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Introduction and summary
The election and presidency of Donald Trump has upended American politics in
numerous ways. For his most ardent supporters, President Trump’s efforts to change
things in Washington; to deliver nationalist economic policies on trade, jobs, and
immigration; and to advance culturally conservative rhetoric and racial appeals are
worth the break with past presidential behavior and national unity. For his detractors, the actions of Trump and his administration represent a serious abrogation of
presidential norms and mark a dangerous shift away from pluralist democracy and
toward more authoritarian nationalism. Many other voters with less intense feelings
about Trump are just trying to put the whole spectacle out of their minds and to find
some semblance of normalcy in a politically fractured environment.
For those who study public attitudes about government itself, the Trump presidency raises serious questions about whether the United States is experiencing
real, long-lasting changes in voters’ attitudes toward government, or if Americans
are reacting in intense but more typical ways that are consistent with past trends.
To examine these issues in more detail, the Center for American Progress, along
with its colleagues at Hart Research Associates, designed a comprehensive national
survey to measure basic beliefs about government and specific voter attitudes about
the Trump administration. The online survey of 1,500 registered voters nationally
was conducted March 19–25, 2018, and has an overall margin of error of +/- 2.6
percent. This study builds upon a major public opinion study that CAP and Hart
conducted in 2015, which examined public attitudes about government and
explored a variety of proposals for improving the performance and representation
of the government in Washington. The results of that research are summarized in
the unpublished May 2016 report, “Of the People, By the People, For the People? A
National Study of Public Trust and Confidence in Government.”1
Based on the results of the current study and comparisons with earlier responses
from the 2015 research and other publicly available data, we believe that reactions
to the Trump administration represent a genuine break with past public views of
government in significant ways. Most importantly, the partisan divisions on measures of trust and confidence in government found in earlier research are now fully
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solidified. Many American voters today are not basing their evaluations of government on objective criteria that weigh policy choices and overall performance in
a neutral manner. Rather, in-party and out-party voters are reacting in entirely
divergent ways to the government itself based primarily upon who is leading the
government and which party is in control.
As seen in these data, perceived impact and trust in government has cratered
among self-identified Democrats and risen significantly among self-identified
Republicans in only three years—from the final term of Barack Obama’s presidency to the first term of Trump’s. Democrats’ belief in the Obama years that
government has a very positive impact on health care has shifted to the belief that
government has a mostly negative impact. Conversely, Republicans who felt that
the government had a very negative impact on the economy under Obama now
believe that the government has a very positive impact on the economy under
Trump. Although there may be good reasons for partisan voters on both sides to
think this way, it is just as likely that trust in government itself and perceptions of
its impact have succumbed to the same tribal political forces that define much of
contemporary American politics.
Put simply, if voters like Trump and what he is doing, they trust in the government
more and see more positive impacts and benefits. If voters dislike Trump and what
he is doing, they distrust government more and see many more negative impacts
and fewer benefits from government.
Voters, however, are not split entirely along partisan lines in their evaluation of
Trump and his administration. Voters across the board express serious concerns
with a range of actions that Trump has taken, primarily those centered on his personal behavior and his ongoing flouting of rules, laws, and regulations that were
designed to prevent corruption and abuses of power. Majorities of voters overall
in this study say they have less confidence in government itself under Trump and
believe that the performance of government has gotten worse during his tenure.
Issues of corruption in government and the role of special interest influence
remain powerful unifying forces across divergent groups of American voters.
Overwhelming majorities of voters express concern about the role of money in
politics and the perceived self-dealing and unethical behavior of politicians on the
receiving end of campaign contributions. Consequently, voters strongly support a
range of concrete steps to end corruption in government, including more transparency of how policymakers benefit from legislation, much tighter campaign finance
laws, and even an outright ban on campaign contributions from lobbyists.
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Despite deep concerns about Trump and government overall, this study also finds
encouraging sentiments among voters. For example, voters overall desire a more
active role for government in solving pressing economic and social problems facing the country, rather than a less active role. Likewise, a strong majority of voters
believe that the government itself can be better managed, and they reject the position that government is bound to be ineffective no matter what.
This report first examines the dimensions of trust and confidence in government overall.2 It then explores voter attitudes toward the Trump administration, as well as the support and opposition for specific policies designed to help
improve government.
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Partisanship sharply
shapes trust in government
This study explores the basic issue of trust in government from multiple angles,
using both traditional questions and newer ones to better understand the dimensions of trust. In all three measures employed here, the results are the same:
Although trust in government remains quite low overall, trust has increased slightly
since 2015 due to a significant increase in trust among self-identified Republicans.
As Figure 1 shows, less than one-fifth, or 14 percent, of American voters overall say they trust the government in Washington to do what is right “just about
always” or “most of the time,” compared with the 65 percent who trust the government only “some of the time” and 21 percent who trust it “none of the time.” The
percentages of voters saying they trust the government “some of the time” and
“most of the time” are up 8 percentage points and 2 percentage points from 2015,
respectively, while the percentage saying they trust the government “none of the
time” has dropped 10 percentage points over the same period.
Looking at the partisan trends, 20 percent of self-identified Republicans in 2018
say they trust the government in Washington “just about always” or “most of the
time,” compared with a scant 6 percent of Republicans who felt similarly in 2015.
Two-thirds of self-identified Republicans trust the government “some of the time,”
and 14 percent trust it “none of the time.” In 2015, by comparison, nearly half of
all Republicans, or 45 percent, said they trusted the government in Washington
to do what is right “none of the time”—31 percentage points more negative in the
Obama years than in the Trump years. White noncollege-educated men show the
largest shift on this measure, with the percentage of this group trusting the government in Washington “none of the time” dropping from 45 percent in 2015 under
Obama to 23 percent in 2018 under Trump.
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FIGURE 1

Voters' trust in government reflects partisan divide
Share of respondents

Q. "How much of the time do you think you can trust the government in Washington
to do what is right?"
Just about always
2018

2

2015

2

Most of the time

Some of the time

None of the time

12

65

10

21

57

31

Partisan breakout
Just about always/most of the time

Some of the time

None of the time

Democrats
9

2018

66
18

2015

25
67

15

Republicans

2015

66

20

2018

49

6

14
45

Independents
2018
2015

57

11
7

48

32
45

Sources: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018; Center
for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 2,000 registered voters conducted July 31–August 6, 2015. Poll results and data
are on file with the authors.

The 2015 study introduced a new measure of trust in government to get a more
precise read on views compared with those typically reported in public polling,
asking people, “On a scale from 0 percent to 100 percent, what percent of the time
do you think you can trust the federal government?” In 2015, the mean trust score
among all voters was 34.8 percent, with two-thirds of voters reporting trust in government in the 0 percent to 49 percent range, or less than half the time. Mean trust
in government increased to 38.1 percent overall in the 2018 study, with a slightly
smaller proportion of voters—63 percent—trusting government in the 0 percent
to 49 percent range.
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Partisan shifts on this new test of trust in government are notable. Among selfidentified Democrats, mean trust in government declined substantially from
48.5 percent in the 2015 survey to 36.3 percent in the 2018 study. The pattern
is completely inverted among self-identified Republicans: Mean trust among
Republicans increased from 22.3 percent in 2015 to 41.1 percent in 2018.
The third measure employed to examine trust in government assesses voters’
favorable or unfavorable views of the federal government. Asked, “What is your
overall opinion of the federal government?” 39 percent of voters overall report
a “very favorable” or “mostly favorable” view of government, with 61 percent
expressing a “mostly unfavorable” or “very unfavorable” view.

FIGURE 2

A huge partisan shift in favorability toward government
took place with change in leadership
Share of respondents

Q: "What is your overall opinion of the federal government?"
Very favorable

Somewhat favorable

Somewhat unfavorable

Very unfavorable
Not sure

2018
2015

2

37

5

45

29

40

16

0

26

0

Partisan breakout
Total favorable

Total unfavorable

Democrats
34

2018

66
56

2015

44

Republicans
47

2018
2015

14

53
86

Independents
31

2018
2015

19

69
81

Sources: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018; Center
for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 2,000 registered voters conducted July 31–August 6, 2015. Poll results and data
are on file with the authors.
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Partisan shifts from 2015 are even more pronounced when examining this government favorability measure. As seen in Figure 2, self-identified Democrats in 2015
held a more favorable than unfavorable view of the federal government by a 56
percent-to-44 percent margin—a +12 percent net margin. In 2018, the numbers
are completely reversed, with 34 percent of Democrats holding a favorable view
of the federal government and 66 percent holding an unfavorable view—a -32
percent net margin and a 44-point net shift in favorability over a three-year period.
In contrast, self-identified Republicans moved from a 14 percent-to-86 percent
favorable-to-unfavorable margin in 2015 to a 47 percent-to-53 percent margin in
2018—a huge 78-point net shift in favorability over the same period.
Looking at other demographics, white noncollege-educated women showed
significant improvements in their views of the federal government, moving from
a 29 percent favorable-to-71 percent unfavorable margin in 2015 to a 41 percentto-59 percent margin in 2018. In contrast, African Americans shifted sharply in
the other direction, moving from a 64 percent favorable-to-36 percent unfavorable
margin in 2015 to a 41 percent-to-59 percent margin three years later.
Is this increased trust among Republican voters a result of the government taking
positive actions or government performance improving in the eyes of these voters? Partially, but it is also likely that measures of trust in government no longer
represent entirely objective or neutral evaluations of the government itself, and
instead reflect people’s views about who is in charge of government. The shift in
control of the presidency from Democrat Barack Obama to unified Republican
control of government under President Trump has clearly influenced partisan
views of government, with Republicans generally feeling more trusting and
Democrats feeling less trusting.
This may seem like an anodyne observation, but if these trends continue in the
future, it raises serious questions about whether Americans as a collective body
are capable of forging consensus views about government and its actions independent of the partisan control of government.
Looking at other measures, the study finds interesting shifts in perceptions about
what the government represents to people. Asked, “When you think and talk
about government, do you tend to think of it more as ‘the government’ or more
as ‘our government’?” more than 7 in 10 voters—71 percent—say that they think
of it as “the government.” Less than 3 in 10 voters—29 percent—view it as “our
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government.” Views of the government as a mostly distant entity rather than a
more democratic embodiment of the people have increased sharply over the past
two decades. In 1999, for example, only 55 percent of people described it as “the
government” rather than “our government.”3
In the current study, Republicans express slightly more affinity with the current
government than do other voters. Two-thirds of Republicans describe thinking of
it as “the government” rather than “our government,” compared with 77 percent of
self-identified independents and 74 percent of self-identified Democrats.
Fortunately for those who believe in good government, there is evidence that public trust is higher among voters who conceive of the government more in terms
of the policies and programs it produces than in terms of the politics and political
leaders who inhabit the government.

FIGURE 3

Trust in government is highest among those who think of agencies
and programs rather than political leaders
Share of respondents

Q: "When you think about how much you trust the federal government,
which of these are you mainly thinking about?”
24
Thinking mainly about
members of Congress
35
Thinking mainly about
government agencies
and programs
41
Thinking mainly about
President Donald Trump
and his administration

Mean trust in government among those thinking mainly of the following:
Government agencies
and programs
President Donald Trump
and his administration
Members of Congress

43
34
38

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.
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As seen in Figure 3, when asked what they are mainly thinking when considering
their trust in government, a plurality of voters overall say they are “thinking mainly
about Donald Trump and his administration”; 35 percent say they are “thinking mainly about members of Congress”; and 24 percent say they are “thinking
mainly about government agencies and programs.” Although the percentage of
those viewing government as agencies and programs is the lowest overall, trust in
government among these voters is highest: Mean trust among voters who think
of government mainly as agencies and programs is 43 percent, compared with 38
percent among those who view government mainly as members of Congress, and
34 percent among those who view it mainly as President Trump and his administration. Although we do not know the exact reasons for the higher levels of trust
among this group, we do know that politicians overall receive highly negative
ratings, while certain programs and institutions of government—including Social
Security and Medicare or the military and agencies such as the National Park
Service and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention—score much higher
with voters, most likely explaining the differences.4
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Perception of government impact is
more positive than measures of trust
but remains low on many issues
On questions about the perceived impact of government, voters express slightly
more positive views overall than they do on measures of trust. Employing a similar
sliding-scale measure to the one described earlier—“On a scale of 0 percent to 100
percent, what percent of the time do you think actions by the federal government
have a positive impact?”—voters overall report a mean score of 40.6 percent in terms
of the perceived positive impact of government. This is about 2 percentage points
higher than the 2015 mean trust in government rating and 2 percentage points
higher than the perceived positive impact from the 2015 study. (see Figure 4)
Trust in government and perceived positive impact are clearly correlated:
Among those who trust government in the 50 percent-to-100 percent range, the
mean score on positive impact is 60.8 percent; among those who trust government in the 0 percent-to-49 percent range, the mean score on positive impact is
a meager 11.7 percent.
The partisan trends seen on trust, with Republicans recording higher trust than
Democrats under the Trump administration, hold up on the measure of perceived
impact as well. Self-identified independents report the lowest mean score on the
positive impact measure at 35.6 percent, with self-identified Democrats recording
a mean of 38.8 percent and self-identified Republicans having the highest mean at
43.6 percent.
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FIGURE 4

There was slight improvement in perceived positive
impact of federal government
Share of respondents

Q. "On a scale from 0 percent to 100 percent, what percent of the time
do actions by the federal government have a positive impact?"
2015

2018

35
34
32

30
27

25
25

25
22

20
15
10

11

10

9
5
0

5
75–100 percent

51–74 percent

50 percent

25–49 percent

0–24 percent

Note: The mean trust score in 2018 was 40.6 percent. The mean trust score in 2015 was 38.8 percent.
Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.

Examining public views of the impact of the federal government on specific issues,
interesting differences emerge, with the government doing relatively better in voters’ eyes on issues such as national security and border security and much worse
in areas such as the environment and race relations. The survey asked respondents
to “indicate whether [they] think the federal government has a positive impact, a
negative impact, or not much impact either way” on a range of issues. As highlighted in Figure 5, perceived positive impact of government exceeds perceived
negative impact in only three issue areas among voters overall: national security,
U.S. border protection, and the economy. On other important issues such as
health care, education, and the environment, barely one-fifth of American voters
feel that the federal government is having a positive impact.
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FIGURE 5

Partisan views shift sharply on perceived impact of government on key issues
Share of respondents

Q: "Does the federal government have a positive or negative impact on this issue?”
Not much either way

Total positive

Total negative
19

47

National security

21

41

The economy

55
34

26

Women's rights
You and your family

24

Health care

24

56
31

46

31

47
41

20

The strength of our communities

39

26

15

Race relations

30

20

22

The environment

40
46

23

Education

37

16

29

The general direction of the nation

36

33

30

Our quality of life

35

30

34

Public safety

38
29

36

Protecting our borders

34

59

Partisan breakout showing shift in net margin (total positive impact minus total negative impact), 2015 to 2018
2015
-74

2018
19

The economy
Public safety

-22
-58

-35
-59
-76

Communities' strength

0

The environment

14

Education

12

0

The economy

-23

Public safety

-30

Republicans

-38
-52
-41

46

Health care
0

Democrats

20

Quality of life

-56

-100

31

-24

-47
100

-100

36
28

Quality of life

22

Communities' strength

8

The environment

6
1

Education
-11

Health care

0

0

100

Sources: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018; Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 2,000 registered voters
conducted July 31–August 6, 2015. Poll results and data are on file with the authors.

The partisan divisions and shifts on the measure of issue impact are staggering, underscoring the extent to which party control and leadership of the federal government shapes individual views about government’s impact. Among
self-identified Democrats, for example, net positive views of impact on health
care—meaning positive impact minus negative impact—moved from +46 percent
in 2015 to -47 percent in 2018—a 93-point net shift in three years. Conversely,
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among self-identified Republicans, net positive views of impact on the economy
shifted from -74 percent in 2015 to +36 percent in 2018—a huge 110-point net
shift from the Obama years to the Trump years. Although these views about the
impact of government certainly reflect real evaluations of government performance in these areas by partisan voters, it is hard to view these shifts as neutral
evaluations of actual performance of government rather than partisan accolades or
criticisms for the actions of specific leaders. Again, these findings suggest how difficult it may be for future political leaders and parties to take steps that will receive
widespread approval or disapproval based on the actions themselves rather than
which leader or party took them.

FIGURE 6

Voters are more likely to see negative qualities in
government than positive ones
Share of respondents

Q: "You will see pairs of phrases that could be used to describe the federal
government. Please indicate which statement you feel better applies to the
federal government."
Serves the special interests

Serves the public interest

78

22

Operates secretly and makes little
information available to the public

Operates openly and makes most
information available to public

73

27

Has policies that generally
do not reflect my values

Has policies that generally
reflect my values

68

32

Makes it harder for people
to get ahead in life

Helps people get ahead in life

68

32

Threatens our personal freedoms

Protects our personal freedoms

58

42

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.
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At a values level, voters generally hold negative views about the role of the federal
government in modern life. The study presented five separate pairs of phrases and
asked voters which phrase comes closer to their own view about the government.
As seen in Figure 6, majorities of voters choose the negative view of government
over the positive one in each of the five cases. Fifty-eight percent of voters believe
that government “threatens our personal freedoms,” while 42 percent believe that
it “protects our personal freedoms.” Sixty-eight percent of voters say government
“has policies that generally do not reflect [their] values,” compared with 32 percent who feel that government policies do reflect their values.
Voters are nearly uniform in their belief that the federal government “serves the
special interests”—at 78 percent—rather than “serves the public interest”—at 22
percent. Likewise, 73 percent of voters feel that the government “operates secretly
and makes little information available to the public,” with only 27 percent feeling
that the government “operates openly and makes most information available to
the public.” Interestingly, and continuing the partisan divides seen throughout
the study, self-identified Democrats report higher percentages of negative sentiments about the government than do self-identified Republicans, though both are
mostly negative in their evaluations.

FIGURE 7

Perceived benefit from government is very low
Share of respondents

Q: "How much would you say that you have personally benefitted
from the things that government does?"
4
14
Not at all

A great deal
19
A fair amount

32
Very little

31
Just some

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.
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The perceived lack of tangible benefits from government is a major reason why
voters feel so negatively toward the federal government. Asked, “How much would
you say that you have personally benefitted from the things that government does?”
less than one-quarter, or 23 percent, of voters say that they benefit either “a great
deal” or “a fair amount” from government actions, with around 3 in 10 voters
saying that they derive “just some” benefit from government. Forty-six percent of
voters say they benefit “very little” or “not at all” from what the government does.
Who does benefit from government policies and actions? As Figure 8 shows, voters overwhelmingly believe that “politicians,” “large corporations,” “the wealthy,”
and “campaign contributors” benefit a great deal from the government, while
“low-income people,” “the middle class,” and “people like yourself ” get little to no
benefit. The verdict on the political class and the wealthy benefiting from government is almost unanimous, with anywhere from 85 percent to 91 percent of voters
overall saying the government does “a lot” or “some” to benefit these groups, with
the emphasis much more on the former.

FIGURE 8

The federal government is seen as primarily benefitting politicians,
corporations, and the wealthy
Share of respondents

Q: "In your opinion, how much does the federal government do to benefit
each of the following groups today?"
Does a lot/does some

Does a little/doesn't do very much

Politicians

91

9

Large corporations

90

10

89

The wealthy
85

Campaign contributors
36

Illegal immigrants

34

Racial minorities

33

Low-income people
The middle class
People like yourself

28
26

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.
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11
15
64
66
67
72
74

Despite these negative views about how the government operates and whom it
benefits, voters have not lost all faith in it. In fact, they express a desire for it to do
much more to take on the country’s biggest challenges. A full 71 percent of voters overall say they would like to see the federal government take either a “much
more active role” or a “somewhat more active role” in solving the most important
economic and social problems facing the country. This is compared with just 29
percent of voters who would rather see it take a less active role. The desire for a
more active government has surged 14 points since 2015, primarily driven by a
30-point increase in the desire for more government action from self-identified
Republicans—from 26 percent in 2015 to 56 percent in 2018. Self-identified
Democrats express the greatest desire for more government action on pressing
problems at 84 percent, with majorities of both self-identified independents, at
65 percent, and Republicans, at 56 percent, sharing this desire.

FIGURE 9

Desire for more government action surges, particularly
among Republicans
Share of respondents

Q: "Thinking about the most important economic and social problems facing
the country today, overall would you like to see the federal government take a
more active role or a less active role in solving these problems?"
Total more active

Total less active
71

2018

29

57

2015

43

Partisan breakout of total more active
Democrats
2015

2018

Republicans
87
26
84
56

Sources: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018;
Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 2,000 registered voters conducted July 31–August 6, 2015. Poll
results and data are on file with the authors.
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Also encouraging for defenders of the public sector, voters overall are in broad
agreement that the federal government is not destined to be a mismanaged, lowperforming institution. Seventy-five percent of voters believe that the government
“could be more effective if it were better managed,” compared with just 16 percent
who feel it is “bound to be ineffective no matter what.” Although voters express
serious concerns and doubts about some of the current actions of the government
and whom it is primarily serving, they are not fatalistic about the ability of citizens
and their government to fix these matters.

17

Center for American Progress | Trust in Government in the Trump Era

President Trump is having
a corrosive effect on public
confidence in government
As seen throughout this report, Republicans are generally reacting in more
positive ways to the federal government than are Democrats with the change of
leadership from Obama to Trump. However, the public’s verdict on the Trump
administration to date is far from positive. Many of his actions and decisions are
causing deep concerns among voters across the spectrum.
The survey asked respondents, “Overall, has the presidency of Donald Trump and
his administration given you more confidence in the federal government or less
confidence in the federal government?” By a 56 percent-to-28 percent margin,
voters overall say that the Trump presidency has given them less confidence in
government rather than more confidence, with 16 percent saying his presidency
hasn’t affected their confidence in government either way. Not surprisingly,
partisan views on the Trump presidency are deeply divided: 90 percent of selfidentified Democrats say the Trump presidency has given them less confidence in
the federal government, while 58 percent of self-identified Republicans say it has
given them more confidence in government. (see Figure 10)
To better understand the dynamics of people’s confidence in government or lack
thereof under President Trump, we asked respective respondents to express in
their own words why they feel the way they do about Trump and his administration. Among the 28 percent of voters who say the Trump presidency has given
them more confidence in government, responses are fairly straightforward. Thirty
percent of those voters describe Trump and his administration as “doing a good
job,” “getting things done,” or “on the right track.” Another 24 percent of these
voters express agreement with Trump’s views on the economy or on a range of
issues. Eighteen percent of these voters say that Trump “is keeping his promises,”
“working for us,” or “working for the American people.”
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FIGURE 10

The Trump presidency is reducing confidence in government
itself, although partisan groups are sharply divided
Share of respondents

Q: "Overall, has the presidency of Donald Trump and his administration given
you more confidence in the federal government or less confidence in the
federal government?"
Total more confidence

Total less confidence

Not aﬀected either way

28

56

16

Partisan breakout
Democrats
4

90

6

Republicans
58

16

26

Independents
19

52

29

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018. Poll
results and data are on file with the authors.

On the other side, the 56 percent of voters who say that the Trump presidency has
given them less confidence in government offer a range of negative assessments
based on the president’s character and direct actions. Twenty-three percent of
these voters report that Trump is “incapable of doing the job”; “doing a poor job”;
or is “inept,” “ignorant,” and “unprepared.” Another 18 percent say that Trump is a
“liar,” that he is “not honest,” or that they “can’t believe anything he says.” An additional 10 percent cite the numerous “people being fired” or “resigning” from his
administration or mention that his administration is constantly “under investigation” and represents a “revolving door.” Other terms and phrases that these voters
employ include: “acts like a child”; “an embarrassment”; “egotistical”; “selfish”;
“looks out for his own interests”; “dangerous”; and “out of control.”
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FIGURE 11

Voters believe the government's performance has gotten worse
under President Trump
Share of respondents

Q: "Overall, would you say the performance of the federal government under
President Trump has gotten better, gotten worse, or stayed about the same?"
Gotten better

Gotten worse

Stayed about the same

28

53

19

Partisan breakout
Democrats
3

87

3

Republicans
60

14

26

Independents
16

49

35

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018. Poll
results and data are on file with the authors.

Perceptions of Trump’s management of government are also predominantly
negative. Asked, “Overall, would you say the performance of the federal government under President Trump has gotten better, gotten worse, or stayed about
the same?” 53 percent of voters say that it has gotten worse, and 28 percent say
that it has gotten better, with 19 percent saying that it has stayed about the same.
As with the confidence measure, partisan views of government performance
under Trump split dramatically: 87 percent of self-identified Democrats believe
government performance has gotten worse under Trump, while 60 percent of
self-identified Republicans believe it has gotten better. Likewise, a plurality of
self-identified independents says that government performance has gotten worse
in the Trump years—49 percent reporting it has worsened versus 16 percent
reporting it has improved.
On more specific evaluations of Trump’s stewardship of government, voters give
him relatively more credit on certain issues central to his campaign platform but
offer mostly negative evaluations on a range of other issues. The study presented
voters with a list of goals people might have for the government and asked them
to assess whether the Trump administration was making government perform
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better or worse on each goal. As seen in Figure 12, pluralities of voters overall say
the Trump administration is making things better in terms of “creating jobs and
strengthening the economy,” at 43 percent; “reducing illegal immigration,” at 43
percent; and “strengthening national defense,” at 42 percent. Republicans are very
positive about the Trump administration’s impact on government performance in
these three areas, while independents are more positive than negative. Democrats
are less negative on this goal than they are on every other goal tested.

FIGURE 12

Voters see the Trump administration as making government worse in numerous areas
Share of respondents

Q: "Is the Trump administration making government perform better or worse on these goals?"
Making government better

Not changing things either way
19

Being competent and professional
Uniting the country

22

15
23

25

Making government more open and accountable

58
28

20

Providing help to people who deserve it

59

27

Reducing corruption and conflicts of interest
by politicans and government oﬃcials

Protecting women's rights

Making government worse

14

49
34

46

29

46

41

45

Reducing the influence of special interests

18

37

45

Spending money more carefully without waste

20

35

45

Transferring power from
Washignton, D.C., back to the people

20

35

45

35

Doing what they said they would do
19

Helping you and your family

Strengthening national defense

41
46

24

Fighting crime and keeping people safe
Helping your local community prosper

24

35

42

14

34

53
42

Reducing illegal immigration

43

Creating jobs and strengthening the economy

43

33
32

26

31

26

32

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018. Poll results and data are on file with the authors.
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In contrast, pluralities of voters overall say the Trump administration is making
government performance worse on the goals of “protecting women’s rights,” at
45 percent; “making government more open and accountable,” at 46 percent;
“providing help to people who deserve it,” at 46 percent; and “reducing corruption and conflicts of interest,” at 49 percent. Majorities of American voters feel
that the Trump administration is making things worse on the goals of “uniting
the country” and “being competent and professional,” at 58 percent and 59
percent, respectively.
Compounding these views, majorities of American voters hold negative views of
the Trump administration in all seven items tested in a series of statement choices.
At the top of the list, 63 percent of voters say that the Trump administration
“makes [them] feel embarrassed for our country,” versus 37 percent who say that
the administration “makes [them] feel pride for our country.” Fifty-nine percent
of voters say Trump “is undermining respect for America around the world,”
versus 41 percent who think he “looks out for America’s best interests.” Fiftyeight percent say the Trump administration “is promoting racism and intolerance,” compared with 42 percent who believe Trump “is standing up for forgotten
Americans.” On the issue of money in politics, 63 percent of voters say Trump
“serves the wealthy and big corporations instead of average people,” versus 37
percent who believe that he “is cleaning up Washington by ‘draining the swamp.’”
(see Figure 13)
As expected, self-identified Republicans choose the more positive description presented by wide margins, while self-identified Democrats choose the more negative
one by similarly wide margins. Self-identified independents fall on the more negative side of nearly all of these statements, with more positive ratings for Trump on
immigration and shaking things up in Washington.
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FIGURE 13

Voters do not feel the Trump administration is living up to its promises
Share of respondents

Q: "Please indicate which statement you feel better applies to the Trump adiminstration."
Makes me feel embarrassed for our country

Makes me feel pride for our country
63

Serves the wealthy and big corporations
instead of average people

37
Is cleaning up Washington
by "draining the swamp"

63
Is undermining respect for
America around the world

37
Looks out for America's best interests

59
Is promoting racism and intolerance

41
Is standing up for forgotten Americans

58
Is undermining the honor and
dignity of the presidency

42
Is shaking up things in Washington

56
Cuts oﬀ help to people
who need and deserve it

42
Stops people from taking advantage
of government programs

55
Goes too far in deporting
law-abiding immigrants

45
Protects our borders and
fights illegal immigration

54

46

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.

Beyond these basic tests of values and goals for government under Trump, the
survey presented respondents with 20 specific actions or decisions that the president and his administration made since taking office and asked whether they give
them more, less, or the same level of confidence in the Trump administration.
As seen in Table 1, on 19 of the 20 items presented, voters overall report less confidence in the Trump administration rather than more confidence.
To isolate which of these actions and decisions matter most across a range of
Democratic, Republican, and independent voters, one column in the table shows
the opinions of “conflicted Trump voters”—the 43 percent of Trump voters who
report “having mixed feelings about voting for Trump.” Comparing the results of
this group with voters overall—who are mostly negative across the board—there
is tremendous variation in reactions to the president’s actions.
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Although voters overall report having less confidence rather than more confidence
on nearly every action tested, Trump’s steps on immigration, the travel ban, trade,
tariffs, the Supreme Court, taxes, and regulation produce large double-digit advantages in confidence among the subset of conflicted Trump voters. Less confidence
starts to outpace more confidence among conflicted Trump voters on matters
related to the turnover of people in his administration, the Wall Street connections
of many of his advisers, and his proposed budget cuts to Medicaid and other social
safety net programs.
Opinions turn noticeably negative among these conflicted Trump voters on
issues related to his personal behavior and possible illegal actions and corruption. By large double-digit negative margins, conflicted Trump voters express less
confidence in the president on matters such as special counsel Robert Mueller’s
investigation into the Trump campaign’s possible involvement with Russian
interference in the 2016 presidential election; Trump businesses making millions
because he is president; the appointment of Trump’s daughter and son-in-law to
senior White House positions; and the $130,000 payment his lawyer made to
adult film actress Stormy Daniels.5
The two actions with the largest negative gap in confidence among these conflicted Trump voters involve the president’s use of Twitter to criticize opponents
and the media as well as the various emerging scandals among Cabinet members—including Environmental Protection Agency Administrator Scott Pruitt,
Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke, and Housing and Urban Development Secretary
Ben Carson, who have been in the news recently for alleged malfeasance.6
In sum, therefore, the president retains support among conflicted voters on many
of his nationalist economic and cultural positions that defined the 2016 presidential campaign—including those related to the economy, trade, and immigration. When comparing results across conflicted Trump voters and voters overall,
however, there is clear consensus that the president’s personal behavior and the
perceived corruption and illegality of his administration cause a great deal of concern and lead to less confidence in Trump and his administration across the board.
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TABLE 1

Voters across the spectrum express less confidence in the Trump administration over perceived corruption and
violation of presidential norms
Q: “Please indicate whether this item gives you more confidence in the Trump administration, less confidence in the Trump
administration, or does not affect your confidence in the Trump administration either way.”
Percent of conflicted Trump voters

Percent of all voters

More confident

Less confident

Difference

More confident

Less confident

Difference

They have increased deportations
of undocumented immigrants

73

7

66

42

39

3

President Trump’s plan to combat the opioid
epidemic includes a proposal to execute
some drug dealers

63

11

52

39

39

0

They worked to pass major tax legislation,
signed by the president in December

62

11

51

39

42

-3

They issued a travel ban on Muslims from
selected countries

62

16

46

39

47

-8

They will end the NAFTA agreement unless
Canada and Mexico agree to make it more
favorable to the United States

58

16

42

35

46

-11

President Trump selected Neil Gorsuch to
serve as a justice on the U.S. Supreme Court

46

8

38

28

35

-7

They have abolished many regulations on business

50

15

35

31

45

-14

They announced tariﬀs on imported steel
and aluminum

49

15

34

31

39

-8

President Trump has publicly attacked many
news organizations, calling them “fake news”

45

34

11

33

55

-22

90 percent of the federal judges appointed
by President Trump are white, and 80 percent
are men

20

14

6

14

48

-34

Speaking about demonstrations involving white
supremacists in Charlottesville, Virginia, President
Trump said “there are good people on both sides”

29

29

0

22

55

-33

So far in the Trump presidency, 43 percent of
senior administration oﬃcials have quit, switched
roles, or been forced out—more than double any
other administration since the early 1980s

23

38

-15

21

58

-37

They have placed Wall Street bankers,
including several from Goldman Sachs,
in many senior government positions

23

42

-19

15

56

-41

President Trump’s new budget calls for major
cuts in spending on Medicaid, aﬀordable housing,
and nutrition programs for low-income families
and the elderly

27

46

-19

20

64

-44

The Trump family businesses are making
millions of dollars because he is president

8

31

-23

7

57

-50
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The Trump administration is being investigated
by special counsel Robert Mueller regarding
possible involvement in Russian interference
in the 2016 election

12

38

-26

13

58

-45

President Trump appointed his daughter and
son-in-law to senior White House positions

7

44

-37

12

61

-49

The president’s personal lawyer paid an adult film
star $130,000 before the election in exchange for
signing a nondisclosure agreement

7

46

-39

6

60

-54

President Trump has used Twitter more than
2,000 times in oﬃce, often to criticize opponents
and the media

10

64

-54

14

67

-53

Several members of President Trump’s Cabinet
have spent millions of dollars in taxpayer money
on first-class air travel, personal security, and
expensive oﬃce decorations

8

70

-62

8

73

-65

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018. Poll results and data are on file with the authors.

Given significant voter concerns about the Trump administration’s potential conflicts of interest, misuse of taxpayer money, and policies that favor the wealthy and
corporations, it makes sense that voters’ greatest concerns about government are
centered on issues of corruption, political self-dealing, and the outsized influence
of special interests in policymaking.
Survey respondents were asked to assess a series of potential concerns about the
federal government using a 0-to-10 scale, with 0 meaning it “does not concern you
at all” and 10 meaning it “concerns you a great deal.” As seen in Figure 14, three
of the top concerns—those receiving either a 9 or 10 ranking—involve political
corruption and the undue influence of special interests. Fifty-nine percent of voters are concerned a great deal that “there is too much government corruption and
[that] many politicians are corrupt”; 57 percent express a great deal of concern
that “government too often benefits the bureaucrats and politicians instead of the
people”; and 56 percent are concerned a great deal that “government often looks
out for the wealthy special interests instead of average people.”
A majority of voters—58 percent—also register a great deal of concern that
“government spends too much and wastes too much money,” but other, more traditional criticisms of government do not emerge as great concerns. For example,
only 25 percent of voters express a great deal of concern that “government is too
big and does too many things better left to businesses and individuals,” and only
23 percent report a great deal of concern that “government has too many regulations that limit free enterprise and burden businesses.”
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Voters desire strong action to
address government corruption
and money in politics
On the flip side, the survey asked people to rank a series of affirmative goals for
government in terms of how important each goal is to them personally using a
0-to-10 scale, with 0 meaning that goal is “not important at all to you,” and 10
meaning that goal is “very important to you.” At the top of the list, and consistent
with voters’ stated concerns around corruption and whom the government serves,
is the goal that government should “make sure that all people are represented in
government, not just the rich and powerful.” Seventy-five percent of voters rate
this goal a 9 or 10 in terms of personal importance. This concern about balancing
the representation of regular voters and powerful interests scores as high or higher
than other core goals for government, such as the government’s duty to “defend
the nation from foreign attacks and domestic acts of terrorism” and to “protect
constitutional liberties such as freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and guaranteed due process under law,” which 73 percent and 68 percent of voters rank as
very important, respectively.
To further highlight the importance of government integrity in voters’ minds, the
study asked people specifically whether “reducing corruption and special interest
influence” or “reducing wasteful spending and inefficiency” should be the higher
priority for improving government. By a 62 percent-to-38 percent margin, voters
choose reducing corruption over reducing spending as their preferred priority for
fixing government. In a follow-up question asked of those who chose reducing
corruption as the higher priority, voters cite concerns that “there is no punishment for corrupt politicians,” that “special interest groups pay politicians to do
their agenda,” or that there is “too much lying and deception.”
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FIGURE 14

Voters are very concerned about corruption and government
serving special interests
Total percentage that is concerned a great deal

Q: "Please indicate how much each of these concerns you using a 0–10 scale, on which a
0 means it does not concern you at all, and 10 means that it concerns you a great deal."
There is too much government corruption
and many politicians are corrupt

59

Government spends too much
and wastes too much money

58

Government too often benefits
the bureaucrats and politicians
instead of the people

57

Government often looks out for wealthy
special interests instead of average people

56

Too many people take advantage
of government assistance programs

38

Most government programs do not
really benefit me or my family

33

Government worries too much
about being politically correct

33

Government is too big and does too many
things better left to businesses and individuals
Government has too many regulations that
limit free enterprise and burden businesses

25

23

Note: "Concerned a great deal" includes all voters who responded with a 9 or 10.
Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.

What do voters think will actually address the issue of corruption and improve
government overall? As Table 3 highlights, concrete steps related to increasing
transparency, reforming campaign laws, and even banning political contributions
from lobbyists are all seen as “extremely effective” actions that could be taken
according to voters overall. These steps score higher in terms of perceived effectiveness than other, more traditional proposals for improving government, such
as cutting ineffective programs or increasing voter participation in elections. This
underscores how cynical voters have become on issues of corruption and influence, and how ready they are for serious yet practical steps to break these forces
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that are degrading government and democracy.
Finally, the study measured voter reactions to a series of potential positions that
a candidate for Congress might take or personal qualities they might possess, and
asked whether each one would make voters more, less, or equally likely to support

FIGURE 15

Voters' top goals for government include equal representation,
security, and equality of all Americans
Percent ranking as very important

Q: "On a scale of 0 to 10, how important is this particular goal or priority
to you personally."
Make sure that all people are represented
in government, not just the rich and powerful

75

Defend the nation from foreign attacks
and domestic acts of terrorism

73

Make sure all Americans—regardless of race,
ethnicity, gender,sexual orientation, and religious
background—are treated equally under the law
and are free from discrimination

70

Protect constitutional liberties such as freedom
of speech, freedom of religion, and guaranteed
due process under the law

68

Ensure Americans have access to decent
jobs and wages, a secure retirement,
health care, and education

68

Protect our public lands and ensure
that people have clean air and water

63

Reduce crime and help keep our communities safe

62

Ensure fair workplaces and protect
people from corporate abuses

54

Put forth the best face for America in the world
by highlighting our democratic values and our
economic and cultural strengths
Strengthen our borders and reduce illegal immigration

42

38

Note: Rankings of 9 or 10 are considered "very important."
Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.
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this candidate. This study finds clear evidence that candidates who take specific
steps to ensure their own integrity and accountability will be eminently more
appealing to voters than any status quo politician.
For example, 81 percent of voters overall say they are more likely to vote for a candidate who “discloses how they will personally benefit from all bills they vote on”; 79
percent of voters are more likely to support a candidate who “discloses all meetings
with lobbyists or interest groups”; 73 percent are more likely to support a candidate
who “refuses to accept contributions from lobbyists”; and 71 percent are more likely

FIGURE 16

Voters see corruption as bigger priority than spending
in improving government
Share of respondents

Q: "Which of these do you think should be the higher priority for improving
the federal government?"
38
Reducing corruption and
special interest influence

62
Reducing corruption and
special interest influence
Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.

to back a candidate who “refuses to accept contributions from corporate PACs.”
Majorities of voters are also more likely to vote for a candidate who “promises to
hold at least two public town halls per month if elected” or if they refuse “to accept
contributions over $250.” Personal attributes such as being a political outsider or
not being supported by the party establishment generate less intensity in terms
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of voters’ being more likely to vote for a candidate, with voters mainly saying that
these attributes don’t make a difference either way.
As seen throughout this report, Americans are deeply divided along partisan

FIGURE 17

Most voters believe increased transparency and campaign finance
reforms will reduce corruption and improve government
Percent rating as extremely eﬀective

Q: "On a scale of 0 to 10, how important is this particular goal or priority
to you personally."
Increase government transparency so that voters know
what government is doing and how money is being spent

61

Reform campaign finance laws to limit
the influence of big corporations and the wealthy

54

50

Ban political contributions by lobbyists

Make government more eﬃcient by cutting
ineﬀective programs and investing in programs that work

45

Eliminate gerrymandering by having congressional
district lines determined by nonpartisan electoral
commissions, instead of by politicians

45

Expand early voting, same-day voter registration,and
voting by mail to increase voter participation in elections

Increase public financing of elections to reduce the
influence of outside money in campaigns and policymaking

37

31

Note: Ratings of 9 or 10 are considered "extremely effective."
Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.

lines in their evaluation of the Trump administration and their subsequent trust
and confidence in government itself. At the same time, voters express consensus
criticism of the president and his administration for their personal behavior and
their numerous violations of public rules and standards set up to prevent abuses of
power and corruption by public officials.
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FIGURE 18

Steps congressional candidates can take to improve
voters’ views about their honesty and integrity
Total more likely to support

Q: "Now you will see some diﬀerent positions a candidate for Congress might take, or
personal qualities they might possess. For each one, please indicate whether it makes
you more likely or less likely to support this candidate."
Agrees to disclose how they will personally
benefit from all bills they vote on

81

Agrees to disclose all meetings with
lobbyists or interest groups

79

Refuses to accept contributions from lobbyists

73

Refuses to accept contributions
from corporate PACs

71

Releases their tax returns

64

Promises to hold at least two public
town halls per month if elected

61

Refuses to accept contributions over $250

57

Is not supported by the party establishment
Has not previously been involved in politics
Is a woman

35
31
29

Source: Center for American Progress/Hart Research Associates poll of 1,500 registered voters conducted March 19–25, 2018.
Poll results and data are on file with the authors.

So what should proponents of reform do in the future to ensure that government
serves the public interest?
At an individual level, candidates for office will need to show voters that they are
personally and politically the opposite of Trump’s profile—that they are decent,
stable, and rational people who are not corrupted by money and who do not violate the rules and norms of U.S. democracy. At a structural level, those who want
to improve public confidence in government—and restore the belief that government can help people and serve the common good—will need to devise and fight
for a serious set of policies to end the unsavory link between money and politics.
This will require pro-government forces to take seriously the need for an anticorruption agenda; electoral reforms that restore the balance between corporate
money and democracy; and much bolder steps to repair public trust in govern32
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Conclusion
ment in order to complement longstanding political commitments on health care,
education, and other public benefits.
The evidence presented in this study suggests that voters across the spectrum will
react positively to such steps and will view these policies as effective means for
improving the purpose and functioning of the federal government.
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