
 
 

         
 

 

 

Democracy on the Ballot 

Latest Mood of the Nation Poll finds a close presidential 

race, with Trump drawing support from voters 

disillusioned with democracy 
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Summary and key findings 

The McCourtney Institute for Democracy’s latest Mood of the Nation Poll, conducted with 848 

likely voters by YouGov from Sept. 23 to 27, 2024, included questions aimed at better 

understanding voters' beliefs in democracy and how those beliefs relate to their candidate 

preference in the 2024 presidential election. 

The race for the national popular vote is close 

 

• Forty-eight percent of the likely electorate plans to vote for the Democratic candidate, Vice 

President Kamala Harris. Forty-five percent plan to vote for Republican candidate, former 

President Donald Trump.  

• Given the poll's ±4.2 percentage point margin of error, as well as the 5% of the electorate 

that remains undecided, the lead in the race is unclear. 

 

Belief in democracy as form of governance is generally strong, but one in four 

likely voters show weak commitment to democracy 
• Over half of likely voters (54%) strongly agree with the statement: "Democracy may have 

problems, but it is the best system of government." 

• When asked about three opinions related to political systems: 

o 88% endorse "Democracy is the best political system in all circumstances." 

o 7% endorse "In certain circumstances a dictatorship could be a good thing." 

o 5% select "Whether we live in a democracy or under a dictatorship makes no 

difference to people like me." 

• Combining results from these two questions finds that 46% of voters are consistently 

"strong" supporters of democracy, 26% are "moderate" democracy supporters, and 27% 

show "weak" support for democracy. 
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Harris leads among democracy supporters, Trump leads among democracy 

skeptics  

• The majority of both candidate's supporters are democracy supporters. 

• Harris leads among voters who express strong support for democracy (56% to 41%) as well 

as those with moderate support of democracy (52% to 43%). 

• Trump has a clear lead among those indicating weak support for democracy, garnering 54% 

of the votes among that group compared to Harris' 29%. 
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Close presidential race 

The narrow three percentage point margin of likely voters who plan to vote for Democratic 

Party candidate Vice President Kamala Harris (47.6%), compared to those who plan to vote for 

Republican Party candidate former President Trump (44.7%), is within this survey's 4.2 

percentage point margin of error.  

Five percent of voters are undecided, and three percent indicate that they plan to vote for 

someone else.  

With the 538 national polling average showing Harris up by 2.5 percentage points and the New 

York Times polling average showing Harris leading by a three percentage point margin, these 

results are very similar to those from other national polls.1  

Unique to this poll is that when voters are categorized according to their expressed levels of 

support for democracy as a system of governance, Harris leads among strong and moderate 

democracy supporters, while Trump has large advantage among the minority of voters whose 

support for democracy is weak. (Categorization is explained in greater detail below.) 

 

As shown in the appendix, the results of this poll show that Harris has somewhat more support 

than Trump among traditional Democratic Party voters, including women, those under age 45, 

Black and Hispanic voters, and those with a college degree or higher.  

 
1 https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/polls/president-general/2024/national/ and 
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2024/us/elections/polls-president.html  (as of Oct. 5, 2024). 

https://projects.fivethirtyeight.com/polls/president-general/2024/national/
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2024/us/elections/polls-president.html
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Trump, on the other hand, garners more support than Harris among traditionally Republican 

leaning groups including men, those age 45 and older, white voters, and those without a college 

degree. 

Neither candidate is drawing much support from voters defecting from their opponent’s party. 

Trump has a lead among independent voters, 39% to 27%, but 20% of that group remains 

uncommitted. (Independents in this poll are narrowly defined to exclude those leaning toward 

the Democratic or Republican parties.) 
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Most voters express strong support for democracy 

as a system of governance 

This poll included a series of questions that allow us to better understand whether, and to what 

extent, democracy is on the ballot. The answers to these questions reveal divisions among U.S. 

voters. 

One question asks voters to agree or disagree with the statement: “Democracy may have 

problems, but it is the best system of government.”   

Overall, 79% of likely voters agreed that democracy is the best system of government, with 54% 

agreeing strongly. However, 21% either took a neutral stance or disagreed. 

 

 

 

A second question, appearing much later in the poll, asked voters to choose among three 

statements, and then asked them how strongly they held that opinion: 

Here are three opinions about political systems. Which one comes closest to your own 
way of thinking? 

• Democracy is the best political system in all circumstances. 

• In certain circumstances a dictatorship could be a good thing. 

• Whether we live in a democracy or under a dictatorship makes no 

difference to people like me. 
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After choosing a statement, respondents were asked how strongly they held this opinion. 

The results of this sequence show that 61% felt very strongly that democracy is the best system 

in all circumstances and 23% felt somewhat strongly. As in previous McCourtney Institute 

surveys, a substantial number of Americans said that a dictatorship could be good in certain 

circumstances or that they were indifferent between democracy and dictatorship.2 

 

 
2 See https://www.apmresearchlab.org/motn/poll-americans-belief-in-democracy (January 2023).  

In their own words  

To better understand the subset of Americans disenchanted with democracy, we asked 

respondents to explain their answers in their own words. Many of those open to a dictatorship 

explained their answer in terms of the inability of citizens to effectively participate in 

governance.   

For example, a 34-year-old from New York told us “Sometimes people don't know what to 

decide and what is the best for them,” while a 65-year-old from Indiana said, “Too many 

uninformed people vote the wrong people into office.”   

Others were attracted to the possibility that a dictator might bring order to society, like a 

woman from Illinois who said, “I think it could help with the crime in this nation.” 

Additional examples are available in the appendix to this report. 

https://www.apmresearchlab.org/motn/poll-americans-belief-in-democracy
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From the two questions, we created a summary of overall support for democracy as a system of 

government: 

• We categorized those who strongly supported democracy in both questions as strong 

supporters of democracy. They constitute 46% of likely voters.  

• The 26% of voters who supported democracy in answering both questions, but not 

always strongly, are moderate supporters of democracy. 

• The remaining 27% of voters – those with weak support for democracy – either did not 

agree with the statement that "Democracy may have problems, but it is the best system 

of government," indicated that sometimes “a dictatorship could be a good thing,” or 

indicated that living in a democracy or dictatorship “makes no difference to me.”  

 

As noted earlier, while strong supporters of democracy supported both major candidates, 
voters whose support for democracy is weak, including those open to dictatorship, 
disproportionately intend to vote for former President Trump. 

Unlike many politically related opinions, support for democracy as a system of governance does 
not fall neatly along traditional partisan lines. For example, while a somewhat larger proportion 
of Democrats than Republicans are strong supporters of democracy (53% compared to 45%), 
the group that stands out most is political independents. A plurality of independent voters, 
43%, show weak support for democracy. 

The modest difference between Democrats and Republicans in support for democracy widens 
slightly when the alignment is around this year’s presidential candidates. One-third of those 
favoring Republican Donald Trump are weak democracy supporters, compared to half that 
proportion among those favoring Democrat Kamala Harris. 



 9  

 
 

The proportion of voters aged 65 or older who show strong support for democracy as a system 
of government is much higher than among all younger age groups. In addition, support for 
democracy is higher among those with a college degree than it is among others. 
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Appendix 

 

Who will you vote for if you vote in the 2024 election 

Kamala Harris Donald Trump Someone else I don’t know 

% % % % 

Gender 

Male 44.9 49.4 2.2 3.4 

Female 49.8 40.6 3.5 6.1 

Age 

18 to 29 53.6 35.3 2.9 8.3 

30 to 44 56.7 37.0 2.2 4.2 

45 to 64 41.0 49.4 4.1 5.5 

65 & older 44.6 50.6 2.0 2.8 

Race and ethnicity 

White 44.0 49.7 2.2 4.1 

Black 66.1 23.4 2.5 8.0 

Hispanic 51.3 33.2 4.1 11.4 

Other 50.2 41.1 8.3 0.3 

Education 

High school or less 39.4 53.5 2.2 4.9 

Some college 38.2 49.7 3.2 9.0 

College 61.2 33.8 3.2 1.7 

Annual family income  

Less than $30,000 44.9 46.8 2.9 5.4 

$30,000 to $59,999 49.2 43.1 3.4 4.3 

$60,000 to $99,999 41.3 50.2 3.0 5.5 

$100,000 or more 59.0 36.4 2.3 2.4 

Political affiliation, including leaners  

Democrats 91.2 4.7 0.6 3.5 

Independents 27.4 38.9 13.5 20.1 

Republicans 2.7 94.0 2.1 1.2 

Source: McCourtney Institute’s Mood of the Nation Poll, Sept. 23-27, 2024. 
N=848 U.S. likely voters; the overall margin of error is ±4.2 percentage points (larger for 
subgroups). 
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Responses to open-ended questions 

Illustrative examples of answers for those who selected “In certain circumstances a dictatorship 

could be a good thing.” 
 

Age Race/ 
ethnicity 

Gender State Political 
affiliation 

Depends on who is at the top------it blows 
me away to think in a country--we cannot 
find people who can lead a country. 

87 Other Female Pa. Independents 

People need to be directed sometimes 25 White Male Del. None 

Sometimes you need a definitive solution 
and/or answer 

57 White Male Ariz. Republicans 

Because democracy is evil, corrupt 42 White Female Ind. Republicans 

Sometimes people don't know what to 
decide and what is the best for them 

34 Other Male N.Y. Republicans 

Because some people don't know how to act 
with freedom. 

54 White Female Ark. Democrats 

We naturally need a leader, and so long as 
that leader is truly compassionate and wants 
to help his people, it's better that we look 
up to him. 

21 White Female Mich. Republicans 

In an extreme emergency, it may be 
necessary. 

50 White Male Mich. Democrats 

Too many uninformed people vote the 
wrong people into office. 

65 White Male Ind. Republicans 

All people are treated the same in 
dictatorship 

57 White Male Pa. Democrats 

Some people lack responsibility 55 Black Male Miss. Independents 

I would have chosen a Republic if it was 
available. Democracy is a joke. Supposed 
democratic governments around the world 
are slowly, but surely stripping their citizens 
of rights. 

31 Hispanic Male Ill. Republicans 

Yes, dictatorship has its good side especially 
military rule but it is kinda against freedom 
and autonomy which is something I love 
about democracy 

19 White Male N.Y. Democrats 

It would be a good thing depending on the 
situation. 

28 Hispanic Female Calif. Republicans 

I think it could help with the crime in this 
nation. 

44 Hispanic Female Ill. Independents 
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dictatorships can be beneficial in crises due 
to their ability to act decisively, provide 
stability, pursue long-term planning, 
increase efficiency, and foster national unity. 
However, these potential benefits come 
with significant risks, including the 
suppression of freedoms and abuse of 
power. 

22 Other Male Ind. Republicans 

In certain times of crisis, a singular dictator 
with the interest of the public good at heart 
could be good to help stabilize and protect 
the public. It would be a rare case when a 
dictator is the right answer, but with the 
right person and circumstances it is a better 
option then a lengthy democratic solution. 

31 White Male Md. Democrats 

Clean up some of the crap going on in this 
country. 

64 Hispanic Male Ga. Independents 

Some people need structure 28 White Female N.D. Republicans 

Trump could be a good king 45 Other Male Ohio Republicans 
Sometimes someone needs to put their foot 
down to legislative bodies that are always at 
an impasse and unable to produce results of 
any kind. 

45 White Male Ill. Independents 

The previous statement "democracy is best 
in ALL situations" is too limited. A 
benevolent dictator could be beneficial in 
certain times of crisis - hypothetically, of 
course. 

39 White Female Va. Democrats 

 

 Survey questions used in this report 

Penn State’s nonpartisan McCourtney Institute for Democracy regularly conducts the nationally 

representative Mood of the Nation Poll to gauge how Americans are feeling about various 

aspects of American politics and society.3 

The September poll included the following questions:  

1. Democracy may have problems, but it is the best system of government. 
a. Agree strongly 
b. Agree somewhat 
c. Neither agree or disagree 
d. Disagree somewhat 
e. Disagree strongly 

 
3 For additional information about the Mood of the Nation Poll see the appendix to this brief. For additional details 
about this survey’s methodology, please see https://www.apmresearchlab.org/mood-of-the-nation-poll-motn  

https://www.apmresearchlab.org/mood-of-the-nation-poll-motn
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2. If you do vote in the 2024 presidential election in November, and these are the 
candidates, how would you vote? [Note: Harris and Trump ordering was randomized, all 
others as they appear.] 

a. Kamala Harris 
b. Donald Trump 
c. Someone else 
d. I definitely will not vote 
e. I don’t know 

 
3. Here are three opinions about political systems. Which one comes closest to your own 

way of thinking? 
a. Democracy is the best political system in all circumstances 
b. In certain circumstances a dictatorship could be a good thing 
c. Whether we live in a democracy or under a dictatorship makes no difference to 

people like me 
 

4. You said < fill in from answer above>/ How strongly do you hold this opinion? 
a. Very strongly 
b. Somewhat strongly 
c. Not very strongly 
d. Actually, I don't feel strongly at all 

 

To see whether Americans’ opinions on these topics vary according to demographic, social and 

economic characteristics, we analyzed the results of each question by gender (women, men), 

age (four groups), race and ethnicity (four groups are available in this survey: White, non-

Hispanic; Black, non-Hispanic; Hispanic; Other), educational attainment (three categories), 

annual family income (four categories), and political affiliation (self-identified Republican, 

Independent, Democrat, as derived from self-placement on a seven-category scale ranging from 

“Strong Democrat” to “Strong Republican”).4 

The numbers of respondents in each group are detailed in the methodology report that 

accompanies this brief. 

 

 
4 As a nationally representative sample with no oversamples this survey is unable to adequately represent the 
experiences and opinions of smaller groups such as those identifying as LGBTQ, Indigenous Americans, or those 
affiliating with smaller political parties. The opinions of people from these and other small groups are represented 
in the findings, but we generally do not separate out the responses from groups with fewer than 100 respondents 
since the margin of error associated with small samples is so large as to render the associated findings (point 
estimates) potentially misleading. 
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About the survey 

Data collection for this Mood of the Nation Poll was conducted online by YouGov 

(https://today.yougov.com/). The YouGov panel includes over 1.8 million individuals who agree 

to complete occasional surveys. The 1,000 individuals who completed the September 2024 

Mood of the Nation Poll were matched to a sampling frame on gender, age, race, and 

education. The frame was constructed by stratified sampling from the full 2019 American 

Community Survey (ACS) 1-year sample with selection within strata by weighted sampling with 

replacements (using the person weights on the public use file). 

Following the general population weighting, the data were subsetted to only registered voters. 

These 848 respondents were in turn post stratified on a politically "modeled frame" of U.S. 

registered voters, based upon the American Community Survey (ACS) public use microdata file, 

public voter file records, the 2020 Current Population Survey (CPS) Voting and Registration 

supplements, the 2020 National Election Pool (NEP) exit poll, and the 2020 CES surveys, 

including demographics and 2020 presidential vote.  

The weights were then post-stratified on 2020 presidential vote choice as well as a four-way 

stratification of gender, age (4-categories), race (4-categories), and education (4-categories), to 

produce the registered voter weight. 

Finally, registered voter weights were then weighted to give likely voter profiles given a battery 

of three items regarding interest in voting: 

1) "How closely are you following news about candidates running for President?" 

2) "How often would you say that you vote when there's a Presidential election?" 

3) "Many people don't vote when there's an election. At this point, how likely are you 

to vote in the Presidential election in November?" 

After weighting on these items, the likely voter weights were then trimmed and centered. 

For additional details about the sample and survey methodology, as well as transparency 

disclosures relevant to the American Association of Public Opinion, please see: 

https://www.apmresearchlab.org/mood-of-the-nation-poll-motn. 

  

https://today.yougov.com/
https://www.apmresearchlab.org/mood-of-the-nation-poll-motn
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About the APM Research Lab 

The APM Research Lab is the data journalism hub of American Public Media Group and beyond. Our 

tagline is bringing facts into focus. 

The Lab is a member of the American Association for Public Opinion Research’s Transparency Initiative 

and abides by its standards. See https://www.aapor.org/Standards-Ethics/Transparency-Initiative/. 

Contact: info@apmresearchlab.org | apmresearchlab.org 

 

About the McCourtney Institute for Democracy 
The McCourtney Institute for Democracy at Penn State promotes scholarship and practical innovations 

that defend and advance democracy in the United States and abroad. Through teaching, research and 

public outreach, the Institute leverages the resources of Penn State and partners around the world to 

foster a model of deliberation, policymaking and responsiveness that is passionate, informed and civil. 

The Mood of the Nation Poll offers a unique approach to public opinion polling. It allows Americans to 

speak in their own words through open-ended questions that focus on emotions like anger and hope, as 

well as commitment to constitutional principles. 

Contact: democracyinst@psu.edu | democracy.psu.edu 
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