
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 1,003 reg-
istered voters conducted July 11-14, 2019. 119 additional 
interviews were conducted among political independents 
with no partisan lean.
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A Guide  
for Advocates
Trade Talk: Pushing Back 
Against Trump’s Trade War

Every month, we pick a few topics for exploration. The top-
ics 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. We’ll be shar-
ing our findings throughout the month, and in this volume 
we focus on:     

What problems should progressives be spotlighting 
when it comes to Donald Trump’s approach to trade  
and tariffs?
Progressives can make the case that Trump’s approach to 
trade has been characteristically reckless and unnecessarily 
damaging, imposing high costs for working Americans and, 
in particular, for American farmers, all while letting powerful 
corporate interests off the hook.
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Public opinion on trade is not clear-cut, and progressives 
need to find – and speak to – Americans who have yet to 
form a firm point of view.

President Trump has long railed against unfair trade practices and agreements such as NAFTA. As president, he has relied heavily on the 
use or threat of tariffs (i.e., taxes placed on foreign imports), something even many progressive experts believe can, if done strategically, 
be used to the benefit of American workers. But when it comes to Trump’s approach, many Americans are concerned or conflicted. 
The issue has broken through: 65% of Americans say they have heard “some” or “a lot” about the trade war sparked by Trump’s policies, 
and 42% have heard something about the impact of the tariffs on their home state economies. The relatively high profile of the issue 
gives progressives an opening to describe how they might handle tariffs differently.

Democrats in Congress have a narrow advantage over President Trump on trade in general. 
The latest Navigator poll finds Trump 13 points underwater on overall job approval (43% approve, 56% disapprove). And on two key 
pocketbook issues – health care and taxes – Americans prefer the approach of congressional Democrats to President Trump by similar, clear 
margins. By contrast, Trump holds a small lead on the issue of the economy in general.

“Trade and tariffs” lies somewhere in between: Democrats in Congress are narrowly more trusted (43% Democrats in Congress – 39% 
President Trump), with a relatively large number of Americans saying they “don’t know enough to say” who is better on the issue. Further 
complicating the issue, Americans narrowly favor placing tariffs on goods from China, Canada, Mexico and others (45% support – 41% 
oppose), but well short of a majority. This dynamic underscores how progressives have an opportunity to engage with many people who 
are less familiar with Trump’s tariffs, or who support them but with reservations.

Please indicate which one you would trust more to handle each of the following.

Democrats in Congress        Don’t know enough to say        President Trump

Health Care

Taxes

Immigration

Trade and Tariffs

The Economy

Dem Lead

+14

+9

+4

+4

-5

1450 36

1746 37

1047 43

1843 39

1042 47

One caution for progressives: focus on Trump. While Democrats have a 4-point advantage against Trump on “trade and tariffs”, 
they prefer Republicans In Congress over Democrats by 45% to 37%.

http://navigatorresearch.org
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Unfavorable to 
NAFTA

Heard news about 
trade war

There are two distinct groups progressives 
can still speak to in order to win this issue. 

First, the 13% of Americans who are 
undecided on Trump’s tariffs. This 
group is not especially sympathetic to the 
president (68% disapprove, 26% approve), 
but they are far less likely than average to 
have heard “some” or “a lot” about the 
trade war (29%) or the impact of tariffs on 
their home state’s economy (20%). In other 
words, many in this group may simply 
need to hear the case against Trump’s 
approach to the issue.

Second, the 15% of Americans  
supporting Trump’s tariffs, but with 
some reservations. Sixty-two percent of 
“supporters with reservations” otherwise 
approve of the president’s overall job 
performance; for reference, 95% of those 
without reservations approve of the presi-
dent. These two groups of tariff supporters 
split on a another trade issue: NAFTA. 
Supporters with reservations view NAFTA 
more favorably than unfavorably (+21), 
while supporters without reservations are 
deeply negative (-38) – more in line with 
Trump’s own highly critical view. 

Importantly, when exposed to progressive 
messaging about Trump’s trade policies 
later in the survey, both undecideds and 
soft supporters are responsive to the 
messaging – the majority of undecideds 
and soft supporters say at least one of the 
progressive messages “raises doubts” 
about Trump’s approach. 

Americans narrowly support Trump’s tariffs, but progressives can speak to the many who remain undecided 
or conflicted.

26% 29% 72%

8% 69% 95%

Supportive: Some reservations

Trump Job Approval

95% 75% 29%

62% 78% 83%

Supportive: No reservations 

Share of total**Support for Trump’s Tariffs* Responsive to 
messaging***

(13%)

(41%)

(31%)

(15%)

9%

18%

63%

31%
Undecided

Opposed

*Question wording: “Do you support or oppose the tariffs Donald Trump has placed on imports from several countries, including tariffs on many goods 
from China, Canada, Mexico, and Europe?”

**Overall support is 45% after rounding. 

***Respondents were asked to select from five statements critical of President Trump’s trade policy the one statement that raised the “biggest doubts” 
about the policy. “Responsive to messaging” refers to the percentage saying at least one of the five statements raised doubts. The five statements critical 
of President Trump’s trade policy can be seen on page 5 of this report.

http://navigatorresearch.org


4navigatorresearch.org

Trade Talk Issue #14, Vol. 1, June 2019

At the root of Americans’ doubts about the president’s trade policies are doubts about the president himself. While a narrow plurality may 
support the tariffs, 53% of Americans have little or no confidence in the president’s ability to negotiate trade deals. That number rises to 
65% among the “undecideds” and 31% among supporters with reservations.  

When shown a list of words and asked to select which ones best describe concerns about Trump’s approach to trade and tariffs, oppo-
nents were most likely to describe it as “reckless” (45%) and “damaging” (39%) while conflicted supporters gravitated slightly toward 
“shortsighted” (20%) or “all over the place” (20%). The concern is more about the way Trump is using the tariffs – while descriptions that 
suggest the tariffs are fundamentally bad, like “losing” or “waste of money,” are less resonant with conflicted supporters and opponents. 

Farmers getting hurt
Rising prices of everyday goods 

Make the case against Trump’s trade policies by emphasizing who 
he’s hurting, who he’s helping, and why he is doing what he’s doing.

Arguments about prices rising and farmers suffering 
– while the wealthy benefit – already have credibility.
The public tends to believe Trump’s tariffs have been mostly unhelp-
ful for several groups affected, including American consumers, and 
farmers. For instance, more Americans believe the tariffs have been 
“mostly bad” for American consumers (46% “Mostly bad” to 32% 
“Mostly good”) and farmers (45% to 31%). But the reverse is true for 
CEOs of major corporations: they are the only group tested Amer-
icans clearly tend to believe have mostly benefitted from Trump’s 
approach to tariffs (39% “mostly good” to 19% “mostly bad”).

The concern for consumers likely comes from a very person-
al place for many Americans, who say they think Trump’s 
approach to tariffs has increased the costs of things they per-
sonally buy (49% believe this, while only 33% say the impact 
of the tariffs on prices has been neutral or positive). 

Americans name rising prices for everyday goods 
and the impact on farmers as top reasons to  
doubt the president’s approach on trade policy. 
Many progressives argue that tariffs, used in the right way and for the 

right reasons, can provide long-term benefits to American workers and 

ultimately consumers, for example by improving wages for workers 

domestically and labor standards abroad. The public, however, fail to 

see Trump’s tariffs this way when it comes to wages and cost of living. 

Just 13% of Americans believe his trade policies will save them money 

in the short term; thinking over the long term, that number rises to just 

18%. The number is higher for the long term among supporters with 

reservations (30%), but it’s only 10% for undecideds. 

Americans say that rising prices on everyday goods are the biggest 

source of doubt when it comes to Trump’s particular approach to 

trade and tariffs. “Farmers getting hurt” emerges again as another 

top-ranking concern, below rising prices.Please indicate whether you think Donald Trump’s policies on 
trade and tariffs have so far been mostly good or mostly bad 
for each of the following?

Supporters  
with reservations

Undecided  
on tariffs

Total

Job losses
Concerns raised by international allies
Retail store closures

Factory closures
Slower economic growth
Concerns raised by U.S. national security officials
Concerns raised by some Democrats in Congress

Complaints from labor unions
Concerns raised by some Republicans in Congress
Concerns raised by CEOs of major corporations

49

39

27

21

21

20

18

13

11

10

7

5

51 52

38 31

25 35

16 23

32 20

23 17

19 21

17 12

6 14

9 2

5 8

9 1

Regardless of whether you support or oppose Donald Trump on trade 
and tariffs, which of the following raise the biggest doubts for you 
about his approach?

American consumers

Mostly Good        Don’t know enough to say        Mostly Bad

Farmers and the agricultural industry

American workers in general

The automobile industry

The steel industry

CEOs of major corporations

2232 46

2431 45

2238 41

3232 36

3434 32

4239 19

Net Total
-14

-14

-3

-4

+2

+20

http://navigatorresearch.org
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Progressives can argue the losers of Trump’s trade policy 
are everyday people, while the winners are corporate  
interests and the wealthy.

Besides specific information and eco-
nomic proof points, respondents were 
also exposed to broader narratives about 
Donald Trump’s approach to trade and 
tariffs and asked whether each one raises 
doubts about the approach. The findings 
show several of the narratives resonate with 
Americans across the political spectrum, 
including the more persuadable groups.

Once again, the direct impact of Trump’s 
reckless approach on Americans’ wallets – 
here, linked to the broader struggle many 
Americans face with the rising cost of 
living – emerges as a top-testing message 
against Donald Trump’s approach to trade 
and tariffs. Notably, the cost of living argu-
ment echoes previous Navigator findings 
that when it comes to Americans’ personal 
experience with health care or the econ-
omy more generally, the cost of living is a 
crucial lens. 

Another strong message is the prospect of 
lasting damage to America’s relationships 
with international allies. 

Finally, tying the raw deal for everyday 
workers to the massive benefits going to 
special interests, particularly drug com-
panies, oil companies, and corporate 
shareholders and CEOs in general, is also 
an effective frame that raises doubts for 
many Americans about the president’s 
record on trade policy. Thus, progressives 
can lean into concerns like costs, while also 
elevating the issues of corporate elites who 
continue to benefit from the status quo.

Several arguments raise major doubts.

% saying each argument raises “major” doubts about Donald Trump’s policies on 
trade and tariffs

Trump’s policies are hurting consumers by increasing the cost of everyday items. Because of 
the tariffs, Americans are paying higher prices on food, clothing, and appliances at a time when 
wages are barely keeping up with the cost of living.

Total        Supporters with reservations        Undecided on tariffs

Trump’s policies hurt our relationships with important international allies. Trump’s policies may 
never help American workers, but they cause unnecessary conflicts with allies when we should be 
working together to grow our economies and keep the world safe and secure.

Trump’s policies give massive benefits to drug and oil companies while everyday workers 
pay the price. Instead of really fixing our trade policies, Trump’s policies help just a few special 
interests like major drug and oil companies, while regular workers are worse off.

Trump’s policies don’t address the problem that trade agreements have favored the wealthy 
over workers. Slapdash tariffs and trade wars don’t address the deeper problem, which is trade 
agreements that put the interests of corporate CEOs and shareholders ahead of American workers.

Trump’s policies reward companies shipping U.S. jobs overseas. Trump’s tax law gave multi-
national corporations a huge tax cut and even lowered the tax rate on their foreign operations, 
rewarding companies that offshore more American jobs.

51
38

56

51
39

49

47
40

43

44
32

43

43
35

38

http://navigatorresearch.org
https://navigatorresearch.org/how-americans-feel-about-rising-costs-at-home-and-national-security-abroad/
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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 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 Newman, 
Planned Parenthood. 

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

Global Strategy Group conducted a public opinion survey among a sample of 
1,003 registered voters between July 11-14, 2019. 119 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
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