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About Pew Research Center 
Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan fact tank that informs the public about the issues, attitudes 
and trends shaping America and the world. It does not take policy positions. The Center conducts 
public opinion polling, demographic research, content analysis and other data-driven social 
science research. It studies U.S. politics and policy; journalism and media; internet, science and 
technology; religion and public life; Hispanic trends; global attitudes and trends; and U.S. social 
and demographic trends. All of the Center’s reports are available at www.pewresearch.org. Pew 
Research Center is a subsidiary of The Pew Charitable Trusts, its primary funder. 

© Pew Research Center 2021 
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How we did this 
This report examines people’s trust in government and satisfaction with democracy, as well as 
their attitudes toward elected officials and political reform. 

For this analysis, we use data from nationally representative telephone surveys of 4,069 adults 
from Nov. 10 to Dec. 23, 2020, in the U.S., France, Germany and the UK. In addition to the survey, 
Pew Research Center conducted focus groups from Aug. 19 to Nov. 20, 2019, in cities across the 
U.S. and UK (see here for more information about how the groups were conducted). We draw 
upon these discussions in this report. 

Here are the questions used for the report, along with responses, and the survey methodology. 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/10/05/uk-us-national-identity-methodology/
https://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/international-survey-research/international-methodology/all-survey/all-country/all-year
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As they continue to struggle 
with a public health crisis and 
ongoing economic challenges, 
many people in the United 
States and Western Europe are 
also frustrated with politics.  

A four-nation Pew Research 
Center survey conducted in 
November and December of 
2020 finds that roughly two-
thirds of adults in France and 
the U.S., as well as about half 
in the United Kingdom, 
believe their political system 
needs major changes or needs 
to be completely reformed. 
Calls for significant reform are 
less common in Germany, where about four-in-ten express this view. 

Of course, there are important differences across these countries’ political systems. But the four 
nations also share some important democratic principles, and all have recently experienced 
political upheaval in different ways, as rising populist leaders and movements and emerging new 
forces across the ideological spectrum have challenged traditional parties and leaders.  

Some of the frustrations people feel about their political systems are tied to their opinions about 
political elites. In the U.S., concerns about political corruption are especially widespread, with 
two-in-three Americans agreeing that the phrase “most politicians are corrupt” describes their 
country well. Nearly half say the same in France and the UK. Young people, in particular, generally 
tend to see politicians as corrupt. And those who say most politicians are corrupt are much more 
likely to think their political systems need serious reform. 

Big majorities in France and the U.S. say their political 
system needs dramatic change 
% who say the political system in their country … 

Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q14a. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/02/27/democratic-rights-popular-globally-but-commitment-to-them-not-always-strong/
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A belief that politicians are out of touch is also common. In France, the U.S. and the UK, roughly 
half or more say elected officials do not care what ordinary people think. Still, in both France and 
Germany, the share of the public who believe elected officials do care has increased since 2018.  

 

 

Americans more likely than others to say most politicians are corrupt 
% who say the statement “most politicians are corrupt” 
describes their country well 

% who say the statement “elected officials care what 
ordinary people think” does not describe their country well 

 

 

Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q7a&b. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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The state of U.S. politics during this survey period 

In the U.S., the period when the survey was conducted – Nov. 7 to Dec. 10, 2020 – was particularly tumultuous 
politically. Although now-President Joe Biden was declared the winner of the election by the Associated Press and 
other media organizations as the survey began, and was recognized as the president-elect by key international 
leaders, prominent Republicans refused to acknowledge his victory. Dozens of lawsuits also attempted to challenge 
the results, largely on the basis of voter fraud. During this period, a separate Pew Research Center survey found that 
Trump and Biden voters were deeply divided over nearly all aspects of the election and voting process, including 
whether their own votes were counted accurately and whether they wanted the Trump campaign to continue its legal 
challenges of the results. 

As this survey concluded in early December, most lawsuits had been dismissed and electoral results had been 
certified in most states, leaving few legal avenues available to contest the election. However, Congress had not yet 
formally certified the electoral college results – a process which ultimately took place on Jan. 6, 2021, the same day 
violent protests by a pro-Trump mob also erupted at the U.S. Capitol. 

 

 

https://apnews.com/article/joe-biden-wins-white-house-ap-fd58df73aa677acb74fce2a69adb71f9
https://www.axios.com/world-leaders-biden-call-election-7a1c0569-38ee-479b-b4fd-543087358bcf.html
https://www.axios.com/world-leaders-biden-call-election-7a1c0569-38ee-479b-b4fd-543087358bcf.html
https://thehill.com/homenews/senate/525177-mcconnell-declines-in-floor-speech-to-congratulate-biden-as-president-elect
https://time.com/5908505/trump-lawsuits-biden-wins/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2020/11/20/sharp-divisions-on-vote-counts-as-biden-gets-high-marks-for-his-post-election-conduct/
https://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2020-54724960
https://www.npr.org/2020/12/22/949134479/congress-role-in-election-results-heres-what-happens-jan-6
https://www.npr.org/2020/12/22/949134479/congress-role-in-election-results-heres-what-happens-jan-6
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Since 2017, the French and German publics have also become more trusting of government. In 
France, just 20% said they trusted the government to do what is right for the country in 2017, 
compared with 55% in the new survey. Trust is especially high among supporters of President 
Emmanuel Macron’s En Marche party, but it has risen across the partisan spectrum. Similarly, 
trust is up among supporters of parties on the right, left and center in Germany.    

Trust in government has also increased slightly in the UK, although while it has risen among 
supporters of Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s Conservative Party, is has actually declined among 
those who identify with the opposition Labour Party.   

How Pew Research Center measures public trust in government, globally and 
domestically 

For several years, Pew Research Center has been committed to researching issues of trust, facts and 
democracy. And for decades, the Center has studied Americans’ attitudes about federal, state and local 
government in the United States.  

In this survey, the Center compares the attitudes of the publics in four nations – the U.S., France, the UK 
and Germany – toward democracy and their countries’ political systems. The survey also includes a 
measure of trust in the four countries’ national governments: How much do respondents trust the 
government “to do what is right for their country?”  

This is different from the question that has been asked for more than six decades by Pew Research Center 
and other survey organizations in the U.S.: “How much of the time do you think you can trust the 
government in Washington to do what is right?  

In the United States, the measures yield very different results: Last August, just 20% of the public said they 
trusted the government in Washington to do what is right “always” or “most of the time.” Americans’ trust in 
the federal government has been mired at that low level for longer than a decade. 

In the four-nation survey, which was conducted in the U.S. in November – after Joe Biden had been 
declared the winner of the presidential election, but when large shares of Donald Trump’s supporters 
expressed skepticism about the result and the voting process – 54% of Americans said they trust the 
government a lot or somewhat to do what is right for the country. This is little changed from 51% who said 
this in 2017. 

The four-nation survey provides a valuable comparative examination of views of government, the political 
system and the state of democracy. In the coming months, the Center will update its long-standing 
measures of Americans’ trust in their government, as well as attitudes on the scope and size of 
government. 

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/2019/06/05/an-update-on-our-research-into-trust-facts-and-democracy/
https://www.pewresearch.org/2019/06/05/an-update-on-our-research-into-trust-facts-and-democracy/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2020/09/14/americans-views-of-government-low-trust-but-some-positive-performance-ratings/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2020/11/20/sharp-divisions-on-vote-counts-as-biden-gets-high-marks-for-his-post-election-conduct/
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In the U.S., the overall level of trust in the government has remained largely unchanged since 
2017, but who trusts the government shifted substantially. In 2017, only months after Donald 
Trump was elected president, Republicans and those who lean toward the Republican Party were 
more likely to trust the government than Democrats and those who lean Democratic. In the 
current survey, fielded in November and December 2020 – after major media outlets had called 
the election for now-President Joe Biden – Democrats express higher levels of trust.  

In France, Germany and the UK, trust in government tends to be higher among those who think 
their country has done a good job of handling the coronavirus pandemic. This is particularly true 
in France, where 80% of those who say the country is handling the outbreak well trust the 
government, compared with only 27% of those who say the country is doing a poor job.   

Trust is also linked to views about the economy. People who think the national economy is 
currently in good shape express higher levels of trust in government, as do those who believe they 
have a good chance to improve their own standard of living. 

While more than half of Americans say they generally trust the government to do what is right, 
fewer than half (45%) are satisfied with the way democracy is working in their country. (The 
survey took place before the violent storming of the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6 by a mob of Trump’s 

Trust in government up significantly in Germany, France, UK since 2017 
% who say they trust the government to do what is right for their country …  

Germany France United Kingdom United States 

    
Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q1. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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supporters.) In contrast, majorities in France (55%) and the UK (60%), as well as eight-in-ten 
Germans, say they are satisfied with how democracy is functioning.  

These four publics are divided over how much impact ordinary people can have on government: 
54% of Germans, 53% of Americans, 50% of Britons and 47% of the French say the statement 
“ordinary people can do a lot to influence the government” describes their country well. 

In all four countries, there is considerable interest in political reforms that would potentially allow 
ordinary citizens to have more power over policymaking. Citizen assemblies, or forums where 
citizens chosen at random debate issues of national importance and make recommendations about 
what should be done, are overwhelmingly popular. Around three-quarters or more in each country 
say it is very or somewhat important for the national government to create citizen assemblies. 
About four-in-ten say it’s very important. Such processes are in use nationally in France and the 
UK to debate climate change policy, and they have become increasingly common in nations 
around the world in recent years.  

Citizen assemblies and referendums are popular ideas in all four countries  
% who say it is __ important for the national government to take the following actions 

Create citizen assemblies where 
 citizens debate issues and make 

 recommendations about national laws  

Allow citizens, not members of the  
national legislature, to vote directly to decide 

 what becomes law for some key issues 

   
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q21b&c. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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https://propositions.conventioncitoyennepourleclimat.fr/
https://www.climateassembly.uk/
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https://www.oecd.org/gov/open-government/catching-the-deliberative-wave-launch-event.htm
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Citizen assemblies are popular across the ideological spectrum but are especially so among people 
who place themselves on the political left.1 Those who think their political system needs significant 
reform are also particularly likely to say it is important to create citizen assemblies. 

There are also high levels of support for allowing citizens to vote directly to decide what becomes 
law for some key issues. About seven-in-ten in the U.S., Germany and France say it is important, 
in line with previous findings about support for direct democracy. In the UK, where crucial issues 
such as Scottish independence and Brexit were decided by referendum, support is somewhat lower 
– 63% say it is important for the government to use referendums to decide some key issues, and 
just 27% rate this as very important. 

These are among the findings of a new Pew Research Center survey conducted from Nov. 10 to 
Dec. 23, 2020, among 4,069 adults in the France, Germany, the UK and the U.S. This report also 
includes findings from 26 focus groups conducted in 2019 in the U.S. and UK. 

  

                                                        
1 In the U.S., the question about ideology asked respondents to place themselves on a spectrum from liberal to conservative while in Europe 
the question asked them to place themselves on a spectrum from left to right. 

How the focus groups were conducted 
Pew Research Center conducted 26 focus groups from Aug. 19 to Nov. 20, 2019, in cities across the U.S. 
and UK (for details on how the groups were stratified, see the methodology). All groups followed a 
discussion guide designed by the Center and were asked questions about their local communities, 
national identities and globalization by a trained moderator. 

This report draws from those discussions, and we have included quotations which have been lightly 
edited for grammar and clarity. Quotations are chosen to provide context for the survey findings and do 
not necessarily represent the majority opinion in any particular group or country.  

 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2017/10/16/democracy-widely-supported-little-backing-for-rule-by-strong-leader-or-military/
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-29270441
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/politics/eu_referendum/results
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/10/05/uk-us-national-identity-methodology/
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Half of adults or more trust the 
national government to do 
what is right in each of the four 
countries surveyed. But, 
whereas only a slim majority 
trust the government in the 
United States (54%), France 
(55%) and the United Kingdom 
(55%), 80% in Germany 
express this view. And, in 
Germany, 47% say they trust 
the national government a lot – 
more than twice as many as say 
the same in any of the other 
surveyed countries and more 
than three times as many as in the U.S., where only 13% have a lot of faith in the government.  

In the U.S., trust in the government has remained largely unchanged since the question was last 
posed in 2017. But who trusts the government shifted notably over this period. In 2017, when 
Donald Trump was the newly inaugurated president, Republicans and independents who lean 
toward the Republican Party were more likely to trust the government than Democrats and leaners 
toward that party (66% vs. 42%, respectively). In the most recent survey, fielded in November 
2020 after the election was called for now President Joe Biden, Democrats trust the government at 
higher rates than Republicans, 59% vs. 49%.  

Trust in the government has increased in each of the three European countries surveyed since 
2017, the largest change being in France (55% today, up from 20%). The 2017 French survey was 
fielded in the month prior to the first round of the national elections – a particularly contentious 
election in which nontraditional parties, including the now-governing En Marche, were vying for 
leadership.2 Trust has grown most precipitously among En Marche supporters: Today, 92% trust 
the government, compared with 37% who said the same before the 2017 election that brought 
Emmanuel Macron to power. Supporters of The Republicans (LR) and the Socialist Party (PS) – 
two parties that had long governed in France prior to 2017 – also have more trust in the 
government now. And, while only around half of those with a favorable view of the right-wing 

                                                        
2 The 2017 survey was fielded March 6–April 1 and the first-round election took place April 23. 

Nearly half of Germans trust their government a lot 
% who say they trust the government to do what is right for their country … 

 
Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q1. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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11 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

populist National Rally trust the government (53%), trust among this group has gone up 44 
percentage points since 2017. 

Trust in government up among supporters of all parties in France and Germany, but 
not in UK, U.S. 
Among __ supporters, % who say they trust the government to do what is right for their country a lot/somewhat 

France Germany 

 

 

United Kingdom United States 

 
 

Note: Supporters of National Rally and Alternative for Germany (AfD) are those who have a favorable view of each party. Supporters of other 
parties in France, Germany and the United Kingdom are those who identified with that party when asked the open-ended question “Which 
political party do you feel closest to?” In 2017, only 81 people identified with En Marche in the open-ended question. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q1. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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In Germany, trust in the government is up 11 
percentage points since 2017, and the share 
who trust the government a lot has nearly 
doubled during this same period. But, while 
supporters of the ruling CDU are among the 
most trusting of the government (92%), trust 
has increased comparably since 2017 among 
most of the major parties. And, while those who 
have a favorable view of Alternative for 
Germany (AfD) tend to be much less trusting 
than those who have an unfavorable view of the 
party (52% vs. 85%), even this group is more 
trusting of the government now than in 2017, 
when only 33% trusted the government.3  

In the UK, the share who trust the government 
a lot has risen 7 points since 2017 (to 21%), and 
overall trust has increased 6 points. For 
supporters of the Conservative Party – which 
was governing in 2017 but had a change of 
prime minister in 2019 – trust in the 
government has gone up from 76% to 84%. On 
the other hand, Labour Party supporters are 
less likely to trust the government now than 
they were in 2017 (34%, down from 42%).  

Trust is significantly higher among those who identify as Leavers (72%) than those who identify as 
Remainers (45%), as well as among those who have a favorable view of the right-wing populist 
Brexit Party, now called Reform UK (76%) compared with those who have an unfavorable view of 
the party (46%).4  

  

                                                        
3 Because only 7% of Germans identify as Die Linke supporters and 3% as AfD supporters in an open-ended question asking which party 
people feel closest to, we are unable to examine change in opinion among Die Linke or AfD supporters. As a result, this analysis reflects the 
change among those who said they had a favorable view of each of these parties in 2017 and in 2020, respectively. We also use favorable 
views of National Rally and La France Insoumise in France and the Brexit Party (Reform UK) in the UK for our analyses for the same reason.  
4 Because the Brexit vote about whether to leave the European Union took place in 2016, many people surveyed in 2020 who may have 
opinions about the issue may not have been eligible to vote. As a result, we have changed our question away from asking about  how people 
voted and instead are asking: “Thinking about Britain’s relationship with the European Union, do you think of yourself as a ‘ Remainer,’ a 
‘Leaver’ or do you not think of yourself in that way?” 

In UK, differing views about trust in 
government 
% who say they trust the government to do what is right 
for their country a lot/somewhat 

 

Note: Supporters are defined based on people’s responses to the 
open-ended question “Which political party do you feel closest to?”  
Views of Brexit Party (Reform UK) based on question asking whether 
respondents have a favorable or unfavorable opinion of the party. 
“Leaver” and “Remainer” are based on responses to a question that 
asks, “Thinking about Britain’s relationship with the European 
Union, do you think of yourself as a ‘Remainer,’ a ‘Leaver’ or do you 
not think of yourself in that way?” 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q1. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs 
Major Reform” 
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Across all four of the countries surveyed, trust in the government is higher among those who say 
the economy is in good shape and those who say they have adequate opportunities to improve 
their own standard of living. For example, in the UK, those who say their current economic 
situation is good are about two times as likely to say they trust the government as those who say 
it’s bad.  

In France, Germany and the UK, those who think their country is doing well handling COVID-19 
are much more likely to trust the government than those who think their country is handling the 
pandemic poorly.  The difference is largest in France, where 80% of those who think the country is 
doing well handling the outbreak trust the government, compared with only 27% of those who 
think the country is not doing a good job.  

Trust is higher among people who believe elected officials care what ordinary people think. Also, 
those with at least a university degree and those with higher incomes are more likely to trust the 
government in France and Germany, though not in the U.S. or UK.  

 

Trust in government tied to views of economic situation 
% who say they trust the government to do what is right for their country a lot/somewhat 

Among those who say the current economic situation is … 
Among those who say they have a __ chance 

 to improve their standard of living 
  

Note: All differences shown are statistically significant.  
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q1. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Satisfaction with democracy 
varies widely across the four 
countries surveyed. In the 
U.S., only 45% of people say 
they are satisfied with the way 
democracy is working (the 
survey in the U.S. took place 
Nov. 10 to Dec. 7, 2020, which 
was before the violent 
storming of the U.S. Capitol on 
Jan. 6 by a mob of President 
Trump’s supporters). In 
contrast, in each of the three 
European countries surveyed, 
a majority holds this view: 
55% in France, 60% in the UK 
and 80% in Germany. And, in 
Germany, around four-in-ten 
are very satisfied (39%). No 
more than one-in-five in the 
other three countries surveyed 
reach this level of satisfaction.  

Across all three European 
countries surveyed, satisfaction 
with democracy has increased 
substantially: up 14 points in 
France, 15 points in Germany 
and 29 points in the UK 
between 2019 and 2020. In 
contrast, in the U.S., the 
percentage of people who say 
they are satisfied with 
democracy has remained 
relatively consistent in recent 
years.  

Majorities in Germany, UK and France satisfied with 
functioning of democracy 
% who say they are __ satisfied with the way democracy is working in their 
country 

 

Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q2. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Satisfaction with democracy is up in Germany, UK, 
France – but not U.S. 
% who say they are very/somewhat satisfied with the way democracy is 
working in their country 

Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q2. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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But, in the U.S., who is satisfied has changed substantially over the past year. Between 2017 and 
2019, Republicans were more than twice as satisfied with democracy as were Democrats. In 2019, 

In France, Germany and the UK, satisfaction with democracy has increased among 
supporters of most major parties; not so in the U.S. 
Among __ supporters, % who say they are very/somewhat satisfied with the way democracy is working in  
their country  

France Germany 

  
United Kingdom United States 

  
Note: Supporters of National Rally, La France Insoumise and Alternative for Germany (AfD) are those who have a favorable view of each party. 
Supporters of other parties in France, Germany and the United Kingdom are those who identified with that party when asked the  open-ended 
question “Which political party do you feel closest to?” In 2017, only 81 people identified with En Marche in the open-ended question. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q2. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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for example, 57% of Republicans and 26% of Democrats said they were satisfied. But, in 2020, 
after Biden’s election, this relationship inverted, and today, 50% of Democrats are satisfied with 
democracy while only 39% of Republicans say the same.  

In each of the European countries surveyed, supporters of the party or parties that are currently in 
government tend to be among the most satisfied with democracy. While En Marche supporters are 
the most approving of the way democracy is working in France, their opinions have shifted little 
since a 2018 survey, which was the first Pew Research Center poll in France following their party’s 
electoral victory. Rather, much of the 14-point increase in democratic satisfaction between 2019 
and 2020 in France has come from supporters of other parties. For example, 60% of the 
supporters of the Socialist Party now report satisfaction with democracy, up from 50% in 2019. 
The growth among Republicans is even larger, going from 40% in 2019 to 68% in 2020. 
Satisfaction is even up among those who hold favorable views of the right-wing populist party 
National Rally (49% in 2020, up from 30% in 2019) and the left-leaning populist party La France 
Insoumise (54% in 2020, up from 40% in 2019).  

The increase in democratic satisfaction is evident among supporters of most large German 
political parties in the country. For example, supporters of SPD (up 17 points), the Greens/Alliance 
90 (16 points) and CDU (11 points) as well as those with a favorable view of Die Linke (16 points) 
all are more satisfied with democracy now than in 2019. But those with a favorable view of the 
right-wing AfD have not changed over the past year and continue to have relatively low democratic 
satisfaction (51%).  

In the UK, supporters of the Conservative Party (79%) are more satisfied with democracy than 
Labour Party (50%) supporters. But this comes as partisans in both camps are more satisfied than 
they were in 2019, with increases of 35 and 17 points, respectively. Those who identify as Leavers 
and Remainers are equally satisfied with how democracy is working in their country. 
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There are few age or gender differences across these countries when it comes to satisfaction with 
democracy. But those who have completed at least a university degree tend to be more satisfied 
with democracy than those who have completed only some university schooling or less.  

Leavers and Remainers both saw Brexit as a failure of democracy in focus groups 
Focus groups conducted in August 2019 in the UK were dominated by discussions of Brexit. At the time, 
around three years had passed since voters had approved a referendum to leave the European Union. 
Boris Johnson had just taken over as prime minster from Theresa May, and invocation of Article 50 – the 
start of formal withdrawal – had been delayed until at least October, meaning the UK was still in the EU 
and still consumed by debates about Brexit. Both Leavers and Remainers saw the aftermath of the 
referendum as a gross failure of democracy. Although Brexit was not an explicit topic for guiding focus 
group discussion, it came up in several groups as something that made people feel ashamed to be British.  

For Leavers, complaints centered around frustrations that, despite their vote to leave, the country had 
made no forward progress on the issue, thus “highlight[ing] clearly how little our opinion matters.” Leavers 
bemoaned calls for a second referendum that were percolating at the time, arguing that overturning the 
will of the people, which they thought had been fully expressed in the 2016 vote, would be a miscarriage 
of democracy.  

For Remainers, frustrations often hinged on the process. People felt that misinformation was rampant in 
advance of the 2016 vote, and many who voted to leave may not have done so had they understood the 
implications of their vote. Others highlighted how it would have made more sense to negotiate a deal and 
put that to the people in a referendum, rather than voting first on whether to leave when there was no 
clear plan on how to execute it. Remainers also noted that Brexit has “diverted all other issues,” 
“distracting” the government away from “running the country,” which one participant even blamed for an 
increase in crime. 

Despite wanting wildly different outcomes with regard to Brexit, what united Leavers and Remainers were 
a few core complaints and their general dissatisfaction with their politicians and the political process. Both 
Leavers and Remainers lamented how much time Brexit was taking and suggested just “getting on with it.” 
People highlighted how it was difficult to plan for the future with such a major decision in limbo. Some 
emphasized how the whole thing made Britain look weak, the politicians seem ineffective, and the country 
was becoming a global “laughing stock.”  
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Across all four countries surveyed, people who 
think the economy is in good shape are 
significantly more content with the functioning 
of their political system than those who think 
the economy is in poor shape. In France, for 
example, those who think the economy is in 
good shape are more than twice as likely to be 
satisfied with democracy (70% vs. 33%). 
Similarly, those who think they have 
opportunities to improve their own standard of 
living are also more satisfied with democracy.  

Those who think elected officials care what 
ordinary people think are also more likely to be 
satisfied with democracy.  

In France, Germany and the UK, people who 
think their country has done well handling 
COVID-19 are also around twice as likely to be 
satisfied with democracy as those who think their country has handled the pandemic poorly. But, 
in the U.S., those who think the country has done well and those who think it has done poorly 
when dealing with the global health crisis are equally satisfied with democracy.  

 

Satisfaction with democracy tied to 
views of how government handled 
COVID-19 in France, Germany and UK 
% who say they are very/somewhat satisfied with the 
way democracy is working in their country, among 
those who say their own country has done a __ job 
dealing with the coronavirus outbreak 

 

Note: Statistically significant differences shown in bold. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q2. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs 
Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Across the four countries 
surveyed, few say they live in a 
political system that does not 
need to be changed at all: 6% 
in France, 7% in the U.S., 11% 
in Germany and 12% in the 
UK. But what degree of change 
they seek – minor, major or 
complete reformation – varies.  

In both France and the U.S., a 
majority say dramatic change 
is needed, with a plurality in 
each country saying the 
system requires major changes 
(47% in each country). In the 
UK, fewer seek substantial 
changes (14% complete 
reform, 33% major changes), and the largest share of people report the system needs minor 
changes (38%). Only in Germany do substantially fewer than half seek serious changes.  

In the U.S., Democrats and independents who lean toward the party tend to be slightly more 
supportive of major systemic overhaul than Republicans and independents who lean toward the 
Republican Party – 70% vs. 58%, respectively. This is consistent with results of other recent 
surveys showing that Democrats are more supportive of reforms like moving away from the 
electoral college or doing everything possible to make it easier for every citizen to vote. Democrats 
are also less likely than Republicans to describe America as a country where people are free to 
peacefully protest or where the rights and freedoms of all people are respected.  

Supporters of the party currently in power in France – En Marche – are slightly less likely to 
support major systemic overhauls (51%) than are supporters of the two major traditional political 
parties: the Republicans (59%) and the Socialist Party (70%). But those with favorable views of the 
populist right-wing National Rally and left-wing La France Insoumise are no more likely to call for 
major changes or complete reform to the French political system than are those with unfavorable 
views of those parties.  

Majorities in France and the U.S. say their political 
system needs dramatic change 
% who say the political system in their country … 

Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q14a. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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In the UK, support for at least major changes is higher among Labour Party supporters (57%) than 
among Conservative Party supporters (29%). Those who identify as Remainers are also more 
supportive of significant changes to the political system than those who identify as Leavers. 
Similarly, those who have an unfavorable view of the right-wing Brexit Party (Reform UK) tend to 
be more likely to want systemic reforms than those who have a favorable view of the party (56% vs. 
30%, respectively).  

In Germany, where the overall desire for change is relatively low, there are few differences along 
partisan lines.  

Across all four countries surveyed, those who think most politicians in their country are corrupt 
are more likely to favor systemic reforms. For example, in the UK, 60% of those who say “most 
politicians are corrupt” describes their country well think the system needs significant changes, 
compared with 39% who say it does not describe the country well. Those who are less satisfied 
with the way democracy is working and less trusting of the government are more likely to call for 
significant changes. On the other hand, those who think elected officials care what ordinary people 
think are less likely to think large-scale reforms are required. 

Views of how well COVID-19 has been handled also play a role: People who think their 
government has done a poor job dealing with the pandemic are also more likely to call for major 
reforms. In Germany, for example, 70% of those who think the government has done a poor job 

Those who do not trust the government see more need for political system reform  
% who say the political system in their country needs to be completely reformed/needs major changes 

Among those who say they are __ with the way  
democracy is working in their country 

Among those who say they __ their government  
to do the right thing for their country 

  

Note: All differences shown are statistically significant.  
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q14a. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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think the system needs complete or major reforms, compared with just 29% of those who think the 
government has dealt with the pandemic well. 

Those who believe their country is doing poorly economically are also more likely to call for 
substantial reforms to the political system. The same is true of those who say they lack 
opportunities to improve their standard of living. But opinions don’t differ across age groups in 
any of these countries, with younger and older people equally likely to support calls for reform. 

Outside of Germany, there are no significant differences across income groups on this question (in 
Germany, the less affluent are more likely to support changes). In Germany, the U.S. and France, 
those with secondary degrees or less schooling are also more likely to call for major political 
system reform than those with more education.  

Nearly two-thirds of Germans (65%) say the 
statement “elected officials care what ordinary 
people think” describes their country well. 
However, fewer than half of those surveyed in 
France, the U.S. and the UK express this 
opinion. 

The share of Germans who say elected officials 
care what ordinary people think has risen 
precipitously since 2018, when only 44% held 
this view. In France, too, the share saying 
elected officials care has risen 9 points (from 
32% to 41%). Indeed, all partisan groups in 
France studied registered an increase in the 
percentage who say this.   

In the UK and U.S., however, the share who say 
elected officials care about ordinary people has 
remained largely unchanged since 2018, 
although it has risen in the UK among those 
who identify with Conservative Party and decreased among those who identify with the Labour 
Party. Today, Conservatives are more likely (61%) to say elected officials care than are Labour 
Party (41%) supporters. Those who have a favorable view of the Brexit Party (Reform UK) are also 

Outside of Germany, many say elected 
officials don’t care about views of 
ordinary people 
% who say the statement “elected officials care what 
ordinary people think” describes their country ... 

 

Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q7a. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs 
Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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more likely than those who have an unfavorable 
view of the party to say elected officials care 
what ordinary people think (56% vs. 43%, 
respectively).   

Partisan identity colors opinion about whether 
elected officials are seen as caring in each of the 
countries surveyed except for Germany. For 
example, in France, about two-thirds (67%) of 
those who identify with President Emmanuel 
Macron’s party En Marche say elected officials 
care, compared with fewer than half of 
supporters of the Socialist Party (43%) and the 
Republicans (39%). 

In the U.S., Democrats are more likely than 
their Republican counterparts to describe 
elected officials as caring. Only one-third of 
Republicans say elected officials care what 
ordinary people think, compared with about 
half (52%) of Democrats. This difference in 
opinion between partisans has flipped since 2018, when Donald Trump was president. At that 
time, 50% of Republicans said elected officials care, compared with only 36% of Democrats.  

There are few differences on this question by age, gender, income or education. However, French 
men (46%) are 10 percentage points more likely than women (36%) to say that elected officials 
care what ordinary people think. In Germany, those in the highest income group are more likely 
than those in the lowest income group to say elected officials care. While in the U.S., those with 
more education are more likely to agree that elected officials care than those with less education.  

 

In Germany and France, belief that 
elected officials care has risen since 
2018 
% who say the statement “elected officials care what 
ordinary people think” describes their country well 

Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q7a. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs 
Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Two-thirds of Americans say the statement 
“most politicians are corrupt” describes their 
country well. However, in France and the UK, 
publics are more split on the matter, with 
slightly fewer than half saying most politicians 
are corrupt. Germans are much less likely to 
express this opinion.  

And in the U.S., while large majorities in both 
parties believe most politicians are corrupt, 
Republicans are more likely (78%) to say this 
than are Democrats (60%). 

Partisan differences are relatively muted in the 
UK, Germany and France, although French 
supporters of the Republicans (49%) are more 
likely than En Marche supporters (32%) to 
describe politicians as corrupt. 

 

Americans more likely than French, 
British or Germans to say politicians are 
corrupt  
% who say the statement “most politicians are corrupt” 
describes their country ... 

 

Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q7b. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs 
Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

In focus groups, Americans and Britons both gave examples of politicians being corrupt 
In focus groups conducted in both the U.S. and UK in the fall of 2019, when participants were asked about 
things that made them embarrassed to be American or British, national politicians often came up.  

This was especially true in the UK, as it came up in discussions with groups comprised of both Conservative 
and Labour supporters as well as those who had voted Leave or Remain in the EU referendum. Some Britons 
cited “expenses scandals” among members of Parliament (MPs) as reasons for why they were embarrassed 
about politicians. One 33-year-old woman in Edinburgh said that “all MPs are pocketing everyone else’s 
money.” 

In the U.S., discussion of corruption among politicians was related to the notion that politicians can be 
“bought” by corporations through the lobbying process. In Seattle, participants discussed how they were 
ashamed of corruption in America, with one participant saying that “it seems like politics are being bought and 
sold” due to “lobbyists and the special interest groups and all that kind of thing.” 
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Attitudes about politicians 
being corrupt or not have not 
changed significantly in any of 
the four countries surveyed 
since the question was last 
asked in 2018.  

Younger people in the UK, 
France and U.S. are more 
likely to say most politicians 
are corrupt. The difference is 
largest in the UK, where 61% 
of people ages 18 to 29 say that 
politicians are corrupt, 
compared with only one-third 
of people 65 and older, a 28 
percentage point difference.  

Respondents in the lowest income group in Germany, the UK and France are more likely to say 
politicians are corrupt than those in the highest income group in these countries. However, about 
two-thirds of Americans of all income groups express this view.  

 

 
  

Except in Germany, younger people more likely to say 
politicians are corrupt 
% who say the statement “most politicians are corrupt” describes their 
country well 

 

Note: Statistically significant differences in bold.                                                                
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q7b. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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When asked about how much impact ordinary 
citizens can have on politics, these four publics 
are somewhat divided. Germans and Americans 
lean slightly toward the view that “ordinary 
people can do a lot to influence the 
government,” while the British and French 
publics are more closely divided. In France, 
about one-quarter (24%) say that the statement 
describes their country “not well at all,” while 
one-in-five say the same in the U.S. and UK.   

In each country surveyed, those who say that 
they personally have a good chance to improve 
their standard of living are more likely to say 
that ordinary people can influence the 
government.  

Only in the U.S. does partisanship play a role in 
shaping this belief: 58% of Democrats think 
that ordinary citizens can influence the government, compared with 46% of Republicans. 

  

Publics largely split on whether ordinary 
people can influence the government 
% who say the statement “ordinary people can do a lot to 
influence the government” describes their country ... 

 

Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q7c. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs 
Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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In all four countries, there is 
considerable support for the 
creation of citizen assemblies 
where citizens debate issues 
and make recommendations 
about national laws. Citizen 
assemblies have become 
increasingly common in 
nations around the world in 
recent years and have been 
used, for example, in Ireland 
to decide such contentious 
issues as abortion and gay 
marriage.  

Citizen assemblies have 
already been used nationally 
in France and the UK to debate environmental policy. The French Citizens’ Assembly on Climate, 
initially convened in October 2019 in response to the Yellow Vest Movement, concluded last year 
with the release of 149 proposals, though many remain to be implemented. 

The country with the largest share of respondents who say such reforms are very or somewhat 
important is the United States, though about three-quarters or more in each country say it is 
important to create citizen assemblies. A plurality of Americans say it is very important for the 
national government to create citizen assemblies; only 21% say it is not too or not at all important.  

 

About three-quarters or more think it is important for 
the government to create citizen assemblies 
% who say it is __ important for the national government to create citizen 
assemblies where citizens debate issues and make recommendations about 
national laws 

 

Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q21c. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

10%

13

20

12

11%

7

3

10

36%

37

39

36

43%

40

37

38

U.S.

France

Germany

UK

Somewhat
Not
too

Not 
at all Very

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jan/22/irish-readers-citizens-assembly-worked-brexit
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/10/citizens-panels-ready-help-macron-french-climate-policies
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/explainers-54090352
https://www.wsj.com/articles/frances-macron-champion-of-paris-climate-accord-abroad-falls-short-at-home-11611836176


27 
PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

There are significant 
ideological differences on the 
question of how important it is 
to create citizen assemblies. In 
France and the UK, those on 
the ideological left are 
significantly more likely than 
those on the right to say 
creating citizen assemblies is 
very important.  

Respondents who say their 
country’s political system 
needs major changes or needs 
to be completely reformed are 
also warmer toward citizen 
assemblies than those who say 
it only needs minor changes or 
no changes at all. For example, 46% of French 
respondents who say France needs systemic 
political change say it is very important for the 
government to create citizen assemblies, while 
about three-in-ten who say the political system 
needs minor changes or no changes say 
creating citizen assemblies is very important. 

In the UK, where citizen assemblies have been 
used to debate Scottish independence, Brexit 
and climate change policy, there are significant 
political differences on this question. For 
instance, 83% of Labour supporters think it is 
very or somewhat important for the 
government to create citizen assemblies, while 
66% of Conservative supporters say the same. 
Those who identify as Remainers are also more 
likely than those who identify as Leavers to 
support citizen assemblies.  

Ideological left in France and UK are more favorable 
toward citizen assemblies 
% who say it is very important for the national government to create citizen 
assemblies where citizens debate issues and make recommendations about 
national laws, among those on the ideological … 

 

Note: Statistically significant differences in bold. In U.S., ideology is defined as conservative 
(right), moderate (center) and liberal (left). 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q21c. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

Appetite for systemic change in politics 
tied to more favorable views of citizen 
assemblies 
% who say it is very important for the national 
government to create citizen assemblies where citizens 
debate issues and make recommendations about 
national laws, among those who say the political system 
in their country needs …  

 

Completely 
reformed/ 

Major changes 

Minor 
changes/No 

changes at all Diff 
 % %  

UK 49 26 +23 
France 46 28 +18 
U.S. 48 33 +15 
Germany 47 32 +15 

Note: All differences shown are statistically significant.  
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q21c. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs 
Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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In each of the four countries 
surveyed, majorities believe it 
is very or somewhat important 
for the national government to 
allow citizens to vote directly 
to decide what becomes law 
for some key issues rather 
than letting members of the 
legislature decide.  

A plurality (42%) of Americans 
say it is very important to 
decide some key issues by 
referendum. Views on this 
question are linked to 
perceptions of political 
corruption: 45% of Americans 
who think most government officials are corrupt say it is very important for the national 
government to allow citizens to vote directly on key issues, compared with 35% of those who think 
the phrase “most government officials are corrupt” does not describe the country well. There are 
similar divides in Germany and the UK.  

While the ghosts of referendums past may influence British opinions on this question today, there 
are no significant differences between those in the UK who identify as Remainers and those who 
identify as Leavers. However, there are differences based on age. Nearly four-in-ten Britons ages 
18 to 29 – some of whom were too young to vote in the Scottish independence and Brexit 
referendums – hold the view that it is very important for the national government to allow citizens 
to vote directly to decide what becomes law. This is a higher share than among those ages 30 to 49 
(23%), 50 to 64 (27%) or 65 and older (24%). 

 

Most think citizens should get a vote on key issues 
% who say it is __ important for the national government to allow citizens, 
not members of the legislature, to vote directly to decide what becomes law 
for some key issues 

 

Note: Those who did not answer are not shown. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q21b. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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In the U.S. and Germany, those with less 
education are especially likely to think it is very 
important for the national government to 
decide key issues by referendum. About one-
quarter of Germans (24%) with a university 
education or higher hold that opinion, 
compared with 43% of those with a secondary 
education or less. A similar pattern appears in 
the U.S., with a 14 percentage point gap 
between those with a secondary education or 
less (48%) and those with a university degree or 
higher (34%). 

Those with lower incomes are also significantly 
more likely than those with higher incomes to 
say it is very important to have referendums. In 
the U.S., this income gap is 24 points, with 
about half of lower-income Americans and 
about three-in-ten higher-income Americans 
holding that view. There are also significant 
income gaps of 21 points and 11 points in 
Germany and France, respectively.  

 

  

Those with lower incomes think voters 
should decide key issues 
% who say it is very important for the national 
government to allow citizens, not members of the 
legislature, to vote directly to decide what becomes law 
for some key issues, among those with ... 

 

Note: Statistically significant differences in bold. “Lower income” is 
defined as those with incomes in the lowest third of respondents’ 
incomes, “middle income” is defined as those with incomes in the 
middle third and “higher income” is defined as those with incomes 
in the highest third. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q21b. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs 
Major Reform” 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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In the three European 
countries, larger shares of 
those with favorable views of 
populist parties think it is very 
or somewhat important for 
their government to allow 
citizens to decide what 
becomes law for some key 
issues. This pattern transcends 
ideology, with more favorable 
views toward referendums 
among supporters of the right-
wing Alternative for Germany 
(AfD) and Brexit Party 
(Reform UK) and the left-wing 
La France Insoumise. 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Populist party supporters see referendums more 
favorably than nonsupporters 
% who say it is very/somewhat important for the national government to 
allow citizens, not members of the legislature, to vote directly to decide what 
becomes law for some key issues, among those with a __ view of each party 

 
Note: “Support” percentages represent respondents who have a favorable view of each 
party. “Do not support” percentages represent respondents who have an unfavorable view of 
each party.  For more information on European populist parties, see Appendix B. 
Source: Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey. Q21b. 
“Many in U.S., Western Europe Say Their Political System Needs Major Reform” 
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Methodology 
About Pew Research Center’s Fall 2020 Global Attitudes Survey 

Results for the survey are based on telephone interviews conducted under the direction of Gallup 
and Abt Associates. The results are based on national samples, unless otherwise noted. More 
details about our international survey methodology and country-specific sample designs are 
available here. 

  

https://www.pewresearch.org/methodology/international-survey-research/international-methodology/global-attitudes-survey/all-country/2020
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Appendix A: About the focus groups 
Pew Research Center conducted a series of focus groups to better understand national identity and 
globalization. We conducted 26 focus groups from Aug. 19 to Nov. 20, 2019, in cities across the 
United States and United Kingdom, grouped by political and geographic attributes as described 
below in the table (for more, see the methodology). All groups were asked questions about their 
local communities, national identities and globalization by a trained moderator. The questions 
were based on a discussion guide designed by Pew Research Center.  

 

In the UK, four groups each were conducted in London, Birmingham and Newcastle, and two 
groups were conducted in Edinburgh, Scotland. These groups took place Aug. 19 to 29, 2019. In 
the U.S., four groups each were conducted in Seattle, Houston and Pittsburgh from Oct. 28 to Nov. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/10/05/uk-us-national-identity-methodology/
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20, 2019. Participants in both countries were recruited using a screening questionnaire designed 
by Pew Research Center. All participants were given financial renumeration for their time.  

The data from these discussions was primarily analyzed for a data essay exploring local, national 
and globalized identities in the U.S. and UK. But, throughout this report, we have also drawn on 
these discussions and included quotations to illustrate how some of the topics of this report – such 
as democratic satisfaction and attitudes toward elites – were talked about in these groups.  

Quotations were chosen to provide context for the survey findings and do not necessarily represent 
the majority opinion in any particular group or country. Quotations may have been edited for 
grammar and clarity. 

  

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2020/10/05/in-u-s-and-uk-globalization-leaves-some-feeling-left-behind-or-swept-up/
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Appendix B: Classifying European political parties 

Although experts generally agree that populist political leaders or parties display high levels of 
anti-elitism, definitions of populism vary. We use three measures to classify populist parties: anti-
elite ratings from the 2019 Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES), Norris’ Global Party Survey and The 
PopuList. We define a party as populist when at least two of these three measures classify it as 
such.  

CHES, which was conducted from February to May 2020, asked 421 political scientists 
specializing in political parties and European integration to evaluate the 2019 positions of 277 
European political parties across all European Union member states. CHES results are regularly 
used by academics to classify parties with regard to their left-right ideological leanings, their key 
party platform positions and their degree of populism, among other things.  

We measure anti-elitism using an average of two variables in the CHES data. First, we used 
“PEOPLE_VS_ELITE,” which asked the experts to measure the parties with regard to their 
position on direct vs. representative democracy, where 0 means that the parties support elected 
officeholders making the most important decisions and 10 means that “the people,” not politicians, 
should make the most important decisions. Second, we used “ANTIELITE_SALIENCE,” which is a 
measure of the salience of anti-establishment and anti-elite rhetoric for that particular party, with 
0 meaning not at all salient and 10 meaning extremely salient. The average of these two measures 
is shown in the table below as “anti-elitism.” In all countries, we consider parties that score above 
a 7.0 as “populist.”  

The Global Party Survey, which was conducted from November to December 2019, asked 1,861 
experts on political parties, public opinion, elections and legislative behavior to evaluate the 
ideological values, issue position and populist rhetoric of parties in countries on which they are an 
expert, classifying a total of 1,051 parties in 163 countries. We used “TYPE_POPULISM,” which 
categorizes populist rhetoric by parties. We added only “strongly populist” parties using this 
measure.  

The PopuList is an ongoing project to classify European political parties as populist, far right, far 
left and/or euroskeptic. The project specifically looks at parties that “obtained at least 2% of the 
vote in at least one national parliamentary election since 1998.” It is based on collaboration 

https://www.chesdata.eu/2019-chapel-hill-expert-survey
https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataverse/GlobalPartySurvey
https://popu-list.org/
https://popu-list.org/
https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/WMGTNS
https://popu-list.org/
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between academic experts and journalists. The PopuList classifies parties that emphasize the will 
of the people against the elite as populist.5  

The Brexit Party in the UK (now called Reform UK) is only classified as populist on one measure 
but is still included for analysis in the report. It is not included in the PopuList and does not meet 
our anti-elite CHES threshold of 7.0, but is considered a right-wing populist party by the Global 
Party Survey and other experts.  

We can further classify these traditional and populist parties into three groups: left, right and 
center. When classifying parties based on ideology, we relied on the variable “LRGEN” in the 
CHES dataset, which asked experts to rate the positions of each party in terms of its overall 
ideological stance, with 0 meaning extreme left, 5 meaning center and 10 meaning extreme right. 
We define left parties as those that score below 4.5 and right parties as those above 5.5. Center 
parties have ratings between 4.5 and 5.5. 

 

 

 
 

 

                                                        
5 Mudde, Cas. 2004. “The Populist Zeitgeist.” Government and Opposition. 

European populist party classifications 

Party Country 2019 Left-right 2019 Anti-elitism 
 

2019 Global Party Survey The PopuList 
Populist parties on the left      

La France Insoumise France 1.3 8.3 Strongly populist Populist 

Populist parties on the right      
Brexit Party UK 8.2 5.3 Strongly populist -- 
Alternative for Germany (AfD) Germany 9.2 9.0 Strongly populist Populist 
National Rally France 9.8 8.6 Strongly populist Populist 

 

Notes: Left-right indicates the average score CHES experts gave each party on an 11-point left-right scale. Scores for anti-elitism are an 
average of party position on direct vs. representative democracy and the salience of anti -elite rhetoric within the party. Political party name 
was fielded as “Brexit Party” in the UK (now called Reform UK).  
Source: CHES (2019). Global Party Survey (2019). The PopuList (2019). 
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https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/7CB95AE2CA7274D5F4716EC11708ACD8/S0017257X19000216a.pdf/varieties_of_populist_parties_and_party_systems_in_europe_from_stateoftheart_to_the_application_of_a_novel_classification_scheme_to_66_parties_in_33_countries.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1477-7053.2004.00135.x
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Topline questionnaire 
Pew Research Center 

Fall 2020 Survey 
March 31, 2021 Release 

 
Methodological notes: 

 
x Survey results are based on national samples. For further details on sample designs, see 

our international survey methods database.  
 
x The following table shows the unweighted sample sizes and the error attributable to 

sampling that would be expected at the 95% level of confidence for different groups in the 
United States in the survey: 

 

 

 
x Due to rounding, percentages may not total 100%. The topline “total” columns show 100%, 

because they are based on unrounded numbers.  
 

x Not all questions included in the Fall 2020 Survey are presented in this topline. Omitted 
questions have either been previously released or will be released in future reports. 

 

 

Group Unweighted sample size Weighted % Plus or minus … 
Total sample 1,003  3.7 percentage points 
Rep/Lean Rep 426 41 5.6 percentage points 
Dem/Lean Dem 492 49 5.3 percentage points 

https://www.pewresearch.org/methods/interactives/international-methodology/global-attitudes-survey/all-country/all-year


Q1. How much do you trust the national government to do what is right for (survey country) — 
a lot, somewhat, not too much, or not at all?

A lot Somewhat Not much Not at all DK/Refused Total

United States Fall, 2020

Spring, 2017

France Fall, 2020

Spring, 2017

Germany Fall, 2020

Spring, 2017

United Kingdom Fall, 2020

Spring, 2017

13 41 22 21 3 100

15 36 24 23 2 100

21 34 26 18 1 100

3 17 36 42 1 100

47 33 10 9 1 100

26 43 19 10 1 100

21 34 28 16 1 100

14 35 28 20 4 100

Q2. How satisfied are you with the way democracy is working in our country – very satisfied, 
somewhat satisfied, not too satisfied, or not at all satisfied?

Very satisfied
Somewhat 

satisfied
Not too 
satisfied

Not at all 
satisfied DK/Refused Total

United States Fall, 2020

Spring, 2020

Spring, 2019

Spring, 2018

Spring, 2017

France Fall, 2020

Spring, 2019

Spring, 2018

Spring, 2017

Germany Fall, 2020

Spring, 2019

Spring, 2018

Spring, 2017

United Kingdom Fall, 2020

Spring, 2019

Spring, 2018

Spring, 2017

9 36 29 24 2 100

14 29 28 27 2 100

9 30 32 27 2 100

11 29 31 27 2 100

11 35 28 23 3 100

11 44 29 16 0 100

5 36 29 29 1 100

5 43 29 22 1 100

3 31 37 28 1 100

39 41 11 9 1 100

17 48 21 15 0 100

13 43 27 16 1 100

24 49 19 7 1 100

18 42 23 15 2 100

5 26 32 37 0 100

7 35 32 23 2 100

12 40 31 16 2 100

Q7a. Now I will read you some statements. For each one, please tell me if it describes (survey 
country) very well, somewhat well, not too well, or not well at all. a. Elected officials care what 

ordinary people think

Very well
Somewhat 

well Not too well Not well at all DK/Refused Total

United States Fall, 2020

Spring, 2018

France Fall, 2020

Spring, 2018

Germany Fall, 2020

Spring, 2018

United Kingdom Fall, 2020

Spring, 2018

7 36 26 30 1 100

8 33 29 29 1 100

7 34 34 24 1 100

6 26 39 29 0 100

15 50 23 9 2 100

6 38 39 15 2 100

10 36 32 20 3 100

9 33 31 24 3 100
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Q7b. Now I will read you some statements. For each one, please tell me if it describes (survey 
country) very well, somewhat well, not too well, or not well at all. b. Most politicians are 

corrupt

Very well
Somewhat 

well Not too well Not well at all DK/Refused Total

United States Fall, 2020

Spring, 2018

France Fall, 2020

Spring, 2018

Germany Fall, 2020

Spring, 2018

United Kingdom Fall, 2020

Spring, 2018

30 37 19 12 2 100

30 39 17 11 3 100

16 30 28 23 3 100

19 29 29 21 1 100

8 21 40 26 4 100

12 21 42 22 2 100

14 31 30 20 6 100

18 29 32 18 3 100

Q7c. Now I will read you some statements. For each one, please tell me if it describes (survey 
country) very well, somewhat well, not too well, or not well at all. c. Ordinary people can do a 

lot to influence the government

Very well
Somewhat 

well Not too well Not well at all DK/Refused Total

United States Fall, 2020

France Fall, 2020

Germany Fall, 2020

United Kingdom Fall, 2020

18 35 26 20 1 100

12 35 27 24 2 100

13 41 30 13 2 100

15 35 28 20 2 100

Q14a. And, which of the following statements comes closest to your view about the POLITICAL 
SYSTEM in…?  a. (survey country)

It needs to be 
completely 
reformed

It needs major 
changes

It needs minor 
changes

It doesn't 
need to be 

changed DK/Refused Total

United States Fall, 2020

France Fall, 2020

Germany Fall, 2020

United Kingdom Fall, 2020

18 47 28 7 1 100

21 47 25 6 1 100

4 35 49 11 1 100

14 33 38 12 2 100

Q21b. Thinking about (survey country) today, would you say it is very important, somewhat 
important, not too important, or not at all important for the national government to take the 

following actions? b. Allow citizens, not members of the [insert appropriate local term for 
elected officials], to vote directly to decide what becomes law for some key issues

Very 
important

Somewhat 
important

Not too 
important

Not at all 
important DK/Refused Total

United States Fall, 2020

France Fall, 2020

Germany Fall, 2020

United Kingdom Fall, 2020

42 31 12 13 2 100

30 38 19 12 2 100

37 33 19 9 1 100

27 36 17 16 4 100

Q21c. Thinking about (survey country) today, would you say it is very important, somewhat 
important, not too important, or not at all important for the national government to take the 

following actions? c. Create citizen assemblies where citizens debate issues and make 
recommendations about national laws

Very 
important

Somewhat 
important

Not too 
important

Not at all 
important DK/Refused Total

United States Fall, 2020

France Fall, 2020

Germany Fall, 2020

United Kingdom Fall, 2020

43 36 10 11 1 100

40 37 13 7 2 100

37 39 20 3 2 100

38 36 12 10 4 100
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