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In the world today, the richer a country is, the more despondent its peo-
ple tend to feel about the future. In every G7 country, most people believe 
that the world will be worse for their children than it was for them; in 
emerging economies it is the other way around. And G7 citizens tend to 
be less open to change than people in less rich countries.  

This dispiriting combination of feelings among G7 citizens risks under-
mining societal well-being, business growth, and climate action—so 
political, business, and environmental leaders have a shared interest in 
tackling the despondency. 

We explore the implications of this societal picture in a forthcoming 
research report in collaboration with the University of Cambridge Insti-
tute for Sustainability Leadership. In this short paper we focus on un-
derstanding the despondency itself, and its relationship not just to GDP/
capita, but to GDP growth over a generational timeframe.
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When today is as good as it gets
How do people in different parts of the world feel 
about the future?

In a survey of 58,000 people,1 we asked citizens 
of 23 countries how they feel on two dimensions: 
optimism and openness.

To test optimism, we asked to what extent they 
agreed that ‘the world will be a better place for 
our children than it was for me.’

To test openness, we asked to what extent they 
agreed that ‘change is always good and a sign of 
progress, even if it’s not what I was hoping for.’

Figure 1 shows the mean agreement with these 
two statements in each country. 

The two dimensions are correlated: most coun-
tries lie in a band from bottom left to top right 
(R2=0.67). More significantly, most countries 
group according to their level of wealth (GDP per 
capita). 

All the G7 countries lie in the bottom left, where 
people lack both optimism and openness to 
change. The optimism scores are net negative. 
The openness scores are mildly net positive (the 
average is above 3 on a 1-5 scale), but lower than 
in other countries. 

The G7 position shows a dispiriting combination 
of feelings. It says that the world will be worse 

for our children, but we are wary of changing it. 
Today is as good as it gets.

By contrast, the mindset in emerging markets 
and developing economies is much more posi-
tive: optimistic for the next generation, and open 
to what change might bring.

Driven by GDP and generational growth 
Where does this despondency come from? What 
marks out the G7 (and other rich countries, such 
as Norway and Australia) in this way?

Statistical analysis of the varation across coun-
tries suggest important and distinct influences 
of both GDP and GDP growth. The growth that 
matters is not current growth (the feeling of be-
ing in a growing economy), but growth over a 
generational timeframe (the feeling that society 
is richer now than in our parents’ generation).2 

Table 1 shows the contribution of GDP and GDP 
growth, as factors explaining countries’ levels of 
optimism and openness, in a regression model:

•	 GDP/capita is the main driver of openness;

•	 Generational growth is the main driver of op-
timism;

•	 Together, these two metrics explain most of 
the varation between countries;

•	 Current GDP growth has neglible explanatory 
power.

Figure 1. 
Optimism and openness about the future, among the citizens of different countries
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Why measure GDP growth over 20 years? We ran 
the same regression model with measures of 
GDP growth over different time periods, ranging 
from 1 to 40 years (Figure 2). 

As already seen in Table 1, we found that the cur-
rent GDP growth rate has almost no power in ex-
plaining either optimism or openness about the 
future. But GDP growth over a generation has a 
significant explanatory power. 

Starting from the right of the chart, the power in-
creases steadily until we go back about 15 years, 
where the effect plateaus. Probably not coinci-
dentally, that takes us back to 2008, the time of 
the Global Financial Crisis. Explanatory power 
stays high until we move beyond a single gener-
ation (typically 25-30 years). 

Because of the flatness of the plateau (repre-
sented by the shaded area in Figure 2), the ex-
act length of measurement is not critical. For 
simplicity, to fairly represent the plateau, and 
to avoid looking back further into historic data 
than necessary, we have used 20 years for our 
measure of generational growth. 

Feeling the loss of the future
The loss of growth over a generation appears to 
drive what Ipsos, in their 2024 Global Trends re-
port, describe as ‘loss of the future’.3 On average, 
over the past generation, people in the most de-
veloped countries (including the G7) have seen:

•	 Loss of share, power and global leadership to 
emerging countries;

•	 Aging populations, declining fertility;

•	 Historically low gain in labour productivity 
(less than 1% per year);4

•	 Increased borrowing against the future,5 so 
that limited future gains are already banked.

For hundreds of years, human progress has been 
the natural way of things, enabled by economic 
growth and energy consumption, and seen in 
many metrics of health, wealth, security, con-
nectedness, longevity and lifestyle. In most of 
the world it still is: we see that reflected in opti-
mism and openness about the future in emerg-
ing markets and developing economies. 

But not for most of the public in the G7. And they 
are feeling the loss.

Table 1. 
Explanation of inter-country variation in  
optimism and openness about the future

Figure 2. Explanatory power of GDP growth over different time periods

Extent to which growth 
in GDP/capita  explains 
the variance between 
different countries’ 
beliefs (R2)

Number of years over which GDP/capita growth is measured

‘The world will be a better place 
for our children than it was for me.’

20-year metric used for analysis

‘Change is always good and a sign of progress, 
even if it’s not what I was hoping for.’

Explanatory power (R2) Optimism Openness

GDP/capita 0.44 0.61

Generational growth in 
GDP/capita (20-year rate)

0.62 0.44

Bivariate model (GDP  
and generational growth) 

0.72 0.70

Current growth in  
GDP/capita (2-year rate)

0.21 0.07
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Appendix 

A note on research methodology

This paper analyzes the data from a 57,968-re-
spondent, 23-country research study by Potential 
Energy Coalition and Zero Ideas in partnership 
with Yale Program on Climate Change Commu-
nication and Meliore Foundation. The fieldwork 
for this study was conducted by Dynata between 
June and August 2023. Each country has more 
than 2,000 respondents. 

The primary focus of this study was on what 
moves and motivates people to support govern-
ment-led climate action. The research report 
on that topic was published in November 2023, 
titled Later is Too Late.6 A subsequent report on 
the political aspect of these motivations, using 

the same data, was published by Zero Ideas in 
August 2024, titled Unleashing multipartisan sup-
port for climate action.7 

The questions about optimism and openness 
are each asked on a 1-5 scale, so a score above 3.0 
represents net agreement with each statement at 
the population level.

The regression analyses exclude Nigeria from 
the set of 23 countries, because the dramatic 
jumps in GDP/capita that Nigeria experienced 
in response to oil price shocks, especially in the 
1990s, overshadow other effects if included.
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About Zero Ideas
Zero Ideas is a research and education charity estab-
lished to challenge leadership thinking on climate 
action. We conduct primary and secondary research 
and publish articles and research reports to inform 
business and other leaders on climate issues and to 
drive a more ambitious leadership mindset regarding 
climate action. 

Recent research projects and collaborations have ex-
plored:
•	 Climate worry is moving right;
•	 Popular support for the science and technologies 

that can help stop climate change;
•	 The use of theories of change to assess and guide 

corporate climate action;
•	 What moves and motivates people to support cli-

mate action across the G20 and beyond;
•	 Why sustainable finance supply needs industrial 

strategy demand;
•	 Understanding and responding to public de-

mand for nuclear energy;

Zero Ideas is a Charitable Incorporated Organization 
in England & Wales. 

Registered Charity Number 1199593. 

www.zeroideas.org. 
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