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U.S. Millennials tend to have favorable
views of foreign countries and
institutions – even as they age
Younger people in the United States often have more positive views of foreign countries

and institutions than their elders, according to Pew Research Center surveys. But do

these attitudes persist as generations age? Results of a new analysis indicate that even

as they grow older, younger generations tend to be more internationally oriented, more

favorably disposed to groups, leaders and countries beyond their border, and less likely to

see the U.S. as exceptional.

Below are five key facts about how different generations of Americans see the world.

How we did this

Pew Research Center has a long history of conducting generational analyses. For this

post, we analyzed differences in how American generations view the world. Respondents

were assigned to a generation using their year of birth; those born 1981 to 1996 are

Millennials, those born 1965 to 1980 are part of Generation X, those born 1946 to 1964

are Baby Boomers and those born 1928 to 1945 are part of the Silent Generation. We

only analyze a generation if we have a sample of at least 100 people in that generation,

and we never analyze Millennials prior to 2007 to ensure we are capturing a full cross-

section of a given generation. Due to low sample size, we do not analyze Generation Z

(those born after 1996) at all in this post, and we do not analyze the Silent Generation

surveyed in 2020.

Data for this report is drawn from nationally representative phone surveys conducted over

time, dating back to 2004. More information on the most recent survey – conducted March

3 to 29, 2020, among 1,000 U.S. adults – can be found here. The questions in this report
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build on our history of tracking Americans’ attitudes about international countries,

institutions and leaders, as well as about their views of their country’s role in the world.

The full text of the survey questions and their answers can be found here.

1Opinion of China has fallen across most generations – but younger adults remain

more positive than others. Across generations, only minorities today say they have a

favorable view of China – down substantially since the question was first asked in 2005.

But Millennials (32%) see the country in a more positive light than do Gen Xers (23%) or

Boomers (21%).

https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Topline-for-release-US-Views-COHORT-CHECKED.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/07/08/u-s-millennials-tend-to-have-favorable-views-of-foreign-countries-and-institutions-even-as-they-age/ft-20-07-08_generationsglobal_gendefined/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/07/08/u-s-millennials-tend-to-have-favorable-views-of-foreign-countries-and-institutions-even-as-they-age/ft_20-07-07_generationsglobal_china/


12/05/2021 Aging Millennials retain more positive view of foreign countries, institutions | Pew Research Center

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/07/08/u-s-millennials-tend-to-have-favorable-views-of-foreign-countries-and-institutions-even-as-they… 3/7

While opinion of Chinese President Xi Jinping largely followed these patterns when he

first took office – with younger generations expressing more confidence in him than older

ones – today, there are few differences across age groups. For example, in 2014,

Millennials were much more likely than Baby Boomers to have confidence in Xi (34% vs.

24%, respectively). Today, only around one-in-five in each generation say the same.

2Views of Russia are also down across generations, but younger Americans

remain somewhat more positive. Over the last decade or so, the share of Americans

who hold a favorable view of Russia has been halved, dropping from 44% in 2007 to 22%

today. The decline in support for Russia is sharpest among Boomers: While 45% initially

saw Russia favorably more than 10 years ago, only 14% say the same today. Millennial

attitudes, too, have turned more negative – falling from 52% favorable in 2007 to 25% in

2020 – but they remain relatively more favorable toward Russia than most older cohorts

(though similar to the 23% of Gen Xers who have a favorable opinion of the country).
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3Younger generations tend to be more favorable toward international

organizations. Millennials are at least 10 percentage points more favorable toward the

United Nations than are Gen Xers or Boomers. Opinions of the multilateral organization

have largely fluctuated in tandem since the question was first asked in 2004.

The same patterns are largely true for views of the European Union. In 2020, 63% of

Millennials have favorable views of the EU, compared with around half or more of Gen

Xers (50%) and Boomers (51%). And, while opinions across generations have moved in

concert since 2002, Millennials have consistently been among the most positive toward

the Brussels-based organization.

Views of NATO are similar. Prior to 2016, there was a great deal of agreement across

generations, with four-in-ten or more of every generation holding a favorable view of the

treaty organization. But, since then, Millennials’ opinion of the group has increased to

60%, while only around half of other generations continue to say the same (53% of both

Gen Xers and Boomers view NATO favorably, as did 49% of the Silent Generation in

2019).
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4Older generations of Americans are more likely to see their country as

exceptional. This is the case when it comes to whether people think the United States

stands above all other countries in the world; that it is one of the greatest countries, along

with others; or that other countries are better than the U.S. Around four-in-ten Boomers or

Silent Generation members say the U.S. stands above all other countries in the world,

while only around a quarter or fewer of Gen Xers (26%) and Millennials (22%) say the

same.

For much of the past decade, these patterns have held relatively steady, with people in

the Silent Generation around twice as likely as Millennials to see America standing above

other countries.
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5Older generations are more likely to see the U.S. as the world’s leading economy.

In 2008, generations differed little in their assessments of which country was the world’s

leading economic power – the U.S., China, countries in the EU or Japan. But, particularly

since 2016, generational gaps have emerged. Now, Gen Xers are more likely than

Millennials to say the U.S. is the world’s leading economy (66% vs. 51%, respectively).

Among Millennials, the sense that China is the leading economy has also grown

substantially, from 28% who named the country in 2008 to 39% who say the same today.

Note: Here are the questions used for this report, along with responses.

Christine Huang  is a research analyst focusing on global attitudes at Pew Research

Center.

Laura Silver  is a senior researcher focusing on global research at Pew Research Center.

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/07/08/u-s-millennials-tend-to-have-favorable-views-of-foreign-countries-and-institutions-even-as-they-age/ft_20-07-07_generationsglobal_economic/
https://www.pewresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Topline-for-release-US-Views-COHORT-CHECKED.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/christine-huang
https://www.pewresearch.org/staff/laura-silver


12/05/2021 Aging Millennials retain more positive view of foreign countries, institutions | Pew Research Center

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/07/08/u-s-millennials-tend-to-have-favorable-views-of-foreign-countries-and-institutions-even-as-they… 7/7

Generated with Reader Mode

https://readermode.io/?ref=readermode

