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Policy decisions, and public preferences about them, often entail judgements about costs
people should be willing to pay for the benefit of future generations. Economic analyses
discount policies’ future benefits based on expectations about increasing standards of
living, while empirical studies in psychology have found future-oriented people are more
motivated to protect the environment. In this article, using original surveys and survey
experiments in four countries—Sweden, Spain, South Korea, and China—we show that
support for future-oriented policies also strongly reflects people’s political trust. Focusing
on policies for reducing either global warming or public debt, we find political trust operates
on attitudes by shaping people’s (a) confidence in policies’ effectiveness and (b) willingness
to sacrifice for others. The influence of political trust outweighs that of subjective concern,
while discounting has so little impact that people who expect future generations to be
richer are more, not less, willing to sacrifice.

Keywords: political trust, future generations, climate change, national debt, public opinion, intergenerational justice,
discounting

INTRODUCTION

This article aims to test the mechanisms by which political trust theoretically shapes policy attitudes,
and to assess how strongly political trust, relative to other key factors, influences people’s support for
policies meant to benefit future generations. We call such policies “future-oriented” for shorthand.
Prior studies have shown that people’s trust in political institutions shapes support for many policies,
but, with the exception of Jacobs and Matthews (2012), no prior studies have examined political
trust’s impacts specifically on attitudes toward future-oriented policies. Such attitudes represent a
useful empirical focus, and a highly theoretically relevant one, given the literature’s view that political
trust “represents an expression of citizens’ willingness to accept government promises about the
future consequences of a policy” (Rudolph, 2017: 200, emphasis added).

The consequences of political trust have been less studied than its foundations (Van der Meer,
2017; Van der Meer and Zmerli, 2017). The literature highlights the benefits of a more politically
trusting citizenry, though it also suggests some distrust is healthy for democracy (Bertsou, 2019). Our
results show how problematic a lack of trust may be for the ability of governments to address some of
the most pressing challenges confronting humanity. As Citrin and Stoker (2018) put it, “widespread
political mistrust makes it harder for governments to get anything done.”

Despite the importance of political trust, prior studies have yet to clarify precisely how it shapes
policy attitudes. Our paper tests two key mechanisms by which, according to the main theoretical
perspective in the literature—the “trust-as-heuristic” perspective—political trust operates
(Hetherington and Husser, 2012; Rudolph, 2017). Those mechanisms are: (a) people’s
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confidence in policies’ effectiveness, and (b) their willingness to
sacrifice for others. One implication of this perspective is that
trusting individuals support policies primarily because they
believe these policies will work, and they are less bothered
about exactly who benefits from a policy than whether anyone
does. Another implication is that more trusting individuals
should be more optimistic about future living standards. This
expectation, however, challenges a second possible theory of
public attitudes toward future-oriented policies: that laypeople
discount future costs and benefits in the same way as policy and
economic analyses. Such analyses quantify the sacrifice prior
generations should make for those who come after them,
using a discount rate based on expected future changes in
living standards (see UNDP, 2007/2008; Greaves, 2017). The
rationale for this is that, on fairness and efficiency grounds, the
richer future generations will be, the less we should sacrifice our
living standards for theirs—and the weaker our duty to enact
policies embodying such a sacrifice. So if laypeople discount the
way economists do, and if trusting individuals are indeed more
optimistic about future standards of living, then political trust
should be associated with less willingness to sacrifice for future
generations—precisely the opposite of what the political trust
literature predicts.

We also assess how strongly political trust shapes attitudes
toward future-oriented policies relative to another potentially
important influence: a person’s overall future orientation,
subjective concern for future generations, and/or associated
moral sentiments (e.g., Milfont et al., 2012; Carmi and Arnon,
2014; Barnett et al., 2019). According to studies emphasizing this
perspective, support for future-oriented policies should reflect the
general value that people ascribe to generations, and any altruistic
sense of duty they feel to sacrifice for those who come after them.

Empirically, this article reports results from original surveys
and survey experiments in Sweden, Spain, South Korea, and
China. The surveys focused on attitudes toward policies for
reducing either global warming or public debt. We first
compare the impact of political trust with that of generalized
concern for future generations, weighing these factors’ relative
roles in shaping public attitudes toward future-oriented policies.
Second, we test the two mechanisms by which political trust
theoretically shapes attitudes toward any public policies. Third,
we assess whether more optimistic individuals are more or less
willing to sacrifice, and more or less supportive of policies of
reducing either climate change or debt.

To preview our main results, first, respondents who reported
being more concerned about future generations were more
supportive of policies for reducing either global warming or
national debt. But respondents who reported more political
trust were even more supportive.1 Second, consistent with
theory, we found politically trusting respondents were more
willing to sacrifice and more confident that future-oriented
policies would work, and individuals who were either more

willing or more confident were more supportive of future-
oriented policies. Third, respondents with higher political trust
were more optimistic about future living standards, and optimists
were more—not less—supportive of future-oriented policies. Our
results therefore suggest that attitudes toward future-oriented
policies reflect people’s political trust more strongly than their
subjective concerns about future generations, and that
discounting plays little role in most laypeople’s thinking.

CONTEXT AND MOTIVATION

In this section, we review prior studies of people’s concern for
future generations, and of public support for future-oriented
policies. We discuss reasons to expect political trust to be an
important influence on support, and the more general issue that,
while prior studies have documented the impacts of political trust
on attitudes toward various policies, the literature has barely
assessed the major theory of how political trust has such impacts.
We therefore articulate that theory and the two mechanisms it
emphasizes. Finally, we explain why the impact of political trust
on attitudes toward future-oriented policies can be further
assessed by measuring people’s optimism about future living
standards, with optimism strongly tied to the economic
concept of discounting.

Public Concern for Future Generations
Philosophers and welfare economists argue that people alive
today are morally obliged to give weight to the well-being of
future generations, and to respect their rights (Kolstad et al., 2014;
Caney, 2018). This includes being willing to make some sacrifice
for the benefit of future generations (Parfit, 1984; Arrhenius,
2000; Arrhenius, 2020). But while moral philosophers and
economists ascribe substantial value to future lives, it seems
that laypeople may not. Judging by governments’ indebtedness
and societies’ failure to tackle the problem of global climate
change, for example, it appears possible that many people are
indifferent to the well-being of future generations, and that
policymakers are taking decisions accordingly.

At least some research, however, suggests otherwise. A
number of studies (particularly in psychology) have found
evidence that many people do care about future generations
(see Wade-Benzoni and Plunkett Tost, 2009; Graham et al.,
2017). Given their future time perspectives and/or their levels
of altruism, many people for example value the health of the
natural environment that future generations will inherit (Milfont
et al., 2012). This emphasis on the importance of subjective
concern for future generations is consistent with psychological
literature emphasizing altruistic values as the very foundation of
people’s environmental commitments, including support for
environmental policies (Stern et al., 1999). From this
perspective, environmental attitudes and behaviours depend
on moral intuitions, how other-oriented a given person is,
and/or how willing they are to sacrifice for the benefit of other
people—including socially, spatially, and/or temporally distant
people—and/or non-human species (Markowitz and Shariff,
2012; Dietz et al., 2020; Kennard, 2020).

1We refer to “global warming” and “climate change” interchangeably. We used the
former phrase in our survey, in order to maximize the linguistic parallel between
either “policies to reduce global warming” or “policies to reduce the national debt.”
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Political Trust
An unwillingness to support some future-oriented policy may
not, however, be proof that someone is unconcerned about future
generations. Another possibility is that people are unconvinced
future-oriented policies will actually yield the benefits their
advocates promise. Policies might fail, for example, if
policymakers and/or public administrators are corrupt or
incompetent. And if people doubt that a policy for which they
themselves will have to pay an immediate price will actually
benefit future generations, they may understandably oppose it.

Uncertainty about whether the state will deliver what it promises,
and doubts about policies’ likely future benefits, have previously been
shown to undermine public support for policies oriented to long-
term outcomes (Jacobs and Matthews, 2012; Jacobs, 2016). More
generally, for people to support any kind of policy proposal, they
“must trust the government to think its programs will produce
societal benefits and not waste resources” (Hetherington andHusser,
2012: 313). That is, laypeople’s views of policy proposals likely reflect
their political trust—their willingness to accept vulnerability to
policymakers and/or public agencies, including in the absence of
continual scrutiny, based on perceptions of their honesty, integrity,
and competence (McKnight and Chervany, 2001; Sønderskov and
Dinesen, 2016; Hamm et al., 2019). People who mistrust
governmental institutions—i.e., believing they (or the office-
holders within them) are dishonest, corrupt, and/or
incompetent—will doubt that their government can or will
design and/or implement policies in societally beneficial ways.
They may fear that political authorities will seize or waste public
funds, rather than use them for an official, stated, and/or socially
desirable purpose (Barnes, 2015).

But how exactly do levels of political trust shape attitudes
toward public policies? The dominant theory in the literature
points to two key mechanisms by which political trust operates.
Despite articulating these two pathways, however, the literature
has not yet subjected them to strong empirical testing. Next, then,
we briefly specify these two mechanisms, drawing on the
perspective that political trust operates as a heuristic: people
trust policy proposals insofar as they trust the proposers
(Hetherington, 2005; Rudolph, 2017).

Confidence in Policies’ Effectiveness
The literature suggests that political trust influences policy support,
first, by giving individuals confidence in policies’ effectiveness. That
is, politically trusting individuals tend to believe that policies will
actually yield the future benefits that their advocates claim they will.
As such, trust “represents an expression of citizens’ willingness to
accept government promises about the future consequences of a
policy” (Rudolph, 2017: 200; see also; Hetherington and Husser,
2012; Jacobs and Matthews, 2012). Trust mitigates perceptions that
policies represent a risk, in the sense that political and/or
administrative elites might—whether because of intentional
malfeasance or simple incompetence—waste public resources.

Willingness to Sacrifice for Others
Second, the theory further specifies that political trust is
consequential specifically for attitudes toward policies that
demand a sacrifice (Rudolph and Evans, 2005). For example

political trust will strongly shape the attitudes of an individual
being asked “to give money or to pay taxes in order to . . .
benefit social groups to which that individual does not belong”
(Rudolph, 2017: 201). By implication, the theory suggests that
political trust makes individuals less concerned about getting
benefits themselves than about whether a policy will have
benefits for someone (presumably other than politicians and
bureaucrats). Even though individuals know that they themselves
will not benefit, they may be willing to pay a price, if they are
confident in the mechanism.

Though we have presented confidence and willingness as
independent pathways linking political trust to policy support,
another possibility—arguably consistent with the theory that
political trust operates as a heuristic---is that they operate
sequentially. In other words, potentially trust leads to confidence,
confidence to willingness, and willingness to policy support. In our
empirical analysis, we therefore tested for this possibility also.

Two Future-Oriented Policies
In our surveys, which we describe in more detail below, we asked
respondents questions about policies for reducing either global
warming or their country’s national debt. We suggested explicitly
that both types of policy would entail sacrifices for people alive
today, but could benefit future generations. Next we therefore
discuss some key features of these two types of policy, and of
attitudes toward them.

Climate Change Mitigation
Climate change is a massively intergenerational issue. While people
alive today are already paying a price for it (in the form of floods,
fires, droughts, etc.), the price will be even higher for people who are
not yet born. Conversely, future generations will reap the greatest
benefits of any efforts by current generations to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions (UNDP, 2007/2008). That those who will lose out
from pollution “do not yet exist . . . and so are not here to defend
themselves” (Boyce, 1994: 169) is one of the most fundamental
reasons why environmental degradation occurs at all.
Anthropogenic climate change, like other environmental harms,
thus represents an intergenerational dilemma, in which the interests
of different generations are inconsistent (Milfont et al., 2012).

Previous studies have shown that support for specific climate
and environmental policies, especially pollution taxes, reflects
political trust (Klenert et al., 2018; Fairbrother et al., 2019;
Davidovic and Harring, 2020; Kulin and Johansson Sevä,
2020). Most studies are based on observational data, but
Fairbrother (2019) used a survey experiment to provide
stronger evidence of a causal relationship. Our investigation of
attitudes toward climate policies builds on these studies.

Debt Reduction
Like economic activities that emit greenhouse gases, the
accumulation of public debt generally represents a transfer of
well-being from future to present generations (Labonte and
Makinen, 2008). Older/prior generations accumulate debt from
consumption benefiting themselves, for which younger/
subsequent generations must pay. That said, not all debt is
necessarily a burden, as it can help finance investments that
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will benefit future generations. Nevertheless, public debt can
generally be understood as a burden on future generations,
raising similar distributional questions as climate change, and
policies for debt reduction can be taken as beneficial for future
generations.

An important difference between climate change and debt
reduction policies, for our purposes, is that in many countries
the former are more popular among individuals on the political
left, while the latter are somewhat more supported by the right
(e.g., Kohut, 2012; Bremer and Bürgisser, 2021). Also importantly,
attitudes toward policies for reducing public debt have no direct
relationship with beliefs about global warming, or about other
environmental problems or issues. Potentially, politically
conservative individuals, who would prefer less governmental
activity (e.g., social spending) and intervention in markets, may
be more keen to reduce public debt. On the other hand, their
aversion to state regulatory actions may them more hostile to
policies for reducing climate change (Campbell and Kay, 2014;
Kahan et al., 2015). Some public opposition to climate policy
actions is also due to doubts that climate change is real,
anthropogenic, and/or dangerous, though surveys show climate
sceptics are in the minority, and their numbers are shrinking (Steg,
2018; Leiserowitz et al., 2019). In our empirical study, our
comparison of attitudes toward either debt or climate allows us
to test whether our results are particular to either issue.

Discounting
Insofar as future-oriented policy decisions embody some weighting
of future generations’ welfare against that of people alive today, the
most influential advice scholars have provided about how to strike an
appropriate balance has been by reference to discounting (see
Greaves, 2017). Discounting is the ascription of lower value to
benefits (or costs) the further off in the future they will be
enjoyed (or paid). The discount rate (such as the 1.3% per year
adopted in the well-known Stern Review of the economics of climate
change) makes a substantial difference in policy analyses attempting
to allocate costs and benefits across generations in a fair way (Keeler
et al., 2016). The choice of discount rate in turn reflects expectations
about different generations’ relative standards of living (Dasgupta,
2008).2 Insofar as similar principles of fairness apply among as
within generations, and so it would be unfair to expect the poor to
pay more than the rich, economists’ expectation that future
generations will have higher incomes than us has major
implications for what policies we ought to choose (Broome,
2008). Though discounting is a technical concept of economists,
expectations about the incomes of future generationsmight similarly
influence laypeople’s support for future-oriented policies. It is not
clear though that laypeople share economists’ confidence that future
generations will enjoy higher standards of living and
correspondingly better lives. Many Europeans and Americans, for
example, think society is changing for the worse (Steenvoorden and

Van der Meer, 2017; Parker et al., 2019), and as we show below this
includes living standards.

The logic of discounting, then, is that the more optimistic a
person is about future living standards—i.e., the more they
expect incomes to rise—the more they should discount the
future. And the more they discount the future, the weaker
the duty they should believe current generations have to
enact costly future-oriented policies. If laypeople think like
economists, the optimists among them should be less
supportive of future-oriented policies.

Optimism
This expectation, however, runs directly contrary to that implied
by the political trust literature. According to this literature, as
explained earlier, the more politically trusting an individual, the
more confident they should be that future-oriented policies will
work. That confidence gives them reason to support policy
actions, and also gives them reason to expect rising standards
of living. In a sense this is a self-fulfilling prophecy: as Jacobs and
Matthews (2012: 933) argue, trusting societies should experience
more economic growth, since “greater levels of public trust ought
to lend officeholders greater temporal room for manœuvre,
allowing them to impose a larger sacrifice on constituents
today in order to generate longer-run social gains.” One of the
studies that has had the greatest impact in validating the
importance of trust is (Knack and Keefer, 1997), which argued
specifically that trust fosters greater economic growth, and is
greater in countries with better (more trustworthy) institutions.
By this logic, being politically trusting should make individuals
more optimistic about future standards of living.3

Implications
In light of all of the above, the full theoretical model we test
appears in Figure 1. The solid arrows represent theoretical
expectations from the literature. Specifically, political trust
should shape policy attitudes by influencing people’s (a)
willingness to sacrifice and (b) confidence that policies will be
effective. Willingness should also depend on concern, and
function as the key mechanism by which concern shapes
policy support. Figure 1 also shows how theory provides
contradictory and/or weaker expectations about various
potential relationships between optimism and other variables
(represented with dashed arrows). Optimism might be a
consequence of trust (or a cause, or even a part of trust).
Alternatively, optimism could be a negative influence on
willingness—directly and/or via concern. The important
empirical question is whether optimism correlates positively or
negatively with willingness and support. A positive correlation
will demonstrate the importance of trust for policy attitudes, and
suggest a spurious relationship between optimism and willingness

2Aside from expectations about future changes in consumption, discount rates may
also reflect a “pure rate of time preference.” As this is effectively just impatience,
most economists and ethicists do not consider it a very strong reason to impose
costs on future generations.

3The literature also suggests trust may be a consequence of optimism (e.g., Mishler
and Rose, 2001). Albeit with respect to social rather than political trust, Uslaner,
2005: 77) for example argues that trust “is based upon an optimistic view of the
world. Trusters believe that the world is a good place, will continue to get better,
and that they can make it better.”
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to sacrifice.4 If optimism is negatively correlated with willingness
and support, on the other hand, that will suggest discounting
plays a more important role in laypeople’s thinking.5

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Design
We conducted original surveys and survey experiments in 2019 in
Sweden, Spain, South Korea, and China. The surveys asked
respondents about their concern for future generations (how
much they think and care); their willingness to sacrifice for the
sake of future generations; and their support for policies that
would impose a cost in the present but benefit people in the
future. We randomly assigned respondents to receive one of
several different potential questions about either climate or debt
policies. As we explain below, this randomization allowed us to
compare attitudes toward either type of policy, and relative levels
of support for different instruments. Nonetheless, our key results
are observational rather than experimental.

Our empirical analysis proceeds in three main steps.
First, we assess the roles of concern and trust in shaping

support for policies framed explicitly as a cost to present
generations and a benefit to people in the future. Respondents
received a question either about global warming or public debt,
with some versions making no reference to any specific
instrument and others referring specifically to taxation,
technology (for climate change), or spending cuts (for debt).
We model respondents’ policy support, treating their levels of
concern for future people and their political trust as independent
predictors. We compare the relative weights of these two

predictors, including when controlling for background
demographics, and we assess differences in the responses to
questions about different types of policies.

Second, we examine the twomechanisms that, theory suggests,
lead political trust to shape policy attitudes: confidence in policies’
effectiveness and willingness to sacrifice. We test that each one
correlates with political trust, and also predicts policy support.
We compare confidence in different policies, and we also use a
simple experiment to assess whether respondents doubt their
government’s ability to design an effective policy for reducing
global warming or national debt. We do so by randomly assigning
respondents to receive a question about the likely benefits to
future generations of either actually reduced warming/debt, or of
only an announcement that their government will enact
(unspecified) new policies with the aim of achieving such
reductions.

Third, we assess whether respondents’ willingness to sacrifice
for the sake of future generations, and their support for future-
oriented policies, reflect more their concern about future
generations or their confidence in the effectiveness of such
sacrifices/policies. We do so by testing for a negative or
positive correlation between willingness/support and
respondents’ expectations about future standards of living. The
logic behind this test is that people who are more optimistic about
future living standards could be either less or more willing to
sacrifice, as explained earlier. If willingness and policy support
mostly reflect concern, and a logic of discounting, they will
correlate negatively with expected future living standards. If
willingness and support mostly reflect a sense of efficacy and
confidence in the functioning of future-oriented policies, the
correlation will be positive.

Samples
We conducted our study in four countries, in two culturally
distinct world regions: Sweden, Spain, South Korea, and China. In
choosing these four countries, our aim was not to test any
hypotheses about cross-national differences, but to check the
consistency of our study’s results across a diverse (albeit small) set
of countries. Insofar as the results in different countries are
similar, we have more reason to be confident about their
robustness; in a sense the logic is of a most different systems
design.6 We selected these four specific countries because, based
on prior polls and studies, we expected them to have variable
levels of political trust (high in Sweden and China, and low in
Spain and South Korea), and different levels of optimism about
the future (higher in the Asian countries than the European
countries).

The surveys were fielded by the international firm Ipsos
MORI. Achieved N’s were: 1084 in Sweden; 1298 in Spain;
1176 in South Korea; and 1165 in China. Background
demographic variables were: gender; age in years; household
income; education (dichotomized as post-secondary or not);
and a binary variable for the presence of one or more children
in the household. Table 1 presents country means for the

FIGURE 1 | Theoretical model.

4That is true irrespective of whether optimism is a cause of consequence of trust: as
Figure 1 shows, trust may shape both optimism and support/willingness, or
optimism may influence support and willingness via trust.
5To be clear, we do not see public attitudes as the only important determinant of
policy. With respect to climate change, for example, lobbying by organized interest
groups, such as fossil fuel corporations and industries, has also had a big impact
(Brulle, 2014). Public attitudes are, in part, an intended product of interest groups’
campaigns, given public opinion’s political importance (Manza and Brooks, 2012). 6We thank an anonymous Frontiers reviewer for suggesting this formulation.
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variables we use in the analysis; full descriptive statistics appear in
Supplementary Table S1 in the Supplementary Materials.7 The
samples are not perfectly representative of the national
populations. Respondents came from online panels, such that
we only have data on individuals with internet access, and the
samples differ according to variable levels of internet penetration
in the four countries. The age ranges they cover also differ: for
Sweden and Spain the samples spanned ages 16–65; for South
Korea 18–54; and for China 18–50. All four national samples
included disproportionate numbers of respondents with a post-
secondary education (50% in Sweden, 58% in Spain, 70% in South
Korea, and 86% in China). Given all these properties of the
samples, then, we do not emphasize cross-national differences in
the average responses to different questions.

Survey Questions
As the topics addressed in our questions were likely to be
unfamiliar and potentially abstract for many respondents, we
arranged them in as accessible a sequence as possible (See the
Supplementary Materials for the full questionnaire, which also
included some questions we do not use here.). We began by
telling respondents: “The next few questions are about how the
decisions we make in society today could affect the lives of people
who are not even born yet.”

To measure people’s concerns about future generations, we
then asked two questions. First: “How often would you say you
think about the lives of future people who have not even been born
yet?” Respondents could answer on a five-point scale from “Never
or almost never” to “Very often.” Second: “On a scale from 0 to 10,
how much would you say you care or do not care about the future
quality of life of people who have not even been born yet? 0 means
you do not care at all, 10 means you care a great deal.”

Next, as a measure of people’s willingness to sacrifice for the
sake of future generations, we asked to what extent respondents
would “be willing or not to reduce [their] standard of living, so

that people in the future can lead better lives” (on a 0–10 scale
from not at all willing to completely willing). We then
investigated people’s support for one randomly selected
government action, framed as something that could be done
for the benefit of “people in the future, though it would have costs
in the shorter term for people alive today.” These actions were
either “policies to reduce global warming” or “policies to reduce
the national debt.” Some respondents, furthermore, received
versions of these questions specifically saying the goal of
reducing warming or debt would be achieved “by increasing
taxes”; “by paying for more research on new technologies” (in the
case of global warming only); or “by cutting spending” (for
national debt only). Respondents reported their support on a
0–10 scale, from “not support at all” to “completely support.”We
used the random assignment here to investigate the difference
between respondents’ views of “policies” generically and specific
policies which experts generally think could help but laypeople
might not.

Next, we asked about respondents’ belief in policies’
effectiveness. On a 0–10 scale, from “not confident at all” to
“completely confident,” we asked respondents how confident
they were that the lives of future generations would be
improved if the government succeeded in reducing either global
warming or the national debt—or, alternatively, if the government
said it was introducing policies to achieve these ends.We randomly
assigned respondents to hear a question either about actual,
achieved reductions in global warming or the national debt,
versus just statements of policies being introduced. This
manipulation allowed us to measure the impact of people’s
distrust in government claims and/or their intention and ability
to achieve what they say they will achieve. Respondents received
one of the four questions about global warming if and only if they
had previously answered a question about support for global
warming policies, and one of the four questions about debt if
and only if they had previously answered a question about debt
reduction policies. Respondents were therefore tracked only to
receive questions about global warming (and none about debt), or
only question questions about debt (and none about warming).

We then asked, as a measure of optimism about the future,
how respondents think “most people’s standards of living will
probably change compared to today”—on a five-point scale
from “Get much lower” to “Get much higher.” Finally, we asked
about people’s trust (on a scale of 0–10) in each of four political
and social institutions: university research centres, the news
media, business and industry, and the national parliament or
congress. In the analyses below, we only use answers to the
question about parliament/congress, though responses to the
four questions were positively correlated in all four countries,
and we get substantively similar results if we use a four-item
index.8 Political trust may depend on whether a respondent’s

TABLE 1 | Country means of all variables.

Sweden Spain S Korea China

Age 40.86 41.67 36.98 33.95
Male 0.49 0.50 0.56 0.50
Post-sec. Educ. 0.50 0.58 0.70 0.86
Income 4.97 6.91 5.52 16.10
Child in House. 0.57 0.59 0.56 0.82
Think 1.44 1.38 1.79 2.63
Care 5.83 6.55 4.59 7.95
Willing 4.98 5.19 4.10 6.35
Support 5.16 5.43 5.47 7.43
Confidence 4.43 5.09 5.09 6.92
Optimism 1.84 1.74 2.43 3.04
Political trust 4.52 4.31 3.02 7.58
Concern 2.61 2.59 2.76 4.50

7Four of the five demographic variables have substantive and roughly
internationally comparable meanings, but income does not, as it is coded
differently by country. We therefore include income in standardized form in all
models (centered at zero, with a standard deviation of 1).

8Cronbach’s alpha was 0.72 or higher for each country. Trust was highest in
university research centers in all countries but China (where the congress was the
most trusted institution). Levels of trust were similar across the other institutions in
Sweden and Spain, while in South Korea the national assembly was the least trusted
institution by far.
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preferred political party is in power, and we do not have a
measure of party preferences (or left-right ideology). The
positive correlations across trust in each of the four
institutions, however, suggest our measure of political trust is
capturing a more diffuse confidence in national legislative and
administrative systems, not respondents’ specific views of the
current holders of major political offices.

RESULTS

Before presenting the statistical models, we begin by briefly
describing some key variables in the analysis. Judging by their
answers to the questions about how often they think about and
how much they care about future people, most respondents are at
least somewhat concerned about future generations. As regards
“caring” about future people, for example, a majority of
respondents in all four countries gave an answer of 5 or
higher on a 0–10 scale (74% in Sweden, 83% in Spain, 54% in

South Korea, and 95% in China). Responses to the questions
about thinking and caring were highly correlated (r ranging from
0.48 in Spain to 0.71 in South Korea), and we constructed an
index of overall concern based on these two items (taking their
geometric mean, given their different scales). Turning to the other
key independent variable in our analysis, levels of political trust
varied substantially across the four countries, with 56% of the
respondents in Sweden reporting scores of 5 or higher, 55% in
Spain, 28% in South Korea, and 93% in China. We therefore
captured the difference we anticipated in political trust between
the two Asian countries, though not the minimal difference
between the two European countries. Overall, the Chinese
respondents were clearly distinct from those of the three other
countries, but, as mentioned above, we do not wish to over-
interpret any cross-national differences in means, as they may
reflect differences in the samples and/or survey languages. The
correlation between the two-item concern index and political
trust ranged from 0.11 (in Spain) to 0.23 (China), indicating that
they are related, but not strongly.

TABLE 2 | Support for future-oriented policies.

Model 1 2 3 4 5

Demographics Age -0.01** -0.00 -0.00 0.00 -0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Male -0.07 -0.01 -0.05 -0.01 -0.01
(0.08) (0.07) (0.11) (0.09) (0.07)

Education 0.22** 0.13 0.20 0.08 0.13
(0.09) (0.08) (0.13) (0.10) (0.08)

Income 0.14** 0.11** 0.09 0.11* 0.10*
(0.04) (0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)

Child in household 0.26** 0.12** 0.09 0.16** 0.12**
(0.05) (0.04) (0.07) (0.05) (0.04)

Policies Global Warming 0.67** 0.68** 0.68**
(0.09) (0.09) (0.09)

Tax -0.78** -0.80** -0.96** -0.67** -0.80**
(0.09) (0.09) (0.13) (0.11) (0.09)

Tech 0.07 0.02 -0.06 0.01
(0.13) (0.12) (0.13) (0.12)

Cuts -0.39** -0.42** -0.35** -0.42**
(0.12) (0.11) (0.11) (0.11)

Attitude Concern 0.52** 0.45** 0.58** 0.53**
(0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)

Political Trust 0.71** 0.67** 0.74** 0.71**
(0.04) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)

Concern x Trust 0.07*
(0.03)

Country Spain 0.34* 0.33** 0.72** 0.02 0.33**
(0.11) (0.10) (0.15) (0.14) (0.10)

S Korea 0.33** 0.39** 0.48** 0.27 0.39**
(0.11) (0.10) (0.16) (0.14) (0.10)

China 2.09** 2.23** 2.15** 2.25** 2.23**
(0.12) (0.11) (0.17) (0.14) (0.11)

(Intercept) 5.13** 5.04** 5.80** 5.00** 5.02**
(0.18) (0.17) (0.26) (0.22) (0.17)

N 4343 4343 1922 2421 4343
Adj. R-sq. 0.16 0.28 0.24 0.30 0.28
Policies Both Both Warm. Debt Both

Notes: Coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The reference category for country is Sweden, and for policy type it is debt reduction. See the Supplementary Information for full
question wordings.
**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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Support for Future-Oriented Policies
Table 2 presents linear regression models of policy support, as
functions of respondents’ background demographics, concern
and trust, and indicators for different types of policies. As a
reminder, the dependent variable ranges from 0 to 10, and each
respondent was asked about a single policy (to reduce either
global warming or national debt, and possibly employing tax,
technology, or spending cuts). The reference category is a
question about debt reduction, with no reference to a specific
policy instrument. The models in Table 2 pool the data from all
four countries together, and include dummies for three countries
(relative to the reference country, Sweden).9 Fitting these models
separately by country yielded, in most cases, similar results; in the
remainder of this section, unless otherwise noted, relationships
were substantively consistent across the four countries.

The first model in Table 2 shows that some demographic
groups reported more support for future-oriented policies:
younger respondents, with a post-secondary education, higher
income, and with one or more children living in their household.
We did not, however, find that any of these relationships were at
all consistent across the four countries. Some statistically
significant coefficients became non-significant in the second
model in the table. As such, we do not consider the
demographic differences a notable finding.

Next, the first model in Table 2 shows that policies for
reducing global warming (rather than reducing debt) received
more support. Consistent with prior research, also, policies of
either increasing taxation or reducing public spending received
less support. On the other hand, respondents were neutral about
the policy of spending more money to develop new technologies,
for climate change mitigation.10

The second model in Table 2 adds, as predictors, the two-item
concern index and the single-itemmeasure of political trust. Both
these variables are standardized (centred at zero and divided by
their standard deviation), such that the coefficient on each one
captures the change in the outcome associated with a one-
standard deviation change in the predictor. Support for future-
oriented policies is clearly more strongly related to political trust
than it is to concern (And this was consistent across all four
countries.). The adjusted R-squared is larger for this model than
the first model, showing that concern and trust explain nontrivial
shares of the variation in the dependent variable. We can directly
compare the sizes of the coefficients on concern and trust, given
their standardization (though the relative strengths of the
relationships must still be compared with some caution, given
that they may reflect the two variables’ measurement error).11

The third and fourth models in Table 2 examine attitudes
toward climate and debt policies separately. The results are very
similar; in both cases, in particular, the strength of the

relationship with trust clearly exceeded that with concern. So
the results here are not driven by any particularities of attitudes or
beliefs vis-à-vis either climate change or public debt (such as
scepticism that climate change is real or dangerous).

Finally, the fifth model adds an interaction effect between
political trust and concern. We conducted this test, on the logic
that the two factors might be jointly sufficient for policy support,
or that political trust may moderate the translation of concern
into policy support. The interaction is positive, and statistically
significant, suggesting that these two influences may indeed be
jointly sufficient. The magnitude of the relationship is not large,
however, and when analysing the countries one at a time, we
found the interaction effect only in one of them (China). While
political trust may moderate the effect of concern on policy
support, then, trust’s influence is predominantly as an
independent predictor rather than as a moderator.

Tests of Mechanisms: Confidence and
Willingness to Sacrifice
Next, we test two mechanisms by which the literature suggests
political trust shapes policy support: confidence in policies’
effectiveness, and individuals’ willingness to sacrifice for
others. This section will focus on a series of models presented
in Table 3, with three different outcomes. We test for statistical
mediation, by regressing confidence and willingness on trust, and
then support on both trust and these two potential mediator
variables. Insofar as the coefficient on trust is smaller than it is in a
model of support without the mediator (the second model in
Table 2 above), then we will have evidence of mediation (Baron
and Kenny, 1986).

Confidence
We begin with respondents’ confidence that future-oriented
policies will genuinely benefit future generations. Pooling the
answers to the different versions of the question about
confidence, when asked whether they believed people in the
future would really benefit from a future-oriented policy, 54%
of respondents in Sweden gave answers of at least 5 or higher (on
a 0–10 scale), 64% in Spain and Korea, and 87% in China.

The first twomodels in Table 3, combined with the fourth, test
whether trust potentially works via people’s confidence in policy
effectiveness. In the first two models, confidence is the outcome;
the fourth model tests confidence as a predictor of policy support.
The first model includes demographics, indicators for the
different versions of the question about confidence, dummies
for three countries, and concern and political trust. Higher-
income respondents reported more confidence in policies’
effectiveness, as did men and respondents living with one or
more children. Comparing reactions to different (randomly
assigned) policies, respondents expressed more confidence in
the benefits of policies for reducing global warming, compared
to public debt (or, in one version, of actually reduced global
warming rather than reduced debt). As for specific instruments,
respondents were less convinced about the benefits of raising
taxes (to reduce either emissions or debt) and more convinced
about the benefits of spending on the development of new

9We thank two anonymous reviewers for the suggestion to fit single models with all
countries together, rather than each country separately.
10We did not find any consistent interactions between demographics and treatment
indicators for different policies.
11We checked for interactions between either concern or trust and the randomized
treatments, and did not find any that were at all consistent across all four countries.
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technologies. Respondents were fairly neutral about the benefits
of a policy of reducing debt by cutting public spending.

The coefficients on “Said” capture the difference between the
expected benefits of actual reductions in warming or debt versus
the likely benefits if a government merely said it was introducing
new policies to achieve one of these ends. We can interpret this
as a quantification of people’s (not unreasonable) scepticism
about the likelihood of policy success. Respondents in each
country (except China) expected fewer benefits for future
generations if told their governments had merely “said” they
would introduce new (undefined) policies, compared to being
asked about the benefits if either global warming or national
debt were actually reduced. In three countries, then, we have
clear experimental evidence that the typical respondent doubted
their government’s ability to design policies that would achieve
their stated aims.

The first model in Table 3, also, shows that both political trust
and concern predict more confidence in policies’ benefits, with
the coefficient on trust more than twice the size of that on
concern. Political trust strongly predicts confidence in policy
effectiveness, consistent with theory.

We tested for interactions between political trust and each
of the policy type indicators, and found one that was
statistically and substantively significant for the pooled
analysis of all four countries at once; this appears as the
third model in Table 3. Specifically, respondents with more
political trust were significantly less sceptical of the benefits of
tax policies.12

TABLE 3 | Confidence and willingness.

Outcome Confidence Willingness Support

Model 1 2 3 4 5

Demographics Age -0.00 -0.00 0.01** -0.00 -0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Male 0.22** 0.21** -0.20** -0.11 -0.04
(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.06) (0.06)

Education 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.14* 0.14*
(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.07)

Income 0.11** 0.11** 0.04 0.04 0.03
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)

Child in household 0.13** 0.13** 0.12** 0.07 0.04
(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Policies Global Warming 1.03** 1.03** 0.19* 0.34**
(0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.07)

Said -0.59** -0.59**
(0.10) (0.10)

Tax -0.83** -0.83** -0.62** -0.60**
(0.10) (0.10) (0.07) (0.07)

Tech 0.37** 0.38** 0.06 0.07
(0.13) (0.13) (0.10) (0.10)

Cuts -0.12 -0.11 -0.22* -0.21*
(0.12) (0.12) (0.09) (0.09)

Attitudes Concern 0.43** 0.43** 0.76** 0.31** 0.13**
(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Political Trust 0.89** 0.81** 0.49** 0.28** 0.21**
(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Trust x Tax 0.32**
(0.08)

Confidence 1.26** 1.06**
(0.03) (0.03)

Willingness 0.69**
(0.03)

Country Spain 0.75** 0.75** 0.18 0.29** 0.30**
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.09) (0.08)

S Korea 0.77** 0.77** -0.82 0.33** 0.32**
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09)

China 2.54** 2.53** 1.39** 2.20** 2.19**
(0.11) (0.11) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09)

(Intercept) 4.44** 4.44** 4.64** 5.27** 5.30**
(0.18) (0.18) (0.15) (0.15) (0.14)

Adj. R-sq. 0.33 0.33 0.25 0.45 0.50

Notes: Coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The reference category for country is Sweden, and for policy type it is debt reduction. See the Supplementary Information for full
question wordings. N for all models is 4343.
**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

12The interaction was significant for three out of the four countries analyzed
separately—all but Sweden.
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The fourth model in Table 3, next, treats confidence as a
predictor of policy support. This model is identical to the
second model in Table 2, except with the inclusion of
confidence (here standardized, with mean zero and a SD of
1). The coefficient on confidence is large, and statistically
significant. The R-squared has increased from 0.28 to 0.45,
showing that confidence explains a lot of the variance in policy
support. We can also see that the coefficients on both concern
and trust have shrunk considerably—by 40% and more than
60%, respectively. The substantial reduction in the size of the
coefficient on political trust is consistent with the theory that
much of its influence on policy support operates via
confidence. On the other hand, the substantial shrinkage in
the coefficient on concern is not consistent with the theoretical
model presented in Figure 1.

Overall, the results here confirm that political trust,
confidence, and policy support are all strongly related,
suggesting that political trust operates on policy attitudes by
influencing perceptions of policy effectiveness. If we fit models for
attitudes toward either climate or debt policies separately, we find
substantively similar results.

Willingness
Next, we consider the second mechanism: willingness to sacrifice
for future generations. The percentage of respondents who
described their willingness as 5 or higher on a 0–10 scale
ranged from 52% (in South Korea) to 83% (in China). Here
we focus on the third model in Table 3, which treats willingness
as the outcome, and the fifth model, which includes willingness as
a predictor of policy support.

Women, older respondents, and respondents with children in
their household were more willing to sacrifice for future
generations. Model 3 in Table 3 shows that willingness, like
confidence, was also significantly higher among respondents with
both more political trust and more concern. This result would
appear consistent with the theoretical model in Figure 1, which
presents willingness as a reflecting both trust and concern. In
contrast to confidence, however, for willingness the coefficient on
concern is substantially higher than the one on political trust.

The fifth and final model in Table 3 builds on the fourth, by
adding willingness (standardised) as a predictor of policy support.
This increases the R-squared from 0.45 to 0.50, and further
reduces the size of the coefficients on concern and trust.
Relative to the second model in Table 2, confidence and
willingness together have shrunk the coefficient on political
trust by 70% (and that on concern by 75%). This is consistent
with the theory, represented in Figure 1, that political trust
shapes policy support via these two mechanisms. (The results
are again similar if we fit separate models for climate or debt
policies.) The fifth model in Table 3 also allows us to assess
whether confidence and willingness potentially operate as a
sequence of mechanisms, rather than in parallel. If confidence
and willingness are indeed links in a single chain, then adding
willingness to a model of policy support that already includes
confidence should substantially reduce the coefficient on the
latter. In practice, Model 5 in Table 3 shows it does reduce that
coefficient, but only be less than 20%, such that most of the

impact of confidence cannot be via willingness, and they must be
independent pathways. Furthermore, in an identical model
excluding confidence (not shown), the coefficients on trust
and willingness are 0.51 and 0.99, respectively. Given that the
coefficient on political trust is not much reduced, relative to the
second model in Table 2, political trust appears to operate
substantially more via confidence than via willingness. If these
pathways were serial rather than parallel, we would not see such
a substantial difference between the coefficient on trust in
models with either confidence or willingness.

Optimism About Future Generations’
Standards of Living
Third, and finally, are people who expect standards of living to
rise in the future more or less willing to sacrifice? Responses to the
question about how standards of living will change in the future
varied a great deal across the four countries. Respondents in
Europe were not optimistic about future living standards: only 29
and 23% of those in Sweden and Spain, respectively, expected
standards of living to rise. In the two Asian countries, by
comparison, more people expected that living standards will
continue rising in the future (52 and 83% of respondents in
South Korea and China, respectively). While we do not wish to
over-interpret these cross-national differences (given the reasons
for caution we articulated earlier), the differences are consistent
with prior studies about comparative levels of generalized social
optimism and confidence about the future.

As explained earlier, there are reasons why people who expect
standards of living to rise could be either less or more willing to
sacrifice for future generations. To assess these competing
expectations, Table 4 presents models testing for a variety of
possible relationships between optimism and several other
variables. The first model, with optimism as the outcome, shows
that optimism about future living standards (ranging from 0 to 4)
was higher among older respondents, women, and respondents
with children at home. It was also higher among respondents with
more political trust, a result consistent with the theory that trust
raises expectations about the functionality of society, and thus the
prospects for further improvements to human lives.13

Next, the second model treats concern as the outcome, and
shows that concern for future generations is higher, not lower,
among respondents who are more optimistic about future living
standards. It is not the case, then, that respondents’ concern
reflected economists’ logic of discounting.

The third model shows that respondents who expect living
standards to rise in the future are more willing to sacrifice (This
relationship was consistent across all four countries, and holds
either controlling or not controlling for demographics, concern,
and trust.) The fourthmodel, finally, shows that optimists are also
more supportive of future-oriented policies. Willingness to
sacrifice and support for future-oriented policies therefore
appear to reflect a concern that future generations will be

13It could also be that an optimistic worldview leads to trust, though we leave that as
an open question here.
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deprived (relative to current generations) less than they reflect a
belief in the efficacy of sacrificing and confidence in the policies’
benefits.14

DISCUSSION

This paper has explored the consequences of political distrust
for future-oriented governance. Albeit with only partially
representative samples, our surveys suggested that, on the

whole, people are moderately concerned about future
generations. Many in principle feel concerned about the well-
being of future generations, would prefer to avoid causing them
harm, and are even willing to sacrifice their own standard of
living to some degree so that future generations can lead better
lives. But the results we have presented also show that political
distrust makes many people sceptical about the very policies that
governments would need to adopt to prevent the harms of climate
change and public debt. They also validate the theoretical model in
Figure 1, and help adjudicate between competing theories
(represented with dashed arrows in that figure).

Specifically, neither subjective concern about future
generations, nor a willingness to sacrifice for them, is a
function of expectations about declining living standards.
People who are more optimistic about future living standards
are more willing to sacrifice, and more supportive of future-
oriented policies—directly contrary to economists’ logic of

TABLE 4 | Optimism.

Outcome Optimism Concern Willingness Support

Model 1 2 3 4

Demographics Age -0.00** -0.02** 0.01** -0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Male 0.11** -0.15 -0.21** -0.05
(0.03) (0.08) (0.07) (0.06)

Education 0.02 0.29** 0.00 0.14*
(0.03) (0.09) (0.08) (0.07)

Income 0.05** 0.15** 0.03 0.03
(0.02) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03)

Child in Household 0.05** 0.34** 0.11** 0.04 (0.04)
(0.02) (0.05) (0.04)

Policies Global Warming 0.33**
(0.07)

Tax -0.60**
(0.07)

Tech 0.07
(0.10)

Cuts -0.21*
(0.09)

Attitude Concern 0.75** 0.13**
(0.03) (0.03)

Political Trust 0.24** (0.01) 0.46** 0.20**
(0.03) (0.03)

Confidence 1.05**
(0.03)

Willingness 0.69**
(0.03)

Optimism 0.26** 0.15** 0.06*
(0.04) (0.03) (0.03)

Country Spain -0.11* -0.03 0.18 0.30**
(0.04) (0.11) (0.10) (0.08)

S Korea 0.58** 0.07 -0.82** 0.32**
(0.04) (0.11) (0.10) (0.09)

China 1.14** 2.61** 1.40** 2.19**
(0.04) (0.12) (0.10) (0.09)

(Intercept) 1.92** 4.82** 4.63** 5.30**
(0.07) (0.18) (0.15) (0.14)

Adj. R-sq. 0.27 0.23 0.25 0.50

Notes:Coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The dependent variable is the response to one of eight different questions about climate or debt policy. The reference category is
a question about debt reduction. See the Supplementary Information for full question wordings. N for all models is 4343.
**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

14In models of policy support, the coefficient on optimism is significant for debt
policies alone, irrespective of controls. For climate policies, with the full set of
controls included in Model 4, the coefficient is not statistically significant.
However, the coefficient is significant in models that do not include confidence
and willingness as predictors.
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discounting. That respondents who expect standards of living to
decline were less willing to sacrifice for future generations
suggests that such willingness is rooted in positive
expectations that sacrifices—and future-oriented policies—will
work. It may be that people who are less optimistic about future
standards of living possess more negative views of societal
functioning generally, and are less trusting in both political
and other institutions. As they understandably do not want to
give away their money to institutions they perceive as
dysfunctional or corrupt, they feel reluctant to sacrifice. This
could explain the apparent inconsistency between our results and
those of Graham et al. (2017), who found that respondents to
their survey were more supportive of future-oriented policies.
Their study presented policies such that the benefits—to present
or future generations—were in no doubt whatsoever; in our
study, the benefits were specifically not guaranteed. Our
respondents therefore needed to judge whether they believed
such benefits would materialize, and our study shows that many
of them were sceptical, making our results more consistent with
those of Jacobs and Matthews (2012).

Our study has shown how negative the consequences of
distrust may be. Barring significant changes in public policy,
public debts and (much more so) climate change will impose
large costs on future generations of people. Our results suggest
that advocates of policies for reducing these costs should look for
ways of raising people’s confidence in the policies’ effectiveness
and/or the trustworthiness of the institutions and office-holders
designing and implementing them. Among our respondents, with
the exception of those in South Korea, self-reported concern for
the well-being of future generations exceeded confidence in the
benefits of future-oriented policies (at least based on a very
approximate comparison of the two ten-point scales).

One limitation of our study is that we are relying on self-
reporting, which may be subject to social desirability bias. Another
potential critique is that we have not quantified the values we
measure, such as in terms of money. A useful direction for future
research would therefore be to compare our results with those
based on contingent valuation methods (Kling et al., 2012). There
would also appear to be considerable scope for further research
linking public optimism or pessimism about the future to people’s
assessments of the present, including their beliefs that institutions
are either corrupt and dysfunctional, or trustworthy and likely to
help change the world for the better. Andwe have not distinguished
respondents according to ideology or party identification. Finally,
our study has been based entirely on samples of internet users, and
future research in this area could benefit from using more
representative samples of national populations.
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