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Canadian Attitudes to Defence Spending  

 

Dr. Jean-Christophe Boucher – Assistant Professor, University of Calgary 

 

Jean Christophe Boucher 

 How to situate my research into a broader perspective – we have been trying to get a 

picture of defence spending through longitudinal data. Last year we built a public 

opinion poll on defence spending. Since 1980s to 2016, more and more Canadians are 

willing to commit to more defence spending. Especially after 2006, in the Afghanistan 

years, but even as we move out of Afghanistan in 2014.  

 One of the recent questions was as Canada is engaging in more defence spending, 

including money to new platforms, increasing engagement in Arctic/NORAD, we wanted 

to understand better why people are more interested in defence spending than 

previously. 

 What are theories in the literature on the factors that increase people’s perceptions on 

defence spending?  

o Thermostatic model: increased spending is matched with decreased support for 

spending. But we don’t see that in Canadian case. As Canada spends more 

money, we see people increasingly saying they want to spend the same or more. 

o Socio-demographic factors, such as gender or partisanship. We assume that 

women are less supportive of military spending but lack of hard data about this. 

There is some data that conservatives in Canada want more spending.  

o Public attitude toward international affairs such as isolationism, 

internationalism, militarism should also affect attitudes.  

 Wanted to measure how perception of external threat and what happens abroad impacts 

attitudes towards defence spending. 

o Hypothesized: Presence of external threat would increase demand for defence 

spending.  

o General assumption in Canada is that Canadians don’t know about international 

affairs. However, they take their cues from political elites, journalists, and they 

may not know what Russia is doing right now in Ukraine, but the public still gets 

a feeling about it. 

 What about mission types? If the CAF was doing what people wanted, perhaps that 

would drive support of spending. 
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QUESTION: With the broader opinion on defence spending, how does that work with broader 

opinions in other countries? Are Canadian attitudes in line with global trends? 

Jean Christophe Boucher 

 Not a lot of comparative studies done this way as most studies are from the U.S. The U.S. 

is a very specific and outlier case in international affairs. They are more advanced in how 

to think about issues.  

 In U.S., gender has an impact (women less supportive of increases). We know 

republicans and democrats both support spending but republicans support more intense 

spending. Some arguments in U.S. literature on how external threats impact but lack of 

hard data. 

 Some data from Israel on how threat impacts opinions on defence spending.  

 Teams often don’t have capacity to do deep dives for data. 

 

QUESTION: Talk a bit about how you designed this work and why it is unique in Canada.  

Jean Christophe Boucher 

 In Canada we have a tradition of looking at public opinion polls that would analyse what 

we see. Issues with these polls is that there are correlations, but we miss actual measures 

of casual mechanisms for changes in support on defence spending. 

 Political behaviour literature uses survey experiments where we analyse impact of 

intervention on public perceptions of different kinds of things, have a treatment and 

control group.  

 We surveyed between June and July 2021, collecting people online and over landlines 

plus cell phones. People were then directed to an online survey. This is the best way we 

can do surveys in the world. We had 2872 respondents. 

 We did six treatments on various scenarios with hypotheses about threat, types of 

mission. Treatment was having people read a CBC-like article about Russian 

expansionism in Arctic, Chinese cyber defence in Canada, U.S. missiles, etc. These 

scenarios were about great power competition with the rise of China and Russia at the 

same time as the decline of the U.S. Types of mission hypothesis treatments were on 

deployment of jets (as an act of war) against IS on a NATO mission, UN peacekeeping 

against IS, and one about aid to civil power during COVID-19. Directly after treatment 
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participants were asked about defence spending. Some people read nothing as the 

control.  

 Question on spending asked on a scale of 0 to 10, with 5 as about the same as now. We 

asked people to put this spending into context and told them that more spending could 

require a tax increase and less spending would mean reduced CAF capabilities. With this 

we wanted to avoid those who only supported defence spending symbolically.  

 

QUESTION: For a survey experiment like this, what type of range of expected impact or what 

kind of impact are you likely to see when presenting this. What does the literature suggest? 

Jean Christophe Boucher 

 What we are measuring is: what are the differences between the treatment and control 

group? We can then assert that treatment caused impact, that treatment made people 

think of defence spending differently than those who don’t receive that treatment. We 

can then make casual inferences based on our hypotheses.  

o Hypothesis: Threats and decline of the U.S. would make people want to increase 

spending. 

o Hypothesis: Peacekeeping would be more supported and the NATO mission 

would be less supported.  

o Hypothesis: Aid to civil power is most supported, so people would support more 

defence spending when reading about it.  

 

QUESTION: If you think about these on a ten-point scale, and the mean pre-treatment is 5, 

what would be a big move post-treatment?  

Jean Christophe Boucher 

 If we move by one point on the scale it is a lot. If we increase by 10 per cent that is a lot. 

Anything above 5 means people want more. A 10 per cent increase means significant 

impact, in statistics, 10-12 per cent is a massive effect. Usually, effects in social science 

are 5 per cent and that we consider useful impact. 

 

QUESTION: What are the result? 

Jean Christophe Boucher 
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 The control group mean was 5.483. With no treatment people want about the same 

defence spending.  

 On Russia, China, and U.S. missile defence group mean was 6.179, 6.195, and 6.152 

respectively. People moved towards spending more.  

 The UN and NATO missions were both just over 5.5 so close to the control, and the 

COVID mission was 5.953, showing some increase.  

 We did a Tukey Post-Hoc test. With the great power treatments, we can see the effect is 

higher than the control group. We can say this treatment changed people’s views. The 

hypothesis about external threat seems to be valid here. 

 COVID was a marginal change but still a change. 

 It seems statistically there is no difference between control group and the NATO or UN 

treatment. 

 We then did a linear regression and took into account sociodemographic factors as well 

as attitudes towards international affairs as controls.  

o Strongest impact from here was the U.S. missile defence piece. But in general, 

great power competition and COVID remained significant.  

o Treatment on peacekeeping had no impact. 

o People who were more isolationist decreased their willingness to support 

spending a little bit, same thing for internationalists. People who score high on 

militarism have a tendency towards the positive direction on supporting 

spending. Women respondents were less likely to support defence spending and 

older generations more likely.  

o We are starting to build survey instruments on age. Younger Canadian are more 

isolationist and are focussed on Canadian views which makes them less likely to 

want many things on international level. This trend is mirrored in the U.S., 

perhaps because of engagement in the Middle East.  

o On left-right ideology, people who are further on the right support more defence 

spending. 

 In terms of marginal effects on both treatment and other factors: 

o Militarism is the greatest predictor for support, followed by the U.S. missile 

treatment. China and Russia scenarios also predict support at about the same 

rate as each other but lower than militarism and the U.S. missile treatment. The 

COVID treatment is the next highest predictor for support. 
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o Age is almost marginal, but still significant, with older people more supportive. 

Left-right ideology is slightly significant for increased support, with right wing 

ideology as more supportive. 

o The NATO and UN treatments are not significant.  

o Internationalism and isolationism are slightly relevant for a decrease in 

spending, and being a woman is a good predictor for supporting decreases in 

spending.  

 Key takeaways:  

o Perception of threat pushes people to support military spending. Support for 

spending went down after the Cold War and went back up after 2001. People 

adjusted their perceptions based on what went on in the international system. 

This shaped into the dark ages of the CAF in 1990s. Canadians are sensitive to 

global competition such as Russia and China. 

o What the CAF actually does has little impact on public perceptions of defence 

spending. People do not care whether you do peacekeeping or warfighting which 

supports the idea that Canadians are symbolically but not pragmatically attached 

to peacekeeping.  

o Aid to civil power remains important and meaningful to Canadians as this is the 

thing that touches people’s lives directly. There is a space for political platforms 

and communication to the public to discuss aid to civil power. 

 

QUESTION: For those not familiar with statistics, is there anything about the technical part 

of this that is interesting? Doing a survey that is this unique, with this big a sample size, does it 

change your ability to get more fidelity on certain indicators. What struck you the most about 

the findings? 

Jean Christophe Boucher 

 On the technical question, my whole life was being upset at national defence 

conversations in Canada that related to symbolism and lacked data. This is what I feel is 

my contribution to the conversation, to bring more data and empirical support. We don’t 

have a lot of public opinion polls that systemically measure defence. In the U.S., there 

are these omnibus polls, but that is what I wanted to create for Canada as there is too 

much dealing in hypotheses and not enough in empirical facts. Survey experiments are 

where you can start to address these hypotheses on a causal level. These experiments are 

hard to do.  
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 We are building right now on the inclusivity aspect and looking at whether lack of 

inclusivity decreases trust in Armed Forces, and whether the sexual misconduct crisis 

effects people’s trust in the institution. We are trying to go above and beyond gender, 

look at francophones, Indigenous people, racialized Canadians in order to dive deep into 

civil military relations in Canada.  

 What surprises me, is I felt I knew that events in the world drove support for defence 

spending, especially great power competition. Now we know for sure.  

 The idea of peacekeeping, I thought would drive people’s support but the fact it doesn’t is 

surprising. Measuring this allows for a better debate on what drives public support for 

anything beyond “I think people like this.”  

 On age, gender, and political affiliation, that data and those results are what we see in 

other countries, so I am not surprised, but this is the first time we measured this 

systematically in Canada.  
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