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A Picture Worth  
a Thousand Words

The Disrupting Democracy series focuses on the 
impact of technology on political, economic 
and social ecosystems worldwide. In the first 

volume, we examined how technological innovations 
transformed countries at various stages of political and 
technological development. Our case studies – India, 
Germany, Israel, Cuba and the United States – de-
monstrated distinct experiences at the intersection of 
technology and democracy, but there were common 
themes that cut across all the countries. Bridging the 
urban-rural access divide, combatting disinformation 
and the displacement of traditional media presented 
policy challenges with which each government had to 
contend in their own ways.

In Disrupting Democracy Volume II, we probed more 
deeply in our research by conducting our work within 
the crucible of active election campaigns. Those pages 
tell the tales of the Democratic Party’s “blue wave” in 
the US midterm elections, history-making victories for 
populism in Mexico and Italy, and Russia’s ongoing at-
tempts to influence electoral outcomes in neighboring 
Latvia. These cases revealed an unbalanced ledger of 
benefits and consequences of technology on campaig-
ning, elections systems and governance.

For this third edition of the series, we decided to 
turn everything you’ve come to expect from Disrup-

ting Democracy on its head. Rather than looking at the 
impact of technology on democracy, this volume will 
use technology to help us better explain democracy 
in the 21st century. Through the use of carefully cons-
tructed algorithms by our partners at the Institute for 
Competitiveness, we have collected data points that 
are the driving forces behind the volatility in demo-
cracy today. We’ve taken that raw data and converted 
it into a compendium of visualizations that provides 
a degree of depth that will take you well beyond any 
written analysis.

As the old saying goes, “A picture is worth a thou-
sand words.” If that adage is true, this visual journey 
to the United Kingdom, India, Brazil and the US will 
unlock new ways of thinking about the seismic shifts 
that have recently taken place in each country. It is our 
hope that this new perspective will serve as a sprin-
gboard away from questioning what went wrong and 
towards devising what comes next, regardless of the 
disruptions that lie ahead.

Irene Braam
Executive Director 
Bertelsmann Foundation 
September 2020
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Methodology

The data collection procedure starts by determining the research 
question. While the project is about analysing how democracies 
are changing across the world by studying four regions - UK, 

India, USA and Brazil, the focus and the exact problem statement 
differs across these studies and that impacts the data requirements. For 
instance, the UK study focuses on the transformative changes that led to 
Brexit. The existing literature pointed out that immigration, education 
levels, and rising inequality are the leading causes for the citizens to 
leave EU. Therefore, datasets providing information on economic and 
social factors related to UK's regions were located. On the other hand, 
while studying India the main question was how the average Indian voter 
makes his democratic choice and what factors play a predominant role 
in their minds. Therefore, a pool of datasets on the political landscape 
of the country were identified and studies providing data and results on 
voter behaviour were located.

Once all the data sources for the four regions were compiled, steps 
were taken to establish the relevance of the data. The applicability of 
data for the study was tested by studying original purpose of collecting 
the data and sampling strategies used (in case of survey data), time period 
of data collection and data collection protocols.

After evaluating the relevance of datasets and eliminating irrelevant 
datasets, the credibility of datasets was established. This was done by 
following three steps. First, using governmental data sources wherever 
possible. Second, determining the consistency of data by matching 
some data points from other sources. Third, by examining whether the 
datasets have been used in any credible research work, especially by the 
governmental departments.
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UK
— United Kingdom —

The Long  
Road to Brexit
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T he United Kingdom has always had a 
precarious relationship with the European 
Union. The country availed itself of the 

many benefits of membership while opting out of 
communal obligations when it suited. Perhaps it 
was no surprise, then, that this one-foot-in, one-
foot-out approach to the EU would end in divorce. 
Attempts to separate had occasionally arisen, but 
none was more serious than the effort following 
Prime Minister David Cameron’s announcement 
that the British electorate would decide on its 
EU membership in a referendum whose outcome 
became known as Brexit.

The fiercely contested campaign was marred by 
disinformation, nationalism and polarization. But 
on June 23, 2016, Britons voted to leave the EU, 
igniting a multi-year saga to iron out departure 
terms. The decision sent shockwaves that would 
disrupt the UK’s and the bloc’s economic, political 
and social orders. Where it goes from here is still 
murky, but this chapter will help cast light on the 
long road to Brexit.
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An Empire 
Lost
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Here 
Today... 
Gone 
Tomorrow
UK's history with Brexit
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52%
2016

LeaveRemain

100% 50% 75%75% 100%

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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A Change  
of Heart
Net voting difference by region  
between 1975 and 2016
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All Aboard  
the Brexit Bus
UK population at-a-glance (2019)

United 
Kingdom

England
Wales

Scotland

Northern 
Ireland

England

55.6 
million people

Scotland

5.4 million

Wales

3.1 million

Northern Ireland

1.9 million

Source: Office for National Statistics
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Cut from  
a DiΩerent 
Cloth
Brexit Timeline 
(2016-2020)

2019
March 30

And again

2017
March 29

British government 
triggers withdrawal 

agreement

2016
June 24

Cameron 
resigns

2019
May 24

May resigns

2020
January 31

UK leaves 
the EU

2019
January 15

But UK Parliament 
rejects it

2016
June 23

UK holds 
Brexit 

referendum

2019
April 11

Brexit deadline 
is extended

2018
November 25

EU approves 
withdrawal 
agreement

2016
July 13

Theresa May 
becomes Prime 

Minister

2019
July 24

Boris Johnson 
becomes Prime 

Minister

2019
March 12

And rejects 
it again

Source: BBC
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A Wild Ride Toward Brexit
Comparing income share ratio of the richest and poorest in each country
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A Tale of Two 
Britains

The correlation between educational attainment 
and Euroscepticism
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EU Membership: 
An Economic 

Albatross?
Top 5 countries with highest expected  

growth in 2016 were outside the EU.  
Forecast of average annual  

growth (2016-2020)
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Fighting  
for the Future

The correlation between income and euroscepticism
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Online Kingdom
Internet penetration in the UK (2019)

0% 20%10% 30% 40% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%Internet Penetration

Source: Office for National Statistics
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Where 
Technology  

is King
UK's online usage by device type

2018

Smartphone
Desktop PC

Source: Ofcom

78%69%
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Can You Hear  
Me Now? 

Average download speed (mbps) by postcode (2017)
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#Brexit 
TweetStorm

Measuring hashtags and amplification on Twitter

475,233 impressions (26%)

993,176 impressions (54%) Number of times these hashtags were used: #brexit, #voteleave, #leaveeu, #takecontrol, 
#betteroffout, #voteout, #beleave, #brexitthemovie, #euistheproblem, #brexitbustour

#brexit, #voteleave, #leaveeu, #takecontrol, #betteroffout, #voteout, 
#beleave, #brexitthemovie, #euistheproblem, #brexitbustour

#brexit, #voteleave, #leaveeu, #takecontrol, #betteroffout, #voteout, 
#beleave, #brexitthemovie, #euistheproblem, #brexitbustour363,217 impressions (20%)

Source: Social Media, Sentiment and Public Opinions. Gorodnichenko, Pham & Talavera



UK

23
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The Cost  
to Connect
Average monthly mobile phone bill (US vs. UK)
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In Whitehall 
We Trust
UK ranking in Corruption  
Perceptions Index (2018)
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Show Up or Shut Up!
Election turnout from 1945 to 2017
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Who Gets the Biggest Piece of Pie?
UK parliamentary election share of the vote by party
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The State  
of Democracy

UK remains in good company
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democracies
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Bling or Bust
Growing income disparities between rich 

and poor UK regions
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India
— Republic of India —

The Rise of Cultural 
Nationalism
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From selling tea out of his father’s stall in the Indian 
state of Gujarat to becoming a two-term Indian prime 
minister, Narendra Modi’s life is an incredible story. But 

that one-line summary glosses over a history that makes Modi 
a controversial figure. During his tenure as chief minister of 
Gujarat in 2002, communal riots left hundreds of Hindus and 
Muslims dead, and thousands more injured. Modi’s role in the 
episode has been strongly questioned over the years culmi-
nating in the Supreme Court of India giving him a clean chit. 
Irrespective of how critics view Modi, his political career went 
from strength to strength, and he rode a rising wave of Hindu 
support straight into the halls of power.

Modi’s political triumph is as complicated as India itself. In 
a country with many languages, religions and castes, and more 
than one billion people, the factors that dictate who will lead 
are seemingly infinite. Yet for two consecutive elections, Modi’s 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has emerged as the unchallenged 
center of power in the country. And with that dominance, 
his administration has taken steps to consolidate its position, 
overwhelm the opposition and promote majority interests, 
causing consternation among Indian democratic activists.

To gain deeper insight into the country’s electorate, this 
chapter goes back to the 2019 parliamentary election that 
extended Modi’s term in office and gave the BJP a governing 
legislative majority. Chalking up Modi’s victory exclusively to 
the rise of cultural nationalism doesn’t provide the full picture. 
Access to technology, economic transformation and the main 
opposition party’s decline must also be considered. These fac-
tors will feature prominently in the pages to follow.
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The End of  
an Empire

Other former 
British territories

Current Indian 
territories

India

Pakistan

Bangladesh

Myanmar

Sri Lanka

Bay of Bengal

The Himalayas

Arabian Sea

Sources: New Zealand Ministry for Culture and Heritage, Geographx
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A Pillar of Democracy?
Largest democracies by population

United 
Kingdom

66 Million

France
67 Million

Germany
83 Million

Brazil
211 Million

India

1.35 Billion
Philippines

108 Million

Japan
126 Million

Mexico
127 Million United States

330 Million
Indonesia

268 Million

Sources: Democracy Index, 2019, United Nations and national estimates
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Are We  
Speaking the  

Same Language?
 India's linguistic map

Main spoken 
languages!
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Hindi!

Sources: Maps of India
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A Societal 
Hierarchy
India's caste system
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1952-19
66

The Religious Mix
Percentage of the population  
by religion
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Sources: Census of India 2011
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2014-2019As the  
Wheel Turns
India's political evolution
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India's Deep Political Roots
The Nehru-Gandhi family tree and the Congress Party

Jawaharlal Nehru

Indira Gandhi Feroze Gandhi

Rajiv Gandhi

Rahul Gandhi Priyanka Gandhi Varun Gandhi

Sanjay Gandhi Maneka GandhiSonia Gandhi

Source: timesnownews.com
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India's Politics  
Goes Off the Rails

Change in vote share across parties  
in Lok Sabha elections 1962-2019

1962 1967 1971 1977 1980 1984 1989 1991 1996 1998 1999 2004 2009 2014 2019
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Source: Election Commission of India, party ideological grouping based on Banerjee, A., Gethin, A., & Piketty, T. (2019), Author Calculations



India

40

Bending  
Toward Justice

Should income be made more equal? 
Percentage of respondents that replied "yes"  

comparing two time periods

2010-20141989-1993
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India
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48%

36%
29%

26%
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Source: World Value Survey, LiveMint
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India's  
Guiding Hand

The Decline of the Congress Party

46%

20%

31%
42%

1952-1966  1967-1988  1989-2013  2014-2019

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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Eroding Support  
for the Congress Party
Percentage of the vote for the Congress Party by caste
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1962 1971 19981967 1996 1999 2004 2009 2014
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“Caste” your vote 
for the BJP
Electoral support for the BJP by caste
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Source: Banerjee, A., Gethin, A., & Piketty, T. (2019)
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India's Peaks 
and Valleys
India's 21st century GDP growth
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Source: The World Bank
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India's Other Sacred Cows
Economic performance is not the primary driver of voter preference

1980-1990 2000-2010

2011-20191991-1999

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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BJP Appeal 
from Top to 
Bottom
Percentage Increase in Vote Share 
of the BJP Across Social Groups 
between 2014 and 2019 Lok Sabha 
Elections

13%
Upper Caste

15.2%
Peasant Caste

36.7%
Upper Other 
Backward Castes*

14.8%
Lower Other 
Backward Castes*

37.5%
Scheduled Castes

15.8%
Scheduled Tribes* Terminology used by the Government of India

Note: Peasant castes are middle castes like Jats, Marathas, 
etc. Upper Other Backward Castes refers to the sub-castes 
that have significant shares in land ownership but constitute 
a relatively lower proportion of the population; the remaining 
ones are labelled as lower Other Backward Castes.

Source: National Election Study 2014 and 2019
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7
States in 2014

13
in 2019

28
Indian States

Spreading the Seeds  
of Power at the State Level

BJP victories at the state level across two election cycles

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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Turning Up 
the Heat
BJP's program to provide clean gas  
is a vote winner

BeneficiariesNon-beneficiaries

33%

41%

2019 
 General Election

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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Replenishing the Rupees
Annual income per capita since 2000 (in US$)
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Source: The World Bank
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Most Popular  
Dish on the Menu

Modi and the BJP's dominance  
in parliamentary elections

Winner Winner

Others

BJP

2014 2019

282
out of 543 seats

Source: Institute for Competitiveness

303
out of 543 seats
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Living Life 
Online

Number of social network users  
in India (in millions)

351
2019

142
2015

400
2022*

296
2017

376
2020

168
2016

423
2021*

326
2018

448
2023*

Source: Statista

* Projected
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 5%   5%   12%

 19%   16%   21% 15%   15%   13%

 54%   56%   47%

Politics in the Ether
Use of social media for politics

Express personal 
views on politics

Share/Forward 
political material

Read news related 
to politics

Source: Lokniti-CSDS Survey
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In Social 
Media We 
Trust
Daily user habits across two 
social media platforms
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Source: Lokniti-CSDS Survey
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240 Million
Active Mobile Social Media

450 Million
Active Internet Users

Powering Up to One Billion Online
Active internet and mobile social media users in India

0 10050 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500

Number of users (In Millions)

Source: Statista
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US

US
— United States of America —

The Descent into 
Demagoguery
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US
T hroughout its history, the United States has faced 

countless challenges to its democratic institutions and 
national character. The Civil War, Great Depression, 

Civil Rights Era and the aftermath of 9/11, for example, 
presented ample opportunity for Americans to abandon the 
foundations upon which the country was built. And though it 
wavered at times, its system of checks and balances withstood 
the pressures of the moment.

In the 2016 presidential election, the incremental erosion of 
public trust in government, expertise and American capitalism 
were among the factors that resulted in victory for Donald 
Trump, a businessman turned reality TV star turned right-wing 
populist. In the first two years of his presidency, Trump fanned 
the embers of discontent that got him elected. This strategy 
effectively solidified his base, brought Republican party officials 
to heel and completely polarized the US electorate.

Then came a midterm election in November 2018 full of 
contradictions. It featured an economy spouting a record high 
stock market, low unemployment figures and an electoral map 
favorable to Republicans. And yet, the election resulted in a 
blue wave as the Democratic Party swept the GOP out of power 
in the House of Representatives. Did Trump misjudge the 
country’s tolerance for demonizing opponents, stigmatizing 
minority communities and growing public malfeasance or 
were other factors at play? This chapter examines the US 
descent into demagoguery to determine whether Americans 
will continue to go along for the ride.   
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American Electoral DNA
Win an election but lose the presidency
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Double Helix  
in a Two-Party System
Republican and Democratic presidential election outcomes since 1853
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Gaming  
the System

Electoral college votes by party since 1900
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The Only 
Math that 
Matters
Electoral college votes needed 
out of 538

electoral votes 
needed to win

270
Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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Pieces of the 
Electoral Puzzle
Electoral college votes at stake in each state
Alaska� 3

Washington� 12
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Attracted to Polar 
Opposites

Vote breakdown in 2016 by demographic

Hillary! Trump!
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Source: Institute for Competitiveness



US

65

Trump!

Dark Side  
of Capitalism
Inequality figures  
in the US since 1947

Financial inequality
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Most Americans 
Can't Make  
the Leap
Income gains since 1980

1980 19901985 1995 20152005 20102000

Top 1% 
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Bottom 20% 
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Next 19% 

79%

Middle 60% 

47%

Top 1%

Income level
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Middle 60%
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Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities



US

67

No Home  
Runs, but  

Plenty  
of Singles

GDP growth during Obama Administration

1.8%
1969-2006

1.8%
2007

-0.3%
2008

2.5%
2010

2.4%
2014

2.6%
2015

1.9%
2016

2.2%
2012

1.6%
2011

1.7%
2013

-2.8%
2009

Obama  
takes office
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Make America  
Go Back to Work Again

17 states had unemployment rise in 2015. Trump won 13 of them.

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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Big Money on  
the Move

TV, radio, and digital ad spending 2012-2016

+789%
-26%

-20%

Vote for me!
Vote for me!

Radio Ad Digital AdTelevision Ad

Vote  
for me!

2012 2012 20122016 2016 2016

Source: Adage
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A Not-So-Neighborly 
Greeting
Of the 1,993 miles along the southern US border, 1,229 is unfenced

Welcome!
TEXASNEW MEXICOARIZONACALIFORNIA
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Border 
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Source: Business Insider
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The Russian Troll Offensive
Russian accounts and tweets

Twitter accounts connected 
to Russia’s Internet 

Research Agency 

Number of 
Tweets from these 

accounts

Americans interacting 
with these accounts 

in 2016 election

Most frequent 
sites shared by 
Russian trolls
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Source: New York University SMaPP



US

73

Fox News
2.431
million viewers

MSNBC
1.532
million viewers

CNN
1.037
million viewers

All Eyes on Cable News
Average prime time audience

Source: Forbes
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Political Theater  
Moves Online

Percentage of US population with a social media profile from 2008 to 2019
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Reaching 
Out to the 
Faithful
Trump followers on Twitter

Source: Twitter
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Who Shares 
Fake News?
Fake news and 2016 vote breakdown by age group

3%
Fake news shared in 2016

11%
Fake news shared in 2016

2016 vote

Clinton 55%
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Trump 36%
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Trump 52%
vs.

Clinton 45%

Source: Cornell University, Roper Center
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Lady Liberty's Dimming Light
Freedom in the World Report ranking
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Brazil
— Federative Republic of Brazil —

The Case for  
Cleaning House
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F or decades, Latin American observers have des-
cribed Brazil as the country of the future. Then, 
taking a deep breath, they add “And it always will 

be.” But there is much truth to this tired joke. A country 
vast in resources, cultural heritage and magnificent sights 
is perpetually crippled by economic mismanagement, gross 
inequality and staggering levels of corruption.

In 1985, democratic rule was restored to Brazil after two 
decades of dictatorship. But the dividends of political stability 
failed to be distributed equally across the population. The 
results were predictable. As in many other parts of the world, 
when establishment and technocratic leaders fall short, popu-
lists are quick to capitalize. In Brazil, the people’s champion 
came in the form of President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, 
who made notable strides in raising the standard of living of 
Brazil’s poorest communities. Lula’s successes, however, were 
overshadowed by corruption scandals that dogged his admi-
nistration and eventually landed him in prison. His successor, 
Dilma Rousseff, was impeached for corruption. Operation Car 
Wash, the source of her downfall, also snared her successor, 
Michel Temer. He spent most of his tenure under an investi-
gation that also incriminated Lula.

With a political establishment discredited and crime rates 
soaring, Brazil’s 2018 presidential elections opened the door 
for Jair Bolsonaro, a populist candidate with authoritarian 
tendencies. He promised to restore order and clean house 
in a country desperate for reform and good governance. 
This chapter looks at the factors that propelled Bolsonaro’s 
ascent to power. These same factors may keep him there.
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The Chaotic  
Rhythm of Samba
Brazilian presidents and their fate since 1985

Neves 
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Brazilian 
Economic 
Miracle
GDP growth  
from 1970 to 1973

+15%
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+12%
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+11%
1971

+9%
1970

Source: The World Bank, IFC Representation
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Leaving the Nest
Brazil spent decades expanding its influence by 

addressing global challenges

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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One Trophy 
Brazil Could 
Live Without
Rates of inflation in Brazil

Source: The World Bank, IFC Representation
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A Different 
Type of Blood-
Sucker
Foreign debt obligations led  
to mistrust of international institutions  
and globalization
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Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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From Farms to Favelas
Migration patterns in Brazil
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The Long Ride  
to Equality

After great strides to reduce poverty, the fight 
for equality has taken a turbulent turn
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Prosperity 
Floating Away
Economic losses for Brazil’s 
middle class (2001-2015)
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Getting 
Closer to the 

Beachfront
A relative decline in poverty  

does not equal prosperity

1981 1983 19871985 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

20%

30%

25%

5%

10%

0%

Po
ve

rt
y 

R
at

e

Source: The World Bank



Brazil

89

Going to the Polls
Historical trends in voter turnout
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Impact of Bolsa Familia
Direct payments from the government to families  
has been Brazil's most effective poverty reduction tool
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Working the Ballot Box
Vote share for the Workers Party (PT)
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Thought Experiment
What issues matter to voters by income group

Bottom 50% Middle 40% Top 10%

Source: WID World Issue Brief 2018
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Voting with 
Your Feet

Support for Bolsonaro based on the health, education 
and well-being of voters (HDI Index)

Source: The Brazilian Report, TSE
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Scene of the Crime
Intentional homicides (Per 100,000)
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Los Cabos, Mexico  111

Caracas, Venezuela  111
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Brazilian 
Cities Under 
the Gun
World's most muderous cities  
(per 100,000)

Los Cabos, Mexico  111

Acapulco, Mexico  107

Tijuana, Mexico  101

Fortaleza, Brazil  84

Ciudad Guyana, Venezuela  80

Vitoria da Conquista, Brazil  70

St. Louis, United States  66

Cape Town, South Africa  62

San Salvador, El Salvador  59

Feira de Santana, Brazil  59

Caracas, Venezuela  111

Natal, Brazil  103

La Paz, Mexico  85

Ciudad Victoria, Mexico  83

Belem, Brazil  71

Culiacan, Mexico  70

Maceio, Brazil  64

Kingston, Jamaica  60

Aracaju, Brazil  59

Ciudad Juárez, Mexico  56

Source: WorldAtlas
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A Feast for 
Piranhas
Income share of the top 1%

Richest 
1%

30%
of total income

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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Corruption  
at the Car Wash

Explaining the Lava Jato scandal in numbers

US$2.5 billion
Misappropriated Petrobras funds

500,000
jobs lost

429
indicted 
people

Source: Vox
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Capoeira and a  
Contested Election

First round presidential election results

Fernando Haddad - PT

29.3%

Ciro Gomes - PDT

12.5%

Cabo Daciolo - 
PATRI

1.3%

Geraldo Alckmin - 
PSDB

4.8%

João Amoêdo - 
NOVO

2.5%

Jair Bolsonaro - PSL

46%

Source: Statista
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Order, Progress... 
and Division
Voting patterns in the second round  
of the 2018 presidential election

BolsonaroHaddad
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Source: The Brazil Institute
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Haddad

Bolsonaro

Poorest Richest

Winner
Haddad

Winner
Bolsonaro

25.8% 22.8%

74.2% 77.2%

An Unbalanced Diet
Vote distribution by income group

Source: Institute for Competitiveness
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Bolsonaro's 
Knockout Punch
Second round presidential election results

Fernando Haddad - PT

44.9%
31.3 Million votes

Jair Bolsonaro - PSL

55.1%
49.3 Million votes

Source: The Brazil Institute
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