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Among many fascinating features of democratic policymaking is the relationship between mass public opinion and foreign policy. What we know today is that policymakers in liberal democracies are aware of public opinion in their countries—although to very different degrees. Moreover, typically, they tend not to undertake actions at odds with an overwhelming public consensus, so that overall there is frequent and substantial correspondence between policy and public opinion. Nevertheless, how can one make serious assumptions about the linkages between public opinion and policy when the national cases that have been studied are so dissimilar and the research approaches so diverse? This commentary provides an analysis of the empirical evidence presented in the previous three chapters, and suggests some tactics to help further comparative studies of the opinion-policy connection. 


These chapters and other sources mentioned elsewhere in this essay provide a growing body of evidence for the existence of a complex ‘mediating’ variable between public opinion and policy making. Various studies show that one way or another, opinion poll results reach top decision-makers. Public opinion itself, however, does not translate automatically into a foreign policy decision. Polling may certainly affect what issue policy makers push to the top of their political agenda, but actual policymaking is played from a different script (Shapiro and Jacobs in this volume; Wybrow 2000).  Just because the public holds a strong and stable opinion about a foreign-policy issue, this does not necessarily translate into tangible influence in the policy making process. In other words, the influence of public opinion on policy is not direct; rather, it is conditioned by a mediating ‘framework’ of variables. 


 Perhaps there is little new in this suggestion. Indeed, many researchers (among them Page and Shapiro 1983, Wittkopf 1990, Bartels, 1991, Hinckley, 1992, Page and Shapiro 1992, Everts 1996, Bellucci and Isernia 1996, and Sobel 1998) have already shown that the relationship between opinion and foreign policy can be viewed as mediated by a variety of both stable and contingent conditions. Some suggests at least six mediating factors (Vehgroff et al., 2000): the nature of the international problem under consideration; the nature of the proposed policy; the effectiveness of the communication between the elite groups; elite’s awareness of the public opinion; the perceived level of public support for a policy; and the structure and timing of decision-making. Others refer to at least three factors that mediate the impact of public opinion on policy: the distribution of political preferences among the public; the structure of domestic political institutions, and the bargaining strategies of national decision-makers at both the national and international level (see Putnam 1988; Risse-Kappen 1991; and Bellucci & Isernia 2000). There is the evidence that public opinion’s influence on foreign policy can be mediated by a relatively stable system of values, developed over a long period of socialization (Page and Shapiro 1994). Such mediating factors as the structure of the parliamentary system, the views of elected officials, presidential leadership, the effectiveness of elite communication, and elite perception of the public opinion are also critical in our understanding opinion-policy linkages (Powlick 1991; Jentleson 1992; Graham 1986).  


There are approaches that put together both international and domestic factors of policy-making (Putnam 1988; Moravcski 1993). Suggesting the existence of such “mediating factors” between attitudes and policy, Philip Everts refers to a country’s general “political context” (Everts 1983). La Balme in this volume, for example, examines the influence of opinion leaders and media coverage as mediating the “political climate” within which policies are conducted. 


When asked about a role public opinion plays in their foreign policy actions, some  politicians tell researchers (La Balme in this volume) that political decisions are always made according to the “will of the people,” while others, on the contrary, insist that their choices were based on the elite’s special expertise regarding what is best for the people. Perhaps there is very little contradiction in these statements. As La Balme further indicates, the opinion-policy nexus is interactive and reciprocal rather than unidirectional. That is, if expressed opinion precedes policy outputs, then it is said that opinion leads policy makers. If opinion and policy initially diverge, then it is argued that policy makers lead opinion” (Yeric and Todd 1983, 163). 


To summarize, various studies show that the nature of the impact of public opinion on policy can be seen as context dependent (Risse-Kappen 1991).  As a step on the path of further understanding of the mediating variables between policy and public opinion usually identified through polling let us introduce a term “policy climate”, i.e., a prevailing sentiment among policy-makers and other individuals capable of influencing the direction of foreign policy through their roles as security and defense executives, analysts, problem definers, “gate keepers”, “watchdogs”, and “experts and commentators” (Page and Shapiro 1988, 243; see also Clinton 1975). These political elites constitute the “concerned minority,” or “citizens” (Almond & Verba 1963). In parliamentary and public debates, and through statements, televised interviews, printed publications, and other channels, they voice various opinions about international and policy-related events. In short, the policy climate consists of various beliefs about what the country and the government should or should not do on the international level, and in particular, in case of an international conflict. The media in these circumstances become not only a conductor but also a source of foreign-policy attitudes. Expectedly, the policy climate can be salient and non-salient; it can be assertive or non-assertive, becoming at times more susceptible under the influence of general public and less susceptible when the public cares little about foreign policy. Each country’s policy climate at different times can have different influence on policy making.

Supposing that the policy climate is empirically measurable, what conclusions can one draw from the examined chapters? To answer this question, let us introduce a frame of reference from which a comparative analysis of opinion-policy linkages can be conducted. The source of each country’s particular policy climate is a set of political, ideological, and situational variables. These diverse variables can be examined in terms of several dimensions or axes (see below). Each axis refers to a different domain of information that may guide the analysis of opinion-policy linkages. The use of this approach can help facilitate a more comprehensive evaluation of this from a comparative perspective and direct attention to some conditions that may be overlooked in a single national case study. Ideally, this approach will serve well if all the variables are homogeneous, there are clear boundaries among the axes, and the axes are mutually exclusive. However, this is only an assumption.

A multiaxial assessment of opinion-policy links in comparative cases

Basic socioeconomic and political factors affecting opinion-policy linkages:

Axis 1. Attention should be paid to the structure of political institutions and political communications within the studied cases. Special areas of attention include: type of the republic, i.e. parliamentary or presidential; formal distribution of roles among foreign policy institutions; frequency of national and local elections; the design and ownership of the media; and the institutionalization of opinion polls by the government. 

Axis 2.  Here one refers to a specific political landscape on which particular foreign policy debates take place and how they reflect specific political interests pursued by the government and its opposition. Special areas of attention include: existing government coalitions with other parties; debates and internal struggle within the government; political struggle between the ruling party and other political forces; domestic and international political issues relevant to election campaigns; and decision-makers’ anticipation of public reaction to various foreign policy-related issues.

Basic cultural and psychological factors affecting opinion-policy links:

Axis 3.   On this level, one describes general sociocultural variables, primarily those fundamental values and effects of socialization—including religious, moral, and major psychological predispositions—that influence particular foreign policy attitudes. Special areas of attention may include: isolationist or interventionist values; religious beliefs; historic experiences; general stereotypes, and prejudice toward particular foreign policy actors and groups.

Axis 4. Here attention should be paid to various contextual and situational factors that determine the “quality of information” that the public receives (Shapiro and Jacobs in this volume). Special areas of attention include: salience of the considered foreign policy issue; framing, priming, and agenda-setting of the designated foreign-policy issues conducted by the media; presence or absence of specific media effects, i.e. particular media coverage that evokes specific reactions in people, including their opinions; and individual characteristics of decision-makers as political leaders.

Let us now critically examine the proposed dimensions of opinion-policy linkages using the evidence provided in the examined chapters. 

Axis 1.  The role that public opinion plays in shaping of any country’s foreign policy is indispensably related to the political system of that country (Cohen 1977-78, 196). On this level, one should assess how the country’s existing political democratic institutions mediate the links between public opinion and foreign policy. Some political systems—that include a wide set of actors, like parties, bureaucracies, and pressure groups—may or may not be set to provide for the transmission of opinions into the policy process, so that public opinion may or may not act as a ‘catalyst’ to foreign policy operations. Different governments can have dissimilar traditions of soliciting and considering public opinion as a factor in foreign-policy making, as Shapiro and Jacobs call it “institutionalization” of polling. Therefore, analyzing the opinion-policy relationships one should determine whether polling became institutionalized by the government and to what extent. A comparison of US to some democratic transitional systems, for instance, may show how different governments’ approaches to polling can be. 


Obviously, in procedural democracy, voters can exert the control over policy through reward and punishment in regularly held elections. However, different types of democracy create unlike frameworks of relationships between the branches of the government. For instance, public opinion should influence policy more directly in two-party parliamentary settings rather than in coalition-based multiparty assemblages. Stronger parties, in their view, should be “stronger” conductors of public opinion than weaker ones (Bellucci and Isernia 2000). Also, national systems with consolidated and established channels of communications—involving parties, interest groups, bureaucracies, and the media—will provide better conditions for public opinion expression than in the systems with fragmented communications. 


In the United States, any study of the links between opinion and policy has to take into consideration the presidential political system with relatively weak parties and party factions in Congress. In comparison, the role of these actors is much wider in the European context (Sinnott in this volume). In parliamentary and presidential systems where executive power is based on the strength of the parliamentary majority, foreign policy is often influenced and directed by internal political considerations. Typically, the head of the government tries to avoid taking certain policy steps that could undermine the ruling parliamentary majority. To exemplify, in the French system, the President lacking a majority in the parliament is forced to appoint a prime minister from an opposing party and then try to find a formula to work together, thus leading to relative responsiveness to the views of the prime minister and foreign minister. In the Italian political system, the channels of communication between the top foreign policy executives and society are shaped mainly by political parties and the mass media that are also heavily controlled by political powers.


Clichés aside, foreign policy is perceived as coming from an executive office. In presidential democracies, the highest foreign policy executives appear to be more independent in their activities than their counterparts in parliamentary systems. It is, therefore, remarkable what Shapiro and Jacob suggest about some American presidents as becoming more susceptive to public opinion at certain times, and others preferring to lead public opinion, the behavior that is primarily characteristic of the individual in the Oval Office, his personal traits and leadership style, and less of the institution of the President. Nevertheless, one should acknowledge that the formal roles inherited by the chief government executives could vary from country to country. In the Netherlands, important foreign-policy decisions will not to be taken by the minister of foreign affairs, but rather by the cabinet as a whole, especially given the fact that the Netherlands are always ruled by often shaky coalitions of two or more political parties. In Great Britain, even though the prime minister may enjoy support of his or her party in the Parliament, foreign policy arena will display a “historic” competition—not unique to Britain—among the Foreign Office, the Joint Intelligence Committee, and foreign policy advisers to prime minister. Russian presidents will perhaps preserve a “traditional” view that any compromises with the opposition or changes in policy under the pressure of public opinion are considered signs of weakness of the president. However, further comparative research is needed to clarify certain aspects of how the executive branches function. Will, for example, French presidents be more dependent on the national ‘intellectuals’ and other opinion leaders to a greater extent than American presidents will?
Axis 2. On this level, the researcher identifies specific ‘political interests’—other variable that should mediate the influence of public opinion on foreign policy in definable circumstances. In short, one should make direct references to internal political considerations in responding to public opinion namely to the specific role of parties and interest groups in shaping and mediating some specific linkages between mass opinion and foreign policy. On one hand, foreign policy issues, and especially mistakes in foreign policy—first salient in the public’s view, then picked up by the media, and finally mentioned in opinion polls—are used by the opposition to criticize and denounce the government responsible for the mistakes. On the other hand, the government can use specific foreign policy-related issues and potentially successful actions to strengthen the present political standings and perhaps future electoral chances.


Certainly, both national and local elections provide some mechanism for determining the ways foreign policy executives pay attention to or manipulate public opinion (Shapiro and Jacobs in this volume). Perhaps policy-makers in xe "Democracies\:and modern wars"democra​cies are likely to wage wars in which the risks are small, and when their domestic political reveries are weak (Everts 1996). Politicians should face severe pro​blems, however, either when success is elusive or when the trade-off between costs (especially in terms of human lives) and interests is seen as unfavorable. If such a mistake is made, it may cost the decision-maker politically. 


The desire to be elected or re-elected creates pressing incentives for politicians to be responsive to public opinion in order to avoid falling too far out of line with the majority. Moreover, both in the United States and other democracies, foreign policy actions can be naturally linked to other political battles. That is, parliamentary approvals of certain government policies may be based on yielding to the opposition in some other policy areas. In the case of European unification, a “premature politization” (Sinnott this volume) of attitudes toward the issue was, perhaps, a result of the actions of different national interest groups pursuing their distinct political goals. Moreover, in this context, European governments could have interpreted public support or opposition to the unification using some immediate electoral considerations, a kind of motivation that often remain hidden from the observer.


It is also important to determine at this stage of analysis how important a particular election campaign appears to be for the average voter. For example, European parliamentary elections in 1994 had little impact on public opinion about European integration because of the elections’ relative insignificance for many European voters. For the same reason, despite the fact that the Bosnian conflict became an issue during the European parliamentary elections, the relative insignificance of the elections could have allowed the French president to not take into account the country’s public opinion about the necessity for a military intervention in Bosnia. 

Policymakers try to anticipate public reaction. Assumptions about a positive public reaction contribute to a ‘permissive’ policy climate, whereas anticipation of criticism contribute to a ‘non-permissive’ climate. Political opposition would not challenge foreign policy decisions if public support for such actions is overwhelming. In contrast, the opposition would be more likely to challenge the government if public reaction is negative or just anticipated to be negative. As an example, the actions of the French president to exclude any participation of new draftees in the Gulf War combat operations were designed to appease domestic public opinion. The same considerations, perhaps, held the Clinton administration away from making any definite commitments to the use of ground troops in Kosovo in the spring of 1999. Constant references to nationalistic attitudes were made by Russian officials in their rhetoric about the NATO expansion and the war in the former Yugoslavia (Shiraev 1999). The avoidance of public disapproval was one of the main reasons why France entered into the military operations on Somalia in 1992 (La Balme this volume).

Axis 3.  From this angle of analysis, the researcher examines values, long-term beliefs, ideological and religious commitments, i.e. attitudes, views, and ideas shared and communicated among  citizens. For example, religious and other values may become absolutely crucial factors in public support of particular foreign regimes or countries, and the Bosnian, Iraqi, and Kosovo crises of the 1990s show some evidence of it. A dictator in the eyes of the American public may be seen as a hero in some other nations. To illustrate further, since World War II the public in the United States held an activist, not isolationist, orientation toward foreign policy (Shapiro and Jacobs in this volume). The Vietnam has split American public opinion between isolationism and interventionism (Hinckley 1992). Likewise, the war in Kosovo in 1999 put an end to the Russia’s predominant isolationist attitudes of the 1990s toward international conflicts. The initial and continuous excitement surrounding the fall of the Berlin Wall in the late 1980s, followed later by frustration, could have contributed to the fluctuations in European public opinion toward the unification. Some researchers refer to the evidence suggesting the presence of a particular  ‘culture of opinion’—as a set of values shared by a majority of the population—about “moral responsibility” of rich nations to assist suffering people and helpless victims (La Balme in this volume; Vengroff et al., 2000). Others describe a subjective culture of “democratic representation” that consists of values of national sovereignty and identity that influence people’s attitudes about the European integration (Sinnott in this volume).
Axis 4. From this point of view, one should pay attention to various contextual and situational factors that determine the “quality of information” (Shapiro and Jacobs in this volume) that the public receives. A special consideration is salience of a particular foreign-policy issue and how well the issue is articulated by the government officials or opposition. Framing, priming, and agenda-setting and presence or absence of specific media effects, i.e. particular media coverage that evokes particular reactions of the public (La Balme in this volume), are also of interest. 

For example, the passage of the Single European act and the activism of the Delors Commission in support of the European integration had a promotional effect on public opinion in Europe. On the other hand, the growing intrusiveness of the Single Market program (Sinnott in this volume) could have influenced a decline in support of the integration. 

Here one should not overlook a variety of situational factors that can affect both the elite’s and the public’s perception of the linkages between opinion and policy. Among these factors, one can examine particular media effects, such as “rally-around-the-flag”, “free rider”, “body- bag”, “innocent victim”, and some others. The Saraevo market massacre during the Bosnia war in 1994 and its extensive coverage by the media may be an example of how quickly a consensus between governments and public could be reached about a necessity of an action. 

The opinion-policy analysis should also take into consideration the level of consensus or disagreement among the elites, including the media, regarding particular foreign-policy issues. Coverage of foreign policy in the media, as Shapiro and Jacobs suggest, is crucial for a specific policy climate formation and achievement a relative agreement between the public and government officials. For example, in the case of European integration when the public from the beginning was asked to express opinions about something with which they had no practical experience, government officials could easily speculate that they should not have been responsive to this type of weak public attitude (Sinnott in this volume).

As Richard Sinnott also implies in his chapter, the wording of the survey questions about the European integration, as well as the attachment of the questions to a particular policy area may substantially influence any polling outcome and the way surveys are interpreted. As a fine example of this assumption could be the fact that in 1993, only 19 percent of Europeans could have been qualified as enthusiastic and well-informed supporters of the European Union whereas a less thorough analysis of the poll would yield support at 44 percent. 

Finally, a personal commitment of a leader to a particular decision may be also examined at this point. La Balme shows in this volume, for example, how Mitterand’s personal opposition to war has helped him argue against military involvement on the Balkans and how American commitment to the Operation Restore Hope in Somalia affected his decision ultimately to make a commitment in that region. La Balme also indicates the importance of a consensus among the governing elites. If the consensus is predetermined by a political alliance among the officials, the policy climate will then expectedly be strong and relatively stable. If government officials are bound by only weak party coalitions in the parliament (for example, in Italy, Israel, Russia, or Germany), the policy climate will be expectedly unstable and gullible.

Within the proposed multiaxial approach to opinion-policy linkages, one can make critical assessments and suggestions about some future tendencies in foreign policy making. As Shapiro and Jacobs argue, the end of the Cold War has decreased the visibility of foreign policy in the public’s eye because the major Soviet threat of the past has disappeared and the end of the strategic bipolarity has made foreign affairs very difficult to interpret, capture the public interest (except for short-term cases), and difficult for the public to attempt to influence. It is important to suggest in this regard that with the disappearance—perhaps prematurely proclaimed—of the ‘Cold War schema’ in international relations, both policymakers and the media may frame international news in new ways. If there is no clear ideological consensus about who or what the enemy really is, the public perhaps will tend to pay attention to those individuals who can name, define, and explain new international dangers and foreign threats. Therefore, often motivated by specific political interests and electoral concerns, public officials can accumulate considerable strength in framing foreign-policy agenda. They will face now the public that is more detached from foreign-policy issues, has less information and fewer attitudinal predispositions than it had in the 1980s. Formulating opinions about foreign politics, the public perhaps will be more dependent on outcomes of immediate struggle of ideas among elites than on people’s own stable ideological commitments.
Further, as a matter of a future discussion, one can suggest contrary to what is argued in the previous paragraph, that the events in Kosovo in 1999 challenged the view that foreign policy would remain of relatively little visibility and concern to the American public. Since the Gulf War, no single foreign policy issue has occupied so much time and space in the leading American press and mass media more broadly than the war in the former Yugoslavia region. The NATO military campaign against Serbia in 1999 not only provoked an avalanche of anti-American rhetoric in some world capitals but also caused a serious crisis in U.S.-Russia and U.S.-China relations. A new “cold war era” was proclaimed by even moderate Russian officials and the old ideological clichés were revived (Axis 3) and effectively sold to the Russian public with an urge for international resistance to American “imperialism” and “expansionism.” The paradox of the developing situation is that the old hostile cold-war perceptions and anti-Western sentiments in many countries that are undergoing democratic changes—the views often attributed to the influence of totalitarian state—can now be expressed freely in popular elections or opinion polls, and can be interpreted by local officials as a will of their people.


In order to offer testable suggestions about opinion-policy relationships in various national contexts, it is perhaps necessary to examine additional evidence beyond public support or opposition toward particular policies. Dealing with diverse facts, the ‘comparativist’ should look for accurate, representative, and significant data that can be interpreted with the help of the existing theories. If such help is not sufficient enough, new hypotheses can be put forward. The aim in searching for a new approach is to explain large numbers of cases as parsimoniously as possible, pursuing simplicity of assumptions in logical formulation of the new hypotheses. (Though empirical evidence can make the new approach less parsimonious, of course). The proposed approach for the multiaxial analysis of public opinion and policy making is consistent with analyses offered by La Balme, Sinnott, Shapiro, and Jacobs. Moreover, it allows us to be somewhat optimistic about the direction of future research.
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