
1. Perceptions of and Support for Capitalism and 
Socialism

One major objective of this study is to better understand 
perceptions of and support for capitalism and more impor-
tantly socialism, as well as how attitudes towards capitalism 
and socialism differ across age groups, particularly those of 
respondents under age 35 compared to older respondents.

Support for capitalism amongst those aged 18–34 is at best 
tepid outside of the United States. The total agreement ver-
sus total disagreement on whether capitalism is the ideal 
economic system is essentially identical in Canada and Aus-
tralia. The United States shows a net positive level of support 
for capitalism as the ideal economic system among those 
aged 18–34, with 52 percent in agreement versus 33 percent 
in disagreement—a net positive difference of 19 percentage 
points. The United Kingdom is the only other country to re-
cord a meaningful net positive view of capitalism, at 9 per-
centage points.

Agreement that capitalism is the ideal economic system 
clearly increases with age across all countries except in the 

United Kingdom, where there is no discernible difference in 
responses across age groups. The most pronounced increase 
based on age is in Canada, where agreement that capitalism 
is the ideal economic system increases from 39 percent of 
respondents for those 18–34 to 60 percent for those aged 
55 and over.

Support for socialism as the ideal economic system is stron-
gest amongst those aged 18–34 regardless of country. The 
total agreement (strongly agree and agree) that socialism is 
the ideal economic system amongst the 18–34 age cohort 
ranged from 43 percent in the United States to 53 percent in 
the United Kingdom.

Support for socialism as the ideal economic system declines 
as age increases and conversely, opposition to socialism in-
creases as age increases across all countries covered in the 
survey.

Crucially, unlike the responses for capitalism, there is a clear 
net preference for socialism amongst those aged 18–34 in all 
countries, although this net preference is markedly weaker 
in the United States at just 3 percentage points. In the Unit-
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ed Kingdom, on the other hand, 53 percent of young people 
(aged 18–34) agree that socialism is the ideal economic sys-
tem versus only 27 percent in disagreement for a net pref-
erence for socialism of 26 percentage points. A comparably 
strong net preference for socialism is also reported for both 
Australia (50 percent vs. 30 percent) and Canada (46 percent 
vs. 29 percent).

Perhaps most indicative of broad support for socialism 
among respondents is the fact that all age groups across all 
four countries agreed, to varying extents, that a transition 
to socialism would improve the economy and well-being of 
their citizens. This agreement was more pronounced across 
most age groups in Australia than in the other three coun-
tries, but respondents in all four countries indicated relative 
support for the idea that socialism would result in an im-
proved economy and enhanced well-being of citizens. How-
ever, the strength of the view that socialism would improve 
the economy and well-being of citizens decreased with age 
in all four countries.

2. Defining “Socialism”

Three alternative definitions of socialism were provided to 
respondents. Several key insights can be drawn from how 
respondents defined “socialism”. First, support for the tradi-
tional definition of socialism as the state owning the means 
of production, or as phrased in the survey as “the govern-
ment taking control of companies and industries so that the 
state rather than individuals control the economy”, had the 
least support of the three definitions provided. This tradi-
tional definition of socialism failed to garner more than 40 
percent total agreement (total of all age groups) in any of 
the countries.

The second definition, socialism as the government provid-
ing more services to people, received the highest level of 
total agreement (total of all age groups) in three countries 
(Canada, the United States, and Australia), with agreement 
ranging from 55 percent in the United Kingdom to 65 per-
cent in both Canada and Australia.

The level of total agreement for the third definition of so-
cialism, wherein the government provides a minimum level 
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of guaranteed income to its citizens, was close to the results 
for the second definition, i.e., government providing more 
services. In most cases, the level of total agreement that 
socialism is best defined as government providing a mini-
mum guaranteed income (total of all age groups) trailed 
behind the level of total agreement for socialism defined as 
the government providing more social services by approx-
imately 10 percentage points. The exception is the United 
Kingdom, where the third definition received slightly higher 
total agreement (57 percent) compared to the second defi-
nition (55 percent). However, in all cases, the third definition 
exceeded the level of total agreement for the traditional 
definition of socialism.

These results hold, albeit at higher levels of support, when 
only respondents supporting socialism are included in the 
analysis. For additional information, please see the data in 
Appendices A4.1 through A4.7.

It’s clear that respondents were defining socialism as an ex-
panded role for the state, either in providing more services 
and/or in guaranteeing a minimum level of income.

3. Paying for Socialism

This final section focuses on questions about how to pay for 
a larger government. Specifically, four different tax propos-
als were provided to respondents. The total level of support 
is highest for the two targeted tax increases, namely a new 
wealth tax imposed on the top 1 percent of high-income 
citizens and a new higher personal income tax imposed on 
the top 10 percent of income earners. This is an important 
observation, because it’s likely that in answering this ques-
tion, the vast majority of respondents assumed that the tax 
increase would not affect them.

Across all age cohorts, the level of total support for the 
wealth tax ranges between 66 percent in the United States 
and 72 percent in both Canada and Australia. The level of 
total support falls, although it is still quite high, for a new 
higher personal income tax imposed on high income earn-
ers, ranging from 53 percent in the United Kingdom to 59 
percent in Canada.
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The two broad-based tax increases, specifically an increase 
in personal income taxes for most citizens (with exceptions 
for lower-income workers) and a 20 percent VAT (with ex-
emptions for lower-income workers) garnered much lower 
levels of total support in all four countries. Again, this is an 
important insight because most respondents likely assumed 
that they would be affected by these two tax increases, both 
of which received much lower levels of total support than 
for the targeted tax proposals.

The proposed broad-based personal income tax increase 
received less total support than the proposed targeted per-
sonal income tax increase for the top 10 percent, but it gar-
nered higher total agreement that the 20 percent VAT op-
tion. Specifically, the total support (total for all age groups) 
for a broad-based increase in personal income taxes ranged 
from 31 percent in Canada to 39 percent in Australia. The 20 
percent VAT option received the lowest level of total support 
amongst the four tax options, ranging from 16 percent in 
Canada to 29 percent in the United States.

These results again hold when only respondents favouring 
socialism are included in the analysis, although the levels of 
support for all four tax increases are higher than they are for 
all respondents.

Summary

In summary, there is less support for capitalism across most 
age groups in most countries compared to the support for 
socialism amongst the younger age group (18–34). Support 
for capitalism and opposition to socialism generally increase 
as age increases. The definition of socialism favoured by re-
spondents is different from its traditional meaning. Indeed, 
the traditional definition received the lowest level of sup-
port. Respondents primarily identified socialism as entailing 
more government spending and provision of services and/
or providing a guaranteed level of minimum income.

Critically, the results suggest that no age group in any of the 
surveyed countries indicated a general willingness to pay 
for the costs associated with their favoured definition(s) of 
socialism. The two broad-based tax increases, specifically a 

large increase in personal income taxes (with exceptions for 
lower-income workers) and a 20 percent VAT (with exemp-
tions for lower-income workers) received by far the lowest 
levels of total support. At the same time, the two targeted 
tax increases, namely a new wealth tax imposed on the top 
1 percent and a higher personal income tax imposed on the 
top 10 percent garnered strong support. The clear implica-
tion is that a large proportion of supporters of socialism, 
defined as higher levels of government for expanded and 
new programs and/or transfers to provide a guaranteed 
minimum of income, want someone else to pay for the as-
sociated costs. This finding generally holds even when the 
group of respondents is narrowed to include only those 
people who identify socialism as the ideal economic system.

Click here to read the full report
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