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ARTICLE

Losses, hopes, and expectations for sustainable
futures after COVID
Stephan Lewandowsky 1,2✉, Keri Facer 1 & Ullrich K. H. Ecker 2

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused immense distress but also created opportunity for

radical change. Two main avenues for recovery from the pandemic have been discussed:

A “back to normal” that foregrounds economic recovery, and a sustainable and progressive

“build back better” approach that seeks to address global problems such as inequality and

climate change. The article reports two experiments conducted on representative British and

American samples (N= 600 and N= 800, respectively, for the two experiments) that show

that people in both countries overall prefer a progressive future to a return to normal,

although that preference is stronger on the political left and center-left with ambivalence

prevailing on the right. However, irrespective of political leanings, people consider a return to

normal more likely than a progressive future. People also mistakenly believe that others want

the progressive scenarios less, and the return to normal more, than they actually do. The

divergence between what people want and what they think others want represents an

instance of pluralistic ignorance, which arises when public discourse is not reflecting people’s

actual opinions. Publicizing public opinion is thus crucial to facilitate a future with broad

support. In additional open-ended items, participants cited working from home, reduced

commuting, and a collective sense of civility as worth retaining post pandemic.
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The COVID-19 crisis has turned the world upside down,
exposing deep weaknesses in existing systems and struc-
tures (Goede, 2020). The disruption of the global economy

has damaged or threatened the livelihoods of countless people
(Bartik et al., 2020; Bonaccorsi et al., 2020), while also high-
lighting other socio-economic issues, such as poor working
conditions and precarious remuneration of essential workers and
the vulnerability of minorities. Social restrictions to control the
pandemic likewise disproportionately impacted women, single
parents, young people, and migrants (Greenaway et al., 2020; The
Lancet, 2020; van Barneveld et al., 2020; Wenham et al., 2020).

Even though vaccinations have been rolled out on a large scale
in most developed countries, the pandemic will continue to be a
significant public health concern, and the economic fallout will be
felt for some time to come (Paltiel et al., 2020). Societies are
therefore faced with difficult political decisions about how to
recover from the crisis and what future pathway to embark on.
Our aim is to inform this debate by exploring the public’s atti-
tudes towards possible futures in the United States and the United
Kingdom. We are particularly concerned with three aspects of
public attitudes: First, what people want for themselves, which
should inform future planning by governments. Second, what
people consider likely to happen, which can identify people’s
perceptions of current power structures in society. Third, what
people think others want, which reveals how well people are
calibrated to the opinion landscape in which they live. We focus
on four possible futures that are representative of a broad range of
opinions about the recovery that have appeared in public dis-
cussion and the academic literature.

In the early stages of the pandemic (March-July 2020), a rapid
return to normal was an omnipresent catch phrase, perhaps
reflecting a deep-seated desire to avert the worst of the pandemic
and reflecting the hope that the virus might be quickly brought
under control after the first wave. However, alternative slogans
such as build back better (Hamann, 2020; Shepherd, 2020) have
also gained traction with promises of a brighter, more equitable,
and more sustainable future based on radical change. Notwith-
standing their broad usage, the slogans remain ambiguous and
each can describe many different future paths.

We identify two principal dimensions that have shaped the
debate between building back better and returning to normal. The
first dimension revolves around sustainability and climate change.
Some calls to build back better have invoked a green new deal
(Rosner, 2020), in part motivated by the reduced carbon emissions
occasioned by the pandemic. The European Union seems poised to
take this route, with a Green Deal recovery package (European
Commission, 2020). In the US, the mayors of Boston and New
Orleans have similarly argued that climate action must be a central
component of any recovery from COVID-19 (Walsh and Cantrell,
2020), a stance mirrored by the mayor of London who announced
his own Green New Deal in November 2020 (Mayor of London,
2020). A build back better recovery has also been backed by
members of the medical community, with calls to use the crisis as
an opportunity to address imbalances and build stronger medical
systems (Clark & Gruending, 2020) and to tackle climate change,
the gravest public health threat of the 21st century (Harmer, 2021).
Others have strongly opposed any green recovery, arguing that what
is needed is immediate economic relief and that climate policy can
come later (Temple, 2020), a stance that has been shown to reduce
support for climate-change mitigation in US residents (Ecker et al.,
2020). Coverage in agenda-setting US media (New York Times and
Wall Street Journal) has been shown to paint the Green New Deal,
put before Congress in early 2019, as a dangerous policy proposed
by Millennial extremists (Morris, 2021). The debate is ongoing, with
opposing positions along this dimension being clearly articulated.

The second dimension revolves around the curtailing of free-
doms and civil liberties during the pandemic. The social restric-
tions aimed at slowing the pandemic, such as lockdowns, school
closures, and cancellations of social and sporting events, have
abrogated people’s rights to an extent that is unprecedented in
contemporary liberal democracies (Grogan, 2020). Although
these social restrictions were demonstrably successful (Haug et al.,
2020; Robinson et al., 2020), they have not only negatively
impacted mental health at scale (Every-Palmer et al., 2020; Ser-
afini et al., 2020; Xiong et al., 2020) but have also evoked concerns
that these policies might trigger a slow authoritarianization, and
that social restrictions are harbingers of an authoritarian pan-
demic (Thomson & Ip, 2020). These concerns are amplified by
the fact that numerous indicators suggest that democracy is in
retreat and under threat worldwide (Freedom House, 2020;
Lührmann & Lindberg, 2020), including in Europe. In 2020, The
Economist’s democracy index determined that one E.U. member
state, Hungary, was no longer a democracy (Economist Intelli-
gence Unit, 2020). The Hungarian government has also used the
pandemic as an opportunity to grant itself emergency powers
(Stott et al., 2020). In the UK, by contrast, policing of social-
distancing measures was mainly based on the concepts of engage,
explain, encourage (Stott et al., 2020), emphasizing the diversity
in government responses even in light of the need for social
distancing. In a comparison across European countries, those that
already experienced democractic backsliding also experienced
further concentrations of power (Engler et al., 2021). Although an
authoritarian advantage (Maravall, 1994) has been surmised
during the pandemic, based in part on China’s successful man-
agement of the outbreak (Kavanagh, 2020), a quantitative analysis
of the first wave failed to identify any association between pan-
demic death rate and severity of democratic infringement (Maerz
et al., 2020). Instead, policies that relied primarily on public trust
accompanied by democratic accountability have been associated
with the most positive pandemic outcomes (Grogan, 2020). The
debate about how power should be (re-)distributed between
governments and the public is far from resolved, and can be
expected to gather intensity once the pandemic has been brought
under control. This tension between collective action and gov-
ernment directives is also central to the debate surrounding
sustainability and climate mitigation (Fischer et al., 2011), sug-
gesting that it is a cross-cutting dimension that affects multiple
debates about the future.

Our studies captured those two prominent dimensions of
debate by instantiating them as independent variables. We pre-
sented people with four future scenarios that differed along those
two dimensions: the first dimension (called orientation) captured
the progressive (build back better) vs. return to normal dichot-
omy. The second dimension (called distribution of power) dif-
ferentiated between two future roles for government. In the
strong government scenarios, democratic governance is curtailed
and most power rests with the government. In the individual
autonomy scenarios, by contrast, authority was returned to the
individual and grassroots organizations whereas government
assumed a limited role. Figure 1 summarizes the scenarios (which
differ between experiments and are reported verbatim in the
online supplement) along these two orthogonal dimensions. A
similar classification of possible futures was discussed in the
media during the first wave of the pandemic (Mair, 2020; Yong,
2020), reflecting the broader political choices discussed over a
longer time scale before the pandemic in the academic literature.

Our research questions were: (1) Do people have a preference
for a return to normal vs. a more progressive future post-COVID?
(2) do they prefer a future characterized by strong government or
individual autonomy? And (3) do their future preferences align
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with their expectations and the preferences they perceive others
to have? To answer those questions, we performed two experi-
ments about a year apart during different stages of the pandemic
(May–July 2020 vs. July 2021). In the first experiment, partici-
pants evaluated all scenarios in succession, whereas in the second
experiment participants were presented with one of the scenarios
chosen at random. In both experiments, after each scenario,
people first expressed their personal preference. They next rated
the likelihood of the scenario coming to pass. The final evaluation
question probed how much they thought other people would like
the scenario. Probing of others’ presumed attitudes is important
because it can reveal gaps between people’s own attitudes and
their presumption about others’ attitudes that can be politically
consequential. It has long been known that people generally over-
estimate the prevalence of their own opinions (Holmes, 1968;
Ross et al., 1977), a phenomenon known as the false-consensus
effect (Mullen et al., 1985). On that basis, one would expect
people’s own preferences for the future to be reflected in their
perceived preferences of others. There are, however, exceptions to
this general pattern that can arise when a minority opinion is
given disproportionate prominence in public debate and by the
media, in which case the actual majority may think that their
opinion is in the minority, a phenomenon known as pluralistic
ignorance (Shamir & Shamir, 1997; Todorov & Mandisodza,
2004). The political implications of pluralistic ignorance can be
profound. For example, after the terrorist attacks of 9/11 the
overwhelming majority of Americans (around 75%) preferred a
multilateral approach to combating terrorism. However, this
majority thought that their view was only shared by half the
population (Todorov & Mandisodza, 2004), thus arguably ren-
dering them more aqcuiescent to the unilateral approach pursued
by the Bush administration with minority support of around 25%.
In the present context, testing for possible pluralistic ignorance is
particularly relevant for three reasons: First, perceived social
consensus is an important determinant of climate-change atti-
tudes (Goldberg et al., 2020; Lewandowsky et al., 2019). Second,
the social consensus is often misperceived, and pluralistic
ignorance in people who accept the reality of human-caused
climate change has been observed repeatedly (Leviston et al.,
2013; Mildenberger & Tingley, 2019; Pearson et al., 2018). Third,
people who are concerned about climate change are reluctant to
express those opinions if they (falsely) believe that others do not
share this concern (Geiger and Swim, 2016). In light of the
prominence of climate change and related issues in the debate

about post-COVID futures, probing of others’ presumed attitudes
therefore appeared particularly important.

In addition, given that personal values and norms have been
identified as drivers of prosocial responses to COVID-19 (Bouman
et al., 2021), we anticipated that people’s core moral values might
predict their preferences. In the first experiment, we therefore
employed the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ; Graham
et al., 2020) to measure participants’ values in our first (US)
sample. The MFQ measures a person’s values along dimensions
of harm/care, fairness/reciprocity, ingroup/loyalty, authority/
respect, and purity/sanctity. Although we did not have any
specific hypotheses, we expected that fairness might predict
preferences along the orientation factor, and authority might
predict preferences along the distribution of power factor.
Contray to expectation, the MFQ did not play a major role in
determining people’s responses. It was therefore dropped from
all subsequent samples. Experiment 2 instead measured people’s
political leaning along a “left-right” continuum as a potential
moderator.

Standard demographics (age, gender, education, and income)
were included as potential covariates in Experiment 1. It is known
that climate-change denial is stratified by income and education
(Bohr, 2014; Hamilton, 2011), as well as gender (Krange et al.,
2018; McCright, 2010). Men tend to be less concerned about
climate change than women (McCright, 2010), and increasing age
is also associated with decreasing concern (Hamilton, 2011).

Finally, respondents were also given the opportunity to express
their feelings about the pandemic and possible futures in open-
ended questions in Experiment 1. These responses were subjected
to an inductive qualitative analysis that provided an in-depth
exploration of the quantitative results. Qualitative analyses have
yielded valuable insights into how people conceptualize policies
and governance approaches in related domains, such as sustain-
ability and climate change (Fischer et al., 2011).

Experiment 1
Methods
Design and scenarios. The experiment involved two nearly
identical instruments administered to representative U.S. and
U.K. samples. The American sample was tested in early May
2020, at a time when most U.S. States were still in lockdown,
whereas the British sample was tested in early July 2020, at
which time the U.K. was emerging from its first lockdown.

Collec�ve safety
• We don’t want any big changes to how the 

world works.
• We are happy for the government to keep 

their powers to keep us safe and back on 
economic track.

For freedom
• We don’t want any big changes to how the 

world works; our priority is business as 
usual and safety. 

• We want to take back from governments 
the powers they have claimed to limit our 
movements and monitor our data and 
behavior.

Fairer future
• What we want is for governments to take 

strong ac�on to deal with economic 
unfairness and the problem of climate 
change.

• We are happy for the government to keep 
their powers if it protects economic 
fairness, health and the environment. 

Grassroots leadership
• What we want is for communi�es, not 

governments, to work together to build a 
fair and environmentally friendly world.

• We want to take back from governments 
the powers they have claimed to limit our 
movements and monitor our data and 
behavior.

Distribu�on of power
Strong government Individual autonomy

Back to normal

Orienta�on

Progressive

Fig. 1 Brief summary of the four scenarios used in the present experiments, grouped by the two dimensions (experimental variables) explored in the
study.We designed each of these scenarios as having desirable aspects and being driven by good intentions, rather than juxtaposing scenarios that clearly
differed with respect to intent and overall benefit. Any differences observed between scenarios should therefore reflect their deep structure instantiated by
the experimental variables rather than emotional valence and overall attractiveness. Verbatim scenarios from both experiments are available in the online
supplement.
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Because of the difference in timing, we present the results from
the two samples separately.

The two within-subjects experimental variables defined the
scenarios presented to participants. The first variable, which we
call orientation, referred to the basic thrust of the future
scenario. The orientation was either back to normal or
progressive. The second variable, which we call distribution of
power, referred to the role of government in the future. It either
stipulated strong government or individual autonomy. The
orthogonal combination of these two variables yielded the four
scenarios shown in Fig. 1.

1. For freedom scenario (back to normal and individual
autonomy) effectively accentuated the status quo before the
pandemic; namely small government, individual freedom,
and business as usual.

2. Grassroots leadership scenario (progressive and individual
autonomy) sketched a future driven by communities, not
governments, working together to build a fair and
environmentally friendly world.

3. Collective safety scenario (back to normal and strong
government) also accentuated the status quo before the
pandemic but expected that the government would
keep its newly-acquired powers to keep people and the
economy safe.

4. Fairer future scenario (progressive and strong government)
also accepted that governments retain their power but
expected them to take strong action to deal with economic
unfairness and climate change.

The online supplement contains verbatim copies of the
scenarios.

Scenario calibration. Because our research questions were for-
mulated at the level of experimental variables rather than per-
taining to the specific wording of the scenarios, we conducted a
separate study to verify that people perceived our scenarios along
the dimensions we intended to manipulate.

We recruited 404 participants (mean age 40.65, range 18–79;
240 male, 160 female, 3 non-binary, and 1 withheld response)
from the CloudResearch Approved Participants pool of MTurk
users. CloudResearch (https://www.cloudresearch.com/) vets
MTurk workers for reliability before they enter the Approved
Participants pool. The pool is demographically diverse and
participants are similar to other MTurk workers. All participants
were U.S. residents, had an approval rating of 98% or better, and
had participated in at least 5000 previous tasks (HITs) on MTurk.
Participants were paid $.75 for completion of the survey, which
took ~3.5 min (203.30 s) on average (median 147.50 s).

Each participant was presented with a single scenario, chosen
at random. After a delay of 30 s, participants responded to two
items querying the nature of the scenario. The first item queried
orientation: Futures after COVID are often classified along a
continuum from return to normal to building back better. Where
do you place this scenario along that continuum? The response
scale consisted of 10 horizontally arranged radio buttons with end
points labeled return to normal and building back better. The
second item queried distribution of power: Futures after COVID
are often classified along a continuum from returning/giving
power to the people to government retains/gets more power.
Where do you place this scenario along that continuum? End
points on this 10-point response scale were labeled people power
and government power. Participants were then asked if they had
put in a reasonable effort and whether their data should be used
for analysis (with response options Yes, I put in reasonable effort;
Maybe, I was a little distracted; or No, I wasn’t paying much

attention), before being debriefed. No participants indicated that
they were not paying attention.

The top panel in Fig. 2 shows the results, with responses to the
two items plotted along the abscissa (orientation) and ordinate
(distribution of power), respectively. Although there is some
variability between participants, it is clear that people perceive the
scenarios as intended along a 2 × 2 factorial structure. The mean
responses along the orientation dimension are identical for both
back to normal scenarios and for both build back better scenarios,
with the two types differing as expected along the orientation
dimension. Similarly, responses along the distribution of power
dimension were principally determined by whether the scenario
was highlighting people or government power, although the two
individual-autonomy (people power) scenarios differed slightly
from each other (with the confidence intervals nonetheless
overlapping). We therefore conclude that the four scenarios
instantiated the two experimental variables as intended.

Participants for main study. Representative samples of partici-
pants in the US and UK were recruited via the Prolific platform
(https://www.prolific.co/). Prolific has been shown to yield
responses of higher quality and samples that are more diverse
compared to rival panel services (Peer, Brandimarte, Samat, &
Acquisti, 2017). Prolific stratifies representative samples across
three demographic variables: Age (five brackets; 18–27, 28–37,
38–47, 48–57, and 58 and above), gender (male and female), and
ethnicity (five groups; White, Mixed, Asian, Black, and Other).
Prolific uses census data from the US Census Bureau or the UK
Office of National Statistics to divide the sample into 50 sub-
groups (5 × 2 × 5) with the same proportions as the national
population, which are then filled by invitation to the overall
panel. Table S1 compares the sample statistics on the stratifica-
tion variables to the population demographics. The U.S. sample
comprised 277 participants, who were paid GBP1.88 (~$2.40)
each for the 15-min survey. The average age was 46 (range 18 to
79; SD= 16.20). The U.K. sample comprised 300 participants
who were paid GBP1.75 each for the slightly shorter (14-min)
survey. The average age was 45.20 (range 19 to 85; SD= 15.92).
Table S2 summarizes the remaining demographics of both sam-
ples and provides a comparison to the national populations for
the stratification variables.

Procedure. Upon providing informed consent, participants first
responded to demographic items (age, gender, English profi-
ciency, employment status, level of education, and annual
income). Participants in the U.S. sample then completed the 20-
item version of the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (MFQ;
Graham et al., 2020). The MFQ is split into five subscales (harm,
fairness, ingroup, authority, purity). MFQ items used a 6-point
scale from 1= Strongly disagree to 6= Strongly agree.

Participants then proceeded to the main part of the experi-
ment, which consisted of presentation of the four future
scenarios, in a new random order for each participant. Each
scenario was followed by three questions: (1) How much do you
want this scenario to come true? (Short label own want in
remainder of analysis); (2) How likely is it that this scenario will
come true? (likelihood); (3) How much do you think other people
in the U.S./U.K. would like this scenario to come true? (others
want). Each question was answered on an 11-point scale with end
points 1=Not at all and 11=Very much.

The scenarios were followed by four open-ended qualitative
items. The items queried (1) What do you most miss from life
before the pandemic?; (2) What are you happy to have lost from
life before the pandemic?; (3) What is different now—about your
life, about society, about the world— that you would like to stay
different after the pandemic?; and (4) What would you like to be
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Fig. 2 Results of scenario calibration when participants were asked to rate each scenario along the dimension instantiated by each experimental
variable. The top panel reports the study embedded in Experiment 1, and the remaining panels show the calibration responses from Experiment 2 for both
samples combined (center panel) and the individual samples (bottom row of panels). In each panel, large plotting symbols represent means along the two
dimensions and error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. Individual responses are shown by small symbols with jitter to avoid overprinting.
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different—about your life, about society, about the world—after
the pandemic compared to before?

The qualitative items were followed by a final query that
asked participants if they had put in a reasonable effort and
whether their data should be used for analysis (with response
options Yes, I put in reasonable effort; Maybe, I was a little
distracted; or No, I really wasn’t paying any attention).
Respondents who chose the last option would have been
excluded from analysis (but none did).

Analysis. The quantitative analysis of responses to the four pos-
sible future scenarios relied on linear mixed-effects models fitted
by the R function lmer, which is part of the lme4 package (Bates
et al., 2015). The principal model included both experimental
variables and their interaction as fixed effects, and also added the
main effects as random variables. A separate model was fit to each
of the three questions (own want, likelihood, others want) for
each sample. This model roughly corresponds to a within-subjects
analysis of variance and yields comparable results (Brauer et al., &
Curtin, 2018). We call this the simple model. By default, lmer
returns unstandarized coefficients, but we also report standar-
dized values for the fixed effects in the simple models.

In addition, for each question and sample we also created a model
that included the remaining variables (demographics and responses
to the MFQ when present) as potential covariates. These models are
called the complex models. In all instances, the simple model was
preferable to the complex model when the comparison was
corrected for complexity using BIC (Schwarz, 1978). Although this
opens the door to the conclusion that the inclusion of covariates is
unnecessary, the complex model was favored by a significant
likelihood test in many instances. Because the complex models did
not yield any striking or theoretically interesting insights, they are
reported in the online supplement only.

We also report a power analysis for the fixed effects using the
simR package (Green and MacLeod, 2019). Retrospective power
analysis (i.e., estimating power based on the effect size estimated
in the same data) is problematic and discouraged because it can
yield misleading results (Gelman and Carlin, 2014). The simR
package circumvents this problem through a simulation approach
to estimate power for given effect sizes. We report the effect sizes
(expressed as unstandardized regression weights) for each fixed
effect that would have been detected with a power of 80% and
90% (by incrementing effects by .02 from 0 until mean simulated
power exceeded the target). The power analysis is reported in
supplementary Tables S4 and S5.

The qualitative part of the investigation used an inductive
thematic analysis of the responses provided to the four open-
ended questions. The analysis allowed us to understand the
reasons that people provided for their responses to the scenarios.
The qualitative responses also allowed us to identify different
groups of respondents in our samples, which were then explored
further in another exploratory quantitative analysis.

We analyzed responses to each of the open-ended questions with
Nvivo 12 (https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-
analysis-software/home), which produced the word clouds and the
word tree reported below. We also hand-coded the analysis, using
Grounded Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). That is, categories for
the responses were first inductively created from analysis of a subset
of responses. These categories were then systematically applied to
the full sample, before being used to generate theoretical categoriza-
tions to support interpretation of the results.

Each answer could be coded multiple times reflecting
different elements of the response. For example, a response I
miss my family, going to the cinema and feeling relaxed in
public would be given three codes. This analysis was used to
assist in interpreting the word clouds. Because the open-ended

responses were strikingly similar across the samples, we present
the results together. We did not analyze the qualitative data for
demographic differences.

Results. Figure 3 shows responses to the three main questions for
both samples.

What did people want to happen in the future? People in both
countries strongly preferred the progressive scenarios to the back-to-
normal scenarios (top row in Fig. 3). People also slightly preferred
individual autonomy to strong government interventions. For the
U.S. sample, there were significant effects of orientation, β̂ ¼ �1:27,
95% CI [−1.45,−1.10], t(399.02)=−14.22, p < 0.001 (standardized
coefficient −0.39), and distribution of power, β̂ ¼ 0:37, 95% CI
[0.20, 0.55], t(396.80)= 4.17, p < 0.001 (standardized coefficient
0.11), but no interaction between the two factors, β̂ ¼ 0:09, 95% CI
[−0.05, 0.22], t(265.69)= 1.28, p= 0.201 (standardized coefficient
0.03). For the U.K., there was also a significant effect of orientation,
β̂ ¼ �1:16, 95% CI [−1.33,−0.99], t(455.82)=−13.31, p < 0.001
(standardized coefficient –0.36), but unlike in the U.S. sample, there
was no main effect of distribution of power, β̂ ¼ �0:05, 95% CI
[−0.22, 0.11], t(437.45)=−0.64, p= 0.525 (standardized coefficient
–0.02). Instead, there was an interaction, β̂ ¼ 0:30, 95% CI [0.17,
0.44], t(276.71)= 4.52, p < 0.001 (standardized coefficient 0.10),
indicating that while British participants, like the Americans, pre-
ferred greater individual autonomy for the back-to-normal scenario,
their preference was reversed for the progressive scenario. That is, if
things were to go back to normal, then British respondents did not
want strong government, but if things were to change towards a
progressive future, then stronger government was preferred.

One advantage of the within-subject design was that it permitted
us to identify a winning scenario among the four presented for
each participant by picking the highest preference rating (with ties
broken at random). The distribution of winners mirrorred the
results in Fig. 3. The majority of U.S. respondents favored the
Fairer Future (N= 108; 39%) and Grassroots Leadership (N= 111;
40.10%) scenarios, for a combined total of N= 219 for the
progressive scenarios. The return to normal scenarios were
preferred by only 58 participants, with the Collective Safety
(N= 19; 6.90%) being least preferred compared to the For
Freedom scenario (N= 39; 14.10%). The pattern was similar for
UK respondents, who also favored the Fairer Future (N= 114;
38%) and Grassroots Leadership (N= 109; 36.30%) scenarios
(combined N= 223 for progressive futures). The Collective Safety
(N= 30; 10%) and For Freedom (N= 47; 15.70%) scenarios again
were only preferred by 77 participants overall.

The within-subject design also gave rise to a potential
disadvantage. Given that people considered multiple scenarios, it is
possible that the results are affected by carry-over effects between
successive responses (although the randomization of order should
have mitigated the impact of such effects). To rule out that carry-
over effects contributed unduly to the observed pattern, the scenario
calibration study, in which (U.S. based) participants only responded
to a single scenario, also included the same own want item that was
used in the main study. A 2 × 2 between-subjects ANOVA
conducted on those responses revealed qualitatively identical results
to the main study, with a main effect of distribution of power,
F(1, 400)= 17.58, MSE= 10.19, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:042, a main
effect of orientation, F(1,400)= 44.37, MSE= 10.19, p < 0.001,
η̂2G ¼ 0:100, and a marginally significant interaction between both
variables, F(1,400)= 3.92, MSE= 10.19, p= 0.048, η̂2G ¼ 0:010.
Paralleling Fig. 3, people strongly preferred a progressive future
(M= 6.52) to a return to normal (M= 4.41), and they preferred a
future in which power rested with the people (M= 6.13) rather than
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the government (M= 4.79). (The effect size of the interaction was
considered too small to warrant detailed exploration). This between-
subjects replication confirms that our main result was not unduly
affected by carry-over effects or other complications arising from a
within-subjects design.

What did people think would happen? In striking contrast to their
own preferences, participants expected that the future would involve
a return to normal rather than their desired progressive and more
sustainable options (center row Fig. 3). For the U.S. sample, there
was a strong main effect of orientation, β̂ ¼ 0:75, 95% CI [0.58,
0.92], t(421.24)= 8.70, p < 0.001 (standardized coefficient 0.28), no
effect of distribution of power, β̂ ¼ 0:05, 95% CI [− 0.08, 0.18],
t(312.85)= 0.77, p= 0.441 (standardized coefficient 0.02), and an
interaction between the two factors, β̂ ¼ 0:41, 95% CI [0.30, 0.53],

t(302.28)= 6.96, p < 0.001 (standardized coefficient 0.15). For the
U.K. sample, there was also a strong main effect for orientation,
β̂ ¼ 0:69, 95% CI [0.54, 0.84], t(368.15)= 9.04, p < 0.001 (standar-
dized coefficient 0.26), and an interaction, β̂ ¼ 0:39, 95% CI [0.29,
0.49], t(341.33)= 7.58, p < 0.001 (standardized coefficient 0.15).
Unlike in the U.S. sample, the main effect of distribution of power,
β̂ ¼ �0:42, 95% CI [− 0.55,− 0.28], t(324.40)=− 6.02, p < 0.001
(standardized coefficient -0.15), was also significant. In both samples,
the interactions arose because participants judged the progressive
scenario with individual autonomy to be particularly unlikely—or,
equivalently, to the extent that a progressive future might occur, it
was expected to come with strong government. At the same time,
people judged individual autonomy to be as likely (U.K.) or more
likely (U.S.) than strong government for the return to normal
scenarios.

Fig. 3 Responses to three main questions in Experiment 1. Panels on the left show responses from the US, and panels on the right from the UK. The top
row reports people’s own preferences, the center row reports likelihood, and the bottom row perceptions of what others want. In each panel, the red
plotting symbols and error bars represent means and 95% confidence intervals. Data are jittered to avoid overprinting. See text for details.

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00961-0 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |           (2021) 8:296 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00961-0 7



What did people think others wanted from the future?. People’s
perceptions of what others want for the future (bottom row Fig. 3)
differed considerably from their own preferences. For the U.S.
sample, there was a significant effect of distribution of power,
β̂ ¼ 0:27, 95% CI [0.15, 0.39], t(305.51)= 4.42, p < 0.001 (stan-
dardized coefficient 0.11), no effect of orientation, β̂ ¼ �0:11,
95% CI [−0.28, 0.06], t(450.47)=−1.30, p= 0.195 (standardized
coefficient –0.04), and an interaction between the two factors,
β̂ ¼ 0:30, 95% CI [0.19, 0.42], t(300.73)= 5.20, p < 0.001 (stan-
dardized coefficient 0.12). People thought that others did not
share their own overall preference for a progressive scenario,
overestimating others’ preference for a return to normal. People
also believed that others were disinclined to return to normal
under a strong government. For the U.K., the simple model
identified significant effects of orientation, β̂ ¼ �0:38, 95% CI
[−0.53,−0.23], t(411.28)=−4.97, p < 0.001 (standardized coef-
ficient −0.15), distribution of power, β̂ ¼ �0:19, 95% CI
[−0.33,−0.05], t(369.89)=−2.74, p= 0.006 (standardized coef-
ficient –0.07), and the interaction, β̂ ¼ 0:35, 95% CI [0.23, 0.47],
t(344.21)= 5.65, p < 0.001 (standardized coefficient 0.13). Unlike
for the U.S. sample, participants correctly judged that people
overall preferred the progressive scenarios, although they again
overestimated others’ preference for a return to normal.

Anticipated disappointment. The online supplement also reports
an analysis of anticipated disappointment, operationalized as the
discrepancy between what people want (top panels Fig. 3) and
what they expect to get (center row Fig. 3). In a nutshell, this
analysis showed that greater age (and in the US sample: stronger
in-group allegiance; in the UK: greater income) was associated
with a lower expectation of being disappointed by the future
world. (Details in Tables S9 and S10.)

Exploring people’s views of the future. We next report the quali-
tative data. These data reveal people’s specific hopes for the future
and sense of loss through the pandemic at a greater level of
granularity.

What do people miss from life before the pandemic? Fig. 4 (left)
shows the word clouds of open-ended responses from both
samples to the question what do you most miss from life before
the pandemic. We see a combination of people, activities,
freedoms, bodily experiences and states of mind. The most
frequently mentioned things that people missed were: Interaction
with family and friends (N= 131 mentions in U.S./N= 142
mentions in U.K.), going to bars and restaurants (78 U.S./80
U.K.), freedom from anxiety of illness or contagion (66 U.S./44
U.K.), going to movies and other cultural activites (festivals,
museums) (51 U.S./43 U.K.), non-essential shopping, including
window shopping and browsing (45 U.S./24 U.K.), as well as
touch/physical presence (42 U.S./39 U.K.). This response provides
an illustration:

I miss being able to go to the store. I miss visiting with my
children and grandchildren. I miss not having to worry
about what I’m touching or what the other person next to
to me might be carrying. I miss going to a movie. I miss
moving about in a crowd of people without being filled with
anxiety. I miss touching people. I miss the touch from
people. I miss going out for a meal in a nice relaxing
atmosphere. I miss life.

Differences between the two samples relate to events when the
surveys were administered. More British (N= 131) respondents
missed freedom of movement than Americans (N= 77), likely

because the U.K. survey was administered when it became clear
that summer holidays would be canceled. Some British
respondents (N= 42), but no Americans, reported missing the
freedom from wearing a mask because mask wearing was
introduced at the time in the U.K. but not the U.S.

What are people happy to lose from life before the pandemic?
The most frequent single response to this was nothing (N= 63
in U.S., and N= 64 in U.K.). This is worth noting both for its
potential approval of the pre-pandemic world but also for the
fact that some people’s experience of the pandemic was clearly
extremely negative. The supplement reports a quantitative
comparison of these respondents to the remaining participants
who identified some things they were happy to lose. Unsurpris-
ingly, people who wanted nothing to change preferred a return
to normal more (and a progressive future less) than their
counterparts but differed little on the other two scenario
questions (Figs. S5 and S6). Analysis of demographics identified
people who wanted no change as being older than the others
(see supplement).

Among people who responded with something other than
nothing, a sizeable group (59 U.S./65 U.K.) was pleased to have
lost unwanted travel, commuting, and the assumption that work
could only be done face to face. Others reported enjoying a break
from stress, over-commitment and a busy life (52 U.S./58 U.K.).
The following quotation gives a flavor:

The constant, constant pressure and anxiety. I was always—
from the time I woke up to the time I went to bed—
calculating what needed to be done next, how quickly it
needed to be done, and how many different things can I do
at the same time to make sure it ALL gets done? After this,
I hope I never go back to that. I want to forget that ever was
my life.

Perhaps the most interesting response is from people who
reported a change in mindset during the pandemic that they
welcomed—both in themselves and in others (29 U.S./33 U.K.):

This forced everyone to slow down and appreciate the
smaller things in life. I won’t miss overlooking all of
the little things—I now have more appreciation for all the
things we considered standard in life pre-covid.

A subset of both groups were also pleased to have lost pollution
(32 U.S./48 U.K.) and traffic noise (9 U.S./7 U.K.); as well as
crowds (19 U.S./ 34 U.K.) and intimate physical interactions such
as hugs (21 U.S./11 U.K.).

What do respondents want from the future? Future wants
cluster, again, around human relationships and the organization
of working life (Fig. 4, right). Working from home (54 U.S./60
U.K.) and a slower pace of life (39 U.S./40 U.K.) were cited
most often as desirable pandemic-induced changes. Numerous
responses cited changed social relationships, such as wanting to
keep a sense of collective friendliness (32 U.S./44 U.K.), wanting
to keep greater care for other people (25 U.S./28 U.K.) and the
environment (39 U.S./56 U.K.). The flipside to these desires for
sociality and care was a desire amongst some respondents to
maintain social distancing and keep crowds down (36 U.S./26
U.K.). One response that featured more prominently in the U.K.
than the U.S. was to retain a greater appreciation of essential
workers (5 U.S./22 U.K.). Only a minority wanted to keep
nothing from their experiences of the pandemic (31 U.S./16 U.K.;
these participants were included in the no change group in the
analysis in Figs. S5 and S6).

Many respondents wanted a less individualistic and more
caring future (67 U.S./72 U.K.) or changed economic values
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(46 U.S./31 U.K.). We also see some differences emerging
between the two samples: Only 19 in the U.S. named remote
working as a priority for a future world compared with 60 in the
U.K.; only 35 in the U.S. suggested they would want to use their
time differently compared with 61 in the U.K. In contrast, desires
for a better healthcare system and access were higher in the U.S.
(33) compared with the U.K. (13). This difference likely reflects
Britons’ satisfaction with their National Health Service.

Desires for new political practices were visible across both
surveys but took a slightly different flavor. While in the U.K. the
focus was on addressing racism (the survey was administered
after the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement), in the U.S.
there were 8 respondents who wanted a change in political
leadership (We also need a new president who isn’t a venal,
mentally ill liar), 22 argued for more transparent, evidence based,
competent politics, 9 argued for the need for respect for science
and for good education, and 18 argued for more tolerance and
less partisan politics:

I would like to see us come together more when bad things
happen. I want us to always circle the wagons when it
comes to personal, societal, and worldly issues confronting
us. Let go of the partisanship! (U.S. respondent).

I would like to see a healthier environment where people
are kinder to each other, more generous, and caring. Less of
the it’s about me society. The individual matters of course,
but we need to care for each other, and this planet (U.K.
respondent).

A striking aspect of all responses is the emphasis on people
(Fig. 4, right). To explore this further, we rank-ordered words by
frequency collapsing across samples (Fig. 5A). The word people is
not only most frequent, reflecting the central importance of
human interaction, but it is also far more frequent than its closest
neighbor. If we further unpick the use of people, it turns out to be
primarily associated with the desire for different behavior by
other people. Many responses followed the structure I would like
people/ I would like for people/ I wish people … followed by

statements such as: to continue to be less impatient, continue to
drive less, be more friendly, really reevaluate themselves, take a
good look at their life, remain as considerate … (Fig. 5B;
supplement contains the complete word tree).

Experiment 2
Methods
Design and scenarios. The second experiment again involved
representative U.S. and U.K. samples that were tested using the
same general procedure in late July and early August 2021, more
than a year after the first study. At that time both countries had
fully vaccinated roughly half their population, and lockdown
restraints were largely lifted in both countries.

The second experiment was similar to the first one, with the
following important differences: First, the two experimental
variables, orientation and distribution of power, were manipu-
lated between participants, and each participant only responded
to a single scenario. This traded off the ability in the within-
subjects design to identify people’s most preferred scenario and to
examine anticipated disappointment, against preventing potential
carry-over or sequence effects when people respond to multiple
scenarios. Second, although the scenarios were instantiating the
same experimental design that was used in Experiment 1 (Fig. 1),
the scenarios were revised by building them from a common
underlying syntactic structure. The structure operationalized the
two experimental variables and sought to eliminate any other
differences between scenarios. This traded off narrative flow
against greater experimental control. The online supplement
contains verbatim copies of the scenarios. Third, we removed
most of the items testing potential covariates because they did not
reveal particularly interesting patterns in the first experiment.
Instead, we added a single item that asked participants to indicate
their political leaning along a left-right continuum. Given the
growing political polarization around issues such as climate
change and COVID-19 in the US (and to a lesser extent in the
UK), inclusion of a political measure as a potential moderator of
the effects seemed advisable. Experiment 2 did not include any
qualitative items.

U.S.

U.K.

U.S.

U.K.Lo
ss

Ho
pe

Fig. 4 Experiment 1: Word clouds computed by Nvivo 12 of open-ended responses to three questions for both samples. Left panels: responses to the
question What do you most miss from life before the pandemic? Right panels: responses to the questions What is different now—about your life,
about society, about the world—that you would like to stay different after the pandemic? and What would you like to be different—about your life,
about society, about the world—after the pandemic compared to before? (right). All stemmed words over four letters long were included, except for a
limited list of stop words and words that replicate the language of the question (e.g., “miss” for the first question was removed from these responses).
See text for details.
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A

people to…people to…

I’d like …I’d like …

I wish …I wish …

want …want …

more …more …

B

Fig. 5 Experiment 1: Responses across both samples to the final open-ended question (what would you like to be different—about your life, about
society, about the world—after the pandemic compared to before?). A 25 most frequent words in responses. B Partial word tree summarizing responses
across both samples. See text for details.
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Participants. Participants were recruited from the same source
(Prolific representative sample) as in Experiment 1. Participants
were paid GBP 0.60 (~$.75) each for the 5-min survey. The U.S.
sample comprised 401 participants, whose average age was 44.80
(range 18 to 80; SD= 15.71). The U.K. sample comprised 398
participants with an average age of 45.10 (range 18 to 88;
SD= 15.73). Table S3 summarizes the demographics of both
samples and provides a comparison to the national populations
for the stratification variables.

Figure S1 provides an overview of the political leanings of our
samples and includes a comparison to two previous large surveys
(national election studies) that used the same item. Although the
Prolific samples are designed to be representative with respect to
demographics (age, gender, and ethnicity), the provider does not
ensure representativeness with respect to political leanings. It is
therefore unsurprising that the samples differed from the
comparison distributions, with left-wing responses generally
being oversampled and right-wing responses being under-
sampled. The departure from the population distribution was
particularly pronounced for the U.S. sample. We correct for these
sampling biases in a further analysis, reported in the supplement,
that reweighted all observations based on the estimates of the
population distribution from the national election studies. The
results of the reweighted analysis are nearly identical to the results
from the standard analysis using the raw data (see Fig. S7 for a
summary). We therefore report only the standard unweighted
analysis in the main text.

Scenario calibration. In this experiment, all participants respon-
ded to the same questions used for the scenario calibration in
Experiment 1. Figure 2 shows the results for both samples
combined (center panel), and the US and UK (bottom left and
right) separately. Although there is variability between partici-
pants and samples, people on average again perceived the sce-
narios as intended along a 2 × 2 factorial structure.

Procedure. Upon providing informed consent, participants first
responded to demographic items (age and gender), and then
indicated their political leaning using a single item with an 11-
point response scale from 1=Very left/liberal to 11=Very
right/conservative. Our item was identical to those used in
various national election studies, such as the British Election
Study (BES) of 2019 (Fieldhouse et al., 2021), and the American
National Election Survey of 2020 (American National Election
Studies, 2021).

Participants were then shown one of the four future scenarios
at random and responded to the same three questions as in
Experiment 1 about own want, likelihood, and others want. The
scenario remained visible while people responded to those three
questions.

The scenario was then removed and participants responded to
the two items about the nature of the scenario that were used for
calibration in Experiment 1. Finally, participants were again asked
if they had put in a reasonable effort. No participants indicated
that they were not paying attention.

Analysis. Because unlike in Experiment 1, the procedure was
identical for both samples, and because participants in the U.S.
and UK were tested only a few days apart, omnibus analyses were
conducted for both samples that included country as a further
factor. Responses to the three main questions (own want, like-
lihood, others want) were thus analyzed by separate 2 × 2 × 2
between-participants analyses of variance (ANOVAs) using the
lm function in R, with the two experimental factors and country
as the three independent variables. All factors were coded as
Helmert contrasts (i.e., zero-centered coefficients). We used the

Anova function from the car package to obtain Type 3 sums of
squares, which are preferable because they are conditioned on all
other effects in the model. As this experiment did not involve
repeated measures and all statistical comparisons were between-
subjects, mixed-effect modeling was not possible or required.

Analogous to the simple models in Experiment 1, we first
present the 2 × 2 × 2 ANOVAs, before we examine whether the
inclusion of political leanings as a potential covariate or
moderator leads to an improved fit of the model. Given that
the effects of demographic covariates were modest, relatively
inconsistent, and hence fairly uninteresting in Experiment 1, we
elected not to repeat a similar analysis for this experiment.
Instead, we focused exclusively on political leaning and explored
its role in a moderated regression analysis. The political leanings
scores were zero-centered for all analyses but are plotted using the
original 1–11 scale. We report only strictly significant effects (i.e.,
p < 0.05) in the main text, with the complete ANOVA tables for
the simple models relegated to the online supplement (Table S11).

Results
What did people want to happen in the future?. The top panels in
Fig. 6 show that in replication of Experiment 1, people in both
countries preferred the progressive scenarios over a return to
normal, and they preferred a redistribution of power to people
and away from government. The 2 × 2 × 2 ANOVA for own want
confirmed this obvious pattern with a main effect of orientation,
F(1, 791)= 21.55, MSE= 8.85, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:027, and a main
effect of distribution of power, F(1, 791)= 68.59, MSE= 8.85,
p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:080. None of the other effects in the ANOVA
were significant.

We next explored whether adding political leaning as a
continuous predictor added explanatory power to the analysis.
We compared various models that included political leaning and
found that a moderation model in which political leaning
interacted with all three experimental factors (orientation,
distribution of power, and country) fit considerably better than
other, more constrained models (F(8,783)= 8.28, p < 0.0001,
when the fully interactive model is compared to the model with
the three factors only).

This complex model again yielded main effects of orientation,
F(1,783)= 24.41, MSE= 8.24, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:030, and dis-
tribution of power, F(1,783)= 68.26, MSE= 8.24, p < 0.001,
η̂2G ¼ 0:080. In addition, political leaning had a significant effect
on its own, F(1,783)= 16.02, MSE= 8.24, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:020,
and it also interacted with orientation, F(1,783)= 31.90,
MSE= 8.24, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:039, as well as with distribution
of power, F(1,783)= 9.99, MSE= 8.24, p= 0.002, η̂2G ¼ 0:013.
No other effects were significant. The bottom panel of Fig. 6
illustrates the two interactions involving political leaning. It is
clear that political leaning played a substantial role for the back to
normal scenarios, with people on the political right being more in
favor than people on the left. The effect of political leaning was
much attenuated for the progressive scenarios. In addition, people
on the left were less sensitive to the distribution of power than
people on the right, who preferred individual autonomy over
strong government to a greater extent.

The strong role of political views in people’s desires for the
future invites two important follow-up questions: First, are the
observed effects contingent on the over-representation of people
on the political left in our samples? Second, across what range of
the political spectrum are the observed effects manifest? The first
question is answered by the weighted analysis in the supplement,
which confirmed that the main effects for orientation and
distribution of power persist in both samples even if observations
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are weighted to reflect the estimated population distribution of
political leanings (see Tables S12 and S15). These results re-affirm
our conclusion that, overall, people prefer the progressive
scenarios over a return to normal, and they prefer individual
autonomy over power being retained by governments. The
second question was answered by a floodlight analysis (Johnson
and Neyman, 1936, Spiller et al., 2013), which establishes regions
of significance for a moderator variable in which two experi-
mental groups differ significantly from each other. We used the
johnson_neyman function of the R package interactions to
perform a floodlight analysis, with the results shown in Fig. 7.
The figure shows that people preferred scenarios involving
individual autonomy over the government retaining power across
the entire political spectrum (top row of panels), with the
exception of far-left participants who were indifferent to the
distribution of power when the future involved a return to
normal. By contrast, the preference for a progressive future was
limited to people on the political left and center (bottom row of
panels; note that this is expressed as a negative preference for a
return to normal), with center-right and right-wing participants
being largely indifferent about whether the future should be

progressive or involve a return to normal. One exception to this
indifference was observed for people on the far right, who favored
a return to normal over a progressive future if it involved
individual autonomy.

Our combined interpretation of the weighted analysis and
the floodlight analysis is that overall people prefer a progressive
future over a return to normal, even when the samples are
reweighted to conform to the known distribution of political
leanings in the UK and US. A progressive future thus constitutes
a majoritarian preference in both countries. However, when that
preference is further broken down by political leaning, it is found
to be strongest on the political left and center-left, whereas people
on the center-right are largely indifferent (with an additional
pocket of opposition on the far right, but only for the scenario
involving individual autonomy). The overall preference thus
results from a strong preference to the left of center combined
with (mainly) indifference to the right of center.

What did people think would happen?. As in Experiment 1, people’s
anticipation for the future differed considerably from their own
preferences. As shown in Fig. 8, people in both countries thought

Fig. 6 Experiment 2: People’s own preferences for the scenarios as a function of the experimental variables. Top left panel shows data for the US
sample and the top right panel shows responses for the U.K. sample. The red plotting symbols and error bars represent means and 95% confidence
intervals. Data are jittered to avoid overprinting. The bottom panel shows estimated marginal means of the linear trends for political leaning (obtained by
R package emmeans) broken down by experimental variables but averaged across samples.
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that a return to normal was more likely than a progressive future,
and they also felt it was more likely that the government would
retain its power rather than restoring individual autonomy. The
2 × 2 × 2 ANOVA confirmed this obvious pattern with a main effect
of orientation, F(1,791)= 45.53, MSE= 6.87, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:054,
and a main effect of distribution of power, F(1,791)= 31.06,
MSE= 6.87, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:038. In addition, the interaction
between country and orientation was significant, F(1,791)= 9.96,
MSE= 6.87, p= 0.002, η̂2G ¼ 0:012, reflecting the fact that whereas
American and British participants differed little in their perceived
likelihood of the government retaining power, people in the UK felt
that individual autonomy was even less likely than their counterparts
in the US.

A complex model in which political leaning was introduced as a
covariate and potential moderator and interacted with all three
experimental factors (orientation, distribution of power, and
country) again fit significantly better than the simple 2 × 2 × 2
ANOVA, F(8,783)= 2.10, p < 0.03, although the gain was modest
compared to the own want analysis. This complex model again
yielded main effects of orientation, F(1,783)= 46.45, MSE= 6.79,
p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:056, and distribution of power, F(1,783)= 32.78,
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Fig. 7 Floodlight analysis in Experiment 2. In each panel, people’s preferences for the future (expressed as difference score between two scenarios) are
expressed as a function of political leaning. The top row of panels shows preferences for individual autonomy and a return of power to the people (as
opposed to power being retained by governments) for the progressive (left) and back to normal scenarios (right). The bottom row of panels shows
preferences for a return to normal (as opposed to a progressive future) when power is retained by government (left) or returned to people (right). In each
panel, purple regions identify the range of political leanings where people’s preferences for one over the other scenario are significant. Gray regions are
indeterminate.

Fig. 8 Experiment 2: People’s judged likelihood of the scenarios as a
function of the experimental variables. Left panel shows data for the US
sample and the right panel shows data for the U.K. sample. The red plotting
symbols and error bars represent means and 95% confidence intervals.
Data are jittered to avoid overprinting.

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00961-0 ARTICLE

HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |           (2021) 8:296 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-021-00961-0 13



MSE= 6.79, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:040, as well as an interaction between
country and orientation, F(1,783)= 9.02, MSE= 6.79, p= 0.003,
η̂2G ¼ 0:011. In addition, political leaning was a significant covariate
on its own, F(1,783)= 5.41, MSE= 6.79, p= 0.020, η̂2G ¼ 0:007,
suggesting that people on the political right were generally more
confident in their expectations for the future.

What did people think others wanted from the future? People’s
perceptions of what others in their country wanted for the future
are shown in Fig. 9. People again thought that others did not
share their own preferences for a progressive future, although
they correctly estimated others to prefer individual autonomy to a
strong government. The 2 × 2 × 2 ANOVA confirmed the pattern
with a main effect of orientation, F(1,791)= 10.20, MSE= 6.27,
p= 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:013, and a main effect of distribution of power,
F(1,791)= 88.50, MSE= 6.27, p < 0.001, η̂2G ¼ 0:101. No other
terms were significant. Inclusion of political leaning did not
improve explanatory power, with the most complex fully inter-
active model failing to fit signicantly better than the simple
model, F(8,783)= 1.78, p < 0.08.

The main effect of orientation accentuates the observation
from Experiment 1 that people underestimate popular support for
the progressive futures they themselves prefer. In this experiment,
the underestimate was sufficiently strong for people to presume
that others want a return to normal significantly more than a
progressive future.

General discussion
Limitations. We explored a complex and nuanced landscape of
possible futures and how people feel about them. No single article
can fully explore this landscape, and so even though our inves-
tigation spanned more than a year and sampled people from two
different countries, several limitations deserve to be highlighted.
First, we did not step out of the “Anglosphere” and it is entirely
possible that the publics in other countries will have very different
hopes and anxieties for the future.

Second, although our sample was representative of the British
and American population on several relevant dimensions (Tables
S1 and S3), the panel provider does not ensure a politically-
representative sample. Indeed, we found that our UK sample was
slightly biased to the political left compared to a large-scale

British election study that used the same item to probe political
leaning. The bias in the US sample was even greater in
comparison to the American National Election Study. When
these sampling biases were corrected through a raking procedure,
our main results and conclusions remained unchanged (Fig. S7).
We therefore do not believe that our conclusions are compro-
mised by the political bias in our samples.

Finally, although we collected open-ended qualitative responses
in Experiment 1, in both experiments we also presented
participants with 4 predefined scenarios. Those scenarios were
crafted to instantiate two important and highly prominent
streams of public debate about the future, but that does not
mean the scenarios spanned the entire range of plausible futures.
All our scenarios presented relatively linear extrapolations from
the present and none foresaw cataclysmic tipping points or
further economic calamities. We also did not delve deeply into
other crucial issues for the future, such as inequality (Millward-
Hopkins, 2021). It remains for future research to explore people’s
thoughts about those other potential futures and nonlinearities.

Notwithstanding these caveats, our work has provided several
novel insights. We explore these insights and the policy
implications of our research next.

Summary and relationship to previous work. We highlight six
aspects of our results. First, the open-ended responses in
Experiment 1 identified the strong sense of loss suffered by many
participants, in particular involving social interactions with
friends and family and the lost freedom to travel. The responses
also identified several silver linings; that is, people were hoping
for some things to stay different after the pandemic, such as
working from home or reduced commuting. These results mesh
well with findings from New Zealand (Every-Palmer et al., 2020),
which showed that people suffered profound losses during the
lockdown, combined with similar silver linings.

Second, in the quantitative analyses of both experiments, the
silver linings arguably translated into people’s preference for a
progressive future, with a commitment to sustainability and
fairness, over a return to normal. This preference for a
progressive future was common to both countries and it was
shared even by people who did not identify anything worth
retaining from their changed life during the pandemic. The
preference was also remarkably stable over time (Experiment 2
was conducted more than a year after Experiment 1) and it was
not affected by the particulars of the experimental design (within-
subjects vs. between-subjects) and the precise wordings of the
scenarios. The temporal stability is particularly remarkable in
light of the fact that the intervening year included a devastating
second wave of the pandemic, the arrival of vaccines, and (in the
US) a major political shift. An important qualification to this
generality is that the preference for a progressive future is
associated with people’s political leanings. It is mainly people on
the center-left and left who preferred the progressive scenarios to
a return to normal, with people on the right being mainly
indifferent to those two possible futures. Opposition to a
progressive future was limited to the extreme right and then
only for the individual autonomy scenario. The fact that people
on the right were mainly indifferent, rather than implacably
opposed, to a progressive future may appear surprising at first
glance, although it meshes well with other recent data from the
UK that also showed broad cross-party support for environ-
mental prioritization (Kenward & Brick, 2021). It is important to
underscore that we cannot attribute causality to the association
between political leanings and preferences for different scenarios.
For example, it is entirely plausible that a preference for a
particular scenario affects political leanings. If political parties

Fig. 9 Experiment 2: People’s perceived preferences of others for the
scenarios as a function of the experimental variables. The left panel
shows responses for the US sample and the right panel shows responses
for the UK sample (top right). The red plotting symbols and error bars
represent means and 95% confidence intervals. Data are jittered to avoid
overprinting.
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become associated with particular narratives—for example, if a
progressive fairer future is associated with the language of the left
—then it is possible that people who prefer that future also
become more likely to self-identify as left. The direction of
causality is therefore unclear. The main issue, therefore, is not
whether people of the left or right prefer one or the other
scenario, but what the overall consensus is and what the level of
support in the population is for these views.

Third, somewhat unexpectedly, moral values (MFQ in
Experiment 1, US sample), did not play a major role in
determining people’s preferences. Although some subscales were
associated with people’s own wants and perceived likelihood in a
readily explainable manner (e.g., the more Americans endorsed
compassion the more likely they were to prefer the progressive
scenarios), the overall effect sizes were modest and when
corrected for complexity (via BIC), there was little support for
the inclusion of covariates in any of the statistical models in
Experiment 1.

Fourth, people in both experiments thought that their desires
for the future were unlikely to materialize. In both studies, people
preferred progressive futures to a return to normal, but in both
studies people judged a return to normal to be more likely. People
also generally preferred a future with individual autonomy over
one with strong government control, and they again thought that
this preference was unlikely to materialize. (This pattern was
particularly clear in Experiment 2 but generally also applied to at
least one of the samples in Experiment 1). It is notable that this
skepticism about the future persisted over more than a year
between experiments and, if anything, grew stronger. Given that a
previous worldwide upheaval, the global financial crisis of 2008,
engendered only minimal reform (Alves and Kvangraven, 2020),
people’s expectation of a return to normal after the pandemic
might reflect an extrapolation from lived historical experience.
People’s skepticism about a progressive future can arise from a
number of variables, from doubts about its technological or
financial viability to doubts about political achievability. The
financial viability of a progressive future is impossible to ascertain
with certainty. However, at least one economic analysis has found
a post-COVID future that tackles climate change to be achievable
in terms of debt sustainability (Ruiz & Stupariu, 2021).

Fifth, people overestimated others’ presumed preferences for a
return to normal. In Experiment 1, participants thought that
others wanted a return to normal as much (US) or nearly as much
(UK) as a progressive future. In Experiment 2, this overestimation
was accentuated further and participants in both countries
thought that others wanted a return to normal more than a
progressive future. This striking divergence between what people
actually want (a progressive future), what they expect to get (a
return to normal), and what they think others want (over-
estimated support for a return to normal) represents an instance
of pluralistic ignorance—the majority of people who want a
progressive future think they are in the minority (Shamir &
Shamir, 1997; Todorov & Mandisodza, 2004). Pluralistic
ignorance can have politically problematic consequences. In the
long term, people tend to shift their attitudes or behaviors in the
direction of what they perceive to be the prevailing majority
opinion (even if it is not) (Botvin et al., 1992; Eisner et al., 2020,
Prentice et al., 1993). It follows that the preferences we observed
here may turn out to be transient, and that a return to normal will
become more acceptable in future, not because people desired this
outcome but because they felt it was inevitable and that others
wanted it, thereby triggering a process of attitude adjustment.
Ultimately, this process would mean that people’s actual
preferences never find the political expression that they deserve
in a democracy. The entanglement between people’s hopes for the
future and the behavior of others was also revealed in the open-

ended responses. The predominance of phrases such as people
should … highlighted what others should do, or were feared not
to do, thereby reflecting a general anxiety about others and a
concern that one’s own wants were unusual or perhaps even
deviant. Those responses reflect the opposite of empowerment to
shape one’s own future, considering the future instead as
something engineered by unspecified others.

Finally, we suggest that people’s responses were not only
remarkably stable over time but also differed little between these
countries. Although there are subtle differences between Amer-
ican and British respondents, in particular in Experiment 1, the
similarities are striking. In Experiment 2, there was only a single
significant effect involving country (the interaction between
country and orientation for perceived likelihood), out of 12
component terms involving country across the three simple
ANOVAs. The large degree of overlap between public opinion in
the two samples is helpful when considering the implications of
our findings for policy.

Implications for policy. Our findings suggest the urgent need to
shift away from narratives that foreground failure of
sustainability-focused policies, denial (e.g., of climate change),
resistance to societal change, and catastrophes (O’Neill et al.,
2009), towards communication strategies that make visible the
high levels of desire for sustainable and equitable futures, which
in our case extended across more than a year during the pan-
demic and which does not appear to be politically highly polar-
ized (although more actively endorsed by people on the center-
left and left and weakly opposed by others). Narratives should
emphasize the number of citizens already interested in and
hoping to see and create sustainable futures. There is evidence
that informing people about the actual social consensus on cli-
mate change increases support for pro-climate policies (Milden-
berger & Tingley, 2019). There is also a large body of literature
showing that informing people of the scientific (as opposed to
social) consensus on climate change is nudging them towards
acceptance of the scientific findings and support of climate
mitigation (Lewandowsky et al., 2013; van der Linden et al., 2019;
Maertens et al., 2020; van der Linden, 2021). Communicating a
social or scientific consensus is not merely a necessary counter-
measure to the pluralistic ignorance we observed here: It is also
advisable because motivation increases if personal wants and
goals are shared by others (Fishbach et al., 2016). Merely
informing people of the actual social consensus for a progressive
future may thus help unleash the motivation needed to achieve it.

The first concrete step for policy might therefore be to create
the conditions necessary for citizens in today’s highly polarized
societies—the US foremost among them—to resume constructive
communication with each other (Putnam, 2020). Recent research
on deliberative fora (Suiter et al., 2016) and digital architectures
that support respectful dialog (Esau et al., 2017) are signposts in
that direction. This is especially important because perceived
polarization leads to reduced trust in leaders and fellow citizens,
promotes selfish actions, and contributes to expectations of a
bleak future (Jetten et al., 2020).

Subsequently, it might be useful to focus public discourse on
the similarities between the challenges of COVID-19 and climate
change. This could highlight how reflecting on our response to
one challenge can inform our response to the other; for example,
the costs of delaying action can far outweigh the costs of early
intervention in both cases (Manzanedo & Manning, 2020). This
discourse should also center on our ability to act, both
individually and collectively, which can feed into feelings of
hope that can fuel action (Geiger et al., 2021; Ojala, 2012). The
pandemic has shown that broad support for inconvenient
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measures can be achieved if the measures are seen as effective in
mitigating an imminent threat (Kallbekken & Sælen, 2021). The
strong (overall) endorsement of a progressive vision for the future
(including the weak levels of opposition on the political right)
should encourage policymakers to be bold and decisive in their
negotiations and their actions.

Data availability
Deanonymized data, analysis scripts, and the markdown files for
this manuscript can be found at https://osf.io/6nkmh/. When
downloaded onto a Windows machine with R and Rstudio
installed, the files are set up to allow all analyses and the final
manuscript to be compiled by the user.
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