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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

he Millennial Generation, those roughly

87 million adult men and women born be-

tween 1980 and 1997, now represent one-

quarter of the U.S. population, outnumber-

ing the Greatest Generation (1913-1924),
the Silent Generation (1925-1945), the Baby Boomers
(1946-1964), and Generation X (Gen Xers) (1965-1979). In
addition to being far more likely to have posted a “selfie”
on social media than other generations, the Millennials
also have distinct attitudes toward a range of important
foreign policy issues. With those on the leading edge of
Millennials now hitting their mid-thirties, this cohort is
becoming increasingly influential.

Just as the generations before them, the Millennials’
worldviews owe a great deal to early life experiences and
the foreign policy issues that dominated their child-
hoods. The main drivers of Millennials’ foreign policy
attitudes fall into two major categories. The first category
comprises the trends and events that started or occurred
before the Millennials came of age and provide their
historical context. This includes the end of the Cold War
and the evolution of the global distribution of power,
the development of the Internet, and the acceleration of
globalization. The second category includes major events
that have occurred so far during the Millennials
period,” the period between the ages of roughly 14 to 24

)«

critical

when people are most susceptible to socialization effects.

Most obviously these include the attacks of 9/11 and the
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Together, these forces have led to three critical differ-
ences between Millennials’ foreign policy views and those
of their elders. First, Millennials perceive the world as sig-
nificantly less threatening than their elders do, and they
view foreign policies to deal with potential threats with
much less urgency. Second, Millennials are more support-
ive of international cooperation than prior generations.
Millennials, for example, are far more likely to see China
as a partner than a rival and to believe that cooperation,
rather than confrontation, with China is the appropriate
strategy for the United States. Finally, thanks in particular
to the impact of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Mil-
lennials are also far less supportive of the use of military
force and may have internalized a permanent case of
“Iraq Aversion.”

The rise of the Millennial Generation portends
significant changes in public expectations and increased
support for a more restrained grand strategy. There is no
reason, however, to expect that U.S. grand strategy will
become particularly coherent under Millennial leader-
ship. Millennials, like every generation, reflect significant
partisan splits over core issues. In the absence of a unify-
ing security threat, these partisan divides ensure that U.S.
toreign policy will feature as much debate and dissensus
in the future as it does today:

A. Trevor Thrall is associate professor at the School of Policy, Government, and International Affairs at George Mason University and an adjunct

scholar at the Cato Institute. Erik Goepner is retired from the U.S. Air Force, having commanded units in Iraq and Afghanistan, and is now a doctoral

student in public policy at George Mason University.
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INTRODUCTION

In case you missed it, the Millennial Gen-
eration has arrived. Born between 1980 and
1997, the roughly 87 million Millennials now
represent one-quarter of the adult U.S. pop-
ulation, outnumbering the Greatest Gen-
eration (1913-1924), the Silent Generation
(1925-1945), the Baby Boomers (1946-1964),
and Generation X (Gen Xers) (1965-1979).
In addition to being far more likely to have
posted a “selfie” on social media than other
generations, the Millennials also have distinct
attitudes toward a range of important foreign
policy issues. With those on the leading edge
of Millennials now hitting their mid-thirties,
this cohort is becoming increasingly influen-
tial. Just as the generations before them, the
Millennials’ worldviews owe a great deal to
early life experiences and the foreign policy
issues that dominated their childhoods. If you
ask college students to name their first im-
portant international affairs—related memory;
chances are excellent that they will answer
“9/11.” Most Millennials, in fact, have few, if
any, adult memories of a time before 9/11 and
the wars in the Middle East.

Vietnam, Korea, and the First and Second
World Wars, of course, provided important
early (and lasting) impressions to previous
generations. However, unlike Generation X,
their most recent predecessors, Millennials
are reaching adulthood in a post—Cold War
world in which there is less consensus about
threats, about U.S. rights and responsibilities,
and about, more generally, how deeply and to
what ends to engage the rest of the world.?
To understand future currents of U.S. public
opinion, not to mention the actions of future
foreign policy leaders, we need to understand
the emerging and evolving foreign policy atti-
tudes of the Millennial Generation.

In this report, we argue that the end of the
Cold War, 9/11, and the wars in the Middle
East have imprinted Millennials with a pat-
tern of foreign policy attitudes that is distinct
from that of their predecessors. Millenni-
als perceive the world to be significantly less
threatening than do their elders, are more

likely to support international cooperation
than the unilateral use of military force, and
may have a permanent case of what we call
an “Iraq Aversion.” That said, Millennials also
resemble their predecessors in many ways, in-
cluding partisan differences of opinion over
both threats and policy priorities.

The following section reviews the con-
cept of generational cohorts and the utility of
studying them. We then provide a brief profile
of the Millennials before exploring their for-
eign policy attitudes in greater detail. Along
the way we also provide input from Millen-
nials in their own words, taken from a series
of 47 short interviews and surveys conducted
over the early part of 2015. We conclude with a
discussion of the implications for U.S. foreign
policy and some advice for presidential can-
didates seeking Millennial votes in the 2016
election.

COHORTS, COHORT EFFECTS,
AND WHY THEY MATTER

An old Arab proverb claims, “Men resem-
ble the times more than they do their fathers.”
And indeed, social scientists have long studied
generations (or cohorts, as most demogra-
phers prefer to call them) because they rep-
resent proxies for the impact of the common
historical context and life experiences of large
groups of people and, in turn, correlate with
important differences in how people think and
act. Sociologist Norman Ryder argued, “Con-
ceptually the cohort resembles most closely
the ethnic group: membership is determined
at birth, and often has considerable capacity
to explain variance, but need not imply that
the category is an organized group.” Average
citizens, of course, do not need sociologists to
tell them that the younger generation differs
in important ways from its predecessors. The
important questions are why and how do the
generations differ, and why does it matter?

Cohort Effects

At the risk of oversimplifying the substan-
tial literature on intergenerational change, we



can identify two broad categories of factors
that lead each successive cohort to hold dif-
ferent attitudes from the previous ones: (a)
the unique historical context into which each
cohort is born, and (b) the major events that
they experience as young adults. As politics,
economics, technology, and social dynamics
evolve, so, too, does their impact on each suc-
cessive cohort. Millennials, for example, did
not experience the Cold War or the Reagan
presidency as adults. Most cannot remember
a time before cell phones, the Internet, and a
wildly interconnected world. In their world,
same-sex marriage and smoking marijuana are
legal in a growing number of places, women
regularly occupy high offices, and China has
always been a major economic player on the
global stage. With respect to major events, the
9/11 attacks, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq,
the Great Recession, and the election of the
first African American president in U.S. histo-
ry stand among the events most likely to pro-
duce lasting shifts in attitudes for Millennials.

Scholars have argued that these “cohort
effects” are most powerful during what Karl
Mannheim first called the “critical period” of
young adulthood.* Since then, the scholarly
literature has provided a great deal of evidence
about the long-lasting importance of cohort
effects from youth.’ In a recent study of po-
litical socialization and presidential voting,
for example, Yair Ghitza and Andrew Gelman
argue that presidential voting preferences can
be modeled as a weighted running tally of a
person’s past exposure to all previous presi-
dents—exposure to a successful Republican
candidate, for example, will make people more
likely to vote Republican in the future. Not
all exposure, however, has the same impact.
Looking at trends across more than 60 years,
Ghitza and Gelman found that “the founda-
tion of partisan presidential voting trends
peaks around the ages of 14-24.”® According
to their model, events at age 18 have roughly
three times the impact on partisan voting
preferences as events that occur at age 40, and
experiences past the age of 45 have no statisti-
cally significant impact at all.

Research shows that this critical period
can have a marked effect, in particular, on each
generation’s view of war and foreign policy.’
From the foreign policy professional’s perspec-
tive, as former U.S. National Security Advisor
Zbigniew Brzezinski once summarized it:

There is a tendency in America to be
traumatized by international difficul-
ties. The generation of the nineteen-
forties was always thinking about the
failure of the League of Nations. I'm
talking about leadership groups now.
The leadership of the sixties was always
thinking about Munich. Now there is
a generation worried by Vietnam, with
consequences of self-imposed paralysis,
which is likely to be costlier in the long

run.8

From the scholarly perspective, Howard
Schuman and Amy Corning demonstrated
that birth cohorts that had experienced a war
during their critical periods were far more
likely to mention it as an “especially impor-
tant” event from the past.” And, in a related
study, Schuman and Cheryl Rieger found that
the cohort that turned 17 in 1965 was twice as
likely as older generations to prefer a Vietnam
analogy to a Hitler analogy during the period
leading up to the 1991 ground war in the Per-
sian Gulf."

As fruitful objects of study as they are, how-
ever, cohorts are tricky things to analyze. The
first reason is methodological: it is difficult
for observers to distinguish between cohort
effects, aging effects, and period effects. As
noted, cohort effects are situations in which a
young generation is exposed during its impres-
sionable years to a major event that produces
a lasting set of attitudes common to that gen-
eration. Conversely, an aging effect denotes
the effect that aging has on the opinions of
a given generation. People tend to become
more interested in public affairs as they grow
older, for example, regardless of when they
were born. Finally, period effects result when
a major event causes a temporary effect across

44
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all generations. The “Vietnam Syndrome” so
often discussed in the late 1970s and 1980s is
a classic example of a period effect—as was the
increased concern about terrorism caused by
the 9/11 attacks. The key here is that over time,
as the event causing the period effect recedes
into history, so does its impact. What makes
the attitude formation process even more in-
teresting and complex, however, is that one
generation’s period effect can wind up being a
younger generation’s cohort effect.

Cohort effects are also difficult to assess
because they take time to emerge and may
not be obvious except under specific circum-
stances. As Schuman and Rieger argued in
their study of the use of historical analogies
during war, the most likely time to witness
powerful generational effects on attitudes is
when a president calls on a major past event
explicitly. They argued that President George
H. W. Bush’s strategy of repeatedly comparing
Saddam Hussein to Hitler during the 1990—91
Persian Gulf crisis provided a powerful reason
for older Americans to compare the situation
in Iraq to the situation before World War I1."

Finally, as is the case with other social con-
structs such as class or race, there is typically
more variation in attitudes within a given gen-
eration than between generations.” Indeed,
the lessons that each generation learns from
a major event or war during its critical period
may, in fact, not be unidirectional. Although
little research has focused directly on this
question, work on public opinion and foreign
policy suggests that liberal and conservative
Millennials have likely learned different les-
sons from their critical periods.” Given the
many influences on public attitudes at any
time, observers seeking to make claims about
the causes and consequences of generational
divides must exercise a good deal of analytic
humility.

Why Cohorts Matter

To assert that the world is a completely dif-
terent place thanks to each new generation is
too much of a stretch. In fact, each generation
adopts many of the views and habits of its pre-

decessors. Society’s norms and institutions are
powerful forces for stability. Americans of all
ages share a common geography. They tend to
view foreign affairs from a great distance, sep-
arated from most of the world by two oceans
and thousands of miles. Moreover, there is
much about the rest of the world that has not
changed and will not change: there are dangers
in the world, and hostile nations will produce
challenges to the global order.

And yet, despite this reality, each new gen-
eration raises the possibility of significant
change. As Ryder noted, “A new cohort pro-
vides a market for radical ideas and a source
of followers, and they are more likely than
their elders to criticize the existing order.”#
Although we may not be able to predict ex-
actly how each generation will reshape society,
we can be sure that each will bring fresh eyes
to old problems. As the Millennial Genera-
tion ages and takes over leadership positions,
its unique mix of attitudes and behaviors will
increasingly influence policy debates, polling
outcomes, and elections.

WHO ARE THE MILLENNIALS?

To sum up an entire generation in a few
words is unfair, but polling organizations have
identified several demographic themes that
distinguish Millennials from their elders. Com-
pared to other cohorts, Millennials are more
liberal, more ethnically and racially diverse,
more technology centered, more supportive of
government action to solve problems, and the
best-educated generation in U.S. history:

As Table 1 illustrates, Millennials are more
liberal than previous generations." This liberal
shift is linked to more tolerant social attitudes
in particular, with Millennials clearly more
supportive of same-sex marriage, single moth-
erhood, and nontraditional family structures
than older generations.® Much has been made
of Millennials’ support for Barack Obama in
the 2008 election and the subsequent decline
in the Democratic Party’s advantage with Mil-
lennials since then.”” But although the voting
patterns may shift as youthful exuberance



Table 1

Ideological Self-lIdentification by Generation, 2014 (percent)

Generation

(birth years) Conservative
Millennials (1980-1996) 28
Generation X (1965-1979) 35

Baby Boomers (1946-1964) 44
Traditionalists* (1900-1945) 48

All adults 38

Conservative-liberal

Moderate Liberal

40 30 -2
39 23 12
33 21 23
33 17 31
36 24 14

44

Source: Gallup Poll Social Series, “U.S. Baby Boomers More Likely to Identify as Conservative.” (See Appendix.)

*Traditionalists” is simply the label Gallup gave to all respondents born across the 1900-1945 period. Unlike the other three
labels, “traditionalists” here does not refer to a specific generation.

Note: The percentages as reported on the Gallup site do not add up to 100 percent.

meets the reality of Washington politics, the
history of polling on liberal and conservative
ideology suggests that Millennials will remain
amore liberal group over time. A recent report
by Jeff Jones of Gallup, for example, concluded
that Millennials will remain more liberal and
that the overall American electorate will tilt
more liberal as older and more conservative
Americans begin to die.”®

Following the work of Ghitza and Gelman,
Millennials’ liberalness may stem in large part
from their coming
of age under Bill
Clinton (a popular
Democratic  presi-
dent) and George W.
Bush (an unpopular mainstream media.
Republican  presi-
dent)."”? Another
potential source of
Millennials’ liberal attitudes is the fact they
are also the most ethnically and racially diverse
generation in the United States: just 57 percent
of the Millennial Generation are non-Hispan-
ic whites, 4 percent fewer than Generation X
and 15 percent fewer than the Baby Boomers.
This diversity, in turn, is due in large part to
recent immigration: 11 percent of Millennials
were children of immigrants, up substantially
from 7 percent for Gen Xers and 5 percent for
Boomers.*°

In Their Own Words:

What we see online affects how we see the
world, and much of it never makes it into the

Millennials are also the first “always con-
nected” generation, spending roughly 18 hours
a day consuming media across multiple plat-
forms, very often from more than one platform
at the same time.”" They readily admit the role
technology plays in their lives, identifying it
as the number-one factor that sets them apart
from preceding generations. Whereas their
elders (the authors included) need the how-
to manuals, Millennials are naturals with new
technologies. Moreover, this rapid prolifera-
tion of technologies
has elevated their
level of connected-
ness and provided
new opportunities
for information and
—Jim, age 20 news consumption.
One important con-
sequence of their
tech savvy is that Millennials have set aside
television and print media as news sources,
increasingly looking to the Internet for their
news. Yahoo, CNN, and Google serve as the
primary news source for 48 percent of Millen-
nials.*

Finally, Millennials express less skepti-
cism about government than do their elders,
despite polling data that suggest they have a
lower overall opinion of human nature than
their elders do.”? In that respect, they differ-

Millennials’
liberalness
may stem in
large part
from their
coming of
age under
Bill Clinton
(a popular
Democratic
president) and
George W.
Bush (an
unpopular
Republican

president). 99
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS: ABOUT THE SURVEYS AND INTERVIEWS

To hear from Millennials, four members of our research team conducted 47 interviews
and surveys (14 in-person interviews and 33 online surveys) of people between the ages
of 18 and 33. The respondents represent a convenience sample, not a random one, and
the findings should not be considered strictly representative of all American Millenni-
als. Nonetheless, we believe that the answers provide insight into the way many Millen-
nials process questions of foreign policy. The respondents hailed from Philadelphia and
the Washington, D.C., metro area and included students and nonstudents, many of whom
were working professionals. We asked the same set of questions in interviews and surveys:

1. Do you think people your age view foreign affairs differently from older people?

2. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: The U.S. should mind its own
business internationally and let other countries get along the best they can. Why?
What do you think was the most important lesson of 9/11 for the United States?

4. What do you think was the most important lesson of the war in Iraq for the United

Does it matter if the United States is the world’s only superpower? Why?

6. If you could give President Obama one piece of foreign policy advice, what would it

‘When we use quotes from the interviews and surveys in the report, we have used the
respondents’ actual gender and age, but we have changed the names to ensure anonymity.

entiate themselves from previous generations
in their desire for a more active government
and greater confidence that government ac-
tion can solve social problems.**

MILLENNIAL FOREIGN POLICY
VIEWS: LESS WORRIED,
MORE RESTRAINED

If Mannheim’s critical-period hypothesis
is correct, the Millennial Generation will be
most deeply affected by historical context and
events between the mid-1990s, when the old-
est Millennials started to reach young adult-
hood, and the early 2020s, when the youngest
Millennials will reach their mid-twenties. It
is obviously too early for a final assessment,
and yet both previous research on cohort ef-
fects and available polling data suggest that
we can safely identify the major driving forces

and events of at least the past 20 years that will
play an important role in shaping how Millen-
nials view foreign affairs.

As noted above, cohort effects fall into two
main categories. The first category comprises
the trends and events that started or occurred
before the Millennials came of age and pro-
vide their historical context. This category
includes the end of the Cold War and the evo-
lution of the global distribution of power, the
development of the Internet, and the accel-
eration of globalization. These changes have
produced a “new normal” for Millennials that
is very different from that of previous genera-
tions; one that we think has important conse-
quences for foreign policy views. The second
category includes major discrete events that
have occurred so far during the Millennials’
critical period—most obviously the attacks
of 9/11 and the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.



But whereas historical context is largely in-
visible to most Millennials, thereby shaping
perceptions subconsciously, 9/11 and the War
on Terror are more salient to Millennials than
to others and are very much at the center of
how Millennials process issues of foreign af-
fairs. Indeed, the unprecedented nature of
9/11 and the United States’ response to it raise
the prospect of a “9/11 Generation” that may
view future national security and war very dif-
terently from the “Vietnam Generation” or its
predecessor, the “Munich Generation.”

The End of the Cold War

Americans of all generations—except the
Millennials—lived through some or all of the
decades following World War II. The Cold
War world was known for its high-stakes
brinksmanship and increasing bipolarity, with
the United States leading one side and the So-
viet Union leading the other. Mutually assured
destruction (and its apt acronym, MAD) re-

Figure 1
Threat Perceptions by Cohort, 2014

minded policymakers and citizens alike of just
how dangerous the world had become. Thanks
to a nuclear-armed superpower rival profess-
ing a hostile political ideology; plus a series of
destructive proxy wars around the world, the
Cold War led to heightened threat percep-
tions, a high level of military mobilization, and,
until the end of the period, an unusual level
of consensus about US. grand strategy and
foreign policy. Since the end of the Cold War,
however, threats are smaller, less urgent, and
have come from an array of sources rather than
a single rival. At the same time, bipolarity has
given way to a more complex distribution of
power; individuals, nonstate actors, and trans-
national networks now influence both U.S. na-
tional security and the foreign policy process in
ways unimagined during the Cold War. In the
face of these changes in the international envi-
ronment, the United States now lacks an obvi-
ous North Star to guide debate and decisions,
a fact that has exacerbated the foreign policy

H Millennials

m Non-Millennials

International terrorism

Iran's nuclear program

Possibility of unfriendly countries becoming nuclear powers

Global warming

Development of China as a world power

Russia's territorial ambitions

Islamic fundamentalism

Continuing conflict in Syria

Large numbers of immigrants and refugees coming into the U.S.

0 20 40 60

Percentage who identify each threat as

80

Since the end
of the Cold
War, threats
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less urgent,
and have
come from

an array of
sources rather
than a single

rival. 99

“a critical threat to the vital interests of the United States”

Source: Chicago Council on Global Affairs, “Foreign Policy in the Age of Retrenchment.” (See Appendix.)
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dissensus that emerged after Vietnam.”
Available polling data suggest three impli-
cations of growing up in the wake of the Cold
Wiar. First, and perhaps most important, in the
absence of an existential threat, Millennials are
simply less worried than their elders about na-
tional security. As Figure 1 shows, Millennials
are less likely than their elders to identify every
threat as critical (aside from climate change).
This finding is even
true for interna-
tional terrorism, the
most visible threat
of the Millennials’
critical period.
Second, Millen-
nials also appear to
be more sanguine about the new distribution of

Cold War:

power and the rise of China. For older Ameri-
cans, China is not primarily an economic pow-
erhouse but the nation of Mao, the Great Leap
Forward, the Cultural Revolution, and commu-
nism. For them, China’s rise has been surprising
and unsettling. Since 1979, China’s gross domes-
tic product has grown by an average of 10 per-
cent annually. In 2010, China overtook Japan as

Figure 2
China as a Critical Threat, by Cohort

In Their Own Words:
A lot of the older generation is still stuck in the

the world’s second-largest economy, and Inter-
national Monetary Fund data (based on purchas-
ing power parity) indicate that China supplanted
the United States as the largest economy in late
2014. Since 2001, China has increased defense
spending by more than 10 percent a year.® Con-
current with its rise, China has become a more
confident and aggressive player on the interna-
tional stage. For Millennials, however, China
has always been a
linchpin of the global
economy and an im-
portant player inter-
nationally; the dark
days of U.S. conflict
with
China” are history:

—Jenny; age 25
“Communist

Thus, Millennials feel somewhat less
threatened than their elders do by China, both
militarily and economically. Only 36 percent
of Millennials view China’s growing power as a
critical threat to the United States, compared
to 45 percent for other generations (see Figure
2). For economic trade, just half of Millennials,
versus more than two-thirds of their elders, as-
sess China as engaging in “unfair” practices.”’
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Source: Chicago Council on Global Affairs, “Foreign Policy in the New Millennium.” (See Appendix.)



In turn, Millennials are far more support-
ive of cooperation with China than their el-
ders. The U.S. “pivot” to Asia and its emphasis
on extending the U.S. military presence in the
region raises the prospects for conflict, but
most of the data indicate Millennials support
a more cooperative approach. They recognize
China’s increasing importance, with nearly 6o
percent saying Asia is more important to the
United States than Europe. That represents
an almost complete reversal of their elders’ re-
sponse, 54 percent of
whom said Europe is

more important.? In Their Own Words:

nials are also the least likely of all generations
to have served in the military, thanks in large
part to the reductions in military manpower
brought about by the end of the Cold War. To
date, just 2 percent of Millennials have served
in the military3°

The 9/11 Attacks

It is unnecessary to convince anyone that
o/11 has had, and will continue to have, a major
influence on how Americans view the world and
think about national
security. 'The un-
precedented attacks

(414

As for pursuing
the peaceful integra-
tion of China into
the existing world
order, Millennials ap-
pear ready to do just
that. When asked,
less than one-quarter
of Millennials rec-
ommended  getting
“tough” with China
on economic issues,
versus 40 percent
from the three other
generations, who pre-
fer a “tough” stance.
Further indicative of
their propensity for
partnership, 63 per-
cent of polled Mil-
lennials said pursuing
free-trade agreements

Every generation sees foreign affairs through
their own lens. For my parents’ generation, its
Vietnam. For mine, its 9/11.

—John, age 23

I think 9/11 taught Americans how to be unit-
ed. I think there are so many parts of our soci-
ety that try to divide us (cultures, race, money,
education, geographic location, etc,), and I think
sometimes people forget that we are all Ameri-
cans and sharing the same benefits of living in
this country.

—Emily, age 19

The world is significantly more “gray” for Mil-
lennials—previous generations have a much
more solid “good” and “bad” concept of foreign
relations, which fails to account for the complex-
ity of the post—Cold War world.

—Bill, age 25

shattered the notion
that the US. home-
land was safe from
large-scale terrorism
and drove American
fears of terrorism to
all-time highs. The
attacks also spawned
massive change in
US. national security
strategy. From the
creation of the De-
partment of Home-
land Security to the
invasions of Afghani-
stan and Iraq, from
the Patriot Act and
National  Security
Agency wiretapping
to indefinite deten-
tion and drone war-
fare, the changes in

with China was appropriate, as compared to 41—
45 percent for the three older generations.*
Finally, the absence of a unifying exter-
nal threat may also help explain an additional
characteristic of the Millennials: they repre-
sent the least patriotic cohort of Americans.
Ina2011 Pew Research Center poll, just 32 per-
cent of Millennials agreed with the statement
“the U.S. is the greatest nation on earth.” And
Millennials were also the least likely to agree
that the phrase “patriotic person” applied to
them. (See Table 2.) Relatedly, perhaps, Millen-

US. foreign policy were sudden and severe, with
wide-ranging consequences.

What is less clear, however, is what the
long-term cohort effects of 9/11 will be. We
know that 9/11 is more salient for Millenni-
als than for previous generations. As Figure 3
shows, for example, Millennials are far more
likely than others to provide a spontaneous
mention of 9/11 as an important historical
event, just as previous generations are more
likely to mention “their war” as an important
historical event.?'

Only

36 percent of
Millennials
view China’s
growing
power as a
critical threat
to the

United States,
compared to
45 percent
for other gen-
erations. 99
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Millennials
are the
generation
least
concerned
about
international
terrorism
and display
lower levels
of support
for defense
spending and
fighting
terrorism. 9

Table 2
Patriotism, by Cohort
Percentage saying the United
States is “the greatest country
Percentage saying they are “very patriotic” in the world”
2003 2007 2009 2011 2011
Millennial 80 76 77 70 32
Generation X 88 91 90 86 48
Baby Boomers 93 94 91 91 50
Silent Generation 94 93 91 90 64

Source: Pew Research Center, “The Generation Gap and the 2012 Election.” (See Appendix.)

Figure 3
Mentions of Important Historical Events, by Cohort
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World Events,” Public Opinion Quarterly 76, no. 1 (2012): 1-31.

Note: The lines represent the percentage of people in each cohort who answered WWII, Vietnam, or 9/11 in response to the
following question:

“There have been a lot of national and world events and changes over the past 50 or so years—say, from about 1930 right
up until today. Would you mention one or two such events or changes that seem to you to have been especially important?”

Beyond this response, we need to consider that the Millennial Generation will view 9/11
competing hypotheses about the impact of as evidence of the need to be more concerned
9/11 on Millennials. One hypothesis suggests with terrorism and that they will be more sup-



portive of aggressive homeland security and
counterterrorism measures. The other hypoth-
esis suggests, to the
contrary, that o/ir
reflects global dis-
pleasure with various
U.S. policies and that
9/11 should induce
greater U.S. restraint.

At present, the lems for us later on.
weight of available
polling data pro-
vides more support
for the second hypothesis. A 2011 Pew Re-
search Center study, for example, found that
Millennials are considerably more likely than
older generations to believe that the United
States’ own actions provoked the 9/1r attacks.
In fact, they are the only generation where a
majority, §3 percent, believes this is the case,
compared to 47 percent of Gen Xers, 39 per-
cent of Baby Boomers, and 30 percent for the
Silent Generation.*

Further, although it seems reasonable to sup-
pose that Millennials, in their impressionable
years, would respond
to 9/11 by fearing ter-
rorism and support-
ing aggressive home-
land security and
counterterrorism
measures at greater
rates than their el-
ders, polling data
provide no support
for this view. In fact,

was.

as Figure 1 revealed,
Millennials are the
generation least con-
cerned about inter-
national  terrorism
and display lower
levels of support for
defense spending and fighting terrorism.

Afghanistan, Iraq, and the War on Terror

In addition to the lessons they draw from
the September 11 attacks, of course, Millenni-

In Their Own Words:

There can be very strange effects from policies
pursued long in the past that can bave repercus-
sions on the U.S. now. If we don’t keep up with
our policies they can come back and become prob-

In Their Own Words:
Don’t try to engage in regime change.

I think the U.S. was forced to realize that the
nature of war is changing, that terrorism might
be more complex to handle than we thought it

_Just because the U.S. has the largest military and
it sees a problem, that doesn’t mean that the solu-
tion is a military one, or that its military power
will be able to solve that problem.

als’ foreign policy attitudes will also be heavily
influenced by the defining wars of their young
lives:  Afghanistan
and Iraq. Although
time will tell us
much more than
we know now, we
believe that we can
already discern at
least three impor-
—Hallie, age 24 tant influences of
these wars on Mil-
lennials’ worldviews
and foreign policy attitudes.

First, the wars have provided Millennials
with the dominant historical analogy they will
use for assessing future conflicts. For Millenni-
als, the wars in Afghanistan, and especially Iraq,
are the very definition of war, as were Vietnam,
Korea, and World War II for generations be-
fore them. As such, it is safe to assume that
Millennials will discuss future wars in terms
of how similar they are to the war in Iraq.?® By
implication, future wars that are judged to be
“like Iraq” are likely to suffer lower levels of

support, given the

general  consensus
among  Millennials
that Iraq represent-
—Nathaniel, age 24 ed a mistake and was
not worth fighting.
Although it is impos-
sible to measure in
advance how power-
ful this influence on
Millennials will be,

it has the potential

—Sonia, age 19

for far-reaching con-
sequences, especially
as Millennials begin
—Greg, age 20 to occupy senior for-
eign policy leader-
ship positions in the
not-too-distant future.

Second, the wars since 9/11 have contribut-
ed significantly to Millennials’ preference for
restraint regarding the use of military force.
To assess the size of this effect, we recreated

II

Future wars
that are
judged to be
‘like Iraq’ are
likely to suffer
lower levels of
support, given
the general
consensus
among
Millennials
that Iraq
represented

a mistake and
was not worth

fighting. 99
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Polls show

a Millennial
reluctance to
support the
use of force,
rather than

a general
decrease in
their desire
to engage the
world. 99

Table 3

The Four Faces of Internationalism, by Cohort, 2014 (percent)

. Percentage of each cohort in each category

Support index
scores Millennials Gen X Baby Boomers | Silent Generation
Cooperation—high

29.5 30.2 324 32.6
Use of force—high
Cooperation—high

24.4 24.2 23.0 19.3
Use of force—low
Cooperation—low

16.4 253 22.6 28.8
Use of force—high
Cooperation—low

29.7 203 22.0 19.3
Use of force—low

Source: Chicago Council on Global Affairs, “Foreign Policy in the Age of Retrenchment.” (See Appendix.)

a version of Eugene Wittkopf’s “four faces of
internationalism” framework. Wittkopf cat-
egorized people based on their willingness
to engage in world affairs and their preferred
approach to doing so, whether through coop-
eration or through military means, resulting
in groups preferring cooperation, preferring
military force, supporting both activities, or
having low support for both activities. Witt-
kopf’s framework is useful because this basic
orientation toward engaging the world pro-
vides a powerful predictor of foreign policy
preferences across a wide range of issues. Over
more than two decades of analyzing the trends
in public attitudes, Wittkopf found that the
distribution across the four categories was not
only relatively even—with between 22 and 28
percent of the population in each—but also re-
mained remarkably stable, with little evidence
of major changes over time.**

Thanks to their increased reluctance to
support military intervention, however, Mil-
lennials represent a break from the pattern,
as shown in Table 3. Using the 2014 Chicago
Council on Global Affairs survey on public
opinion of U.S. foreign policy, we categorized
Americans using an updated version of Witt-
kopf’s framework, created from indexes of

support for 18 cooperative items (e.g., should
the United States participate in free trade
agreements and various treaties) and 15 mili-
tary items (e.g., support for the use of force
in a variety of scenarios). Although older gen-
erations follow patterns very similar to Witt-
kopf’s findings, Millennials do not. Again,
because Millennials continue to support co-
operative activities such as participating in
international treaties and strengthening the
United Nations, the generation gap shown in
Table 3 should be read primarily as the result
of the greater Millennial reluctance to support
the use of force, rather than a general decrease
in their desire to engage the world.

Although this generation gap is significant,
it is unclear just how likely it is to persist. On
the one hand, the Chicago Council on Global
Affairs’ surveys show that all cohorts have
become more likely to say the United States
should mind its own business in the wake of
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. As the most
impressionable cohort, Millennials may just
be enduring a more significant period effect
than older generations. On the other hand,
Millennials have always been the most like-
ly generation to say that the United States
should take a “stay out” of world affairs stance;



as Figure 4 illustrates, in 2014 almost 50 per-
cent of Millennials responded that the United
States should “stay out” of world affairs, the

isted, one would imagine it would run deepest
among Millennials, and in light of the preced-
ing discussion such a hypothesis is entirely

highest rate since the Chicago Council on reasonable.

Global Affairs began Our interpreta-
asking the question tion, however, is
in 1974. We do not In Their Own Words: that despite their
know how much of We feel a responsibility to belp others, fight ter- higher levels of skep-
the generation gap is rorism, spread democracy, etc., but sometimes we ticism,  Millenni-

permanent, but the
critical-period  hy-
pothesis—that hard
lessons learned at an
impressionable age
can be powerful—
that the
gap will likely persist

suggests

in some form over

time.
Many  analysts

have speculated that

the negative reac-

tion to the war in Iraq has produced an Iraq

Syndrome akin to the Vietnam Syndrome:

that is, a pervasive reluctance to support the

use of force abroad.® If such a syndrome ex-

rush in without fully understanding the situa-
tion. My major concern is where do we draw the
line? If we belp one country with one issue, how
can we say no to another country? We can’t be
beld responsible for solving everyone$ issues.

1 think the U.S. should stay out militarily in in-
ternational situations. I do not want the U.S. to
be everyone’s fallback when they get in trouble.

als have developed
an Iraq Aversion,
rather than an Iraq
Syndrome. That is,
relative to older gen-
—Spencer, age 22 erations, Millennials
share an enhanced
skepticism about the
future use of force in
specific cases such as
—Eliza, age 23 Iraq, rather than a
more general rejec-
tion of all potential
uses of military force. On the one hand, it is
true that Millennials are least likely to view mil-
itary might as the right answer for solving inter-

national problems. Just 38 percent of Millenni-

Figure 4
Support for Keeping Out of World Affairs, by Cohort
Millennial = e = Gen X Boomer em— Silent
g .
-
£
sz 0]
8
-
8 :'6 40 - --—“—_-—
T = ___—-'-
> g _-——-------‘
25 30 1 === ‘4”/’4”’
= 4
o 5
33
;5
g2 10 -
g2
2 c
& D 0 T T T 1
2002 2006 2010 2012

2014

Source: Chicago Council on Foreign Relations/Chicago Council on Global Affairs, 2006, 2010, 2012, and 2014. (See

Appendix.)
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Relative

to older
generations,
Millennials
share an
enhanced
skepticism
about the
future use
of force

in specific
cases such as

Iraq. 99
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¢ ‘All Americans
are wary of
the use of
force abroad
when it means
getting deeply
involved in
the politics of
other nations.
Millennials
appear to
have a some-
what more
pronounced
case of
wariness than
other genera-

tions. 99

als say “the best way to ensure peace is through
military strength.” And they are three times
as likely to label President Obama’s approach
to international affairs as too aggressive versus
their elders. At the same time, Millennials also
place a higher faith in diplomacy than any other
generation.3®

On the other hand, Millennials are not the
only group opposed to the wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan—older generations oppose them at
the same rates. Nor are the Millennials alone in
their reluctance to support the use of force in
many specific scenarios. As a substantial body
of previous research
has shown, all Amer-
icans are wary of the
use of force abroad
when, as in the case
Afghani-

stan, or Syria’s civil

of Iragq,

war, it means getting
deeply involved in
the politics of other
nations.”’” Millenni-
als, thanks to expo-
sure to these lessons
at an impressionable
age, appear to have
a somewhat more
pronounced case of
wariness than other
generations—thus
our “Iraq Aversion”
label.

Figure 5 reveals
the nature and limits of the aversion; Millenni-
als remain ready to support military interven-
tion as long as it is for what they view as the
right sort of cause. In fact, despite a recent dip,
Millennials have been consistent supporters
over the years of “liberal interventions” to pre-
vent genocide or humanitarian crises, even as
they have mostly opposed other potential uses
of force. And, as noted, the Millennials’ resis-
tance to military force is not a signal that they
want to withdraw from the world. Not only is
Millennial support on the cooperation index
the same as for the other three generations,

In Their Own Words:

I think the U.S. should mind its own business
more often than it does, but shouldn’t be isola-
tionist. There are opportunities to do good, but
beavy military involvement never goes well.

The US. is the worlds only superpower, but
that’s not as meaningful as when we were saying
the U.S. and the Soviet Union were two compet- the
ing superpowers. Its an outdated metric. the

If the U.S. weren't the only superpower it is pos-
sible that more countries would become more
active and accountable for facilitating peaceful
international relations.

but Millennials also exhibit a stronger pref-
erence for multilateral action than previous
generations, continuing a trend of increased
support for multilateral action by each cohort
since the Silent Generation. Although most
Americans prefer to address global challenges
with allies, other things being equal, fewer are
interested in working with other nations if it
means compromising. Millennials overwhelm-
ingly support the premise that the United
States should consider the interests of allies
even if it requires sacrifices to US. interests,
with a 23-point spread between them and the
Silent Generation.?®
Conversely, they are
the least likely of
the four generations
to support going it
alone when allies
strongly disagree.’”

—Howard, age 21
Two Millennial

Generations?

Complicating
discussion of
influence  of
—Vincent, age 22 9/11 and the War on
Terror is the fact
that a simple look
at the calendar tells
us Millennials fall
into at least two co-
—Erica, age 18 horts with respect
to foreign policy
attitudes: the “9/11
Generation” (born roughly between 1980-
1987) that experienced 9/11, Afghanistan, and
Iraq during their critical period; and the “War
on Terror Generation” (born after 1988 or so),
for whom 9/11, Afghanistan, and Iraq are pri-
marily historical context and whose critical
period events occurred (or will occur) after the
major combat phase of the war in Iraq.

Thus, based on the critical-period hypoth-
esis, only Millennials born between 1980 and
1987 were old enough for 9/11 to produce a sig-
nificant cohort effect. For the younger Millen-
nials, born in or after 1988, 9/11 is more likely



Figure 5
Support for Military Intervention Types, by Cohort
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Source: Chicago Council on Foreign Relations/Chicago Council on Global Affairs, 2006, 2012, and 2014. (See Appendix.)
Note: The support index for the balance of power figure measures respondents’ support for the use of U.S. troops to stop
Iran from obtaining nuclear weapons and prevent China from invading Taiwan.

The index for liberal intervention measures the willingness to support the use of force to deal with a hypothetical humanitarian
crisis or to stop a government from committing genocide.
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ingly
support the
premise that
the United
States should
consider the
interests of
allies and are
the least likely
of the four
generations to
support going
it alone when
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disagree. 99
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Millennials
may be quite
different in
many ways
from their
parents and
grandparents,
but one way in
which they are
very similar

is in their
tendency to
divide into
competing
Republican
and
Democratic

camps. 9

to be context, something their older siblings
and parents talked a lot about, rather than a
defining event on a personal level. A 2011 Pew
Research Center poll provides one possible
illustration of what this “two-headed cohort”
means for Millennial attitudes. Asked how the
attacks of 9/11 affected them emotionally, just
55 percent of Millennials in the survey (who
were ages 4 to 21 as of September 11, 2001) said
the 9/11 attacks affected them a “great deal,”
compared to 81-84 percent of those from
other generations. Our interpretation is that
the younger Millennials in the survey were
simply too young to be affected in the same
way as those who were older, thus lowering the
percentage of Millennials who responded that
9/11 had a deep emotional impact. Likewise,
many of the younger Millennials were too
young for the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq to
have much impact. Only time and a good deal
of future polling will help us determine the ef-
fect of events since the war in Iraq on Millen-
nial attitudes, but it seems very likely that the
two Millennial subcohorts will carry different
lasting impressions from young adulthood
throughout their lives.

The More Things Change. ..

Millennials and the Persistence of
Partisan Polarization

Millennials may be quite different in many
ways from their parents and grandparents,
but one way in which they are very similar is
in their tendency to divide into competing Re-
publican and Democratic camps over major
questions of foreign policy priorities. Figure
6 shows the gap between the percentage of
Republican and Democratic Millennials and
non-Millennials who believe each of 16 for-
eign policies is a “very important” priority for
the United States. Although the specific gaps
by issue are different from one generation to
the next, overall the pattern reveals the parti-
san nature of threat perception and preferred
engagement with the world across the genera-
tions.

The partisan divide persists for Millennials
despite the fact that both liberal and conser-

vative Millennials generally view the world as
less threatening than do their elders. Across all
issues, the average gap between Republicans
and Democrats is 17 percentage points for Mil-
lennials and 16 points for non-Millennials, per-
haps reflecting the somewhat more polarized
nature of Washington politics today. One result
of this polarization is that there are only four
issues on which a majority of Millennials from
both parties agrees that a policy is very impor-
tant: (a) preventing the spread of nuclear weap-
ons, (b) combating international terrorism, (c)
protecting American jobs, and (d) limiting oil
dependence. As much as Millennials may wind
up changing the United States, they are unlike-
ly to change the partisan nature of debate over
foreign policy and U.S. grand strategy:.

FOREIGN POLICY IN
THE MILLENNIAL AGE

With a final acknowledgement of the need
for humility with respect to making predic-
tions this early in the game, we conclude by
asking how Millennials’ attitudes may affect
the grand strategy debate and U.S. foreign
policy and then offer some advice for potential
presidential candidates who are hoping to win
their votes in 2016.

Having assessed Millennials’ foreign policy
attitudes across the entire spectrum of specific
issues, now we consider the more general ques-
tion: what do the data tell us about Millennials’
attitudes toward the grand strategy debate at
the heart of U.S. foreign and national security
policy? Should the United States “lean in” or
“pull back?”#° Should the United States inter-
vene aggressively or adopt a more restrained
approach to crises in the Middle East and else-
where? Taken as awhole, to the extent that U.S.
foreign policy winds up reflecting Millennials’
attitudes as they currently stand (e.g., Table 3),
the United States will migrate toward a more
restrained grand strategy that is less reliant on
unilateral military force and more engaged in
cooperative ventures with allies.

On the military side, the Millennials’ Iraq
Aversion combined with their relative disin-



Figure 6

Partisan Divides on Policy Priorities, by Cohort, 2014
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Note: Bars represent percentage of Republicans who believe the proposed policy is a “very important” foreign policy goal
minus the percentage of Democrats who believe the policy is a very important goal.

terest in the threat of terrorism will strength-
en the hand of those arguing for restraint in
U.S. foreign policy. Polling data on hypotheti-
cal scenarios (as indicated in Figure 5) as well
as a concrete dislike for both the wars in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq suggest that Millennials
are unlikely to support direct intervention in
cases involving primarily balance of power or
realist calculations. This inclination will make
it more difficult for threat inflationary and in-

terventionist rhetoric to find a foothold and,
in turn, less likely that the United States will
get bogged down in a ground battle with the
Islamic State—also known as ISIS or ISIL—or
others in the Middle East.

However, Millennials’ warm feelings toward
liberal interventionism will also make it rela-
tively easier for future leaders to garner support
for the use of force abroad under the guise of
humanitarian causes. Millennials, as we have
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seen, have so far been about as supportive of
using force to prevent genocide and humanitar-
ian crises as their elders, if not more so. Thus, it
seems a safe bet that future presidents will con-
tinue to face a permissive environment for such
operations. Given how many times the United
States intervened in such cases even before
Millennials came of age, we can likely expect
an extended period of increased temptation
in this direction. Considering the track record
with respect to such interventions, we think
this relatively more permissive environment is
not good news for U.S. foreign policy.#"

The key question with respect to Millen-
nial support for future interventions, then, is
how are such conflicts framed. Opponents of
intervention can win Millennial support by
recalling the debacle in Iraq and focusing on
the inefficacy of using military force to solve
other nations’ political problems. Conversely,
proponents of intervention can garner Mil-
lennials’ support insofar as they can frame the
U.S. involvement in humanitarian terms and
invoke the Responsibility to Protect ethos.
A president seeking support for interven-
tion will also clearly benefit from being able
to claim that the United States is working in
a multilateral fashion with allies or through
the United Nations. Unfortunately, as history
shows, having the United Nations and allies
engaged does not mean the intervention is in
the national interests of the United States.

On the economic and more general interna-
tional cooperation side, Millennials will con-
tinue to encourage the United States to lean
in, supporting increased engagement with in-
ternational institutions on environmental and
economic issues, particularly in Asia. Millenni-
als clearly view Asia, not Europe, as the most
important region of the world for the 21st cen-
tury. Such a view suggests that, as Millennials
take the reins, China considerations will have
a larger impact on the conduct of U.S. foreign
policy. One simple sign of this new focus is the
growing popularity of Chinese language cours-
es in middle and high school. A 2010 New York
Times article noted, for example, that the Ad-
vanced Placement test in Chinese, offered for

the first time in 2007, had overtaken German
as the third most popular exam, behind Span-
ish and French.#*

Millennials’ views about China may be criti-
cal to the vigorous debate between foreign pol-
icy scholars and practitioners over the question
of whether China’s rise will be a peaceful one
or not.” To the extent that U.S. perceptions of
China matter for making foreign policy, Millen-
nials’ perceptions might push U.S. foreign policy
in a less adversarial direction. This shift could
play out well if the Chinese are similarly in-
clined, but it could portend a darker future if the
U.S. public misperceives Chinese intentions.

In conclusion, although Millennials’ at-
titudes certainly predispose them to support
a different flavor of grand strategy from their
elders, there is no reason to expect that US.
grand strategy will become particularly coher-
ent under Millennial leadership. As we have
discussed, Millennials, like every generation,
reflect significant partisan splits over these
core issues. Taken in conjunction with the lack
of a unifying security threat, these partisan
divides ensure that U.S. foreign policy will fea-
ture as much debate and dissensus in the future
as it does today.

ADVICE TO THE NEXT PRESIDENT

In light of our analysis, we offer three sug-
gestions to those candidates seeking Millen-
nial votes in their bid to win the White House
in 2016. First, feel free to criticize President
Obama’s foreign policy all you like. Obama’s
foreign policy approval ratings have not bro-
ken 50 percent during his second term and
have hovered between 35 and 40 percent since
February 2014, according to NBC News and
Wall Street Journal polling data.** Even Mil-
lennials, generally the strongest of Obama’s
supporters, have lost confidence that he has a
clear plan for dealing with the myriad foreign
crises facing the United States. Only 39 per-
cent of Millennials approve of Obama’s han-
dling of foreign policy, as compared with 50
percent who disapprove.® That said, the man-
ner and focus of the criticism will matter with



respect to building Millennial support, which
leads to our second piece of advice.

Candidates should resist the temptation
to offer U.S.-centric solutions to the growing
number of crises around the world. To woo
Millennials, soft pedaling the need for U.S.-
led military action to the world’s problems,
including the Islamic State and international
terrorism, will be more effective. Yes, a major-
ity of Millennials, like other Americans, view
the Islamic State as a threat and support tak-
ing certain actions to “degrade and destroy”
the group. And certainly no viable presidential
candidate could argue that the United States
should stand by idly while the Islamic State
and other fundamentalist groups terrorize the
Middle East. Nonetheless, Millennials put
a much lower emphasis on the importance
of fighting international terrorism than do
older generations. Candidates who stake out
a hawkish position need to be careful not to
sound the Millennials’ alarm bells. Rhetoric
that smacks too clearly of the need for a long,
direct engagement between U.S. forces and
the Islamic State is likely to find few followers
among Millennials. And if the United States
does launch another major ground war and
things go poorly, Millennials are likely to be
the first group to start comparing the conflict
to the failed Iraq war of 2003—2011, given how
large Iraq looms in their worldview:

Finally, in our interviews with and surveys of
Millennials, a constant theme arose: stop talk-
ing about the Cold War! Yes, the Cold War was
really important, and it is a shame that young
people do not appreciate how dangerous the
world was or how many of today’s problems
have their roots in decisions made and actions
taken long ago. Nonetheless, every time you
mention the Cold War or use Cold War—era
language, Millennials only hear “stuck in the
past.” Presidential hopefuls should not waste
time trying to convince Millennials that Russia’s
behavior spells the start of a new Cold War or
that China’s rising power signals the need for
massive increases in the defense budget.*® Nor
should candidates try to convince Millennials
that US. grand strategy must revolve around a

sacred duty to eradicate international terrorism.
Rather than bemoan the new generation’s lack
of historical context, a clever candidate would
articulate a foreign policy that was not rooted
in Cold War logic and, instead, would talk about
how the United States could play a constructive
role in helping address a range of global issues
through international collaboration rather than
through unilateral military action.
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