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A Guide
for Advocates
Framing the Debate on
Lowering Drug Prices
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
1,000 registered voters conducted October 3-7, 2019. An
additional 114 interviews were conducted among political
independents with no partisan lean, and an additional 500
interviews were conducted across the states of Arizona,
Colorado, Georgia, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, North Carolina,
South Carolina, and Texas.

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. We’ll be sharing
our findings throughout the month, and in this volume we
focus on:
When it comes to health care and drug prices, Americans
trust Democrats in Congress, but how can progressives
convert this trust into support for particular policies?
Americans are very interested in policies to “lower drug
prices,” and find the specifics of House Democrats’ reform
proposal (HR 3) more appealing than a proposal in the
Republican-led Senate.
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The vast majority of Americans see the rising cost of
prescription drugs as an important priority for Congress.
On the challenge of health care generally, the public continues to trust Democrats in Congress over Republican leaders. Democrats have held
a strong lead on the issue of “health care” since Navigator began tracking the issue – 52% now say they trust Democrats in Congress on the
issue, while just 36% trust Donald Trump. The 16-point edge is in line with a trend going back to the beginning of Navigator’s tracking. The
advantage is especially large among independents (50% to 20%).

Americans trust Democrats in Congress on health care in general – and prescription drug costs in particular.
The trust gap in favor of Democrats is actually larger on “making prescription drugs more affordable,” than it is on health care overall.
Specifically, the advantage on drug affordability is 21 points among the public overall, 16 points with seniors (age 65+), and 32 points with
independents. Beyond the lead on “making prescription drugs more affordable,” Democrats also have a lead when the debate is framed as
“standing up to drug companies that dramatically increase drug prices,” but the lead is more narrow (14 points).

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

Don’t Know

President Trump

NET Dem:
Overall

NET Dem:
Independents

36

+16

+30

30

+21

+32

35

+14

+14

Health care

52

12

Making prescription drugs more affordable

51

19

Standing up to drug companies that dramatically increase drug prices

49

16

There is still time to shape opinion on the issue.
When asked how much has been heard about drug pricing reform efforts in Congress, just 11% say they have heard “a lot” about it over
the last few weeks – much lower awareness than the all-consuming debate over impeachment (72%) but also lower than other events
such as Trump’s declaration of emergency at the border (33%) or warnings of a possible recession (23%). Even among the 34% who say
the issue should be a “top priority,” just 18% have heard a lot about current reform efforts.
With details of the current debate over drug pricing yet to reach most Americans, progressives still have to make their case. When asked
who between Republicans and Democrats in Congress is “doing the LEAST” about lowering drug prices, the share who are unsure rises
to a third (32%), with Republicans getting the negative rating over Democrats, 38% to 30% – far smaller than the Democrats’ trust
advantage on the issue.
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Center the conversation on “lowering drug prices” –
mechanisms and details matter, but advocates should
always try to tie it back to the core objective.
The language and policy of drug pricing
reform comes in varieties – prices are regulated, controlled, or negotiated. But the
latest Navigator survey is clear: more than
anything else, the language of “lowering
drug prices” should be central, with specific policy mechanisms like regulation or
negotiation taking a supporting role.
This is not to say the details don’t matter.
Far from it: in an “informed” head-to-head
between two dueling proposals in Congress
– one in the Senate, the other in the House –
there is a clear favorite: the House proposal.

Who is most responsible
for the problem?
Americans do not trust Republicans to
handle these policies but see drug and
health insurance companies as the
central actors, and messaging should
start there. Asked which two entities are
most responsible for drug costs, 76% say
drug companies and 50% say insurance
companies, compared to 14% who say
Republicans in Congress.
Favorability ratings for drug companies
(24% favorable, 66% unfavorable) and
health insurance companies (38%/56%)
also begin very low, making these
companies an effective foil. However,
advocates should not shy from linking
politicians to the problem – more
Americans (41%) see the influence of
drug companies on policy via political
donations as the key problem rather
than rising prices (28%) or drug
company profits (26%).
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“Lowering,” not “regulating.”
Americans want Congress to be focused on lowering drug prices. This takes precedence
over the specific mechanism or process for getting there. The advantage for “lowering drug
prices” over alternatives extends across various political and demographic groups.
When it comes to the cost of prescription drugs, which is more important for Congress to focus on?
Lowering drug prices

56

Lowering drug prices

Don’t know

Regulating drug prices

Don’t know

Allowing Medicare to
negotiate lower drug prices

10

34

61

11

27

Americans prefer the House proposal.
When it comes to fixing this problem, Americans show much stronger support for a House
proposal (HR 3) that gives Medicare the power to negotiate, along with other differences,
from a competing Senate proposal. Overall, the House proposal is preferred by a margin of
56% to 22%. Independents favor the House proposal by 51% to 12%, as do both Democrats
and Republicans, and it also wins over seniors by 62% to 23% and white Americans without a
college degree by 59% to 21%. And, in select 2020 Senate states oversampled for this survey,
the House proposal is preferred by a 44-point margin, 61% to 17%.
The House proposal: A drug pricing reform proposal
in the U.S. House that would end the ban on Medicare negotiating directly with the drug companies to
lower prescription drug prices and would apply those
lower prices to people on Medicare as well as those
who are on private insurance. This plan would penalize drug companies if they raise prices above the rate
of inflation and cap seniors’ out-of-pocket costs for
prescription drugs at $2,000 per year.

The Senate Proposal: A drug
pricing reform proposal in the
U.S. Senate that would stop
drug companies from increasing
prices more than the rate of
inflation. It would also put a
cap of $3,100 on out-of-pocket
costs for people receiving Medicare’s prescription drug benefit.

Don’t know

Total

56

22

22

Democrats

62

20

Independents

51

37

18
12

Republicans

52

17

31

White Non-College

59
Seniors (65+)

59

Select 2020 Senate states

61

21
20

20
21

22

17
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About Navigator
In 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 consistent, 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, progressive strategist; 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; Stephanie Valencia, EquisLabs; and Melanie Newman,
Planned Parenthood.
To learn more about Navigator: http://navigatorresearch.org/

About the Study
Global Strategy Group and GBAO conducted a public opinion survey among
a sample of 1,000 registered voters between October 3-7, 2019. An additional
114 interviews were conducted among political independents with no partisan
lean, and an additional 500 interviews were conducted across the states of
Arizona, Colorado, Georgia, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Texas. 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.
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