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Overview

T

his commentary is the second of three releases based on a public opinion
survey done as part of MLI’s project “Leading a community of democracies in the post-COVID world order,” supported by the Konrad Adenauer
Foundation. This release describes the results of our survey on Canadian
views of international organizations and international affairs. Our third release will focus on Canadian views on foreign policy.
Canadians need to be aware of the changing international order, the challenges that it brings, and the fact that Canada does indeed have the necessary tools and the political will to protect and promote Canadian security,
prosperity, and values. We can have an outsized impact on our international
relations, but only if we take the lead in working with other democracies
and like-minded states – from across the transatlantic to the Indo-Pacific. To
ensure that such a reorientation is sustainable, it also needs to be informed
by the views and priorities of everyday Canadians and not only the foreign
policy elite.
Importantly, this does not mean that Canadian foreign policy should sim-
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plistically chase public opinion. Formulating the broad contours of foreign
policy should be both a political and technocratic exercise, in which defining
our interests and values, setting priorities, allocating resources, and other
decisions become a two-way street between the public and the government.
Such an ongoing dialogue is necessary for the long-term sustainability and
legitimacy of our foreign policy choices, doubly so if there is sustained divergence among different participants of this dialogue and a need for a significant reorientation.
This analysis provides a look at how Canadians view our traditional allies, international organizations, and the overall post-COVID-19 world. The following results reveal a positive net impression score for all the alliance and international organizations examined in the survey (see Figure 1). In particular, it
suggests Canadians remain deeply committed to their traditional allies, such
as those in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the Five Eyes
intelligence arrangement. Canadians also hold generally positive views of the
United Nations and World Health Organization (WHO), though polarization
is evident in their impressions of both organizations. Positive views are also
held toward the World Trade Organization (WTO) and G7, though both lack
visibility in Canada. Lastly, more Canadians are pessimistic rather than optimistic when it comes to the post-COVID world. Globalization is regarded
cautiously by Canadians, with a significant portion (almost half) wishing that
its pace would slow down.

Figure 1: Net impression score of international organizations
Organization

Net Score

NATO

+45%

United Nations

+35%

WHO

+32%

European Union

+36%

G7

+23%

WTO

+23%

Five Eyes

+51%*

*Question was asked in a different way
than for the other organizations
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Key takeaways
1. Canadians are broadly supportive of and have positive views
toward our traditional allies. Canadians believe our relationship
with Europe is of utmost importance.
NATO holds a +45 percent net impression score while the Five Eyes (composed of Canada, the US, Australia, New Zealand, and the UK) has the highest net impression score (+51 percent) among international organizations.
In both cases only a very small minority of Canadians (9 percent for NATO
and 8 percent for Five Eyes) have negative impressions (see Figure 2). The
group that has a significant minority (28 percent) with negative views on Five
Eyes are those that say foreign policy is not important at all to their voting
tendencies.
Highly informed Canadians, on the other hand, have the highest percentage of positive views for Five Eyes (77 percent) and NATO (73 percent).
An overwhelming majority of Canadians (96 percent) also believe that our
relationship with Europe is moderately important or very important. This
is also reflected in the positive net impression score of +36 percent for the
European Union. These results also parallel an overall positive view towards
NATO and Five Eyes allies such as Australia and the UK. The only exception
are views toward the US. Yet we also need to take into account the fact that
Canadians have positive views towards the alliances in which the US plays
the central role. That suggests that the negative views of the US are primarily
driven by the public’s impression of the Trump administration underpinning
a historical skepticism toward America.

Figure 2: Opinion of the Five Eyes intelligence alliance
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What does this tell us? “These results underscore that Canadians remain
connected to the rules-based order and supportive of core institutions and
groupings such as NATO and Five Eyes,” says MLI Senior Fellow and the
Director of the Indo-Pacific Program Jonathan Berkshire Miller. Canadians
remain committed to the transatlantic alliance and recognize the importance
of our relationship with our oldest allies in securing Canada and defending
our interests. Even negative views of the US do not change this perception.
Furthermore, Canadians are not undifferentiated multilateralists when it
comes to international organizations; that explains the differences in the net
favourability scores between NATO and Five Eyes, and the rest. Additionally,
Europe continues to play a major role in Canadians’ international vision, and
this is unlikely to change anytime soon despite the emergence of the IndoPacific in Canadians’ imagination.

2. Canadian views on the UN and WHO are generally positive but
there is some polarization, with significant minorities having negative views of both organizations.
Both the UN and WHO have net positive impression scores (+35 percent for
UN and +32 percent for WHO), with about one in five Canadian holding a
negative view of the UN (see Figure 3). Nearly a quarter (23 percent) of Canadians have a negative view of the WHO (see Figure 4). These two organizations also received the lowest percentage of neutral answers (26 percent for
UN and 21 percent for WHO) among all the organizations the survey asked
about.
Both positive and negative impressions of the UN (25 percent negative versus 62 percent positive among highly informed Canadians) and the WHO (24
percent negative versus 63 percent positive) increases with knowledge about
international affairs. The group with the highest neutral impression for both
organizations are those with very low information about international affairs
(51 percent for UN and 38 percent for WHO).
There is also a partisan divide when it comes to the UN and WHO. Among
Conservatives, positive and negative views on the UN are almost equal (36
percent versus 35 percent respectively), while Liberals are overwhelmingly
positive (70 percent), with only a small minority having negative views (8
percent). Greater numbers of Conservatives have negative views of the WHO
(42 percent) compared to positive impressions (35 percent), while only 8
percent of Liberals have negative views of the WHO, and almost three-quarters of Liberals have a positive view.
What does this tell us? “The pandemic has been a moment of clarity in a
way and has fuelled skepticism of the value of some key global institutions
to cope with the most pressing economic, security and social challenges,”
argues Senior Fellow Jonathan Berkshire Miller. One of the consequences
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Figure 3: Opinion of the United Nations

Figure 4: Opinion of the World Health Organization

of the pandemic is to highlight the dysfunction of international institutions
like the WHO in a very public way. That has contributed to the skepticism
shown by almost a quarter of Canadians towards it. The same could also be
said of the UN, though that skepticism could have even deeper roots – given
the steady decline in Canada’s UN peacekeeping in the past few decades and
growing controversy over the role of authoritarian states in UN bodies like
the Human Rights Council.
We do not see the same level of partisan divide and polarization of attitudes
that we see towards the UN and WHO when it comes to other organizations
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in the survey. The data here also reaffirms the observation that Canadians
are not necessarily reflexive multilateralists but have more differentiated attitudes towards international organizations that reflect their priorities.

3. Plurality of Canadians view G7 and WTO in positive terms but
both organizations suffer from lack of visibility among Canadians.
Both the G7 and WTO have net positive impression scores of +23 percent
each, though this is less than all the other alliances and international organizations examined in this survey. Almost four in 10 Canadians have a positive view of the G7 and WTO, but an equal number of Canadians expressed
neutral views of both. This suggests an ambivalent attitude and a lack of information. Older, educated, better off, and highly informed Canadians have
a more positive view of both G7 and WTO, reaching 56 percent among highinformation Canadians. In contrast, about one in four among middle aged
men (35 to 54) have negative views of both organizations.
What does this tell us? These results reflect the stagnation of WTO as a forum for international trade and an erosion of the G7’s importance. It is no
wonder that those who have the most positive views are those who follow
international affairs closely. These organizations are also stand-ins for globalization and free trade, and negative views about them could portend an
increasing weariness on these topics. The quarter of middle-aged men who
might be bearing the brunt of rapid changes in the global economy are the
canary in this coal mine.

4. Canadians are more pessimistic about the world after the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Slightly more than four in ten Canadians (42 percent) are pessimistic about
the world after the COVID-19 pandemic compared to about a third of Canadians (34 percent) who are optimistic about what comes next after the current
crisis (see Figure 5). There are regional differences, with Atlantic Canadians
being the most optimistic (45 percent) and Quebeckers among the most pessimistic (48 percent).
There is also a partisan divide with Liberals being more optimistic (46 percent) than Conservatives (30 percent). Interestingly, both foreign policy voters and highly informed Canadians have the lowest neutral views (14 percent
versus 17 percent respectively), and the pessimists and optimists among them
are close in numbers (-6 percent net score for foreign policy voters and +4
percent net score for highly informed Canadians).
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Figure 5: Thinking about the world stage after the COVID-19 crisis, are you pessimistic or optimistic?

What does this tell us? Unsurprisingly, the effects of the pandemic will be
felt long after it is over. Canadians seem to be divided along party and regional lines on how fast the recovery will be. As MLI Senior Fellow Jonathan
Berkshire Miller points out, “the data here represents an important recognition from Canadians that the international landscape is changing, and this
change is happening quickly.”
“Canadian pessimism may be directly attributed to the health and economic costs generated by the global pandemic, in which a failure of the federal
government to provide clear and decisive leadership have powerful consequences on Canadians,” notes Shuvaloy Majumdar, Program Director for
MLI’s Centre for Advancing Canada’s Interests Abroad. “In a world riven by
strategic competition between China and the West, which the pandemic has
only further highlighted, Canadians may be concerned their interests are
under-represented.”
For a plurality of Canadians this change means things could be worse in the
post-COVID-19 world. That concern about an uncertain future in a rapidly
changing world is what we see here. The partisan divide is perhaps also a
function of the level of voters’ trust in the government’s ability to navigate
this uncertain future.

5. Globalization is viewed positively by a significant majority but
almost half of Canadians think it should slow down now.
A majority of Canadians (69 percent) see globalization as a positive force but
almost half (48 percent) would like it to slow down now. Only one in six (16
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percent) says globalization should be rolled back while one of five (21 percent) believe it should keep accelerating. Older men (55+) have the highest
negative view of globalization (47 percent), together with those who do not
vote based on foreign policy (67 percent). In contrast, younger women and
men have the most positive views on globalization (79 percent and 75 percent
respectively) along with well-off and Liberal voters (81 percent for both).
What does this tell us? Globalization, free trade, and the rules-based international order have been beneficial to Canada over the past three decades.
The data from this survey suggest that Canadians are largely aware of this fact.
However, globalization did not bring in the same level of benefits to everyone
and the global financial crisis of 2008 and the erosion of rules-based international order in the last half decade made those discrepancies more visible.
“After the Great Recession of 2008-09, Canadians widely supported the highest per capita immigration rates in the world, an expanding middle class, and
an agenda that saw Canadian trade agreements go from five to 55 – spanning
Europe, Asia and North America,” says Shuvaloy Majumdar, Program Director
and Munk Senior Fellow for Foreign Policy. “A shift has occurred in Canadian
attitudes toward global prosperity, in which technology and other disruptions
require the fierce promotion of Canadian economic interests in a competitive
age, rather than the virtue-signalling that has come to define the concept of
globalization.”
This cautious attitude towards globalization among almost half of Canadians
represents the realization that globalization has not been an unalloyed good
but has a social and economic cost too.

Conclusion
Canadians do not have an undifferentiated view of international organizations. Instead, they see some organizations with a greater degree of positivity
compared to others. Simply put, despite the popular view of Canadians being
lovers of all things multilateral, we are not in fact undifferentiated multilateralists, in which all multilateral organizations are viewed in the same way.
As our survey data demonstrate, Canadians view alliances like NATO and Five
Eyes with greater positivity than other organizations, such as the UN, WHO,
WTO, and G7. Some of this difference could be from recent events, including
a failure of international institutions to manage the global pandemic or define
an economic recovery agenda. Other organizations, like the WTO and the G7,
suffer from a lack of visibility in Canada, which could result in greater skepticism about these organizations amongst the Canadian public.
It is telling that the two organizations that have the greatest net positivity
(NATO and the Five Eyes) are also security-focused alliances that feature some
of Canada’s oldest allies. The fact that Canadians are pessimistic about the
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world after the COVID-19 pandemic may also play a role in that net positivity.
Importantly, positive Canadian views for both NATO and Five Eyes do not
seem to be diminished by negative views toward the United States, which
plays the central role in both alliances. That may not only reflect how Canadians dislike the Trump administration but not the United States per se, but
also the high regard that Canadians have towards these venerable alliance
arrangements.
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About the Macdonald-Laurier Institute
What Do We Do?
When you change how people think, you change
what they want and how they act. That is why thought
leadership is essential in every field. At MLI, we strip away
the complexity that makes policy issues unintelligible and
present them in a way that leads to action, to better quality
policy decisions, to more effective government, and to a more
focused pursuit of the national interest of all Canadians. MLI is
the only non-partisan, independent national public policy think
tank based in Ottawa that focuses on the full range of issues
that fall under the jurisdiction of the federal government.

What Is in a Name?
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute exists not merely to
burnish the splendid legacy of two towering figures
in Canadian history – Sir John A. Macdonald and Sir
Wilfrid Laurier – but to renew that legacy. A Tory and
a Grit, an English speaker and a French speaker – these two
men represent the very best of Canada’s fine political tradition.
As prime minister, each championed the values that led to
Canada assuming her place as one of the world’s leading
democracies. We will continue to vigorously uphold these
values, the cornerstones of our nation.

Our Issues
The Institute undertakes
an impressive program of
thought leadership on public
policy. Some of the issues we
have tackled recently include:
• Aboriginal people and the
management of our natural
resources;
• Making Canada’s justice
system more fair and efficient;
• Defending Canada’s
innovators and creators;
• Controlling government debt
at all levels;
• Advancing Canada’s interests
abroad;

Working for a Better Canada
Good policy doesn’t just happen; it requires good
ideas, hard work, and being in the right place at
the right time. In other words, it requires MLI. We
pride ourselves on independence, and accept no funding
from the government for our research. If you value our
work and if you believe in the possibility of a better
Canada, consider making a tax-deductible donation. The
Macdonald-Laurier Institute is a registered charity.
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• Ottawa’s regulation of foreign
investment; and
• How to fix Canadian health
care.
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Celebrating 10 years
WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT MLI
The Right Honourable

The Honourable

The Honourable

The Honourable

Paul Martin

Jody Wilson-Raybould

Irwin Cotler

Pierre Poilievre

I want to congratulate the
Macdonald-Laurier Institute
for 10 years of excellent
service to Canada. The
Institute's commitment to
public policy innovation has
put them on the cutting edge
of many of the country's most
pressing policy debates. The
Institute works in a persistent
and constructive way to
present new and insightful
ideas about how to best
achieve Canada's potential and
to produce a better and more
just country. Canada is better
for the forward-thinking,
research-based perspectives
that the Macdonald-Laurier
Institute brings to our most
critical issues.

The Macdonald-Laurier
Institute has been active in
the field of Indigenous public
policy, building a fine
tradition of working with
Indigenous organizations,
promoting Indigenous
thinkers and encouraging
innovative, Indigenous-led
solutions to the challenges
of 21st century Canada.
I congratulate MLI on its 10
productive and constructive
years and look forward to
continuing to learn more
about the Institute's fine
work in the field.

May I congratulate MLI
for a decade of exemplary
leadership on national
and international issues.
Through high-quality
research and analysis,
MLI has made a significant
contribution to Canadian
public discourse and policy
development. With the
global resurgence
of authoritarianism and
illiberal populism, such
work is as timely as it is
important. I wish you
continued success in
the years to come.

M A C D O N A L D - L A U R I E R

The Macdonald-Laurier
Institute has produced
countless works of
scholarship that solve
today's problems with
the wisdom of our
political ancestors.
If we listen to the
Institute's advice,
we can fulfill Laurier's
dream of a country
where freedom is
its nationality.

I N S T I T U T E

323 Chapel Street, Suite 300,
Ottawa, Ontario K1N 7Z2
613-482-8327 • info@macdonaldlaurier.ca
@MLInstitute
facebook.com/MacdonaldLaurierInstitute
youtube.com/MLInstitute
linkedin.com/company/macdonald-laurier-institute

12

A renewed Canadian approach to alliance-building
C O M M E N T A R Y

