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influence: 53 percent of Turks. In the Palestinian 
Territories views were divided.

In India, a plurality (45%) favored this view. A modest 
majority (55%) was supportive of ongoing public 
influence in Indonesia. In all other nations support 
ranged from 64 to 94 percent. 

Overall, support for leaders giving ongoing attention 
to the views of the public rises with education. Among 
those who have not graduated from high school, 64 
percent approved of paying attention to the public’s 
views, rising to 80 percent among those with a 
bachelor’s degree or more education. 

On average, opinion in the six Asian nations did not 
differ significantly from the global average on this 

were those who perceived high levels of responsiveness 
(80% to 42%). 

Paying Ongoing Attention to Public Opinion 

As discussed, majorities in all nations polled endorse 
the democratic principle that “government leaders 
should be selected through elections in which all 
citizens can vote.” However, most do not think that 
input from the public should be limited to elections. In 
other words, few subscribe to the view associated with 
the British philosopher and legislator Edmund Burke, 
that the influence of the public should be limited to 
occasional elections.

Respondents were asked whether they thought that 
“elections are the only time when the views of the 
people should have influence, or that also between 
elections leaders should consider the views of the 
people as they make decisions.” Majorities in 16 out of 
19 nations asked this question said that leaders should 
pay attention to the views of the people between 
elections. 

On average 73 percent endorsed the view that the public 
should have ongoing influence and 22 percent chose 
the “Burkean” view that elections are the only time the 
public should have a say in the government’s decisions. 

In just one nation did a majority favor the view that 
elections are the only time the public should have 
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findings to the public.” They were also told that 
“Others think the government should not be involved 
in this kind of thing.” In 20 nations majorities favored 
the idea of such an agency. Support was especially 
strong in Kenya (94%), China (91%), Azerbaijan 
(90%), Nigeria (89%) and South Korea (87%). Poland 
was the one country that only had a plurality in favor 
(41% to 31%). On average 74 percent favored such an 
agency while just 16 percent said that they thought it 
was a bad idea. 

Paying Attention to World Public Opinion 

When developing foreign policy, how much should 
government leaders pay attention to public opinion 
outside the country? On one hand it may be argued 
that world public opinion is irrelevant to the interests 

question. But if South Korea is removed from the 
six-country Asian average, and the remaining five 
Asian nations’ average falls 19 points below the global 
average—only a 52-percent majority supports ongoing 
public influence, compared to the 71-percent global 
majority. In South Korea an extraordinary 93-percent 
majority said that leaders should pay attention to the 
views of the people as they make decisions. 

Consistent with their support for the government 
giving ongoing attention to the views of the public, 
even larger majorities say that leaders should pay 
attention to public opinion polls. 

Respondents were presented a common argument 
that “when government leaders are thinking about an 
important decision” they “should not pay attention to 
public opinion polls because this will distract them 
from deciding what they think is right.” They also 
heard the argument that government leaders “should 
pay attention to public opinion polls because this will 
help them get a sense of the public’s views.” 

The public response was remarkably unequivocal—in 
all 20 nations polled a majority said that government 
leaders should pay attention to polls. On average, 
eight in 10 opted for this view while just 15 percent 
endorsed the view that lawmakers should not heed the 
polls. 

Even in the United States—where some elected leaders 
have asserted proudly that they do not pay attention 
to polls—81 percent said that they should (including 
70% of Republicans and 88% of Democrats). 

There were only two nations where less than 7 in 10 
respondents endorsed polls: India (56%) and Egypt 
(64%). In these two nations more than 3 in 10 rejected 
polls (34% and 36% respectively). 

Majorities in all but one nation favored the idea of 
having a government agency that would monitor 
public opinion. Respondents were told that “Some 
people think the government should have an agency 
where social scientists study public opinion on issues 
the government is dealing with and release all their 
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The highest majorities were in Kenya (86%), Nigeria 
(78%), Mexico (77%), and Egypt (72%). In the United 
States—which has received substantial criticism by 
world public opinion in recent years—65 percent said 
that the government should be more responsive. 

Pluralities favored greater responsiveness in China 
(49%) and India (34%), and it was the most commonly 
held belief in the Palestinian Territories (47%), Turkey 
(42%), and Russia (36%). Thailand was divided (28% 
greater responsiveness; 27% same amount). 

Overall, support for greater government responsiveness 
to world public opinion rises with education. Among 
those with less than a high school education, 54 
percent favored greater responsiveness, as compared 
to 59 percent among those with a bachelor’s degree or 
more education.

of the nation. On the other hand there may be 
pragmatic concerns about a nation’s public diplomacy. 
There may also be a normative response: the belief that 
the will of the people is a proper source of legitimacy 
for domestic policies can flow logically into the belief 
that foreign policies that are supported by the will of 
the people globally also have greater legitimacy. 

Asked, how much “the government should take into 
account world public opinion” when “developing its 
foreign policy,” on a 0-10 scale (with 0 meaning “not at 
all” and 10 meaning “a great deal,”) the mean response 
was above 5 in every nation polled. The average across 
all 18 nations was 7.1—only slightly lower than the 
average preferred level for government responsiveness 
to public opinion at home (8.0). 

The lowest levels of support for world public opinion 
were found in India (5.8), the Palestinian Territories 
(5.9), Thailand (6.5), the United States (6.6), and 
Russia (6.6). The highest were found in Indonesia 
(8.4), Mexico (8.2), and Nigeria (8.1). 

When asked how much attention their government 
does pay attention to world public opinion, using the 
same 0-10 scale, the mean assessments were lower than 
the preferred level in every nation polled. Across the 
18 nations asked, the mean assessment was 5.0. 

The lowest mean estimates of government 
responsiveness to world public opinion were found in 
the United States (3.8), Kenya (3.9), Egypt (4.1), and 
Ukraine (4.5). The highest were found in China (6.6), 
Indonesia (6.6), and South Korea (5.9). 

Interestingly, estimates of government responsiveness 
to world public opinion tend to be higher than the 
estimates of responsiveness to public opinion at 
home—5.0 as compared to 4.6. 

Looking at individual responses on the two questions, 
majorities or pluralities in all nations give a preferred 
level of government responsiveness to world public 
opinion that is higher than the perceived level. On 
average 57 percent favored greater responsiveness. 
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Conclusion

that their citizens can meet their basic needs for 
food, healthcare and education;

n	 the will of the people should be the basis for the 
authority of government and government leaders 
should be selected through free elections with 
universal suffrage.  

Finally, all publics endorsed the United Nations’ 
affirming of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
and its active promotion of these rights in member states.  

It is quite remarkable to find this high degree of 
consensus on so many different aspects of a broad subject 
and one that has historically engendered tremendous 
conflict. 

Divergences did appear, however, when these principles 
are applied in some more specific circumstances.  In 
most cases a competing value was invoked such as 
political stability or the protection of innocent civilians. 

In the study the largest deviations from these principles 
arose when people were asked about the right of the 
government to “prevent the media from publishing 
things it thinks will be politically destabilizing.”  
Majorities in Jordan, the Palestinian Territories, and 
Indonesia and a plurality in Iran supported government 
control of the media under such circumstances, while 
views were divided in Russia, Egypt, and Turkey. 

This does not mean that these publics do not endorse 
the principle of media freedom.  Majorities in all cases 
said that they did support the principle the media should 
be free of government control.  However, in the specific 
circumstances of potential political instability many 

On the basis of this study, we can propose 
answers—probably for the first time—to 
a number of basic questions.  Is there a 

widespread consensus in support of the kinds of 
principles enunciated in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights or are views of human rights highly 
variable between cultures?  How well does support for 
specific human rights stand up to challenges?   Are there 
countries or cultures where support for human rights 
is fundamentally different—such as the predominantly 
Muslim countries, or East Asia, or the United States 
in the case of social and economic rights? Is support 
for the principles of the UDHR likely to wane or grow 
as the generations pass, and as education is available 
to more and more people?  How much do people see 
their government as responsible for actively furthering 
human rights and how well do they see their government 
as performing this function?  What do they see as the 
normative basis for governing? 

Perhaps the most powerful finding of the study is 
that most of the general principles of the UDHR 
receive universal support in all of the nations polled. 
Majorities in all the nations polled, including some with 
authoritarian governments, endorse the principles that: 

n	people should be free to express their opinions 
including criticism of the government;

n	people should have the right to demonstrate 
peacefully;

n	 the media should be free of government control;
n	people should be treated equally irrespective of 

religion, gender, race or ethnicity;
n	 governments should be responsible for ensuring 



58

World Public Opinion 

Two questions related to religion also elicited in 
some countries majority responses that deviated 
from the absolute principle of religious freedom.  
Asked whether followers of “any religion should be 
allowed to assemble and practice” in their country or 
if “there are some religions that people should not be 
allowed to practice.”  Three countries had majorities 
wanting to exclude some religions from the freedom 
to assemble and practice—a large majority in Egypt 
and modest majorities in Ukraine and Jordan.  South 
Koreans were also divided. The question wording 
intentionally offered a test, by evoking in respondents’ 
minds “some religion” that they might find specifically 
objectionable.  Further research on what kinds of 
religions people had in mind would be valuable. 

The one case of the study in which a majority of 
nations did not support a certain right was in regard 
to proselytizing.  This is not explicitly a right in the 
Declaration though one could argue that it is an 
aspect of freedom of expression in a religious context.  
Fourteen nations had majorities or pluralities that 
disagreed with the statement that in their country 
“people of any religion should be free to try to convert 
members of other religions to join theirs.”   Publics in 
European countries and in Muslim countries expressed 
the highest levels of discomfort about proselytizing 
activities.  The Palestinian Territories had the largest 
majority disagreeing with the statement, followed by 
Indonesia, Egypt, France, Azerbaijan, Russia, Poland 
and Jordan.  Opposition to a right to seek to convert 
may be prompted by other perceived rights such as the 
right to privacy or to not be accosted in public.  

Turning to the question of the whether views of 
human rights differ in majority Muslim nations, the 
Islamic world proves to be complex and diverse in 
regard to views on human rights.  On freedom of 
expression in general, support in Egypt and Jordan 
is somewhat lower, but in Turkey and Indonesia 
somewhat higher than the world average.  When 
asked whether the government should have the right 
to stop media from publishing things that could be 
politically destabilizing, four Muslim nations said it 

appear to be ready to make an exception.   It is worth 
noting that all five of these nations either have or have 
recently had governments that have been assessed as 
limiting freedoms.  It may be that when citizens have 
had less experience living in free societies, they have 
greater anxiety about ideas expressed in the press 
generating instability and greater readiness to allow 
the state to exert control over the media in certain 
circumstances.  

Furthermore the readiness to allow the government 
to restrict potentially destabilizing media content 
does not mean that any of these publics favor greater 
government regulation of the media than is presently 
occurring in their country.  In all cases only small 
minorities favored less media freedom and majorities 
favored greater media freedom in Egypt, the 
Palestinian Territories, Jordan, and Indonesia.

Similarly in three countries—Kenya, Thailand and 
Indonesia—majorities supported the government’s 
right to prohibit expression of certain views.  As 
discussed above, a common feature of these countries is 
that they have all recently had major political instability 
with near-civil war in Kenya, a coup in Thailand with 
continuing instability, and sectarian and ethnic conflict 
in Indonesia.  While these countries’ people may aspire 
to full freedom of expression—in every case majorities 
expressed support for the principle of freedom of 
expression—they may also feel that in the context they 
are living now the government needs to be able to limit 
some forms of expression. 

Another example of people making an exception to 
a general rule was in regard to the use of torture.  
In all countries majorities rejected the idea that 
the government should generally be able to use 
torture.  But presented a case in which a terrorist has 
information that could save innocent lives—i.e. a 
competing value was invoked—majorities in India, 
Kenya, Nigeria and Turkey and a plurality in Thailand 
said that the government should be allowed to use a 
“some degree of torture.”  Views were also divided 
in South Korea and only a plurality was opposed in 
Russia and Iran. 
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should be free to read anything on the internet; and 
that the Chinese media should have more freedom 
than they do now.  Thus the case for an East Asian 
cultural consensus that differs from the Declaration 
gains no real support from this study.

A last suggested area of resistance is the United States, 
which is often assumed to have highly individualistic 
values that are resistant to the concept of social and 
economic rights.  In fact, belief in a government 
responsibility to ensure that citizens can meet their 
basic needs for food, healthcare and education is 
somewhat below the world average in the United 
States—but in no case is it below three in four 
Americans.

This study also sought to address the question of 
whether people think that human rights principles 
should go beyond imposing constraints on the power 
of the state and actually impose responsibilities on the 
state.  This question was answered with a resounding 
yes.  Large majorities around the world favor 
governments assuming the responsibility to actively 
work to prevent discrimination based on gender, race 
or ethnicity, including in private workplaces, and to 
ensure that citizens have access to food, health care 
and education. 

Support is no less widespread for having the United 
Nations play a robust role in promoting human rights, 
including in nations whose government has historically 
resisted the UN playing such a role.  Indeed majorities 
around the world favor even giving the UN the power 
to enter countries to investigate potential human rights 
abuses. 

Naturally, there is the question of whether the norms 
in the Declaration have faded or are likely to fade 
with time.  A document written 60 years ago could 
conceivably come to be seen as dated.  Unfortunately 
we do not have trend line data.  However we do have 
the ability to make comparisons between younger 
people and older people to see if there is a generational 
effect in the direction of decreasing saliency of the 
norms of the UDHR. 

should and another two were divided.  However, none 
of these seven nations said that in general, the media 
should have less freedom in their country, and five 
of them said there should be no internet restrictions.  
While only three out of seven nations thought their 
governments should be more active in promoting 
women’s rights, four thought the UN should take 
on this role in member states.  On religion, there is 
majority resistance among all Muslims polled to giving 
efforts to convert the status of a right, but in this they 
are similar to French and Polish respondents.  On the 
broad question of equal treatment of people without 
distinction of religion, Muslims’ responses are no 
different than those of the sample as a whole.

It appears that national differences between 
predominantly Muslim countries are more 
illuminating than the overall criterion of Islam 
as compared to the rest of the world.  Turks and 
Indonesians often give responses supportive of human 
rights that are above world averages.  In summary, in 
response to some questions majority Muslim nations 
appear disproportionately among those who deviate 
from the dominant norm on human rights, but in 
every case there are other majority Muslim nations 
that strongly align with the norm.  Thus there is 
no consistent basis for concluding from these public 
opinion findings that Islam itself is at odds with the 
principles of the Declaration.     

Another part of the world sometimes designated 
as having different values regarding human rights, 
particularly democracy and political rights, is East 
Asia. Yet for the region as a whole, there is no pattern 
that distinguishes people’s views clearly from those 
of the world as a whole.  Indonesia and Thailand, 
with less recent history of full civilian control, have 
majorities who say the government has a right to 
prohibit the discussion of some political and religious 
views.  On the other hand, China—surely a plausible 
candidate for the homeland of a uniquely East Asian 
outlook—has majorities higher than the world average 
saying it is very important that the media be free 
to publish without government control; that people 
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globalization there is a convergence of thinking around 
the world.  Unfortunately we do not have trend line 
data to determine if this is the case.  

On the other hand, it may in fact be the case that this 
convergence arises from a natural and spontaneous 
human response that is independent of culture.  The 
political theorist John Rawls in his famous theory of 
justice posited that justice is derived from the rules for 
society that people favor when they imagine that they 
are behind a ‘veil of ignorance’ such that they do not 
know what position (rich or poor, racial majority or 
minority) they would have in society.  It does appear 
that in this study people went through a similar 
process when they considered what the rules of society 
should be.  What is striking is how similar their 
responses were.  

Finally, there is the question of why it is important 
to establish agreement about broad principles.  Social 
science research has revealed that people have a 
tendency to perceive others as less socially developed 
than oneself.  For example, there is a tendency to 
perceive others as more racist or sexist, and less 
altruistic and fair-minded than oneself.  Naturally 
this bias in perceptions leads to suspicion and makes it 
more difficult to resolve conflict and to develop social 
structures that reflect the values that people in fact 
prefer.  Studies such as these create the opportunity for 
people to communicate and counter such biases.

The purpose of the Declaration was to pre-establish 
some basic principles to guide the development of 
societies, including the relations between subgroups 
within nations as well as the relations between nations.  
It set out to establish a common ground upon which 
to build.  This study indicates that the ground that the 
Declaration has laid out is indeed common and that it 
is a viable and vital framework than can perform this 
guiding function in the development of humanity.  

In fact differences between younger and older people 
are quite slight, and in more instances than not 
younger people are more supportive of the principles 
of the UDHR than are older people.  Persons under 
60 are slightly more likely to see the equal treatment 
of individuals of any religion as very important; to 
think their government should do more about racial 
discrimination than it is doing now; or to say there 
should be no restrictions on the Internet.   On the 
other hand, those 60 and older are slightly more 
resistant to making any exceptions to the prohibition 
against torture. 

As education becomes accessible to more and more 
people across the world, is it enhancing support 
for human rights?  This seems probable.  The best 
educated respondents were more likely to think that 
the UN should promote human rights.  They were 
not only more likely to say that people of different 
religions should be treated equally, but also to support 
a right to try to convert others.  A larger proportion 
of them said government is responsible to try to stop 
employer discrimination on the basis of race.  They 
were also more likely to support media freedom and 
to say governments should pay attention to public 
opinion.  In all the cases where the best educated 
differed from other respondents, it was because they 
were more supportive of some aspect or application of 
human rights.

Of course, we must address the challenge that the 
universality of support for the broad principles of the 
Declaration is not really meaningful because it is so 
apparent that these answers are the “right” answers.  It 
is possible that people do have contrary thoughts and 
feelings that operate at the conscious or unconscious 
level.  What is key is that, even if people do some self-
censoring, there is a remarkable consensus about what 
they “should” say.  

What is especially remarkable is that, as this study 
reveals, this consensus is now worldwide, spanning 
highly diverse cultures and religions.  Why this is 
the case is not entirely clear.  It may be that with 
the increasing communication that comes with 
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Questionnaire and Country Highlights 

An electronic copy of the questionnaire and a summary of country-by-country findings for this study can be found 
with the report at www.WorldPublicOpinion.org under the topic “Justice/Human Rights.”

Methodology

Sample Size 
(unweighted)

MoE
(%)

Field dates Survey 
methodology

Type of  
sample

Argentina 800
679

3.5
3.8

March 14-20, 2008
August 20-29, 2008

Face-to-face Urban1

Azerbaijan 602
600

4.1 Jan 13 – Feb 5, 2008
August 10-31, 2008

Face-to-face National

China 1000
1011

3.2 Jan 10-25, 2008
Jul 26 – Aug 2, 2008

Telephone Urban/
National2

Hong Kong 1022
1018

3.1 September 10-26, 2008
October 22-24, 2008

Telephone Representative of 
Hong Kong

Macau 1089 3.0 August 11-20, 2008 Telephone Representative of 
Macau

Taiwan 823 3.5 August 22-31, 2008 Telephone Representative of 
Taiwan

Egypt 600
600

4.1 Jan 17-27, 2008
Jul 21 – Aug 1, 2008

Face-to-face Urban3

France 600
600

4.1 Feb 5-11, 2008
August 5 - 12, 2008

Telephone National

Germany 1008 3.1 Jul 15 – Aug 12, 2008 Telephone National

Great Britain 800
803

3.5 Jan 29 – Feb 19, 2008
Jul 31 – Aug 8, 2008

Telephone National

India 1023
1118

3.2
3.0

February 25-29, 2008
Aug 30 – Sep 2, 2008

Face-to-face National4

Indonesia 811
716

3.5
3.7

Jan 19-29, 2008
Jul 26 – Aug 18, 2008

Face-to-face National5

Iran 710 3.8 Jan 13 – Feb 9, 2008 Face-to-face National

Italy 600 4.1 July 16-30 and 
Sep 4-10, 2008

Telephone National

Jordan 959
583

3.2
4.1

March 4-10, 2008
August 12-15, 2008

Face-to-face National

Kenya 1000 3.2 July 17-30, 2008 Face-to-face National
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Appendix

Sample Size 
(unweighted)

MoE
(%)

Field dates Survey 
methodology

Type of  
sample

Mexico 850
850

3.4 Jan 25-27, 2008
August 9-10, 2008

Telephone National6

Nigeria 1000
1000

3.2 February 7-18, 2008
August 9-18, 2008

Face-to-face National7

Palestinian 
Territories

626
638

4.0 February 10-23, 2008
August 1-7, 2008

Face-to-face National8

Peru 597 4.1 March 15-16, 2008 Face-to-face Urban9

Poland 870
1094

3.4
3.0

Nov 29 – Dec 4, 2007
Jun 30 – Jul 8, 2008

Face-to-face National

Russia 800
803

3.5 Jan 18-22, 2008
Jul 18-22, 2008

Face-to-Face National

South Korea 600
600

4.1 Feb 11-12, 2008
August 28-29, 2008

Telephone National

Spain 600 4.1 Mar 26 – Apr 9, 2008 Telephone National

Thailand 2699
2223

1.9
2.1

Apr 21 – May 6, 2008
September 1-25, 2008

Face-to-face National10

Turkey 719
1023

3.7
3.1

Jan 12-24, 2008
Jul 28 – Aug 18, 2008

Face-to-face National

Ukraine 1020
1043

3.1 Feb 8-18, 2008
Aug 30 – Sep 9, 2008

Face-to-face National

United States 940
879

3.3
3.4

Jan 18-27, 2008
August 9-20, 2008

Internet11 National

1 	 In March 2008, the survey was executed in the urban areas of Capital Federal, Gran Buenos Aires, Cordoba, Mendoza, and Rosario, 
representing 39 percent of Argentina’s population. In August 2008, the survey was executed in the urban areas of Capital Federal and Gran 
Buenos Aires, representing 35 percent of Argentina’s population.

2 	 In January 2008, the survey was a national probability sample of urban telephone households across China. A stratified PPS sample design was 
developed to sample 20 cities; urban households represent approximately 45 percent of the Chinese population. In August 2008, the survey was 
a probability sample of urban and rural households with land-line telephones in the provinces of Anhui, Hebei, Heilongjiang, Hubei, Jiangsu, 
Shanxi, Shanghai, Sichuan, and Yunnan—representing approximately 60 percent of the mainland Chinese population.  The August sample 
was 40 percent rural, 60 percent urban (rural households make up approximately 55 percent of the population).

3 	 In Egypt, the survey was executed in the urban areas of Cairo, Alexandria, Giza, and Subra. These four urbanized areas represent75 percent of 
Egypt’s urban population, which is 42 percent of the national population.

4 	 In India, a face-to-face survey was conducted in urban and rural areas in 14 of the largest Indian states; these states comprise 77 percent of 
India’s population. The sample is 60 percent urban, India’s population is approximately 30 percent urban. 

5 	 In Indonesia, a national probability sample was conducted in both urban and rural areas and covering approximately 87 percent of Indonesia’s 
population.

6 	 In Mexico, a random telephone sample of adults who had landline telephones was conducted in all 31 states and the Federal District. Telephone 
penetration in Mexico is 55 percent. 

7 	 In Nigeria, the sample was developed by selecting six states, one per geographic region, based upon their size and representativeness. Within 
each state, sampling points were selected by means of a multi-stage random sample which disproportionately sampled urban areas. The final 
sample is 75 percent urban; Nigeria is approximately 50 percent urban.

8 	 In the Palestinian Territories, a face-to-face national probability survey was conducted among the population of the West Bank, including East 
Jerusalem, and the Gaza Strip.

9 	 In Peru, the survey was executed in the metropolitan areas of Lima and Callao, representing 31 percent of the population.
10 	 In May 2008, the survey was conducted in 10 provinces of the country including Bangkok, Samutprakarn, Chantaburi, Ratchaburi, Chiang 

Mai, Kampangpet, Kornkean, Sakonnakorn, Chumporn, and Songkla. In September 2008, the survey was conducted in 9 provinces of 
the country including Bangkok, Samutprakarn, Chanthaburi, Khonkaen, Chiang Mai, Kamphaengphet, Sakonnakhon, Chumphon, and 
Songkhla. 

11 	 In the United States, the poll was an online survey drawn from a nationally representative sample of the Knowledge Networks online panel. 
This panel is randomly selected through telephone interviews from the population of telephone households in the US, and subsequently 
provided with Internet access if needed. 
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