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In the following article, we develop a portrait of America in turbulent times.  Our portrait is 

based on an analysis of the American ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ traumatic events including 

terrorism, war, and environmental disasters as well the impact of these perceptions on the 

ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ assessment of government policies in response to those events.  Our portrait is 

motivated by two sets of questions:  First, how do different psychological and societal factors 

affect individual perceptions of traumatic events and their assessment of government 

responses to those events?  Second, how do the effects of these factors vary over time?  Or, 

put another way, whose perceptions and policy assessments within democratic society are 

likely to vary more than others over time?   

 

I.  Context and Overview 

Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, a voluminous literature has emerged in both 

the United States and Europe that explores the particular security challenges facing the world 

at the dawn of the 21st century. This flurry of intellectual and policy activity has many 

precedents. In the past century, for example, similar levels of concern can be dated to 1918, 

1945 and 1989. Following World War I, both the field of international security studies and the 

League of Nations were created in response to the brutal, tragedy that Europe had 

experienced, a consequence of misperception and miscalculation. Immediately after World War 

II, a new enemy was quickly identified by the West, and the intense memory of what needed to 

be avoidedτanother world warτwas bolstered dramatically by the growing threat of a nuclear 

holocaust.  The academic field of security studies blossomed around concepts such as 

deterrence; the United Nations was created to promote human dignity and world peace; and 

world changing processes of economic globalization, decolonization and democratization were 

set in motion. While institution building, like the celebration, was muted in the aftermath of the 

Cold War, wide-ranging academic and policy discussions in the 1990s focused on the challenge 

of rethinking security, broadening the concept to include issues that confront humanity as a 

whole, such as environmental degradation.  

 Although in a statistical sense the events of September 11, 2001 are of a different order 

than the 20th century events noted above, these terrorist attacks have nonetheless catalyzed 

considerable intellectual and policy effort, and have served as an entry point into the larger 

domain of interrelated, interactive, and transnational security threats that is emerging as the 
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particular burden of our contemporary era. Schematically, the key elements of this domain 

include: 

 terrorist networks capable of implementing low-cost, high-value attacks;  

 the increasingly uncertain realm of nuclear weapons proliferationτan uncertainty 

reflected in the collapse of Test Ban Treaty Negotiations after 1996, revelations about 

nuclear trafficking originating from Pakistan, and uncertainty about the status of 

nuclear programs in Iran and North Korea; 

 the problem of fragile and failed states, which are fertile grounds for recruitment and 

training by terrorist networks, and towards which much of Africa along with pivotal 

countries like Pakistan and even Saudi Arabia could be headed; 

 the complicating factors of climate change and environmental scarcity, placing 

enormous pressure on fragile and failed states but also taxing the economies of the 

most developed countries;  

 the threat of infectious disease which, given the impact of HIV-AIDS, has led analysts of 

the potential for global catastrophe latent in zoonotic diseases such as SARS and Avian 

Flu to sound alarms; and 

 For many observers, /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳŀƭ rise ŀƴŘ wǳǎǎƛŀΩǎ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ world power. 

The turbulence we are experiencing today has many sources. It embodies great potential for 

human tragedy; as such, it merits being compared to those earlier historical moments that we 

now know were essential in shaping security theory and policy for the United States and its 

allies. Contemporary writing ranges from those who see unprecedented stresses driving 

inexorably toward global catastrophe, to those who see unprecedented opportunities for peace 

and progressτand both are able to provide compelling arguments, perhaps because this is an 

era unique by virtue of the convergence of great capacity and equally great uncertainty about 

how it will be used. 

One of the most striking characteristics of our current situation is the ability of governments in 

Europe and the United States to mobilize broad public confidence and support for a range of 

domestic and international policy initiatives immediately following traumatic incidents of 

terrorism and environmental disaster, followed by a paradoxical ability to continue rallying 

some groups in society for very long periods of time, while losing the support and trust of 

others much more quickly.   Democracies are plural societies, and in many policy arenas it is 

difficult to define a position that pleases even a simple majority of the electorate. The 
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turbulence evident today in the arena of security policy could make this an area in which it is 

especially hard to campaign and to govern.   Research we have conducted over the past two 

years, funded by the National Science Foundation, suggests that the next government will be 

hard-pressed to gain the confidence of a public that in many ways reflects the turbulence of the 

times. 

 

II. The Survey Data and Variables 

Given the potentially varying responsiveness of different groups within democratic society to 

turbulence, combined with the role of the public in selecting their political leaders and in 

supporting or undermining the policies those leaders chose in response to these turbulent 

events, it is critical to understand how the public views and responds to traumatic events.  A 

portrait of the America in turbulent times is a critical first step in this understanding.  Our 

ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ƛǎ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǊŀǳƳŀǘƛŎ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ 

including terrorism, war, and environmental disasters as well the impact of these perceptions 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ Ǉolicies in response to those events.  To develop this 

portrait, we analyze how different psychological and societal factors affect: 

 

 The Perceived Threat of Terrorism by the American Public 

 The Political Salience of 9/11 and other Traumatic Events to the American Public 

 ¢ƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎΩǎ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ tƻƭƛŎȅ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ¢ǊŀǳƳŀǘƛŎ 9ǾŜƴǘǎ  

 Public Trust in the Government and the Media 

 ¢ƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎΩǎ !ǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ WǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ !Ŏǘƛƻƴǎ ¢ŀƪŜƴ 

 Public Acceptance of Personal and Policy Changes 

 Public Assessment of Success and Outlook for the Future 
 

To do this, our team collected data on a nationally representative sample of US adults (N=1613, 

73.5% response rate) during a 3-week period (December 28, 2006 - January 18, 2007) and again 

one year later during an 8-week period (N=1157, 71.7% response rate, December 28, 2007 ς 

February 19, 2008).  The surveys are weighted to reflect the adult population throughout the 

United States.  /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ƻǳǊ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ά¦{ ǇǳōƭƛŎέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ƻǳǊ inference that the 

distribution of responses in the general public reflects that of our samples.  All participants in 

the second survey responded to the first survey as well.  These panel surveys represent two of 
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four annual surveys funded by a National Science Foundation Human and Social Dynamics 

grant.1   The next survey of this group will be conducted in December of 2008.   

 We assess the impact of psychological factors on individual perceptions and reactions to 

traumatic events using a Brief System Inventory (BSI) and PCL-Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

index (PCL-PTSD) for each participant.  The BSI provides self-reported data to help measure 

psychological and psychiatric distress in community populations.2  The BSI index is the mean 

score of eighteen mental and physical symptoms experienced in the past seven days.   The 

index ranges on a scale from 1 to 5 with 1 equal to no distress and 5 equal to high distress.  The 

PCL-Post Traumatic Stress Disorder index is a self-reported measure defined as the mean score 

of seventeen symptoms experienced in the past month.3  The PCL-PTSD (hereafter PTSD) index 

ranges from 1 to 5, with 1 equal to no post-traumatic stress and 5 equal to extreme post-

traumatic stress.    In our article, all PTSD symptoms are linked specifically to the events of 

9/11/2001.  There is a weak but statistically significant decline in the BSI from 2007 to 2008, 

with the mean decreasing from 1.54 to a 1.51 (sig. chi square = .001, tau-b = -.026).  In 2008, 

85.1% had a BSI score of 2 or less, indicating low levels of distress in the general population.  

Similarly, there is a weak but statistically significant decline in PTSD from a mean of 1.30 to a 

mean of 1.29 (sig. chi square = .000, tau-b  = -.059).  In 2008, 91.9% of the population had a 

PTSD score of 2 or less indicating low levels of post-traumatic stress related to 9/11 in the 

general population. 

                                                           
1
 Richard Matthew, George Shambaugh and Roxanne Silver are co-principal investigators on a grant entitled 
ά{ƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ LƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ LƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ¢ǳǊbulence: The Case of Terrorism,έ   ŦǳƴŘŜŘ  ōȅ ŀ 
National Science Foundation Human and Social Dynamics grant CMS-0624165.  The research team includes Scott 
Blum, Paloma Gonzalez, Bryan McDonald, and Michael Poulin. Our team collected data on a nationally 
representative sample of US adults (N=1613, 73.5% response rate) during a 3-week period (December 28, 2006 - 
January 18, 2007) and a sample of US adults (N=1157, 71.7% response rate) during an 8-week period (December 
28, 2007 ς February 19, 2008) using an anonymous Web-based survey methodology. The study sample were adult 
members of a nationally representative, Web-enabled research panel established by Knowledge Networks, Inc. 
(KN) who were randomly selected from those individuals who had been on the panel for under six months and 
invited to participate in our research. 
 
2
 For more information about the BSI and BSI 18, see:  http://www.pearsonassessments.com/tests/bsi18.htm. 

3
 For more information about the PCL PTSD index, see:  

http://www.ncptsd.va.gov/ncmain/ncdocs/assmnts/ptsd_checklist_pcl.html. 
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 We assess the impact of different social and political groups by specifying each 

participantΩs political affiliation, gender, race, religion, age cohort, education level, family 

income, whether they serve or have served in the armed forces, and whether the respondent 

lives in the mid-Atlantic to New England region encompassing Washington, D.C., and New 

York.4  There are no statistically significant differences in the distribution of these variables 

between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square > .05).   It is important to recognize that it is possible 

that some of the statistically significant associations we find are the result of psychological, 

social and political variables not considered in our models.  With that caveat in mind, our intent 

                                                           
4
 ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ά.ŀǇǘƛǎǘέ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴ ŘǳƳƳȅ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ Ψǎ 

religion.  The mid-Atlantic to New England region was selected as a regional dummy because of the location of the 

9/11 attacks.      
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in this paper is to analyze and control for the affects of the demographic characteristics most 

commonly used to describe the American public.   The summary statistics for each independent 

variable are included in Table 1.   

Table 1:  Independent Variable 

Summaries
Value Label Mean Standard Deviation

Change from 2007 to 

2008 Surveys

Scale 1-5:  No Distress = 1 to High 
Distress = 5

27:01.5 2007:  .617 sig. chi square = .001,

28:01.5 2008:  .614  tau-b = -.026

Scale 1-5: No PTSD = 1 to 27:01.3 2007:  .528 sig. chi square = .000, 

Extreme PTSD = 5 28:01.3 2008:  .588 tau-b  = -.059

Military Service 
Active or former Military Service = 1, 

No Military Service = 0
0.14 0.35 Not significant

Regional 
Living in Mid-Atlantic to New 

England = 1, Elsewhere = 0
0.18 0.388 Not significant

Education Level
1 = Less than High School, 2 = High 
School Graduate, 3 = Some College, 

4 = College Graduate or Higher

2.66 1.02 Not significant

Scale 1-19 logarithmic: 
м Ґ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ ϷрΣллл Χ мф Ґ ƳƻǊŜ 

than $175,000 

Age Cohort

Scale 1-7: 1 = 18 to 24 years old, 2 = 

25-34, 3 = 35-44, 4 = 45-54, 5 = 55 to 

64, 6 = 65 to 74, 7 = 75+

3.59 1.66 Not significant

Religion Baptist = 1, Other = 0 0.19 0.395 Not significant

Family Income 9.61 4.41 Not significant

Not significant

Gender Female = 1, Other = 0 0.52 0.5 Not significant

Brief Symptoms Inventory (BSI)

Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PCL 
PTSD)

Political Affiliation Republican = 1, Other  = 0 0.41 0.493

 
 
All of the dependent variables are ordinal with three to five categories unless otherwise 
specified.   Descriptive statistics and changes between 2007 and 2008 are provided for each 
dependent variable.  The effects of the independent variables on each dependent variable are 
analyzed using an ordered logit techniques.  Each estimate controls for all of the independent 
variables as well as the year the survey was taken.  The basic model estimated is: 
 
  Equation 1:    Yi = a1iSi  + B1Xi + B2(SiXi) + ui 

Where Yi is ŜŀŎƘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ dependent variable in question, Xi represents all 

of the independent variables for each respondent, Si is a time or survey dummy variable with Si 

= 0 for the initial survey and Si = 1 for the second survey.  In this equation, B1 is the slope 

coefficient for Xi in the initial survey when Si = 0, the sum B1+ B2 is the slope coefficient for Xi 

when Si = 1.  B2 is the differential slope coefficient, it indicates how much the slope coefficient 

varies between the 2007 and 2008 survey and whether that change is statistically significant.  
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III. The Perceived Threat of Terrorism  
 

The public continues to view terrorism as a threat to national security.  Fully 77% of people 

agree that terrorism poses a threat to national security (the difference between 2007 and 2008 

is not statistically significant, sig. chi squared > .05). Those with higher levels of PTSD, 

Republicans, older people, and wealthier people are more likely than others to agree that 

terrorism poses a threat to national security.  Baptists are less likely than others to do so, yet 

the effect of being a Baptist on the link between terrorism and national security declines 

between 2007 and 2008 (pB2 < .05).   BSI, education, race, gender, military service and region 

are not statistically significant, nor do any other coefficients change significantly over time.     

 

 At the same time, the perceived likelihood of a terrorist attack on US soil has declined, 

31.2% of the population agreed that there was a greater than 50-50 change of an attack in the 

next to years in 2007 declining to 21% of the population agreeing that there is greater than a 

50-50 change in the next two years in 2008 (sig. chi squared = .000, tau-b = -.130).   Those with 

higher levels of PTSD, whites, and wealthier people are more likely than others to predict a 

higher probability of a terrorist incident over the next two years than others, yet partisanship 

and religion are insignificant in predicting the likelihood of an attack.  None of these coefficients 

changes significantly between 2007 and 2008. 

 

Perceptions on the Threat of 
Terrorism
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¢ƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛǎŀƴǎƘƛǇ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

nation will be hurt in a terrorist attack in the next two years is striking given the significant 

association between being a Republican and higher assessments of national and personal risk 

posed by terrorism (as well as partisan differences in many of the questions discussed below).  

This distinction may be driven by similar factors that drive the distinction between personal and 

national risks. 5 Overall, the public assigns a much higher level of risk from terrorism to the 

nation than to themselves.  The lower risk to oneself may well be related the low probability 

people assign to an event actually taking place even though the threat is considered credible.   

 

                                                           
5
 {ŜŜΥ  DŜƻǊƎŜ {ƘŀƳōŀǳƎƘΣ άLƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǾŜǊǎǳǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ wƛǎƪΥ  ! {ƻŎƛƻǘǊƻǇƛŎ ±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ ¢ŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳΦέ  

Forthcoming. 
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The ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ perception of the risk terrorism poses to personal security is much lower than 

the perception of national risk and it, too, declined between 2007 and 2008.  The percentage of 

people who ŀƎǊŜŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳ ƛǎ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅέ 

declined from 35.8% to 31.2% between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = .027).  The proportion 

of people who agreed that there is a greater than 50-рл ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ άǎƻƳŜ ƻƴŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ 

ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƘǳǊǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎέ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ рΦт҈ ǘƻ рΦл҈ όǎƛƎΦ ŎƘƛ 

square  = .049, tau-b = -.025).   People with PTSD, Republicans, women, wealthy people and 

those who serve or have served in the military are more likely than others to agree that 

ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳ ǇƻǎŜǎ ŀ άǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅέ όǇ ғ ΦлрύΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ 

service declines between 2007 and 2008 (pB2 < .05).6   Younger people join those with PTSD, 

ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀƭǘƘȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǇǊƻōŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜƭƛƘƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǎƻƳŜ ƻƴŜ 

ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƘǳǊǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎέ όǇ ғ ΦлрύΣ ȅŜǘ ŀǎ ŀōƻǾŜΣ 

partisanship is insignificant in predicting the likelihood of an attack (along with education, race, 

military service, religion and region).  None of these coefficients vary significantly over time.  

 

 

PERCEIVED THREAT OF TERRORISM

Significant Relationships are noted as either 

positive or negative
BSI PTSD

Party = 

Republican

Military 

Service

Religion = 

Baptist

DC to NYC 

Region

Gender = 

Female

Race = 

White
Age Education

Family 

Income

Terrorism is a threat to national security + +
-, declining 

impact
+ +

How great do you believe the threat of 

terrorism will be to the US in the next decade?
+ + + + +

Probability there will be a terrorist attack on US 

soil in the next two years
+ + +

Terrorism is a threat to personal security + +
+, declining 

impact
+ +

How great do you believe the threat of 

terrorism will be to the you or your family in 

the next decade?

+, declining 

impact
+ +

-, declining 

impact
+

+, declining 

impact

Probability someone close to you will be hurt in 

a terorrist attack in the next two years
+ + - +

Psychological 

Characteristics
Political & Social Characteristics Personal Characteristics

 
 

In sum, a large majority of the public continues to consider terrorism to be a threat to 

national security, yet the public believes that the likelihood of an attack is declining and that 

the threat terrorism poses to their personal security is much less than to the nation.  General 

psychological distress (BSI) did not affect these perceptions; higher levels of post-traumatic 

stress related to 9/11 increased the perception of risk to national and personal security and a 

                                                           
6
 None of the other coefficients change significantly over time. 
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greater likelihood of a future attack against the nation.  Partisanship and wealth also played 

significant roles, with Republicans and wealthier people also perceiving higher levels of risk to 

the nation and themselves.  Age increases the perception of risk to the nation, but did not 

affect the perception of personal risk; gender did not affect the perception of risk to the nation, 

but women were more likely to perceive a higher level of personal risk from terrorism; Baptists 

perceived a lower threat to the nation, but religion had no effect on the likelihood of future 

attack or level of personal risk.  Only the impact of military service changed over time and its 

effect on the perception that terrorism posted a threat to personal security decreased.  

Whether or not one lived in the high potential target area of the mid-Atlantic to New England 

region of the country did not affect these perceptions.   

 

IV. The Political Salience of 9/11 and other Traumatic  Events  

The political salience of 9/11/2001 declined significantly between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi 

square = .000).  In 2007, almost two thirds (64.2%) of people surveyed said that the terrorist 

attacks of 9/11 affected their political views.   It is not surprising that as we get more distance 

from the events of 9/11 that its salience will diminish.  Consistent with this, by 2008, that 

number had dropped to less than half of the population (46.5%).  people with higher levels of 

PTSD related to 9/11, Republicans, better educated, and wealthier are more likely than others 

to say that 9/11 affects their political views, older are less likely to do so.  The marginal impact 

of age and income, however, decline between 2007 and 2007 (sig. B2i < .05 for each variable).  

Thus, 9/11 remains politically salient for those with higher levels of PTSD, Republicans, and 

those with more years of education, but is likely to vary less across different age or income 

groups over time.   

The factors that drive political salience also affect the likely importance of terrorism relative 

to other issues and as a determining factor in the next election.  Our survey shows a significant 

ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ άƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎέ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 

2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = .000), with the situation in Iraq becoming increasingly 

important and the war on terrorism less so.  Our 2008 survey also shows that 62.9% of the 

overall population says that terrorism will be an important factor in making their voting 

decisions in 2008 while 49.6% of the population says that nuclear proliferation will be an 

important factor. 7  In both instances, higher levels of PTSD, being a Republican and age are 

associated with giving terrorism and nuclear proliferation greater degrees of electoral 

importance; higher levels of education are associated with decreasing importance of these 
                                                           
7
 Questions about the 2008 election were not asked in 2007, so change over time is not assessed. 
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factors.  While the electoral importance of terrorism is not a gender issue, women were more 

likely than men to consider nuclear proliferation politically salient.  These effects are 

independent of race, income, military service, religious preference, and region.   

Most Important Issue Facing the 
United States
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Non-terrorism ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ 

in the 2008 election.  The economy is likely to be a driving issue, with 69.7% of the population 
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ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ άǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ōƛǘέ ƻǊ άŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅέ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴdidates they 

will vote for in the upcoming election.  This was followed by Iraq with 64.2%, immigration with 

смΦо҈Σ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ нрΦп҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀǎ άǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ōƛǘέ 

ƻǊ άŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅέ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ   ²ƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘŜd people are more likely than others to 

give electoral salience to Iraq, but unlike all other issues noted, the salience of Iraq is not a 

partisan issue.   

Notably, more people said that the economy be important in their voting decisions than 

issues of terrorism or weapons proliferation.   As with terrorism and weapons proliferation, the 

political salience of the economy, immigration, the environment is all significantly associated 

with party affiliation and age. When controlling for the other psychological and demographic 

variables, Republicans are less likely to assign importance to the economy or the environment 

and more likely to consider immigration to be important than members of other political 

parties.   Older people are more likely to consider the economy and immigration to be decisive 

issues, but are less likely to be concerned about the environment; more educated people are 

more likely to be concerned about the environment (all of these coefficients are significant with 

pB1 < .05).  The salience of ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ƻƴŜΩǎ 

psychological profile or other demographic characteristics (including gender, race, income, 

military service, religion, and region).   It is interesting to note that only age had a significant 

impact on the importance given to Iraq, with older people more likely to consider it important 

than younger people. 

PERSONAL AND POLITICAL SALIENCE OF 

TERRORISM

Significant Relationships are noted as either 

positive or negative
BSI PTSD

Party = 

Republican

Military 

Service

Religion = 

Baptist

DC to NYC 

Region

Gender = 

Female

Race = 

White
Age Education

Family 

Income

How much did the terrorist attacks of 

September 11 affect your political views? + +  

-, declining 

impact +

+' declining 

impact

How important are the following issues in 

determing which candidates you wll vote for: *

    Nuclear Proliferation + + + + -

    Terrorism + + + -

    Iraq + +

    Economy - +

    Immigration + +

    Climate Change - - +

Psychological 

Characteristics
Political & Social Characteristics Personal Characteristics

 

 

V. !ǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ tƻƭƛŎȅ wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ 

The publicΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ 

environmental disasters is poor.  Less than one third of the population (29.7%) said that they 
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are satisfied with the way the national government responded to 9/11.  Party affiliation, age 

and race are significantly associated with this assessment when controlling for psychological 

and demographic characteristics, with Republicans, older people, and whites more likely than 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ (pB1 < .05).  The impact of these 

variables did not change over time, as none of the interaction terms in the estimates are 

statistically significant. 

Satisfaction with National 
Response to 9/11

34.7%

21.5%

28.3%

10.9%

4.6%

Democrat

Not at all

A little bit
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A great deal
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11.2%

27.4%
31.7%

17.7%
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2007-2008, no significant change between surveys

 

Public perceptions of the intensity of the response to security threats are more 

favorable.  In 2008, more than half of the public  (54.3%) now considers the ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

response to 9/11 to be appropriate in intensity, a slight small increase from 2007 (51.7%, sig. 

chi square = .09).  The percentage of people who consider the intensity of the Iraq campaign to 

be appropriate also increased significantly, from 28.8% to 35.0%, but an increasing number of 

people also argued that the response in Iraq was too aggressive (sig. chi square = .000, tau-b = 

.016).   In both instances the responses roughly symmetrical with the same proportion of critics 

who argue the responses were too passive or too aggressive.  In contrast, tƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ 

ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ YŀǘǊƛƴŀ ƛǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǎƪŜǿŜŘ and more negative, with 

68.8% of the public claiming that the response to Katrina was too passive.   

People with higher levels of PTSD, Republicans, those who serve or have served in the 

military, and Baptists are more likely than others to argue that the gƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ 

9/11 and Iraq were too passive.  In contrast, people with higher levels of education are more 
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likely to argue that the response was too aggressive (pB1 < .05).  Age, race, gender, income and 

region are insignificant.  While PTSD remains significant, its marginal impact on the government 

response to 9/11 decreased from 2007 to 2008 (pB2 < .05); its marginal impact on the 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ response to Iraq did not.   

Assessment of Government Policy

18
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 Some of the same groups were more likely to consider the ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ response to 

the Hurricane Katrina to be too aggressive.  For example, people suffering from PTSD, 

Republicans, and those who serve or have served in the military are more likely than others to 

argue that the ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ response to Katrina was too aggressive (pB1 < .05).  In contrast, 

those with higher levels of education and non-whites were more likely to argue that the 

response as too passive (pB1 < .05).  These views did not vary as a function of age, gender, 

income, religion or the region of the country in which one lives. 8 

tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩs use of diplomacy, use of force, and changes in 

domestic legislation in response to address 9/11 did not change significantly between 2007 and 

2008 (sig. chi squared  = .670, .527, and .191, respectively).   In all areas, the most common 

response was άabout right,έ with 47.8% of the population saying the use of diplomacy was 

about right, 43.6% saying that the use of force was about right, and 54.8% saying that the 

                                                           
8
 This question was asked only in the 2007 survey. 
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ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ όƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦{! tŀǘǊƛƻǘ !Ŏǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ 

of the Department of Homeland Security) was about right.   

9ǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ άŀōƻǳǘ ǊƛƎƘǘέ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ for the assessment of all three 

strategies, the dispersion of public attitudes varied.  For example, the responses to the use of 

diplomacy are highly skewed with 42.7%, ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƻƻ ƭƛǘǘƭŜέ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ 

ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ фΦр҈ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘέ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘΦ   Lƴ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ assessment of the use 

of force and domestic political change are more evenly divided with 31.1% saying that was too 

little use of force, and 25.3% saying that too much force was used; and 23% of people saying 

domestic changes were άǘƻƻ ƭƛǘǘƭŜέ ŀƴŘ ннΦн҈ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ they were too much.   

Republicans, Baptists and those with military service are more likely than others to 

argue too much diplomacy and too little force were used in response to 9/11.  In contrast, 

those with higher levels of education were more likely to argue that too little diplomacy and 

too much force were used.  People with higher BSI scores are also likely to argue that too little 

diplomacy was used.  The marginal impact of these variables did not change significantly 

between 2007 and 2008.  PTSD, age, race, gender, income, and region are insignificant.  

In terms of the domestic response, those with high levels of PTSD and women joined 

Republicans, Baptists and those with military service in arguing that too little had been done.  In 

contrast, those with higher levels of education are more likely to argue that too much had been 

done.   The marginal impact of these variables did not change significantly between 2007 and 

2008.  Age, race, income and region are insignificant.   

 Fully 49.4% of the public agree that the U.S. should act preemptively to prevent Iran 

from acquiring nuclear weapons.  The public, however, favors a diplomatic strategy for doing so 

with 66.5% agreeing with the use of diplomacy to prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons; 

35.1% agreeing with use of force and 28.4% disagreeing with the use of force to do so.  

Republicans, Baptists, women and whites are more likely than others to agree that the U.S. 

should act preemptively against Iran; more highly educate people are likely to disagree (pB1 < 

.05).  Those with PTSD, Republicans, and Baptists are more likely than others to support doing 

so with force.  Older, more educated and wealthier people are more likely than others to favor 

diplomacy, while Republics are less likely to do so.   
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U.S. Should Preempt to Stop Iran from 
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 In sum, although the public gives the government a mediocre assessment of its policy 

responses since 9/11, it gives more favorable assessments to government actions at home and 

in non-terrorist-related areas.  Also, though favoring preemption when necessary, more of the 

public favors the use of diplomacy than the use of force.  BSI, PTSD, partisanship, age, race, 

ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŀƭƭ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

response to 9/11/2001, though the marginal impact of PTSD and gender decrease over time.   
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ASSESSING POLICY RESPONSES

Significant Relationships are noted as either 

positive or negative
BSI PTSD

Party = 

Republican

Military 

Service

Religion = 

Baptist

DC to NYC 

Region

Gender = 

Female

Race = 

White
Age Education

Family 

Income

How satisfied are you with the way the national 

government responded to 9/11?
+ + +

With regard to the terrorist attacks of 9/11, 

how would you characterize the national 

government's response?*

-, declining 

impact
- - - +

With regard to the War in Iraq, how would you 

characterize the national government's 

response?*

- - - - +

With regard to Hurricane Katrina, how would 

you characterize the national government's 

response?*

+ + + + -

How would you assess the national 

government's use of diplomacy in response to 

terrorism since 9/11?^

- + + + -

How would you assess the national 

government's use of force in response to 

terrorism since 9/11?^

- - - +

How would you describe the national 

governments domestic response (including the 

passage of the USA Patriot Act and the creation 

of the Department of Homeland Security) to 

the events of 9/11?^

- - - - - +

The US should act preemptively to prevent Iran 

from acquiring nuclear weapons.
+ + + + -

The US should use force to prevent Iran from 

acquiring nuclear weapons.
+ + + -

The US should use diplomacy to prevent Iran 

from acquiring nuclear weapons.
- + + +

* - = too passive, + = too aggressive

^ - = too little, + = too much

 'Questions about Katrina were asked in 2007 only.  Questions about Iran were asked in 2008 only.

Psychological 

Characteristics
Political & Social Characteristics Personal Characteristics

 

 

VI. Trust in Government and the Media 

The public is distrustful of its government and the media.  Only 15.5% of the public 

agrees with the statement that information provided by the national government about 9/11 is 

objective and can be trusted, 49.8% disagrees, and the remainder is non-committal.   

Republicans, those with military service, Baptists and older people are more likely to trust the 

information provided by the national government (pB1 < .05).   PTSD, BSI, Gender, race, 

education, and region of the country are insignificant.  Local government fare little better, with 

only 22.7% agreeing that the information it provides about 9/11 was objective and can be 

trusted and 35.7% disagreeing.9  Republicans and older people are also more likely than others 

to trust the information provided by their local governments about 9/11 (pB1 < .05).  In addition, 

half of the public (49.8%) agree that national politicians exploited 9/11 for political purposes.   

Republicans, Baptists and women are more likely to give them the benefit of the doubt; 

                                                           
9
 Questions about trust in government related to 9/11 were not asked in 2008. 
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wealthier and more educated people are more likely to believe that politicians were 

exploitative (pB1 < .05). 

Trust Information Provided by the 
National Government
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Public trust about information provided by the national government about Iraq 

improved between 2007 and 2008 to a meager 15.1% (sig. chi square = .000, tau-b = .058).  The 

percentage of people who do not trust information provided by the government declined from 

57.2% to 51.5% between 2007 and 2008.  aƻǎǘ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ άǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅέ 

disagreed that the information is objective and can be trusted declined from 31.4% to 23.6%.   

Republicans and those with military service are more likely to trust the information provided by 

the National Government about Iraq, although the affect of military service decreased between 

2007 and 2008 (pB2 < .05). Those with more education are less likely to trust this information 

(pB1 < .05).  BSI, PTSD, age, race, gender, income, religion and region are insignificant.   

Also, although in 2008 more than half (55.4%) of the public still believes that the 

national politicians are exploiting the situation in Iraq for political advantage, surprisingly, this 

represents a small yet statistically significant improvement over 2007 (sig. chi squared = .018, 

tau-b = -.008).  Republicans, Baptists and women are more likely to maintain their faith in 

national politicians.  People with a high BSI score, and those who are white, older, and better 

educated are more likely to distrust their motives (pB1 < .05).  The marginal impact of these 

variables does not vary significantly between 2007 and 2008 (pB2 > .05).  PTSD, income, military 

service and region are insignificant. 
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Public trust about information provided by media about Iraq is also low.  In 2008, only 

10.9% of people agree that information provided by the media about Iraq is objective and can 

be trusted, more than half (53.9%) disagree.10  Republicans are less likely to trust the 

information provided by the media about Iraq than others.  No other variables are significant.   

Public distrust extends to information about Iran, with only 15% of the public agreeing 

that the information provided by the US government is objective and can be trusted, only 9.9% 

trusting the information from the media, and 47.1% of the public agreeing that national 

politicians are exploiting Iran for political purposes.  Republicans, older and wealthier people 

are more likely to trust the information from the media about Iraq than others, while those 

with higher levels of PTSD are less likely to do so (pB1 < .05).  Older and more educated people 

are also more likely than others to agree that national politicians are exploiting Iran for political 

purposes; women are less likely to agree (pB1 < .05).   

Public trust in the information provided about Karina was slightly better.  About one 

fifth, 20.4%, of the public agreed that the information provided by the national government 

about Katrina was objective and could be trusted; while 20.7% of the public felt the same way 

about the information provided by their local governments.  That said, they gave less credit to 

their national politicians as more than half (50.8%) of the public agreed with the statement that 

national politicians exploited the situation for electoral or partisan advantage, and 40.1% felt 

that their local politicians did the same.  Republicans are more likely than others to trust the 

information provided by the national and local governments about Katrina, people with higher 

BSI scores and older people are less likely to do so (pB1 < .05).  Whites are also more likely than 

others to trust information provided by local governments (pB1 < .05).  Republicans, older, 

better educated, and wealthier people are more likely to agree that national politics exploited 

Katrina for political purposes; women are less likely to agree (pB1 < .05).  Republicans are also 

more likely to think that local politicians exploited Katrina for political purposes; women, again, 

are less likely to agree (pB1 < .05).    

In sum, high levels of PTSD, partisanship, age, religion, gender, education and military 

service all affect the level of trust in information provided by national governments, local 

governments, and the media.  Republicans and Baptists tend to be more trustful of information 

provided by national and local governments, though Republicans are also less trustful of 

information provided by the media.  Those with high BSI, more education, and greater age are 

less likely to trust information less.  Women are also less likely than others to agree that 

politicians are exploiting traumatic events for political purposes.   

                                                           
10

 Questions about Iraq and the local media were not asked in 2007. 
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TRUST IN GOVERNMENT, POLITICIANS and the 

MEDIA

Significant Relationships are noted as either 

positive or negative
BSI PTSD

Party = 

Republican

Military 

Service

Religion = 

Baptist

DC to NYC 

Region

Gender = 

Female

Race = 

White
Age Education

Family 

Income

Information provided to the public by the 

national government ŀōƻǳǘ Χ ƛǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ 

can be trusted

 

     9/11/2001 + + + +

    Katrina - + -

     Iraq +
+, declining 

impact 
-

    Iran - + + - -

Information provided to the public by the local 

government ŀōƻǳǘ Χ ƛǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ 

trusted

 

     9/11/2001 + +

    Katrina - + + -

bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Χ 

for electoral or partisan advantage
 

     9/11/2001 - - - + +

    Katrina + - + + +

     Iraq + - - - + + +

     Iran - + +

Information provided to the public by the 

media ŀōƻǳǘ Χ ƛǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ
 

     Iraq +

     Iran + - - -

Questions about 9/11 were asked in 2007 only.  Questions about Iran were asked in 2008 only.

Psychological 

Characteristics
Political & Social Characteristics Personal Characteristics

 

 

VII. Assessing the Justification for Government Actions  

Torture 

The public is divided about the use of torture to protect national security.  Almost half, 

46.7%, of the population disagrees that the United States is justified in using torture to protect 

national security, 32% agree that torture is justified, with 30.1% neither agreeing nor 

disagreeing.11  People with higher levels of PTSD, Republicans, those with military service, 

Baptists, and wealthy people are more likely than others to agree that torture is justified.  In 

contrast, people with higher levels of education are less likely to agree.   Age, gender, race and 

region of the country do not have a significant impact on the response. 

                                                           
11

 This question was asked only in the 2008 survey. 
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Intervening in Afghanistan and Iraq 

The public remains convinced that the United States was justified in entering Afghanistan, 

remains divided about the justifications for entering Iraq (there is no significant difference 

between 2007 and 2008 for either policy, sig. chi square = .284, .583, respectively) .  58.4% of 

the population agrees that the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan was justified.  Republicans, 

those with military service, whites, highly educated and wealthy people are more likely than 

others to accept this justification; women disagree (pB1 < .05).  BSI, PTSD, age, religion or region 

of the country in which one lives altered this relationship and no coefficients changed 

significantly over time (sig. B2i > .05).  

The public is much more divided about US intervention in Iraq.  About one third (37.6%) 

agree, one third (39.4%) disagree, and the remainder neither agreeing nor disagreeing that U.S. 

action in Iraq was justified.  Those suffering from PTSD, Republicans, those with military service, 

Baptists and women are more likely to accept the justification of invading Iraq than others.  In 

contrast, highly educated people and those living in mid-Atlantic to New England region of the 

United States (including Washington and New York), are less likely to accept the justification 

(pB1 < .05). Age and income are insignificant.  No coefficients changed significantly over time 

(sig. B2i > .05). 
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Staying in Afghanistan and Iraq to Promote Democracy 

 In contrast to the stable attitudes regarding the justification for U.S. intervention, 

increasing numbers of the public support staying in Afghanistan and Iraq to promote 

democracy between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square =  .092, .016, respectively).  The proportion 

of people agreeing that the United States is justified in staying in Afghanistan to promote 

democracy rose from 43.5% in 2007 to 47.7% in 2008; the proportion of people agreeing that 

the United States was justified in staying in Iraq to promote democracy rose from 32.5% to 

35.8%.   With regard to Afghanistan, Republicans, those with military service and whites are 

more likely than others to accept this justification.  In contrast, those with a high BSI and 

women are less likely to do so (pB1 < .05).  The marginal impact of these variables did not 

change significantly between the two surveys (sig. B2i > 0).  PTSD, age, income, religion, and 

region are insignificant. 
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With regard to Iraq, higher levels of PTSD,12 Republicans, military service, 13 and Baptists are 

more likely than others to agree that the United States is justified in staying in Iraq to promote 

democracy; those with a high BSI index are less likely to agree (pB1 < .05).  The marginal impact 

these variables did not change significantly between the two surveys (sig. B2i > 0).  Age, 

education, race, gender, income, and region are insignificant.   

In sum, PTSD, BSI, partisanship, gender, race, military service, income, religion and region all 

ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ  hǾŜǊŀƭl, those with 

higher levels of PTSD, Republicans, higher levels of income, and Baptists are more likely than 

ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƧǳǎǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ƻŦ .{L ŀƴŘ 

education are less likely to do so. 

 

                                                           
12

 P < .06 

13
 P < .06 
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ASSESSING JUSTIFICATIONS FOR GOVT 

ACTIONS

Significant Relationships are noted as either 

positive or negative
BSI PTSD

Party = 

Republican

Military 

Service

Religion = 

Baptist

DC to NYC 

Region

Gender = 

Female

Race = 

White
Age Education

Family 

Income

The US is justified in using torture to protect 

national security
+ + + + - +

The US was justified in attacking Afghanistan 

after 9/11
+ + - + + +

The US was justified in attacking Iraq after 9/11 + + + + - + + -

The US is justified in remaining in Afghanistan 

to promote democrcy
- + + - +

The US is justified in remaining in Iraq to 

promote democrcy
- + + + +

Psychological 

Characteristics
Political & Social Characteristics Personal Characteristics

 

 

 

VIII. Personal and Policy Changes 

Civil Liberties 

The proportion of people willing to sacrifice civil liberties for the sake of national security 

declined between 2007 and 2008.  In 2007, 42.6% moderately or strongly agreed to do so, by 

2008, that number had fallen to 39.0% (sig. chi square = .000, tau-b = -.031).  Those with higher 

levels of PTSD, Republicans, older people, women, wealthier people, and those with military 

service are more likely than others to be willing to sacrifice civil liberties (pB1 < .05), though the 

impact of partisanship and age declines from 2007 to 2008 (pB2 < .05).  BSI, education, race, 

religion, and region are insignificant.   
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Immigration 

A large proportion of the public supports a more restrictive immigration policy.  Fully 68.8% 

of the public agrees that a more restrictive immigration policy is beneficial to the national 

security of the United States, and 53.7% of the public agrees that it is beneficial to personal 

security.14  Republicans, Baptists, whites, older people, and wealthier people are more likely 

than others to agree that a more restrictive immigration policy is beneficial to national and 

personal security, while those with more education are likely to disagree (pB1 < .05).  PTSD, BSI, 

gender, military service, and region are insignificant.   

                                                           
14

 This question was not asked in 2007. 
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Leaving Iraq due to Financial Costs 

 The public continues to be evenly divided about whether US policy in Iraq should be 

altered due to high financial costs.  About one third (34.9%) of the population believes that the 

policy should be altered due to high financial costs, about one third (31.5%) believes it should 

not, and about a third (33.7%) is non-committal.  This distribution of responses distribution 

does not change significantly between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = .136).  Those with 

higher levels of PTSD and Republicans are more likely than others to agree that policy in Iraq 

should not be altered due to financial costs; more educated people are more sensitive to 

financial costs (pB1 < .05).   BSI, age, race, gender, income military service, religion and region 

are insignificant.   None of the coefficients vary significantly between 2007 and 2008. 

 

Casualty Sensitivity 

 The public is becoming desensitized to the number of casualties in Iraq and the intensity 

of public sentiment about this issue is declining (sig. chi square = .024, tau-b = .033).   While 

roughly one third of the (30.2%) of the public remains undecided, the proportion of people who 

άǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅέ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ǌƛǎƛng casualties should not be taking into account decreased from 

25.8% in 2007 to 21.у҈ ƛƴ нллуΦ  Lƴ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ άǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅέ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

casualties should not be taking into account decreased from 13.6% to 12.8%.  Republicans, 
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those with military service and Baptists are more likely than others to agree that casualties 

should not be taken into account (pB1 < .05).  PTSD, BSI, age, education, race, gender, income, 

and region are insignificant.  The marginal effect party affiliation, religion and military service 

remain unchanged across the two surveys (pB2 > .05). 

 

Time Sensitivity 

 

   The public is also increasingly willing to not alter policy in Iraq based on the time it takes 

to accomplish the US objectives (sig. chi square = .040, tau-b = .022 between 2007 and 2008).  

In aggregate, the proportion of people who support not altering the policy due to time 

increased from 28.9% to 32%.   In addition, tƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ άǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅέ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ 

with this strategy declined, while the ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ άƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜƭȅέ ŘƛǎŀƎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ 

άƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜƭȅέ ŀƎǊŜŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ нллт ǘƻ нллуΦ  ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ t¢{5Σ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

with military service are more likely than others to agree with not altering the policy in Iraq due 

to time constraints (pB1 < .05).  None of these coefficients varied significantly over time (pB2 > 

0).  BSI, age, education, race, income, religion and region are insignificant.   
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Unilateralism v. Multilaterism 

 Half of the American public continues to disagree that the US benefits from acting alone 

when responding to security threats.   The proportion of the U.S. public that disagreed declined 

from 54.5% to 50.5% between 2007 and 2008, while the proportion that agreed increased from 

10.8% to 13% (sig. chi squared = .071, tau-b = .048).   Republicans and Baptists are more likely 

than others to agree that the US benefits from acting alone; older and more educated people 

are more likely to disagree.   

On the other hand, 65.5% of Americans continue to agree that the US benefits from acting 

in cooperation with others; only 7.2% disagree.  There is no significant change between 2007 

and 2008.  Older people, those with more education, and wealthier people are more likely to 

agree that the US benefits from acting with others, though the impact of education decreases 

over time.  Women and Baptists disagree (pB1 < .05), though the impact of gender decreases 

from 2007 to 2008 (pB2 < .05).   Interestingly, while partisanship has a significant impact on 

support for unilateralism, it does not affect support for multilateralism.  BSI, PTSD, partisanship, 

race, and military service are insignificant. 

Slightly more than half of the public agrees that people have an obligation to help others in 

other parts of the country recover from terrorist incidents.  Between 2007 and 2008, the 

percentage that agreed increased from 54.0% to 55.3% (sig chi square = .06, tau-b .004).  

Baptists and women were less likely than others to agree that US citizens have a responsibility 

to help those in other parts of the country recover from a terrorist attack.  In contrast, older 

and more educated people are more likely to agree that such an obligation exists.  Slightly more 

than half (52.4%) agreed that such an obligation also existed for environmental disasters.  This 

did not change significantly between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = .168).  Republicans and 

Baptists are also less likely than others to agree that US citizens have a responsibility to help 

others recover from environmental disasters, though the impact of religion decreases from 

2007 to 2008.  In contrast again, older and more educated people are more likely to be helpful. 
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PERSONAL and POLICY CHANGES

Significant Relationships are noted as either 

positive or negative
BSI PTSD

Party = 

Republican

Military 

Service

Religion = 

Baptist

DC to NYC 

Region

Gender = 

Female

Race = 

White
Age Education

Family 

Income

I am willing to sacrifice personal liberties for 

the sake of security in response to terrorism
+

 +, declining 

impact
+ +

+, declining 

impact
+

A more restrictive immigration policy is 

beneficial to the national security of the US
+ + + + - +

A more restrictive immigration policy is 

beneficial to my personal security
+ + + + + - +

US policy in Iraq should not be altered by rising 

financial costs
+ + -

US policy in Iraq should not be altered by rising 

numbers of casualties 
+ + +

US policy in Iraq should not be altered by the 

increasing length of time it takes to achieve our 

objectives

+ + +

The US benefits from acting alone when 

responding to security threats
+ + - -

The US benefits from acting in cooperation 

with others when responding to security 

threats

-
-, declining 

impact
+

+, declining 

impact
+

US citizens have a responsibility to help those 

in other parts of the country recover from a 

terrorist attack

- - + +

US citizens have a responsibility to help those 

in other parts of the country recover from 

natural disasters 

-
-, declining 

impact
+ +

* Questions about immigration were asked in 2008 only.

Psychological 

Characteristics
Political & Social Characteristics Personal Characteristics

 

 

IX. Assessment of Success and Personal Outlook 

Turbulence 

 The majority of Americans continue to consider changes taking place to be turbulent 

and disorderly, but the proportion of people who do so is declining (sig. chi square = .005, tau-b 

= -.035).  The percentage of Americans who feel that change taking place today tends to be 

turbulent and disorderly declined from 59.5% in 2007 to 55% in 2008.  People with high BSI 

scores, who are white, older, have more education and higher incomes tend to see more 

turbulence and disorder than others; though the impact of race and income diminish between 

2007 and 2008 (pB2 < .05). Republicans and Baptists15 see less turbulence (pB1 < .05).   

 Given the perception of turbulence, it is not surprising that only about one fifth of the 

population agrees that they are άconfident in predicting what is likely to happen to me and my 

ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΦέ   Unlike the moderating perception of turbulence, however, 

confidence in predicting the future declined between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = .001, 

tau-b = -.013).  The percentage of people expressing confidence in predicting the future stayed 

                                                           
15

 P < .075 
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about the same, dropping from 22.6% to 22.4%, while the proportion expressing disagreement 

grew from 31.9% to 35.4% between 2007 and 2008.  Women and those with higher levels of 

education were less likely to express confidence than others (pB1 < .05).  The marginal impact of 

these variables does not change significantly between 2007 and 2008.  BSI, PTSD, political party, 

age, race, income, military service, religion and region are insignificant.   
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Economic Outlook 

 ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƻǳǘƭƻƻƪ ǿƻǊǎŜƴŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ нллт ŀƴŘ нллу 

(sig. chi square = .013 and.000; tau-b = -.036 and -.126, respectively).   The percentage of 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ άǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƻǳǘƭƻƻƪ ƛǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜέ ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ппΦс҈ ǘƻ 

плΦн҈Τ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ƻǳǘƭƻƻƪ ƛǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜέ ŦŜƭƭ 

even more, dropping from 28.2% to 18.1%.  Republicans, better educated and wealthier people 

are more likely to be optimistic about their personal economic prospects than others; those 

with high BSI scores, whites,16 and women17 are less so (pB1 < .05).  None of these coefficients 

change significantly between 2007 and 2008 (pB2 > .05).  Older people join Republicans as being 

more optimistic about the national economy than others; people with high BSI scores, whites18 

                                                           
16

 P = .091 

17
 P = .062 

18
 p = .082 
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and women are less so (pB1 < .05). The marginal impact of these variables does not change 

significantly between 2007 and 2008.   

Economic Outlook
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Security Outlook 

 ¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ prospects for improving national security did not change 

significantly between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = .296).  Approximately 55.7% of the 

population agrees that national security will improve in the next decade is high; 44.3% say it is 

low.  In comparison, the proportion of the population that considered the likelihood that their 

personal security will improve in the next decade rose from 43.4% to 52.4% between 2007 and 

2008 (sig. chi square = .000, tau-b =  .085).  Those with PTSD and Republicans are more likely 

than others to be optimistic about the improvement in national security, those with high BSI 

scores and higher levels of education are less so (pB1 < .05).  The impact of BSI, however, 

declines over time (pB2 = .092).  Republicans are also more optimistic about the improvement in 

their personal security; while those higher levels of BSI and higher levels of education are less 

so (pB1 < .05).  The marginal impact of these variables does not change between 2007 and 2008 

(pB2 > .05).  The other variables are insignificant. 
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Success:  Future Defense and Responsiveness to Traumatic Events 

Public assessment of the effectiveness of the War on Terror and the US ability to 

prevent and respond natural disasters have been generally positive.  Ironically, despite a large 

public outcry in response to US actions following hurricane Katrina, the publicΩs assessment of 

US preparedness against environmental disasters improved between 2007 and 2008, while its 

assessment of US preparedness regarding terrorism has remained static.   

American assessments of the effectiveness of the ¦{ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ domestic response 

to terrorism did not change significantly between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = .161).  On 

average, 41.1% of Americans agree that U.S. actions at home since 9/11 have decreased the 

threat of terrorism, 27.9% disagree.  Republicans, older people, and those with military service 

are more likely to assess the US domestic response positively; those with high BSI scores are 

less likely to do so.  The marginal impact of these variables does not change significantly 

between 2007 and 2008.  PTSD, education, race, gender, religion, and region are insignificant. 

¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ assessment of the effectiveness of the US ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ international 

response to terrorism improved slightly (sig. chi square = .080, tau-b = .081).  The proportion of 

people who agree that US actions abroad since 9/11 decreased the threat of terrorism rose 

from 30.6% to 34.1%, while the number who disagreed declined from 37.2% to 33.7%.  

Republicans and those with military service are more likely than others to assess the US 

international response favorably, those with more education are less likely to do so (pB1 < .05).  
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The marginal impact of these variables does not change significantly between 2007 and 2008.   

BSI, PTSD, age, race, gender, income religion and region are insignificant.   

 ThŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ability to defend itself against and respond to terrorist 

attacks did not change between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = .353 and .518, respectively).  

Almost half of the public agrees that the US is better able to defend itself against terrorism 

(44.6%) and is better able to respond to an attack (47.8%) than it was before 9/11 (25.8% and 

22.8% disagree, respectively).  Republicans and older people19 are more likely than others to 

agree that the US is better able to defend itself against terrorism, and Republics, older people 

and whites are more likely than others to agree that the US is better able to respond to terrorist 

attacks (pB1 < .05).  Those with high levels of BSI are more likely to disagree on both issues (pB1 < 

.05).  The marginal impact of these variables does not change significantly between 2007 and 

2008.  PTSD, education, gender, income, military service, religion and region are insignificant. 

¦{ ƛǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ Χ ƛƴ нллу
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¢ƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘ ǘƻ 

environmental disasters remains low, but improved between 2007 and 2008 (sig. chi square = 

.019 and .000; tau-b = .043 and .060, respectively).  Between 2007 and 2008, the percentage of 

people who agree that the United States is better able to protect itself from environmental 

disasters than before Katrina increased from one fifth (20.4%) to one fourth (25.0%), while the 

                                                           
19

 P = .085 
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percentage who disagree decreased from 41.4% to 38.9%.   Similarly, the percentage of people 

who agree that the United States is better able to respond to natural disasters increased from 

just over one quarter (28.6%) to more than one third (34.3%), while the percentage who 

disagree declined from 35.3% to 31.0%. 

 

Republicans and those with military service are more likely than others to assess US 

defensive and responsive capabilities to natural disasters optimistically (pB1 < .05).  Women are 

also more likely than others to consider the US better able to respond to environmental 

disasters than before Katrina (pB1 = .09).  In contrast, those with higher levels of education are 

less likely to agree that the US ability to protect itself from natural disasters has improved (pB1 < 

.05).  The marginal impact of these variables does not change significantly between 2007 and 

2008.  BDI, PTSD, age, race, income, religion, and region are insignificant.   

 

Overall Trajectory of the Country 

 The majority of the population continues to feel that the country has gotten off track 

and is generally going in the wrong direction.  This feeling did not change significantly between 

нллт ŀƴŘ нллу όǎƛƎΦ ŎƘƛ ǎǉǳŀǊŜ Ґ ΦмрлύΦ  Cǳƭƭȅ тмΦу҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦŜŜƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ƻŦŦ ǘǊŀŎƪΣέ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ нуΦн҈ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΦέ   Republicans are more likely than others to feel that things are generally going in 


