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The American Public Has Multiple Understanding of the Word 
“Impeachment” 

Sometimes even the dictionary can’t capture all the nuances of a word 
currently this fraught 
 

Washington, DC, December 12, 2019 — House Democrats have just unveiled two articles of 

impeachment against President Trump: “abuse of power” and “obstruction of Congress.” Despite a 

packed news month so far, the impeachment inquiry and ongoing process is the one that has been 

dominating headlines.  

 

Like so many political and policy issues that the government and Washington grapple with, the 

concept of impeachment is complex and not as readily understood by the public as pundits and 

pollsters like to think. It is well understood within the Beltway that the House voting to impeach 

President Trump is unlikely to end with him being removed from office (since the Senate is 

disinclined to vote to remove him), but how well understood is this among the public? 

 

So just as we did with these topics and others before (see our ACA polling as far back as 2012 to 

explore the complexity around American understanding of this issue), Ipsos took a deep dive into 

how the country understands the issue currently at the top of the news agenda. 

 

In response to a series of true/ false statements on impeachment, it is clear that Americans have a 

cluttered, confused understanding of impeachment. For example, a vast majority of Americans (75%) 

correctly believe that impeachment is “a charge of misconduct against” a public official. But the same 

proportion also incorrectly believe that it results in removal from office (76%) – and well over half 

incorrectly believe that it is a criminal indictment (59%). 

 

And in a perhaps surprising instance of bipartisan “unity”, Democrats and Republicans have roughly 

the same – albeit not fully accurate – understanding of what impeachment means, as illustrated in 

the chart below. That said, they diverge in one area: Democrats are more likely to view impeachment 

as “a tool Congress uses to the check the President” (60%) than Republicans (45%). 

At this stage of the game, with the candidates starting out with varying degrees of name recognition, 
I like to compare how favorably candidates are viewed among voters who are very familiar with them 
and their platform. In statistical parlance, this is a way to control for differing levels of familiarity. 
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This fairly united (mis)understanding of the concept of impeachment was a little surprising not only 
because partisans so rarely align on anything, but also because there are other findings from our 
ongoing polling on impeachment with FiveThirtyEight via our Ipsos KnowledgePanel® that I thought 
might be explained by partisan views. 
 
Specifically, some dissonance lies in the fact that while 47% (FiveThirtyEight) of Americans believe 
Trump should be impeached and subsequently removed from office, notably more (57%) believe 
Trump has committed an impeachable offense. Different questions, of course, but the 10-point gap in 
agreement here speaks to a disconnect in how Americans view Trump’s actions and the 
consequences that they think should be meted out in response. 

 

mailto:clifford.young@ipsos.com
https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/impeachment-polls/?ex_cid=rrpromo
https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/impeachment-polls/?ex_cid=rrpromo


 

 

 

2020 K Street, NW, Suite 410 

Washington DC 20006 

+1 202 463-7300 

Contact: 

 

Email: 

 

Cliff Young 

President, US, Public Affairs, Ipsos 

clifford.young@ipsos.com 

 
 

 

In other words, why, if most Americans think that Trump has done something impeachment-worthy, 
are more not clamoring for his removal from office? 
 
In part, it’s likely due to how the polling questions are framed. Americans willing to admit the 
president has done something wrong might have any number of reasons for not wanting to see him 
actually removed from office. However, my initial theory that this difference may be driven by 
differential understanding across partisan lines of the consequences of impeachment does not hold 
water. 
 
Final thoughts 
 
So what can we take away from all this? Well, for one, we know that Americans tend to conflate 
“impeachment” with “removal from office”; and secondly, that slightly less than half of Americans are 
hoping for that outcome ultimately. Going forward, can we expect more Americans to jump on the 
“impeach and remove from office” bandwagon?   
 
It seems unlikely, based on the partisan divide in the country today – and historic precedent. 
 
Current opinion (with approximately 47% of Americans in favor of impeaching Trump and 44% 
against) falls on the midpoint between public attitudes towards President Clinton and President 
Nixon’s impeachments. Pew offers some insightful context: “between a quarter and a third of 
Americans favor[ed] Clinton’s impeachment…. contrasted with the Watergate situation, which saw 
public support for Nixon’s impeachment steadily rise as more and more was learned about the 
scandal.” 
 
Trump does not enjoy the very high approval ratings that Clinton did, although they share the benefit 
of sitting on top of a robust economy with low unemployment. And at the same time, as more details 
about Trump’s dealings in Ukraine come out of the woodwork, his core base appears to be unmoved 
– as was not the case for Nixon. 
 
Whether Trump’s ratings weather the passage of the impeachment articles as well as Clinton’s did 
speak to the strength of his base, which – for now at least – seems unshakeable. 
 
My prediction? Impeachment doesn’t dent his approvals a bit. 
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About Ipsos 
 

Ipsos is now the third largest market research company in the world, present in 90 markets and 

employing more than 18,000 people. 

 

Our research professionals, analysts and scientists have built unique multi-specialist capabilities that 

provide powerful insights into the actions, opinions and motivations of citizens, consumers, patients, 

customers or employees. Our 75 business solutions are based on primary data coming from our 

surveys, social media monitoring, and qualitative or observational techniques. 

 

“Game Changers” — our tagline — summarizes our ambition to help our 5,000 clients to navigate 

more easily our deeply changing world. 

 

Founded in France in 1975, Ipsos is listed on the Euronext Paris since July 1st, 1999. The company 

is part of the SBF 120 and the Mid-60 index and is eligible for the Deferred Settlement Service 

(SRD). 
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