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Comprehensive reform finds broader support than economic aid 
in tackling the issue of illegal immigration, but majorities support both

Share of respondents, by political affiliation

Q. "For each pair, please tell me which statement comes closer to your own view, even if neither is exactly right." (Split sample tests below)

Source: Center for American Progress and GBAO, "Foreign Policy Research – Phase III" (Washington: 2019), 
available at https://cdn.americanprogress.org/content/uploads/2019/07/29142002/FP-condensed.pdf. 
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The United States should create strict border controls, 
starting with a massive border wall, and punish Mexico 
with tariffs or other financial penalties if they don’t do 
more to stop the flow of illegal immigrants.

The United States should pass comprehensive immigration reform, 
providing a safe, legal, and managed path to citizenship for people who are 

willing to work, pay taxes, and help contribute to the future of our nation.

To reduce the migration of people to our border, the United States should 
do more to help nations such as Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras fight 

the drug dealers, gangs, corruption, and widespread poverty that lead 
people to abandon their homes and seek a better life in the United States.

The United States should create strict border controls, 
starting with a massive border wall, and punish Mexico 
with tariffs or other financial penalties if they don’t do 
more to stop the flow of illegal immigrants.

IMMIGRATION

Republicans

Republicans

The Trump administration has instituted major changes to the U.S. immigration sys-
tem since 2017.1 These have included policies to effect sharp cuts to legal immigration; 
multiple versions of a travel ban designed to prevent nationals from mostly Muslim-
majority countries from entering the United States; reductions in refugee admission 
caps to their lowest levels since the U.S. resettlement program began in 1980; large-
scale workplace raids; broadened deportations of longtime residents who have no 
criminal histories; a policy of separating thousands of children from their parents at 
the border; the wasteful deployment of U.S. military personnel to America’s southern 
border; and the transfer of $3.6 billion in military construction funds—and plans to 
transfer $3.6 billion more—to build a wall on that border that his current chief of staff 
once called “absurd and almost childish.”2

Views of American voters
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• Deep partisan divides on immigration as a security priority. Overall, more than 
one-third, or 35 percent, of American voters see illegal immigration as one of the 
top three foreign policy issues facing the country over the next five years—the 
third-highest issue after protecting the country against terrorists such as the Islamic 
State group (ISIS) and al-Qaida (40 percent) and protecting jobs for American 
workers (36 percent). Republicans overwhelmingly drive this concern, with two-
thirds, or 64 percent, saying it should be a top priority versus one-third, or 34 
percent, of independents and just one-tenth, or 10 percent, of Democrats. Overall, 
older generations of American voters support hard-line positions on immigration 
compared with their younger counterparts. 

• Strong support for sensible and effective policy alternatives to the wall. Most 
American voters oppose building a wall and punishing Mexico and instead prefer 
fixing the U.S. immigration system to create lawful pathways to enter the country 
and contribute to U.S. society as well as providing help to Central American nations 
to improve their safety and prosperity at home and alleviate the causes of forced 
migration. Two-thirds, or 64 percent, of voters support legislative reform to build a 
fair, humane, and workable immigration system over building a wall. Support for aid 
to Central America also receives strong majority support: Significantly more than 
half (57 percent) of Americans back aid versus the slightly more than 4 in 10 (43 
percent) who support building a wall.

Key points 

• Immigration remains a signature issue for the Trump administration, but its policies 
are out of step with most American voters, who don’t see it as high a priority as 
either President Donald Trump or his conservative nationalist base does. Moreover, 
they disapprove of Trump’s handling of immigration by a 10-point margin, and they 
favor policy alternatives to his proposed border wall by wide margins.

• The Trump administration’s decision to cut U.S. aid to Central American nations 
will not to help stem migration from those countries and is likely to worsen the 
conditions driving migration in the first place, as a majority of voters recognize.

• None of President Trump’s core immigration policies—the border wall, threats of 
tariffs against Mexico, and the unnecessary deployment of the U.S. military to the 
border—have accomplished their stated objectives and offer a poor substitute for 
policy alternatives that voters actually want, such as reforming U.S. immigration laws 
to build a system that is fair and humane and that actually works.
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 The progressive policy alternative

1. Restore the rule of law through a fair, humane, and workable immigration system. 
American voters widely prefer reforming U.S. immigration laws to provide a 
safe, legal, and managed path for people who are looking to contribute to the 
future of this country over President Trump’s regressive immigration policies and 
inflammatory rhetoric that are only making it harder to reach real solutions.

2. Mitigate causes of forced migration from Central America. The United States should 
invest in efforts to mitigate and manage migration in Central America responsibly 
rather than cut off economic assistance as the Trump administration has done.

3. Coordinate with other nations to manage regional migration. Migration from 
Central America isn’t just an issue for the United States; it affects other nations, 
such as Mexico. A regional approach to migration requires constructive engagement 
with Mexico as well as with international financial institutions such as the Inter-
American Development Bank.

Most voters favor reforms to America’s immigration system to make it more fair, 
humane, and workable. But President Trump’s immigration policies and rhetoric draw 
significant support from conservative nationalists and make it harder for the American 
people to get the immigration reform they want. 

Brian Katulis is a senior fellow at the Center for American Progress. Peter Juul is a senior 
policy analyst for National Security and International Policy at the Center. John Halpin is a 
senior fellow at the Center.

This information is based on a national poll of 1,200 registered voters conducted July 10 to 
14, 2019, by the Center for American Progress and GBAO. It is also informed by a series of 
focus groups, qualitative interviews, and a national poll of 2,000 registered voters conducted 
February 25 to March 3, 2019. Polling results are on file with the authors.
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