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IPSOS QUICK TAKE: 
WHY PEOPLE THINK 
THE SYSTEM IS 
BROKEN IN THE U.S. 
AND AROUND  
THE WORLD



The system is broken—that’s what many 
people in the U.S. and around the world think 
and feel when they look out at their social, 
political and economic systems.

Building off these pervasive attitudes,  
recently anti-system candidates strung together 
many political wins. Trump’s presidential win 
in 2016 and Brexit in 2015 turned heads. From 
there, anti-establishment victories continued  
in places like Mexico, Brazil, France, Poland 
and Hungary, to name a few. These political 
movements cut across party lines—with 
candidates emerging on the right and left.

Ipsos runs a Global System Is Broken Index 
to measure this phenomenon, and after running 
this tracker for six years, we’ve found that 
elections help take the edge off some of the 
more hard-line anti-system beliefs. 

But that doesn’t mean they just disappear. 
Concerns about election legitimacy and trust in 
the election process may still be compromised. 
Recent attacks on government buildings in 
the U.S. and Brazil, by people who don’t trust 
that their candidate lost legitimately, demon-
strate the limits to what elections can do in 
places where trust with the public is broken.

Here are some of the most important  
takeaways to understand when navigating 
this anti-system moment:

1.	�The belief that the system is broken is not 
a fringe idea

2.	�Corruption and other forms of social 
disorganization feed broken-system beliefs 

3.	�Despite a turbulent few years, global 
broken-system attitudes softened since 2016

4.	�Elections act as a pressure valve for 
populist attitudes

5.	�Elite behavior influences trust in elections

KEY FINDINGS:
•	� Countries like Romania, Turkey and 

Thailand are places where people 
are more likely to feel their system 
is broken. 

•	� People in countries such as Sweden, 
Germany and the Netherlands are 
least likely to feel that their system 
is broken. 

•	� The United States ranks just  
above the world average, around 
the middle of the pack among  
the 28 countries measured.
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https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/publication/documents/2018-12/18-02-14_ourage_web.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/while-still-dominant-broken-system-sentiment-receding-many-countries
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/many-feel-the-system-is-broken


Source: Ipsos polling; Base: 26,007 online adults aged 16 –74 across 28 surveyed between September 23 – November 4, 2022.
Online samples in Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Indonesia, Ireland, Malaysia, Mexico, Peru, South Africa,Thailand, and Turkey tend to be more urban, educated, and/or affluent than the general population.

The “Global Country Average” reflects the average result for all the countries where the survey was conducted; it has not been adjusted to the population size of each country and is not intended to suggest a total result.
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1. The belief that the system is broken is not a fringe idea
Many people around the world feel their country’s system is broken. Many agree that their country’s  
economy is rigged to advantage the rich, that traditional parties and politicians don’t care about them,  
and that experts don’t understand their lives. 

Undergirding this belief that the system is broken is a belief that the government, politics and the economy 
are not fair. Countries like Romania, Turkey and Thailand are places where people are more likely to feel  
their system is broken. On the other hand, people in countries such as Sweden, Germany and the Netherlands 
are least likely to feel that their system is broken. The United States ranks just above the world average, 
around the middle of the pack among the 28 countries measured.

These feelings are pervasive worldwide on both the left and right. In the past few years, populist leaders gained 
power including Italy’s Giorgia Meloni, Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro, and the U.S.’s Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump.
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https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/while-still-dominant-broken-system-sentiment-receding-many-countries


Countries with lower levels of corruption are 
less likely to feel their system is broken

Relationship between corruption ranking vs. Ipsos’ System Is Broken Index for 2022

Source: Ipsos polling and analysis. Ipsos polling; Base: 26,007 online adults aged 16 –74 across 28 countries surveyed between September 23 – November 4, 2022.
*Transparency International’s 2021 Corruption Perceptions Index ranks 180 countries and territories by their perceived levels of public sector corruption according to experts and business people, 

using a scale of zero to 100, where zero is highly corrupt and 100 is very clean. More information at www.transparency.org
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2. �Corruption and other forms of social disorganization  
feed broken-system beliefs 

A lack of trust precedes this belief that a country’s system is broken. But what leads to a lack of trust from 
the public? Corruption and other forms of social disorganization.

For example, countries where the public feels their leaders are corrupt also tend to register high on the 
System Is Broken Index. For many people in places where “system is broken” sentiment is high, “elites,” 
“experts,” and “politicians,” who often are believed to exacerbate and contribute to corruption, are not trusted 
by the public. How do people react? By looking to outsiders, people with a populist bent, to address the 
problems they feel their country is facing.
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https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/populist-anti-elite-and-nativist-views-linked-globally-widespread-broken-system-sentiment
https://www.transparency.org


Fewer feel the system is broken
Average rating of all five statements that comprise the System Is Broken Index over time

— Global Country Average   — North America   — Great Britain + EU   — Asia Pacific   — Latin America

Base: 26,007 online adults aged 16 –74 across 28 countries. Online samples in Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Indonesia, Ireland, Malaysia, Mexico, Peru, South Africa, Thailand, and Turkey 
tend to be more urban, educated, and/or affluent than the general population. The “Global Country Average” reflects the average result for all the countries where the survey was conducted; 

it has not been adjusted to the population size of each country and is not intended to suggest a total result. [Country’s] economy is rigged to advantage the rich and powerful; 
Traditional parties and politicians don’t care about people like me; [Country] needs a strong leader to take the country back from the rich and powerful; Experts in this country don’t 

understand the lives of people like me; To fix [Country], we need a strong leader willing to break the rules.
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Elections help alleviate the sense that the system is broken
Average change in the system is broken questions comparing countries 

that have had national elections vs. countries that haven’t

Source: Ipsos polling; Base: 26,007 online adults aged 16 –74 across 28 countries surveyed between September 23 – November 4, 2022

70%

69%

68%

65%

64%

50%

–1.37

0.52

Average change with elections Average change without election

4. Elections act as a pressure valve for populist attitudes
An Ipsos analysis indicates that elections may be one avenue of alleviating the belief that the system is 
broken. Looking at the entire time series, in countries where a national election occurred, the System  
Is Broken Index on average dropped slightly. On the other hand, in countries that didn’t have a national 
election, the System Is Broken Index, on average, slightly rose.

That doesn’t mean elections are the end-all cure for disillusionment with the system. Despite being  
correlated to modest drops in “system is broken” sentiment, most globally still feel the system is broken. 
Still, these results suggest that democracy may act as a salve to populist sentiments.

3. �Despite a turbulent few years, global broken-system attitudes 
softened since 2016

Since 2016, when Ipsos began tracking broken-system sentiment, the world has gone through a pandemic, 
war in Europe, generationally high inflation, political turmoil and a cooling of international relations. Yet, amid 
all these changes worldwide, the System Is Broken Index has softened over the past six years.

Latin America has seen the steepest decline in “system is broken” sentiment. After a brief bump in 2021, 
Asia-Pacific is back to levels of broken-system sentiment it was experiencing in 2016. Where is this drop 
coming from?
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Trump amplified claims of a rigged election and voter fraud in 2020
Number of tweets from Donald Trump’s Twitter account (@realDonaldTrump) 

containing keywords “rigged” and “election” and “voter” and “fraud.” 2016–2021

Source: Trump Twitter Archive

14

2016

3

2017

7

2018

6

2019

137

2020

4

2021

*Trump was permanently 
suspended from Twitter

on January 8, 2021.
His account was later

unbanned in 2022,
but he has not sent any
tweets as of publication.

5. Elite behavior influences trust in elections
Elections are not, by themselves, a solution. The actions of major players, like politicians and government 
officials, impact whether the public trusts elections. Remember, a lack of trust in political and economic systems 
fuels the broken-system sentiment.

The two most recent elections in the United States offer examples of how the actions and words of  
politicians can influence the public’s trust in elections. In 2020, the losing candidate, Donald Trump, spent 
months denigrating the election process both in the lead-up to Election Day and after he lost. Google 
searches for “rigged election,” a go-to phrase for the former president, spiked right before Election Day and 
the insurrection at the Capitol on January 6th, 2021. 

By and large, prominent elected officials did not question election legitimacy before 2020. Relative to 2020 
searches, virtually no one was looking up “rigged election” before.

Source:
Left chart: Google Trends retrieved 01/17/2022.

Middle chart: 2019 data from CSPAN/ Ipsos polling, 2021 data from Axios / Ipsos polling. Right chart: FiveThirtyEight / Ipsos Midterm Tracking.

Searches for “Rigged Election” were far lower in 2022 compared 
to 2020 as partisanship influences election trust
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The cues people receive from their elected officials influence the views they hold. Outside of Google 
searches, Trump’s own tweets questioning the legitimacy of the election grew in 2020, mirroring the Google 
trend patterns. Relatedly, compared to 2019, trust in the election process declined sharply, particularly 
among Republicans, Trump’s party. At the same time, the Democrats, the winning party, gained trust in the 
election process.
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Though many remain concerned that the election is rigged, 
bipartisan majorities agree that the losing candidate must concede

Source:
Left chart: Reuters/ Ipsos Day of Election Poll conducted November 3, 2020, among 44,303 U.S. adults; Reuters/ Ipsos polling conducted between October 18 –24, 2022, among 4,413 U.S. adults.

Right chart: Axios / Ipsos Two Americas Index November 18 –21, 2022, survey of 1,005 U.S. adults.
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Compare these dynamics to the 2022 election cycle, where Republicans again underperformed expectations. 
In the lead-up to this election, many still were concerned that the election would be rigged, with particularly 
elevated levels of concern from Republicans. However, few candidates who ran on election denial platforms 
ended up contesting the results of their races. All conceded, in line with public attitudes. Relatedly, trust in 
election officials remained high and stable in the lead up to the midterms and after.

But concessions can’t stand in the place of confidence. Even as many want to see the country move forward, 
many still believe that the system is broken. Heading into the next presidential cycle, the lingering lack of trust in 
U.S. election systems from 2020 creates the potential for issues should influential actors behave irresponsibly. 
Based on how candidates react to losses and prime their supporters, 2020 and 2022 demonstrated how 
elections can both provide a remedy to the broken-system belief and fuel these sentiments.
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https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/election-denialism-lives-on-even-as-candidates-who-support-it-concede/
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/FiveThirtyEight-2022-midterm-election
https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/FiveThirtyEight-2022-midterm-election
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About Ipsos
At Ipsos we are passionately curious about 
people, markets, brands, and society. We 
deliver information and analysis that makes 
our complex world easier and faster to  
navigate and inspires our clients to make 
smarter decisions. With a strong presence in 
90 countries, Ipsos employs more than 18,000 
people and conducts research programs in 
more than 100 countries. Founded in France 
in 1975, Ipsos is controlled and managed  
by research professionals.
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