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Several survey research organizations have investigated American public
tolerance toward the US use of nuclear weapons and the sense of threat from
nuclear proliferation but fewer have focused on how much Americans actually
know—and whether they want to learn more—about nuclear weapons. To help
fill that void, the Chicago Council on Global Affairs and Carnegie Corporation
of New York teamed up to conduct a benchmark study that gauges American
awareness and interest in learning more about US nuclear policy, public
confidence in nuclear deterrence, and trusted public sources of information
about US nuclear policy.

While current levels of awareness are relatively modest, a majority of
Americans are interested in broadening their nuclear knowledge. And
although familiarity is often said to breed contempt, these data show that
those who say they are familiar with nuclear policy are more likely to support
the United States having nuclear weapons and view them as effective in
deterring aggression toward the country.

Key Findings

e A narrow slice of the US public say they are at least somewhat familiar
with the effects of nuclear weapons (53%), US nuclear weapons policy
(30%), the targets of US nuclear weapons (31%), and the cost of these
weapons (20%).

e Six in 10 Americans say they are at least somewhat interested in
learning more about US nuclear weapon policy, especially basic
information about how nuclear weapons work and their effects.

e By a5 to1ratio, more Americans say that the US nuclear weapons
arsenal makes the country safer (47%) than less safe (9%). But many



also say the US arsenal does not make a difference in the country’s
safety, and 19 percent say they do not know enough to say one way or
the other. Additionally, a majority say they do not know enough to
assess the benefit or harm of nuclear weapons to them personally
(58%).

e Two-thirds believe that US nuclear weapons have been effective at
preventing conflict between the United States and other countries
(63%). Washington’s ability to retaliate with nuclear weapons (46%) is
named more than any other factor for the primary reason that the
United States has managed to avoid a nuclear attack.

e Those who report being familiar with US nuclear policy are more likely
to believe nuclear weapons make the country safer (56%, vs 43% of
those less familiar with nuclear policy). They are also more likely to view
US nuclear weapons as having been effective in preventing conflict
between the United States and other countries (71%, vs. 59% of those
less familiar).

Some Familiarity with Nuclear Policy, Weapons, and Deterrence

The US nuclear weapon arsenal has a unique role in underpinning international
security and is a central pillar to the US alliance system abroad. But current
geopolitical instability, including Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, have raised
important questions around the effectiveness of the US nuclear umbrella in
deterring aggression. In the United States itself, new debates have emerged
around the value of nuclear weapons, the infrastructure needed to maintain
them, and the importance of arms control regimes. While most of these
conversations occur within expert circles, what do everyday Americans know
and think about US nuclear policy?

The joint Chicago Council on Global Affairs and Carnegie Corporation of New
York survey of the American public provides some background. A narrow
portion of the US public say they are at least somewhat familiar with US
nuclear weapons policy (30%), the cost of nuclear weapons for the United
States (20%), the effects of nuclear weapons (43%), who the US targets with
nuclear weapons (31%), and the US missile defense system (31%). In a separate
guestion, 40 percent say they are at least somewhat familiar with the concept
of nuclear deterrence. These indicators of awareness - while useful for
analysis - are not to be taken literally. The survey did not test true knowledge
about nuclear weapons or nuclear policy; therefore these responses are
somewhat subjective, depending on the self-confidence of individual
respondents in their own familiarity with these topics.



Familiarity with Nuclear Issues

How much have you heard or read about the following issues— a great deal, a fair amount, not very much,
nothing at all? (%)
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Public Credits Deterrent Effect of Nuclear Policy and Missile Defense

A majority of Americans believe that US nuclear weapons have been very
(24%) or somewhat (39%) effective at preventing conflict between the United
States and other countries. In turn, more attribute the US ability to retaliate
with nuclear weapons (46%) than other factors for the primary reason that
the United States has managed to avoid a nuclear attack since these weapons
were invented.

For the most part, there are not many significant differences across racial and
ethnic groups in the US public on these questions, although a larger
proportion of Hispanic and Black Americans say they do not know enough to
give a firm response to some of these questions. When asked about nuclear
weapons being effective for preventing conflict, a larger majority of White
Americans (68%) than Black (45%) and Hispanic Americans (52%) think they
are effective, with about a third of Blacks and Hispanics saying they don’t
know enough to say.



Why No Nuclear Attacks on the US?

in your opinion, what is the primary reasen that the United States has not been attacked with nuclear
weagpons since their invention ? (%)
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Those who say they are familiar with the concept of nuclear deterrence
consider it effective. Nine in 10 (88%) of those familiar with the concept say it
has been very (46%) or somewhat (42%) effective over the past 70 years or
so, and they are more likely to say that the US ability to retaliate with nuclear
weapons is the reason why the country has not been attacked with nuclear
weapons (64%, vs. 35% of those reporting less familiarity with deterrence).
When those who are unfamiliar with the concept were prompted with an
explanation, a smaller majority (56%) thought it had been effective over the
past 70 years.!

Perhaps for this reason, relatively few Americans think it is likely that Russia
would use a nuclear weapon against the United States in response to US
support for Ukraine (24% somewhat, 4% very likely). A majority (55%) think
this is unlikely, and 14 percent say they do not know enough to say.

Additionally, while not quite a majority, 46 percent of Americans say they are
at least somewhat confident in the US missile defense system ability to
protect them and their families in the event of a nuclear war (39% lack
confidence and 14% don’t know enough to say). Those Americans who have
heard at least a fair amount about the US missile defense system are more

! “Nuclear deterrence is a military doctrine that is based on the idea that an enemy will be deterred from using
nuclear weapons as long as it can be destroyed as a consequence.”



likely to have confidence in it (56%, vs. 42% among those who have heard not
much or nothing at all about it).

Confidence in US Missile Defense

How confident are you that the US missile defense system, which is designed fo shield the entire country from
incoming missiles, would protect you and your family in the event of nuclear war? {5}

m Creerall B Republican m Democrat Independent
I
I -
Y e e 7

|
8
e
-]

Somew hat confident

%]

[AT]
F=
[4E]

|H

Mat very confident

=]

L
L
=]

=
=

Mot at all confident

u:Iu':l|
=
g

q‘
[
=

Don't know enough to say

[y
o L
p}

February 8-28, 2023 | n=1,133
CHicaco CounciL SURVEYS

Majority Uncertain Whether Nuclear Weapons Bring More Benefit or Harm

While crediting US nuclear policy for its deterrent effect, Americans are less
clear on its impact on the country or their personal safety. About four in ten
Americans either believe that US nuclear weapons do not make a difference
to national safety (24%) or say that they don’t know enough to judge whether
they do or not (19%). Among the rest, almost half of Americans say that the
United States having nuclear weapons makes the country safer (47%)
compared to 9 percent who say it makes the country less safe.

Republicans are particularly more convinced that they make the United States
safer (61% vs. 45% Democrat). White Americans are also more convinced US
nuclear weapons make the country safer than other racial and ethnic groups,
mainly because the other groups are more inclined to respond that they don’t
know enough to say. Age also plays a role in views of nuclear weapons and
national safety. A majority of Americans over the age of 45 (55%) say that the



US nuclear arsenal makes the country safer, while only a plurality of those 44
and younger say the same (38%). Younger Americans are more likely to say
that it doesn’t make a difference (28%, vs. 20% of older Americans), or that it
makes the country less safe (13%, vs. 6%).

Meanwhile, a majority of the public is unsure they can assess the benefits or
harm of nuclear weapons. More say they do not know enough about nuclear
weapons to assess the benefit or harm to them personally (58%) than say
they do (41%).

Nuclear Weapons Make US Safer?

Do you think the United Stotes haoving nuclear weapons makes the United States more safe, less safe, or does it
not make a difference? (%)
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Those who claim familiarity with US nuclear policy are more likely to believe
nuclear weapons make the country safer (56%, vs 43% of those less familiar
with nuclear policy. But a quarter each among both those familiar and
unfamiliar with nuclear policy say nuclear weapons do not make a difference
either way. Those familiar with US nuclear policy are also more likely to view
US nuclear weapons as having been effective in preventing conflict between
the United States and other countries (71%, vs. 59% of those less familiar).



Nuclear Weapons Make US Safer?

Do you think the United States having nuclear weapons makes the United States more safe, less safe, or does it
not make a difference? (%)
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Majority Say They Would Like to Learn More about Nuclear Weapons Policy

While Americans have limited familiarity with nuclear policy, there is an
interest in learning more. Six in 10 Americans say they are at least somewhat
interested in learning more about US nuclear weapon policy (15% very, 45%
somewhat). When those who are interested in learning more were asked in an
open-ended question what specifically they would like to know more about,
most responses fell into three broad categories: basic questions about how
nuclear weapons operate (24%), the effects of nuclear weapons when they
are deployed (22%), and more details about US nuclear weapons policy (18%).



American Interest in Nuclear Weapons

What more would you like to know about US nuclear weapons policy? (%)
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For the first category, people wrote in comments that touched upon the
science of how nuclear weapons work, what the US arsenal includes, and
where they might find out more information about US nuclear weapons.
Those who would like to know about the effects of nuclear weapons asked
about their impact on people, society, and the US economy, as well as how to
prepare against a potential attack. The third set of responses touched on
policy, including questions about who the United States targets with their
nuclear weapons, under what circumstances, the decision-making process,
how the United States intercepts other countries’ attacks, and whether
Americans are safe. In addition to these three buckets, 7 percent of those
responding to this question wanted to know about proliferation issues such as
who else has nuclear weapons, whether that is a problem, and how to prevent
more countries from obtaining them.

Academics and US Military Leaders Trusted Most for Information

Majorities of Americans say they have a great deal or a fair amount of trust in
the information they receive from academics (58%) and US military leaders
(56%) about nuclear weapons. Fewer trust information coming from the
president (43%; 62% among Democrats, 24% Republicans), the US news
media (43%), Congress (37%), activist groups (22%), and social media (15%).



Trusted Sources of Nuclear Information

How much do you trust the information you receive from the following sources about nuclear weapons? (% a
great deal + o fair amount}
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In general, Democrats are more likely to trust information coming from these
sources than are Republicans. The exceptions are US military leaders, a
trusted source for both party supporters, and social media, which neither
constituency trusts.

Some of these responses seem to reflect partisan leanings, however. When
asked how much influence various groups and individuals shoul/d have on US
nuclear weapons policy, US military leaders (77%) along with the president
(71%) and Congress (69%) are among the top choices. Six in 10 also say the
American people should be more influential (62%). Though academics top the
list for Americans as a trustworthy source of information, just under half
(48%) say they should have a great deal or a fair amount of influence on US
nuclear weapons policy. No more than a quarter think that activist groups
(24%) and the news media (21%) should be more influential on nuclear policy.



Desired Influence on US Nuclear Weapons Policy

How much influence do you think the following individuals or groups should have on US nuclear weapons
policy? (% a great deal + o foir amount)
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Partisanship has more of a bearing on questions about the sources Americans
trust than about their preferences for who should have more influence on US
nuclear policy. Though Republicans are notably less trusting of information
received from the president (just 24% have a great deal or a fair amount of
confidence), seven in 10 (70%) nevertheless want the president to have
influence on US nuclear weapons policy. This suggests that a different
president, especially one from their own party, might be trusted to a greater
extent.

At the same time, although the public wants the president to be influential in
making US nuclear policy, Americans aren’t really that comfortable with the
president having the sole authority to authorize the use of nuclear weapons
by the United States. Six in 10 (61%) say they’re uncomfortable with sole
authority, while four in 10 (38%) say they’re comfortable with the policy. Here,
partisanship again plays a role: three-quarters of Republicans (73%) say they
are uncomfortable with sole authority, while Democrats are divided on the
issue (52% comfortable, 48% uncomfortable).



Comfort with Presidential 'Sole Authority’

How comfortable are you with the US president having the sole authority to authorze the vse of nuclear
weapons by the United States? (%)
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A Healthy Appetite for National Security News

While no more than a quarter of Americans think media organizations should
have much influence over nuclear policy, they still turn to particular media
sources to stay informed on national security. A majority of Americans are at
least somewhat interested in news about US national security (81%), including
four in 10 (42%) who are very interested. Republicans are the most likely to
report being very interested in news about US national security (49%), while
Democrats tend to report comparatively greater interest in national news
(41%) and news about US foreign relations (40%) or the war in Ukraine (39%).



Interest in News Reports

When you follow the news these days, how inferested are you in reports about the following? (% very
interested)
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The most popular source of news for Americans is network TV news, such as
ABC, CBS, or NBC. Three in 10 Americans (30%) say this is the source they
turn to most often for news about the United States and the world, including
pluralities of Republicans and Democrats. The second most popular source of
news is social media, which is particularly popular among Independents (27%).
Cable news sources tend to be popular with only one partisan group (CNN for
Democrats, Fox News for Republicans), while blogs, radio, newspapers,
attract smaller shares of public attention.



Primary News Source

Which ONE of the following do you tum to most often for news about the United 5States and the world? (%)
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Those Americans who are interested in news about either national or
international topics are more likely to get their news from network TV news,
while those who are less interested in these topics are more likely to get their
news from Facebook, Twitter, and other social media.

Age also plays a role in shaping Americans’ news interest and media habits.
Younger Americans are far more likely to turn to social media for news
(including 49% of 18-29 year olds), while older Americans watch TV news
(45% of Americans age 60 and above). However, those same younger
Americans are also far less likely to report being very interested in news
topics, while older Americans report greater levels of interest across topic
areas.

Matching their overall patterns of news consumption, most Americans say
they turn to television (29%) for news about nuclear policy, while a handful
say their top source is newspapers (7%), social media (7%), radio (6%), or
academics (3%). A full third (34%) say they do not turn to any source for
information about nuclear policy. Social media use is higher among younger


https://globalaffairs.org/research/public-opinion-survey/young-americans-question-us-global-engagement

Americans, similar to patterns for news consumption in general, with older
Americans preferring television.

Television and Government Named Most Often as Sources for More Info

When asked where they would go to learn more about US nuclear weapons
policy, top responses include television (24%), government (21%), academics
(16%), social media (13%) and newspapers (12%). Those who are interested in
learning more are somewhat more likely to say they would seek out
government sources to do so (24%, vs. 15% of those not interested).

Sources for Additional Nuclear Information

Where would you go to leamn more about US nuclear weapons policy? (%)
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Those interested in learning more about nuclear policy are also more likely to
say that they most often turn to TV for information about US nuclear weapons
policy (33%, vs. 21% of those not interested). Americans who are not that
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interested or not at all interested in learning more say that they do not turn to
any source for information about US nuclear weapons policy (55%, 21% turn to
TV), and are more likely to report that their primary source of news about the
United States and the world is social media (24%, though 26% watch also
network TV news).

Few Would Like to Get More Involved in Making Impact on Nuclear Policy

About two in 10 Americans say they would like to get more involved in
making an impact on US nuclear policy (6% would like to be less involved).
Four in 10 say they would like to be as involved as they are now (39%), and a
third express no desire to get involved (34%). When those who do not want
to get more involved are asked what is keeping them from doing so,
respondents provide a mix of reasons: the feeling that they don’t have enough
influence to make a difference (25%), a need for more knowledge on the topic
(22%), lack of time (17%), other responsibilities (14%), lack of access to
decision makers (8%), and not knowing whom to contact to get involved
(6%).

Despite expressing a limited interest in getting more involved, some
Americans are willing to take actions to promote their position on US nuclear
weapons policy. The most popular way to do so appears to be voting: seven
in 10 would vote for a candidate who shares their views on nuclear policy
(69%). Three in 10 say they would write or speak to a public official about
nuclear policy (29%). About two in 10 say they would attend a political event,
rally or organized protest to promote their views (21%); give money a political
cause or candidate who shares their views on nuclear policy (22%), or donate
money to an organization that shares their views (23%). These actions broadly
parallel Americans’ reported prior political activist over the past four years,
with three in four reporting voting in a local, state, or Presidential election,
while around two in 10 say they have attended a political meeting, written to a
public official, or donated money to a candidate or cause.



Political Actions and US Nuclear Policy

Would yvou ever take any of the following octions to promote your position on US nuclear weapons policy? (%
would)
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Past political activity is also correlated with an increased willingness to
undertake similar actions to promote their positions on US nuclear weapons
policy. Among the three in 10 Americans who report having written or spoken
to a public official in the past four years, two-thirds (64%) say they would do
so to promote their position on nuclear policy. A similar proportion of those
who have donated money to a political candidate say they would donate
money to a candidate who shares their views on nuclear policy (63%). And
half of those who have attended a political event, rally, or protest in the past
four years say they would do so in support of their nuclear policy positions
(51%, 48% say they would not).

Finally, Americans who are interested in learning more about US nuclear
policy are also more likely to want to be more involved in making an impact
(33%, vs. 5% of those not interested), though a plurality of Americans
interested in nuclear policy say they want to remain as involved as they are
now (42%).

Conclusion



The prospect of Russia’s use of nuclear weapons seems more realistic now
than it has for decades given the invasion of Ukraine, and a potential new
nuclear arms race in Asia looms over international stability. Amidst this
context, the United States is undergoing an extensive—and expensive—
nuclear modernization process, which may well force nuclear issues back onto
the front pages for the American public.

As the Chicago Council-Carnegie Corporation survey shows, a limited
percentage of Americans say they are familiar with US nuclear weapons
policy, their costs, their effects, and other issues related to the US nuclear
weapons arsenal. But there is a significant public appetite for increasing that
knowledge around US nuclear policy in general and, specifically, how these
weapons work, their effect once deployed, and who they are targeted against.

While Americans lean toward positive assessments of US nuclear policy, a
majority admit that they are uncertain about the ultimate benefit or harm US
nuclear weapons could bring to them personally. Many Americans—especially
younger and non-White Americans—don’t think nuclear weapons make a
difference to US national security, or they don’t know enough to say.
Moreover, relatively few Americans are interested in flexing their agency or
getting more involved in making US nuclear policy beyond voting for a
candidate who shares their views on nuclear policy. The haziness about the
topic among these particular pockets of the American public (younger and
non-Whites) might point to a need for broader education efforts around
nuclear topics in order to create a more active and informed citizenry. As this
survey shows, the interest to learn more is there.

Methodology

This analysis is based on data from a survey conducted by NORC at the
University of Chicago on behalf of the Chicago Council on Global Affairs using
the AmeriSpeak Panel.

The survey was conducted February 8-28, 2023 in both English and Spanish
among a weighted national sample of 1,133 adults aged 18 or older living in all
50 US states and the District of Columbia. The margin of sampling error for
the full sample is +/- 3.99 percentage points. The margin of error is higher for
partisan subgroups or for partial-sample items. The survey was administered
in two modes depending on the preference of the respondent provided
during the panel recruitment: 1) self-administered by the respondent online
via the Web; or 2) administered over the telephone by a live interviewer.

About the AmeriSpeak Panel



Funded and operated by NORC at the University of Chicago, AmeriSpeak is a
probability-based panel designed to be representative of the US household
population. Randomly selected US households are sampled using area
probability and address-based sampling, with a known, non-zero probability
of selection from the NORC National Sample Frame. These sampled
households are then contacted by US mail, telephone, and field interviewers
(face to face). For more information, visit AmeriSpeak.norc.org.

About the Chicago Council on Global Affairs

The Chicago Council on Global Affairs is an independent, nonpartisan
membership organization that provides insight—and influences the public
discourse—on critical global issues. We convene leading global voices,
conduct independent research, and engage the public to explore ideas that
will shape our global future. The Council is committed to bringing clarity and
offering solutions to issues that transcend borders and transform how people,
business, and governments engage the world. Learn more at globalaffairs.org
and follow @ChicagoCouncil.

About the Carnegie Corporation of New York

Carnegie Corporation of New York was established by Andrew Carnegie in
1911 to promote the advancement and diffusion of knowledge and
understanding. In keeping with this mandate, the Corporation’s work focuses
on the issues that he considered of paramount importance: international
peace, the advancement of education and knowledge, and the strength of our
democracy.
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