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The Power of Prague: An Empirical Investigation 
into Attitudes Toward Nuclear Policies 

 

Jason A. Cantone1 

Given the Obama administration’s increased interest in nuclear nonproliferation 
issues, highly polarized rhetoric regarding the nuclear weapons enterprise filled the 
media in early 2010. In discussions of a world without nuclear weapons or the need 
for a safe, secure, and effective stockpile, the American public often gets lost in the 
technical details, which can result in confusion and unease regarding other 
countries’ nuclear ambitions. The following paper addresses the need for better 
empirical research regarding the American public’s attitudes toward nuclear policies 
and provides an empirical investigation into whether President Obama’s spring 
2009 speech in Prague fostered a spirit of international collaboration and reduced 
nuclear anxiety, as some commentators have claimed. Overall, the speech 
significantly altered the attitudes of those who read it. 

Participants who read the speech showed increased support for U.S. nuclear 
weapons policies, decreased nuclear anxieties and fears, and increased a desire for 
international collaboration on nuclear issues.  

Introduction   

In his April 2009 speech in Prague, President Obama stated that the goals of nuclear 
disarmament and a world without nuclear weapons “will not be reached quickly—
perhaps not in my lifetime. It will take patience and persistence.”2 Yet, the Obama 
Administration acted quickly in putting its nuclear weapons agenda on the table. 
Spring 2010 brought not only the signing of New START by U.S. President Obama 
and President Medvedev of the Russian Federation, but also increases in the 
President’s budget request for weapons activities, the release of the unclassified 
Nuclear Posture Review and past stockpile numbers, the Nuclear Security Summit, 
and the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) Review Conference. All of these 
events combined into “an aggressive nonproliferation agenda… [where Obama] 
pledged to secure all … nuclear materials worldwide in four years, accelerate the 
reduction of Russian and U.S. nuclear weapon stockpile and delivery systems 
through a new agreement, and … update the agreement for Russia to dispose of its 
surplus weapons-grade plutonium.” 3 In a fiscally constrained environment and a 
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doctoral student in the Legal Decision Making laboratory at the University of Nebraska-
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2 Remarks of President Barack Obama, available at 
http://prague.usembassy.gov/obama.html (April 5, 2009).  
3 See for example Rep. Peter J. Visclosky, D-IND., Chairman Opening Statement, House 
Appropriations Committee Subcommittee on Energy and Water Development, FY 2011 
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large federal deficit, President Obama maintained his support for the nuclear 
weapons enterprise with a large recommended increase in the Fiscal Year 2011 
President’s Budget, an increase so large Rep. Peter J. Visclosky wondered if it could 
be effectively executed in a single year.4 

If President Obama continues his ambitious nuclear nonproliferation 
agenda, nuclear weapons issues will be firmly planted in the political arena for some 
time to come.5 The American public has taken notice, demonstrating their interest 
by writing letters to editors, posting on websites, and attending rallies which either 
condemn suspected nuclear countries (e.g. Iran and North Korea) or condemn all 
countries not on a set path to a world free from nuclear weapons. Still, the general 
public is rarely well-informed on nuclear issues beyond potent headlines. Some 
believe that this is because of disinterest in nuclear issues. Yet, the research detailed 
below continues to show that nuclear anxiety (psychological concerns regarding the 
proliferation of nuclear weapons and possibility of nuclear war) has not disappeared 
since the end of the Cold War. 

Understanding American attitudes toward nuclear issues is an area that has 
been almost abandoned since the end of the Cold War, but a new program of 
research should be initiated immediately. Nuclear policy has historically been 
reserved for academics and the military. However, this does not mean policymakers 
should ignore the views of the American public and not seek to better inform their 
constituents on such important issues. Fear-mongering headlines of nuclear war and 
the threat of Iranian and North Korean nuclear ambitions on the American way of 
life can lead to increased fears and anxieties. In turn, these negative psychological 
emotions can lead to protests and petitioning which can alter the political landscape 
and support for individual politicians. Should the American public be taught the 
classified details of nuclear weapons policies? Of course not. But a better informed 
public can help Obama meet his ambitious nuclear nonproliferation agenda by 
forging a national consensus on the inter-relationship between supporting the 
nuclear infrastructure and reducing reliance on nuclear weapons, while also 
fostering a spirit of cooperation and collaboration with foreign nations.  

The present paper seeks to re-open the empirical dialogue by exploring 
whether Obama’s Prague speech furthered a spirit of international collaboration on 
nuclear issues and alter people’s views of nuclear weapons as some commentators 
have observed. In brief, the research below found that reading the speech resulted in 
increased support for U.S. nuclear weapons policies and an increased desire for 
international collaboration. Additionally, reading the speech generally reduced 
nuclear anxiety.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                    

Budget Request for the Department of Energy’s Nuclear Nonproliferation Programs (March 
10, 2010).   
4 Ibid.    
5 See Rep. Peter J. Visclosky, D-IND., Chairman Opening Statement, House Appropriations 
Committee Subcommittee on Energy and Water Development, FY 2011 Budget Request for 
the Department of Energy’s Nuclear Nonproliferation Programs (March 10, 2010).   
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Treaties and Transparency  

Phrases such as “The Dream of Zero” and “A World Without Nuclear Weapons” 
made headlines around the globe as evidence of a seemingly new, more direct 
American stance toward nonproliferation and disarmament. In his first year in 
office, President Obama clearly reaffirmed of the role of nuclear weapons treaties 
such as the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), New START, and 
Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.6 Obama also seemed to re-iterate 
statements from the 2000 NPT Review Conference, where “the five NPT nuclear 
weapon states reiterated an unequivocal undertaking to accomplish the total 
elimination of their nuclear arsenals leading to nuclear disarmament” and 
statements made during the 1999 Senate hearings which failed to ratify the 
Comprehensive Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.7  

For the ambitious number of bilateral and multi-lateral treaties to succeed, it 
will be necessary to get all of the important stakeholders on the same page and build 
a consensus on difficult nuclear issues. In an April 2010 speech, Ambassador Susan 
F. Burk stated “the United States cannot realize the NPT vision on its own. It takes 
all parties working together, all of us setting aside stale debates and perspectives 
that have too often led to gridlock.”8 Following the signing of New START, 
Ambassador Rose Gotemoellor, lead treaty negotiator, also highlighted the role of 
the international community and the benefit of collaboration. She noted that the 
treaty stemmed from “a new, uncharted path, but one which both our countries and 
the world community recognized was necessary.” 9 She also noted that the treaty was 
created in “an atmosphere of mutual respect” where negotiators came to the table 
with “a sense of purpose and cooperation” and will ensure “transparency and 
predictability.”10  

Encouraging increased transparency is one way to better enlighten the 
American public about nuclear weapons issues and increase international 
cooperation in nonproliferation and arms reduction objectives. Increased 
transparency can also help other countries see how the U.S. is meeting the objectives 
of Article VI of the NPT, which requires nuclear weapons states “to pursue 
negotiations in good faith on effective measures relating to the cessation of the 
nuclear arms race at an early date and to nuclear disarmament, and on a Treaty on 
general and complete disarmament under strict and effective control.”11  

                                                           

6 Amy F. Woolf, Nuclear Arms Control: The U.S.-Russia Agenda, Congressional Research 
Service Issue Brief for Congress, available at www.fas.org/sgp/crs/nuke/IB98030.pdf 
(Updated January 3, 2006) . 
7 Ibid.  
8 Ambassador Susan F. Burk, Arms Control and International Security: Briefing on the 
Nonproliferation Treaty Review Conference, Available at 
http://www.state.gov/t/us/141271.htm (April 30, 2010).  
9 Rose Gottemoeller. Remarks at the Arms Control Association’s Annual Meeting 
(Washington, D.C.) (April 26, 2010).  
10 Ibid.   
11 Article VI, Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. 
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The government already releases documents which promote transparency 
and show how the U.S. meets arms reduction objectives. An unclassified document 
from the Department of State shows that the U.S. has dismantled more than 13,000 
nuclear warheads since 1988, and reduced the number of operationally deployed 
nuclear weapons from approximately 10,000 in 1991 to 1,968 as of December 31, 
2009.12 In addition, the U.S. already exceeded expectations of the Strategic 
Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT, also called the Moscow Treaty), which requires 
the U.S. and Russian Federation to reduce and limit strategic nuclear warheads by 
December 31, 2012.13 

The Obama Administration took a larger step toward transparency with the 
declassification of stockpile numbers from 1962 to 2009 and the number of 
Department of Energy warhead dismantlements from 1994 to 2009. The stated goal 
of this effort was to increase transparency of global nuclear stockpiles in order to 
encourage non-proliferation and future nuclear arms reductions for all nuclear 
weapons types. Shortly after, the United Kingdom followed suit. It is still too early to 
determine whether the declassifications led to increased public knowledge toward 
nuclear weapons or different international attitudes toward the U.S. nuclear 
weapons stockpile. However, the numbers initiated their own, new conversation 
regarding whether the release was good or bad for the country and this discussion 
brought new ideas and information to the American public.  

Future empirical research should examine whether the release of such 
numbers changed public opinion, both nationally and internationally. Much of it 
could be dependent on a person’s expectations before seeing such information. For 
example, if a person assumed the U.S. maintains 50,000 nuclear weapons and sees 
that there are far fewer, it might create a psychological feeling of relief and 
decreased anxiety. However, if a person assumed the number was 500, it could 
result in new anxieties and feelings of unease. It is also important to examine how 
the media influences perceptions of such information, as fear-mongering tactics can 
lead to biases and increased fears. 

Fear and Nuclear Anxiety 

Many policymakers discount the importance of examining the general population’s 
nuclear anxiety and negative psychological feelings about nuclear issues, but such 
sentiments can affect nuclear policies. For example, research during the Cold War 
suggested that it was nuclear anxiety and psychological fear of nuclear war which 
directed people to strong “dream of zero” stances against nuclear weapons14 and led 
to political protests against selected politicians and ballot measures to ban nuclear 
weapons.  

                                                           

12 Arms Control and International Security: The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty: 
Promoting Disarmament, available at http://www.state.gov/r/pa/scp/fs/2010/141285.htm 
(May 2, 2010). 
13 Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty text available at 
http://www.dod.gov/acq/acic/treaties/sort/text.htm.  
14 A. Nelson. Psychological equivalence: Awareness and responsibility in our nuclear age, 
American Psychologist, Vol. 40, pp. 549-556. (1985).  
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Countless editorials have debated the Obama Administration’s goals, with 
some commentators finding them “a potential turning-point for U.S. nuclear 
strategy by reducing the role of nuclear weapons and by prioritizing efforts to lock 
down weapons-usable material, clamping down on nuclear terrorism, and 
strengthening international rules against proliferation.”15 Others use more 
emotional pulls, calling the goals “dangerously naïve” idealism16 or, more potently 
stated by Rudy Giuliani, the “60-year dream of the Left, just like socialized 
healthcare,” from an “inept” leader.17  

The psychological emotion most often associated with nuclear weapons is 
fear. Recent editorials have remarked: “Unfortunately, fear, not trust, is the ultimate 
mechanism of warding off an enemy,”18 and “Proponents of New START promise 
virtual Armageddon should the Senate reject the treaty. This is fear-mongering 
nonsense.”19 The latter quote is from The Foundry, a self-proclaimed conservative 
Web site affiliated with The Heritage Foundation, which news organizations have 
accused of using its own psychological tactics to prevent the U.S. Senate from 
ratifying the New START Treaty. Still, it is correct to question highly emotional 
remarks. The promise of “virtual Armageddon” cited by The Foundry stemmed from 
a quote by former Senator Chuck Hagel in The Cable, a blog from Foreign Policy:  

“[If New START was not ratified] the ripple effect 
consequences around the world would be the worst possible 
outcome we've seen since World War II … It would set in 
motion the disintegration of any confidence in the leadership 
of the two major nuclear powers to deal with this and it would 
set in motion a disintegration of any structural boundaries 
and capacities to deal with this. This would [be] devastating, 
not just for arms control but for security interests 
worldwide.”20 

Highly polarized rhetoric is often used in policy circles to incite action, but it 
can also further confuse the general public. Will New START’s ratification lead to a 
world without nuclear weapons and prevent Armageddon? Will it result in the 

                                                           

15 Carl Robichaud, Managing Expectations at the NPT Review Conference, World Politics 
Review, available at http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/5481/managing-
expectations-at-the-npt-review-conference (May 3, 2010).  
16 Ross Douthat, The Dream of Zero, The New York Times, Opinion (February 7, 2010).  
17 Robert Costa, Giuliani: An 'Inept' President's 'Left-Wing Dream', National Review Online, 
available at http://corner.nationalreview.com/post/?q=MDI0MDViMDEzMjA5MGIyYzM5 
NTEzNjI5ZGM3MWI4ZWM= (April 6, 2010).  
18 Nathan Gardels, A reality check on Obama’s bid for zero nukes, The San Francisco 
Chronicle, Available at http://www.csmonitor.com/Commentary/Global-
Viewpoint/2010/0726/A-reality-check-on-Obama-s-bid-for-zero-nukes (July 26, 2010).  
19 Conn Carroll. Morning Bell: New START, New Slogan: Trust But Don’t Verify, available at 
http://blog.heritage.org/2010/07/23/morning-bell-new-start-new-slogan-trust-but-dont-
verify/ (July 23, 2010).  
20 Statement of former Sen. Chuck Hagel, as cited in Josh Rogin, What are the consequences 
if START ratification fails? Foreign Policy, available at 
http://thecable.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2010/07/19/what_are_the_consequences_if_start
_ratification_fails (July 19, 2010).  
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Russian Federation getting the upper hand while weakening America? Conflicting 
opinions can lead to confusion and the politics surrounding the nuclear weapons 
enterprise are already complex, as many find it difficult to understand why, to 
achieve a world without nuclear weapons, increased investments in the nuclear 
infrastructure are needed immediately. To reach a world without nuclear weapons, 
unprecedented collaboration is necessary and empirical research can help set the 
groundwork for such collaborative measures. Additionally, an empirical research 
program on nuclear attitudes and anxieties could encourage a well-informed debate 
on how to best address these difficult issues.  

Empirical Research 

More than 25 years ago, Knud S. Larsen stated that “the question of nuclear 
disarmament is both of topical and theoretical concern.”21 The same holds true 
today. Larsen cited a 1982 Oregon proposition to put a freeze on the nuclear arms 
race and meetings regarding the negative psychological effects of an arms race. 
Larsen intelligently realized that understanding nuclear issues is not a role solely for 
psychology, but also requires lessons from political science22 and historical accounts 
of the nuclear weapons enterprise.23 Larsen argued that an informed debate on 
nuclear weapons must occur to reduce the “worst hysteria produced by cold war 
indoctrination.”24 Yet, Larsen’s research has only limited application to the current 
political environment. 

Larsen used emotional pulls reminiscent to the type of propaganda which 
can often increase confusion. In particular, he quoted a 13-year-old girl who said she 
feared nuclear war “because I know everyone on earth will die slowly or fast.”25 The 
corollary that “because I will die, I don’t care about nuclear issues and don’t worry 
about them” is one which might pervade current thinking in the general public, but 
Larsen failed to examine this further. Future research should examine this line of 
thinking.  

 In his article, Larsen developed the Attitude Toward Nuclear Disarmament 
scale, which included 21 statements such as “Nuclear disarmament is the only way to 
prevent a nuclear disaster in the future.”26 However, the article only proved that the 
scale is empirically valid and provided only very limited application and discussion 
of how it can be utilized to inform the public debate. 

                                                           

21 Knud S. Larsen. Attitudes Toward Nuclear Disarmament and Their Correlates. The 
Journal of Social Psychology. Vol. 125 (1), 17-21.  
22 Citing D.C. Gombert, M. Mandelbaum, R.L. Garwin, and J.H. Barton, Nuclear Weapons 
and world politics. New York: McGraw-Hill. 1976.  
23 Citing W.J. Medland. The American-Soviet nuclear confrontation of 1962: A historical 
account of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Ball State University. 1980.  
24 Larsen,  19.  
25 Larsen at p. 18 (citing D. Golembeski, Report on Read magazine survey. Gazette Times. 
Corvallis, OR. (p. 17, November 25 1982).  
26 The scale effectively differentiated between groups (members of Citizens’ Action for 
Lasting Security and ROTC members) and found that a strong sense of nationalism and very 
negative attitudes toward the Soviet Union best predicted negative attitudes toward nuclear 
disarmament. 
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In 1986, Michael D. Newcomb published an extensive analysis of his own 
measure, the Nuclear Attitudes Questionnaire (NAQ).27 In justifying the importance 
of nuclear attitude research, Newcomb highlighted the 1979 accident at the Three 
Mile Island power plant, which rapidly increased fear of and rapidly decreased 
support for nuclear power plants, as well as “increased awareness of the nuclear 
arms race between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, with a great deal of polarized 
rhetoric from the politicians.”28 Certainly, there is increased awareness and 
polarized rhetoric in 2010 as well, with the Nuclear Posture Review and New START 
Treaty in the news. Fears of another Three Mile Island have been replaced by fears 
of a nuclear Iran, nuclear North Korea, or nuclear-capable non-state actor obtaining 
nuclear materials and using them, and research on nuclear attitudes remains as 
important as ever. Newcomb also briefly mentions “The Day After,” a film which 
“brought the holocaust of nuclear war into our very living rooms.”29 Newcomb cites 
research that the film did not significantly alter viewers’ attitudes,30 but it is 
intriguing that nuclear films have also returned, in particular the documentary 
“Countdown to Zero” which debuted in theatres in late July 2010.31 

In Newcomb’s research, 722 young adults completed an 8-year longitudinal 
study assessing nuclear attitudes as well as measures of life satisfaction, depression, 
powerlessness, and drug use. The participants (in the 1976-1984 era) were generally 
very concerned about nuclear issues, including the possibility of nuclear war and the 
problems associated with many countries gaining access to nuclear technologies. 
Women were significantly more likely to be frightened than men.32 

Newcomb also found that people who reported higher nuclear anxiety on the 
NAQ also reported lower life satisfaction, that their life had less purpose, increased 
feelings of powerlessness and depression, and increased substance/ drug use. The 
correlation between nuclear anxiety and drug use was higher in men, while the 
correlation with lowered life satisfaction was higher in women. Thus, Newcomb 
postulated that men respond to nuclear anxiety externally by engaging in riskier 
drug behaviors while women respond internally with negative feelings and a 
devaluation of life.33 It is important to note that Newcomb used a correlational 
research design, which lacked the tenets of a true experiment necessary to prove 

                                                           

27 Michael D. Newcomb. Nuclear Attitudes and Reactions: Associations with Depression, 
Drug Use, and Quality of Life. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 50 (5), pp. 
906-920 (1986).  
28 Newcomb, 906. For more information on the psychological impact of Three Mile Island, 
see A. Baum, R. Gatchel, and M. Schaeffer, Emotional, behavioral, and physiological effects 
of chronic stress at Three Mile Island, Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, Vol. 51, 
pp. 565-572 (1983) and B.P. Dohrenwend, Psychological implications of nuclear accidents: 
The case of Three Mile Island, Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine, Vol. 59, pp. 
1060-1076 (1983).  
29 Newcomb, 906.  
30 Newcomb, at p. 906, citing J. Schofield and M. Pavelchak. The day after: The impact of a 
media event. American Psychologist. Vol. 40, pp. 542-548 (1985).  
31 Jeannette Catsoulis. Nuclear Fears. The New York Times. Accessed at 
http://movies.nytimes.com/2010/07/23/movies/23count.html (2010, July 22).  
32 Newcomb, 915.  
33 Ibid 917.  
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causation. Other factors can certainly be involved to explain the relationships 
Newcomb found. 

Modern research must address all of these concerns. This paper seeks to (1) 
provide the NAQ to a contemporary audience, (2) expand beyond correlational and 
public opinion poll research into an empirical examination with random participant 
assignment, manipulated and controlled variables, and the tenets of a true 
experiment able to prove causation, and (3) initiate a program of research to use 
these findings to better inform the public debate.  

In particular, the study described herein utilized the 2009 Obama Prague 
speech to examine whether it had the eye-widening, pro-international unity effect 
that many commentators proclaimed. The first hypothesis is that participants who 
read the Obama Prague speech would be more likely to support the current direction 
of the U.S. regarding nuclear weapons issues and be less likely to exhibit nuclear 
anxiety, as compared to participants who did not read the speech. Second, it was 
hypothesized that this effect would be stronger for women, as previous research has 
shown that women exhibit stronger negative emotions regarding nuclear issues and 
reading the speech will likely reduce those emotions and anxiety. Third, it was 
hypothesized that participants reading the speech would be more likely to support 
international cooperation. Overall, the brief act of reading the Obama speech should 
significantly alter nuclear attitudes.  

Method and Results 

Participants were recruited online and were randomly assigned to either read an 
excerpt of the Obama Prague speech (N = 31) or proceed directly to the study 
questions (N = 25). Participant age ranged from 18 to 56, with a median age of 21. 
All participants received the same measures.34 The speech was provided as a 
“Speech on Nuclear Issues” with no identifying date, location, or speaker.35 

Hypothesis 1 stated that those reading the speech would show significantly 
increased support for the U.S. nuclear weapons enterprise and decreased nuclear 
anxiety and fear. Participants first answered if they agreed with the current U.S. 
policy regarding nuclear weapons. Of the 31 participants who read the speech, 22 
(71%) stated agreement with U.S. nuclear weapons policy. Of the 25 who did not 
read the speech and started the survey with this question, 10 (40%) stated 
agreement. A Chi-square test revealed a significant difference such that those who 
read the speech were significantly more likely to agree with U.S. nuclear weapons 
policy.36 

                                                           

34 Not all measures are included herein for the sake of brevity. It is important to note that 
participants completed the study in January and February of 2010, after the START I treaty 
expired but before the Nuclear Posture Review release, signing of the New START Treaty, 
and the Nuclear Security Summit. 
35 In pilot testing, it was determined that the average participant spent 5 minutes, 16 seconds 
reading the large excerpt of the Obama Prague speech. 
36 X² (56) = 5.42, p < .05. All 56 participants answered the yes/no question regarding their 
support. The Author will present key statistical results in brief in footnotes. Readers more 
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Figure 1. Obama speech impact on agreement with U.S. nuclear weapons policy 

 Participants then answered whether the U.S. should continue to keep nuclear 
weapons or immediately begin to dismantle. There was no difference in the 
responses of participants who read and did not read the speech.37 However, this is 
likely because all participants in both conditions strongly opposed immediate 
dismantlement. Eighty one percent of participants who read the speech and eighty 
five percent who did not read the speech supported the U.S. continuing to keep 
nuclear weapons.  

 Participants then received the NAQ, a set of 15 questions provided on a 5-
point 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale.38 Participants who read the 
Obama speech, as compared to participants who did not read the speech, were (a) 
significantly more likely to believe that nuclear power plants are a safe means of 
energy production and (b) significantly less likely to fear living within ten miles of a 
nuclear power plant. Regarding nuclear weapons issues, participants who read the 
speech were (c) significantly less likely to believe it is essential for U.S. protection to 
produce as many nuclear weapons as possible and (d) significantly less likely to 
believe that the U.S. should supply other countries with nuclear weapons. 
Participants who read the speech were also (e) significantly less frightened by the 
number of nuclear weapons in the world, and (f) significantly more likely to believe 
that people overreact about the threat of nuclear war. This research randomly 
assigned participants and manipulated and controlled the necessary variables, so 
one can interpret causally that the short act of reading the speech significantly 

                                                                                                                                                                    

interested in the statistical methods utilized or more complete results are encouraged to 
contact the Author at cantone@gmail.com.  
37 X² (57) = .154, p = .695.  
38 The Author also examined the entire NAQ as a whole and assessed differences based upon 
gender, political orientation, and religion. These analyses and resulting effects were removed 
from this paper for the sake of brevity. Statistical results are provided, in brief, in Table 1. 
Those interested in additional information are encouraged to contact the Author. 
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reduced nuclear anxiety and fears regarding nuclear weapons, as represented by 
answers on the NAQ. 

Statement Speech No Speech Significance 

 Mean SD Mean SD p-value 

Nuclear power plants are a safe 
means of energy production.  

3.61 1.12 2.92 1.23 p < .05 

I am afraid of living within 10 miles 
of a nuclear power plant. 

2.74 1.39 4.27 0.72 p < .001 

It is essential for U.S. protection to 
produce as many nuclear weapons as 
possible 

2.19 1.01 3.00 1.23 p < .01 

The U.S. should supply other 
countries with nuclear weapons 

1.48 0.57 2.15 1.12 p < .01 

I am frightened by the number of 
nuclear weapons in the world 

2.90 1.40 3.65 1.06 p < .05 

People overreact about the threat of 
nuclear war 

3.29 0.90 2.73 1.00 p < .05 

Table 1. Significant Nuclear Attitudes Questionnaire Results By Speech Condition.  

 The second hypothesis postulated that differences would emerge based upon 
the participant’s gender. Previous research found that men and women view nuclear 
weapons policy differently, such that women hold stronger emotional reactions39 
and are more against nuclear war and nuclear power plants than men.40 Thus, the 
significant Hypothesis 1 results might be due to participant gender and not the 
impact of the Obama Prague speech. However, the 26 women and 29 men were 
evenly and randomly assigned to each condition, limiting gender bias. In both 
conditions combined, women were overall less likely to support the U.S.’s direction 
on nuclear weapons policy (48 percent of women supported, while 69 percent of 
men did); however this was only a marginally significant difference.41 

 An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) model examined the effects of gender, 
condition (whether or not the participant read the speech), and interactions between 
the variables. Results confirmed that those who read the speech showed more 

                                                           

39 Dr. Milton Schwebel and Bernice Schwebel, Children’s reactions to the threat of nuclear 
plant accidents. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry. Vol. 51, pp. 260-270 (1981). Dr. 
Milton Schwebel contributed greatly to understanding the effects of nuclear war threat and 
the cold war. For an excellent overview of his distinguished career, see Micheál D Roe, Susan 
A McKay, and Michael G Wessells, Pioneers in Peace Psychology: Milton Schwebel, Peace 
and Conflict Journal of Peace Psychology, Vol. 9 (4), 305-326 (2003).  
40 Newcomb, 909.   
41 X² (55) = 3.47, p = .07. Two participants did not complete demographic measures. 
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support for U.S. nuclear weapons policy.42 In addition, women were less likely to 
support U.S. nuclear weapons policy in both conditions combined and in the no 
speech condition; women who read the speech were more likely to support the 
policy than men. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was confirmed such that the effect of the 
speech was stronger in women than in men. Reading the speech significantly 
increased support for U.S. nuclear weapons policies for women.  

 ANCOVAs on the NAQ measures then assessed the effects of condition and 
gender on the nuclear anxiety measures. In addition to confirming the effects of 
reading the speech mentioned in Hypothesis 1, ANCOVA results and post-hoc 
analyses found that women who read the speech were more likely to support the 
U.S. supplying other countries with nuclear weapons technology than either (1) 
women who did not read the speech or (2) men overall. Men who read the speech 
were more likely to support the U.S. supplying other countries than men who did 
not read the speech. Additionally, women who read the speech stated less fear of the 
overall number of nuclear weapons, as compared to (1) women who did not read the 
speech, (2) men overall and (3) men who did not read the speech. Finally, women 
were overall more likely to state that people overreact about the threat of nuclear 
war, as compared to men. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was also generally confirmed such 
that reading the Obama Prague speech altered women’s attitudes more than men’s, 
resulting in a more significant increase in support for U.S. nuclear weapons policies 
and more significant decrease in nuclear anxiety and psychological distress.43  

 Hypothesis 3 predicted that reading the speech will lead people to support 
international collaboration. These hypotheses were analyzed through scaled 
measures of 0 (should absolutely not collaborate with) to 100 (should be a close, 
collaborative partner with) on how much participants felt the U.S. should 
collaborate with different groups on nuclear issues. Participants who read the 
speech felt significantly more strongly that the U.S. should collaborate with Israelis 
(Mean (M) speech = 74.65 vs. M no speech = 44.62)44, Russians (M speech = 62.61 vs. M no 

speech = 39.15)45, and Middle Eastern countries overall (M speech = 55.42 vs. M no speech = 
37.38), 46 than participants who did not read the speech. No significant differences 
emerged regarding collaboration with Iran or North Korean collaboration measures. 
This is likely because all participants, whether they read the speech or not, expressed 
a very low desire to collaborate with these countries. The overall mean rating for 
Iran across conditions was a 17.02 (SD = 22.74) and an overall mean rating for 
North Korea across conditions of 15.24 (SD = 22.08), on the 0 to 100 scale. Thus, 
reading the speech did seem to encourage a spirit of cooperation toward Israelis, 
Russians, and those in Middle Eastern countries. However, it did not affect 
countries of great concern to many Americans, likely because the participants held 
strong views against collaboration with North Korea or Iran that were not easily 
altered by reading the speech.  

                                                           

42 Please contact the Author for ANCOVA results. All significant results are at the p < .05 
level.  
43 Still, no differences emerged based upon participant gender or condition for whether the 
U.S. should keep nuclear weapons (F (2, 56) = .077, p = .926).  
44 F (1, 56) = 18.05, p < .001. 
45 F (1, 56) = 9.24, p < .01. 
46 F (1, 56) = 4.83, p < .05. 
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ANCOVA analyses found that, for collaboration with Israelis, both gender 
and condition effects emerged such that (1) participants in the speech condition, (2) 
women overall, and (3), in particular, women in the speech condition more strongly 
supported collaboration with Israelis.47 Thus, participant gender, reading the 
speech, and an interaction between gender and reading the speech all significantly 
increased a desire to collaborate with Israel on nuclear issues. No gender effects 
emerged regarding Russians or members of Middle Eastern countries overall. 

Discussion 

The study above found that the 2009 Obama Prague speech can significantly affect 
people’s support for U.S. nuclear weapons policies and significantly reduce nuclear 
anxiety and fears of nuclear war, while also increasing intent to cooperate with other 
countries on nuclear issues. Additionally, it found that this effect is particularly 
strong for women. While this study does not conclude that the Obama speech led 
millions of Americans to permanently express these new views, it started a new 
program of empirical research examining nuclear attitudes and beliefs in the 
modern era. External political factors such as health care, the federal deficit, 
immigration, and the aftermath of the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico all have a role in 
people’s perceptions of the Obama Administration. However, to know that people’s 
views of nuclear issues can be significantly altered by reading a five-minute excerpt 
of a powerful speech regarding nuclear policy should be considered a strong 
jumping-off point for future research.  

This study, unlike some in the past, uses the tenets of a true experiment and 
allows causal analysis, but it is important for future research to examine these 
effects and consider other variables which might come into play. The author is 
actively examining these issues and has, at time of publication of this paper, found 
that reading the speech results in decreased nuclear anxiety and increased desire to 
collaborate for self-described Republicans, Democrats, and Independents. 
Additional research is examining the impact of religion, religiosity, and race. In 
addition, the author is currently examining whether the described results stem from 
not only the words of the speech but also a “learning effect” such that participants’ 
views might be altered from reading about nuclear weapons issues for the first time. 
To answer this question, current follow-up research utilizes a new control group to 
examine the educational effect of reading about nuclear weapons on nuclear 
attitudes and anxiety. 

Nuclear anxiety has decreased since the time of the Cold War, but fears of 
nuclear weapons getting into the wrong hands and nuclear terrorism still permeate 
the general public’s thoughts. While it might be good to hold some level of fear or 
anxiety about nuclear weapons, future research should examine Newcomb’s findings 
that such anxieties lead to depression, drug abuse, or feelings of powerlessness.  

 As debate grows regarding the Obama Administration’s ambitious nuclear 
nonproliferation agenda, it is the perfect time to begin a program of empirical 
research examining the attitudes of the American people toward nuclear weapons. 

                                                           

47 Overall model: F (2, 56) = 13.58, p < .001.  



 

 

17

Research during the 1980s started an intelligent discourse on the role of psychology 
in public policy, but researchers must now expand studies of the past into more 
rigorous and modernized examinations of attitudes and beliefs to better inform the 
current debate. If President Obama seeks to increase transparency and expand the 
number and role of bilateral and multilateral treaties, unprecedented collaboration 
will be necessary. Empirical research can aid this process by not only creating a 
better understanding of American’s attitudes toward nuclear issues but also by 
examining how such a collaboration can be achieved. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


