
Americans’ Views on the Economy, Trade, 
Foreign Policy and the 2020 Election 

in Year Three of the Trump Administration     

Bruce Stokes, German Marshall Fund Tokyo, September 11, 2019

RIETI Open Seminar



AMERICAN PUBLIC OPINION REFLECTS THE 
STRESSES OF A PEOPLE UNDERGOING RAPID CHANGE
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This dynamic country subjects its inhabitants to more extreme contrasts 
and abrupt changes during a lifetime or a generation than is normally 
the case with other great nations. Most of her inhabitants are faced, in 
their own lives…with alternatives presented by such polarities as: open 

roads of immigration and jealous islands of tradition; outgoing 
internationalism and defiant isolationism; boisterous competition and 
self-effacing cooperation…Thus the functioning American, as the heir of 

a history of extreme contrasts and abrupt changes, bases his final ego 
identity on some tentative combination of dynamic polarities

Erik Erikson

Childhood and Society, 1950



Americans Have Experienced Dramatic Societal and Economic 
Transformation in One Lifetime

Source: Mehlman, Castagnetti, Rosen & Thomas analysis based on data from U.S. Census Bureau, Pew Research Center, U.S. Dept. of Labor 
and T. Piketty, Gallup

1967 2017
% %

Non-white 12 38

Foreign-born 4.9 14

White, no college education 75 39

Births to unmarried women 8.5 40.3

Women in the workforce 41 57

Church Membership 73 50

Share of wealth owned by top 1% 27 42

Portion of Workforce in Manufacturing                      28                      9
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PA                                           Butler County

Poverty rate 13.1% 8.4%

Unemployment 6.5% 4.5%

Employment rate 77.6% 81.6%

Life expectancy 78.8 79.3

Median household income            $55k                                              $63k

Foreign Born                                       6.6%                                            2.2%

Vote for Trump 48.8% 66.7%

The 2016 Election Results in Butler County, Pa.  Demonstrate That 

“It is Not Just the Economy Stupid” 
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PEOPLE FEEL GOOD ABOUT THE ECONOMY, 
BUT ANXIETY REMAINS 
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Right Direction/Wrong Track – Yearly Trend
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SUPPORT FOR TRADE IS GROWING 
AND THERE IS OPPOSITION TO TRUMP’S PROTECTIONISM
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51% 55% 57% 64%

41% 38% 37%
27%

December 2015 July 2016 April 2017 August 2019

Free Trade is Good Free Trade is Bad

Free Trade: Good or Bad?

+10% +17% +20% +37%

Good Bad D/S

GOP 48% 44% +4%

IND 49% 40% +9%

DEM 56% 37% +19%

Good Bad D/S

GOP 51% 43% +8%

IND 54% 38% +16%

DEM 60% 32% +28%

Good Bad D/S

GOP 46% 48% -2%

IND 56% 37% +19%

DEM 66% 28% +38%

Good Bad D/S

GOP 52% 39% +13%

IND 77% 15% +62%

DEM 73% 20% +53%
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Top Movers: Free Trade is Good
April 2017 August 2019 Net Difference

Total 57% 64% +7%

Independents 56% 77% +21%

White Independents 53% 74% +21%
Ages 35-49 48% 65% +17%
Men College + 63% 78% +15%
White Men College + 64% 79% +15%
White Working Class 43% 56% +13%
Conservatives 42% 55% +13%
South Region 50% 63% +13%
College Graduates 63% 76% +13%
Ages 50-64 48% 60% +12%
Men Ages 18-49 56% 68% +12%
Men Ages 50+ 57% 69% +12%
Poor/Working Class 48% 60% +12%
White Northeast Region 54% 66% +12%
Men 57% 68% +11%
White Men 57% 68% +11%
Base Democrats 64% 75% +11%
2016 Clinton Voters 68% 79% +11%
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But While Americans Have Strong, Increasingly Positive Opinions About Trade 
It’s Not That Important to Them and Their Views Are Highly Partisan

% who say __ should be a top priority for Trump and Congress this year

Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Jan. 9-14, 2019.
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Republicans See the U.S. as a Victim: They Believe That Other Nations 
Take ‘Unfair Advantage’ of the U.S. 

% who say that other countries often take unfair advantage of the United States

Note: Don’t know responses not shown.
Source: Survey of U.S. adults conducted Sept. 18-24, 2018.
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The Public’s View of Japan’s Trade Fairness Has Improved Markedly

% of adults who think __ has a fair trade policy with the U.S.

Source: Gallup poll conducted June 1993 and June 18-23, 2018.

1993 2018 1993-2018
change

% %

EU 52 56 +4

Japan 24 55 +31

Mexico 45 44 -1

Canada 77 65 -12

China - 30 -
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Partisan Perceptions of Trade Fairness Have Grown Over Time

% of adults who think __ has a fair trade policy with the U.S.

1993 2018
1993-2018

change
% %

Canada 77 65 -12
Republicans 81 49 -32
Democrats 76 82 +6
EU 52 56 +4
Republicans 54 42 -12
Democrats 51 70 +19
Mexico 45 44 -1
Republicans 47 29 -18
Democrats 42 59 +17
Japan 24 55 +31
Republicans 21 46 +25
Democrats 27 65 +38
China 30
Republicans - 21 -
Democrats - 38 -
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AMERICANS MISPERCEIVE THEIR ROLE IN THE WORLD AND 
HAVE CHANGING CONCERNS THAT ARE HIGHLY PARTISAN
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Favorable Views of the U.S. Prevail in Many Countries 
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A YEAR OUT FROM THE 2020 ELECTION HOW  
AMERICANS ARE SEEING THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION
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Trump Job Approval, by Party
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All voters - AVG 43%  

Independents - AVG 39%

Democrats - AVG 9%  

Republicans - AVG 85%

Approval Rating
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Trump Economic vs Overall Approval
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Approval Rating

Overall Economic

-4 -4 +2 -4 -5 -8 -5 -6
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