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With Poor Ratings on Handling Syria, 

Obama’s Approval Worst in Over a Year 
 

Barack Obama’s job approval rating flattened at an even 47-47 percent in the latest ABC 

News/Washington Post poll, his lowest in more than a year, with more than half of Americans 

disapproving of his handling of the situation with Syria. 

 

The public by a 15-point margin is more apt to say Obama’s performance on Syria has weakened 

rather than strengthened U.S. global leadership, and six in 10 continue to oppose the missile 

strikes he urged. At the same time, the survey finds vast support, 79 percent, for the Russian-

backed plan to junk Syria’s chemical weapons, even amid skepticism Syria will cooperate. 

 

If Syria in fact fails to surrender its chemical weapons, the public divides about evenly on 

whether Congress should authorize military strikes after all: Forty-four percent say it should, 

short of a majority but well more than the 30 percent who back missile strikes as things stand 

now. 
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There are some positive notes for the president. More than half, 54 percent still see him as a 

strong leader; 52 percent say he’s a good commander-in-chief of the military; and more, 60 

percent, say he sticks with his principles. On Syria specifically, more accept than reject his 

argument that the threat of missile strikes helped the situation, albeit by a single-digit margin, 

47-40 percent. Similarly, he leads congressional Republicans in trust to handle the confrontation 

with Syria by 8 percentage points. 

 

More Americans in this poll, conducted for ABC by Langer Research Associates, found 

Obama’s address to the nation on Syria last week to be persuasive rather than unpersuasive, by 

47-32 percent. However 21 percent have no opinion on the speech, and as often occurs in such 

cases, some critics may just have tuned him out. 

 

VITAL INTEREST? – Most import on Syria is the question of whether or not the situation 

involves the vital interests of the United States, as Obama has argued. Support for strong action 

rises in cases when U.S. interests are seen as being at stake; for instance, 67 percent said so about 

Iraq in 2003, vs. just 23 percent about Somalia in 1993. 

 

 
 

 

On Syria, it’s a split decision: Forty-five percent of Americans see vital U.S. interests at stake in 

this situation, while 48 percent do not. Liberals are most likely to see the issue as one of vital 

http://langerresearch.com/
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concern, with 55 percent saying so; fewer moderates and conservatives agree, 43 and 42 percent, 

respectively.  

 

It matters: People who see vital U.S. interests at stake are 16 points more apt than others to favor 

missile strikes now (though most still don’t) and 23 points more apt to favor having Congress 

authorize military action if Syria fails to cooperate. Should Syria stall, support for congressional 

authorization reaches 56 percent among people who think vital U.S. interests are involved, vs. 33 

percent among those who think not. 

 

SUMMARY NUMBERS – In summary, some of the topline results of this survey, in context, are 

as follows: 

 

 At 47-47 percent, Obama’s overall job approval rating is its lowest since July 2012. More 

“strongly” disapprove than strongly approve by 12 points, the largest negative gap in 

intensity of sentiment about his performance since farther back, January 2012.  

 

 
 

 

 Americans give Obama a 47-44 percent approval rating for handling international affairs 

overall, with approval down 7 points from a post-re-election bump. His approval turns 

negative, 36-53 percent, on Syria specifically, with views on his handling of the situation 

there more strongly negative than strongly positive by a broad 20 points, 19 vs. 39 

percent. 
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 Sixty-one percent oppose missile strikes on Syria, vs. 30 percent in support, similar to 

ABC/Post polls the past two weeks. By contrast, the public supports the Russian plan by 

79-16 percent, even though 68 percent lack confidence Syria will cooperate with the 

collection and destruction of its chemical weapons by international monitors. 

 

 As noted, substantially more think Obama’s handling of the situation with Syria has 

weakened rather than strengthened U.S. leadership in the world, 32 vs. 17 percent. But a 

plurality, 46 percent, don’t think it’s affected perceptions of U.S. leadership either way. 

 

 Views of Obama as a strong leader, while down by 7 points from early this year, are 

more positive than negative for the 10
th

 time in 11 ABC/Post polls to ask this question. 

His rating as a commander-in-chief is better than his prospective ratings on this question 

before he took office. While sticking with his principles is a notable strength, he gets an 

even split on another personal attribute, whether or not he “shares your values.” That’s 

been the case steadily since late 2010, with very wide partisan and ideological divisions. 

 

GROUPS/OBAMA – Even beyond the customary political gaps, demographic groups divide 

sharply in their assessments of Obama. His job approval rating is 74 percent among nonwhites 

vs. 33 percent among whites (with a sizable gap between college-educated vs. non-college 

whites – 40 percent approval in the former group, 28 percent in the latter).  

 

Obama’s approval rating reaches 57 percent in urban areas, 55 percent in the Northeast and 55 

percent among 18 to 29-year-olds. He holds 54 percent approval in the blue states he won in 

2012, vs. 35 percent in the red states.  
 

                                Obama job approval 

                                Approve-Disapprove 

                  All                47-47% 

 

                  Democrats          80-15 

                  Republicans        10-87  

                  Independents       42-54 

                

                  Liberals           67-25 

                  Moderates          52-41 

                  Conservatives      26-71 

 

                  Red states         35-60 

                  Blue states        54-40 

 

                  Whites             33-61 

                  Nonwhites          74-20 

 

                  Urban              57-39 

                  Suburban           44-50 

                  Rural              34-60 

 

 

While now usual, the political divisions are huge. Eighty percent of Democrats approve of the 

president’s performance overall; 10 percent of Republicans agree. (It’s 42 percent among 
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independents.) Sixty-seven percent of liberals approve vs. 26 percent of conservatives. (It’s 52 

percent among moderates.) For his worst rating, look to conservative Republicans, a group in 

which just 6 percent approve of Obama’s work in office, while 92 percent disapprove. Eighty-

three percent disapprove strongly.  

 

Obama loses ground in his own base and in the center alike when it comes to handling the 

situation with Syria. Sixty percent of Democrats and 55 percent of liberals approve, as do just 32 

and 37 percent of independents and moderates – lower in each case than his approval overall in 

these groups. 

 

 
 

 

Independents divide on whom they trust more to handle the situation with Syria, Obama or the 

Republicans in Congress, 36 to 34 percent; in a notable expression of their political disaffection, 

21 percent of independents volunteer that they don’t trust either option. Obama and the GOP 

each win three-quarters of their partisans on this question, with Obama prevailing because self-

identified Democrats outnumber Republicans by 11 points. 

 

GROUPS/SYRIA FORCE – Given widespread public expectations that Syria won’t in fact 

cooperate with the Russian plan to neutralize its chemical weapons stockpile, it’s instructive to 

know which groups support or oppose an authorization of force by Congress as a backup plan. 
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Beyond the “vital interests” result, politics and ideology again play a substantial role. Support for 

authorization of force if Syria doesn’t comply reaches majorities among just a few groups in this 

survey – Democrats (56 percent) and liberals (53 percent), and among two strongly Democratic 

groups, blacks and nonwhites overall (63 and 58 percent).   

 

Even those numbers are comparatively tepid, given that they’re core Obama support groups. 

Were the Russian plan to fail and Obama to return to Congress for authorization, these results 

suggest he’d face a further difficult battle for public opinion – unless and until the case is made 

that vital U.S. interests are in fact at stake. 

 

METHODOLOGY – This ABC News/Washington Post poll was conducted by telephone Sept. 

12-15, 2013, in English and Spanish, among a random national sample of 1,004 adults, including 

landline and cell-phone-only respondents. Results have a margin of sampling error of 4 points, 

including design effect. Partisan divisions are 34-23-34 percent, Democrats-Republicans-

independents. 

 

The survey was produced for ABC News by Langer Research Associates of New York, N.Y., 

with sampling, data collection and tabulation by Abt-SRBI of New York, N.Y. 

 

Analysis by Gary Langer. 

 

ABC News polls can be found at ABCNEWS.com at http://abcnews.com/pollingunit. 

 

Media contacts: David Ford, (212) 456-7243, and Julie Townsend, (212) 456-4934. 

    

Full results follow.     
 

*= less than 0.5 percent 

 

2a,d, 3a,c-d and 13-26 previously released or held for release. 

 

1. Do you approve or disapprove of the way Barack Obama is handling his job as 

president? Do you approve/disapprove strongly or somewhat? 

 

              -------- Approve --------   ------- Disapprove ------     No 

              NET   Strongly   Somewhat   NET   Somewhat   Strongly   opinion 

9/15/13       47       25         22      47       11         37         6 

7/21/13       49       25         24      44       12         32         7 

5/19/13       51       32         20      44       10         33         5 

4/14/13       50       27         23      45       10         35         5 

3/10/13       50       29         21      46       11         36         4 

1/13/13       55       32         23      41        8         33         4 

12/16/12      54       33         21      42        9         32         5 

11/4/12  RV   52       33         10      46       10         36         2 

11/3/12  RV   51       33         10      47       10         37         2 

11/2/12  RV   51       32         11      47       11         36         2 

11/1/12  RV   50       31         11      48       11         37         2 

10/31/12 RV   50       30         11      48       11         37         2 

10/30/12 RV   50       28         12      48       12         37         2 

10/29/12 RV   50       28         11      48       11         36         2 

10/28/12 RV   51       28         11      46       11         36         3 

10/27/12 RV   50       28         11      46       11         36         3 

10/26/12 RV   51       29         10      46       10         36         3 

10/25/12 RV   50       29          9      47        9         37         3 

http://abcnews.go.com/PollingUnit/story?id=5984818&page=1
http://langerresearch.com/
http://abcnews.com/pollingunit
mailto:david.ford@abc.com
mailto:julie.townsend@abc.com
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10/24/12 RV   50       29         10      48       10         38         3 

10/23/12 RV   50       29         21      47        9         37         3 

10/22/12 RV   50       30         20      47       10         38         3 

10/21/12 RV   51       31         20      47       10         37         2 

10/13/12      50       30         21      44       10         34         6 

9/29/12       50       26         24      46       12         34         4 

9/9/12        49       29         20      45       11         35         6 

8/25/12       50       27         23      46       13         33         4 

7/8/12        47       24         24      49       15         34         4 

5/20/12       47       26         21      49       13         36         3 

4/8/12        50       30         20      45       10         35         6 

3/10/12       46       28         18      50       11         39         4 

2/4/12        50       29         22      46       11         36         3 

1/15/12       48       25         23      48       11         37         4 

12/18/11      49       25         24      47       13         34         4 

11/3/11       44       22         22      53       15         37         3 

10/2/11       42       21         21      54       14         40         4 

9/1/11        43       21         22      53       16         38         3 

8/9/11*       44       18         26      46        9         37        10 

7/17/11       47       25         22      48       14         35         5 

6/5/11        47       27         20      49       13         37         4 

5/2/11**      56       29         27      38       14         24         6 

4/17/11       47       27         21      50       12         37         3 

3/13/11       51       27         24      45       12         33         4 

1/16/11       54       30         23      43       15         28         3 

12/12/10      49       24         25      47       15         32         4 

10/28/10      50       27         23      45       11         34         5 

10/3/10       50       26         24      47       13         34         3 

9/2/10        46       24         22      52       14         38         3 

7/11/10       50       28         22      47       12         35         3 

6/6/10        52       30         22      45       12         33         4 

4/25/10       54       31         23      44       11         33         3 

3/26/10       53       34         20      43        8         35         3 

2/8/10        51       29         22      46       12         33         3 

1/15/10       53       30         24      44       13         32         2 

12/13/09      50       31         18      46       13         33         4 

11/15/09      56       32         23      42       13         29         2 

10/18/09      57       33         23      40       11         29         3 

9/12/09       54       35         19      43       12         31         3 

8/17/09       57       35         21      40       11         29         3 

7/18/09       59       38         22      37        9         28         4 

6/21/09       65       36         29      31       10         22         4 

4/24/09       69       42         27      26        8         18         4 

3/29/09       66       40         26      29        9         20         5 

2/22/09       68       43         25      25        8         17         7 

*Washington Post 

**Washington Post/Pew Research Center 

 

 

2. Do you approve or disapprove of the way Obama is handling [ITEM]? Do you 

approve/disapprove strongly or somewhat? 

 

9/15/13 - Summary Table 

 

                            ------ Approve ------   ---- Disapprove -----   No 

                            NET   Strngly   Smwht   NET   Smwht   Strngly   op. 

b. The situation in Syria   36      19       17     53     14       39      11 

c. International affairs    47      25       22     44     11       33       9 

*Full sample asked of item b; half sample asked item c. 

 

Trend: 

 

b. No trend. 
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c. International affairs 

 

             -------- Approve --------   ------- Disapprove ------     No 

             NET   Strongly   Somewhat   NET   Somewhat   Strongly   opinion 

9/15/13      47       25         22      44       11         33         9 

12/16/12     54       32         22      39       11         28         7 

9/29/12 RV   49       28         20      48       12         36         3 

5/20/12      48       30         18      46       15         31         6 

4/8/12       47       24         23      44       11         33         9 

1/15/12      49       26         23      44       10         33         7 

11/3/11      47       26         21      45       13         31         8 

11/15/09     60       30         30      37       13         23         3 

10/18/09     57       34         23      36       15         21         7 

9/12/09      57       32         25      33       12         21        10 

6/21/09      61       NA         NA      32       NA         NA         7 

4/24/09      67                          27                             6 

3/29/09      62        "          "      27        "          "        11 

 

 

3b. Who do you trust to do a better job handling the situation in Syria - (Obama) or 

(the Republicans in Congress)? 

 

                          Both    Neither     No 

          Obama   Reps   (vol.)   (vol.)    opinion 

9/15/13    42      34       2       14         7 

 

 

4. Please tell me whether the following statement applies to Obama, or not: [ITEM]?  

 

9/15/13 - Summary Table 

 

                                                     Yes   No   No opinion 

a. He is a strong leader                             54    44         2 

b. He shares your values                             47    49         4 

c. He sticks with his principles                     60    37         4 

d. He is a good commander in chief of the military   52    43         5 

 

Trend: 

 

a. He is a strong leader 

 

          Yes   No   No opinion 

9/15/13   54    44        2 

1/13/13   61    37        2 

1/15/12   51    48        1 

11/3/11   48    51        1 

6/5/11    55    44        1 

6/6/10    57    43        1 

3/26/10   65    33        2 

1/15/10   63    35        1 

7/18/09   71    27        2 

4/24/09   77    22        2 

1/16/09   72    18       10 

 

b. He shares your values 

 

          Yes   No   No opinion 

9/15/13   47    49        4 

1/15/12   49    49        3 

11/3/11   49    49        2 

6/5/11    49    49        3 

9/2/10    49    50        1 
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1/15/10   55    43        1 

4/24/09   60    38        2 

1/16/09   67    30        3 

7/13/08   56    39        5 

 

c. He sticks with his principles  

   

          Yes   No   No opinion 

9/15/13   60    37        4 

1/15/12   61    35        4 

 

d. He is a good commander in chief of the military 

 

               Yes   No   No opinion 

9/15/13        52    43        5 

7/18/09        56    37        7 

4/24/09        56    34       10 

1/16/09*       62    32        7 

9/29/08** RV   46    48        5 

9/22/08** RV   48    47        5  

7/13/08**      48    48        4 

*"will be"  

**"would be" 

 

 

5. The United States says it has determined that the Syrian government has used 

chemical weapons in the civil war there. Given this, do you support or oppose the 

United States launching missile strikes against the Syrian government? Do you feel 

that way strongly, or somewhat? 

 

          -------- Support --------   --------- Oppose --------     No 

          NET   Strongly   Somewhat   NET   Somewhat   Strongly   opinion 

9/15/13   30       17         13      61       15         45        10 

9/8/13    30       14         16      64       21         44         6 

9/1/13    36       18         18      59       21         39         5 

 

 

6. Do you think America's vital interests are at stake in the situation involving 

Syria, or not? 

 

          Yes   No   No opinion 

9/15/13   45    48        8 

 

 

7. As an alternative to missile strikes, Russia has proposed a plan to have Syria 

place all of its chemical weapons under control of the United Nations, which would 

then destroy them. Do you support or oppose this plan? Do you feel that way strongly 

or somewhat? 

 

          -------- Support --------   --------- Oppose --------     No 

          NET   Strongly   Somewhat   NET   Somewhat   Strongly   opinion 

9/15/13   79       57         22      16       6         10         4 

 

 

8. How confident are you that Syria would in fact give up all of its chemical weapons 

under this plan – very confident, somewhat confident, not so confident or not 

confident at all? 

 

          ----- Confident -----   ----- Not confident -----     No 

          NET   Very   Somewhat   NET   Not so   Not at all   opinion 

9/15/13   29      4       26      68      34         34          2 

 

 



10 
 

9. Do you think the threat of U.S. missile strikes has (helped the situation by 

pressuring Syria to give up its chemical weapons), or (hurt the situation by 

increasing international tensions)? 

 

             Helped           Hurt         No effect     No  

          the situation   the situation     (vol.)     opinion 

9/15/13        47              40              3         10 

 

 

10. As far as you’ve heard or read, in his address to the nation Tuesday night, how 

well did Obama make his case for taking action against the Syrian government – would 

you say he was very persuasive, somewhat persuasive, somewhat unpersuasive or very 

unpersuasive? 

 

          ---- Persuasive -----   --- Unpersuasive ----     No 

          NET   Very   Somewhat   NET   Somewhat   Very   opinion 

9/15/13   47     15       31      32       17       15      21 

 

 

11. If the diplomatic efforts to take control of Syria’s chemical weapons do not work, 

do you think Congress should or should not approve the use of military force against 

Syria? 

 

          Should approve   Should not approve   No opinion 

9/15/13         44                 48                8     

 

 

12. Overall, do you think Obama’s handling of the situation with Syria has 

(strengthened) U.S. leadership in the world, (weakened) it, or has it not made much 

difference to U.S. leadership? Was that a great deal or somewhat? 

 

                                                                          

          --- Strengthened ----   ----- Weakened ------    

                A great                         A great    Not made much      No   

          NET    deal     Smwht   NET   Smwht     deal       difference     opinion 

9/15/13   17       7       10     32     14        18           46             4 

 

 

*** END *** 

 


