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A Guide
for Advocates
Framing the Debate on
the Economy, Foreign Policy,
and Impeachment
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 is the product of a collaboration with the Groundwork Collaborative and
features findings from a national online survey of 1,000 registered voters conducted January 17-21, 2020. 200 additional
interviews were conducted among political independents with
no partisan lean, 100 additional interviews were conducted
among African-Americans, and 100 additional interviews were
conducted among non-white Hispanics.
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:

How can progressives make an affirmative argument in
favor of bold changes in economic policy?
When making the case for bold economic change, progressives should not feel the need to pit incrementalism against
more transformative policies. Instead, they can win the debate
by reminding Americans why change is needed in the first
place: despite recent economic gains at the top, the economy
is not producing real prosperity in which everyone benefits.
President Trump’s recent decision-making on Iran has
escalated concerns at home and abroad about American
safety. What worries Americans most?
Americans are concerned about war with Iran and other
consequences of Trump’s foreign policy strategy. Progressives
should emphasize his recklessness and make clear his recent
foreign policy decisions could make us less safe.
The Senate has begun its impeachment trial of President
Trump. How can progressives continue to make the case
for impeachment in this new stage of proceedings?
A majority of the American public continues to support
impeachment - including the removal of Trump from office.
Emphasizing the facts of the case while criticizing Republicans on procedural unfairness are key to continuing to
bolster support.
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Most Americans have a positive view of the U.S. economy
overall, but the public is split on Trump’s handling and see
him as looking out for those at the top.
While most Americans rate the economy
as either “good” or “excellent” (62%),
positive sentiment about the economy
does not translate to clear approval for
Trump’s economic policies or satisfaction with the way things are going in the
country today. The public remains evenly
split over how Trump is handling the
economy (48% approve/48% disapprove),
and though his ratings on the economy
over-perform his overall approval (43%),
56% agree that the president should make
changes to his economic policies (just
32% say he should continue with the same
policies). When it comes to who the public
trusts more to handle important kitchen
table issues, Americans continue to give
Democrats in Congress an edge over

the president. This is true particularly on
health care, where Democrats in Congress
have a 23-point lead over President Trump
(56% to 33%), and taxes, where Democrats
lead Trump in trust, 47% to 40%. Even
when it comes to handling “the economy”
itself, trust is a virtual tie between Democrats (46%) and President Trump (44%).
One long standing critique of the president
is his policies put wealthy people first rather
than working and middle class people, a
view with which 58% of the public agrees
(43% strongly). Moreover, greater shares of
the public trust Democrats in Congress more
than the president on looking out for people
who work for a living (52% to 38%), improving wages for American workers (51% to

39%), and creating an economy where workers can thrive (47% to 43%). Similarly, while
Americans overwhelmingly believe Trump’s
actions and policies on the economy have
been positive for big corporations (71%) and
wealthy people (70%), far fewer constituents
believe his policies have been positive for
people in the middle class (40%) or “people
like you” (34%). The only issue tested where
Trump performs better: creating an economy where businesses can thrive, where he is
more trusted by a 7-point margin.
The case for progressives is clear: the
public has an appetite for economic
change. Trump’s actions have been good
for those at the top, but not so much for
everyone else.

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
56

11

33

+23

38

+14

39

+12

40

+7

43

+4

44

+2

47

-7

Looking out for people who work for a living
52

10

Improving wages for American workers
51

10

Taxes
47

13

Creating an economy where workers can thrive
47

10

The economy
46

10

Creating an economy where business can thrive
40
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Progressives should keep the problem central when
advocating for bold economic policies.
For progressives advocating in favor of
bold economic change, it is important
to emphasize the big-picture problems
plaguing our economy preventing
everyday Americans from getting ahead.
When the core of progressive economic
arguments fail to address the structural challenges facing regular people,
conservative counter- arguments easily
prevail, and gain traction even among
progressive base groups such as African
Americans and Hispanics. However, when
highlighting the inequities and disparities
faced in the economy, progressive arguments prevail over conservative framings.

Even if neither is completely right, which do you agree with more?
Overall Independents Hispanic
Increasingly, our economy
only works for people at
the top, so we need to
make big, bold changes
to give everyone the chance
to succeed.
Our economy no longer
works well for everyone, so
we need to make big, bold
changes to give everyone
the chanceto succeed.

The gap between the
wealthiest Americans and
everyone else has never
been bigger - we need big,
bold changes in Washington to unrig the economic
system so working people
can get ahead.

American consumers collectively have more than $14
trillion in debt. We need
big, bold economic changes
to restore true prosperity
for everyday Americans and
help them get out of this
financial hole.

Wages for American workers have been stagnant
since 1973. We need big,
bold changes because
tinkering around the
edges will not be enough to
restore true prosperity for
everyday Americans.
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+9

+8

+6

-8

-11

-5

+10

+2

-9

-13

+43

+11

+28

+0

-6

African
American

+40

+33

+29

Our economy already
works for most people,
so any changes should
be gradual so we do
not jeopardize the parts
that work when fixing
the parts that don’t.
Our economy already
works for most people,
so any changes should
be gradual so we do
not jeopardize the parts
that work when fixing
the parts that don’t.
We don’t need the government picking winners
and losers - the best
way to help working
people is to keep taxes
low and get the government out of the way.

+17

Wages are rising and unemployment is at all time
lows. Rather than radical
new policies or government handouts, we should
keep taxes low so people
who work hard can keep
more of what they earn.

+1

Wages are rising and unemployment is at all time
lows. Rather than radical
new policies or government handouts, we should
keep taxes low so people
who work hard can keep
more of what they earn.
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Progressives should avoid framing change as antagonistic
to finding “common ground.”
It is often the case that people feel they’re
forced to choose between doing the right
thing and finding “common ground.”
Navigator confirms that when forced
to choose, Americans favor the idea of
advancing economic changes most people
can agree on, rather than advancing big
ideas even if some people disagree (52%
to 35%). But the findings detailed on the
next page show that “bold” doesn’t have
to be the opposite of “popular,” and that
in fact, many of the “bold” changes for
which progressives are known to advocate happen to be ideas on which most
people agree.
Progressives should be sure to characterize—accurately—their ideas for bold,
structural change as being widely popular across partisan lines, and should not
allow their vision to be characterized as
being antithetical to the wishes of most
Americans.

Progressives should make an affirmative argument for how to move the
economy forward.
One thing is clear when it comes to the economic debate: progressives should not frame
their economic argument over whether credit for today’s economy should go to President
Trump or to former President Obama. Rather, Americans are more compelled by the need to
address structural economic challenges in spite of broad optimism, which significantly beats
back a conservative argument giving Trump credit for a booming economy.
Even if you don’t agree with either side completely, who do you find more convincing?
Those who say that under Donald
Trump, the stock market may be up,
but wages for everyday people aren’t,
even as prices keep rising. The economy
might be good for the rich and corporations, but working and middle class
people are still struggling.

Neither of
these are
convincing.

49
Those who say the economy may be
doing well, but that’s just a continuation of how things were going before
President Trump even took office.
President Obama was the one who
pulled the economy out of a recession
and got us back on track.
38

Those who say regardless of
what you think of Donald Trump
he deserves real credit for overseeing a booming economy:
unemployment is down to all
time lows, while wages and
consumer confidence are surging.

16

Neither of
these are
convincing.

35
Those who say regardless of
what you think of Donald Trump
he deserves real credit for overseeing a booming economy:
unemployment is down to all
time lows, while wages and
consumer confidence are surging.

21

41

Progressives can lean into frames that champion change over going
back to normal.
There could be crossover appeal to framing progressive ideas as a departure from the old
normal in Washington. An argument asserting big, bold changes as necessary because “the old
normal in Washington wasn’t working” bests a counter of “going back to normal” by 10 points,
including among independents who favor it by 15 points and Republicans who favor the argument by 19 points. Democrats evenly split between the two points of view (45% to 45%).
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Many progressive policy ideas have broad support among
the American public and are most likely to be associated
with words like “necessary” and “ambitious.”
Navigator explored public sentiment in
two different ways for a variety of different proposals that would represent bold,
progressive economic change: asking about
support for each of the policies, and also
asking which words from a pre-selected list
respondents would associate with each.

Below are some different policies the government in Washington might consider.
Please indicate whether you support or oppose each one.
Net positive
words - net
Net
negative
Proposal
Top words
support
words

Navigator found overall majority support
(between 56% and 79%) for each of the
proposals tested, including majority or plurality support for each proposal among pure
independents. While some proposals draw
support from majorities among all partisan
affiliations, others - such as Medicare-for-All
- have a more limited appeal. The important takeaway is that many progressive
policy proposals already carry broad
public support.
The word association exercise adds texture
for how the public contextualizes these
kinds of proposals, and how polarized
those associations are along partisan lines.
For example, the five proposals with the
greatest net support each had very positive
associations, with the top three words most
likely to be “necessary,” “ambitious,” and
“exciting.” While the remaining policies
tested also have net positive support, more
negative associations entered into the top
choices of respondents, particularly “unrealistic” and “unaffordable” (which were
the most common associations among Republicans). “Necessary” was the one word
that ranked as the top association among
Democrats for each proposal asked about
in this survey.

Necessary
Exciting
Ambitious
Necessary
Exciting
Ambitious
Necessary
Bold
Ambitious
Necessary
Bold
Ambitious

Investing in the creation of energy efficient infrastructure
and the jobs required to transition to clean energy

+67

+48

Creating a universal child care system to guarantee quality,
affordable child care for all families

+53

+32

Strengthing protections for working people who want to
form a union

+39

+22

Raising taxes significantly on the top one percent of
Americans

+38

+23

Enforcing and strengthening antitrust laws to break up
companies that have gotten too big, such as big banks or
technology companies

+39

+18

Necessary
Bold
Ambitious

Investing billions in new housing to bring the cost of rent
down for millions of people

+34

+18

Increasing federal funding in education to increase salaries
for public school teachers and making tuition at public
colleges and universities free for all students

Necessary
Ambitious
Unrealistic

+32

+15

Necessary
Unrealistic
Unaffordable

Increasing federal funding in education to make tuition at
public colleges and universities free for all students

+22

+1

Creating a Medicare-for-All health care plan in which all
Americans would get their insurance from a single government plan, without any copayments or premuims

Unrealistic
Unaffordable
Necessary

+21

+1

Unrealistic
Necessary
Unaffordable

In a separate exercise, respondents were asked to rate a series of conservative and
progressive proposals. For each policy, half the sample viewed a version of the proposal
with the word “bold” as a modifier, while the other half were given a version that did
not. The experiment revealed characterizing a policy as “bold” does little to affect
support in either direction. This observation, alongside the finding that “bold” did not
emerge as a top-tier descriptor for most progressive proposals in the word association
exercise shows that framing policies this way is neither necessary nor persuasive.
% total

With “Bold” Without “Bold”
Difference
% Support
% support

Progressive
Enact bold policies to lower prescription drugs

90

90

Even

72

72

Even

Take bold action to roll back environmental regulations

41

39

+2

Take bold action to reduce the national debt by scaling
back programs like Social Security and food stamps

30

33

-3

Take bold action to fight climate change
Conservative
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Progressives have the opportunity to step apart from Trump
on security, safety and stability after the latest with Iran.
Americans are concerned about the changing role of America in the world and Trump’s
handling of foreign policy. Tensions between
Iran and the United States have escalated under Trump, starting with America’s
withdrawal from the 2015 nuclear deal. In
recent weeks, Trump ordered an airstrike
killing Iranian military commander Qassem
Soleimani, inspiring Iranian retaliation in a
missile strike on two bases hosting American
and coalition troops in Iraq. The events led
to widespread criticism of Trump’s handling
of foreign policy, with a bipartisan coalition
of senators moving to limit his war powers.
Our latest survey finds:
zzA majority of Americans disapprove of
the way Donald Trump is handling foreign
policy (42% approve/51% disapprove),
including nearly half of independents
(37% approve/49% disapprove).
zzMoreover, 67% of Americans, including
62% of independents, are concerned by
the way foreign policy and America’s role
in the world are changing under Trump.
This offers progressives an opportunity to
speak to these concerns and provide an alternative approach to Trump’s foreign policy
in the form of a return to normalcy.

Americans aren’t as concerned about the Soleimani airstrike itself as
they are about the future impact of his actions, including the possibility
of war with Iran.
Trump’s approval ratings on his handling of Iran are underwater (43% approve/49% disapprove) while support for the airstrike that killed Soleimani is higher, though still mixed
(48% support/40% oppose). A plurality of independents (47%) favor the decision, with 28%
opposed, and another 25% unsure.
However, Americans are both worried about and opposed to war with Iran - sentiment that
transcends partisanship. When it comes to Iran specifically, Americans are more concerned
(42%) than not (30%) about the potential of the United States getting into a war with Iran
in the next year, and the vast majority (70%) oppose such a conflict. These numbers hold
among independents, with 56% concerned about a potential war with Iran and 66% opposed. Highlighting the increased likelihood of war with Iran is a powerful mechanism to
persuade independents that Trump’s approach is both reckless and dangerous.

Increasing possibility of a deeply unpopular war.
How concerned are you that the United States will get into a war with Iran in the next 12 months?
NET Concerned (Extremely/Very/Somewhat)

NET Not Concerned (Not very/Not at all)

Overall
66

4

Democrats
89

30
10

Independents
56

11

Republicans
42

4

33
54

Do you support or oppose the United States going to war with Iran?
NET Support

Overall
20

Not sure

NET Oppose

10

70

Democrats
8
6
Independents
17
Republicans
35
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Not sure

86
17

66
13

52
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Communicate about what the airstrike could lead to in
the future and how it makes Americans less safe.
Progressives can make the case that Trump’s decision-making in Iran has made war and nuclear proliferation more likely, and that
Americans are less safe because of it. Americans’ worries about Trump’s actions extend beyond prolonged military conflict with Iran.
Full-scale war with Iran is certainly among the public’s top concerns (57% believe it is now more likely), but Americans are just as
worried about the increased likelihood of attacks on diplomats abroad (56% say more likely), terrorist attacks in the United States
(55%), and of Iran building nuclear weapons (53%). Opponents of Trump’s approach to foreign policy can benefit from highlighting
the breadth of these fears, especially among independents, to help make the progressive case that Trump’s escalation of tensions is
endangering Americans at home and abroad.

Trump’s handling of Iran is increasing Americans’ concerns about dangerous consequences.
When it comes to Donald Trump’s actions and policies on Iran, do you think...

More likely

Less likely

NET More Likely:
Overall

NET More Likely:
Independents

He has made terrorist attacks on diplomats and U.S service members more/less likely
56

32

+24

+35

+23

+25

+26

+30

+24

+20

He has made terrorist attacks here in America more/less likely
32

55

He has made a full-scale war with Iran more/less likely
57

31

He has made it more/less likely Iran builds a nuclear weapon
53
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Reminding people of “recklessness” in Trump’s approach
to foreign policy decision-making connects his actions to
concrete policy ramifications.
On matters of foreign policy, the public is
more likely to view Democrats approach
as thoughtful, while Trump and the Republicans are more likely to be perceived as
reckless. In a series of foreign policy tracking
questions previously asked in November
2019, respondents were asked to rate a
list of important values in foreign policy as
being more applicable to Democrats or to
President Trump and Republicans. Democrats continue to hold an advantage over
Trump and Republicans on most measures:
zz By clear margins, Democrats are more
likely to be seen as “thoughtful” (+17,
up from +14 in November) and “a good
partner to U.S. allies” (+11).
zz Americans are more likely to make
negative associations like playing
“political games” when thinking about
Trump and the Republicans’ approach
to foreign policy.
zz Progressives need to work on translating
these advantages to public safety as the
public is more mixed about who is
“focused on keeping America safe.”
Progressives can benefit from the perception of their measured, thoughtful
approach to foreign policy strategy in
contrast to the perceived volatility of
Trump. Connecting this to the possible
outcomes of conflict associated with
Trump’s foreign policy approach could
help make the case against Trump’s handling of Iran and foreign policy at large.
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Progressives can emphasize thoughtfulness, partnership to American
allies, responsibility, and avoidance of partisan games.
Below is a series of words and phrases that could describe the two parties and President Trump
when it comes to foreign policy and national security issues. For each, please indicate who you
think the description applies to better if you absolutely had to choose one.

Applies to the
Democrats

Not sure

Applies to President
Trump and the
Republicans

Positive messaging

NET Applies
to Democrats

Thoughtful
48

21

A good partner to U.S. allies
47

17

31

+17

36

+11

39

+5

43

-2

53

-18

50

-11

Responsible
44

18

Focused on keeping America safe
41

16

Negative messaging
Reckless
35

12

Plays political games
39

11
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Majority support for impeachment remains unchanged after
House vote, as does support for progressive case and trust in
Democratic investigators.
Following the transition to a public trial in the Senate, majority support for impeachment and removal from office has held steady. Overall, 51%
of Americans support impeachment and removing Trump from office, while 43% oppose. This falls in line with our previous survey in December,
which had the exact same result.
Regardless of where they are on impeachment, a majority of Americans (58%) continue to believe that Trump has committed a crime while serving as president, while 35% don’t think he has. This has held steady since December, when 57% of Americans said they believe he has committed a crime while in office, and 35% said they don’t. In addition, Americans trust Democrats in Congress over President Trump on the issue of
“the rule of law” by 14 points, 48% to 34%.

Further, on the core impeachment
debate, public opinion is on the side
of Democrats: The public supports a full
trial over a short trial. When asked whether
they prefer a full trial with evidence and
witnesses giving new testimony before
a Senate vote on removal, versus a short
proceeding that states the charges and goes
to a Senate vote on removal, Americans
prefer the full trial (57% new witnesses and
evidence/30% short proceeding). A plurality
of independents also prefer a full trial (45%
new witnesses and evidence/28% short
proceeding).
In addition to new witnesses, Americans are
largely opposed to Mitch McConnell moving the impeachment trial forward without
hearing new evidence (35% approve/51%
disapprove). Opposition is also strong
among independents (28% approve/46%
disapprove).
These measures remain favorable for
progressives, demonstrating sustained
approval for Democrats’ role throughout the
impeachment process thus far.

navigatorresearch.org

Please indicate if you approve or disapprove of the following statement: Senate Majority Leader
Mitch McConnell said he wants to move forward with the impeachment trial without calling new
witnesses or hearing new evidence.
Approve

Not sure

Overall
35
Democrats
18

Disapprove

14

51

8

Independents
28

74
26

46

Republicans
59

16

25

Regardless of whether you support or oppose the Senate removing Trump from office, which
would you prefer?
A full trial with evidence presented
and witnesses giving new testimony
before a Senate vote on removal

A short proceeding that
states the charges and goes
to a Senate vote on removal

Not sure

Overall
57

13

Democrats
71

8

Independents
45
Republicans
45

30

27
12

20
28
42
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Two tasks for supporters of impeachment: Lean into
Democrats’ advantage on the structure of the Senate trial,
and elevate the importance of new witnesses like John
Bolton willing to testify.
Task #1: Continue to win in the court of public opinion by calling
out the Republican process as unfair or a cover up.
Following the conclusion of the House’s inquiry, more Americans
believe that impeachment has been fair (47%) than unfair (40%) and
trust Nancy Pelosi (40%) more than Mitch McConnell (33%) when it
comes to impeachment.
As the impeachment process has transitioned into the Senate trial,
Americans disapprove of how Republicans are handling the process
(35% approve/51% disapprove) while they are more likely to approve
of how Democrats are handling impeachment (46% approve/46%
disapprove). Among the 51% of Americans who disapprove of McConnell not calling new witnesses or hearing new evidence, an “unfair trial” (43%) and “cover up” (44%) were the best ways to describe
why they opposed McConnell’s stance. Highlighting these criticisms
of Republicans in failing to permit new evidence and witnesses into
the Senate trial, and describing it as “unfair” and a “sham,” resonates with both Americans overall and specifically independents.

Task #2: Don’t assume John Bolton is a household name.
Only 48% of Americans are familiar with John Bolton, and
only 47% of Americans say they have heard about his willingness
to comply with a subpoena to testify in the Senate impeachment
trial. However, 82% of Americans found it important he testify
once they learn more about his role in the case. This includes
77% of independents and 70% of Republicans, indicating
widespread support across party lines for Bolton’s testimony.
To make the case for the removal of Trump from office, focus on
the advantages Democrats continue to sustain on structure and
perceived fairness in the impeachment process. Taking advantage of the fact that Americans prefer a trial with new evidence
and witnesses over a trial with an immediate movement to
vote without new evidence or witnesses, while elevating
specific new witnesses like John Bolton, can help progressives
strengthen their case.
Note: this survey was fielded before news that Bolton wrote potentially damaging information in a draft of his forthcoming book.

Which of the following best describes why you disapprove of moving forward with an impeachment trial without calling new witnesses
or hearing new evidence?
Overall

Democrats

Independents

Republicans

43

35

Makes it an unfair trial

50

43
35

18

It is a cover up

31 32

Makes it a sham trial

44

52

41

32
13

It is partisan
0
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29
60
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Bonus Points
The Republican tax law continues to lack support and few have
felt a positive impact.
zz Navigator has tracked support for the Republican tax law since it was enacted in December 2017 and continues to

find opinion toward it is net negative (35% support/39% oppose).

zz Only 18% of Americans characterize the law as having improved their personal finances, while 20% say it’s made

them worse and 62% either say it has had no impact or they are unsure. Even among Republicans, only 35%
believe it has had a positive impact.

Progressives can broaden support for federal investment in
education when pairing increasing teacher salaries alongside
making public colleges tuition-free.
zz While tuition-free college garners strong support by itself, proposing funding for education to invest in that

alongside improving public school teacher salaries gets a notable net 10-point lift in support from the public.

Support

Not sure

Oppose

Increasing federal funding in education to increase salaries for public school teachers and making tuition at public colleges and universities free
for all students
62

8

30

Increasing federal funding in education to make tuition at public colleges and universities free for all students
56
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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 conducted a public opinion survey among a sample of
1,000 registered voters conducted January 17-21, 2020. 200 additional interviews
were conducted among political independents with no partisan lean, 100 additional interviews were conducted among African Americans, and 100 additional interviews were conducted among non-white Hispanics. 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.

For press inquiries contact:

press@navigatorresearch.org

