
G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4

THE CHICAGO COUNCIL ON FOREIGN RELATIONS

American Public Opinion
and Foreign Policy



CCFR TEAM

Marshall M. Bouton, Study chair

Catherine Hug, Team member and study editor

Steven Kull, Team member

Benjamin I. Page, Team member 

Robert Y. Shapiro, Team member

Jennie Taylor, Study coordinator

Christopher B. Whitney, Study director and editor-in-chief 



G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4

THE CHICAGO COUNCIL ON FOREIGN RELATIONS

American Public Opinion
and Foreign Policy



The Chicago Council on Foreign Relations is a leading, independent forum for public
learning about global issues and a prominent contributor to national and international
opinion and policy formation.

The Council provides members, specialized groups, and the general public with a forum
for the consideration of significant international issues and their bearing on American
foreign policy. In addition to remaining the premier platform in the Midwest for
international leaders in foreign policy, the Council strives to take the lead in gaining
recognition for Chicago as an international business center for the corporate community
and to broaden and deepen the Council’s role in the community.

THE COUNCIL TAKES NO INSTITUTIONAL POSITION ON POLICY ISSUES
AND HAS NO AFFILIATION WITH THE U.S. GOVERNMENT. ALL
STATEMENTS OF FACT AND EXPRESSIONS OF OPINION CONTAINED IN
ALL ITS PUBLICATIONS ARE THE SOLE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE AUTHOR
OR AUTHORS.

Copyright © 2004 by The Chicago Council on Foreign Relations

All rights reserved.

Printed in the United States of America

This report may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form (beyond that copying
permitted by sections 107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright Law and excerpts by reviewers
for the public press), without written permission from the publisher. For information, write
The Chicago Council on Foreign Relations, 116 South Michigan Avenue, 10th floor,
Chicago, IL, 60603.



I N T R O D U C T I O N  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 4

E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 7

C H A P T E R  O N E

T H E  G L O B A L  U . S .  P O S I T I O N  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1 1

C H A P T E R  T W O

I N T E R N AT I O N A L  N O R M S  A N D  T H E  U S E  O F  F O R C E  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 2 1

C H A P T E R  T H R E E

M U LT I L AT E R A L I S M  A N D  I N T E R N AT I O N A L  I N S T I T U T I O N S  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3 2

C H A P T E R  F O U R

I N T E R N AT I O N A L  N O R M S  A N D  E C O N O M I C  R E L AT I O N S  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3 9

C H A P T E R  F I V E

U . S .  L E A D E R S  A N D  T H E  P U B L I C :

P O L I C Y  AT T I T U D E S  A N D  P E R C E P T I O N S  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 4 9

N O T E S  O N  M E T H O D O L O G Y  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 5 4

American Public Opinion
and Foreign Policy

G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4



4 G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4

The United States is the world’s undisputed military

and economic superpower. It has a more formidable

global presence than ever, maintaining approximately

700 military installations abroad in 2003 and spending

as much on defense in 2004 as the next 20 nations

combined. This amount of spending is still only 4% of

its gross domestic product (GDP). The U.S. share of

total world product is approximately 30% today, up

from 20% in the 1980s. The American stock markets

account for approximately 36% of global market value.

Seventy-five percent of all Nobel laureates in the sci-

ences, economics, and medicine do research and live in

the United States. 

While the United States is alone among nations in

the magnitude of its power, its destiny is more deeply

intertwined with that of other nations than ever before.

Globalization is speeding the flow of information, people,

ideas, and goods around the globe, creating enormous

opportunities and also new challenges. Among these chal-

lenges have been the September 11 attacks and their after-

math, the war in Iraq, the failure of the Cancun WTO

meetings, and international criticism and perception of

U.S. foreign policies as unilateral and misguided. This, in

turn, has led to an emerging debate in the United States

and internationally over the U.S. role in the world and

how best to achieve global security and prosperity. 

The key questions in this debate are not the usual

stuff of policy discourse. Rather, they go to core con-

cepts about the nature of the world order, the rights and

responsibilities of nation-states, and the role of unprece-

dented American power. In an era defined by the urgent

challenges of globalization, terrorism, weapons of mass

destruction, and weakened international institutions,

this debate will continue and grow long into the future.

One of the major factors shaping the debate will be

understanding the evolving “cognitive framework” of

the American public and leadership as they look at the

world and evaluate how the international system and

the U.S. role in it have been transformed by recent

events. Do Americans perceive the threats of terrorism

and weapons of mass destruction as requiring funda-

mentally new responses, including preventive war and

regime change? Do unilateral means have new appeal

and multilateral approaches less credibility? Under what

circumstances and through what processes do interna-

tional intervention and the use of force against sovereign

states acquire legitimacy? What claims should develop-

ing countries have on the global economy and through

what means can they be addressed? Should American

power be used to spread democratic values and institu-

tions? More generally, how should American power be

used in an era of U.S. primacy in world affairs?

In order to shed light on American attitudes

towards these critical issues, The Chicago Council on

Foreign Relations has chosen to conduct a special 2004

biennial study of U.S. public and leader opinion on

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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international issues. The decision to conduct this study,

the ninth in the Council’s traditionally quadrennial

series, is due to both the significant role foreign policy

issues are playing in American political life and the

2004 presidential election and the unique opportunity

to collaborate with partners in Mexico and South Korea

on simultaneous, parallel surveys focused on key simi-

larities and differences between Americans, Mexicans,

and South Koreans on the rules of international behav-

ior as well as key bilateral concerns. The findings for

these surveys are contained in four separate reports: one

on the U.S. results, one on the Mexico results, and one

each on the comparisons between Americans and

Mexicans and Americans and South Koreans. 

More than half the questions in the U.S. survey are

new and focused on the “rules of the game.” But a

number of questions from previous CCFR studies were

also used, allowing us to measure changes in American

public and leader thinking about the rules of the game

and other matters. Special attention was given to track-

ing and analyzing the similarities and differences in

opinion between the American public and a sample of

American foreign policy leaders. Although sometimes

the differences in opinion between the public and lead-

ers reflect gaps in awareness or information, they also

represent deeper divergences in outlook that point to

potential policy problems. 
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The Global U.S. Position

Three years after the September 11 attacks of 2001, ter-

rorism and other security threats still loom large in the

public’s mind. However, there is a lowered sense of

threat overall compared to 2002, and the domestic con-

cern of protecting American jobs is now the most com-

monly cited goal of U.S. foreign policy. Support for for-

eign policy goals overall is down, as are the numbers of

Americans who want to increase spending on homeland

security and defense. There is lower support for station-

ing U.S. troops abroad, particularly in Middle Eastern

or Islamic countries. Yet Americans are still committed

to playing an engaged role in the world and support

taking action when clearly threatened, especially against

terrorism. They do not want to play a dominant role,

supporting diplomatic and multilateral approaches to

international problems in even greater numbers than in

2002. 

• International terrorism, chemical and biological

weapons, and unfriendly countries becoming

nuclear powers remain the most commonly cited

critical threats, but the percentages who view them

as critical have dropped significantly since 2002.

Virtually all other threats asked about are also

down substantially, with majorities no longer con-

sidering critical the threats of Islamic fundamental-

ism, the development of China as a world power,

and military conflict between Israel and its Arab

neighbors. 

• Similarly, while the rank of U.S. foreign policy

goals has remained largely constant, there is an

overall drop among virtually all goals in the num-

bers believing they are very important. The major

exception is for protecting the jobs of American

workers, which now ranks first, followed by pre-

venting the spread of nuclear weapons and combat-

ing international terrorism. These latter two goals

rank highest among leaders.

• While the American public and leaders favor hav-

ing bases overseas, support for stationing troops in

specific countries—especially those in the Middle

East—has dropped substantially since 2002. 

• Yet strong majorities of the American public and

leaders still believe the United States should take an

active part in world affairs. Despite majority sup-

port among the American public for taking active

steps to ensure no other country becomes a super-

power, Americans strongly believe that the United

States should work together with other nations to

solve international problems. Additionally, large

majorities of the public and leaders reject the idea

that the United States has the responsibility to play

the role of world policeman and think the most

E X E C U T I V E S U M M A R Y
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important lesson of September 11 is that the

United States needs to work more closely with

other countries to fight terrorism. 

• Americans are still willing to use force in a variety

of contexts when critical interests are threatened,

especially in responding to terrorism. Many diplo-

matic means to combat terrorism, such as helping

countries to develop their economies and trying

suspected terrorists in the International Criminal

Court, score as high as military options, and a plu-

rality believes more emphasis should be placed on

diplomatic and economic methods compared to

military ones in the fight against terrorism. 

International Norms and the Use of Force 

Following September 11, there has been substantial dis-

cussion regarding the international norms governing the

use of force and whether they need to become less

restrictive to respond to the new threat posed by terror-

ists and the spread of weapons of mass destruction. The

American public and leaders strongly endorse the tradi-

tional constraints on the use of force by individual states

and resist new ideas for making them looser. They also

indicate readiness to give wide-ranging powers to states

acting collectively through the United Nations to

address various potential threats.

• Majorities of the public and leaders do not support

states taking unilateral action to prevent other states

from acquiring weapons of mass destruction, but do

support this action if it has UN Security Council

approval. They also both reject preventive unilateral

war, but endorse a country’s right to go to war on

its own if there is strong evidence of an imminent

threat. Strong majorities of the public and leaders

also believe the United States would need UN

Security Council approval before using military

force to destroy North Korea’s nuclear capability. 

• The public and leaders strongly endorse the UN

having the right to authorize the use of force to

stop a country from supporting terrorist groups.

Although a majority of the public says a country

should have this right without UN approval, a clear

majority only supports the right of the United

States to overthrow a government supporting ter-

rorist groups when the threat is imminent. 

• Both the public and leaders strongly endorse either

a state acting on its own or the UN Security

Council having the right to authorize force against

genocide and favor using U.S. troops for this pur-

pose. A majority of the public and leaders agree

that the UN, but not an individual state, has the

right to intervene to restore a democratic govern-

ment that has been overthrown. The public even

more forcefully rejects the use of U.S. troops to

install democratic governments in states where dic-

tators rule. 

• There is strong endorsement by both the public

and leaders of the right of a country to defend

another country that has been attacked even with-

out UN approval. However, support for this meas-

ure increases with UN authorization. While the

public opposes using U.S. troops to defend South

Korea from a North Korean attack, a majority

favors the U.S. contributing forces to a UN-spon-

sored effort to defend South Korea. 

• The American public and leaders support the use

of nuclear weapons only in response to a nuclear

attack and reject using torture to extract informa-

tion from suspected terrorists.

Multilateralism and International

Institutions 

Some have argued that in a globalized world it is neces-

sary for countries to participate in a rules-based interna-

tional system that constrains decision making by the

United States and other individual countries so that

consensus can be reached on critical issues. Others argue

that the United States, as the world’s most powerful

nation, should not accept these constraints. The survey

results indicate there is substantial U.S. public and

leader support for collective decision making and for

strengthening international organizations. Both the

public and leaders also support U.S. participation in a

wide range of international treaties and agreements.
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• Strong majorities agree that the United States

should be more willing to make decisions within

the UN even if this means the United States will

have to go along with a policy that is not its first

choice. Significantly, a clear majority of the public

favors changing UN Security Council rules so that

no single member could veto a decision favored by

all other members. 

• Strong majorities of both the public and leaders say

decisions in international economic organizations

should always be made by a majority of members

without the possibility of a U.S. veto and favor

U.S. compliance with unfavorable WTO rulings.

The public also roundly endorses giving the World

Health Organization the authority to intervene in a

country in response to a world health crisis even if

the country disagrees. 

• Similarly, the public and leaders favor U.S. partici-

pation in the nuclear test ban treaty, the treaty ban-

ning the use of land mines, the Kyoto agreement to

reduce global warming, and the International

Criminal Court (ICC). They additionally support

the trial of international terrorists in the ICC and

the United States making a general commitment to

accept World Court decisions. 

• American public and leaders have a positive feeling

toward the UN, believe it should have a stronger

role than the United States in helping Iraqis write a

new constitution and build a democratic govern-

ment, support U.S. participation in UN peacekeep-

ing activities, and favor strengthening the organiza-

tion through creating a standing UN peacekeeping

force and giving the UN the power to regulate the

international arms trade. A plurality of the public

supports giving the UN the power to fund its activ-

ities by taxing the international sale of arms or oil;

a plurality of leaders oppose this.

• Both the public and leaders believe the United

States should withdraw its forces from Iraq if a clear

majority of the Iraqi people want this. Opinions are

divided, however, on a more general withdrawal of

military forces from the Middle East, with the pub-

lic believing the United States should withdraw if a

majority of people there want it to do so. A small

majority of leaders disagree. Despite this, both pub-

lic and leaders think that foreign governments both

should and do have more influence on U.S. foreign

policy than the opinion of people around the

world, with leaders generally less concerned than

the public about the opinion of either. 

International Norms and Economic

Relations

There is currently a debate on the equity of the interna-

tional trading system and the degree to which trade

should be free. Related to this are questions about the

structure and role of the World Trade Organization and

the growth of regional trade agreements. The survey

findings indicate Americans want to pursue free trade

provided displaced American workers are assisted and

the environment is protected. They strongly support an

international trading system regulated through multilat-

eral institutions and requiring compliance with deci-

sions that have majority support. 

• A large majority of leaders and a smaller majority

of the public think globalization is mostly good for

the United States. The public, however, clearly sees

positives and negatives in international trade, with

the U.S. economy and American consumers con-

sidered winners, while job security and job creation

in the United States suffer. 

• Majorities of the public think bilateral trade with

Japan, the countries of the EU, and Canada is fair,

and economic competition from Europe scores very

low as a critical threat. A majority of both the pub-

lic and leaders believe that rich countries aren’t

playing fair in trade negotiations with poor coun-

tries, even though a small majority of the public

thinks the United States practices fair trade with

poor countries. There is, however, concern about

developing countries, with a notable number of the

public citing competition from low-wage countries

as a critical threat, a majority seeing China as prac-

ticing unfair trade, and a large majority believing

that outsourcing is mostly bad. Leaders see out-
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sourcing as mostly good and are much less con-

cerned about protecting American jobs. 

• Americans support lowering trade barriers such as

tariffs, but want government programs to help dis-

placed workers. Overwhelming majorities of the

public and leaders also favor including minimum

standards for working conditions and the protec-

tion of the environment in international trade

agreements. 

• While Americans support giving subsidies to small

farmers, this support is predicated on need. Only

very small percentages of the public and leaders

favor regular annual subsidies. Large majorities of

both the public and leaders oppose subsidies for

large farming businesses.

• Americans favor aid to help needy countries devel-

op their economies as a measure to fight terrorism

and to achieve numerous humanitarian goals.

Leaders are even more emphatic in their support of

these measures. Leaders also favor undertaking a

multibillion dollar reconstruction and democratiza-

tion effort in the Middle East, which a majority of

the public opposes.

• There is support for extending free trade agreements,

with both the public and leaders endorsing U.S. par-

ticipation in a proposed Free Trade Agreement of the

Americas. The American public, however, has mixed

feelings about NAFTA, seeing it as benefiting

Mexico more than the United States and providing

fewer advantages than international trade overall.

Leaders look at NAFTA far more favorably. 

• The public opposes increasing legal immigration

levels and also opposes unilateral reform measures

such as giving undocumented workers temporary

worker status. Yet they are willing to endorse a

bilateral agreement with Mexico that would

increase legal immigration levels in the United

States in exchange for Mexican efforts to reduce

illegal immigration and drug trafficking. Leaders

support keeping immigration at its current level or

increasing it. They support temporary worker sta-

tus for the undocumented and favor the bilateral

agreement with Mexico. 

U.S. Leaders and the Public: Policy

Attitudes and Perceptions

When comparing the attitudes of public and leaders on

a range of policies and positions taken by the present or

previous U.S. administrations, a fairly broad consensus

between the public and leaders emerges, with both pub-

lic and leaders supporting some and opposing others. In

another interesting comparison in which leaders were

asked to predict public opinion on a number of policies

and positions that were asked in this survey, there are

striking misperceptions among the leaders about public

attitudes on those questions. 

• Both the public and leaders strongly endorse

polices ranging from maintaining rules against tor-

ture and complying with unfavorable WTO rul-

ings, to using U.S. troops for peacekeeping in

Afghanistan and maintaining a military presence in

South Korea. 

• Both the public and leaders disagree with other

policies or positions. Strong majorities want the

United States to participate in a range of interna-

tional treaties, favor strengthening international

trade agreements to require the protection of work-

ers and the environment, oppose increasing defense

spending, and reject countries going to war on

their own to prevent another country from acquir-

ing nuclear weapons.

• The public does not support some policies that the

leaders do support: using U.S. troops if North

Korea invades South Korea, keeping legal immigra-

tion levels the same (public wants to decrease), and

expanding economic aid to other countries (public

also wants to decrease).

• Leaders do not realize that the public favors partici-

pation in the International Criminal Court, the

Kyoto agreement on global warming, and UN

international peacekeeping forces. They are also not

aware that the public favors accepting collective

decisions within the UN and unfavorable WTO

rulings as well as giving the UN the authority to

tax such things as the international sale of arms and

oil.
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In 2002, nearly a year after the terrorist attacks of

September 11, 2001, Americans were more focused

than ever on world affairs, felt a heightened sense of

threat and vulnerability, especially from international

terrorism, and were more willing to take action around

the world to reduce that vulnerability than in the past. 

Two years later, after having taken substantial inter-

national actions against perceived threats, most obvious-

ly against the regime of Saddam Hussein in Iraq,

Americans are taking a more restrained stance interna-

tionally. Fewer Americans show high levels of concern

about critical threats. Fewer see various foreign policy

goals as extremely important. There is a declining readi-

ness to expand spending on international priorities, and

there is declining support for stationing troops in many

countries. Overwhelming majorities believe the United

States does not have the responsibility to play the role of

world policeman and believe it is playing that role more

than it should be.

However, this does not mean that Americans are

disengaging from the international sphere. There is still

strong support for an active U.S. role in the world, and

Americans remain willing to take certain military

actions on their own against highly critical and immi-

nent threats such as terrorism. They do not, however,

want to play the dominant role in international affairs.

In most cases they want the United States to act multi-

laterally, gaining the approval of allies and the United

Nations. They prefer diplomatic efforts to military ones

and show stronger support for working together with

other countries. 

Lowered sense of threat1

The threats to their vital interests that most Americans

consider critical remain much the same as in 2002 (see

Figure 1-1). International terrorism, chemical and bio-

logical weapons, and unfriendly countries becoming

nuclear powers occupy the top three spots in that order,

just as they did in 2002. Strikingly, however, the per-

centages who view these as critical threats have dropped

dramatically, by 10, 16, and 19 percentage points,

respectively. 

The Global U.S. Position

C H A P T E R O N E

1In 2004 the CCFR public survey was conducted for the first time primarily
by Internet. The poll was fielded by Knowledge Networks (KN) using its
nationwide panel, which is randomly selected from the entire adult population
and subsequently provided Internet access. A special telephone survey
designed to be directly comparable to the telephone survey of 2002 was con-
ducted on several questions to confirm comparability. In addition, in 2002 a
special KN Internet survey was conducted on several questions. This has
allowed the Council to assess mode differences and make direct comparisons
on a number of questions using the same mode. Based on a combination of
extensive bimodal research and the research literature on mode effects, we are
quite confident that none of the trendline changes reported here are attributa-
ble to mode variations. Unless otherwise noted, all 2004 figures for the public
listed in this report are from the primary Internet survey, while change figures
cited from 2002 to 2004 for the public are from comparable modes (i.e. tele-
phone to telephone or Internet to Internet). This generally provides a more
conservative estimate of change than the comparison between 2002 telephone
and 2004 Internet findings. The mode for collecting leader data has not
changed, so all 2004 figures are directly comparable to past CCFR leader fig-
ures. For a full explanation of the survey methodology and mode effects, see
the Notes on Methodology section at the end of this report.
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Virtually all other threats asked about are also

down substantially. Majorities no longer consider criti-

cal the threats of military conflict between Israel and its

Arab neighbors (39%), the development of China as a

world power (33%), and perhaps most surprisingly,

Islamic fundamentalism (38%). Only two other threats

are still considered critical by majorities of Americans,

though they are also down: AIDS, the Ebola virus, and

other potential epidemics (58%) and large numbers of

immigrants coming into the United States (52%), down

13 and 9 points, respectively. 

An explanation for these declines could be that

Americans are discounting the gravity of these threats

after three years without another direct terrorist attack

on American soil, or may have become skeptical of

alarms about them, including the now questionable

imminent danger of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. Other

explanations may be that some Americans feel that U.S.

policies and actions have lessened the danger, or people

may simply have become more adjusted to living with

the threats. 

Fewer foreign policy goals considered

“very important” 

The fundamental foreign policy goals that Americans

want to pursue have remained remarkably constant

through three decades of CCFR surveys conducted both

before and after the end of the Cold War. What is most

striking in the 2004 survey is the overall drop among

virtually all goals in the numbers believing they are very

important. This drop on goals parallels the drop in the

numbers of people who consider various threats to be

critical (see Figure 1-2). 

The goals of preventing the spread of nuclear

weapons and combating international terrorism are still

among the top goals on the list, as they were in 2002,

considered very important by 73% and 71% of the

public, respectively. However, these figures have

dropped by 13 and 12 percentage points, respectively,

in two years. 

All other goals have also dropped anywhere from 8

to 19 percentage points among the public, with the

Figure 1-1
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exception of protecting the jobs of American workers

(78%), which now places first even above preventing

the spread of nuclear weapons and combating terrorism,

and of securing adequate supplies of energy (69%),

which ranks only slighting below combating terrorism.

These two have dropped only 3 and 1 percentage

points, respectively. Just two others goals are considered

very important by majorities: stopping the flow of ille-

gal drugs into the United States (63%) and controlling

and reducing illegal immigration (59%). 

Eight other goals are not rated as very important by

majorities in 2004, five of which were rated as very

important by majorities in 2002: maintaining superior

military power worldwide (now 50%), improving the

global environment (47%), combating world hunger

(43%), strengthening the United Nations (38%), and

protecting the interests of American business abroad

(32%). The three others, which traditionally receive the

smallest numbers saying they are very important goals,

are again at the bottom, this time at historically low lev-

els: protecting weaker nations against foreign aggression

(18%), helping to improve the standard of living of less

developed nations (18%), and helping to bring a demo-

cratic form of government to other nations (14%). In

fact, seven of the eight goals that did not receive majori-

ties as very important goals receive the lowest percentages

ever recorded on those items (the other tied for lowest),

with six of them asked in surveys going back to 1974.

Figure 1-2
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By contrast, the number of leaders rating many of

these foreign policy goals as very important has

increased since 2002, pointing to some striking shifts.

Preventing the spread of nuclear weapons and combat-

ing international terrorism remain the top two priorities

in 2004 by far, as they were in 2002, with 87% (down

2 points) and 84% (down 3 points), respectively, saying

these goals are very important goals. 

However, on the other four goals that majorities of

leaders consider very important, those majorities are up

markedly from 2002. Combating world hunger is up 8

points to 67%, and securing adequate supplies of energy

is up 6 points to 57%. Improving the global environ-

ment is up a sharp 18 points to 61%. Most striking of

all, however, is the 22 point increase in the goal of help-

ing to improve the standard of living of less developed

nations, now considered a very important goal by 64%

of leaders, the first time this item has received a majori-

ty from leaders since 1982. 

Possibly, leaders have become more acutely aware

of both the security and economic problems associated

with the gap between developed and developing

nations. Additionally, pressure from developing coun-

tries about the fairness of trade in the recent round of

trade talks in the World Trade Organization may also be

sharpening the focus on this goal.

Another notable shift among leaders is the increase

in support for strengthening the United Nations as a

very important goal of foreign policy. Forty percent of

leaders now consider this important, up 12 percentage

points. Accompanying this increase is a decrease in sup-

port for the goal of maintaining superior power world-

wide as a very important goal. This has dropped 15

points to only 37%, the first time it has received less

than a majority since it was first asked in 1994. 

Moderated desire to spend more on

foreign policy

Another measure of engagement is how much

Americans are willing to spend on foreign policy-related

items. While few Americans want to cut spending on

international programs in 2004, desires to expand

spending have dropped somewhat since 2002 (see

Figure 1-3). The percentage of Americans that want to

expand spending on homeland security (51%) has

dropped 5 points, with 37% saying keep it the same

and 11% wanting to cut back. The percentage that

want to expand spending on gathering intelligence

information about foreign countries (43%)2 has

dropped 10 points, with 44% saying keep it the same

and 11% wanting to cut it back. The percentage that

want to expand defense spending (29%) has dropped 7

points, with 44% saying keep it the same and 25%

wanting to cut back. Nevertheless, while the number

who want to expand spending has declined in all three

cases, on balance, the tendency of opinion is to expand

spending on homeland security and on intelligence

gathering, while keeping the recently expanded and

quite large defense budget at about its current level. 

As has been true for 30 years in these surveys,

hardly any Americans want to expand military or eco-

nomic aid to other nations, and strong majorities want

to cut back. Sixty-five percent of the public want to cut

back military aid, with 28% wanting to keep it the

same and only 5% preferring to increase it. Sixty-four

percent want to cut back economic aid, with 26% say-

ing keep it the same and 8% saying expand it. Support

for cuts in economic aid, however, are likely related to

the fact that Americans grossly overestimate the amount

of money spent on such aid, as was confirmed in the

2002 Council study.

By contrast, the highest proportions of the public

favor the expansion of purely domestic programs.

Seventy-nine percent of Americans favor expanding

health care; 69% favor expanding aid to education; and

65% favor expanding Social Security. This has long

been found in CCFR surveys.

Leaders show a decline in support for expanding

spending on homeland security, defense, and intelli-

gence gathering. The 2002 majority (53%) for expand-

ing spending on homeland security has dropped 14

points to 39% in 2004, with 42% wanting to keep it

the same and 15% wanting to cut it back. The number

2The 2004 telephone survey showed a majority supporting expansion of
spending on gathering intelligence information about other countries (56%).
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of leaders wanting to expand defense spending has

dropped 15 points from 30% to 15%, with 48% want-

ing to keep it the same. Today, there are more leaders

who want to cut it back (35%) than want to expand it

(15%), the opposite of which was true in 2002 (30%

expand and 24% cut back). While the number wanting

expand spending on gathering intelligence information

about foreign countries has also gone down (5 points), a

majority still favors expansion (58%). 

On economic aid, the trend among leaders is also

to expand spending. Sixty-one percent of leaders (61%)

want to expand economic aid to other nations. This

number is up 3 points since 2002 and a dramatic 23

points since 1998, the last survey before the terrorist

attacks of 9/11. As we saw with the dramatic increase of

leaders supporting the goal of helping to improve the

standard of living of less developed nations, the high

support for expanding economic aid may be related to

leader preferences for using economic measures to com-

bat terrorism. 

For leaders, as with the public, health care, and

education are also first on list for expanded spending,

with 70% and 74%, respectively, wanting to do so.

Social Security ranks much lower (30% expand).

Support for bases abroad down

A majority of Americans favor the U.S. having military

bases overseas in general, but support for stationing

troops in various specific countries has dropped signifi-

cantly since 2002 (see Figure 1-4). Fifty-four percent say

that the number of military bases the United States has

Figure 1-3
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overseas should stay about the same as it is now.

However, more Americans now say the United States

should have fewer bases (31%) than say we should have

more bases (11%). In 2002 more Americans said the

United States should have more bases than said it

should have fewer, with a majority saying keep the

number the same. 

While majorities still favor having long-term mili-

tary bases only in such well-established locations as

South Korea (62%); Guantanamo Bay, Cuba (58%);

Germany (57%); and Japan (52%), the percentages are

significantly down from 2002. 

There is no majority support for bases in any of the

other countries asked about. This includes four coun-

tries that had majority support in 2002, of which three

have slipped to pluralities (Saudi Arabia, now 50%,

Afghanistan, 47%, and Turkey, 46%), and one,

Pakistan, has a majority opposed (52%). A 50% plurali-

ty opposes bases in Iraq (a new item in 2004) and 59%

now oppose bases in Uzbekistan (compared to a divided

response in 2002). Interestingly, all of the countries for

which there is no majority support for bases are in some

way connected to problems in the Middle East or the

war on terrorism.

Leaders take much the same view as the public

concerning bases, with majorities favoring bases in

South Korea, Japan, Germany, and Turkey, but oppos-

ing bases nearly everywhere else. Since 2002, leaders’

support for every single base location has dropped, espe-

cially for Saudi Arabia—where leaders may be more

aware than the general public of the post-Iraq war U.S.

withdrawal—Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkey (drops

of 25, 20, 14, and 14 percentage points, respectively).

When it comes to troop levels the picture is similar.

When told at the time of the survey that the United

States had about 37,000 troops in South Korea, a

majority of the public (52%) said that was too many,

with only 7% saying it was too few. Told that officials

in Washington had proposed cutting the number of

U.S. troops in South Korea by about one-third, 53%

felt it would have no significant effect either way on

South Korea’s security. Only 29% said it would be

somewhat bad or very bad for South Korea’s security. 

Caution in troubled areas 

The decline in support for many bases, especially in

trouble spots like the Middle East and states linked to

terrorist activity, points to a sense of caution among

Americans about involvement in such areas. Views on

the Middle East are particularly striking in this regard.

With attention focused on this region because of the

war with Iraq, the war on terrorism, violence between

Israel and Palestinians, and other problems making

headlines, Americans show a wariness about the region.

Some of this shows up on the feeling thermometer

(see Figure 1-5). On a scale of 0 to 100, where 50 is a

neutral feeling, Saudi Arabia and the Muslim people

receive cool ratings (37 and 39 degrees, respectively). 

Figure 1-4
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Americans appear ready to leave the Middle East if

they are not wanted. Fifty-nine percent of the public say

that the United States should remove its military pres-

ence from the Middle East if a majority of people in the

Middle East want it to. Seventy-two percent of the pub-

lic say that if a clear majority of the Iraqi people want

the United States to withdraw its forces from Iraq, it

should do so (see Figure 1-6). 

A majority of leaders (68%) agree that the United

States should withdraw its forces from Iraq if a clear

majority of the Iraqi people desire this. However, only

35% agree that the United States should remove its mil-

itary presence from the Middle East if a majority of

people in the Middle East want it to do so.

The public does not think the United States should

put greater pressure on countries in the Middle East like

Saudi Arabia and Egypt to become more democratic.

Fifty-seven percent say the United States should not

apply such pressure, with 35% saying it should.

The public is also not interested in a Marshall

Plan-like undertaking in the region, which some have

argued would help stabilize it. Sixty-eight percent of

Americans say they oppose an investment in the Middle

East similar to the one made after World War II in

which the United States spent billions of dollars to

reconstruct and democratize Europe (see Figure 4-8).

Leaders, however, take the opposite view. In line with

the increased emphasis they place on improving the

standard of living of less developed countries as a for-

eign policy goal and their strong support for economic

aid to other countries, 64% of leaders say they support

making a major investment to reconstruct and democra-

tize the Middle East.

An engaged but not dominant U.S. role

These findings do not mean that Americans are disen-

gaging from the world. Approximately two-thirds of the

American public (67%) and nearly all leaders (97%) say

the United States should take an active part in world

affairs rather than stay out of world affairs, down only

slightly from two years ago when CCFR found the

highest level it has recorded. 

Figure 1-5
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Dropping in numbers are those Americans who are

concerned about maintaining the superiority of U.S.

power. Fifty percent of the public (down 17 points from

2002) say that maintaining superior military power

worldwide is a very important goal of U.S. foreign poli-

cy, with 41% saying this is somewhat important. Only

37% of leaders say this goal is very important, down 15

points from 2002 and the first time this goal has not

garnered a majority from leaders since it was first asked

in 1994. Despite this, a slim majority of the public is

committed to remaining unchallenged, with 52% of the

public saying that the United States should make active

efforts to ensure that no other country becomes a super-

power and 41% disagreeing.

Americans are clear, however, that they do not

want the United States to use its power play a dominant

role in the world. Just 8% of Americans say that as the

sole remaining superpower, the United States should

continue to be the preeminent world leader in solving

international problems. Most (78%) say instead that the

United States should do its share in efforts to solve

international problems together with other countries,

with only 10% saying it should withdraw from most

efforts to solve international problems. 

Only 20% of the public (down substantially from

2002) and 18% of leaders say the United States has the

responsibility to play the role of world policeman, that

is, to fight violations of international law and aggression

wherever they occur. Fully 80% (up substantially from

2002) of the public now say the United States is playing

this role more than it should be (Figure 1-7).

Even in the context of terrorism, large majorities of

the public (73%) and of leaders (84%) say that the

more important lesson of September 11 is that the

United States needs to work more closely with other

countries to fight terrorism, also up among the public

from 2002 (see Figure 1-8). Only small minorities say

the more important lesson is that the United States

needs to act more on its own to fight terrorism (23%

for the public and 9% for the leaders). 

Willingness to take action against

terrorism 

While Americans don’t want to play a dominant role in

the world, they are willing to take action when they

believe they are threatened. Among the most critical of

those threats, of course, is terrorism. Of all the various

circumstances that might justify the use of force by the

United States, the use of force to combat terrorism

receives the highest levels of support. More than three-

quarters of the public favor U.S. air strikes against ter-

Figure 1-8
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rorist and other training camps (83%) and attacks by

ground troops against terrorist camps and other facilities

(76%) (see Figure 1-9). Lower percentages but still

strong majorities also favor toppling unfriendly regimes

that support terrorist groups threatening the United

States and the assassination of individual terrorist lead-

ers (67% and 68%, respectively). Support for these four

military actions against terrorism, however, has dropped

somewhat since 2002, paralleling the decline in the level

of concern about the threat of terrorism. 

Leaders also support military action against terror-

ism with one major exception. Only 38% of leaders,

down a dramatic 23 points from 61% in 2002, favor

toppling unfriendly regimes that support terrorist

groups threatening the United States. More in line with

the public, 83% of leaders favor U.S. air strikes against

terrorist training camps, 74% favor attacks by U.S.

ground troops against terrorist training camps, and 52%

favor assassinating terrorist leaders. 

As will be discussed further in Chapter 2, support

for action against the terrorist threat does not mean that

Americans feel it is open season for the unilateral use of

force against terrorism. In the case of overthrowing a

government that is providing substantial support to a

Figure 1-9
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terrorist group that might pose a threat, 58% say that

the United States can overthrow that government only

when it has strong evidence that the terrorist group

poses an imminent threat, as opposed to posing a threat

at some point in the future. The perceived imminence

of the terrorist threat, as implied by the September 11

attacks and the U.S. war on terrorism, is clearly driving

high support for the use of force against clearly identi-

fied and specific threats. 

Strong preference for diplomatic and

other approaches to solve conflicts 

While Americans are willing to use force when clearly

threatened, they show strong support for diplomatic

and other nonmilitary actions to solve conflicts.

Diplomatic measures to combat terrorism score num-

bers as high as military options. Indeed, the measure of

working through the UN to strengthen international

laws against terrorism and to make sure UN members

enforce them receives the highest percentage among

both the public and leaders (87% public and 94% lead-

ers) of all measures against terrorism asked about,

including all military measures (see Figure 1-9). Large

majorities of the public (82%) and leaders (80%) favor

the trial of suspected terrorists in the International

Criminal Court. These numbers have held steady since

2002 for the public and are even up a bit for leaders,

compared to the modest decline in numbers for military

measures among the public. Sixty-four percent of the

public and an overwhelming 94% of leaders support

helping poor countries develop their economies as a

measure to combat terrorism, though this is down sig-

nificantly for the public. 

When asked directly whether the U.S. government

in the future (compared with what it has been doing)

should put more emphasis on military methods, on

diplomatic and economic methods, or whether it has

the balance about right in the effort to fight terrorism,

45% of Americans say more emphasis should be placed

on diplomatic and economic methods, while 26% say

the balance is about right and 23% choose military

methods. A large majority of leaders (73%) say the gov-

ernment should put more emphasis on diplomatic and

economic methods (see Figure 1-10).

Accompanying the strong preference for multilater-

al and diplomatic approaches is resistance to new inter-

national rules and norms that would allow the United

States to use force more freely. In addition, they show

unequivocal support for empowering international insti-

tutions to make collective decisions and are willing to

comply with those decisions. These issues will be the

focus of Chapter 2, 3, and 4. 

Figure 1-10
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The post-September 11 world has raised new questions

about the international norms governing the use of

force. Historically, international law has been fairly

restrictive, for the most part only allowing the use of

force as an act of self-defense in response to an actual

attack, preemptively in response to an unambiguously

imminent attack, or to help protect another state

against such an attack. But since September 11 new

questions have been posed, with some voices calling for

a broader range of circumstances in which it is legiti-

mate to use force, expanding the traditional definition

and boundaries of preemption or, indeed, moving

toward preventive uses of force, which have been

eschewed in international law.

The questions of using force

THE RIGHTS OF STATES

The potential for terrorist attacks has become more

salient and their destructive potential greater with the

dissemination of advanced technologies, especially

weapons of mass destruction. This has raised key ques-

tions about what rights states have, acting individually

or collectively, to use military force to address such

threats. In particular it raises the question of whether

states have the right to overthrow a government that

may be allowing a terrorist group to operate on its soil

or if it is simply providing significant support to the ter-

rorist group. 

The proliferation of technology for creating

weapons of mass destruction has also posed new ques-

tions. Related specifically to nuclear weapons, most

countries have signed the Nuclear Nonproliferation

Treaty (NPT) that prohibits non-nuclear states from

acquiring nuclear weapons. Yet this treaty is still volun-

tary. International law does not prevent states from

deciding to acquire nuclear weapons should they elect

not to be part of the treaty—and, indeed, in recent

years India, Pakistan, and probably North Korea have

done just that. Some have argued that states, by virtue

of their national sovereignty, have the right to develop

whatever capacity they deem necessary for their self

defense, including acquiring weapons of mass destruc-

tion, and no other state or group of states has the right

to interfere with that. Others argue that if a country is

in the process of acquiring weapons of mass destruc-

tion—especially nuclear weapons—another state that

believes it is threatened by this emerging capability has

the right to use force preventively to stop the country

from acquiring it. 

THE RIGHTS OF THE UNITED NATIONS

Beyond the question of what rights individual states

have to act against other states in various circumstances,

International Norms and the Use of Force

C H A P T E R T W O
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including the right to act preventively against perceived

threats, is the question of what rights the UN has to

authorize action. The UN Charter provides the UN

Security Council with the authority to use force when-

ever it deems it necessary for preserving international

peace, but does not spell out any principles under which

such a determination can be made. Some argue that in

the case of a country newly acquiring weapons of mass

destruction, including nuclear weapons, only the UN

Security Council—not states on their own—should

have the right to authorize military action if it deter-

mines that this new capability endangers international

peace. This would represent a departure from the purely

voluntary character of the Nuclear Nonproliferation

Treaty.

THE USE OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS

Yet one more controversy revolves around nuclear

weapons. Many have argued that there should be a

clear firewall against any use of nuclear weapons

except for retaliatory purposes because of the tremen-

dous destructive power of nuclear weapons and the

possibility that any first use could quickly escalate into

a catastrophic war. Others argue that in the post-Cold

War context, the potential for escalation to all-out

nuclear war between nuclear powers has been lessened

and that nuclear weapons may have a utility for cer-

tain limited, tactical purposes such as taking out deep

underground bunkers where terrorist groups may be

holed up. Small nuclear weapons have been proposed

for such purposes. 

THE USE OF TORTURE

Another question that has arisen in the context of the

war on terrorism is whether the United States or any

country needs to be restrained by the international con-

ventions against torture. Some have argued that in the

current environment such international laws should be

regarded as out of date and no longer applicable. 

INTERVENTION IN THE CASE OF GENOCIDE OR

OTHER CIRCUMSTANCES

While international norms generally impose limits on

the use of force, there is also the question of whether

states should be expected to intervene militarily under

certain circumstances. Most countries have signed the

Convention on Genocide which calls for intervention in

a country committing genocide. But do Americans feel

that that the United States should intervene in a case of

genocide or if a government is in some other way com-

mitting large-scale violations of human rights? A related

question is whether states should intervene to restore a

democratic government when it has been overthrown.

Also, while international law has clearly allowed for

states to help defend each other against attack, do

Americans feel obliged to do so?

Adhering to traditional norms and

empowering the UN

As we shall see, a recurring theme in the answers to

these questions among both the American public and

leaders is the readiness to give wide-ranging powers to

states acting collectively through the United Nations to

address various potential threats, coupled with an affir-

mation of the traditional constraints on the possible

actions of individual states and a resistance to new ideas

for making them looser. The public and leaders hew

closely to the established view that individual states do

not have the right to take military action against anoth-

er state preventively, but only as an act of self defense in

response to an actual attack, preemptively in response to

an imminent attack, or to help defend another state that

is being attacked. 

This view is not altered even in the case of a state

acquiring weapons of mass destruction, especially

nuclear weapons. The case of a state supporting terror-

ists groups creates a new wrinkle, in that majorities do

say that states have the right to attack governments that

are supporting terrorist groups. However, on closer
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examination it is clear that this would only be the case

if the terrorist group posed an imminent threat, thus

being an elaboration of, rather than a deviation from,

the existing norm. 

The UN Security Council is seen as having the

right to authorize military action in many circum-

stances, representing an affirmation and clarification of

already existing powers granted by the UN Charter. A

new finding, however, is support for the UN Security

Council having the right to authorize force to prevent

countries from acquiring nuclear weapons. This is strik-

ing given that the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty is

explicitly voluntary. 

Other norms are also confirmed. The public and

leaders hew to the traditional view that nuclear

weapons should never be used in the absence of a

nuclear attack and reject the position that torture

should be used to extract information from terrorists.

Roundly rejected is the view that, in the wake of

September 11, the United States should avoid being

enmeshed in international agreements that constrain

the United States in general and especially in the fight

against terrorism. The post-holocaust norm, codified in

the Convention against Genocide that requires states to

prevent genocide even without UN approval, is strong-

ly affirmed as is the readiness to act on it. The proposal

that countries without UN approval may act to restore

democratic governments is rejected. The traditional

norm allowing states to defend other states from attack

is also affirmed, though the public shows less willing-

ness to do so unilaterally in specific cases than do lead-

ers. 

Preventive action against a state seeking

weapons of mass destruction 

A striking and unprecedented finding of this study is

that there is not a clear majority of the public and lead-

ers who support states taking action on their own to

prevent other states from acquiring weapons of mass

destruction and specifically nuclear weapons, but a

majority does support it if this action is deemed appro-

priate by the United Nations Security Council.

MAJORITY SUPPORT FOR PREVENTIVE ACTION

AUTHORIZED BY THE UNITED NATIONS

Seventy percent of the public and 62% of the leaders

think that the UN Security Council should have the

right to authorize the use of military force to prevent a

country that does not have nuclear weapons from

acquiring them (see Figure 2-1). 

This is consistent with the power of the UN

Security Council under Chapter 7 of the UN Charter to

authorize military force to prevent any development

deemed to threaten international peace. Nonetheless,

this does suggest a significant development in the inter-

national regime to prevent nuclear proliferation. No

international law prohibits countries from acquiring

nuclear weapons. The Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty

(NPT) is entirely voluntary and specifies that signatories

can withdraw with six months notice, and the UN

Security Council has never taken any action to prevent

a country from acquiring nuclear weapons. 

It is important to note that this finding does not

necessarily mean that the public thinks the NPT should

now be regarded as international law. Saying that the

UN Security Council should have the right to authorize

force to prevent a country from acquiring nuclear

weapons does not necessarily mean that the UN should

always authorize it. Nevertheless, it is still significant

that such a large majority of Americans endorse the

right of the UN Security Council to effectively author-

ize preventive military action against a country when a

nuclear capability is in question. 

NO MAJORITY SUPPORT FOR PREVENTIVE

ACTION BY STATES 

While a majority of Americans are supportive of preven-

tive action if the UN authorizes it, there is not a clear

majority in favor of such action by states acting on their

own. Basically, the public has not been persuaded by the

argument that because of the unique dangers of nuclear

weapons, the United States should not be bound by the

traditional stricture of acting against a state only when it

poses a clear, imminent threat. 
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The rejection of preventive action by states is most

clear on a question that distinguishes between preven-

tive and preemptive action, the more traditional posi-

tion that Americans do support. When presented four

options on the circumstances under which countries

should have the right to “go to war” with another coun-

try that may pose a threat, only 17% choose the preven-

tive option, saying that countries on their own should

have the right to go to war if they have strong evidence

that the other country is acquiring weapons of mass

destruction that could be used against them at some

point in the future. A majority (53%) choose the pre-

emptive option, saying that countries should have the

right to go to war on their own only if they strong evi-

Figure 2-1
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dence that they are in imminent danger of being

attacked by the other country, with 24% saying only if

the other country attacks them first and 4% saying

never (see Figure 2-2). 

Leaders responded similarly on this question, but

with even more rejecting the preventive option. Only

10% endorse the idea that a country has the right to

attack without an imminent threat, 61% say that a coun-

try only has the right with an imminent threat, 25% say

the other country must attack first, and 2% say never. 

When asked simply whether a country should have

the right to “use military force” to prevent a country

from acquiring nuclear weapons without UN approval, a

bare plurality, but not a clear majority (50%), says that

it should, while 44% said that it should not (the remain-

ing 6% were not sure or declined to answer). Leaders

were more definitive, with 59% saying that a country

should not have that right and 34% saying it should. 

Importantly, the term used in this last question was

“using military force,” a term that has generally been

found to elicit higher levels of support than one that

implies fully going to war or overthrowing a govern-

ment. Apparently, some respondents assume that using

military force might mean some more limited action

such as a punitive bombing of limited targets, which

more would support. 

These findings on support for preventive actions

only with UN approval are consistent with the findings

in the 2002 CCFR survey when respondents were asked

whether they would support invading Iraq—an action

prominently justified by the assumption that Iraq was

seeking to acquire weapons of mass destruction, includ-

ing nuclear weapons. Sixty-five percent of respondents

said the United States should only invade Iraq with UN

approval and the support of its allies. Indeed, the idea

that the UN has the right to prevent a state from

acquiring nuclear weapons may well have been strength-

ened by seeing the UN explicitly engaging in the

effort—such as through the inspection process—to pre-

vent Iraq from acquiring nuclear weapons.

In addition, a key case study of these principles in

the 2004 survey is the question of how the United

States should deal with North Korea’s effort to acquire

nuclear weapons. When the public is asked whether it

would be necessary to first get approval from the UN

Security Council if the United States were to consider

using military force to destroy North Korea’s nuclear

capability, 68% say that it would be necessary, and 25%

say it would not be. Similarly, 64% of the leaders say it

would be necessary, and 31% say it would not be (see

Figure 2-3). 

Public respondents were also asked whether they

would support or oppose the United States using mili-

tary force to destroy North Korea’s nuclear weapons

capability under various conditions if North Korea con-

tinued to develop nuclear weapons. In half the cases it

Figure 2-2
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was specified that the UN Security Council approved of

the action and in half it was specified that it did not.

Overall, with UN approval, support averaged 66%,

while without it, support averaged 48%. 

Using force against a state supporting

terrorists 

Another major post-September 11 debate is under what

circumstances states have the right to use military force

to combat terrorist threats, including the question of

whether states have the right to use military force

against a government that is supporting terrorist groups.

Once again, there is substantial consensus that states do

have such a right when they have UN approval. An

overwhelming 81% of the public and 73% of the lead-

ers agree that UN should have the right to authorize the

use of military force to stop a country from supporting

terrorists groups. 

SUPPORT FOR PREEMPTIVE USE OF FORCE

AGAINST TERRORISM

Without UN approval, there is still majority support for

stopping a country from supporting terrorists groups,

although the size of the majority is lower. Sixty-one per-

cent of the public say a country should have the right to

use military force without UN approval to stop a coun-

try from supporting terrorist groups, while 34% say it

should not. Leaders are divided, with 47% saying that it

should and 46% saying that it should not. 

On another question focusing on whether UN

approval would be necessary for the United States to

overthrow a government providing substantial support

to a terrorist group it thinks might pose a threat at some

point in the future, a bare majority (52%) says the

United States has the right to overthrow the govern-

ment even without UN approval, though this is made

up of 38% who require that the United States first try

to get UN approval and only 14% who say that the

United States can take such action whenever it deter-

mines the action to be necessary. 

Even though Americans support the right of the

United States to take these actions without UN

approval, when asked specifically about the question of

imminence, they think that the United States does not

have the right to take action unless the threat is immi-

nent. When presented three options on the circum-

stances under which the United States, without UN

approval, should have the right to overthrow a govern-

ment that is providing substantial support to a terrorist

group that might pose a threat, only 11% choose the

unrestricted, preventive option saying the United States

can overthrow that government when it thinks that the

terrorist group may pose a threat at some point in the

future, whether or not it poses a threat now. A clear

majority of 58% choose the option requiring an immi-

nent threat, saying the United States can overthrow that

government only when it has strong evidence that the

terrorist group poses an imminent threat. Other respon-

dents are even more restrictive, with 26% saying that

the United States would always first need to get UN

approval (see Figure 2-4).

It is highly likely that Americans’ strong support

for using force against states supporting terrorism is the

result of a perceived and probably real imminent threat,

given the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the United States by

al Qaeda, the resulting and ongoing U.S. war on terror-

ism, the subsequent attacks by al Qaeda abroad, and

Figure 2-3
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statements by its leaders of their intent to continue

attacking the United States and its interests around the

world.

It is, therefore, not surprising that Americans favor

many measures for combating terrorism, even if it is not

specified whether action would be taken unilaterally,

multilaterally, or with or without UN approval. Sixty-

seven percent of Americans say they favor toppling

unfriendly regimes that support terrorist groups threat-

ening the United States as a measure to combat terror-

ism. More limited uses of force to combat terrorism gar-

ner much higher levels of support. Fully 83% of

Americans favor U.S. air strikes against terrorist training

camps and other facilities, and 76% favor attacks by

U.S. ground troops against terrorist training camps and

other facilities. Even the assassination of individual ter-

rorist leaders is favored by more than two-thirds of the

public (see Figure 1-10). 

The line between preventive and preemptive meas-

ures against terrorism is inherently fuzzy, given the dif-

fuse and hidden nature of the threat and the highly dis-

persed and largely unknown network of likely perpetra-

tors. The question of what constitutes legitimate action

by a state against this threat is not easily answered. Our

findings indicate, however, that Americans do care

about the legitimacy of U.S. actions in the eyes of oth-

ers, especially the United Nations. 

Use of nuclear weapons 

A widely endorsed international norm is that no nation

should be the first to use nuclear weapons. While the

United States has never committed to not being the first

to use nuclear weapons, its doctrine has preserved the

option of first use only for extreme circumstances when

faced with an advancing army with superior conven-

tional capabilities as was a possibility during the Cold

War. However, in the post-9/11 world, some have

argued that the United States should feel freer to use

nuclear weapons for preventive or preemptive purposes.

The idea of modifying the acceptable uses of

nuclear weapons does not appear to be resonating with

the public. Presented three options for the use of

nuclear weapons, only 19% endorsed the view that in

certain circumstances, the United States should use

nuclear weapons even if it has not suffered a nuclear

attack. Rather, the majority (57%) takes the more tradi-

Figure 2-4
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tional view that the United States should only use

nuclear weapons in response to a nuclear attack, and

another 22% take the even stronger view that the U.S.

should never use nuclear weapons under any circum-

stances (see Figure 2-5). 

The leaders do not differ from the public. Only

16% endorse the use of nuclear weapons in certain cir-

cumstances even if the United States has not suffered a

nuclear attack. Fifty-seven percent say nuclear weapons

should only be used in response to a nuclear attack, and

25% say the weapons should never be used. 

The use of torture 

The United States has signed a number of international

conventions that unambiguously prohibit the use of tor-

ture under virtually all circumstances, even in the con-

text of a wartime situation in which a detainee may

have critical intelligence that may be useful in prosecut-

ing the war. Some have argued that in the context of the

war on terrorism, these norms need to be reinterpreted

more liberally so that in the event it is judged to be mil-

itarily necessary, some forms of torture may be used. 

A clear majority of the public rejects this thought.

Simply asked whether as a means of combating interna-

tional terrorism they favor using torture to extract infor-

mation from suspected terrorists, only 29% of respon-

dents say they do, while 66% are opposed. 

Also, it does not appear that if the public heard

more of the debate surrounding this issue they would be

more sympathetic to the argument for changing the

norms. In a more elaborate question, respondents were

told that most countries have agreed to rules that pro-

hibit torturing prisoners to extract information and then

were asked to evaluate two arguments for and against

modifying these norms. Just 27% endorse the argument

that terrorists pose such an extreme threat that govern-

ments should now be allowed to use torture if it may

gain information that saves innocent lives. Rather, 70%

endorse the view that rules against torture should be

maintained because torture is morally wrong and weak-

ening these rules may lead to the torture of U.S. soldiers

who are held prisoner abroad (see Figure 2-6). 

Leaders are even more emphatic in rejecting tor-

ture. As a method for combating terrorism, 88% oppose

using torture to extract information. Presented the same

arguments as above on the issue, only 8% endorse the

argument in favor of liberalizing the norm, while 85%

endorse the argument affirming it. 

Using force against a state conducting

genocide 

A key question in the modern world is whether states

have the right to intervene in the internal affairs of a

state that is conducting severe human rights violations

such as genocide. Since the holocaust there has been a

strong norm calling for states to take action to prevent

genocide, as codified in the Convention against

Genocide. The failure of the international community

to act in Rwanda has prompted widespread soul search-

ing, and the intervention in Kosovo, even without UN

Security Council approval, was legitimated on the basis

that it was an effort to stop genocide. Currently, there is

growing concern about the genocide occurring in the

Darfur region of Sudan. 

Among the public and leaders there is a remarkably

strong agreement that states should have the right use

military force to prevent severe human rights violation

Rules against torture should be
maintained because torture is

morally wrong and weakening
these rules may lead to the
torture of U.S. soldiers who

are held prisoner abroad

Terrorists pose such an extreme
threat that governments should
now be allowed to use torture

if it may gain information
that saves innocent lives

0 20 40 60 80 100

27

8

70

85

Public Leaders

USE OF TORTURE
Percentage who say the following comes closer to their view

regarding rules most countries have agreed to that prohibit

torturing prisoners to extract information.

Figure 2-6



29G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4

such as genocide, even without UN approval. Seventy

percent of the public and the same percentage of leaders

say that states should have the right to intervene (see

Figure 2-1). Support is even stronger for the UN

Security Council having the right to authorize force

against genocide, with 85% of the public and 94% of

leaders agreeing. In addition to support for their right

to use force against genocide, Americans are also willing

to actually use U.S. troops for this purpose. Seventy-five

percent of the public and 86% of the leaders favor using

U.S. troops to stop a government from committing

genocide and killing large numbers of its own people

(see Figure 2-7).

Using force to restore a democratic

government 

In 1994 the United States and other countries, with

UN approval, threatened to intervene in Haiti to restore

a democratically-elected government. Some have called

for military action to put in place the democratically

elected National League for Democracy party in Burma.

At present there is no such case in which there is a

broad demand for such intervention, but were a signifi-

cant democratically elected government to be over-

thrown, there would no doubt be a reevaluation of the

option of military intervention. 

Figure 2-7
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On this question, a majority of the public and

leaders agree that the UN, but not individual states,

should have the right to intervene. Sixty percent of the

public and the same percentage of leaders agree that the

UN should have the right to authorize military action

to restore a democratic government that has been over-

thrown. However, without UN approval, only 40% of

the public think that states should have the right to

intervene and 53% think they should not. Leaders are

even more opposed, with just 32% saying that states

should have such a right and 58% saying they should

not (see Figure 2-1). 

When it comes to the issue of installing democratic

governments where dictators rule, Americans are

opposed. Asked whether they favor or oppose using

U.S. troops to do this, only 30% of the public respond

favorably, while 63% are opposed (see Figure 2-7). This

is particularly interesting in light of the Iraq war, given

that some have sought to justify the intervention there

on the basis that it would lead to the establishment of a

democratic government.

Defending a country that has been

attacked 

Not surprisingly, strong majorities believe that states

should have the right, with or without UN approval, to

defend another country that has been attacked. The

right and even the obligation to do so is the cornerstone

of military alliances and the collective security system

enshrined in the UN Charter. Seventy-seven percent of

the public and 85% of leaders agree that the UN has

the right to authorize such action, and 59% of the pub-

lic and 71% of leaders agree that states have such a right

to use force without UN approval (see Figure 2-1). 

The more interesting question is whether the pub-

lic actually supports taking such action in defense of an

ally beyond its belief that it has the right to do so.

Consistent with the relatively low priority most

Americans give the foreign policy goal of protecting

weaker nations against foreign aggression (only 18% of

Americans say that should be a very important goal of

U.S. foreign policy), a majority of Americans oppose

the use of U.S. troops to defend another country that

has been attacked in all three scenarios asked about,

although in two cases by a very slim margin. Sixty-one

percent of Americans oppose using troops if China

invades Taiwan (33% favor), 52% oppose using troops

if Arab forces invade Israel (43% favor), and 51%

oppose using U.S. troops if North Korea invades South

Korea (43% favor) (see Figure 2-7). 

In the case of South Korea, a majority has never

favored using U.S. troops to defend South Korea against

an attack by North Korea since the question was first

asked in 1990. However, the percentage who do favor

this has gone up in 2004 and is now higher than in any

previous survey, perhaps because of heightened atten-

tion to possible threats from North Korea. In addition,

when put in the context of a multilateral operation, a

large majority favors defending South Korea. Asked if

they favor or oppose the U.S. contributing military

forces, together with other countries, to a UN-spon-

sored effort to reverse the aggression if North Korea

attacks South Korea, 64% say they favor it, and just

31% are opposed. This again points to the strong pref-

erence Americans have for acting multilaterally that is

seen throughout this study.

Leaders, on the other hand, are unambiguous in

their support for defending South Korea. A very large

majority supports using U.S. troops as part of a UN-

sponsored operation if North Korea invades South

Korea (93%) and still support it even if UN sponsor-

ship is not specified (82%). This difference with the

public may be due in part to leaders having more

knowledge of the commitments that the United States

has made to defend South Korea. 

An interesting case is that of coming to the aid of

Pakistan in the event of a radical Islamic revolution

there. While this does not involve an attack from the

outside by another country, it is an attack from within

by a large number of its own people. In this case, 51%

of the American public and leaders favor using U.S.

troops even without specifying multilateral action if the

government of Pakistan requests our help against a radi-

cal Islamic revolution.
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Other uses of force

Other examples of military intervention commonly

accepted by the international community that draw

strong support from Americas are using force for human-

itarian purposes and for peacekeeping. Seventy-two per-

cent of Americans favor using U.S. troops to deal with

humanitarian crises (not asked of leaders), and majorities

favor using U.S. troops to be part of an international

peacekeeping force in Afghanistan (60%), an interna-

tional peacekeeping force to enforce a peace agreement

between Israel and the Palestinians (52%), and a U.N.-

sponsored force to help keep peace between India and

Pakistan (51%). Even more leaders than members of the

public favor participation in peacekeeping operations,

with 92%, 81%, and 75% favoring participation in each

of these cases, respectively (see Figure 2-7). 

Two other circumstances in which Americans sup-

port the use of U.S. troops are to ensure the oil supply

(54% in favor, with 42% opposed) and to fight drug

lords in Colombia (51% to 45%). These are in line

with the relative importance that majorities of

Americans give to the foreign policy goals of securing

adequate supplies of energy (69% very important) and

stopping the flow of illegal drugs into the United States

(63% very important). But among leaders, who put a

lower priority on the energy and drug goals, these uses

of force are favored by only 36% and 27%, respectively.
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As Chapter 2 has shown, despite their vast power and

resources, Americans do not want to be a lone player in

world affairs. They recognize and favor adhering to

norms of international behavior and prefer to take

action multilaterally, with the approval and support of

others. As willing players in the game of cooperation

and consensus-building among nations, they wish to

share burdens and responsibilities as well as reap the

rewards of joint efforts.

Nevertheless, participation in a rules-based interna-

tional system places constraints upon the United States,

limiting its ability to act according to its own will. Some

in the United States have argued that such constraints

are unacceptable, while others say that as the world

becomes more interdependent, the necessity for coun-

tries to work together and accept common decisions to

solve problems becomes ever more important. The

debate over where to draw the line between national

and international control is long-standing and con-

tentious. In this chapter we will look at American atti-

tudes on cooperation in the international sphere and the

question of how powerful and binding in general inter-

national institutions and agreements should be. How do

American now think global decisions should be made

and what should be the role of international institutions

and agreements in this context? 

Support for collective decision making

through international institutions

One of the most striking findings of this study is the

degree of willingness Americans show for collective deci-

sion making in the international sphere. Despite the

arguments that the United States should not be bound

by the restrictions of international institutions and the

opinions of others, Americans seem to be taking the

opposite view. Both the public and leaders (66% and

78%, respectively) agree that when dealing with interna-

tional problems, the United States should be more will-

ing to make decisions within the United Nations, even

if this means that the United States will have to go

along with a policy that is not its first choice (see Figure

3-1). 

This support for empowering the UN with deci-

sion-making authority extends fully to ending the veto

power of any individual member in the UN Security

Council. When asked whether the UN Security Council

rules should be changed so that no member, not even

the United States, could veto a decision if it was sup-

ported by all other members, a clear majority of the

American public (59%) favor this (44% somewhat and

15% strongly), with 36% opposed (23% somewhat and

13% strongly). Abolition of the veto power would, of

course, represent a major change in the workings of the

Security Council.

Multilateralism and International Institutions

C H A P T E R T H R E E
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The World Court is part of the United Nations

system and was created largely through American efforts

to rule on disputes between or among nation-states.

President Reagan withdrew U.S. acceptance of compul-

sory jurisdiction out of fear of an adverse court ruling

involving Nicaragua. Nevertheless, a majority of the

public (57%) and plurality of leaders (48%) think the

United States should make the general commitment to

accept the decisions of the World Court rather than

decide on a case-by-case basis whether it will accept the

court’s decision. Thirty-five percent of the public and

42% of the leaders think the United States should not

make such a commitment. 

The willingness to accept collective decisions

extends beyond the United Nations to many other

international institutions and agreements. Sixty-eight

percent of Americans think that when the United States

is part of international economic organizations like the

World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the

World Trade Organization, decisions should always be

made by a majority of members rather than the United

States being able to veto such a decision (27% say the

United States should be able to veto such decisions).

Sixty-nine percent of the public and 85% of the leaders

say that if the World Trade Organization rules against

the United States on a complaint filed by another coun-

try, the United States should comply with that decision

(see Figure 4-4).

With the increase in infectious diseases, the ques-

tion arises of whether the international community has

the right to intervene if a country is acting in a way that

threatens the international community. Seventy-eight

percent of the public favors giving the World Health

Organization the authority to intervene in a country to

respond to a crisis threatening world health, even if that

country disagrees. 

Americans also show support for the International

Criminal Court. Seventy-six percent of the public and

70% of leaders favor American participation in the

agreement permitting the International Criminal Court

(ICC) to try individuals for war crimes, genocide, and

other crimes against humanity if their own countries

won’t try them. In addition, fully 82% of the public and
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80% of leaders support putting international terrorists

on trial in the ICC. It should also be noted that in

2002, when CCFR posed a more extensive set of argu-

ments on this question, including the argument that the

court might be used against U.S. servicemen, a strong

majority was still supportive. 

Empowering the United Nations

Beyond the support for joint decision making,

Americans show a willingness to further empower the

United Nations. Americans have an overall positive view

of the organization, giving it a warm 57 degrees on the

feeling thermometer (on a scale of 0 to 100, where 50 is

neutral). When asked specifically about steps that could

be taken to strengthen the UN—all of which would

represent a radical departure from the status quo—

three-quarters of Americans (74%) say they favor having

a standing UN peacekeeping force selected, trained, and

commanded by the United Nations. Sixty-seven percent

of leaders also favor this. Fifty-seven percent of the pub-

lic and 55% of leaders favor giving the UN the power

to regulate the international arms trade. While the pub-

lic (49% favoring, 45% opposing) and leaders (46%

favoring, 49% opposing) are more divided on giving the

UN the power to fund its activities by taxing such

things as the international sale of arms or oil, it is strik-

ing that a plurality of the public would even support

this radical step (see Figure 3-2). 

When it comes to the use of force, as we saw in

Chapter 2, Americans are more comfortable allowing

the UN, rather than countries on their own, to make

decisions about using force in certain circumstances.

Support for the UN having the right to authorize the

use of military force in each of five situations (to pre-

vent a country that does not have nuclear weapons from

acquiring them, to prevent severe human rights viola-

tions such as genocide, to stop a country from support-

ing terrorist groups, to restore by force a democratic

government that has been overthrow, and to defend a

country that has been attacked) is 15 to 20 points high-

er than for a country without UN approval having the

right to use force in each of the same situations. And on

two of those items (to prevent a country that does not

have nuclear weapons from acquiring them and to

restore by force a democratic government that has been

overthrown), majorities say the UN has the right to

authorize force, but a country does not without UN

approval (see Figure 2-1). As we also saw in Chapter 2,

a majority of the public only approves of using troops

to defend South Korea against an attack by North Korea

when it is a UN-sponsored effort. 

Figure 3-2
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Further, Americans strongly support UN peace-

keeping operations. Generally speaking, 78% of

Americans think the United States should take part in a

UN international peacekeeping force in a troubled part

of the world if asked. On more specific peacekeeping

operations, 52% would support being part of an inter-

national peacekeeping force to enforce a peace agree-

ment between Israel and the Palestinians, and 51%

would support being part of a UN-sponsored force to

help keep peace between India and Pakistan. 

Leaders show even stronger support for UN peace-

keeping operations. Eighty-four percent (up five points

since 2002) say the United States should take part in

these operations generally, with 81% favoring participa-

tion to keep peace between Israel and the Palestinians,

and 75% between India and Pakistan. 

Support for giving the UN a greater role can also

be seen in the case of the current situation in Iraq.

Large majorities of both the public (71%) and leaders

(75%) agree that the United Nations rather than the

United States should “take the lead” in helping the

Iraqis to write a new constitution and build a new dem-

ocratic government in their country. 

Attitudes toward other organizations

Despite the findings that Americans support giving

many international organizations greater powers, overall

feelings toward them are mixed. This is probably related

to feelings about their performance as distinguished

from the desirability of their function. Measured on the

feeling thermometer (see Figure 3-3), feelings are

warmest for the World Health Organization (60°) and

the UN, as mentioned (57°). Organizations concerned

with contentious international economic and develop-

ment issues are given more neutral or even slightly cool

feelings. Hovering right around or just below the neu-

tral point are the World Court (50°), the European

Union (49°), the World Trade Organization (48°), and

the World Bank (46°). At the low end is the

International Monetary Fund (44°). The debates and

protests in recent years over actions taken by the IMF,

WTO, and the World Bank, with regard to unfair or

exploitative economic policies have evidently harmed

the images of these organizations.  

Supporting international agreements

In addition to favoring the empowerment of many

international institutions, Americans also favor U.S.

participation in international treaties and agreements

(see Figure 3-4). Support is greatest for U.S. participa-

tion in the treaty banning nuclear weapon test explo-

sions (87% among the public and 85% among leaders).

It is next highest for the treaty banning the use of land

mines, with 80% of both the public and leaders in favor

of participating. Regarding the Kyoto agreement to

reduce global warming, 71% of the public supports

U.S. participation, as do 72% of leaders. As mentioned

earlier, the public and leaders also favor participation in

the agreement permitting the ICC to try individuals for

war crimes, genocide, and other crimes against humani-

ty if their own countries won’t try them.

Figure 3-3

50º = neutral

International human rights groups 57º

The World Court 50º

World Health Organization 60º
The United Nations 57°

The International Monetary Fund 44°

The World Trade Organization 48°
The European Union 49°

The World Bank 46°

Multinational corporations 41°

THERMOMETER OF
ORGANIZAT IONS
Mean temperature given by the public for each organization or

group. Warm feelings >50º, cool feelings <50º

 



36 G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4

Seeking consensus among nations

Supporting the findings that Americans favor giving

greater authority and responsibility to specific interna-

tional decision making structures are other findings

indicating that Americans want to be in accord with

others and seek consensus among nations. When asked

how much the United States should take into account

that a majority of countries have signed an international

agreement when considering whether to sign it, 71% of

the public respond “a lot” (33%) or “some” (38%); only

26% say “just a little” (11%) or “not at all” (15%). 

The support of allies is especially important for

Americans. In the case of using military force to destroy

North Korea’s nuclear capability, 74% of Americans

believe it is necessary to get the approval of U.S. allies

before taking such action. Fifty-eight percent believe it

would be necessary to get the approval of the South

Korean government before taking action. 

Americans also believe that public opinion in other

countries, not just government policy, is important. As

noted in Chapter 1, 72% of the public and 68% of

leaders say that the United States should withdraw its

forces from Iraq if a clear majority of the Iraqi people

want this. Even in the case of the U.S. military presence

in the Middle East, 59% of the public think the United

States should remove its military from the Middle East

if a majority of the people there want it to do so (see

Figure 1-6). Leaders, however, differ sharply in the

importance they attach to the opinions of people in the

Middle East: 52% say the United States should not

remove its presence if the majority of the people are

against it, versus 35% who say it should. 

Even though Americans believe public opinion is

important, they agree that the U.S. government, in

making a decision, should give more consideration to

the majority of governments around the world than the

majority of people. Fifty-five percent of the public take

that position, while 40% think the majority of people

should be given more consideration. 

This is reflected in the amount of influence

Americans think people around the world have com-

pared to governments. On a scale of 0 to 10 in which 0

is not at all influential and 10 is extremely influential,

the average amount of influence that the public thinks

the majority of people around the world have on U.S.
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foreign policy is 4.2, compared to 5.7 for the majority

of governments. When asked on the same scale how

much influence the majority of governments and people

around the world should have on U.S foreign policy,

the public gives the majority of people a 5.7 and the

majority of governments a 6.1. American leaders don’t

believe the opinion of the majority of people should

have as much influence, giving the people an average

4.7 in terms of how much influence they should have,

compared to 5.7 for the majority of governments (see

Figure 3-5). Interestingly, Americans believe they them-

selves should have the most influence on foreign policy,

giving “the American public” a score of 7.3, slightly

more than they gave the president (7.2) and the

Congress (7.2).

Spreading democracy

Promoting democracy and self-determination worldwide

has been a guiding principle—in the abstract, if not an

actual force—in American foreign policy and in the

United Nations as well as other international organiza-

tions. Believing democracy to be the best and most

legitimate form of government, the United States and

the community of democratic nations have long sup-

ported its expansion worldwide. However, despite the

great value that Americans attach to democracy, there

are limits to how far the American public will go to pro-

mote it.

A modest majority of the public (53%) continue to

favor foreign aid and assistance to promote democracy

abroad (40% oppose this). However, this support has

fallen off substantially since 2002 (down 16 points). As

described in Chapter 1, while the public and leaders see

helping to bring a democratic form of government to

other nations as a somewhat important foreign policy

goal, it stands at the very bottom of the list in terms of

priorities (see Figure 1-2). The importance of this goal

has fallen to its lowest level in these surveys among the

public. In 2004 only 14% of the public (29% of lead-

ers) see this goal as very important. Further, 63% of the

public oppose the use of American troops to install

democratic governments in states where dictators rule,

with 30% in favor (leaders not asked). 

Figure 3-5
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In addition to their unwillingness to use American

troops to install democratic governments where dicta-

tors rule, a majority of Americans also believe that a

country does not have the right to use military force

without UN approval to restore by force a democratic

government that has been overthrown. Fifty-three per-

cent of the public say a country does not have this right,

with 40% saying it does. Among leaders, 58% say a

country does not have this right, and 32% say it does.

However, a strong majority (60%) of both the public

and leaders think that the UN Security Council should

have the right to authorize the use of military force to

restore a democratic government that has been over-

thrown. 

In the case of Iraq, in which the action to over-

throw a dictator and install democracy has already been

undertaken, a majority of Americans support sticking

with the goal. Sixty-two percent of the public think that

before the United States withdraws troops from Iraq, it

is necessary to have a democratically elected government

there, with 33% saying it is not necessary. Leaders are

more split on this issue: a plurality of 49% say it is not

necessary to have a democratically elected government

Iraq before withdrawing, with 46% saying it is necessary

(see Figure 3-6). 

As noted earlier, Americans do not favor even

rather mild democratization efforts in the Middle East.

Fifty-seven percent of the public do not think that the

U.S. should put “greater pressure” on countries in the

Middle East, like Saudi Arabia and Egypt, to become

more democratic (see Figure 3-6). Further, 68% of the

public oppose spending billions of dollars to reconstruct

and democratize the Middle East, as the United States

did in Europe after World War II, with only 24% in

favor of such an investment (see Figure 4-8). Leaders,

however, take the opposite view. Sixty-four percent

favor this kind of Marshall Plan for the Middle East,

and only 30% oppose it. 

All of these findings point again to the idea that

Americans feel that the responsibilities and costs of

many international actions are too great for it to shoul-

der alone and are looking for ways to share these bur-

dens. More than ever, they are turning to other nations

and to international institutions to help share the load

through collective decision making and collective

action.
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The effects of globalization and the growth of interna-

tional trade have led many to question the equity of the

international trading system and the degree to which

trade should be free. The income and development gaps

between developing and developed countries have

grown wider. While freer trade may stimulate general

economic growth, it also puts at risk or displaces certain

specific economic sectors and workers threatened by for-

eign competition. While there has been a strong inter-

national push in recent years to continue lowering trade

barriers on the principle that the general benefits of free

trade outweigh its costs, there has also been a growing

demand that those who might suffer disproportionately

from freer trade be protected and that benefits in gener-

al be more equitably distributed.

Many developed nations have continued to restrict

access to their markets through the use of both tariff and

nontariff barriers, while pushing for market-opening ini-

tiatives in developing countries that make these markets

more receptive to imports. Especially contentious is the

issue of farm subsidies. There are questions, in turn,

about the advantage developing nations have because of

lower environmental and labor standards (including

lower wages), which significantly reduce the costs of pro-

duction and services and undercut markets in developed

countries. What obligation does each side have to

address these imbalances in trade negotiations and

reduce their unfair advantages and practices? Then there

is the question of whether developed nations, with an

inherent advantage in international trade because of

their advanced economies, have an obligation to help the

developing world improve their economic situation in

order to achieve greater economic equity.

The World Trade Organization (WTO) was estab-

lished to deal with these questions, yet itself is the focus

of controversy. When the process of trade liberalization

began in 1947 with the establishment of the General

Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT), the goal was

to develop a multilateral framework for governing com-

mercial policies such as tariffs, quotas, and exchange

rates. GATT lacked an institutional foundation, a rigor-

ous enforcement mechanism, and a mandate to estab-

lish rules that affected domestic economic policies. It

was only with the creation of the WTO in 1995 that

most international trade came to be regulated by a

membership organization empowered to police interna-

tional commerce among member states, resolve interna-

tional trade disputes, and serve as the principal forum

for market opening initiatives. 

However, questions have arisen over fairness within

the organization and the degree to which inequities have

been institutionalized. Beyond the inequities is the

question of the WTO’s decision-making structure and

how much power it should have to establish and enforce

policies that directly affect the domestic policies of

nations. Currently, decisions are reached by consensus

International Norms and Economic Relations
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among all members. Should WTO decisions be made

and enforced by a majority of members over the objec-

tions of others?

Negotiations during the current Doha Round,

launched in 2001, have been contentious, as witnessed

by the failure of the Cancun Ministerial meetings in

September 2003, where the United States, the European

Union, and Japan clashed with a group of developing

nations over issues of fair play on everything from agen-

da setting to agricultural subsidies and other issues.

However, a recent breakthrough in the summer of 2004

on a deal to slash farm and export subsidies and lower

remaining tariff barriers may push negotiations back on

schedule to conclude by the end of 2004. 

The stakes in these negotiations are high. The

World Bank has estimated that a successful Doha

Round could fuel economic growth globally and lift

500 million people out of poverty. The success or failure

of the talks will send a strong message about how com-

mitted the world’s nations are to working toward freer

trade in general and to doing so through international

institutions like the WTO in particular. 

The role of regional trade agreements and of migra-

tion are also important issues in the debate over trade

and the frameworks for pursuing it. Regional trade

agreements, such as the North American Free Trade

Agreement (NAFTA), have increased in number in

recent years as countries look for alternatives to the

WTO for pursuing freer trade. As with international

agreements, however, there has been concern about

whether the economic benefits of these agreements out-

weigh their costs in terms of jobs lost to foreign compe-

tition. The problem is not only of jobs moving to other

low-wage countries, but of migration—of cheaper labor

coming to take jobs at home. Many believe that labor

mobility issues will play an increasingly prominent role

in future trade agreements, regionally and international-

ly, affecting countries’ immigration policies. 

Pursuing free trade with conditions

Our survey results indicate that Americans generally

want to pursue free trade. Strikingly, they support the

empowerment of international economic institutions to

make decisions by majority and are willing to comply

with those decisions. Nevertheless, Americans also

believe strongly that the effects of free trade must be

mitigated. This especially relates to domestic concerns

about job loss and about the environment. Support for

lowering trade barriers is conditioned by many

Americans to the government having programs for dis-

placed workers. Likewise, they believe that international

trade agreements should have labor and environmental

protections included. They think that the developed

world is not playing fair in trade negotiations with poor

countries, and show some support for helping these

countries develop to level the playing field, though this

is a low priority. They do support aid for humanitarian

purposes but want to control the level of this spending. 

While there is support for a new, regional free trade

agreement, more Americans think NAFTA is better for

Mexico than for the United States. While they think

NAFTA is good for consumers, they think it is bad for

job creation and job security in the United States. The

concern Americans have regarding job competition

from low-wage countries in turn makes them less recep-

tive to measures to increase legal immigration levels in

the United States. 

Globalization and trade in principle 

Overall, majorities of the American public (64%) and

leaders (87%) believe that globalization, especially the

increasing connections of our economy with others

Figure 4-1
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around the world is mostly good for the United States

(see Figure 4-1). This number is up from each of the

previous two surveys in which it was asked. In terms of

trade specifically, 57% think international trade is good

for the U.S. economy. Even more say international trade

is good for consumers like themselves (73%), for their

own standard of living (65%), and for American com-

panies (59%) (see Figure 4-2). 

Americans demonstrate a high degree of comfort

with the United States’ economic relations with its trad-

ing partners in the developed world. Only 14% of

Americans consider economic competition from Europe

a critical threat to the United States, with 20% consid-

ering it not an important threat (63% say important

but not critical). Sixty percent think the countries of the

European Union practice fair trade with the United

States, compared to only 32% who thought so in 1994.

Similarly, Japan, whose economy was once viewed as a

fundamental threat to America, is perceived by 52% of

the public as practicing fair trade, up a dramatic 35

points compared to 1994 when only 17% believed this.

A strong majority (74%) believes Canada practices fair

trade, while a plurality of 49% say so for South Korea

(Figure 4-3).

Large majorities also believe that the United States

practices fair trade with these countries. Eighty-one per-

cent say so for Canada, 76% for the countries of the

European Union, 76% for Japan, and 69% for South

Korea.

Support for the trading system and

institutions

Americans demonstrate strong support for an interna-

tional trading system that is regulated through multilat-

eral institutions and requires compliance with collective

decisions. As mentioned in Chapter 3, 69% of the

American public and 85% of leaders say that the United

States should, as a general rule, comply with World

Trade Organization (WTO) decisions even when they go

against the United States, with only 24% of the public

and 9% of leaders opposed. Similarly, a strong majority

(68%) of the public feel that decisions in international

economic organizations like the WTO, World Bank, and

International Monetary Fund should always be made by

a majority, while only 27% believe that the United States

should be able to veto a majority decision (see Figure 4-

4). These findings are a strong vote of confidence in the

international trading system generally and the desire to

work together with other countries to make decisions

and regulate trade through multilateral institutions.

Concerns about inequities 

Concurrent with their general support for international

trade, Americans show concern about its inequities.Figure 4-3
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Sixty-five percent of the public disagree (23% strongly

and 42% somewhat) with the statement that rich coun-

tries are playing fair in trade negotiations with poor

countries, and only 30% strongly or somewhat agree.

Leaders disagree even more strongly with the statement,

with 38% strongly disagreeing and 28% somewhat dis-

agreeing that rich countries are playing fair in negotia-

tions (66% disagreeing overall). Interestingly, a slim

majority (51%) of the public think that the United

States practices fair trade with poor countries. 

Americans also see losers in the United States.

Sixty-four percent think international trade is bad for

the job security of American workers, and 56% say it is

bad for creating jobs in the United States (see Figure 4-

2). Linked to this is concern among some Americans

about economic competition from low-wage countries,

which may be believed to be taking jobs from

Americans. Thirty-five percent of the public consider

this competition to be a critical threat. This is one of

only two threats (out of 13 total) that did not decline

from 2002 to 2004 but actually increased a few points.

China, whose economic ascent and cheap labor market

have created global apprehension, is seen by a majority

of the public (51%) as practicing unfair trade with the

United States (see Figure 4-3). 

The current focal point of these concerns about

competition is the outsourcing of jobs to other coun-

tries where wages are lower. Seventy-two percent of the

American public think outsourcing is mostly a bad

thing because American workers lose their jobs to peo-

ple in other countries (see Figure 4-5). Only 22% say

instead that outsourcing is mostly a good thing because

it results in lower prices in the United States, which

help stimulate the economy and create new jobs.

Indeed, this view is in line with the great priority

Americans place on protecting American workers.

Seventy-eight percent believe that it should be a very

important foreign policy goal of the United States to

protect the jobs of American workers, the highest total

for any of the foreign policy goal response options.

Interestingly, multinational corporations score a very

cool 41 degrees on the feeling thermometer, likely relat-

ed to the controversy and concern over the outsourcing

of jobs. Leaders, on the other hand, for whom the goal

of protecting the jobs of American workers is much

lower (41% very important), do not share the public’s

view of outsourcing as bad. Instead, 56% say that it is

mostly a good thing. 
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Mitigating the effects of trade

Americans show strong support for a variety of measures

to mitigate the effects of trade, both in terms of its

effect on workers and the environment. Furthermore,

when measures such as helping displaced workers are

assured, the opposition to the growth of trade drops

dramatically. When provided three options about their

attitudes towards lowering trade barriers such as tariffs,

a plurality of 48% say they favor agreements to lower

trade barriers provided the government has programs to

help workers who lose their jobs, and only 10% favor

agreements to lower trade barriers without government

programs to help displaced workers. Thirty-four percent

oppose agreements to lower trade barriers. 

A key idea that has been proposed for mitigating

the effects of trade is to require countries that are part

of trade agreements to maintain minimum standards for

working conditions. This makes it more difficult for

developing countries to undercut U.S. workers and also

prevents factory owners in developing countries from

operating abusive “sweatshops.” Overwhelming majori-

ties of the public (93%) and leaders (86%) say that

countries that are part of international trade agreements

should be required to maintain minimum standards for

working conditions (see Figure 4-6). 

Another effort to mitigate the effects of trade is to

require countries that are part of trade agreements to

maintain minimum standards for the protection of the

environment. Without such standards, countries with

low environmental standards may be able to woo com-

panies away from countries with higher standards. Not

surprisingly, then, overwhelming majorities of the pub-

lic (91%) and of leaders (86%) say that countries that

are part of international trade agreements should be

required to maintain minimum standards for protection

of the environment (see Figure 4-6). Again, this high

response likely results both from the desire to achieve a

level playing field in trade as well as the more general

desire to protect the environment. 

Achieving equity in trade

Especially contentious in the debate over the equity of

trade is the issue of farm subsidies, estimated by the

World Bank to total $350 billion globally. Farm subsi-

dies in developed countries give their farmers the capac-

ity to undercut the prices of farmers in the developing

world. The failure of the Cancun Ministerial meetings

of the WTO Doha Round in September 2003, where

the United States, the European Union, and Japan

clashed with a group of developing nations over several

issues, was due in part to lack of agreement on the

reduction of agricultural subsidies. 

Abstractly, Americans support farm subsidies.

Asked whether farm subsidies should be expanded, cut

back, or kept the same, 46% say they want to keep

them about the same, 27% want to expand farm subsi-

dies, and 24% want to cut them back. However, this

support is for the protection of small farmers, not large

farming businesses to whom more than 80% of U.S.

subsidies actually go. 

When asked separately whether they favor the U.S.

government giving subsidies to small farmers who farm

less than 500 acres, 71% of the public (down 6% from

when PIPA asked this question in January 2004) and

50% of leaders say they favor giving subsidies to small
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farmers. Only 27% of the public and 9% of leaders

favor subsidies for large farming businesses (see Figure

4-7). 

Furthermore, despite the fact that nearly all subsi-

dies are given on a regular annual basis, most support

for subsidies among Americans is predicated on need.

When those who favor subsidies for small farmers are

asked whether subsidies should be given only in bad

years or on a regular annual basis, only 31% of the

entire public sample and 18% of the entire leader sam-

ple say they favor subsidies on a regular annual basis,

compared to 41% of the public and 34% of the leaders

who favor only extending this support in bad years.

With large farming businesses, only 9% of the public

and 3% of leaders favor it on a regular basis. 

Thus, though a majority of the public supports

having some farm subsidies, the vast majority of the

actual subsidies given—to large farming businesses on a

regular annual basis—are only supported by a small

minority. 

Trade as a strategic tool

While Americans generally adhere to a free trade princi-

ple, they also see trade as a political lever. Large propor-

tions of Americans favor engaging in trade with major

U.S. trading partners Mexico (76%) and China (63%)

despite concern about jobs and, in the case of China,

human rights. But when it comes to nations that are

widely seen as enemies of the United States, a majority

of Americans apparently consider the withholding of

trade to be an appropriate political tactic. Fifty-four per-

cent of the public oppose engaging in trade with Iran

(40% favor it), and 63% oppose engaging in trade with

North Korea (31% favor it). However, a bare plurality

favor trade with Cuba, with 48% in favor and 46%

opposed. 

Leaders are less inclined to withhold trade generally

to unfriendly countries. Large majorities favor trading

with Cuba (80%) and Iran (69%), and a bare majority

even favors trade with North Korea (50% in favor to

45% opposed). 

Responsibility for development aid 

On the question of whether the developed world has a

responsibility to help poorer countries develop their

economies, American attitudes are complex. In princi-

ple, large majorities are in favor. Seventy percent say
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they favor foreign aid to help needy countries develop

their economies. Sixty-four percent also say they sup-

port helping poor countries develop their economies as

a measure to combat international terrorism. 

However, this does not appear to a be a high prior-

ity. Only 18% cite improving the standard of living in

less developed countries as a very important U.S. for-

eign policy goal, down 10 percentage points from 2002

(see Figure 1-2). 

There is little apparent appetite, as mentioned pre-

viously, for a large-scale, Marshall Plan-style effort in

the Middle East, despite the public’s apparent support

for helping poor countries develop their economies as a

measure to combat international terrorism. Asked

whether they favor such making an investment in the

Middle East similar to the billions of dollars spent to

reconstruct and democratize Europe after World War

II, 68% are opposed, and only 24% favor it (see Figure

4-8). 

Americans also say they want to cut government

spending on economic aid in general. When asked

whether economic aid to other nations should be

expanded, cut back, or kept about the same, 64% want

to cut it back, 26% indicate they want to keep it the

same, and just 8% want to expand it. This desire to cut

economic aid has been true in all Council surveys for

the past 30 years. Yet, the 2002 Council study found

that Americans grossly overestimate the amount of

money spent on such aid. The median estimate

Americans gave in 2002 for the percentage of the feder-

al budget that goes to foreign aid was 20%, more than

20 times the actual level of just under 1% of the budg-

et. The median response to a separate question on what

percentage of the federal budget should go to foreign

aid was 10%, representing more than 10 times what the

United States spent on foreign economic aid in 2002. 

Despite this ambiguity, the American public is

clearly supportive of foreign aid focused on humanitari-

an goals. Eighty-two percent favor food and medical

assistance to people in needy countries. Eighty percent

favor assistance with the prevention and treatment of

AIDS in poor countries. Seventy percent favor aid for

birth control in poor countries to help reduce popula-

tion growth, and 76% favor aid for women’s education

in poor countries to help reduce population growth.

Interestingly, though, the goal of combating world

hunger is cited by only 43% of the public as a very

important foreign policy goal (see Figure 1-2), a historic

low for Chicago Council polls that date back to 1974

and down 11 percentage points from 2002. 

American leaders, on the other hand, are unmistak-

ably willing to make a commitment to a broad and

extensive foreign aid program. In fact, there is clear shift

among leaders toward helping poorer countries develop

their economies since 9/11, likely due to a combination

of strategic, economic, and altruistic considerations.

Sixty-four percent of the leaders believe that improving

the standard of living of less developed countries should

be a very important U.S. foreign policy goal, up a strik-

ing 22 percentage points from 42% in 2002 and up 28

points from 36% in 1998, the last survey before the

9/11 terrorist attacks. Ninety-four percent of leaders

favor helping poor countries develop their economies as

a measure to combat international terrorism. Likewise,

64% of leaders support making a multibillion dollar

reconstruction and democratization effort in the Middle

East, 44 percentage points higher than the 24% of the

public who support this proposal. On a more altruistic

level, 67% of leaders, matching a historic CCFR high

set in 1978, believe combating world hunger should be

a very important U.S. foreign policy goal. This is nine

percentage points higher than the 59% who said this in

2002 and 26 percentage points higher than the 41%

who gave this response in 1994. 

Leaders

Public

80 60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80

68 24

30 64

Oppose Favor

INVESTMENT IN THE MIDDLE EAST
Percentage who favor or oppose making an investment in the

Middle East similar to the one after World War II in which the

United States spent billions of dollars to reconstruct and

democratize Europe.

Figure 4-8

 



46 G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4

Regional trade agreements 

Regional trade agreements are another way countries

look to expand free trade. The question for regional

trade is similar to that for international trade: Do the

benefits of such agreements, as measured through

increased exports and cheaper prices for consumers,

exceed the costs, primarily in terms of lost jobs. Overall,

Americans appear to believe that the benefits do exceed

the costs. Fifty-nine percent of the public and 74% of

leaders support the United States entering into a Free

Trade Agreement of the Americas that would include

most of the countries in North, Central, and South

America. 

This support for regional free trade is striking given

the mixed feelings about the North American Free

Trade Agreement (NAFTA), established ten years ago to

create a free trade zone between the United States,

Canada, and Mexico. PIPA asked in January 2004

whether Americans thought NAFTA had been good or

bad for the United States. A plurality of 47% responded

that it had been good, while 39% indicated that it had

been bad. Yet there is concern about NAFTA, largely

driven by perceived problems with Mexico. Only 50%

of Americans believe Mexico practices fair trade with

the United States, while 67% say the U.S. practices fair

trade with Mexico. This compares with 81% of

Americans saying the U.S. practices fair trade with

Canada and 74% believing that Canada practices fair

trade with the United States. Overall, the bilateral

U.S.–Canada trade relationship is seen as more mutual-

ly beneficial.
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NAFTA is also seen as benefiting Mexico more

than the United States and providing fewer advantages

to the United States than international trade overall.

Sixty-nine percent of the American public believe that

NAFTA is good for both the Mexican economy and

creating jobs in Mexico (see Figure 4-9). Only 42%

believe that NAFTA is good for the U.S. economy

(compared to 57% who say this about international

trade). Only 31% percent think NAFTA is good for

creating jobs in the United States (7 points lower than

for international trade), and even fewer (25%) believe it

to be good for job security for American workers (6

points lower than for international trade). A plurality of

50% percent say NAFTA is good for American compa-

nies (19 points lower than for international trade).

Nevertheless, majorities still say that NAFTA is good for

consumers like themselves (55%) and their own stan-

dard of living (51%), although these percentages are 18

and 14 percentage points lower, respectively, than for

international trade. 

American leaders look at NAFTA far more posi-

tively, seeing it as benefiting both Mexico and the

United States. Seventy-eight percent think it is good for

the Mexican economy, (32 points more than the pub-

lic), and 74% believe it is good for the U.S. economy.

An overwhelming 84% say it is good for American

companies (34 points more than the public). Seventy-

nine percent say NAFTA is good for consumers like

themselves (24 points more than the public), and 65%

see it as good for their own standard of living (14 points

more than the public). One imbalance is apparent in

the minds of leaders. While 79% say NAFTA is good

for creating jobs in Mexico (10 points more than the

public), many fewer leaders (49%, a dramatic 30 per-

centage points less) think it is good for creating jobs in

the United States, compared to 31% of the public. The

public and leaders are more closely aligned on NAFTA’s

impact on job security for American workers and the

environment, with only 34% of leaders and 25% of the

public seeing it as good for job security and 32% of

leaders and 34% of the public viewing it as good for the

environment. 

Migration

The concern about the impact of trade agreements,

especially NAFTA, on jobs is linked to attitudes on

immigration. While the United States has been built on

a foundation of immigration and has a historic commit-

ment to accepting immigrants from around the world,

immigration has long been a concern among many

Americans, mostly for the perceived threat it represents

to American workers. In the post-9/11 environment,

immigration has also been linked to security threats.

Our survey results indicate that while there are still

strong concerns over the threat of immigration for both

economic and security reasons, there has been a soften-

ing in the forcefulness of these attitudes and a willing-

ness to work with other countries on mutually benefi-

cial migration policies. 

The number of Americans who cite large numbers

of immigrants and refugees coming into the United

States as a critical threat is 52%, down from 2002 (see

Figure 1-1). This percentage is the lowest level the

Chicago Council has recorded since it began asking this

question in 1994. Likewise, the percentage of the

American public who believe controlling and reducing

illegal immigration should be a very important foreign

policy goal of the United States has dropped to 59% in

2004 (by 10 points, see Figure 1-2). The decline in

these numbers among the public despite the clear con-

cern about jobs, suggests that the higher level two years

ago was more linked to the problem of security than

economic concerns. This is also in line with the lessen-
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ing of perceived threats and the importance of goals

overall, which appear to be linked to the subsiding of

high emotion related to 9/11. However, while these

numbers have clearly dropped, they still represent clear

majorities who are concerned about this problem.

Leaders are far less concerned about illegal immigration,

with only 21% citing combating it as a very important

U.S. foreign policy goal. 

Despite this slight softening in their level of con-

cern, Americans still see a link between immigration

and terrorism, with 76% favoring restricting immigra-

tion into the United States as a means of combating

international terrorism (virtually unchanged since

2002). Similarly, when asked whether legal immigration

to the United States should be kept at its present level,

increased, or decreased, a majority of the American pub-

lic (54%) respond that it should be decreased. Thirty-

one percent believe that legal immigration should be

kept at its present level, and 11% say it should be

increased (see Figure 4-10). Leaders, by contrast, over-

whelmingly support either keeping immigration at its

present level (50%) or increasing it (33%). Only 10%

of leaders respond that immigration levels should be

decreased. 

While the American public wants to reduce legal

immigration levels generally, there is strong backing for

bilateral initiatives with Mexico that would increase

legal immigration in exchange for the reduction of ille-

gal immigration and drug trafficking, another big con-

cern for Americans. When asked whether they would

favor or oppose an agreement in which Mexico would

make greater efforts to decrease illegal immigration and

drug trafficking and the United States would provide

greater opportunities for Mexicans to work and live

legally in the United States, 64% of the American pub-

lic indicate they would favor such an agreement, and

only 30% say they would oppose it (see Figure 4-11).

Leaders are even more supportive of such an agreement,

with 89% favoring it and only 7% opposed. 

Unilateral steps by the United States to provide

undocumented residents similar opportunities to live

and work legally in the United States garner much lower

levels of support among the public, presumably because

Americans think either that they will not be effective in

stemming the tide of illegal immigrants or that they

might actually encourage it. When told that officials in

Washington have proposed a plan that would allow for-

eigners who have jobs but are staying illegally in the

United States to apply for legal, temporary worker sta-

tus, only 44% say they favor this plan, and 52% oppose

it (see Figure 4-11). Leaders support for this measure,

while a very solid majority of 71%, is still 18 percentage

points lower than for a bilateral initiative with Mexico.

Leaders

Public

60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100

30 64

7 89

Oppose Favor

IMMIGRAT ION PROPOSALS
TRADE -OFF WITH MEXICO

Percentage who favor or oppose an agreement in which Mexico

would make greater efforts to reduce illegal migration and drug

trafficking into the U.S. and the U.S. would provide greater

opportunities for Mexicans to work and live legally in the United

States.

Figure 4-11

Leaders

Public

60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100

52 44

22 71

Oppose Favor

TEMPORARY WORKER STATUS

Percentage who favor or oppose the proposed plan by officials in

Washington that would allow foreigners who have jobs but are

staying illegally in the United States to apply for legal, temporary

worker status. 

 



49G L O B A L  V I E W S  2 0 0 4

Attitudes toward policies and positions

As we have seen in the previous chapters, there is a fair-

ly broad consensus between the public and leaders on

issues and international norms regarding the use of

force, multilateralism, and economic relations between

countries. This convergence is particularly noticeable

when examining policies, many of which the public and

leaders either both support or both oppose. There is a

strong endorsement of polices ranging from maintain-

ing rules against torture and complying with unfavor-

able WTO rulings to using U.S. troops for peacekeep-

ing in Afghanistan and maintaining a military presence

in South Korea. There is significant disagreement by the

public and leaders with many policies or positions taken

by the present or previous U.S. administrations. Strong

majorities of the public and leaders want the United

States to participate in a range of treaties, favor

strengthening international trade agreements to protect

workers and the environment, oppose increasing defense

spending, and reject countries on their own going to

war to prevent another country from acquiring nuclear

weapons (see Figure 5-1). 

Leaders’ perceptions of the public 

A key component of foreign policymaking is how poli-

cymakers and other leaders perceive public opinion. In

this survey, CCFR for the first time asked leaders about

their perceptions of public attitudes on eleven different

questions. These questions were also asked of the gener-

al public and the leaders themselves, thus providing a

rich opportunity to compare leaders’ assumptions about

the public with actual opinion. For each question,

respondents were asked to determine whether there

would be a majority for a specific position or whether

views would be evenly divided. If they specified that

there would be a majority, they were then asked

whether or not this would be a large majority, i.e.

whether the majority would be over 60 percent. 

One must be cautious about making broad general-

izations based on these eleven questions. Nonetheless,

the results are quite provocative. On most questions,

leaders’ perceptions of the public’s views are clearly at

odds with the actual attitudes of the general public. 

What is equally striking is that in these same cases,

the actual attitudes of the public and the leaders are

very consonant, but leaders do not know this is the case.

An especially prominent and recurring theme is that

clear majorities of both the leaders and the public are

supportive of policies and principles that involve

stronger multilateral institutions or multilateral efforts

for dealing with problems, but leaders are not aware of

this public support. In some other areas, leaders are bet-

ter at estimating the public, but in only one case do

most leaders get it right (see Figure 5-2).

U.S. Leaders and the Public:
Policy Attitudes and Perceptions

C H A P T E R F I V E
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Policies/positions leaders oppose and do

not know the public also opposes 

There are some current policies that both the public

and leaders oppose but leaders are unaware of the pub-

lic’s opposition. For example, 76% of the public and

70% of leaders support the United States participating

in the International Criminal Court (68% of adminis-

tration officials also take this position, as do 74% of

Democratic staffers, but just 15% of Republican

staffers). However, only 30% of leaders estimate that a

majority of the public would feel this way, and only

20% estimate that this is a large majority. Only 32% of

administration officials, 18% of Democratic staffers,

and 9% of Republican staffers judge the right direction

of the majority. 

PUBL IC AND LEADER OP INION IN RELAT ION TO U.S .  POL IC IES/POSIT IONS

POL IC IES BOTH LEADERS AND PUBL IC SUPPORT Percentage who… PUBL IC LEADERS

Favor  main ta in ing  ru les  aga ins t  to r tu re 70 85

Favor  compl iance  wi th  un favorab le  WTO ru l ings 69 85

Favor  t rade wi th  Ch ina 63 91

Favor  hav ing a  long - te rm base  in  Sou th  Korea 62 71

Favor  the  use  o f  U.S .  t roops  as  par t  o f  an  in te rna t iona l  peacekeep ing fo rce  in  A fghan i s tan 60 92

Favor  keep ing our  cu r ren t  commi tmen t  to  NATO 58 66

POL IC IES/POSIT IONS THE PUBL IC AND LEADERS DO NOT SUPPORT Percentage who… PUBL IC LEADERS

Favor  inc reas ing  de fense  spend ing 29 15

Be l ieve  tha t  t he  U.S .  shou ld  no t  par t i c ipa te  in  the  In te rna t iona l  Cr im ina l  Cour t  t ha t  can  t r y  ind iv idua l s  fo r
war  c r imes ,  genoc ide ,  o r  c r imes  aga ins t  humani ty  i f  t he i r  own coun t r y  won’ t  t r y  them

19 25

Be l ieve  the  U.S .  shou ld  no t  par t i c ipa te  in  the  Kyo to  agreemen t  to  reduce  g loba l  warming 19 25

Be l ieve  in  ce r ta in  c i r cums tances ,  t he  U.S .  shou ld  use  nuc lear  weapons  even  i f  i t  has  no t  su f fe red  a  nuc lear
a t tack

19 16

Favor  tak ing  I s rae l ’s  s ide  in  the  Midd le  Eas t  con f l i c t  w i th  the  Pa les t in ians 17 15

Be l ieve  coun t r ie s  on  the i r  own can go to  war  i f  t hey  have  s t rong ev idence  tha t  ano ther  coun t r y  i s  acqu i r ing
weapons  o f  mass  des t ruc t ion  tha t  cou ld  be  used aga ins t  t hem a t  some po in t  in  the  fu tu re

17 10

Be l ieve  the  U.S .  shou ld  no t  par t i c ipa te  in  the  t rea ty  tha t  bans  a l l  land mines  16 17

Be l ieve  the  U.S .  shou ld  no t  par t i c ipa te  in  the  t rea ty  tha t  wou ld  proh ib i t  nuc lear  weapon tes t  exp los ions
wor ldwide

9 11

Be l ieve  tha t  coun t r ie s  tha t  a re  par t  o f  in te rna t iona l  t rade agreemen t s  shou ld  no t  be  requ i red  to  main ta in
min imum s tandards  fo r  work ing  cond i t ions

4 13

Be l ieve  tha t  coun t r ie s  tha t  a re  par t  o f  in te rna t iona l  t rade agreemen t s  shou ld  no t  be  requ i red  to  main ta in
min imum s tandards  fo r  the  p ro tec t ion  o f  t he  env i ronmen t

4 12

POL IC IES  LEADERS SUPPORT BUT PUBL IC DOES NOT Percentage who… PUBL IC LEADERS

Favor  the  use  o f  U.S .  t roops  i f  Nor th  Korea invades  Sou th  Korea 43 82

Favor  keep ing lega l  immigra t ion  a t  i t s  p resen t  l eve l 31 50

Favor  expand ing economic  a id  to  o the r  coun t r ie s 8 61

Figure 5-1
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Similarly, 71% of the public and 72% of the lead-

ers favor the United States participating in the Kyoto

agreement on global warming. Strikingly, 68% of

administration officials and 94% of Democratic staffers

agree, but just 21% of Republican staffers think the

United States should participate in this treaty. Despite

this support, just 38% of leaders overall estimate that a

majority of the public also supports U.S. participation

in the Kyoto agreement, and only 28% correctly esti-

mate that this is a large majority. Forty-one percent of

administration officials correctly estimate the direction

of the majority, as do 43% of Democratic staffers and

just 15% of Republican staffers. 

Only 17% of the public and 15% of leaders favor

taking Israel’s side in the Israel-Palestine conflict, with

10% of administration officials, 21% of Democratic

staffers and 44% of Republican staffers taking this posi-

tion. Instead, 74% of the public and 77% of the leaders

favor taking neither side. But here again, leaders’ esti-

mates of the public are far off. Only 32% of leaders cor-

rectly guess that a majority of Americans favor not tak-

ing either side, and only 13% assume that this would be

a large majority. Administration officials do slightly bet-

ter, with 42% correctly estimating the view of the

majority, though only 10% correctly estimate the mag-

nitude. Among Congressional staffers, 21% of

Republican staffers and 30% of Democratic staffers cor-

rectly assess majority sentiment. 

Policies leaders oppose and incorrectly

believe the public also opposes 

One of the most dramatic misperceptions on giving the

UN the power to fund its activities by imposing a small

tax on such things as the international sale of arms or oil.

A slight plurality of the public (49%) favors the idea,

while a slight plurality of leaders is opposed (46% in

favor, 49% opposed). However, among government lead-

ers there is clear opposition, with 73% of administration

officials, 91% of Republican staffers, and 59% of

LEADERS PERCEPT IONS OF PUBL IC OP INION
Percentage of the public and leaders who favor each item and percentage of leaders who correctly estimate whether a majority of the public favors that

item or not.

PUBL IC LEADERS
Percen tage o f

leaders  cor rec t l y
es t ima t ing  pub l i c  

U.S .  par t i c ipa t ion  in  UN peacekeep ing 78 84 39

Use o f  U.S .  t roops  to  s top  genoc ide 75 86 55

U.S.  par t i c ipa t ion  in  In te rna t iona l  Cr im ina l  Cour t  76 70 30

U.S.  no t  tak ing  s ides  in  the  I s rae l - Pa les t in ian  con f l i c t  74 77 32

U.S.  par t i c ipa t ion  in  Kyo to  agreemen t 71 72 38

Comply ing wi th  adver se  WTO dec i s ions 66 78 26

Accep t ing  co l l ec t i ve  dec i s ions  wi th in  UN 66 78 26

Use o f  U.S .  t roops  to  ensu re  o i l  supp ly 54 36 37

Decreas ing  lega l  immigra t ion  leve l s 2 54 10 50

Giv ing the  UN power  to  tax 49 46 31

Expanding de fense  spend ing 1 29 15 71

1Percentage in favor of keeping spending the same: 44% (public), 48% (leaders)
2Percentage in favor of keeping levels the same: 31% (public), 50% (leaders)

Figure 5-2
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Democratic staffers opposed. Thirty-one percent of lead-

ers overall give a roughly correct estimation of views being

evenly divided or a majority in favor. Fifty-seven percent

say that a majority is opposed. Among administration

officials, 61% think a large majority is opposed, as do

62% of Republican and 49% of Democratic staffers. 

A modest majority of the public (54%) favors

using U.S. troops to ensure the supply of oil. Leader

attitudes differ, with only 36% in favor of doing this

and 52% opposed. Among leader categories, only

Republic staffers show strong support for this measure,

with 68% favoring it. When asked to estimate public

attitudes, the plurality in every category estimates that

public views are evenly divided. 

Policies leaders oppose and correctly

believe the public also opposes 

On defense spending, only 29% of the public and 15%

of leaders overall favor increasing defense spending. This

includes 10% of administration officials and 4% of

Democratic staffers. More Republican staffers, though

not a majority, also do not favor spending increases on

defense, with 47% in favor. On this question, leaders

correctly estimate that a majority of the public does not

support expanded spending. Only 13% of leaders think

that a majority of the public favors increases, with 10%

of administration officials, 18% of Republican staffers,

and 8% of Democratic staffers thinking this. The domi-

nant view among the public is that defense spending

should be kept the same (44%), with 25% wanting to

cut. Overall, a clear majority of leaders (71%) had the

public at least approximately right, with 44% assuming

that most want spending kept the same, and 27% say-

ing that views are evenly divided.

Principles leaders support and correctly

believe the also public supports 

Eighty-six percent of leaders overall and 75% of the

public favor using U.S. troops to stop a government

from committing genocide and killing large numbers of

its own people. When the leaders were asked to think

about the public’s views, 55% are broadly right, think-

ing that a majority of the public is in favor. Only 40%,

however, think that more than 60% of Americans are in

favor. Fifty-six percent of administration officials esti-

mate a majority is supportive (44% a large majority).

Democratic staffers are especially good at estimating

public perceptions on this question, with 73% estimat-

ing a majority. Republican staffers are reasonably accu-

rate, with 53% estimating a majority (41% large). 

Policies leaders support and correctly

believe the public does not support

Fifty percent of leaders prefer keeping legal levels of

immigration into the United States the same, 33% want

to increase them, and only 10% want to decrease them.

Among all government samples, support for decreases

never exceeds 18%, and support for maintaining the

present level ranges from 46% among administration

officials to 73% among Democratic staffers. Among the

public, 54% say the level of legal immigration should be

decreased, 31% want to keep it the same, and only 11%

want to increase it. When the leaders were asked what

the public thinks about this, 50% say that a majority of

the public wants to decrease immigration and another

22% assume that views are evenly divided. For every

category of government leaders, the plurality assumes

that most Americans want decreases.

Positions leaders support and incorrectly

believe the public opposes 

Leaders continually underestimate how much the public

shares their support for empowering international institu-

tions. Seventy-eight percent of leaders and 66% of the

public agree that the United States should be more will-

ing to make decisions within the United Nations even if

this means that the United States will have to go along

with a policy that is not its first choice. However, when

leaders are asked to estimate the distribution of attitudes

among the general public, only 26% correctly estimate

the direction of the majority, and only 16% estimate that

it is a large majority. Among administration officials,
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25% correctly estimate the direction of the majority, as

do 24% of Republican and 18% of Democratic staffers. 

Misperceptions are similar on the issue of compli-

ance with WTO rulings. Sixty-nine percent of the public

and 85% of the leaders, including majorities in all gov-

ernment categories, say the United States should comply

with unfavorable WTO rulings. When asked to estimate

what the public would say, only 29% of leaders correctly

estimate the direction of majority opinion and only 19%

estimate that it is a large majority. Thirty-six percent of

administration officials guess the right direction, as do

35% of Republican and 24% Democratic staffers. 

A resounding 78% of the public and 84% of lead-

ers (71% of administration officials, 68% of Republican

staffers, and 94% of Democratic staffers) say that the

United States should participate when asked to be part

of a UN international peacekeeping force in a troubled

part of the world. When asked to estimate public atti-

tudes, only 39% correctly estimate that a majority sup-

ports this, and only 24% estimate that it is a large

majority. Twenty-nine percent of administration officials

guess the right direction of the majority, as do 21% of

Republican and 45% of Democratic staffers. 
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General Public Survey

In 2004, for the first time, The Chicago Council on

Foreign Relations has conducted its opinion survey of

the general public through the Internet. Knowledge

Networks, Inc. (KN) administered the survey between

July 6 and July 12 to 1,195 American adults who had

been randomly selected from KN’s respondent panel

and answered questions on screens in their own homes.

The margin of sampling error is approximately 3 per-

centage points. At the time of the last CCFR study in

2002, KN also conducted a special survey of selected

CCFR items. The results of this survey were not

released and were used by CCFR to compare mode dif-

ferences between Internet, telephone, and face-to-face

polling. 

The KN panel is carefully constructed to ensure

that it is representative of the noninstitutionalized adult

population of the United States. In contrast to some

early Internet surveys, the sample is not self-selected

(which can lead to over-representation of computer

owners and the affluent, while neglecting technophobes

and lower-income people). Instead, a random sample of

Americans is selected independently of computer own-

ership and is given free hardware and Internet access in

return for participation in the KN panel.

The evidence indicates that KN samples are equal

or superior in representativeness to most survey samples

interviewed face-to-face (which is extremely expensive)

or by telephone (which faces increasing problems due to

refusals, call screening technology, and cell phone use)

and that the quality of data produced is also equal or

superior. Indeed, there are indications that Internet

respondents, who can see all response alternatives at

once on their screens and can take as much time as they

want to answer questions, may tend to answer more

deliberately and thoughtfully than is typical of face-to-

face or (especially) telephone interviews.

Many questions in the 2004 survey are new and are

not affected by mode differences. However, in compar-

ing the data gathered in previous CCFR surveys, con-

ducted face-to-face in all surveys from 1974 to 1998 (by

Gallup in six surveys from 1978 to 1998 and once by

Harris 1974) and conducted by telephone in 2002 (by

Harris Interactive), some “mode effects,” or patterns of

differences in these responses, have been detected. The

following section summarizes these differences.

INFERENCES ABOUT OPINION CHANGE

In 2002, when CCFR shifted from face-to-face inter-

viewing to primarily telephone interviewing, CCFR

conducted a small (n=400) 2002 face-to-face survey

done as a “splice” to compare mode differences.

Comparison of the 2002 telephone responses with the

face-to-face responses indicated that there were some

N O T E S  O N  M E T H O D O L O G Y
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mode effects. In particular, telephone respondents more

frequently chose “first box” response alternatives (e.g.,

more often saying that various possible foreign policy

goals should be “very important”). Fortunately, the

2002 face-to-face survey, which included many core

questions repeated from 1998, can be used to assess the

extent of opinion change using a single survey mode. 

The analysis of opinion change between 2002 and

2004 is less problematic, because mode differences

between telephone and Internet data are generally small-

er than those between telephone and face-to-face. (On a

continuum of differences, face-to-face and telephone lie

at the extremes and Internet generally falls in the mid-

dle.) One difference appears to be that telephone

respondents, who are talking to a human interviewer,

tend to give more “socially desirable” responses; they

may be less likely, for example, to express approval of

assassinations or torture. Another difference is that, for

some questions with multiple alternatives, telephone

respondents may tend to give more quick, “first choice”

responses. Again, many or most CCFR questions are

unaffected by these tendencies. Still, inferences about

opinion change between the 2002 and 2004 CCFR sur-

veys require some caution.

For those questions that have been previously

asked, we have taken the following approach to report-

ing the data and discussing change:

• All 2004 percentages listed in the report are from

the 2004 KN Internet survey.

• There are 17 questions or batteries (including six

types of foreign aid, feeling thermometers on 14

countries, 20 possible foreign policy goals, four

treaties, and six policies related to combating ter-

rorism) for which we have data from a 2002 KN

Internet survey (n=1091) conducted for CCFR

that can be used for direct, single-mode compar-

isons between 2002 and 2004. These 2002 data are

listed in the topline report as 2002 Internet (avail-

able at www.ccfr.org). Change figures on these

questions use the Internet to Internet comparisons. 

• For a different set of questions (attention to inter-

national news, six domestic and foreign federal

government programs, and 12 possible threats to

the vital interest of the United States), we have data

from a special 2004 CCI telephone survey done for

CCFR, which can be used for direct, single-mode

comparison with the 2002 telephone data. These

are listed in the topline report as 2004 telephone.

Change figures on these questions use the tele-

phone to telephone comparisons. 

• In a few cases not included above, we have confi-

dence that opinion changed because the observed

changes in responses between the 2002 telephone

and 2004 Internet data are so large and because the

general body of research on mode effects as well as

analysis of possible mode effects in the 2002 face-

to-face/telephone comparisons confirms it. In these

cases, however, we will not generally report a pre-

cise percentage point change, only the direction of

the change. A similar procedure applies to infer-

ences about changes between 1998 (with face-to-

face data) and 2004. 

• In all other cases we will refrain from commenting

on opinion change.

Leadership Survey

The CCFR leadership study is designed to measure atti-

tudes of a select group of opinion leaders on matters

relating to foreign policy. The Chicago Council on

Foreign Relations has commissioned this important

research quadrennially since 1974, and this year marks

the first-ever biennial study. IPSOS-Public Affairs was

commissioned to conduct the research for 2004. The

design of the questionnaires was developed by The

Chicago Council on Foreign Relations and a group of

professional consultants working together with IPSOS.

Similar to all eight previous Chicago Council stud-

ies starting in 1974, the 2004 survey includes a simulta-

neous survey of the general public and foreign policy

leaders. The 2004 leaders survey, which uses many of

the same survey questions asked of the general public,

was conducted for the first time by IPSOS-Public

Affairs. However, the sample design and the survey

method (telephone interviews) are essentially the same

as in past surveys conducted by Harris (1974, 2002)
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and Gallup (1978-1998), so that inferences concerning

opinion changes between one survey and other are

straightforward and nonproblematic. Comparisons

between leaders’ opinions and those of the public also

remain valid.

IPSOS interviewed 450 leaders with foreign policy

power, specialization, and expertise. These included 100

Congressional members or their senior staff, 31 from

the Senate and 69 from the House; 75 university

administrators and academics who teach in the area of

international relations; 59 journalists and editorial staff

who handle international news; 41 administration offi-

cials such assistant secretaries and other senior staff in

various agencies and offices dealing with foreign policy;

50 religious leaders; 38 senior business executives from

Fortune 1000 corporations; 32 labor presidents of the

largest labor unions; 29 presidents of major private for-

eign policy organizations; and 25 presidents of major

special interest groups relevant to foreign policy. For

purposes of analysis, data for each of the individual

groups were also reviewed separately for comparisons

among them and with the leader sample as a whole as

well as with the public. 

The individuals interviewed (or their immediate

superiors) hold key leadership positions. They do not

necessarily reflect the views of the inner circle of foreign

policy decision makers in the White House or the

Department of Defense. However, many of the intervie-

wees exercise direct authority over U.S. foreign policy,

while others may affect policy indirectly, through lobby-

ing, expert writing and testimony, and contributions to

public debate. 
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