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Summary

While it is not at all clear that public opinion is a dominant factor in
decisions on whether or not to undertake military operations, there is
ample evidence that the public opinion environment shapes the way
military operations are justified and even, in some cases, the way they
are conducted. And, as shown in the Vietnam War, Lebanon, and
Somalia, presidents can find that an unfavorable public opinion envi-
ronment ultimately constrains the range of politically acceptable poli-
cies for successfully concluding a military operation.

This report describes American public opinion toward military
operations from the final stage of the Somalia intervention through
the global war on terrorism (GWOT), and it identifies the key factors
that are associated with—and can be used to predict—support or op-
position for military operations conducted under the umbrella of the
GWOT. The study builds upon the insights of an earlier RAND
study that identified the factors associated with support or opposi-
tion—and the willingness to tolerate casualties—in a wide range of
military operations, including World War II, the Korean War, the
Vietnam War, the first Gulf War, and the U.S. interventions in Pan-
ama and Somalia (Larson, 1996a).

Based upon our analyses of the available public opinion data, in-
cluding bivariate and multivariate analyses of individual-level data
from polling datasets, the most important predictors of support or
opposition for military actions in the peace operations of the
1990s—and the GWOT as well—are a small set of key beliefs that
are linked to support or opposition in a very sensible fashion:

xvii
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Importance of the stakes. Beliefs about the importance of the
United States’ stakes in a situation are systematically associated
with support and opposition for military operations there: those
who believe the United States has important stakes—whether in
terms of vital national interests, security interests, or moral or
humanitarian interests—are more likely to support the opera-
tion than those who don’t believe the United States has impor-
tant stakes involved.

Prospects for success. Beliefs about the prospects for a successful
outcome in the operation are also systematically associated with
support or opposition: those who are more confident in a suc-
cessful outcome are more likely to support the operation than
those who are less confident.

Expected and actual casualties and other costs. Beliefs about the
likely costs, especially in casualties, are also associated with sup-
port: those who expect few casualties typically are more likely to
support the operation than those who expect many casualties.
Partisan leadership and “followership.” These beliefs, and sup-
port and opposition as well, are in turn related to partisan lead-
ership and what we call “followership”—the inclination to fol-
low one’s “natural” party or ideological leaders: individuals who
are members of the president’s party are more likely to support a
president’s use of force than those who are not, and within each
party, those who are the best informed are more likely to take
the same positions as their partisan leaders than those who are
less well informed.

Using respondent-level datasets from polls done on various op-

erations (Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, Operation Enduring Freedom in Af-
ghanistan, and Operation Iraqi Freedom), our bivariate analyses con-
sistently demonstrated a statistically significant relationship between
support and these variables, and between key beliefs about the mili-
tary operation and membership in the president’s party. And, using a
family of statistical techniques called probit regression, we were able
to correctly predict support or opposition for about 60 to 85 percent
of the respondents based upon these key variables.
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Our multivariate analyses suggested that the perceived impor-
tance of the stakes was the most important belief predicting support
for the operation.

We also were able to develop a cogent and empirically supported
explanation for another phenomenon: when support is lost, those
who oppose an operation may do so either because they want to cut
their losses and withdraw or because they believe that greater effort is
warranted. Beliefs about the importance of the stakes and prospects
for success also predict individuals’ positions on the matter: those
who believe that the stakes are important and the prospects favorable
are more likely to support escalation, while those holding the oppo-
site beliefs tend to prefer withdrawal. Our modeling of respondent-
level public opinion data on Somalia after the October firefight cor-
rectly predicted the preferences for escalation and withdrawal of over
60 percent of the respondents. By comparison, continued support for
the U.S. intervention in Iraq after the early November deaths in the
shoot down of a CH-46 Chinook helicopter was, because of the per-
ception of greater stakes in Iraq, far more stalwart.

The robustness of this simple model—whether in terms of its
ability to predict outcomes during specific military operations, its
ability to predict outcomes in datasets based upon models estimated
using other datasets, its reliability over time and across cases, and its
ability to explain multiple phenomena—allowed us to analyze and
diagnose the public opinion on GWOT-related military operations
by concentrating on a small set of conceptually meaningful variables.

The Peace Operations of the 1990s

To establish the robustness of our model for analyzing the public
opinion on the GWOT, we first assessed a number of peace opera-
tions from the 1990s: the U.S. peace operations in Somalia, Haiti,
Bosnia, and Kosovo.
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Somalia
Newly available data from a poll done by ABC News just before the
October 3—4, 1993 firefight in Mogadishu showed that Americans
preferred pulling out of Somalia by a nearly two-to-one margin even
before the firefight, and following the firefight, this sentiment in-
creased. A review of all of the available public opinion data on with-
drawal and escalation sentiment confirmed that this result was a ro-
bust one: the overwhelming preference of Americans following the
firefight was an orderly withdrawal from Somalia, i.e., a withdrawal
following the recovery of U.S. servicemen held hostage. Our statisti-
cal models correctly predicted escalation or withdrawal preferences
for slightly more than 60 percent of the respondents, and suggested
that the reason that most preferred withdrawal was the widespread
belief that the United States had only modest stakes in the situation.
By comparison, the deaths of 16 U.S. service personnel in Iraq in
early November 2003 led to a very different response: majority sup-
port for the U.S. mission in Iraq held, and there was even evidence of
a stiffening in resolve. The reason for the difference was the more
prevalent belief that the United States had important stakes in Iraq.
As a result of these analyses, we conclude that the frequently
heard academic arguments that most Americans preferred an in-
creased commitment in Somalia, or that President Clinton could
have drawn upon a deep well of support for continuing the operation
there, are on exceedingly dubious empirical ground. Our analyses also
suggest that the argument that members of the public are more
“defeat-phobic” than “casualty-phobic” is not true in cases where the
United States’ stakes are judged to be relatively unimportant; none of
the peace operations of the 1990s (Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo)
were judged particularly important by most members of the public,
and avoidance of casualties turned out to be a more important con-
sideration than avoidance of defeat in these cases.

Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo

In Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo, only about four in ten typically sup-
ported the use of U.S. ground troops in a combat role, and in Haiti
and Bosnia, fewer than half typically supported the use of U.S. troops
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at all. In the case of Kosovo, there was typically majority support for
the air campaign as well as the use of U.S. troops as peacekeepers
once peace had actually been established, but most opposed the use of
ground troops in a combat role.

The main reason for this reluctance to commit ground troops
was that few believed the stakes were sufficiently important to risk the
lives of U.S. servicemen:

* Only about three in ten of those polled before the intervention
in Haiti typically believed that the United States had vital inter-
ests involved, or found very convincing the argument that the
United States should contribute troops to a UN intervention for
moral reasons.

* Only about three in ten of those polled before the operation in
Bosnia felt that the United States had a moral obligation to in-
tervene there, and fewer than four in ten Americans believed
that Bosnia engendered particularly important U.S. interests.

* While 60-70 percent typically said that the United States had a
moral obligation in Kosovo, fewer than half thought the United
States had vital interests there. More than half supported an air
war, while about four in ten supported the use of combat troops.

This low level of support for using ground troops in combat in
peace operations involving only modest U.S. stakes was also evident
in the public opinion data on Lebanon and, more recently, Liberia.

Focusing on the key beliefs described above, and on such
individual-level characteristics as party, gender, and race, our statisti-
cal modeling correctly predicted support for 75 percent of the re-
spondents in polling on Haiti, over 80 percent in polling on Bosnia,
and 6673 percent in polling on Kosovo. The modeling also consis-
tently suggested that the perceived importance of the stakes was the
most important belief in determining support or opposition.

These results suggested that our basic conceptual model of sup-
port, developed using an earlier set of cases, was quite robust and
would also be suitable for use in understanding the sources of and
fault lines in support for military operations undertaken under the
umbrella of the war on terrorism.
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Attitudes Toward the Global War on Terrorism

Our analysis of the public opinion data on military operations under-
taken in the war on terrorism shows that there has been much higher
support—and a higher willingness to use ground troops and even ac-
cept casualties—in actions related to the GWOT than was observed
in the peace operations of the 1990s that preceded it.

The principal reason is the post—September 11 view that most
Americans believed this new war to involve nearly existential stakes.
Americans polled after 9/11 who were asked which event was the
more historically significant—the attacks on the World Trade Center
and Pentagon or the attack on Pearl Harbor—chose 9/11 by a nearly
three-to-one margin. The 9/11 attacks also resonated with long-
standing fears about the threat of terrorism and weapons of mass de-
struction, each of which had been identified by eight in ten or more
Americans for a number of years as critically important threats that
needed to be addressed.

The result has been high support for the use of ground troops in
spite of the strong possibility of high casualties, and in spite of beliefs
that the GWOT is likely to be a long, difficult war. And although
most Americans continue to believe that the GWOT will involve ad-
ditional military actions, they nevertheless continue to support the
war, especially as it relates to capturing or killing Osama bin Laden
and eliminating the Al Qaeda organization. Indeed, since about Sep-
tember 2002, six in ten have said that bin Laden must be killed or
captured for the GWOT to be considered a success.

Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan

The average level of support for the U.S. military action in Afghani-
stan approached the eight in ten that typically supported World War
II.

Using the key predictors described above, our statistical model-
ing predicted support or opposition for 79—-86 percent of the respon-
dents in datasets from three separate polls. As suggested by the discus-
sion of the GWOT above, the principal predictors of support were

the perceived importance of the stakes and prospects for success; be-
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liefs about casualties, and membership in the president’s party, were
also statistically significant but less important predictors.

Polling organizations have not polled very heavily on Afghani-
stan since the rout of the Taliban and Al Qaeda in late 2001 and
early 2002, but the last available data suggested that majority support
for the U.S. military effort in Afghanistan was holding up. Although
confidence in the war on terrorism was buoyed by the victory in Iraq,
the public appears to be having a difficult time judging progress, in
large measure due to the failure to capture or kill bin Laden and the
inability to judge the importance of various arrests and military en-
gagements in continued action in Afghanistan.

Operation Iraqi Freedom

Public support for the war in Iraq was also high by historical stan-
dards, but not quite as high as support for Afghanistan or the first
Gulf War. Support and opposition on Iraq were most influenced by
beliefs about the importance of the United States” security interests,
but also by the perceived prospects for success, likely casualties, and
membership in the president’s party; based upon these factors, our
statistical models were able to predict support or opposition for about
75 percent of the respondents in the two poll datasets we analyzed.

In spite of widespread predictions that Americans would not
support the war without UN authorization, the fact that seven in ten
ultimately would support the war should not have been terribly sur-
prising in light of the public opinion record since the first Gulf War.
This record showed that in the more than 100 times the question was
asked, the percentage of Americans supporting reintroduction of U.S.
ground troops in an effort to overthrow Saddam Hussein never fell
below a majority. The prevalence of beliefs about the importance of
the stakes and, to a lesser extent, the high probability of success were
the key sources that buoyed support; as a result, although casualty
expectations were much higher than in the peace operations we ex-
amined, the willingness to tolerate casualties in a war in Iraq also was
much higher.

While there is some evidence that majorities of the public con-
tinue to view the success of postconflict stability, “nation building,”
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and democracy building operations in Iraq as very important, there
are some worrisome trends in postwar attitudes on Iraq. While some
measures of support for U.S. action in Iraq have held up reasonably
well (e.g., six in ten continue to say the war was the right thing to
do), others have not. There has also been a deterioration among the
numbers who feel the war in Iraq was worth its costs, in spite of Sad-
dam Hussein’s capture, in part because of the failure to find weapons
of mass destruction.

That said, the October 2003 passage of United Nations Security
Council Resolution 1511, which provided political cover for other
nations to provide troops, and financial contributions made at an in-
ternational donors conference offered the prospect of buoying sup-
port for the war in Irag. If the United States were still to discover
weapons of mass destruction or credible evidence of connections be-
tween Iraq and Al Qaeda, or if there was a reduction or cessation of
attacks or more visible evidence that Iraq is moving toward stability
and a viable democracy, those developments would also be expected
to buoy support.

Our analyses suggest that the main fault lines on Iraq are largely
partisan in nature. Democratic critics of the administration’s Iraq
policy have sought, first, to suggest that other problems (Al Qaeda or
North Korea) were in fact more important than Iraq, and then to
question the administration’s credibility on the justification for war
(first weapons of mass destruction, then Iraqi connections to Al
Qaeda). Recent administration speeches on Iraq appear to have done
little to staunch the erosion in support for Iraq, and the presidential
campaign has only sharpened these divisions, which will in turn only
weaken overall support for operations in Iraq.

Another fault line is that the willingness of Americans to support
military operations, including using ground troops and accepting
casualties, rests on beliefs that the stakes remain high and, to a lesser
extent, that progress is being made: if most Americans were to come
to believe that the stakes in Iraq were no more important than those
in the peace operations of the 1990s, for example, or that the situa-
tion closely resembled the quagmires of Vietnam, Lebanon, and So-
malia, remaining support and the willingness to accept casualties
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could quickly erode. The public’s reaction to the 16 deaths incurred
in the helicopter shoot down in Iraq in early November 2003 and the
deaths of four civilians in April 2004 provide evidence that the
greater robustness of support for operations in Iraq than in Somalia is
mainly attributable to the greater importance Americans have at-
tached to Iraq. It also is worth pointing out, however, that the charac-
teristics of the sort of war we are waging in the GWOT—mostly in
the shadows, with only occasional evidence of success—make it a sig-
nificant challenge to sustain public optimism about the outcome.

Implications

We now turn to the main implications of this research for the Army
and national political leaders.

The main implication for the Army is that Americans have
proved themselves far more willing to use ground troops—to put
“boots on the ground”—and to accept casualties in operations con-
ducted under the GWOT than in any of the military operations in
the decade that preceded it. This suggests more support for an Army
role than was observed in the peace operations of the 1990s, at least
to the extent that the specific military operations that are proposed
under the GWOT are judged to be relevant to the GWOT, and that
they have good prospects for a successful outcome.

To the extent that the public believes that proposed new mili-
tary operations are part of the GWOT, national leaders should expect
a relatively permissive public opinion environment for taking military
action, including the use of ground forces. It seems likely, however, in
light of questions that have arisen about the existence and nature of
any connections between Iraq and Al Qaeda, that it is no longer a
foregone conclusion that Americans will unquestioningly accept ar-
guments making these connections.

More broadly, the immediate aftermath of 9/11 initially seemed
to show that a post—Cold War consensus on the focus of national se-
curity and defense policies had finally emerged among national lead-
ers in the executive and legislative branches: for the foreseeable future,
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it seemed at the time, leaders in both parties supported a focus for
U.S. national security on terrorist groups with global reach, their
sponsors, and those providing them refuge.

The U.S. action in Afghanistan generally received overwhelming
bipartisan support from national leaders, and public support accord-
ingly was preternaturally high. Bipartisan support for the war in Iraq
was slightly weaker, and as a result, public support, while still high,
was somewhat lower than that observed for Afghanistan. Bipartisan
consensus on postconflict stability operations in Iraq, however, now
appears elusive at best.

It is still too early to say whether or how this breakdown in con-
sensus might color support for other military actions taken under the
banner of the GWOT. Nevertheless, it raises the specter that, as a
result of the reappearance of leadership divisions, future operations in
the GWOT also may suffer from lower and/or more highly condi-
tional support.

While national leaders argue their differences on national secu-
rity, they need to remain mindful that a failure to agree on the ends,
ways, and means for ensuring the nation’s security in the face of these
new threats can actually weaken the credibility of deterrence and co-
ercive diplomacy—and beliefs in the United States’ ability to stay the
course in its war on terrorism—and ultimately encourage the nation’s
enemies.

The United States has always been a noisy democracy when it
comes to issues of war and peace—witness the partisan divisions over
the peace operations of the 1990s. Unlike these earlier operations,
however, where the U.S. stakes were relatively modest, and the con-
sequences of failure equally so, the outcome of the GWOT greatly
matters. The only way to sustain the public’s support for this
war—arguably a requirement for its success—will be for national
leaders to forge policies that reflect a new consensus on the matter.
Absent such a consensus, the nation’s ability to reduce this grave
threat may be placed in jeopardy.
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