
In Search of Soft Power
Does foreign Public opinion Matter for 

US foreign Policy?
By BenjaMIn e. GolDSMIth and YUSakU horIUchI*

DoeS “soft power” matter in international relations? Specifically, 
when the United States seeks cooperation from countries around 

the world, do the views of their publics about US foreign policy af-
fect the actual foreign policy behavior of those countries? we examine 
this question using multinational surveys covering fifty-eight coun-
tries, combined with information about their foreign policy decisions 
in 2003, a critical year for the US during the post-9/11 period.

we draw our basic conceptual framework from joseph nye, who 
coined the term “soft power.”1 according to nye, soft power is “the 
ability to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or 
payments.”2 this is an especially appropriate framework for us because, 
as nye puts it, “soft power is about mobilizing cooperation from oth-
ers.”3 as we do in this article, he frequently uses public opinion surveys 
regarding attitudes in foreign countries toward the US and its policies.4 
It is also appropriate because the effectiveness of soft power hinges on 
the targeted country’s public attitudes (that is, favorability) toward the 
country wielding, or attempting to wield, international influence (in 
this study, the US).

*earlier versions of this article were presented at the United States Study centre (ussc), University 
of Sydney, on august 11, 2009; the center on Public Diplomacy, University of Southern california, 
on january 29, 2010; and the School of International relations and Pacific Studies, University of 
california, San Diego, on february 2, 2010. we thank nick cull, ellis krauss, Graeme Gill, Murray 
Goot, Simon jackman, Brendon o’connor, Shirley Scott, fred teiwes, other seminar participants, 
and the anonymous reviewers for useful comments. we are grateful to the ussc for funding through 
the 2009 research grants program and to takashi Inoguchi and emma thomas for providing parts of 
the data for analysis. for very capable research assistance, we thank weilin chiu, william courcier, 
robert flawith, keira Glasgow, and jens hansen-Ölmedal.

1 nye 1990; nye 2004.
2 nye 2004, x.
3 nye 2004, 61.
4 for example, in only the first two chapters of his 2004 book, nye uses such international opinion 

data to illustrate US soft power on pages 12, 14, 18, 29–30, 36–37, 39, 42–43, and 69–72.
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5 for example, see Zubrow 2009.
6 keohane and katzenstein 2007.
7 exceptions are Datta 2009; and Dragojlovic 2009.
8 we acknowledge the contributions of earlier theorists, especially Putnam 1988; risse-kappen 

1991; and keohane and nye 1977. of these, Putnam’s two-level games approach is the most focused 
on the type of short-term political outcomes that concern us here, rather than underlying institutional 
or structural effects. But its attention to dynamics of public opinion, or to other targeted persuasion 
and influence without threat or inducements, is minimal (e.g., p. 436).

9 nye 2004, 31.

In recent years, the concept has gained wide currency in academia, 
among pundits, and among some foreign policy makers.5 although it 
may have intuitive or rhetorical appeal, little systematic evidence that 
soft power actually affects international relations has been produced. 
In a well-known recent study, keohane and katzenstein find no effect 
of anti-american views on a range of diplomatic issues pursued by the 
US, including some examined in this article.6 few other studies ad-
dress the question rigorously, and fewer still employ systematic analysis 
of large data sets.7 we contend that the role of public opinion as a 
meaningful factor in the dynamics of international relations deserves 
more general theoretical attention and empirical evaluation.8

In this article, we attempt to offer substantial new contributions, 
both to the refinement of the theory of soft power and to its system-
atic empirical examination. our objective is to improve understanding 
of the conditions under which soft power might have “hard” political 
consequences: identifiable foreign policy choices that can be tied em-
pirically to mass-level perceptions. we argue that nye’s theory is dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to test empirically, and so we propose a further 
specification. In nye’s original argument, the foreign public’s affinity 
for (american) values, culture, institutions, and past policies of all sorts 
are “currencies” of soft power.9 By contrast, we focus on an underem-
phasized element of nye’s approach—foreign policy views of the public 
in the targeted countries—that we suggest is crucial for the country 
attempting to use soft power to favorably affect policy outcomes. as 
we discuss in the next section, we see nye’s currencies of soft power 
as structural or underlying factors, constituting a filter through which 
current foreign policies of a country are perceived, rather than factors 
directly affecting the decisions of foreign policy makers. we argue that 
in international relations soft power manifests itself in views held by 
country B’s mass public about country a’s foreign policy.

with this theoretical focus, we develop a set of testable expectations 
about whether foreign public opinion actually matters for international 
outcomes and, if it does, when it may be most or least effective. empiri-
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 in search of sof t power 557

10 for example, erikson, Mackuen, and Stimson 2002; Stimson 2004.
11 exceptions are jacobs and Page 2005; and Sobel 2001.
12 nye 2004, 150n5.

cally, we analyze three distinct outcome variables and show that foreign 
opinion has a significant and large effect on troop commitments to the 
war in Iraq, even after controlling for various hard power factors. It also 
has significant, albeit small, effects on policy toward the International 
criminal court and on voting decisions in the Un General assembly. 
these results of regression analysis support our refined theoretical ar-
gument about soft power: public opinion about US foreign policy in 
foreign countries does affect their policies toward the U.S., but this 
effect is conditional on the salience of an issue for mass publics.

we emphasize that our contributions go beyond the literature on 
soft power. we acknowledge the rich literature on the influence of pub-
lic opinion on public policy, but the existing studies focus almost exclu-
sively on the relationship between opinion and policy within the US.10 
however, we demonstrate the importance of public opinion (about the 
US) for policy outcomes outside of the US, a question that has rarely been 
studied. we also emphasize that our study is about the influence of pub-
lic opinion on foreign policy; by contrast, most of the studies of which  
we are aware focus on the effects of opinion on domestic policy.11

In the remainder of the article, we first discuss our focus on foreign 
policy views as the pivotal factor in soft power dynamics, presenting 
two testable hypotheses. we then discuss our data and variables. after 
examining the results of our analysis, we conclude by discussing the 
implications for understanding international relations and avenues for 
future research.

theory and hypotheses

In this section, we first address nye’s focus on cultural aspects of soft 
power, attempting to clarify the connections to foreign policy and pro-
posing a refined theory of the soft power process. we then derive two 
hypotheses about the effects of public opinion on foreign policy behav-
ior and introduce the specific cases used in our analysis.

a refined theory of soft power

nye draws on the ideas of Bachrach and Baratz to develop his soft power 
framework, focusing in particular on their “second face of power.”12 
this refers to “the practice of limiting the scope of actual decision- 
making to ‘safe’ issues by manipulating the dominant community values,  
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myths, and political institutions and procedures. to pass over this is to 
neglect one whole ‘face’ of power.”13 this is fundamentally a descrip-
tion of agenda setting at the structural level of basic beliefs and institu-
tions. with this foundation, it is perhaps clearer why nye’s framework  
for soft power emphasizes culture and longer-term latent effects.14

By stressing general factors that show limited variation over time, 
however, we feel that nye fails to provide a theory for understand-
ing when soft power affects international outcomes. Indeed, he writes,  
“[w]hether that attraction in turn produces desired policy outcomes has 
to be judged in particular cases.”15 But he does not specify how this is 
to be judged. this leaves the causal mechanisms of soft power, as well 
as their empirical implications, underspecified. nor is there any indica-
tion of what the relative importance of each currency of soft power is 
for any given foreign policy outcome desired by the US. an example 
from nye’s own writing is indicative: while “american music and films 
are more popular in Britain, france, and Germany than they were 20 
years ago,” he finds that US policies received less support there than 
they did 20 years prior.16 Is this pattern consistent with the soft power 
thesis, or does it contradict it? In short, it is not readily apparent how 
the theory might be tested.

we argue that it is the public views about current foreign policy—
rather than underlying public affinity—that are directly relevant in 
shaping international outcomes. for the case of US soft power, foreign 
decision makers today care about their public’s potential reactions to 
specific foreign policy choices, such as signing a treaty or going to war, 
rather than the popularity of nike goods, admiration for the US Bill 
of rights, or opinions about the Vietnam war. culture, values, institu-
tions, and (past) policies—the four currencies of soft power—are im-
portant latent or underlying factors, public perceptions of which play a 
role in how views about current foreign policy are formed, but on their 
own are relatively indeterminate, as nye himself suggests.17

13 Bachrach and Baratz 1963, 632.
14 for example, see nye 2004, 15. entman’s (2008) model of US “mediated public diplomacy” 

is similar to nye’s framework in its emphasis on relatively invariant factors. In entman’s case, these 
include the congruence of the target country’s political culture with that of the US, regime type, and 
news media system.

15 nye 2004, 60.
16 nye 2004, 128.
17 nye 2004, 31. It is important to point out that there need not be homogenous or linear relation-

ships between the latent soft power currencies and the manifest foreign policy views. for example, 
strong affinity for US values, such as respect for human rights, might actually reduce support for a US 
policy that is believed to be inconsistent with those values, such as the US “enemy combatant” deten-
tion system at Guantanamo Bay. while such issues deserve exploration, further investigation is beyond 
the scope of this article.
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 in search of sof t power 559

countries, perhaps especially major powers like the US, can have 
relatively enduring general images in the minds of people around the 
world.18 each new issue on the global political agenda will almost cer-
tainly be interpreted in light of such preexisting views. we anticipate, 
however, considerable scope for time-specific and context-specific 
variation regarding the extent to which, and how, such general images 
shape views on each new issue. a case in point would be the varying 
difficulty the US had convincing its nato allies and their publics to ac-
cept intermediate range nuclear missiles on their territory in the early 
1980s and to remove them later on in that decade.19

Given our focus on public opinion about a country’s foreign policy, 
we therefore refine and extend a theory of the soft power process. we 
focus on the specific process through which soft power has a policy 
consequence, dividing it into six stages. first, there must be an attempt 
to communicate a message from one state (country a) to an audi-
ence or audiences in another state (country B). Second, that message 
must be received by at least one relevant audience in the target state.20 
third, there is a process of assessing the meaning and implications of 
the message, as well as communication within the target state about 
it.21 fourth, there either is or is not some politically relevant change 
in views or priorities in response to the message. we argue that gen-
eral views about country a’s foreign policy are likely to be relevant for 
specific issues in country B’s relationship with country a. fifth, if an 
issue is salient for the mass public (or another pivotal group), any shift 
in views or priorities may change the domestic political calculus on the 
issue, shifting the balance of costs and benefits for changing foreign 
policy behavior (discussed further below). finally, if the decision mak-
ers perceive the costs to be sufficiently outweighed by the benefits, this 
will translate into a change in actual foreign policy behavior.

hypotheses about soft power effects

an important division in this process is that between country a’s ef-
forts to influence opinion in country B and the translation of opinion 

18 Isernia, juhász, and ratinger 2002.
19 eichenberg 1989; eichenberg 1993.
20 In this article, given the limited availability of cross-national data of elite opinion, we deal only 

with mass public opinion. It would be interesting to consider preferences of elite factions, as well as 
the interaction between mass and elite views, and we note the contributions of Gourevitch 1978 and 
risse-kappen 1991 as possible starting points for further work here.

21 for example, political leaders might make statements in response to the foreign message, at-
tempting to spin or frame the issue for the mass public. the political context of the target state is 
important here, including the role of the news media, as entman 2008 points out regarding public 
diplomacy.
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in country B into its foreign policy outcomes. for the purposes of this 
article, we focus on the latter.22 this is an essential but underinvesti-
gated aspect of transnational influence, a necessary condition of soft 
power. without some effect on international outcomes, the term soft 
power would, of course, be a misnomer. while nye’s framework does 
not specify how generic attraction is translated into foreign policy in-
fluence (“power”), our approach proposes that this happens via foreign 
policy views among the mass public.

Specifically, we formulate two testable hypotheses regarding the ef-
fects of public opinion about the US on foreign policy behavior. first, 
we expect that public opinion about US foreign policy will have an 
effect on behavior of states toward the US. fundamentally, we expect 
the effect of soft power to run through public opinion about US for-
eign policy, because leaders must be attentive to the balance of political 
costs and benefits before taking the foreign policy decisions US leaders 
prefer them to.23

hypothesis 1. Public opinion about US foreign policy in other  
countries affects the foreign policies of those countries toward the US.

It is important to emphasize that we do not reduce foreign policy 
views to views on specific issues—this overly narrow operational defini-
tion would dilute our ability to test soft power effects. the soft power 
argument rests on the expectation that some general orientation in 
country B toward country a will affect a range of outcomes in country 
B’s relations with country a. therefore, we must measure some general 
positive or negative assessment of country a that can be expected to 
have direct relevance for foreign policy.

while general orientation toward country a’s foreign policy is the 
relevant causal variable in our empirical analysis, we argue that the 
magnitude of its effect may be heterogeneous. Specifically, a more re-
fined expectation emerging from our framework is that issues of greater 
salience or importance to key groups within a state—particularly the 
mass public—will be more susceptible to soft power effects.

hypothesis 2. the effect of public opinion about US foreign policy 
in other countries on foreign policy decisions relevant for the US will be 

22 we developed testable hypotheses regarding the first stages of the soft power process, affecting 
opinion, elsewhere (Goldsmith and horiuchi 2009).

23 we do not necessarily assume that only in democratic political systems are decision makers con-
cerned with support among the mass public. In our preliminary analysis, we attempted to estimate the 
effect of public opinion interacted with regime type (for example, democracy). Interestingly, we found 
no significant effect, although we are cautious about this result due to the relatively small number of 
observations.
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 in search of sof t power 561

most evident when the issue at stake is salient for the mass publics in the 
those countries.

this is so because support for, or opposition to, a country’s leader-
ship, and thus the balance of political costs and benefits for the deci-
sion maker, will more likely be affected by issues of importance to the 
public. If an issue is of little salience to the mass public, then the for-
eign policy choice will not be likely to affect the public’s overall evalua-
tion of the decision maker. If an issue is of high salience, however, then 
a choice that goes against the preference of the public will shift the bal-
ance of political costs associated with a given foreign policy decision. 
thus, in anticipation of political consequences, decision makers will 
take heed of opinion on salient issues but will be more likely to ignore 
opinion on nonsalient issues. as lax and Philips write, “political actors 
will shift attention to [public] opinion when salience is high and away 
from it when low . . . higher salience means greater responsiveness.”24

our framework has implications for the issues we examine. these 
are (1) the commitment of troops to the US-led war in Iraq, (2) com-
pliance with US wishes regarding a waiver exempting its nationals 
from the jurisdiction of the International criminal court (icc), and 
(3) annual voting patterns in the Un General assembly (unga) on is-
sues highlighted as important by the US in that year.

our assumptions about the relative salience of these issues are, at 
this stage, necessarily generic for all countries.25 we expect that unga 
voting will be of low salience, since this is largely a symbolic act. the 
decision to grant so-called article 98 immunity from the icc to US 
nationals is perhaps a more substantive foreign policy choice but also 
highly specific and possibly obscure in the public mind. the choice of 
whether or not to commit troops to support the US in a widely unpop-
ular military action is the most salient issue for mass publics and thus 
the one that will be most susceptible to the effects of public opinion.

how might we assess the level of salience of these three issues inter-
nationally? Media coverage should be an appropriate metric, as there is 
a wealth of evidence demonstrating that the frequency of news media 
coverage of an issue is closely associated with the importance or prior-
ity that the issue has for the public.26 figure 1 presents monthly data on 

24 lax and Philips 2009, 370.
25 In future research, we might refine our assumptions about issue salience based on target-country 

regime type, region, or other country-specific factors (also see fn. 23).
26 whether this is due to the effects of media agenda setting (Mccombs and Shaw 1972), to the 

media following public preferences (tahk et al. 2009), or to exogenous factors is an important ques-
tion, but one not relevant for our purposes of demonstrating relative issue salience.
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international print media coverage (outside of the US) of these three 
issues, for the period May through December 2003. this strongly cor-
responds to our expectations about issue salience, with the Iraq war 
generating about ten times as many articles per month as the icc and 
usually more than twenty times as many articles as the unga. we will 
discuss each of these issues more specifically in the next section.

figure 1 
issue salience Measured by nuMber of articlesa

aData represent the total number of articles per month based on a search of the factiva database 
(http://global.factiva.com) in the following sources: “Major news and Business Publications” 
for africa, asia Pacific, australia /new Zealand, canada, europe, latin america, Middle east, 
and Uk. the search terms were: “Iraq SAME (United States OR U.S. OR Bush) AND war” or 
“International criminal court OR Icc” or “(United nations General assembly OR Un General 
assembly OR UnGa) NOT Iraq.” this search strategy requires that Iraq be mentioned in the 
same paragraph as the US and limits hits to instances in which the word “war” is used, thus setting 
restrictive requirements for our expected salient issue, while allowing any articles mentioning the 
icc, and any non-Iraq-related articles mentioning the unga, thus setting liberal requirements for our 
expected nonsalient issues. the 58th unga was convened in September 2003, corresponding to the 
jump in media coverage.

   May 03         jun 03          jul 03         aug 03        Sep 03        oct 03         nov 03        Dec 03
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2,000
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 in search of sof t power 563

data and Variables

to test our hypotheses, we use multinational surveys covering fifty-
eight non-US countries for our key independent variables and infor-
mation about their foreign policy decisions during 2003 as dependent 
variables. Specifically, our independent variable (Opinion about US for-
eign policy) is the difference between the aggregated (in ratio) positive 
and negative response to the following survey item:27

—“Generally, do you think american foreign policy has a positive ef-
fect on <your country>, a negative effect or does american foreign policy 
have no effect on <your country>?”

the data are taken from surveys conducted by Gallup International 
from june 2002 to May 2003: Voice of the People September 2002, Gallup 
International Iraq Poll 2003, and Gallup International Post-War Iraq Poll 
2003.28 for each country, we take the average of these surveys.29

we use the Gallup International surveys for two reasons. first, they 
are among the most comprehensive multinational surveys satisfying the 
“time-order” condition, given our theoretical expectation that opinion 
affects these outcomes; namely, they measure opinion prior to the foreign 
policy outcomes of interest. the selection of countries, while not ran-
dom, includes over a quarter of all countries in the world, with a range of 
important political, economic, and historical relationships with the US.30  

27 we note that nye (2004, 53) also discusses the “ratio of the positive to the negative dimensions” 
of views of the US.

28 we obtained aggregated data for the Voice of the People survey from Professor takashi Inoguchi, 
University of niigata Prefecture ( japan). the aggregated data for the 2003 Iraq Poll and Post-war 
Iraq Poll are available from the Gallup International web site, at http://www.gallup-international 
.com. Details regarding the methodology of each survey in each country, which we summarize be-
low, are also available there. the Voice of the People September 2002 poll covers thirty-seven countries 
(including the US) with a combined non-US sample size of 27,218, with field dates from june 25 to 
September 1, 2002, varying by country. the Gallup International Iraq Poll 2003 covers forty countries 
(including the US) with a combined non-US sample size of 28,783, with field dates from january 9 
to 29, 2003, varying by country. the Gallup International Post-War Iraq Poll 2003 covers forty-five 
countries (including the US) with a combined non-US sample size of 34,014, field dates from april 
14 to May 8, 2003, varying by country. In most countries, samples are drawn nationally and ques-
tions are asked through face-to-face (mainly less developed countries) or telephone (mainly developed 
countries) interviews.

29 as a robustness check, we also estimated models using only the Voice of the People September 2002 
and Gallup International Iraq Poll 2003. See the results section for details. It is important to point out 
that we do not make assumptions about thresholds of support. we recognize the complexity of foreign 
policy making and the contextual nature of leaders’ political calculations. we expect only that, other 
things equal, more positive views, relative to negative ones, about US foreign policy will make it more 
likely that leaders will choose policies that the US prefers.

30 the selection of countries by Gallup International is presumably based on their resources and 
capacity to conduct cross-national surveys, rather than on foreign policy decisions of non-US coun-
tries (or Gallup International’s consideration/expectation of these decisions). thus, we think that our 
estimation does not necessarily suffer from selection bias. See the results section for a robustness test 
that attempts to cope with the selection issue.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

12
00

01
23

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887112000123


564 world politics 

Second, and more importantly, the question asked is suitable for test-
ing our hypotheses. It asks directly about the (perceived) impact of US 
policy on the respondent’s country. thus it measures what we intend to 
measure theoretically—the public’s general perceptions of US foreign 
policy that are of political relevance for decision makers.

Potentially there are two alternative measures for the independent 
variable, but neither is linked as closely to our hypotheses. the first 
would be a measure of the foreign public’s affinity for US culture, val-
ues, institutions and past behavior—nye’s four currencies of soft power. 
as we have argued, we consider these to be underlying factors without 
direct relevance to foreign policy decisions. It seems sensible to assume 
that from the perspective of foreign policy decision makers, it is more 
important to know what the general public thinks about US policy 
when their own and/or their country’s interests are concerned than to 
know the extent of favorable attitudes across these four currencies or 
even general favorability for the US.31

another measure would be a question closely related to a specific pol-
icy issue—such as a question about sending (or not sending) troops to 
Iraq. as we argued in the previous section, however, soft power implies 
general effects across issue-areas. therefore, overly specific operational 
definitions are not suitable for examining soft power processes. further-
more, even if there existed three distinct issue-specific survey questions,32 
it would be difficult to test our hypotheses without using the same inde-
pendent variable. Methodologically, our study is similar to a nonequiva-
lent dependent variables (nedV) design in experimental research.33 By us-
ing the same variable to predict somewhat different dependent variables, 
we can be more confident about the (internal) validity of our findings.

the three policy-related dependent variables in our study differ in 
terms of their degree of salience for non-US publics. as we emphasize 
above, these three policy decisions were announced after the field dates 
of the surveys that measure our causal variable. thus, reverse causality 
in the form of decisions affecting opinion in our analysis is implausible. 
we acknowledge, however, the issue of elite influence on public opin-
ion prior to a decision being publicly announced or implemented. If 

31 as a robustness test, we use survey items measuring favorability toward the american people and 
the US as instrumental variables (iV). See the results section.

32 another fundamental problem is that such questions are typically included in a multinational 
study only when issues became salient, a situation that would make it difficult or impossible to test our 
second hypothesis. there are no questions about the icc or unga votes, for example, in any multina-
tional surveys of which we are aware.

33 cook and campbell 1979, chap. 2.
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 in search of sof t power 565

decision makers intend to take an action that is controversial (such as 
sending troops to Iraq) and/or salient for the public, it is plausible that 
they might attempt to sway public opinion prior to the announcement  
of the decision.34 we conduct robustness tests in connection with this 
potential risk of omitted variable bias in the results section. In the fol-
lowing discussion of our three issues (and associated dependent vari-
ables), we also present some qualitative evidence, mainly from sets of 
comparable countries, supporting our expectations regarding the causal 
effect of opinion on foreign policy outcomes.

the first dependent variable (Sent troops to Iraq in 2003) is coded 1 
if a country sent troops to Iraq by the end of 2003 and 0 otherwise.35 
Most countries that had sent troops to Iraq as of 2009 did so by the 
end of 2003.36 for this reason, we focus on decisions made by the end 
of 2003. the focus on this period is also useful because decisions by 
“latecomers,” such as japan, are likely influenced by political factors 
that are consequences of the postwar situation in Iraq.37 furthermore, 
if we expand our period of investigation beyond December 2003, we 
would also need to model the decisions of countries to withdraw troops 
from Iraq, which began to happen in february 2004.38

clearly, whether to send troops to Iraq was an important, if not 
the most important, decision for many countries during the period of 
our study. In 2002, US president George w. Bush, in his State of the 
Union address to congress, pointed to Iraq, along with Iran and north 
korea, as part of an “axis of evil” and started pressing Iraq to accept 
unfettered inspections for weapons of mass destruction (wMd). he and 
other top members of his administration began calling for a “coalition 
of the willing” to stand against Iraq.39 Policy debates heated up world-
wide and news media focused on issues and problems in Iraq, and on 

34 erikson, Mackuen, and Stimson 2002; Berinsky 2009; Stimson 2004; and Zaller 1992.
35 the data were collected and cross-checked using several sources:  http://www.globalsecurity.org/

military/ops/iraq_orbat_coalition.htm; http://geocities.com/jdejoannis/coalition/#coalition; http://
www.mod.uk/DefenceInternet/factSheets/operationsfactsheets/operationsInIraqfactsandfigures 
.htm; http://www.mil.gov.ua/index.php?part=peacekeeping&lang=en; http:/www.defence.gov.au/
pfalconer/; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multinational_force_in_Iraq; and various news media articles.

36 tago 2009.
37 Methodologically, these factors can be influenced by both our independent and dependent vari-

ables and thus difficult to deal with. note that variables that are at least in part consequences of the 
causal variable must be dropped to avoid posttreatment bias (rosenbaum 1984).

38 although it is worth examining how non-US public opinion affected both deployment and 
withdrawal decisions (and/or decisions to shift troops from Iraq to afghanistan), conducting such 
time-series or event-history analysis would be difficult for various methodological reasons. Most im-
portantly, we have only limited data for time-series or event-history analysis of the effects of public 
opinion on policy decisions; sufficient data of that type would require multinational surveys conducted 
with regularity (for example, monthly or at least yearly) in a sufficiently large number of countries.

39 for example, see Dao 2002; kessler and Graham 2003; and loeb and ricks 2002.
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US intentions. when foreign policy makers make decisions on such a 
highly salient and well-known issue, public opinion should be an im-
portant matter of consideration. therefore, we expect our independent 
variable to have a large, positive, and significant effect on the first de-
pendent variable.40

evidence from previously published case studies suggests initial sup-
port for our expectations about the causal effect of opinion about US 
foreign policy on countries’ choices regarding the US-led war in Iraq. 
for example, consider the cases of Bulgaria and turkey. leaders in 
both countries had strong strategic incentives to support the US in Iraq 
and publicly expressed their preferences. Specifically, Bulgaria’s leader-
ship hoped that participation in the Iraq conflict would translate into 
US support for its admission into the nato alliance.41 turkey’s leaders 
hoped for a key role in determining the postwar order in their region, 
especially regarding preventing Iraqi kurds from moving toward in-
dependence and strengthening the influential turkish military’s tradi-
tional close ties with its nato ally. they also expected financial support 
of $26 billion promised by the US in exchange for use of an airbase and 
other facilities. Despite this similarity in leaders’ inclination toward 
support for the US, however, these two countries experienced different 
trajectories: while Bulgaria was able to follow through on its decision 
to send troops to Iraq, the turkish cabinet’s choice to participate in the 
US-led war was overruled by a parliamentary vote heavily influenced 
by public opinion.42

In Bulgaria, 15 percent of Bulgarians had favorable views of the ef-
fect of US foreign policy on their country, and 28 percent had nega-
tive views in the September 2002 Gallup Voice of the People survey.43 
while there were protests in Sofia and other cities and the Socialist 
Party leader spoke out against Bulgaria’s participation, the majority of 
Bulgarians professed neutrality (or expressed indeterminate attitudes),44  

40 we note that keohane and katzenstein (2007, 290–91) find no association in a correlational 
analysis of opinion about the US and countries that joined the forty-nine-member “coalition of the 
willing” as reported by the US. however, inclusion on this list does not necessarily imply the serious 
step of troop commitments (as opposed to financial or other sorts of support) and apparently did not 
always even imply the country’s actual consent, as keohane and katzenstein themselves point out in 
the case of turkey. thus, the foreign policy outcome they study is clearly heterogeneous across coun-
tries on their list, and this might help explain why their finding differs from ours.

41 Vassilev 2006.
42 kesgin and kaarbo 2010; Vassilev 2006.
43 Vassilev (2006, 468) characterizes Bulgarian opinion as opposed to the country’s participation in 

the war, but he does not take a comparative perspective. In our sample of countries, Bulgaria was above 
the median in the positive views of US foreign policy (see table 2).

44 those include respondents who thought the US foreign policy has no effect on their country, 
who refused to answer, or who chose the “Don’t know” option. See also Vassilev 2006, 476–77.
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rather than strong opposition to Bulgarian participation, and “anti-war 
protests were relatively muted and only occasionally spilled out into 
the streets.”45 In february 2003, the Bulgarian parliament supported 
participation in Iraq by a vote of 165 to 0, with 48 abstentions from the 
Socialist Party.46

By contrast, in turkey, while the percentage of people with posi-
tive views was similar (14 percent), a much larger share of people (66 
percent) expressed negative attitudes. In response to turkish leaders’ 
requests, the US offered a large financial package and agreed to turk-
ish involvement in northern Iraq, including the possible deployment 
there of as many as forty thousand turkish troops. Despite the leaders’ 
positions and initial agreements between turkey and the US, turkish 
parliamentarians “received [from the general public], daily, hundreds 
of text messages: ‘Say no to war.’”47 finally, on March 1, 2003, “the 
turkish Grand national assembly (tgna), surprised the United States 
and much of the world when it refused to ratify the turkish cabinet’s 
decision to permit the United States to use turkey as a base for its 
northern front as part of the US intervention into Iraq.”48 turkey’s leg-
islators, constitutionally required to approve any foreign troop pres-
ence, “ultimately chose to listen to the voice of the public opinion, not 
to that of the government leadership.”49

comparing the cases of canada, the United kingdom, and australia 
is also suggestive. these traditional US allies all provided troops to the 
US-led effort in afghanistan and seriously considered sending troops 
to Iraq. In the end, australia and the Uk did so, but public opinion was 
a “significant” part of the canadian decision not to.50 Views regarding 
US foreign policy were more positive in Britain and australia prior to 
their decisions, with 30 percent of Britons and 31 percent of austra-
lians believing US foreign policy had a positive effect on their country, 
and 42 percent of Britons and 51 percent of australians believing it 
was negative in the january 2003 Gallup International Iraq Poll. the 
differences between positive and negative responses were 12 and 20 
percentage points, respectively. In contrast, only 22 percent of cana-
dians had positive responses and 53 percent had negative responses, a 
difference of 31 percentage points.

45 Vassilev 2006, 482.
46 Vassilev 2006, 476–77.
47 kesgin and kaarbo 2010, 27, 30.
48 kesgin and kaarbo 2010, 19.
49 Gozen, quoted in kesgin and kaarbo 2010, 32.
50 o’connor and Vucetic 2010.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

12
00

01
23

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887112000123


568 world politics 

Before canadian prime minister jean chrétien publicly ruled out par-
ticipation in Iraq, his defense minister twice stated on national television 
that canadian troops might participate. comparing canada and aus-
tralia, o’connor and Vucetic argue that “limited national support for the 
war, and the particularly low level of support for the war in Quebec, was 
crucial to chrétien’s decision not to send canadian troops to Iraq. . . . 
the australian government clearly saw opposition to entering a US-led 
war as sizeable, but not politically insurmountable. In canada, on the 
other hand, public sentiment was more clearly opposed to the war and is 
likely to have had a direct impact on the decision not to send troops.”51

our second dependent variable (BIA entered into force in 2003) is 
coded 1 if a so-called article 98 agreement between a given country 
and the US entered into force by the end of 2003, and 0 otherwise. 
the rome Statute establishing the icc was signed by 120 states in 
july 1998, and it entered into force after ratification by 60 states in 
july 2002.52 the Statute includes, however, article 98(2), which states: 
“the court may not proceed with a request for surrender which would 
require the requested State to act inconsistently with its obligations un-
der international agreements pursuant to which the consent of a send-
ing State is required to surrender a person of that State to the court, 
unless the court can first obtain the cooperation of the sending State 
for the giving of consent for the surrender.” In mid-2002, President 
Bush explicitly repudiated any US intention to join the icc and, based 
on article 98, began negotiating bilateral immunity agreements (bias) 
with icc members and nonmembers, so that no US nationals could be 
surrendered to the icc from these countries without US consent. Pres-
sure from the US could be intense, involving threats to cut military aid 
as well as a range of country-specific punishments and inducements.53 
the agreements began entering into force early in 2003, and ninety-
five such agreements were concluded as of 2011.54 Importantly, over 
half (fifty-four) of these countries put the agreements into force within 
a short period from May to December 2003.55

the US rationale for article 98 agreements was explained by State 
Department spokesman richard Boucher in 2003:56 “United States 

51 o’connor and Vucetic 2010, 531, 533–34.
52 as of 2011, there are 115 states that are parties to the icc. at http://www.icc-cpi.int/Menus/

aSP/states+parties/.
53 johansen 2006; kelley 2007.
54 http://www.ll.georgetown.edu/guides/article_98.cfm.
55 four agreements entered into force before May 2003 (Uzbekistan, tuvalu, egypt, and Gabon), 

but these countries are not included in Gallup International surveys.
56 http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2005/45573.htm.
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military forces, civilian personnel and private citizens are currently 
active in peacekeeping and humanitarian missions in more than 100 
countries. article 98 agreements . . . allow the United States to re-
main engaged internationally with our friends and allies by providing 
american citizens with essential protection from the jurisdiction of the 
International criminal court, particularly against politically motivated 
investigations and prosecutions.”

although it is a potentially important decision for another govern-
ment to enter into such an agreement with the US, we assume that 
foreign publics are less aware of this issue and/or simply do not care 
much about it. Boduszyński and Balalovska show through case stud-
ies of the issue in croatia and Macedonia that, even when the bia 
debate was highly politicized due to pressure from the US to sign bias 
and from the european Union not to sign, public opinion was at best 
only one factor among several figuring in a country’s decision.57 for 
example, in addition to the importance of a US threat to cut military 
aid, Macedonia’s decision to sign a bia appeared to be influenced by 
the fact that “the United States enjoys especially strong support among 
ethnic albanians, who have significant influence in the current [2003] 
government.” 58 Boduszyński and Balalovska suggest that croatia’s de-
cision not to sign was also taken with some consideration given to pub-
lic opinion: “although nato (and the funds for military reform needed 
to join the organization) remained an important foreign policy goal for 
croatia, the eU is more popular in croatia. according to [october 
2003] public opinion research, 78 percent of the croatian population 
supports eU membership, whereas only 58 percent supports nato ac-
cession . . . [and] dissatisfaction with the United States had been rising 
in croatian public opinion for myriad reasons”59

kelley’s four brief case studies provide similar evidence—only in 
costa rica, where a local judge was nominated to sit on the icc, is 
there evidence of strong domestic opposition to a bia among the mass 
public.60 a former costa rican diplomat argued: “[the judge’s] elec-
tion resulted in public displays of joy and praise for costa rica’s sup-
port for human rights. . . . Given that the public is very pro icc, the 
president could not afford to cause another public uproar.” 61 But there 
is less evidence of public opinion as an important factor in the bia  

57 Boduszyński and Balalovska 2004.
58 Boduszyński and Balalovska 2004, 21.
59 Boduszyński and Balalovska 2004, 25.
60 kelley 2007, 584–85.
61 Quoted in kelley 2007, 584–85.
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decisions of australia, Botswana, or estonia. In Botswana, kelley notes 
a “domestic reaction” among news media, opposition parties, and ngos, 
but anticipation of this did not deter the government from signing a 
bia, nor did it cause a policy reversal after it signed. In australia, oppo-
sition politicians and ngos spoke out against a bia, but the government 
appeared driven more by legal arguments than popular awareness in 
its eventual refusal to sign.62 In general, we see it as unlikely to be very 
salient or entail serious potential political costs (or benefits) for leaders. 
therefore, we expect that opinion about US foreign policy will have a 
relatively small effect, if any, on article 98 decisions.

the final variable (UN voting with US in 2003) is the proportion of 
“important” Un resolutions in 2003, on which voting by a given coun-
try and the US are the same.63 By law, the US State Department must 
track the voting behavior of unga members on resolutions and other 
matters deemed to be of most importance to the US, especially as they 
relate to the State Department’s official “strategic goals.” each year the 
State Department issues a report to the US congress identifying the 
“important votes” and how the US and other unga members voted on 
these items. for the 58th unga in 2003, there were fifteen such votes. 
these included resolutions on the US embargo against cuba, the rights 
of Palestinians, Israeli occupied territories, Palestinian refugees, Israeli 
human rights practices in the occupied territories, confidence build-
ing in South asia, the Un register of conventional arms, human clon-
ing, rights of children, democracy promotion, globalization and human 
rights, human rights in turkmenistan, human rights in Iran, human 
rights in the Democratic republic of congo, and unga reforms.64

to perhaps a greater extent than in the case of article 98 agree-
ments, we expect that the impact of public opinion on Un voting de-
cisions is small, if not nil. knowing that these issues are “important” 
for the U.S., policymakers in other countries may consider whether 
their decisions at unga are consistent with the general feeling of their 
nationals toward US foreign policy. however, these Un votes, largely 
symbolic, are less likely to be salient to mass publics in most countries. 

62 kelley 2007, 583–86. It should be noted that kelley reports no effect of public opinion regarding 
the US on whether a country signs a bia based on a simple difference of means test. this briefly re-
ported result also forms a considerable part of the evidence for keohane and katzenstein’s (2007, 289) 
conclusion that anti-american sentiments have little or no soft power effect. however, the specific 
question kelley addresses is more limited than ours, since she is interested only in factors determining 
whether a country that has become a party to the icc will subsequently sign a bia with the US.

63 http://www.un.org/Depts/dhl/resguide/gares1.htm.
64 http://www.state.gov/p/io/rls/rpt/. the unga reforms resolution “Provisional Program of work 

for the Second committee, a/Dec/58/554” is not included in our data because the vote outcome is 
unavailable from the Un database. thus, the denominator of this variable is 14 rather than 15.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

12
00

01
23

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887112000123


 in search of sof t power 571

nevertheless, at the extremes of the data, we find some evidence of a 
possible causal effect. russian public opinion about US foreign policy 
took a strong negative turn in reaction to US involvement in the former 
Yugoslavia in the 1990s, well prior to the time frame of our study. this 
“resulted in considerable domestic pressure on the russian government 
to take more anti-american foreign policy stances.”65 In Un General 
assembly voting, as Voeten notes, “[t]he trend for russia’s ideal point 
is virtually flat until 1994 when it accelerates away from the United 
States at a rapid pace.”66 albanian opinion about US foreign policy, by 
contrast, was strongly boosted by the US role in the former Yugoslavia, 
“particularly after the US-led kosovo campaign” in defense of ethnic 
albanian kosovars. thus “every government in albania has defined its 
policy toward the United States based on its national interest and the 
widespread positive feeling of the albanian people toward the United 
States.”67 albania is the Muslim majority country with by far the high-
est consistency in its 2003 unga voting record with the US.68

tables 1 and 2 provide a list of the fifty-eight countries in our data 
and the values of our independent and dependent variables. table 1 in-
cludes the twenty-nine countries with below-median values for Opinion 
about US foreign policy, while table 2 includes the twenty-nine coun-
tries above the median. the average of Opinion about US foreign policy 
is −0.36 for the bottom twenty-nine and 0.07 for the top twenty-nine. 
overall, from mid-2002 to mid-2003, global public opinion about US 
foreign policy was more negative than positive.

Simple comparison of our dependent variables between the two 
groups suggests the plausibility of our hypotheses. first, among the 
bottom twenty-nine countries, only 21 percent sent troops to Iraq in 
2003, but this goes up sharply to 55 percent among the top twenty-
nine countries. Second, among the bottom twenty-nine countries, 10 
percent had a bia in effect with the US by the end of 2003, whereas 
this triples, to 31 percent, among the top twenty-nine countries with 
more favorable public opinion about US foreign policy. finally, the 
percentage of unga votes consistent with those of the US is almost the 
same between the two groups, 52 percent for the bottom twenty-nine 
and 51 percent for the top twenty-nine. In short, these tables indicate 
that the effect of public opinion on foreign policy is likely to be larger 
if the issue at stake is important and relevant for publics.

65 Voeten 2004, 733; Mcfaul 1997.
66 Voeten 2004, 742.
67 Binaj 2004, 75.
68 Bosnia herzegovina is only 48 percent Muslim but also voted less often with the US than did 

albania.
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table 1
obserVations, below the Median of causal Variablea

 Opinion Sent Troops BIA Entered UN Voting 
 about US to Iraq into Force with US 
County Foreign Policy in 2003 in 2003 in 2003

france –0.560 0 0 0.667
Vietnam –0.560 0 0 0.000
turkey –0.524 0 0 0.333
argentina –0.505 0 0 0.417
Switzerland –0.458 0 0 0.583
russia –0.437 0 0 0.417
Yugoslavia –0.430 0 0 0.667
ecuador –0.420 0 0 0.500
netherlands –0.401 1 0 0.667
Uruguay –0.390 0 0 0.417
Spain –0.371 1 0 0.667
Greece –0.370 0 0 0.667
South korea –0.363 1 0 0.500
japan –0.355 0 0 0.583
Germany –0.346 0 0 0.667
Bosnia-herzegovina –0.307 0 1 0.583
Brazil –0.303 0 0 0.417
Pakistan –0.301 0 1 0.167
austria –0.300 0 0 0.667
canada –0.289 0 0 0.583
Malaysia –0.288 0 0 0.167
Bolivia –0.287 0 0 0.500
finland –0.282 0 0 0.667
Macedonia –0.268 1 1 0.727
norway –0.257 1 0 0.667
luxembourg –0.239 0 0 0.667
Sweden –0.238 0 0 0.667
Indonesia –0.223 0 0 0.250
new Zealand –0.220 1 0 0.583

Mean –0.355 0.207 0.103 0.519
St. Dev. 0.099 0.412 0.310 0.186

a for our causal variable (Opinion about US foreign policy), we use the average ratios (positive 
and negative) for the survey item “Generally, do you think american foreign policy has a positive 
effect on <your country>, a negative effect or does american foreign policy have no effect on <your 
country>?” in surveys conducted by Gallup International from june 2002 to May 2003.
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table 2
obserVations, aboVe the Median of causal Variablea

 Opinion Sent Troops BIA Entered UN Voting 
 about US to Iraq into Force with US 
County Foreign Policy in 2003 in 2003 in 2003

India –0.193 0 1 0.250
australia –0.160 1 0 0.833
Denmark –0.158 1 0 0.667
Italy –0.151 1 0 0.667
cameroon –0.147 0 1 0.250
United kingdom –0.137 1 0 0.667
Bulgaria –0.116 1 0 0.667
Guatemala –0.069 0 0 0.417
Uganda –0.015 0 1 0.167
South africa –0.012 0 0 0.167
Portugal –0.006 1 0 0.667
lithuania 0.000 1 0 0.667
kenya 0.005 0 0 0.167
Iceland 0.018 1 0 0.667
Ireland 0.031 0 0 0.667
estonia 0.035 1 0 0.667
Poland 0.049 1 0 0.667
latvia 0.070 1 0 0.667
nigeria 0.091 0 1 0.250
croatia 0.118 0 0 0.667
colombia 0.167 0 1 0.417
romania 0.171 1 0 0.667
costa rica 0.172 0 0 0.500
Georgia 0.172 1 1 0.500
Panama 0.204 0 1 0.417
Peru 0.249 0 0 0.500
Philippines 0.370 1 1 0.250
Dominican republic 0.387 1 0 0.500
albania 0.785 1 1 0.667

Mean 0.066 0.552 0.310 0.514
St. Dev. 0.207 0.506 0.471 0.198 

a for our causal variable (Opinion about US foreign policy), we use the average ratios (positive 
and negative) for the survey item “Generally, do you think american foreign policy has a positive 
effect on <your country>, a negative effect or does american foreign policy have no effect on <your 
country>?” in surveys conducted by Gallup International from june 2002 to May 2003.

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
43

88
71

12
00

01
23

 P
ub

lis
he

d 
on

lin
e 

by
 C

am
br

id
ge

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0043887112000123


574 world politics 

69 Since all these variables are only added for better control, we are not interested here in their 
statistical and substantive effects and do not discuss the expected direction of effect parameters or 
their estimates.

70 Data were collected and cross-checked using several sources: nato’s shape Public affairs of-
fice for International Security assistance; http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/operation_enduring_freedom_ 
-_afghanistan:_allies; http://www.defenselink.mil/new/jun2002/d20020607contributions.pdf; http:// 
www.globalsecurity.org/military/ops/enduring-freedom_deploy.htm; http://www.mil.be/isaf/subject/
index.asp?lan=nl&ID=1213; and several press reports.

71 the data source is http://www.icc-cpi.int/asp/statesparties.html.
72 we also think that the observed variable for troop commitment in afghanistan (as of 2002) may 

be a proxy for the expected variable for troop commitment in Iraq (that is, an expectation about deci-
sions in 2003, formed in 2002), which should be correlated with our causal variable.

a closer look at these tables, however, suggests some other system-
atic differences between countries in these two groups. for example, 
many european and/or developed countries tend to have lower values 
of our independent variable. they are also less likely to have an effec-
tive bia with the US in 2003, although they are more likely to have 
troops in Iraq at the end of 2003. to allow us to estimate the effect of 
public opinion about US foreign policy, we include a range of control 
variables potentially correlated with our independent and dependent 
variables.69 

we include two variables expected to have strong correlations with 
the first two dependent variables (troops in Iraq and bias) and pos-
sible correlation with the other (Un voting). Troops in Afghanistan is 
a dummy variable measuring whether or not a country had troops in 
afghanistan in 2002.70   ICC member is a dummy variable indicating 
whether or not a country is an icc member as of the end of 2002.71

countries with troops in afghanistan (there are nineteen in our data) 
are likely either to be important US allies and/or to have sufficient mil-
itary capability to send troops abroad. thus, as compared with others, 
they are also more likely to have sent troops to Iraq by the end of 2003. 
this variable is clearly relevant as it is expected to affect our inde-
pendent variable—the perceptions about US foreign policy by non-US  
publics as of late 2002 or early 2003 (before the war in Iraq began).72

nonmembership in the icc (there are sixteen instances in our data) 
probably indicates a state’s opposition to the icc for its own domestic 
or foreign policy reasons. this would presumably significantly reduce 
the costs of signing a bia with the US (note that non-icc members can 
also sign them), and thus it is an important factor to control to avoid a 
biased estimate of the effect of public opinion.

we also include five variables measuring hard power–related secu-
rity and economic factors. these correspond to the likelihood, in nye’s 
framework, of “threats and inducements” affecting opinion and decisions.  
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Alliance portfolio measures the commonality in alliance “portfolios” 
between the US and each country, as of 2000. It is developed by Si-
gnorino and ritter and widely used in quantitative studies of interna-
tional relations as a measure of common security interests.73  another 
alliance indicator, NATO, is a dummy variable for members of the 
north atlantic treaty organization as of 2002. US economic aid and 
US military aid measure the per capita amount of US military and eco-
nomic aid to each country in 2002.74  Trade with US is the natural log 
of the total amount of trade (export and import) with the US divided 
by each country’s gdp (in 2002).75 

the remaining variables are reasonable proxies for economic, politi-
cal, cultural, and historical relationships (or the lack of such relation-
ships) with the US. GDP per capita is the natural log of gdp per capita 
in 2002.76  Democracy score is the sum of two indicators (political rights 
and civil liberties, for 2002) published annually by freedom house.77  
Muslim population is the ratio of Muslims in the total population be-
fore 2002.78  Europe is a dummy variable for west european countries, 
which include the so-called eU 15 (member countries in the euro-
pean Union prior to the accession of ten candidate countries on May 1, 
2004), norway, and Switzerland.

finally, in order to address a potential criticism, we emphasize a 
basic methodological point. as long as we do not expect, in theory, 
that certain variables have direct effects on policy decisions by non-US 
states, we need not include them in our analysis. these would include 
a range of soft power variables, such as public diplomacy efforts by the 
US, exports of US culture to foreign nations, and visits by US sport and 
music stars. the omission of these variables should not lead to biased 
causal estimates, because, as our theoretical framework specifies, if they 
have any effect on our dependent variables (that is, policy decisions), 

73 Signorino and ritter 1991; the data source is eUGene data-generation software. at http://www 
.eugenesoftware.org/.

74 the data source is the “Green Book” on loans and grants. at http://qesdb.cdie.org/gbk/. we 
code 0 for missing observations. the unit is 2006 US dollars.

75 the data source is the International Monetary fund’s Data and Statistics web site. at http://
www.imf.org/external/data.htm. the unit (for exports, imports, and gdp) is current US dollars.

76 the data source is the world Bank’s world Development Indicators (wdi) online. at http://
publications.worldbank.org/wDI/. the unit is constant 2005 international dollars in ppp.

77 the data source is http://www.freedomhouse.org. we do not use another commonly used mea-
sure of democracy, Polity score, because it is not coded for three countries surveyed by Gallup Interna-
tional—luxembourg, Bosnia and herzegovina, and Iceland. the correlation between Democracy score 
and Polity score is high (0.834).

78 the data source is http://islamicweb.com/. we code 0 for missing observations. this is the best 
comprehensive data source we could find for pre-2003 figures. Specific dates for each country’s per-
centage are not given, but the web site implies they are current as of 1998.
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this should only be through changing public opinion about US foreign 
policy, our independent variable.79

results

we estimate two sets of regressions for each dependent variable—one 
without the covariates and another with them. Since the first two de-
pendent variables (Sent troops to Iraq in 2003 and BIA entered into force 
in 2003) are dichotomous, we estimate the coefficients based on probit 
regressions. the effects on the third dependent variable (UN voting 
with US in 2003) are estimated by ols regressions.

the results of our regression analysis are presented in table 3. 
without control variables, the effect of Opinion about US foreign policy 
is positive and significant on the first two dependent variables, but it 
is negative and insignificant on the third dependent variable. not sur-
prisingly, this is consistent with the patterns noted in tables 1 and 2. 
the estimates with the eleven control variables, however, suggest that 
the feelings of non-US publics toward US foreign policy have signifi-
cantly positive effects on all three dependent variables. this is expected 
given our framework but nevertheless striking given that a variety of 
variables measuring security, economic, cultural, and historical rela-
tionships with the US are controlled. this is strong evidence to support 
our first hypothesis that non-US public opinion indeed matters for for-
eign policy outcomes regarding the US.

to examine the validity of our second hypothesis, however, we need 
to compare the magnitude of effects across the three sets of models. 
table 3 does not easily allow us to do so, because we use different 
methods of estimation (probit and ols) and because the interpretation 
of probit coefficients is not straightforward. to interpret substantive 
effects and test our second hypothesis, we simulate the marginal ef-
fect of our independent variable on each dependent variable when it 
changes from one standard deviation below the mean to one standard 
deviation above the mean. all control variables are held constant at 
their means. the results are graphically presented in figure 2. we also 
simulated the degree of uncertainty: each vertical bar indicates the 95 
percent confidence interval of the estimated probability (for the first 
two dependent variables) and the expected value (for the third depen-
dent variable).80 

79 we use such underlying attitudinal variables as instrumental variables in a robustness test.
80 to estimate uncertainty, we use a stochastic simulation technique (king, tomz, and wittenberg 

2000).
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table 3
regression resultsa

Model 1 2 3 4 5 6

 Sent Troops to BIA Entered into UN Voting with 
Dependent Variable Iraq in 2003 Force in 2003 US in 2003

opinion about US 1.90** 10.26** 2.04** 3.33* 2.07 15.78**
 foreign Policy [0.65] [3.19] [0.70] [1.46] [9.06] [3.62]
troops in  4.83**  –0.57  6.42*
 afghanistan  [1.75]  [0.57]  [2.71]
Icc member  –3.14  1.58  2.00
  [1.73]  [1.09]  [3.49]
alliance portfolio  –21.34*  –1.34  10.26
  [10.09]  [2.28]  [14.01]
nato  7.35*    –5.74
  [3.40]    [4.02]
US military aid  2.41*  0.29*  0.55
  [1.02]  [0.14]  [0.37]
US economic aid  –0.25  0.04  0.46**
  [0.13]  [0.03]  [0.12]
trade with US  0.77  0.30  –4.77**
  [0.60]  [0.37]  [1.36]
GDP per capita  –0.95  –1.78*  12.59**
  [0.79]  [0.89]  [2.12]
Democracy score  –1.43*  0.13  –1.14
  [0.66]  [0.19]  [0.83]
Muslim population  –4.31  1.58  –2.51
  [3.14]  [1.10]  [3.82]
europe  –3.32*    0.32
  [1.43]    [3.47]
constant –0.06 27.44* –0.62** 13.60* 51.98** –81.67**
 [0.20] [13.44] [0.21] [7.98] [2.69] [29.02]

wald χ2 statistic 8.48 24.87 8.55 24.13
Pseudo r2 0.099 0.756 0.129 0.671
f-statistic     0.05 43.91
r2     0.001 0.858
root MSe     19.218 8.092** 

**p<0.01, * p<0.05 
a the number of observations is 58. for our causal variable (Opinion about US foreign policy), we 

use the average ratios (positive and negative) for the survey item “Generally, do you think american 
foreign policy has a positive effect on <your country>, a negative effect or does american foreign 
policy have no effect on <your country>?” in surveys conducted by Gallup International from june 
2002 to May 2003. Models 1–4 are estimated based on probit regression, while models 5–6 are based 
on ols regression. the nato and europe dummies are dropped in model 4 because all countries 
that put article 98 into force are neither nato members nor in europe. the Un voting with US (a 
ratio in tables 1 and 2) is multiplied by 100 (and thus is % in this table) for better presentation of 
estimates. the robust standard errors are in brackets.
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figure 2 
Marginal effects

a each panel shows how much each dependent variable would change if the causal variable 
(Opinion about US foreign policy) changed from –1 standard deviation from the mean to +1 standard 
deviation from the mean when all the other variables are held constant at their means. for our causal 
variable (Opinion about US foreign policy), we use the average ratios (positive and negative) for the 
survey item “Generally, do you think american foreign policy has a positive effect on <your coun-
try>, a negative effect or does american foreign policy have no effect on <your country>?” in surveys 
conducted by Gallup International from june 2002 to May 2003. each vertical bar indicates the 95 
percent confidence interval of estimated probability (P) or expected value (e).
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the figure clearly suggests the validity of our second hypothesis that 
the effects of public opinion on foreign policy depend on the impor-
tance of policy issues for publics. the probability of sending troops 
to Iraq increases dramatically from 0.2 percent to 64.1 percent when 
Opinion about US foreign policy changes from minus one to plus one 
standard deviation from the mean. although the effects on the other 
two variables are positive and significant, our postestimation simula-
tion suggests that they are small. the probability of a bia entering into 
force in 2003 increases from 0.8 percent to 5.6 percent. the percent-
age of common Un voting decisions with the US increases from 47.5 
percent to 55.8 percent.

tests of robustness

through four additional analyses, we demonstrate that these results 
are robust to three potential sources of bias—sampling bias, selection 
bias, and omitted variable bias.81

first, we address an issue of potential sampling bias. we add a 
dummy variable for countries not using national samples. Since coun-
tries using urban samples tend to be developing countries, and since we 
control for GDP per capita, we expect that adding this control will not 
change coefficient estimates substantially. the results of this robustness 
check are consistent with our expectations. the effect of public opinion 
about the US on whether a country sent troops to Iraq in 2003 is al-
ways positive and statistically significant. Marginal effects are substan-
tially large. the effects on the other two variables are always positive, 
and statistically significant in most models. as in our main models, 
however, the magnitudes of the effects are small.

Second, to show that our findings do not depend on the particular 
set of countries included in the Gallup surveys, we estimated our mod-
els using an expanded data set and a method of multiple imputation.82  
applying this method is suitable in our study, because it is only our key 
independent variable that has limited cross-national coverage: all three 
dependent variables and eleven control variables do not have missing 
values in most countries in the world. analysis using the 189 countries 
for which we have data for all three dependent variables shows that the 
effect of opinion remains positive and significant in all three models 
with control variables.83

81 In some of these additional models for robustness tests, a few covariates were dropped due to 
data problems (for example, multicollinearity with others). the selection of control variables, however, 
does not affect our conclusions.

82 for example, see rubin 1987; and Schafer 1997.
83 See fn. 30 regarding selection issues.
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the third set of robustness tests addresses the concern, already noted, 
that policy elites may attempt to manipulate public opinion before an 
important policy decision is publicly announced or implemented.84  
Given that the unannounced intention to commit troops to Iraq, sign a 
bia, and/or vote with the US in the unga is unobservable (at least, dif-
ficult to measure with validity), this methodological issue of potential 
omitted variable bias is challenging to address. we approach this issue 
by conducting two additional robustness tests.

In one test, we drop data for the latter of the three surveys used in 
our analysis.85  Specifically, we rerun our analyses using only the 2002 
Voice of the People Survey ( june–September 2002) and the Iraq 2003 
Poll ( january 2003). these predate not only the point at which the US 
began publicly asking for troop commitments for the occupation (from 
May 2003, the point from which the vast majority of commitments 
were made) but also the initial invasion in March 2003 (involving 
troops from three US partners: Uk, australia, and Poland). they also 
predate US secretary of state colin Powell’s speech at the Un Security 
council in february 2003, in which he presented intelligence on Iraq’s 
wMd program. at that point, we believe there was still considerable 
uncertainty about what the time frame might be if a war were to oc-
cur and which countries might join or oppose it. we therefore believe 
that surveys taken from june 2002 through january 2003 measure our 
causal variable well prior to our outcome variable, even for those states 
that participated in the original invasion.

the results show that the effects of Opinion about US foreign policy 
on Sent troops to Iraq in 2003 and UN voting with US in 2003 are posi-
tive and significant at the 1 percent level, even after controlling for 
other variables. the marginal effects are smaller, but this is to be ex-
pected. the longer the gap between when public opinion is measured 
and when foreign policy decisions are taken, the smaller the expected 
strength of their association. the effect on BIA entered into force in 2003 
is positive but not significant. this is not a surprising outcome, as we 
argue that the effects of public opinion should be small for less salient 
issues (hypothesis 2).

the final robustness test to deal with potential problems of omit-
ted variable bias is to use instrumental variables that are strongly cor-
related with the causal variable (Opinion about US foreign policy) but 

84 Berinsky 2009; Zaller 1992.
85 we prefer to use our data, which are based on three surveys; this reduces potential nonrandom 

measurement error. By using the three surveys, we also increase the number of countries in our sample, 
because each survey was not conducted in exactly the same set of countries.
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whose effects on the dependent variable occur only through the causal 
variable.86 consistent with our theoretical discussion, we choose two 
measures of general favorability towards the US (“Do you have a favor-
able or unfavorable view of the US?” and “Do you have a favorable or 
unfavorable view of the american people?”) in a multinational study 
conducted by the Pew research center for the People and the Press 
(Pew) before the war in Iraq began (Summer 2002 44-Nation Survey). 
we expect these instruments (specifically, the percentage of respon-
dents saying “favorable” minus the percentage of respondents saying 
“unfavorable”) to have strong correlations with our causal variable. But 
it is difficult to imagine that the foreign publics’ favorable/unfavor-
able attitudes toward the US and the american people directly affect 
their country’s important foreign policy decisions; rather, such general 
attitudes should affect foreign policy decisions via their effect on the 
foreign policy views of the mass public.

the results of our instrumental variable regressions show that the 
effect on Sent troops to Iraq in 2003 is still positive and significant at 
the 5 percent level.87  the effects on the other two less salient issues 
are not significant. these results remain consistent with hypothesis 2. 
Since the number of observations used in this robustness test is small, 
we interpret the estimates with caution.88  But the results reinforce our 
argument regarding the direction of causation: when an issue is highly 
salient, public opinion about US foreign policy affects foreign policy 
behavior toward the US.

conclusions

our regression analyses are solidly consistent with our arguments. 
Public opinion about US foreign policy indeed appears to matter when 

86 we run standard two-stage least square (2sls) regressions for all the three dependent variables. 
an alternative model for Sent troops to Iraq in 2003 and BIA entered into force in 2003 is to use instru-
ments in Probit regressions. we, however, prefer to use 2sls because it is easier to conduct compre-
hensive specification tests after running 2sls regressions, and because instrumental-variable Probit 
regressions do not always converge to produce coefficient estimates. In one model, which produced 
estimates while using as many control variables as possible (specifically, Troops in Afghanistan, ICC 
member, Alliance portfolio, US economic aid, trade with US, and Europe), the wald test of instruments 
suggests that we fail to reject the null hypothesis of exogeneity. therefore, we do not need to be overly 
concerned about endogeneity. (note that in this model, the effect of Opinion about US foreign policy 
on Sent troops to Iraq in 2003 is still significantly positive at the 5 percent level and the instruments are 
highly significant at the 1 percent level.)

87 the results of overidentification tests suggest that instruments are valid, while the results of en-
dogeneity tests suggest that we do not need to treat Opinion about US foreign policy as an endogenous 
variable, in the first place.

88 only twenty-five countries are included in both the Pew study and at least one of the three 
surveys in our dataset.
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countries make decisions on issues of importance to the US. the esti-
mated effect of public opinion about foreign policy is particularly large 
and robust if a specific foreign policy issue is salient for foreign pub-
lics, as we hypothesized. foreign leaders, it seems, do pay attention to 
the attitudes of their own publics when they weigh decisions—such as 
whether to send troops into harm’s way—which might incur signifi-
cant public concern or opposition.

we acknowledge that while our dependent variables cover a range 
of issues, the period of investigation is specific. thus, we are unwilling 
to make a general claim that foreign public opinion is always impor-
tant for the US. In fact, our analysis may imply that it has real policy 
consequences only when issues are highly controversial and discussed 
among foreign publics extensively and intensively.89  our study also 
does not examine the time frame or the full process of soft power ef-
fects. additional empirical studies using data from other periods and 
using other policy variables are necessary to further understand the soft 
power process connecting country images, targeted messages, foreign 
public opinion, and foreign policy outcomes. But we believe our study 
lays the foundation for such future investigation.

three decades ago, keohane and nye first advanced a theory of 
international relations that identified transnational agenda setting as 
a significant source of power in international relations.90  although 
we would argue that military capabilities certainly have utility in the 
global terrorism issue-area, it seems to us that the US has often tested 
the outer bounds of the utility of military force since it launched the 
war in afghanistan in 2001. even in a situation of considerable uni-
polar preponderance in military capabilities, the US has been far from 
exercising control over outcomes in many key areas.

our analysis here is timely, given that the obama administration 
seems to have placed greater emphasis on soft power than its prede-
cessor and to have been more capable of generating a positive image 
for the US globally.91  our previous research has shown the potential 
for the US to influence perceptions of itself and its policies abroad, as 
well as the constraints and limits of such efforts.92  this article provides 
evidence for the next necessary link in the causal chain: the impact of 
international public opinion on foreign policy outcomes. In sum, this 
study suggests not only that soft power offers appealing rhetoric for 

89 Goldsmith and horiuchi 2009.
90 keohane and nye 1977.
91 knowlton 2009.
92 Goldsmith and horiuchi 2009; Goldsmith, horiuchi, and Inoguchi 2005.
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leaders or a catchy phrase for pundits but also that it has real ramifica-
tions for international relations.
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