a Democratic 
“power grab” – 66% of independents and even 38% of Republicans sided with D.C. 
residents when it is framed this way. The taxation argument is much more convincing 
than arguing D.C. residents have “been waiting over 200 years to have a political voice 
in the federal government.”

Even if you don’t agree with either side completely, who do you find more convincing:

Those who say the 700,000 residents of 
Washington, D.C. have waited over 200 years 
to have a political voice in the federal govern-
ment, so they should finally have the same 
political representation as other American citi-
zens, including full representation in Congress.

Those who say policies like this are just a 
political power grab by Democrats seeking 

to pack Congress with more Democratic 
members by changing the rules of the game 

instead of winning over Americans in the 
middle of the country.

Total

Independents

56 44

58 42

Those who say the 700,000 residents of Wash-
ington, D.C. pay federal taxes just like other 
American citizens, so they should have the same 
political representation as other American citi-
zens, including full representation in Congress.

Those who say policies like this are just a 
political power grab by Democrats seeking  

to pack Congress with more Democratic 
members by changing the rules of the game 

instead of winning over Americans in the 
middle of the country.

Total

Independents

66 34

66 34
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Even if you don’t agree with either side completely, who do you find more convincing:

Reform “politics,” not democracy. 

The reform proposals discussed so far 
affect different parts of America’s dem-
ocratic machinery: courts, presidential 
elections, Congress, and the composition 
of the United States itself. After years of 
declining public confidence in the govern-
ment, Washington reformers aim to rebuild 
trust by making government more repre-
sentative and accountable.  

But “democracy reform” is not the most 
beneficial language for its advocates. 
Instead, framing the efforts as “political 
reform” has several advantages: 

Salience: Asked which is more import-
ant in a head-to-head, “political reform” 
decisively beats “democracy reform” (by 
76% to 24%).”

Accuracy: Given a choice between the 
three, Americans perceive these proposals 
as reforming “government” (45%) or “poli-
tics” (33%) more than “democracy” (21%).

Connotation: Americans are least likely 
to see “Reforming politics” through an 
ideological lens (52% say it is neither a 
liberal nor a conservative idea; 30% say 
liberal and 18% say conservative) of the al-
ternatives tested. “Reforming democracy” 
in particular is perceived as a liberal idea 
rather than a conservative one by 38% to 
16% (45% say it is neither). 

The Case for Reform1

Previous Navigator polling found Amer-
icans are less likely to think “democ-
racy” is completely broken (19%) than 
“government” is completely broken 
(43%) and more likely to prioritize fixing 
government rather than democracy and 
the electoral process by 57% to 43%. 
However, this comes after decades of 
decline in public trust in government 
as well as conservative efforts to make 
“big government” the enemy. 

Flashback

Make non-partisan, non-ideological arguments in favor of reforms. 
When arguing in favor of some more specific policies, such as increasing the number of 
justices on the Supreme Court or abolishing the filibuster rule in the Senate, progressive 
arguments are more persuasive when they focus on non-partisan objectives: better 
representation, less gridlock, and more bipartisanship.

It’s not just Republicans who prefer non-partisan arguments – Democrats, too, are more 
sympathetic to pro-reform arguments when the emphasis is fairness rather than progres-
sive achievement. For example, when arguing for filibuster reform, the case isn’t that it 
will allow Democrats to enact their agenda. The case is that it will make sure Congress 
can get things done and stop gridlock.

Total Dem Ind RepThose who say the U.S. Supreme Court is 
supposed to be above politics but that’s 
not the case anymore. Politicians attack 
qualified nominees and vote along party 
lines, and outside groups turn confirmation 
fights into political campaigns. We need to 
add more justices and create a less political 
process so there can be a more equal 
division of liberal and conservative justices 
to better represent the American people.

Those who say when Supreme Court Jus-
tice Antonin Scalia died, President Obama 
nominated a moderate replacement, but 
Republicans refused to even give the judge 
a vote. Now there is a conservative majority 
that is already threatening policies Ameri-
cans support on important issues like health 
care. Unless Americans want all progressive 
laws struck down by handpicked Repub-
lican justices, we need to add justices to 
restore balance.

Those who say the filibuster has to go. It 
is an out-of-date Senate rule that’s not in 
the Constitution and allows a minority of 
Senators to cause more gridlock. If the 
majority of Senators support something, 
they should be able to vote for it. Already, 
too many bills with bipartisan support have 
been blocked because a small minority of 
senators want to play partisan games. 

Those who say the filibuster has to go. It 
is an out-of-date Senate rule that’s not in 
the Constitution and allows a minority of 
Senators to cause more gridlock. The reality 
is that if a president ever wants to do any-
thing about fixing our broken immigration 
system, confronting the threat of climate 
change, or getting to universal health care, 
it is not going to be possible if they need 60 
votes in the Senate to pass every bill.

56 82 54 26

50 75 55 17

56 54 61 54

42 39 45 45

Those who say increasing 
the number of Supreme 
Court justices is just an 

attempt by radical Demo-
crats to “pack the Courts.” 

They can’t win elections 
and pick justices the usual 
way, so they are trying to 

change the rules of the 
game. If this power grab 

happens, both parties will 
just add justices whenever 

they are in power, which 
will destroy the legitimacy 
of the court and rip apart 

the U.S. Constitution.

Those who say abolishing 
the filibuster is just  

dangerous. The Senate 
is supposed to be “the 
world’s greatest delib-
erative body,”  where 

both parties have to work 
together and even the  

minority party gets a 
voice. Without the filibus-

ter, whichever party has 
a bare majority can pass 
the laws they want: that 

means it would be easier 
for politicians on either 

side of the aisle to make 
massive, harmful changes 
with only a slim majority.
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Tax Day2

Americans don’t see the benefits of the Republican tax law  
in their own returns. Progressives should continue reminding 
voters about the harm caused by the law. 

When Navigator conducted its survey 
over the first week of April, most (71%) of 
respondents had done their taxes, ahead 
of the April 15th deadline – marking the 
first tax filing season after the full imple-
mentation of the 2017 Republican tax law. 
Progressives have consistently argued the 
law was a giveaway to the rich at the ex-
pense of working and middle class people, 
and now most Americans are seeing its full 
impact on their paychecks and tax returns. 

The verdict on the tax law: a decisive 
thumbs down. In fact, net support for the 
bill fell to a new low in Navigator’s tracking 
to -12 (33% support, 45% oppose). The 
share who say their personal finances 
have improved due to the bill is flat, at 
19% – identical to our January Navigator 
survey – while the share who say it has 
made their finances worse has gone up 
by 10 points since February. Meanwhile, 
by 30% to 19%, those who have filed so 
far say they paid more than expected this 
year, rather than less (48% say it matched 
expectations). Support for the bill has also 
declined most among middle-income 
Americans (making $50,000 to $100,000 
in household income), who were split on 
the bill two months ago (41%-39%) but 
now divide 35% to 45% against. 

The bottom line: Americans just don’t 
see the benefit of this bill for their own 
lives and they’ve figured out Trump is 
focused on helping the wealthy instead 
of the middle class.

The argument for progressives: The wealthy are getting special treatment in the Trump 
economy. Public confidence in Trump’s ability to handle taxes has also slumped. Democrats 
have a 12-point lead on the issue this month (45% to 33%), their biggest yet in Navigator’s 
tracking thus far. The shift is driven in part by movement among independents, who split 23% 
to 22% for Democrats last month but 37% to 23% this month. 

By another metric Navigator has tracked for months, Americans are more likely to say Donald 
Trump favors the wealthy over the working and middle class by a 24-point margin, 62% to 
38%. Here, independents split decisively against the president, with a 36-point lead (68% to 
32%) for “puts wealthy people first.”

Do you support or oppose the Republican tax law that passed in 2017?

For progressives, “Trump puts wealthy people first” can be a persuasive argument, even 
among those who are more positive or ambivalent about other aspects of the economy. The 
belief Trump favors the wealthy (62%) far outpaces the number who feel personally uneasy 
about their financial situation (36%), give a negative rating to national economic conditions 
(34%) or disapprove of Trump’s economic performance (52%).

Support       Oppose

45

40

35

30
April ‘18 July ‘18 October ‘18 January ‘19 April ‘19

43
41

36

43

39

36

32

35
33

Donald Trump’s policies put wealthy people first       

Donald Trump’s policies put working and middle class people first

September ‘18 February ‘19 April ‘19

62
69

62

38
31

38

45
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Inconclusive, not exonerated – the conservative talking  
point on “exoneration” failed to break through.

The president trumpeted Attorney General 
William Barr’s 4-page “summary” of the 
recently completed Special Counsel report 
as an “exoneration,” but Americans did 
not buy it.

Americans are very aware of the comple-
tion of the Special Counsel investigation, 
submitted by Robert Mueller to the De-
partment of Justice in late March. Nearly 
every respondent polled (97%) had heard 
at least a little about the end of the inves-
tigation, including 41% who had heard a 
lot. The survey was conducted April 1-7, 
roughly a week after Barr went public on 
March 25.

But the share who accept the Trump 
administration narrative that the yet-to-
be-released full report conclusively “ex-
onerates” the president of wrongdoing is 
much smaller: just 30%. Most Americans 
either believe the report was inconclu-
sive (45%) or don’t know enough to 
say (18%). Even among self-identified 
Republicans, nearly four in ten (38%) do not 
agree that Trump has been exonerated. 

With so many Americans ready to “wait 
and see,” there is an opening for pro-
gressives to continue to make the case 
for continued scrutiny from Congress. 

Arguments that work: point to the bigger picture. Immediately following 
Democrats’ takeover of the House, Americans split evenly over the risks of overreach 
by congressional investigators versus the risks of lax oversight. Several months later, the 
public is more concerned the president and his associates will get away with wrongdoing. 
Views have shifted among independents, who leaned toward concern about overreach in 
December (36% to 32%) but now worry more about lax oversight by a margin of 11 points 
(46% to 35%). 

Regardless of whether you fully agree with either statement, when it comes to  
congressional oversight and the Trump administration, which of the following  
concerns you more?

Overall

Independents

42% 43% 43%

35% 36% 35%

That Democrats will go too far and 
abuse congressional oversight powers 
to attack the Trump administration.

Overall

Independents

April 2019 Dec 2018 Nov 2018

51% 45% 43%

46% 32% 40%

That Trump administration officials will get 
away with corruption, unethical behavior 
or mishandling important problems.

...It’s not just Mueller. Supporters of congressional investigators should respond 
to Trump’s complaints about exoneration (or wasted time and money) by emphasizing 
that Mueller’s work was only one piece of a larger puzzle. Potential “collusion” and “ob-
struction” are not the president’s only problems.

When the full Special Counsel report is released, newly revealed facts may dictate the 
next steps for communicators as the public learns more about the findings. In the mean-
time, progressives should focus on current wrongdoing in the Trump administration 
(e.g., obstruction and abuse of power) rather than on what may seem like re-litigating 
the 2016 election (e.g., collusion). In a split sample experiment, Americans were more 
likely to support continued investigation related to obstruction (by 50% to 40%, 49% to 
33% among independents) than coordination with the Russians (45% to 43%; 32% to 
48% among independents).

Total

Independents

Those who say the Special Counsel investigation is 
only one of many mounting investigations around 
Trump, his administration, and his inner circle. With 
these other ongoing investigations by U.S. attorneys 
in New York and daily scandals — alleging abuses of 
power, self-dealing, illegal use of charity funds, and 
pay-to-play corruption — the American people deserve 
answers, so Congress should keep investigating.

Those who say the Special Counsel investiga-
tion is finished, and President Trump has been 
completely exonerated, with no collusion and 

no obstruction of justice by the president. This 
was an expensive, wasteful misuse of taxpayer 
dollars on a political witch hunt by Democrats 

who would rather attack the president to undo 
an election than get anything done or help 

grow the economy and create jobs.

56 44

63 37

Mueller Time3



Trump Budget Backlash
 z The recently released Trump administration budget calls for major cuts to Medicare and Medicaid. For opponents  

 of the budget, there are two potential responses: to focus on the president’s broken promise to protect these  
 programs; or, to remind Americans about the tax breaks Trump successfully passed in 2017 for health and drug  
 insurance companies that would coincide with public health care cuts. 
 

 z Navigator tested these two alternatives and found both raise similar levels of major concerns. With either framing,  
 a short message about the proposed cuts is highly concerning to the public, including political independents. 

Bonus Points
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Very concerning       Somewhat concerning Total Concerning

Overall

Independents

Overall

Independents

Split A: Donald Trump promised during his campaign that he wouldn’t cut Medicare and Medicaid, but his  
newly proposed Republican budget includes nearly $1 trillion in cuts to Medicaid.

Split B: After Donald Trump passed new tax breaks for health insurance and drug companies, his newly proposed  
Republican budget includes nearly $1 trillion in cuts to Medicare and $1.5 trillion in cuts Medicaid.

54 19

49 22

50 23

48 23

73

71

73

71

Corruption and the Parties
 z Democrats have regained a 10-point lead on the question of which party is trusted to “reduce government 

 corruption,” with Democrats at 39% and Republicans at 29%. This matches the previous peak in November 2018 
 (post-election).  

 z Another measure that has held steady: 61% of Americans believe Trump has worsened corruption in Washington, 
 D.C. rather than fixed it (39%). In the latest survey, independents split 71%-29% towards “Donald Trump is bringing 
 more corruption to Washington,” matching a previous high from September 2018.



Bonus Points
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When people in politics say, “the system is rigged,” it means different things to different people. Below are some examples of what  
it might mean – please select up to TWO that best describe what you think “the system is rigged” usually means:

Coastal elites in politics and the “fake news” media have too much power
Voter fraud and illegal voting prevents fair elections

Politicians and wealthy people don’t have to follow the same rules as everyone else
Politicians in Washington are corrupt and do what wealthy donors and lobbyists want

Politicians and special interests change the rules of elections so they can win no matter what

None of these
The rules that govern our political instutions are undemocratic and out-of-date

Total Dem Ind Rep

61
58
32
19
5
11
1

55
50
28
22
17
8
4

52
45
32
17
15
10
8

50
44
22
28
32
4
4

Rigged System (noun): When the corrupt and wealthy hold  
the power

 z The “rigged system” has become an increasingly common motif in political rhetoric, used by both sides. But what 
 do voters hear when public figures use the term? 
 

 z Navigator asked Americans to pick two items from a list of potential definitions for the “rigged system,” including 
 definitions referring to political corruption, institutional dysfunction and an overbearing “coastal elite.” There was 
 a clear winner: it’s about the corruption of politicians and the power of the wealthy.
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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 GBAO 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; Symone Sanders, progressive strategist; Melanie New-
man, Planned Parenthood. 

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

Global Strategy Group conducted a public opinion survey among a sample 
of 1,005 registered voters between April 1-7, 2019. 207 additional interviews 
were conducted among political independents with no partisan lean. The 
survey was conducted online, recruiting respondents from multiple opt-in 
online panel vendors. Respondents were verified against a voter file and 
special care was taken to ensure 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


