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Executive Summary 
A new, national survey commissioned by the Eurasia Group Foundation (EGF) reveals the American pub-
lic supports a more restrained approach to international relations and military interventions. However, 
this desire for a more focused foreign policy is at odds with the more expansive role generally favored by 
foreign policy experts. 

This is not terribly surprising. As the United States emerged from the Cold War as the world’s sole super-
power, foreign policy think tanks and their funders began to focus on how the United States could use its 
singular influence to promote American values and defend American interests in every region of the world. 
This geopolitical triumph was construed by foreign policy leaders as a mandate to secure for people every-
where the individual and economic freedoms enjoyed by Americans. Representative democracy and free 
market economics were seen as universal birthrights, and were often promoted with irresistible economic 
incentives and defended with irrepressible military force. 

In this system, which international relations scholars refer to as “liberal hegemony,” democracy promotion 
often veered into “regime change” and “nation building” tactics. Now, many Americans who cherish the 
values the United States champions appear dissatisfied with the manner in which it champions them. 

We asked more than one thousand respondents detailed questions about their foreign policy views, and the 
following observations are included among our study’s findings:

 Ҋ Support for American exceptionalism and leadership is linked to the power of America’s example, and 
is not necessarily indicative of support for active intervention in global affairs.

 Ҋ When asked how to “best achieve and sustain peace” in the world, Democrats chose “global economic… 
[and] free trade” as their first choice, over democracy promotion. Republicans chose “a focus on the 
domestic needs and the health of American democracy” as their first choice, over “maintaining over-
whelming strength” of its military as a deterrent.

 Ҋ Young people are often perceived to be more likely to support intervention to stop human rights 
abuses. Our results challenge this perception. People under 30 years old were the most likely to choose 
answer options which would, in effect, abstain from the using force to stop humanitarian abuses. When 
confronting human rights abuses, across party affiliation, restraint was the first choice, U.N. leadership 
was the second choice, and US-led intervention was the last choice.       

 Ҋ Asked how the United States should respond if, in the wake of the Trump administration’s withdrawal from 
the Iran nuclear deal, “Iran gets back on track with its nuclear weapons program,” there was bipartisan 
consensus in support for diplomacy over military action. Eighty percent of respondents chose one of two 
diplomatic options for trying to maintain a non-nuclear Iran. Of the remaining respondents, significantly 
more people believed “Iran has the right to defend itself even if it means developing nuclear weapons” than 
supported a “preemptive strike on Iran to prevent its government from acquiring nuclear weapons.”
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 Ҋ When faced with a hypothetical situation in which a NATO ally in the Baltics was invaded by Russia, 
reminded of the treaty’s requirement for mutual defense, and told “the only way to expel Russia… is 
a military response,” Americans were deeply ambivalent on whether to retaliate. Fifty-four percent 
supported military action while 46 percent opposed. The reasons for their support and opposition are 
discussed within this report.

 Ҋ Almost half (45 percent) of respondents thought lawmakers should maintain the current level of mil-
itary spending. Of the remaining respondents, more than twice as many thought we should decrease 
spending than thought we should increase it. The most popular rationale for decreasing military spend-
ing was that the United States “has other priorities on which it could be spending this money.” The 
second most cited reason was that the current “level of military spending is fiscally irresponsible” and 
that we should prioritize “pay[ing] down the national debt or reduc[ing] taxes.” 

 Ҋ Americans are split along party lines when asked about the “greatest threat” facing the country. Dem-
ocrats and Independents cited “a rise in populist and authoritarian governments” while Republicans 
cited “high levels of immigration.” 

 Ҋ More Americans hold what EGF board president Ian Bremmer calls an “Independent America” worldview 
(i.e., America must focus more on its own domestic challenges than on the challenges that come with 
international leadership) than either an “Indispensable America” worldview (i.e., American leadership 
is necessary for global stability and therefore American peace and prosperity) or a “Moneyball America” 
worldview (i.e. foreign policy should be driven by a focused calculation of costs and benefits to the nation-
al interest). The prevalence of this Independent America worldview held across every age group, partisan 
political identification, and income level we surveyed. Using another typology developed by Walter Rus-
sell Mead, however, we found some differences in worldview by party identification.
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Introduction: Promoting 
Democracy at Home 
“Vox populi, vox Dei.” The voice of the people is the voice of God. The Latin maxim expresses a foundational 
assumption of democracy: that expressions of the public’s opinions, beliefs, and values ought to be respect-
ed, if not revered. Yet as this paper reveals, within the realm of foreign policy, the voice of the people is not 
being faithfully represented by the views of experts. In short, Americans desire a much more restrained 
foreign policy than the one currently being pursued by their government. This maxim doubles as the moti-
vating principle of this study, which set out to elucidate, and take seriously, how  members of the American 
public perceive their country’s international role.

Much has been made about this precarious mo-
ment for democracy, and rightly so. Authoritar-
ian leaders and ultranationalist political parties 
are competing in national elections with alarm-
ing success. In the United States, the election of 
Donald Trump caught even the most astute and 
seasoned political prognoscators by surprise. 
After all, the United States is the leader of what 
has become known as the “rules-based interna-
tional order.” In the aftermath of World War II, 
it created those rules and established the insti-
tutions which would enforce them. The World 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund would make international lending contingent on democratic re-
forms and trade liberalization, the United Nations would promote diplomacy as the first resort for nations 
looking to redress their grievances, and military alliances such as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) would protect democracies against invasion. 

After the end of the Cold War and the collapse of Soviet communism, this rules-based international order 
has come to be reified by foreign policy thinkers, and seen as essential to America’s national interests and 
security. The prevailing wisdom is that active international engagement created the conditions for global-
ization which, in turn, advanced prosperity and security for the United States. So how could a candidate 
who ran in flagrant opposition to globalism and the American-led rules generate such political support? 

In short, while U.S. policymakers have been focused on promoting and protecting democracy abroad, some  
have neglected parts of their core democratic obligations at home. 

In the wake of Trump’s election, many have written about the corrosion of democracy—and the need to 
“re-democratize”—within the United States. Some have insisted Donald Trump is a beneficiary, not the 
source, of declining democratic norms. They cite the rise in partisan polarization and incivility which pre-
ceded the 2016 election. But there’s another democratic norm which, when ignored, supplies an opportunity 
for populist candidates such as Donald Trump: regard for the popular will. 

In the foreign policy realm, a great gap persists between foreign policy leaders’ views and those of the 
American public. A significant body of research has emerged in recent years to describe the severity and 
scope of this divergence.1 This report contributes new findings from a survey recently commissioned by EGF 
which adds confirmation, elaboration, and explanation to the extant research.  

• When governing is unyoked to public opinion, a deficit of 
democracy accrues. 

• When American foreign policy is pursued without significant 
public support, our government is perceived by foreign 
governments as a less reliable friend and a less resolute foe. 

• When foreign policy fails to reflect the diversity of public opinion, 
legitimate policy ideas can be frozen out of serious debate.
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Before proceeding, there are three important points about the role of public opinion in policy making. In a 
democracy, laws and policies are predicated on the consent of the governed. As such, elected leaders are ex-
pected to be sensitive and responsive to the needs and interests of their constituents. A deficit of democracy 
accrues when governing is unyoked to public opinion. This likely occurs today. 

Still, the United States is a representative, not a direct, democracy. Elected leaders are not expected to merely 
follow the collective opinion of their constituents. They ought to lead that opinion. This is especially true in ar-
eas such as foreign policy, where specialized knowledge informs policy debates. The Brexit vote in the United 
Kingdom spectacularly demonstrated how foreign policy making by referenda can produce chaotic conse-
quences. And to be sure, political scientists differ on the wisdom, consistency, and stability of public opinion.2 

However, a core assumption of this report is that, within a democracy, the beliefs, judgments, and opinions 
of the public must be taken seriously by policymakers. Whether attempting to follow or lead public opinion 
on foreign policy, elected representatives are duty-bound to critically engage with it. But it’s not just duty 
that should compel them to heed public opinion. It is a commitment to effective policymaking. This leads 
us to the second point: when American foreign policy is pursued without significant public support, our 
government is perceived by foreign governments as a less reliable friend and a less resolute foe. This cre-
ates commitment problems internationally and confidence problems at home. Passively ignoring or actively 
neglecting the popular will—especially in matters as grave as war and peace—could further undermine the 
public’s confidence in the responsiveness of its elected leaders. 

Finally, when orthodoxy forms among experts as foreign policy fails to reflect the diversity of public opinion, 
legitimate policy ideas can be frozen out of serious debate. Intelligent and thoughtful proposals to decrease 
defense spending or reevaluate the War on Terror are dismissed as outside the boundaries of conventional 
wisdom. Opening up foreign policy to new ideas—including some ideas and opinions more supported by the 
public—is a way of guarding against insularity and narrow debate.
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Who Took Our Survey? 

Gender
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Male

0% 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Something
else

Independent

Democrat

Republican

Political party

Household income
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$200,000+

$175,000-$199,999

$150,000-$174,999

$125,000-$149,999

$100,000-$124,999

$75,000-$99,999
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$25,000-$49,999

$10,000-$24,999

$0-$9,999

Source: EGF
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Specific Findings
American Exceptionalism
In Principle, Not Practice

The Americans we surveyed were nearly two-and-a-half times more likely to believe “America is exceptional 
because of what it represents” than to believe “America is exceptional because of what it has done for the 
world.” The strong preference for this particular understanding of American exceptionalism is consistent 
across partisan affiliations and age groups. This suggests support for American exceptionalism is not nec-
essarily related to or synonymous with support for an activist or interventionist foreign policy. 

America is …

Something else

Independent

Democrat

Republican

… exceptional because of what it has done for the world.

17.7

… exceptional because of what it represents.

48.8%

… not an exceptional nation. Every country has attributes which 
distinguish it, but ultimately acts in its own interests.

33.5

Source: EGF

This differs from how political leaders typically refer to exceptionalism. At a presidential campaign event 
in 2011, Mitt Romney claimed, “we are an exceptional country with a unique destiny and role in the world…
that of a great champion of human dignity and human freedom.”3 At a 2009 press conference in Strasbourg, 
France, President Obama elaborated his assertion, “I believe in American exceptionalism” by referring to 
the “sacrifices of our troops” and the “enormous amount of resources” invested in postwar Europe.4

Moreover, a plurality of Democrats and a plurality of respondents under 30 years old believe “America is not an 
exceptional nation. Every country has attributes which distinguish it, but ultimately acts in its own interests.” 

Which of the following best expresses your view?

A great leader
should try to

change the world.

A great leader must
lead by example.

In the real world, any leader
must often choose the least

of many bad options.

10.5% 59.9 29.7

Source: EGF

There was another point in our survey which reinforced the observation of public support for the idea that 
America’s greatness and leadership comes less from its active intervention in global affairs and more 
from what it represents. When asked to select a statement which “best expresses your view,” 60 percent of 
our respondents chose “a great leader must lead by example” while only 10 percent chose “a great leader 
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should try to change the world.” An additional 30 percent chose “in the real world, any leader must often 
choose the least of many bad options.” 

Though this specific question does not explicitly refer to international relations, its placement in our survey 
leads us to interpret significant support for the kind of national leadership which is characterized by conduct 
and values worthy of emulation. This sentiment was recently expressed by Vice President Biden: “America’s 
ability to lead the world depends not just on the example of our power, but on the power of our example.”5 

Threat Perception
It’s Coming from Outside  

When asked about the “greatest threat” facing the United States during this century, Americans were split along 
partisan lines. Lack of trust in democratic institutions and a decrease in civic participation was significant, 
ranked second by Democrats, Republicans, and Independents alike. But to Republicans, this concern was 
overshadowed by a fear of “losing… national identity due to high levels of immigration.” Democrats and 
Independents ranked immigration last among four potential threats, and their number one preoccupation was 
with “a rise in populist and authoritarian governments [which] threaten democracy, human rights, and the rule 
of law across the world.” Among Republicans, this rise of authoritarianism was ranked second to the last, higher 
only than “trade wars that will damage America’s economy and trade relations with other countries.” 

In the 21st century, the greatest threat America will face is …

Something else

Independent

Democrat

Republican

… losing its national identity due to high levels of immigration.

15.4

… Americans are becoming distrustful of democratic institutions and less committed 
to participating in civic life.

28.0

… a rise in populist and authoritarian governments threaten democracy, human rights,
and the rule of law across the world.

40.3%

… trade wars that will damage America’s economy and trade relations with other countries.

16.5

Source: EGF

These results reflect a stark contrast in how people with different partisan identities view threats to national 
security. These lopsided views may be explained by “selective exposure”—in a fragmented news media envi-
ronment, audiences segregate along ideological lines and stories to which they’re exposed reinforce existing 
perceptions and biases.6 

The media’s role in political polarization is well documented, but the new research out from Harvard and 
MIT shows how an increasingly Breitbart-led conservative media ecosystem has intensified President 
Trump’s anti-immigration message among Republicans.7 Meanwhile, mainstream media outlets more 
heavily consumed by Democrats and Independents are dedicating significant coverage to the increasingly 
authoritarian regimes in Russia and China. 
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Peace Promotion
Beyond Military Dominance & Democracy Promotion

Ever since President Reagan popularized the phrase “peace through strength,” Republicans have supported 
America’s military dominance as a deterrent. Conversely, Democrats have traditionally sought to establish 
peace by promoting democracy and human rights around the world. 

So it was somewhat surprising that, when asked which of four options “best achieved and sustained” peace, 
military dominance and democracy promotion were the least popular. Instead, the most popular answer 
option among Democrats was “establishing, encouraging, and reinforcing global economic integration, as 
well as the growth of free trade” and the most popular answer option among Republicans was “keeping a fo-
cus on the domestic needs and the health of American democracy, while avoiding unnecessary intervention 
beyond the borders of the United States.”

Peace is best achieved and sustained by the U.S. by …

Something else

Independent

Democrat

Republican

… maintaining overwhelming strength and deploying it only when America is 
attacked or our vital interests are compromised by another power.

18.1

… keeping a focus on domestic needs and the health of American democracy, while 
avoiding unnecessary intervention beyond the borders of the U.S.

34.2%

… promoting and defending democracy around the world.

17.9

… establishing, encouraging, and reinforcing global economic integration, as well 
as the growth of free trade.

29.8

Source: EGF

Some might see a paradox in Republicans’ support for “domestic needs” and Democrats’ support for “free 
trade” as the primary drivers of peace. After all, the Republican Party gave birth to the kind of neo-con-
servatism which advocated for preventive war, while Democrats are widely seen as the party of bread and 
butter domestic policy issues. Moreover, Democrats are traditionally the party of trade unions which most 
forcefully oppose free trade while Republicans are often associated with big, multinational corporations 
which are among its beneficiaries.  

But again, the most striking observation is that the following two answer options, long regarded as the drivers 
of peace by foreign policy elites in the Republican and Democratic parties respectively, were roughly tied for 
last place: “maintaining overwhelming strength and deploying it only when America is attacked or our vital 
interests are compromised by another power” and “promoting and defending democracy around the world.” 
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Iran’s Nuclear Ambitions
The Desire for Diplomacy 

Support for the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA, commonly known as the Iran nuclear deal) 
has been a source of partisan division since the plan was enacted. During his candidacy, President Trump 
criticized the deal and promised to abandon it if elected. In May of 2018, the United States officially with-
drew from the agreement. 

We asked Americans how they thought the United States should respond if, in the wake of the withdrawal, 
“Iran gets back on track with its nuclear weapons program.” A bipartisan consensus in support of diploma-
cy over military action was both broad and deep. Approximately 80 percent of Americans chose one of the 
answer choices related to diplomacy: “working with… allies to impose stronger economic sanctions even if 
business interests of America and its allies are negatively affected” or “attempt to revive nuclear negotia-
tions and pursue a diplomatic solution even if it means Iran is a nuclear power in the short term.” 

This latter choice, which explicitly tolerates a nuclear-armed Iran, received more support than preven-
tive military action by a factor of nearly five-to-one. The answer option for preventive military action (1) 
emphasizes the limited scope of the action and (2) acknowledges its possible consequence: “the U.S. should 
launch a preemptive strike on Iran to prevent its government from acquiring nuclear weapons, even if it 
risks starting a full-scale war.” 

This was the least popular answer option among respondents of every partisan affiliation, as well as those 
who chose not to identify. It was less popular within each of these groups than the answer option, “the U.S. 
should not intervene. Iran has the right to defend itself even if it means developing nuclear weapons as a 
deterrent.” Clearly, after nearly two decades of U.S. military engagement in the Middle East, the public has 
little appetite for military confrontation with Iran despite public assertions from the Trump administration 
that “if Iran does anything at all to the negative, they will pay a price few countries have ever paid.”8

President Trump announced US’ withdrawal from the Iran Nuclear deal. If Iran gets 
back on track with its nuclear weapons program, how should the U.S. respond?

8.1% 37.1 42.412.5

… launch a preemptive strike on Iran to prevent its government from acquiring nuclear weapons, even if it risks 
starting a full-scale war.

… attempt to revive nuclear negotiations and pursue a diplomatic solution even if it means Iran is a nuclear power 
in the short term.

… not intervene. Iran has the right to defend itself even if it means developing nuclear weapons as a deterrent.

… pressure Iran to give up its weapons by working with its allies to impose stronger economic sanctions even if 
business interests of America and its allies are negatively affected.

The U.S. should … 

Source: EGF
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Responsibility to Protect
Or Not 

Neoconservative interventionism often takes the form of preventive military action and “regime change” with 
the justification that these actions reduce the likelihood of future attacks upon the United States. Neoliberal 
interventionism often takes the form of military strikes upon dictators and foreign troops responsible for 
human rights abuses with justifications that we have a moral obligation to defend vulnerable populations 
and that doing so is conducive to global stability. 

But just as liberal foreign policy leaders have supported preventive wars, conservative foreign policy leaders 
have pushed to deploy troops to stop humanitarian abuses. In fact, our content analysis shows a majority—
approximately 60 percent—of foreign policy leaders have publicly expressed support for the United States 
interceding with force to protect vulnerable populations outside its borders. 

According to our survey results, however, the American public is not as enthusiastic about United States-led 
overseas military operations when Americans are not directly threatened. 

Expert opinion vs. public opinion on how to respond to humanitarian abuses

Source: EGF

U.N.-led

U.S.-led

Restraint

Experts Public

28

61

11

43

21

34

Abstinence from military intervention was the most popular approach for every age group, except for 
people older than 60 years old, when we combined responses for non-intervention.9 This older group did 
not support unilateral U.S. intervention into human rights abuses. They were more than twice as likely 
to believe “organizations such as the United Nations should take the lead in responding to human rights 
abuses, not individual countries such as the U.S.” than “the U.S. should use its influence, including military 
intervention, to stop human rights abuses.” 

People under 30 years old were the most likely to want the United States to abstain from intervening in hu-
man rights abuses, and these young people were most likely to believe “the U.S. should fix its own [human 
rights] problems [‘such as mass incarceration and aggressive policing’] before focusing on other countries.”

When confronting human rights abuses, consistently across party affiliations, restraint was the first choice, 
U.N. leadership was the second choice, and American intervention was the last choice.   

 People under 30 years old were the most likely to want the U.S. to abstain 
from intervening in human rights abuses

Source: EGF

18-29

30-44

45-60

>60

U.S.-led

U.N.-led

Restraint

45%

34%

21%



EGF 13

Worlds Apart: U.S. Foreign Policy and American Public Opinion

NATO Military Retaliation 
Treaty-Bound or War’s Unsound? 

After reading a hypothetical situation in which a NATO ally in the Baltics is invaded by Russia, reminded of 
the treaty’s requirement for mutual defense, and told “the only way to expel Russia… is a military response,” 
Americans were deeply ambivalent on whether to retaliate. Fifty four percent supported military action 
while 46 percent opposed. These results are similar to those of a recent survey by the Chicago Council on 
Global Affairs.10 We probed with follow-up questions to understand the primary drivers of Americans’ sup-
port for or opposition to retaliation. 

In recent decades, Russia has invaded parts of neighboring countries with no mili-
tary response by the US. Russia has just invaded Estonia, a small, democratic coun-
try which is on Russia’s western border. Estonia had been occupied by Russia from 
1940 until it gained independence in 1990. In 2004, it joined NATO, the Ameri-
can-led alliance established after World War II which requires member countries 
defend each other militarily. In response to Russia’s invasion, Estonia’s government 
invokes the NATO treaty and calls upon allies to help it to fight the Russian troops. 
The only way to expel Russia from Estonia is a military response. 

Retaliation supporters 

Should America initiate a military operation in Estonia to expel Russian troops?

Source: EGF

Retaliation opposers

2.95

2.57

2.33

2.15

2.74

2.66

2.33

2.27

America’s treaty obligations are inviolable. If the 
United States does not meet its NATO obligations, 
America is showing its allies that it cannot be trusted. 

If the United States does not stand up to 
Russia, it will continue to invade other 
countries in Eastern Europe because they 
know they will face no American opposition. 

America has a moral obligation to defend 
democracies and their people from aggression 
by totalitarian regimes like Russia. 

If America does not respond to attacks on 
NATO allies, those allies would be unlikely to 
help the United States if it is ever attacked. 

The cost of war will be a drain upon the 
American government and economy. We 
should focus on domestic issues. 

Russia is a nuclear power. If we confront them 
militarily, the consequences of escalation 
could be catastrophic. 

NATO puts the interests of other countries ahead 
of America’s interests. We need to renegotiate 
the alliance so it’s fairer to the United States.

Russia’s expansionism doesn’t present an 
immediate threat to the United States, and Estonia 
is within Russia’s sphere of influence anyway. 

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

Yes 54.2

45.8No Something else

Independent

Democrat

Republican
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There was some expected variation between party identification, with two-thirds of Democrats and a slight 
majority of Independents opting for retaliation and a slight majority of Republicans opposing it. 

We asked respondents who supported retaliation to rank in order of importance four commonly given ra-
tionales and then weighted the results. Notably, a straightforward desire to live up to our treaty obligations 
received the most responses, whereas the choices which contained the underlying rationales of the NATO 
alliance received less support. 

We asked respondents who opposed retaliation to rank in order of importance four rationales for opposition 
and then weighted the results. Here, an apparently war-weary public expressed reluctance based on antici-
pated costs and consequences of a conflict with Russia and less on ideological and isolationist grounds.  

It should be noted here that, while the public is somewhat evenly split on whether to go to war in support 
of our Article Five obligations under NATO, there is no ambivalence among foreign policy leaders. An 
overwhelming majority—95 percent—of those whose writings are included in our content analysis supported 
armed retaliation. 

Experts Public

In the case of a Russian attack on a NATO ally...

95%
of foreign policy 
experts would 
seek retaliation…

...compared to 

54.2%
of the public

Source: EGF

Defense Spending
Reduce, Reallot, or Restore?   

The U.S. military is an institution which enjoys a high level of public confidence. Yet the amount the gov-
ernment spends on the military’s budget is a topic of public disagreement. Other polling organizations have 
asked respondents whether they think the amount spent on the military is too much, about right, or too 
little, and generated predictable party-line results.11 However, we did not want to presume our respondents 
had a definite opinion on the topic nor the information readily available to develop an informed one. So, in 
order to provide balanced information with neutral language, our question informed respondents of the cost 
of the defense budget as a comparison to that of other countries in both absolute figures, and as a propor-
tion of the countries’ economies:

“Today the United States budgets $610 billion each year for its national defense, 
more than any other country. By comparison, the next three countries in descend-
ing order of military spending are: China ($228 billion), Saudi Arabia ($69.4 billion), 
and Russia ($66.3 billion). As a percentage of its overall economic output (GDP), 
the U.S. ranks fourth in military spending, after Saudi Arabia, Israel and Russia.”12
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We then asked, “Do you think American lawmakers should increase, maintain, or decrease our current 
level of military spending?” Almost half (45 percent) of respondents thought lawmakers should maintain 
the level of military spending. Of the remaining respondents, more than twice as many thought we should 
decrease the level of spending than thought we should increase it. 

As with a recent Gallup poll13, we found more Democrats than Republicans wanted to decrease military 
spending, and more Republicans than Democrats wanted to increase spending. But unlike that poll, our 
survey showed Republicans significantly more likely to support current levels of military spending than 
wanting to increase spending.

As with the NATO question, we asked follow-up questions to probe further as to why respondents supported 
increasing or decreasing America’s defense spending. We asked people to rank three possible rationales 
and then weighted the results. The most popular rationale for decreasing military spending was the United 
States “has other priorities on which it could be spending this money.” This second most cited rationale was 
that the current “level of military spending is fiscally irresponsible” and that we should prioritize “pay[ing] 
down the national debt or reduc[ing] taxes.” Interestingly, the fewest people chose “the U.S. does not cur-
rently face enough of a security threat to justify the current level of military spending.” So even respondents 
who perceive real threats nevertheless want to reduce military spending to allocate for other priorities. 

The most salient reason to increase military spending relates to perceptions of a weakened military under 
President Obama and a wish for it to be “restored to its full strength.” This was closely followed by the need 
to remain “the most powerful nation in the world” as “countries like Russia and China are becoming more 
powerful” and “enemies like ISIS” persist. The least salient reason to increase military spending had to do 
with America’s role as a global leader, “called upon not only to defend the American people, but to provide 
for the security of our allies and, to some extent, the world”. Even people who’d like to see us spend more on 
the military appear driven by a desire to reverse the budget cuts toward the end of the Obama administra-
tion, and report little appetite for the provision of security on a planetary scale. 

Do you think American lawmakers should increase, maintain, or decrease 
our current level of military spending?

Decrease

Maintain

Increase

Democrat Independent Something elseRepublican

Source: EGF
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Military spending increasers

Source: EGF

Military spending decreasers

2.10 2.44

2.09 2.00

1.80 1.55

The U.S. military was weakened in recent years 
due to budget cuts, and it needs to be restored 
to full strength. 

2

3

1
The United States has other priorities on which it 
could be spending this money (e.g., infrastructure, 
healthcare, education, etc.).

This level of military spending is fiscally 
irresponsible—reducing military spending 
could help us pay down the national debt or 
reduce taxes Americans must pay.

The United States does not currently face 
enough of a security threat to justify the 
current level of military spending.

2

3

1

Increasingly, the United States called upon 
not only to defend the American people, 
but to provide for the security of our allies 
and, to some extent, the world.

Countries like Russia and China are becoming 
more powerful, and enemies like ISIS and al-Qaeda 
have not gone away, so the United States must 
increase its military strength to remain safe/the 
most powerful nation in the world.

General Worldview 
Declaring Independence 

To move beyond specific foreign policy preferences to an understanding of respondents’ broader views 
about the country’s foreign policy approach, we operationalized three worldview types described by Ian 
Bremmer in his book Superpower: Three Choices for America’s Role in the World. We found that significant-
ly more Americans hold an “Independent America” worldview (i.e., America must focus more on its own 
domestic challenges than on the challenges that come with international leadership) than either an “In-
dispensable America” worldview (i.e., American leadership is necessary for global stability and therefore 
American peace and prosperity) or a “Moneyball America” worldview (i.e. foreign policy should be driven by 
a focused calculation of costs and benefits to the national interest). 

Far from indicating a reflexive isolationism of one political or demographic group, the identification with 
an “Independent America” worldview—as measured by an aggregate of three survey questions designed to 
correspond to these three categories—was stronger than the identification with the two other worldviews 
across every age group, partisan political identification, and income level we surveyed. And it was stronger 
with high information than with low information respondents. 

Uncategorized

Moneyball

Independent

Indispensible

Bremmer typologies: experts vs. public 

Source: EGF

Experts Public

47.0% 9.5%

9.0 44.0

15.5 19.5

25.0 27.0
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A separate content analysis of the published opinions of foreign policy leaders shows that the expressed 
worldviews of experts are inversely related to the public’s worldview. According to our methodology, among 
the public, 44 percent ascribe to an “Independent America” worldview and 9.5 percent ascribe to an “Indis-
pensable America” worldview. Among experts, 47 percent ascribe to an “Indispensable America” worldview 
while just 9 percent ascribe to an “Independent America” worldview. 

Age

Political 
preference

Income
Distribution

Participant
knowledge

Source: EGF
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Using Mead’s typology, we found some differences in worldview by party identification. According to our study, 
Republicans and Independents are significantly more likely to fit a “Jeffersonian” type, which “hold[s] that 
American foreign policy should be less concerned about spreading democracy abroad than about safeguarding 
it at home.” Democrats are significantly more likely to fit a “Wilsonian” type, which “believe[s] that the United 
States has both a moral obligation and an important national interest in spreading American democratic and 
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social values throughout the world, creating a peaceful international community that accepts the rule of law.”  
We also categorized people into a “Jacksonian” type (which “believes that the most important goal of the 
U.S. government in both foreign and domestic policy should be the physical security and economic well-be-
ing of the American people”) and a “Hamiltonian” type (which “regard[s] a strong alliance between the na-
tional government and big business as the key to both domestic stability and to effective action abroad”).14

Mead typology cross referenced with political preference 

Source: EGF

Democrat Independent Something elseRepublican

Hamiltonian

Wilsonian

Jeffersonian

Jacksonian

While the public is somewhat evenly split among Jeffersonians and Wilsonians, the foreign policy experts 
we analyzed were significantly more likely to fit within a Wilsonian framework than any other category. 
Given that Jeffersonians are identified with support for a more restrained foreign policy and Wilsonians ad-
vocate a more expansive and internationalist approach, this finding adds further support to the observation 
that foreign policy experts and the public have measurably and meaningfully different visions for America’s 
appropriate role in the world.

Mead typologies: experts vs. public 
Experts Public

7.0% 12.0%

11.0 26.0

2.0 8.5

49.0 25.0
Hamiltonian

Wilsonian

Jeffersonian

Jacksonian

Source: EGF



EGF 19

Worlds Apart: U.S. Foreign Policy and American Public Opinion

Conclusion 
There are two primary conclusions to be reasonably drawn from this study. First, the public desire for 
a more restrained U.S. foreign policy is significant and diverse. It crosses party lines and generational 
boundaries. Our survey results show the American public’s preference for getting its own house in order and 
avoiding international entanglements is broad based. It is limited to neither the ultranationalist corners 
of the Republican party nor the reflexively pacifist corners of the Democratic party, as pundits so often 
suggest. This sentiment is possibly a product of the public dissatisfaction with the recent war in Iraq and the 
ongoing war in Afghanistan, as well as with recent instances, such as Libya, where humanitarian-minded 
military interventions created power vacuums which hurt the people the United States attempted to help. 

The second conclusion is that a chasm persists between what Americans believe is their country’s appropri-
ate role in the world and what foreign policy leaders believe. Our content analysis reveals that foreign policy 
leaders take a more interventionist posture on 
every policy issue we tracked. In short, there is 
a stark division between voters’ expressed in-
terests in the realm of foreign policy and what 
foreign policy leaders believe is in voters’ inter-
ests. And this produces a thorny paradox—and 
potentially opens the United States to charges of 
hypocrisy—when foreign policy leaders attempt 
to champion responsive and representative gov-
ernments around the world.

This second conclusion is consistent with a growing body of literature which reflects the disconnect between 
foreign policy leaders and the public. The first conclusion, however, departs from conventional wisdom 
of foreign policy think tanks, which often focus on support for a more “engaged” foreign policy. But this 
departure is a matter of emphasis and depends on the kinds of questions asked. To be sure, we do not find 
Americans want to withdraw from the world. Support for international trade, for example, is significant. But 
we do find the American public is more reluctant and restrained when it comes to the use of force than other 
surveys have indicated. 

Part of this might be attributable to the specificity of our questions and answer choices. While the specific-
ity contained in our answer choices might increase the possibility respondents are “primed” to think about 
information they wouldn’t have otherwise, broad questions about America’s global role are likely to be more 
susceptible to the effects of social desirability bias—that is, when unsure of their own position, survey takers 
will select the answer choice which sounds most popular. In attempting to assess public opinion, we sacri-
ficed concision for precision. 

Although our survey results are consistent and conclusive, we did not measure the prioritization of foreign 
policy topics relative to domestic policy topics. Indeed, public opinion polling regularly reveals that foreign 
policy concerns are subordinate to economic and social issues among voters. So, while foreign policy 
leaders have a democratic duty to engage with the views of the American public, the American public has 
an opportunity to make sure its views are more clearly and forcefully shared with foreign policy leaders. 
Hopefully, this report has made a modest contribution toward realizing that opportunity.  

• The public desire for a more restrained U.S. foreign policy crosses 
party lines and generational boundaries. 

• There is a stark division between voters’ expressed interests in the 
realm of foreign policy and what foreign policy leaders believe is 
in voters’ interests.
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Methodology 
This survey was developed by EGF. The survey instrument was written by EGF research fellow Mark Hannah 
with help from two research assistants.15 It was distributed online to a geographically and demographically 
diverse national sample of 1,185 voting-age adults between July 17, 2018 and July 18, 2018. This period 
follows a week in which the NATO summit was hosted in Brussels and in which President Trump and Presi-
dent Putin met in Helsinki. We have no reason to believe news of these events had an effect on some of our 
responses, but we are unable to rule out such a possibility.

Answer choices for all non-demographic multiple- and rank choice-type questions were randomized. 

For questions about support for military spending and the potential for retaliation should a NATO ally be 
attacked by Russia, we set up a factorial vignette—an experiment embedded into a survey in which the re-
spondent is exposed to new information before selecting an answer choice. Factorial vignettes enabled us to 
probe more deeply than standard public opinion polls, by posing a hypothetical scenarios, or giving context, 
and then asking respondents how they would respond in such scenarios, and the reasons for their response. 

Partisan identity is based on responses to the commonly used partisan self-identification question: “Generally 
speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an Independent, or something else?”

There are a couple references to “high information” or “low information” voters. We operationalized this 
independent variable by asking two multiple choice questions. Those we categorized as “high knowledge” 
correctly answered both questions while those who answered either one or zero of those correctly were  
coded as “low knowledge.” 

Three questions which correspond to the typology described in Bremmer’s Superpower were taken directly 
from a set of ten questions posed in the book’s introduction.16 Two of the three questions which correspond 
to the typology described in Mead’s Special Providence were reviewed—and a third question was supplied—by 
Professor Mead. The Bremmer and Mead worldview types were assigned to respondents who answered at 
least two of the three questions which correspond to each respective typology in a consistent way. This is 
an approximate metric, since the use of survey questions to determine type is necessarily limited to one’s 
self-reported opinions at a single moment and thus fails to account for changes in opinions over time.

The statistical significance of relationships between independent variables (e.g., age category and parti-
san affiliation) and dependent variables (e.g., multiple choice answers) was established using Pearson’s 
chi-squared test. 

We conducted a content analysis of writing by foreign policy leaders (or “experts”) by taking a random sam-
ple of 45 individuals whose articles appeared in Foreign Affairs, published by the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, in the past three years. We then used simple search engine queries of these names and topic identifi-
ers (e.g., “human rights,” “Iran nuclear deal,” “NATO,” “defense budget,” etc.) to identify publicly expressed 
opinions related to several of our survey questions, and infer categorization within the typologies.
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About EGF

EGF is a nonpartisan nonprofit organization which works to connect people to the geopolitical 
issues shaping their world. Fostering a greater understanding of the issues broadens the debate 
and empowers informed engagement. EGF makes complex geopolitical issues accessible and 
understandable. www.egfound.org 

Mark Hannah is a research fellow at EGF. He teaches at New York University and taught previ-
ously at The New School and Queens College. He is a term member of the Council on Foreign 
Relations and a political partner at the Truman National Security Project. He studied at the 
University of Pennsylvania (B.A.), Columbia University (M.S.), and the University of Southern 
California (Ph.D.).

www.egfound.org
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