Photo: Marc Romanelli

MAIN FINDINGS
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The vast majority of Americans believe that our
democracy is in serious trouble.
The Democracy Monitor survey proposed to respondents that “the United States is
meant to be a democracy, where citizens have a voice, rights are protected, and laws are
fairly enforced” and asked whether our country’s democracy is in crisis, facing serious
challenges but not in crisis or doing well. Only 15 percent of Americans say that our
country’s democracy is doing well. The rest believe it is either facing serious challenges or
in crisis; see figure 1.
Few Americans think our democracy is in good shape
Figure 1. Percent who say—when told that the United
States is meant to be a democracy, where citizens have a
voice, rights are protected, and laws are fairly
enforced—that they think our country's democracy is:

Don’t know 3%

15%

In crisis

39%

Facing
serious
challenges
but not in
crisis

42%

Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
Numbers may not add up to 100 percent owing to the 1 percent of respondents who refused the question and are not represented in the figure.
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Does this mean that faith in democracy itself is eroding? Findings from other surveys paint a mixed picture. Two
notable surveys from 2018—one conducted by the Democracy Fund Voter Study Group and another conducted
collaboratively by Freedom House, the George W. Bush Institute and the Penn Biden Center for Diplomacy
and Global Engagement—found that an overwhelming majority of Americans support democracy and that

many people are concerned about the state of our democracy.2 Yet the former survey found that support for
authoritarianism is highest among those who are disengaged from politics, distrustful of experts, culturally
conservative and those who have negative attitudes toward racial minorities.3 The latter survey found that

54 percent of nonwhite Americans agree that living in a democracy is “absolutely important,” compared with

64 percent of white Americans.4 Meanwhile, disillusionment with government and political institutions has been

growing for generations.5 These findings, together with those from the Democracy Monitor, suggest that public

support for democracy is strong and that people are concerned about how our democracy is working, but that
support for democracy could wane and should not be taken for granted.
The Democracy Monitor found that while four in ten Americans overall say our democracy is in crisis, some of
those who may experience discrimination feel that sense of crisis more acutely. Thus, more women
(47 percent) than men (31 percent) and more blacks (58 percent) than Hispanics (39 percent) or whites
(36 percent) say our democracy is in crisis.
Concern about the state of our democracy is shared across partisan affiliations. The Republican Party held the
presidency and both houses of Congress when this survey was fielded. Yet only 27 percent of Republicans
and those who lean Republican say our democracy is doing well, suggesting that people’s opinions about the
state of our democracy do not necessarily depend on whether their party holds political power; see figure 2.
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Across political afﬁliations, few Americans think our democracy is doing well.
Figure 2. Percent who say the following about the state of American democracy, by political affiliation:

In crisis

Facing serious challenges but not in crisis

Democrats/
Democrat leaners
Independents
Republicans/
Republican leaners

Doing well

54%**

38%**

33%*
25%*

45%
46%*

Don’t know

5%† 2%†
15%† 5%
27%†

1%

Base: Democrat n=413; Independent n=140; Republican n=344.
Numbers may not add up to 100 percent owing to the less than 3 percent or less of respondents who refused the question and are not represented in the
figure. Estimates indicated by * are not statistically different from one another. Estimates indicated by * are statistically different from groups indicated by
**. Estimates for groups with no * are not statistically different from groups indicated by * or **. Estimates indicated by † are all statistically different from
each other. Estimates are statistically significant at the p<.05 level.

Not only do few Americans think our democracy is doing well, but only about a quarter think that it will get better
in the next few years. More than four in ten actually say it will get worse in the next few years; see figure 3.

Few Americans think our country's democracy will get better in the
next few years
Don’t
know

Figure 3. Percent who say they
think our country's democracy is
likely to do each of the following:

Stay the
same

12%

20%

44%

24%

Base: Those who say our country’s democracy is doing well, facing serious challenges but not in crisis, or in crisis, N=959.

The public mood and prospects for democratic reform may hinge on whether more Americans begin to feel that
our democracy is moving in the right direction, a sentiment that the Democracy Monitor will track in the coming
years.
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Across political affiliations, Americans agree that
politics should be more civil and respectful, more
people should take responsibility for their communities
and extreme voices are too dominant.
What do Americans think is needed to address the underlying challenges facing our
democracy? The Democracy Monitor found robust agreement across political affiliations
on several points: political discourse should be more civil and respectful; more people
should take responsibility for their communities; and we need less extreme and more
moderate, reasonable voices in public life; and see figure 4.
Widespread agreement across political affiliations on the need for civility and moderation suggests that, for
the public, creating these conditions for better problem solving may be a precursor to or catalyst for instituting
substantive democratic reforms.

Americans across partisan lines share some priorities for strengthening
our democracy.
Figure 4. Percent who say they strongly agree or somewhat agree with each of the following:

Strongly agree

Somewhat agree

Political discussions today are too often rude and disrespectful — political discussions
should be more civil and respectful

66%

22%

63%

27%

People with extreme views are getting too much attention in public life — we need to have
more moderate and reasonable
voices
:

59%

25%

Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
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Too few people get involved in their communities — more people need to take
responsibility for what happens locally
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On a second set of approaches to addressing underlying challenges facing our democracy—more people
getting involved in public affairs, politicians compromising and reducing the influence of money on
government—the Democracy Monitor found that the strength of people’s agreement varies modestly by
political affiliation. Despite these modest variations, Americans across all political affiliations agree at least
somewhat that more people need to get involved in elections and public affairs, that political leaders need
to be more willing to compromise and that we need to reduce the influence of money on our government;
see figure 5, figure 6 and figure 7. Again, addressing these underlying challenges may be a precursor to or a
catalyst for addressing more divisive problems in our democracy.

Most Americans agree that more people need to get involved in elections
and public affairs, but differ modestly by political afﬁliation in the strength
of their agreement.
Figure 5. Percent who say they strongly agree or somewhat agree, by political affiliation:

Strongly agree

National

Democrats/
Democrat leaners

63%

Somewhat agree

25%

71%**

22%**

Independents

59%*

27%

Republicans/
Republican leaners

59%*

28%*

STRENGTHENING DEMOCRACY: What Do Americans Think?

The 2019 Yankelovich Democracy Monitor Report

Base: All respondents, N=1,000; Democrat n=422; Independent n=146; Republican n=360.
Estimates indicated by * are not statistically different from one another. Estimates indicated by * are statistically different from groups indicated by
**. Estimates for groups with no * are not statistically different from groups indicated by * or **. Estimates are statistically significant at the p<.05
level.
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Most Americans agree that our political leaders need to be more willing to
compromise, but differ modestly by political afﬁliation in the strength of their
agreement.
Figure 6. Percent who say they strongly agree or somewhat agree, by political affiliation:

Strongly agree

National

65%

Democrats/
Democrat leaners

71%*

Independents

67%*

Republicans/
Republican leaners

58%**

Somewhat agree

23%

21%*
21%*
26%*

Base: All respondents, N=1,000; Democrat n=422; Independent n=146; Republican n=360.
Estimates for groups indicated by * are not statistically different from one another; groups indicated by *, however, are statistically different from
groups indicated by ** at the p<.05 level.

Most Americans agree that we need to reduce the inﬂuence of money on our
government, but differ modestly by political afﬁliation in the strength of their
agreement.
Figure 7. Percent who say they strongly agree or somewhat agree, by political affiliation:

Strongly agree

64%

Democrats/
Democrat leaners

74%*

Independents

73%*

Republicans/
Republican leaners

50%**

23%

19%*
17%*
31%**

Base: All respondents, N=1,000; Democrat n=422; Independent n=146; Republican n=360.
Estimates indicated by * are not statistically different from one another. Estimates indicated by * are statistically different from groups indicated by **.
Estimates are statistically significant at the p<.05 level.
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The Democracy Monitor found somewhat greater variation by political affiliation in how strongly people agree
that we need more honest information from reliable sources, that we need to protect the integrity of our election
system and that we need to rely more on local groups and involved citizens. Nonetheless, most people across
political affiliations agree at least somewhat with all of those statements; see figure 8, figure 9 and figure 10.

Most Americans agree that we need more honest information from reliable sources,
but differ by political afﬁliation in the strength of their agreement.
Figure 8. Percent of Americans who strongly agree or somewhat agree, by political affiliation:

Strongly agree

National

Democrats/
Democrat leaners
Independents
Republicans/
Republican leaners

Somewhat agree

56%

22%

35%†

26%**
62%†
78%†

21%
15%*

Base: All respondents, N=1,000; Democrat n=422; Independent n=146; Republican n=360.
Estimates indicated by * are not statistically different from one another. Estimates indicated by * are statistically different from groups indicated by **.
Estimates for groups with no * are not statistically different from groups indicated by * or **. Estimates indicated by † are all statistically different from
each other. Estimates are statistically significant at the p<.05 level.
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Most Americans agree that we need to protect the integrity of our election system,
but differ by political afﬁliation in the strength of their agreement.
Figure 9. Percent of Americans who strongly agree or somewhat agree, by political affiliation:

Strongly agree

53%

National

Democrats/
Democrat leaners
Independents
Republicans/
Republican leaners

Somewhat agree

27%

66%**

24%**

46%*

28%

41%*

33%*

Base: All respondents, N=1,000; Democrat n=427; Independent n=150; Republican n=351.
Estimates indicated by * are not statistically different from one another. Estimates indicated by * are statistically different from groups indicated by **.
Estimates for groups with no * are not statistically different from groups indicated by * or **. Estimates are statistically significant at the p<.05 level.

Most Americans agree that we need to rely more on local groups and involved
citizens, but differ by political afﬁliation in the strength of their agreement.
Figure 10. Percent of Americans who strongly agree or somewhat agree, by political affiliation:

Strongly agree

National

Independents
Republicans/
Republican leaners

29%†

31%

36%*
55%†
65%†

31%
27%**

Base: All respondents, N=1,000; Democrat n=427; Independent n=150; Republican n=351.
Estimates indicated by * are not statistically different from one another. Estimates indicated by * are statistically different from groups indicated by **.
Estimates for groups with no * are not statistically different from groups indicated by * or **. Estimates indicated by † are all statistically different from
each other. Estimates are statistically significant at the p<.05 level.
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Despite their dismay about the state of our democracy,
most Americans think they can make a difference and
feel a responsibility to do so.
While Americans express dismay and pessimism about our country’s democracy, findings
from the Yankelovich Democracy Monitor indicate that most people have not given
up hope for democratic problem solving and progress. About two-thirds of Americans
believe that people have a responsibility to help find solutions to the problems facing
their communities and the nation—just voting and paying taxes are not enough; see
figure 11.
Most Americans think it is their responsibility to help ﬁnd solutions.
Figure 11. Percent who say each of the following when it comes to problems facing communities or
the nation:

It’s mostly our responsibility as Americans to help find solutions – it’s not enough to
just vote and pay taxes
It’s mostly the government's responsibility to find solutions – that’s why we vote
and pay taxes
Don’t know

67%

23%

8%

Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
Numbers may not add up to 100 percent owing to the less than 2 percent of respondents who refused the question and are not represented in the
figure.
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Along with their sense of responsibility for finding solutions, a surprising share of Americans express confidence
about ordinary people’s ability to influence how their communities and even the nation address problems—
despite the widespread view that democracy is in trouble and, according to other studies, the widespread view

that members of Congress are corrupt, beholden to special interests and out of touch.6 The Democracy Monitor
found that a powerful majority of Americans (80 percent) believe that when enough people get involved, they
have a lot of influence over how their communities address problems; see figure 12. And just over half
(53 percent) say the same when it comes to how the nation addresses problems; see figure 13.
Across political affiliations, there are no statistically significant differences in how many people believe that when
enough people get involved, they have a lot of influence over how their communities address problems or how
the nation addresses problems. Furthermore, about two-thirds of Americans (63 percent) think it’s easier to get
things done at the local level. Only 11 percent think it’s easier to get things done at the national level, while
21 percent say it depends on the problem.

Most Americans think people have a lot of inﬂuence in their communities when
enough get involved.
Figure 12. Percent who say each of the following when it comes to how problems are addressed in
communities:

When enough people get involved, they have a lot of influence over how their
community addresses problems
Ordinary people have little influence over how their community addresses problems
Don’t know

80%

16%

3%

Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
Numbers may not add up to 100 percent owing to the less than 1 percent of respondents who refused the question and are not represented in the figure.

Half of Americans think people have a lot of inﬂuence nationally when enough
get involved.

When enough people get involved, they have a lot of influence over how the nation
addresses problems
Ordinary people have little influence over how the nation addresses problems
Don’t know

53%

41%

5%

Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
Numbers may not add up to 100 percent owing to the less than 1 percent of respondents who refused the question and are not represented in the figure.

6

The 2019 Yankelovich Democracy Monitor Report

Figure 13. Percent who say each of the following when it comes to how problems are addressed at the
national level:

Gallup, “Congress and the Public,” 2019. https://news.gallup.com/poll/1600/Congress-Public.aspx.
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Most Americans are involved in their communities
and open to innovative approaches to community
problem solving.
Observers of civic life have long lamented the loss of social connections and declining
participation in America’s communities. The Democracy Monitor’s findings suggest that
our country may have more civic muscle than meets the eye. Most Americans say they
are at least somewhat connected to their community and at least somewhat involved
in their community through volunteering, joining civic groups or watching out for their
neighbors; see figure 14 and figure 15.
Most Americans say they are connected to their community.
Figure 14. Percent who say they feel very connected, somewhat connected, not too connected or not
connected at all to the people in their community:

Very connected
Somewhat connected
Not too connected
Not connected at all
Don't know

18%

47%

23%

9% 1%

Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
Numbers may not add up to 100 percent owing to the less than 2 percent of respondents who refused the question and are not represented in the
figure.

Most Americans say they are involved in their community.

Very involved
Somewhat involved
Not too involved
Not involved at all
Don't know

21%

47%

19%

11% 1%

Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
Numbers may not add up to 100 percent owing to the less than 1 percent of respondents who refused the question and are not represented in the
figure.
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Figure 15. Percent who say they are very involved, somewhat involved, not too involved or not involved
at all in the life of their community through such things as volunteering, joining civic groups or watching
out for their neighbors:
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In the focus group conversations conducted before fielding this survey, participants initially said that they did
not get particularly involved in their communities. But as we dug deeper in those conversations, participants
shared many examples of how they actually did get involved—despite not seeing themselves as particularly
involved.

“

“

I spent six years on the school board.

When moms start showing up at night

get my kids a bath,” you start listening.
Because you know it’s hard for them to

get there. When they show up, it’s a big
deal. —Earth City, Missouri

“

I get involved when there’s a new housing
development if it’s going to affect me

“

saying, “Listen, I need to get home and

directly, my roads. I go to every [hearing]
to see what the progress is, what the

vision is and how it’s going to affect the

neighborhood. Because you want to keep
it as much of a neighborhood and as

“

“

welcoming as you can.

—Fort Lauderdale, Florida

My community flooded a couple of times.
Everyone comes together in a situation

like that. It’s very easy to throw your hands
up and say, “This isn’t going to make a
difference.” They came out anyway.

—Earth City, Missouri

“

I don’t have a lot of time to get hands-on
with volunteering because I have three

with charitable giving when I can. Try to

“

“

I ended up getting on the board [of my

apartment complex] so I can try and help.
I had a lot of issues and they weren’t

doing anything. —Hicksville, New York

keep it local when I can, too.

—Fort Lauderdale, Florida
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young kids. So I try to make up for that
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This willingness to get involved and spirit of problem solving emerged in the Democracy Monitor when we
asked about various forms of problem solving, all of which struck most Americans as potentially helpful in their
communities; see figure 16.

Americans think innovative approaches to problem-solving would help
their communities.
Figure 16. Percent who say they think it would be very helpful or somewhat helpful if their community
did each of the following:

Very helpful

Somewhat helpful

Holding community events where local residents get together to discuss solutions to
local problems, and experts are there to answer questions.

52%

35%

Having local government conduct surveys that ask community members about their
priorities and concerns, so that public officials will know which issues to focus on.

48%

39%

Bringing community members together to develop ideas about how to spend some
local tax dollars, and :then having the entire community vote on which ideas to fund.

47%

38%

Having public officials hold online forums so people who can’t attend a meeting in person
can still express their: views about an issue.

39%

Requiring high school students to get involved in the election process, such as
registering residents :to vote or volunteering at polling places.

40%

36%

Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
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To probe Americans’ interest in public deliberation as a feature of local democracy and problem solving, we
asked about people’s likelihood to participate in a hypothetical event in their community where residents

would get together to discuss solutions to local problems and experts would be there to answer questions.7
Thirty-nine percent of Americans say they would be very likely and 40 percent say they would be somewhat
likely to participate. Only 18 percent say they would be not too likely or not likely at all to participate.
What would make people more likely to participate in community problem solving of that type? Most say
they would be more likely to participate if they could contribute their skills and experiences, highlighting
people’s desire to be useful, and if someone they respect invited them, a testament to the importance of
personal ties and networks. Most also see a role for public officials, saying they would be more likely to
participate if elected officials were there to listen to people’s recommendations; see figure 17. However, the
Democracy Monitor asked specifically about local problem solving and Americans are more trusting of local
than of state or federal government. It therefore remains to be seen how the presence of public officials
might affect people’s likelihood to participate in state- or national-level problem solving.8

Two factors fell lower on the list of what people say would make them more likely to get together with
others in their community to discuss solutions to local problems. The first relates to some social dimensions
of community problem solving—namely, refreshments, seeing friends and meeting new people. The second
relates to participating online rather than in person. Both creating opportunities to socialize and online
engagement are surely valuable when used thoughtfully. After all, community organizers have long known
that food and socializing bring people together and many aspects of American civic life increasingly take
place online. But people seem attracted, first and foremost, to factors that indicate that their participation
can have impacts and that it is genuine—because people can apply their skills, because someone they
respect invited them and because public officials are listening.

While we used the term “event” in the first Yankelovich Democracy Monitor survey, we do not mean to imply that democratic problem solving can
necessarily be achieved in one-off events.
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People would be more attracted to community problem solving if they could apply
their skills, someone they respect invited them and public ofﬁcials were listening.
Figure 17. Percent who say each of the following would make them more likely to participate, less likely
to participate or would make no difference if their community held an event where local residents got
together to discuss solutions to local problems and experts were there to answer questions:

More likely to participate

Would make no difference

Less likely to participate

Don't know

If you knew that public officials would be there to listen to people’s recommendations.

75%

16%

6%

3%

If you knew you could contribute your skills and experiences to solving the problem.

74%

18%

5% 3%

20%

3% 3%

If someone you respected invited you.

73%

If it began with refreshments and a chance to see friends and meet new people.

39%

47%

10%

3%

If the meeting was online instead of in-person.

30%

27%

39%

3%
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Base: All respondents, N=1,000.
Numbers may not add up to 100 percent owing to the less than 1 percent of respondents who refused the question and are not represented in the
figure.
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