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French Elites Back NATO Membership, But 

Want European Lead in Security Matters 

As perhaps the leading proponent of an 
independent European defense capability, the 
French elite surpass the French public in their 
support for greater European independence in 

defense matters, though they also favor NATO 
membership. This Office of Research survey 
shows that, above all, French elites want greater 
control of European security. 

KEY FINDINGS 

• Two-thirds of French elites support their
country's membership in NATO, and a slim
majority say NATO is "essential to our
country's security." However, six in ten lack
confidence in it. 

• Nine in ten think the EU, not NATO, should
take the lead on European security matters.

• French elites are more likely than the overall 
French public to support giving European 
NATO members a greater role in NATO and 
reducing the U.S. role. A majority are 
willing to spend more to achieve this. 

• French elites are also willing to pay for an
independent EU defense force, not one
developed within NATO, indicating
willingness to pay only for greater control.

French Elites Support NATO Membership but 
Majority Lack Confidence 

Two-thirds (66%) of French elites support their 
country's membership in NATO and a slim 
majority (as many as among the general public a 
year ago) say NATO is "essential to our 
country's security" (Figure 1). However, French 
elites want Europe to have a greater role in 
security matters both inside and outside the 
Alliance. 

Figure 1: "NATO is still essential 
to our country's security." 
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This report is based on telephone interviews with a sample of 500 elites (age 18 and older) in France conducted between 
December 11, 2000 and January 12, 2001. The firm Louis Harris in Paris conducted the interviews for the Office of Research. 
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While backing NATO membership, elites 
say they have little confidence in it. 
While the French public has consistently 
voiced about the same amount of 
confidence in NATO as in the EU, French 
elites are much more confident of the EU 
than NATO (60% lack confidence) (Table 
1). 

Table 1: Relationship Between NATO and 

the European Union 

"How much confidence do you have in the following organizations 
to deal effectively with European problems?" 

NATO 

EU 

4/98 

67% 

72% 

5/99 

71% 

71% 

5/00 

66% 

69% 

Elites 

38% 

84% 

French Elites Favor EU Lead on Security 

In addition, French elites favor a leading 
role for the EU in security matters. Elites 
are more likely than the overall French 
public to support the EU' s taking the lead 
role in security decision-making (Table 
2). 

Table 2: Lead Security Decision-Maker 

"In your opinion, what organization should make the most 
important decisions about the security of Europe in the future: 
NATO, the EU, or some other organization?" 

NATO 

EU 

4/98 5/99 5/00 Elites 

27% 

61% 

33% 

50% 

19% 

63% 

5% 

87% 
Greater Role in NATO Desired 
French elites are more likely than the general French public 
to support European NATO members taking on a greater Table 3: European and U.S. Roles in NATO 

role within NATO and reducing U.S. responsibility. Seven More European, 

h 
. 

1 
less U.S. Maintain current 

relationship in ten believe that Europe should ave a greater ro e, responsibility 
whereas just three in ten prefer to keep the relationship as it 
is today (Table 3). Underscoring this support, most of 
those who support Europe's taking on stronger role would 
still do so "even if this meant that European NATO 
members, including France, would have to spend more 

4/98 55% 38% 

5/00 53% 34% ---------------------------------------------------------
Elites 69% 28% 

money on defense." In overall terms, a majority (58%) of elites support a greater role and are willing to 
pay for it, while just a minority (38%) among the general public support the idea if it requires additional 
money devoted to defense. 

Elites Favor EU Security Role 

Both elites (92%) and the general 
public (77% Spring 2000) support 
the development of a common 
European defense force. Supporters 
among both groups envision a force 
that would work in conjunction with 
NATO, rather than separately or as 

a replacement for NATO (Table 4). 

Elites Willing to Pay for Control 

Table 4: [ASKED OF THOSE WHO SUPPORT A COMMON DEFENSE 
FORCE:] "Do you envision a defense force that will operate separately 
from NATO, in conjunction with NATO, or will replace NATO?" 

Separately from NATO 

In conjunction with NATO 

Replace NATO 

Don't know 

4/98 5/99 5/00 Elites 

12% 

64 

14 

9 

13% 

60 

10 

16 

14% 

66 

8 

12 

13% 

65 

20 

1 

Asked whether they would support "increasing the amount of money our country spends on defense in 
order to pay for a common European defense force" developed within NATO or independently of NATO, 
a bare majority (53%) of French elites say they are willing to pay for an independent force but only a third 
(33%) overall are willing to pay for a force within NATO. 

Combined with their willingness to increase defense spending for a reduced U.S. role in NATO, it 
becomes clear that French elites express willingness to pay for greater control of their own security, 
whether it is through a European force separate from NATO or a stronger role in NATO. Few seem 
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willing to pay more for an independent force developed within - and therefore subject to control by -
NATO. While their preference is for a force developed "in conjunction" with NATO, they clearly desire a 

degree of independence. 

Broad Consensus In Security Views 

In general, there is broad elite agreement on security issues across generations and elite types. Mid-level 
political elites are somewhat more supportive than others of NATO membership, and elite politicians 
somewhat less supportive. Those on the political center-right, the RPR and UDF, tend to be slightly 
more supportive of NATO than those on the center-left and much more supportive than those on the far­
left. In addition, there is little difference in views between those who live in Paris and surrounding areas 
and those who live in the rest of France. 

Prepared by Anna E. Sweeney (202-619-5144; reu@pd.state.gov) 
Issued by the Office of Research, U.S. Department of State 
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How This Poll Was Conducted 

This report is based on data from telephone interviews conducted between December 11, 2000 and 
January 12, 2001 with a sample of 500 elite adults age 18 and over in France. The research firm Louis 
Harris in Paris conducted the interviews for the Office of Research. 

Surveys questions were prepared by the Office of Research. The questionnaire was translated by the 
contractor and reviewed by Office of Research staff. 

While any definition of "elite" is somewhat arbitrary, the construction of the sample used in this survey is 
designed to ensure representation across a broad spectrum of decision makers and opinion leaders in 
France as well as comparability across a set of cross-European surveys conducted simultaneously. The 
sample composition included: political elites (national deputies, European deputies, senators, political 
party leaders), central and local level politicians (ministries, regional councils, district councils, mayors 
of large towns and members of interest groups), private sector business leaders (large and medium-sized 
firms), state sector business leaders (including banks, utilities, agriculture, trade and tourism), 
educators, media elite, cultural elites and religious leaders. The gender composition of the sample is 
80 percent men, 20 percent women. 

The sample was compiled by selecting individuals from a variety of sources. Political elites and 
government officials were identified through the political directory "Le Trombinoscope." Mayors of the 
largest towns, then smaller ones, were contacted directly. For business leaders, the business directory "Le 

Kompass" was used first to develop a distribution of firms by sector and size of company, with the 
company head or top manager selected randomly within regions. A list of candidates in education was 
built from available directories of high schools and universities, with the assistance of the communication 
director of each institution. Potential respondents from the media were drawn from "Le Mediasid." Due 
to a lack of relevant directories, the sample of cultural and religious leaders was attained through a 
snowball technique. No more than two respondents were drawn from any non-political institution, and 
for each category, a distribution of respondents in Paris and the provinces was ensured. 

As a rule of thumb, 19 times out of 20, results from samples of this size will differ by no more than about 
plus or minus 6 percentage points if the same type of survey were to be conducted repeatedly. The 
practical difficulties of conducting a survey of public opinion may introduce other sources of error into 
the results. 

For further information, please contact the analyst. 


