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Abstract  

We are born into a set of circumstances. Society and our perception of it influence the way we 
regard others. We are typically inclined to give what we receive, and the state of existing public 
policy during our lifetime plays into our regard for future generations. Democracy is seen as the 
only facet that can promote intergenerational reciprocity and give future generations a voice. 
Unfortunately, however, it also has its disadvantages as it depends on community involvement 
and is subject to raw, uneducated opinion. Through this study, we identified connections between 
various demographics like age, location and political party, and the willingness of the 
participants to improve the state of public policy currently and over the course of numerous 
generations. Twenty four participants were surveyed across the United States and questioned 
about their willingness to increase taxes by 2% in order to fund programs for improving 
unemployment, climate change, and healthcare.  We found that, overall, those who identified as 
members of the Democratic party were more willing to increase taxes, and there was greatest 
receptivity for improving climate change both currently and for future generations. Overall, 
participants’ willingness to improve public policy within a group decreased as the generational 
gap increased. Finally, there was an increased willingness to increase taxes for only the wealthy 
(dollars earned over 500,000) versus all tax brackets in order to fund the same public policy 
programs as solutions. To better gauge the relationship of regard for future generations with 
demographics and human perception, further studies need to remove the element of increased 
taxes.  



Contents 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................................... 2 

Introduction ................................................................................................................................................... 4 

Research Questions/Objectives ................................................................................................................. 5 

Literature review ........................................................................................................................................... 5 

Methodology .................................................................................................................................................7 

Results ........................................................................................................................................................... 9 

Healthcare ............................................................................................................................................... 15 

Poverty/Unemployment .......................................................................................................................... 17 

Climate Change ....................................................................................................................................... 17 

Discussion and Conclusion ......................................................................................................................... 19 



Introduction 

Social justice can be described from three facets; legal, what we owe society, communicative, 
what we owe each other, and distributive, what society owes us (Faber, Frick, et al. 2019). In all 
senses, there is a gap between the actions we take now, and how those actions affect future 
generations. Technically speaking, there is not a voice for the future in existing policy making 
unless we give it one, and even so, it is still left to our interpretations and bias of our existing 
circumstances. The consideration of intergenerational needs should be at the heart of long-
standing society.  

When it comes to existing policy, global governance is messy with multiple layers (Ward, 2012). 
While it appears that some countries are addressing future generations from a national 
standpoint, the policies are primarily geared towards resource conservation (Ross, 2019). In 
addition to natural resources, the framework of our society needs to promote social justice and 
equity within our public health systems. This will facilitate a better quality of living now and, 
naturally, in generations to come. In many regards, we live today in a deficit from the 
consequences of our previous social shortcomings (Wade, 1996). That said, socially just and 
equitable public health policies are of equal importance to resource conservation and responsible 
consumption. In order to achieve this, democracy is positively linked to sustainability and one of 
the only government facets where intergenerational equity can be conceived (Hauser, 2016).  

Democracy is a key factor for engaging the public in equitable decision making, however, it is 
still limited to prioritizing the short term and lacks a balance between uneducated opinion and 
expertise. That said, the state of public policy can change as the politics of an area, small or 
large, are evolving. While the problem exists on a global scale, affecting every member of the 
population in some way, it can be addressed and solved in a much smaller scale by looking at the 
construct of our local and national governments. Local policy and party organizations can be 
effective in increasing community engagement, but local levels of government often need to be 
supplemented by national funds and regulations in order to be effective (Gittell, n.d.). 

The purpose of this research is to address intergenerational equity and how public health policy 
corresponds to generational reciprocity. It will address the key motivational factors of public 
cooperation and the relationship of democracy in effective public health policy. The potential 
audience would be those actively in the legal field and, further, those involved in policymaking 
and the public health sector.  

I find this problem interesting because I am, often,  questioning the circumstances that we are 
born into. I wonder why we have not done anything to change them, or if we do try to change 
them, what is our motivation in doing so? By considering public policy in that context, I was 
interested to find a direct relationship between our personal perspectives and the way we 
reciprocate policy through generational barriers. The United Nations shows an interest in 
addressing this problem and it is naturally at the heart of sustainable development as a major goal 
is often to sustain resources for generations to come. If this problem was solved, we would have 
the ability to go in confidence for the future set before us. Intristically, changes that positively 
affect future generation will postively affect us in the course of our lifetimes. Nevertheless, they 



will require a deviance from certain things we are used to. Perhaps, in some cases, an 
unwelcomed change. This research seeks to connect people, their motivations, their perspectives, 
and policy; a behavioral approach towards generational reciprocity. 

Research Questions/Objectives 

 What are the limitations and contributions of democracy to intergenerational solidatiry?  

 How do we balance representation between immediate generations and remote 
(especially when democracy is informed by a generalized public opinion)? 

 What influences the public to act in an equitable manner?  

 How does our perception of public policy affect our behavior towards furture 
generations? 

Literature review 

The concepts of social justice have been around for quite some time, see example of Politeia by 
Plato. We have understood that resources provided by nature are necessary to support human life 
(Faber, Frick, et al. 2019), however, it is only recently that we have begun to consider how our 
public policies affect future generations. In the United Nations, A/68/100 (2013), it was proposed 
for us to identify which moral ground, present people should act towards future generations. The 
ability to act in the future’s best interest is especially difficult if it involves significant sacrifice in 
the present. It has been difficult to determine who is ultimately responsible. We found both 
geographical and temporal distance make a difference in our concern for our fellow humans 
(United Nations, ST/ESA/305, 2006).  

Even further, levels of concern are variant among different demographics of individuals. 
According to “The promising transformation of social issues in NoVA” (2016), there has been a 
transformation regarding economic development, social evolution and politics in Northern 
Virginia within the past ten years. Currently, the young professional generation, or those between 
the ages of 20-34, are the primary population. Northern Virginia receives an influx of young 
professionals because of its close proximity to Washington D.C., which may not be as desirable 
as a suburb for reasons of congestion, cost, and crime. Because politics and finances are affected 
by this demographic, especially of young adults still recovering from the economic downturn in 
2008, we may see new preferences emerging for public policy (Gittell, n.d.). 

Sustainability development promotes social justice through the use of system approaches, time 
and place knowledge, and stakeholder participation (Leuenberger, 2007). As stated by Hauser 
(2016), democracy is identified as a key link to sustainability. It gives everyone a voice. 
However, it is also stated that combining all opinions, including raw, uneducated opinion, can 
also be the demise of democracy (Fitzpatrick, 2003). One study in the Maryland and Washington 
D.C. area found the typical respondent was willing to trade 45 lives in 100+ years for saving 
only one life today.  Similar studies yielded results of a 243:1 ratio in Sweden and 70:1 ratio in a 



follow up study. All drastically showing the public favored protecting lives currently over the 
future (Frederick, 2003).  

Another one of the major challenges with democracy is securing effective ongoing engagement 
from citizens (Ward, 2012). The national government has a strong economic dimension, making 
it a powerful tool in policy (United Nations, ST/ESA/305, 2006), but our global leaders, i.e. the 
United Nations, also understand the necessity of setting international examples. There is a gap on 
an individual level, in that we are often inclined to act in our own interest according to classic 
contract theory (Mathis, 2009). Therefore, it is further conceptualized that intergenerational 
decisions are better handled at a larger, preferably national, scale. 

 

I. Study Area 

The research will consider demographics in various locations in the United States and how they 
connect and relate to overall policy perceptions. The particpants of this particular study were 
located primarily Virginia and Arizona. 
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Fairfax, VA  Nashville, TN 
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Figure 1. Survey Participant Text Entries for Location Lived Most of 
Their Life 



II. Research Design 

This research design, regarding the questionnaire, considers several points of time (past, current, 
and future), but only how an individual is feeling at one point in time (the present). That said, 
this is, primarily, a cross sectional approach which will allow a snapshot of change at a societal 
level. While individual opinion will still play a factor, the intent is to find a correlation between 
numerous individuals and how their circumstances, and, more importantly, their interpretation of 
circumstances, can affect decision making for the future.  

III. Data and Measures 

The data taken in the questionaire included the area of residence, age, political preference, source 
of healthcare, willingness to have children, and time lived in the United States. We then 
documented the particpants’ willingness to sacrifice for future generations based on increased 
taxes for everyone and, alternatively, just the wealthy. All of the data plays a role in 
understanding both the circumstances and personal preferences of individuals. The 
measurements where taken in the form of direct answer, or Likert ratings, typically on scale from 
1-5.  

IV. Methods 

During this study, we used two methods; a questionnaire and literature review. We looked for 
relationships between sustainability and justice in academic literature. A connection was made 
between sustainability and justice through democracy, at which, we then began to evaluate the 
shortcomings of democracy when addressing sustainable development. We considered local 
demographics and their consequent effect on public policy, reviewing public policy over the 
course of several years with special attention to Northern Virginia, the same area where the more 
than half of the participants resided, and all of the participants resided in the pilot study. In the 
first pilot study, the participant of whom selected “Definitely not” for wanting to have children, 
also selected “(1) Not willing” to sacrifice the state of public policy for the sake of 
grandchildren, great grandchildren, and great-great grandchildren. The question was intended to 
address grandchildren and subsequent generations, and their equivalent in years from the present 
(50-75 years from now, etc.). Based on the responses, the wording was improved to note the 
years in the future as the primary element evaluated, not the relationship to the individual. 
However, in this study, the correlation between those who did not want children and their overall 
summation scale was still apparent.  

The initial findings from the pilot study were that there was a decrease in willingness to alter 
lifestyle to benefit other groups as the generational gap increased. Additionally, those 
participating were typically more likely to make monetary sacrifices for the sake of third world 
countries versus a first world country in the present.  Interestingly, in the first survey experiment, 
two individuals chose either all “1-Not willing” or all “5-Very willing” for improving public 
policy in all groups of people. One individual selected “very willing” for all groups reflecting a 
shortcoming in my wording of the question. I engaged in follow up feedback with the 
participants. The individual was willing to sacrifice their state of public policy if it only affected 
themselves. Questions were revised to clarify more specific sacrifices and trade-off benefits. 



Next, I conducted a second, improved Qualtrics questionnaire based on participant feedback 
from the pilot study. When distributing the questionnaire, the survey data was collected from 
twenty four individuals versus five in the pilot study. Orginally, the data collection was limited 
to Northern Virginia primary residents in the United States. However, the second questionaire 
expanded to various locations in the United States. The study was further revised to include three 
policies; healthcare, poverty, and climate change. Taxes were used as tradeoff and both a 2% 
increase for all tax brackets and a 2% tax increase for the wealthy were evaluated. The wealthy 
group  was described as only taxing every dollar over 500,000 in annual income.  

The data was measured through a 1-5 rating scale, with the lowest score being “not willing”, and 
the highest being “very willing”. The questions were targeted to identify individual feelings on 
the state of existing public policy, as well as their willingness to improve public policy for future 
generations (and groups at further geographical distances) at the sacrifice of their own or others. 
In further study, I would like to apply this analysis to an even larger group. Overall, we are 
seeking to make connections between intergenerational solidarity and public policy through the 
line of questioning.  

  



Results 

As part of the initial questioning, participants were asked to rate their opinion on public policy 
regarding poverty/unemployment, climate change, and healthcare on both a current and overall 
scale. Six final questions from the survey were targeted to identify willingness to improve public 
policy quality among seven different groups of people.  

The first three questions were intended to gather general data about the pariticpant. Next, we 
evaluated their current perceptions of public policy. 

# Field Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std 

Deviation 
Variance Count 

1 
Poverty/ Unemployment: 
Over your entire lifetime 

20.00 24.00 22.29 0.98 0.96 24 

2 
Poverty/ Unemployment: 

Currently 
20.00 24.00 22.38 1.15 1.32 24 

3 
Healthcare: Over your 

entire lifetime 
20.00 24.00 22.21 0.91 0.83 24 

4 Healthcare: Currently 20.00 24.00 22.29 0.98 0.96 24 

5 
Climate Change: Over 

your entire lifetime 
21.00 24.00 22.75 0.97 0.94 24 

Figure 2. Question 4 Results: Effectiveness Ratings of Public Policy for Poverty/Unemployment, 
Healthcare, and Climate Change Currently and Overtime for All Age Groups 



6 
Climate Change: 

Currently 
21.00 24.00 23.04 0.93 0.87 24 

 

 

# Question 
Extremely 

effective 
 

Very 
effective 

 
Moderately 

effective 
 

Slightly 
effective 

 
Not 

effective 
at all 

 Total 

1 

Poverty/ 
Unemployment: 

Over your 
entire lifetime 

4.17% 1 16.67% 4 33.33% 8 37.50% 9 8.33% 2 24 

2 
Poverty/ 

Unemployment: 
Currently 

8.33% 2 12.50% 3 29.17% 7 33.33% 8 16.67% 4 24 

3 
Healthcare: 

Over your 
entire lifetime 

4.17% 1 16.67% 4 37.50% 9 37.50% 9 4.17% 1 24 

4 
Healthcare: 

Currently 
4.17% 1 16.67% 4 33.33% 8 37.50% 9 8.33% 2 24 

5 

Climate 
Change: Over 

your entire 
lifetime 

0.00% 0 12.50% 3 25.00% 6 37.50% 9 25.00% 6 24 

6 
Climate 
Change: 

Currently 
0.00% 0 4.17% 1 29.17% 7 25.00% 6 41.67% 10 24 

 

Question 4: The data shows that public policy for climate change is the least effective both 
throughout the participants’ lifetimes and currently. However, healthcare is the most effective, 
seen overall as less effective currently rather than over the participants lifetime, with poverty and 
unemployment following that same trend. Based on this information, we can infer that the recent 
changes being made to public policy have caused a perceptional policy decline. 

This data may be more subjective as the participant's age increases as the participants' lifetime 
would be different. However, no significant relationship between age and perception of public 
policy over the particpants’ entire lifetime was found for the groups in this study. Figure 3 below 
shows a comparison between the two most prevelant age groups of the study; 18-35 and 54-71. 



 

 

The data in Figure 4 shows there is not a clear relationship between age and willingness to 
improve public policy. However, there is an apparent relationship between political parties and 
the particpants’ willingness to improve public policy with tax increases. See Figure 5.  
Democratic participants and “other” participants performed similarly, while Republican 
participants had a significantly lower willingness summation score. This translates to an overall 
decrease in willingness to improve public policy based on the topics of climate change, 
healthcare and poverty/unemployment. Taxes may have been the reason for less receptiveness 
with the Republican party. Including other measures could improve the study. 
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The overall results are shown in Figure 6 exhibiting an average willingness for each set of public 
policy improvements. Improvements to poverty and unemployment as well as a Medicare for All 
program were found to have similar willingess for improvement through means of increased 
taxes. Climate change had the highest willingness to improve public policy. 
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Figure 5. Political Party Identifier Versus Overall Willingness to Improve Public Policy 
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 Figure 7. How the Different Age Groups Responded to Overall Willingness to Improve Public Policy 



Summary: That data above shows that the 90+ age group was most likely to answer in favor of 
improving public policy in all categories. The 36-51 and 72-89 age groupings had limited 
participants and therefore their data also remains somewhat stagnant throughout all categories. 
Changes in the 18-35 and 54-71 age groups changed progressively as generational gaps 
increased, with less willingness for public policy improvement overall. In the 0-25 year timeline, 
there was the highest receptiveness for public policy improvement. However, when considering 
other first world countries in 0-25 years, there was the lowest receptiveness. The category of 
other third world countries performed similarly, but somewhat higher than those currently in first 
world countries. 

 

 

 

Additionally, most of the participants chose “definitely yes” for children. An average was taken 
for each category of willingness to have children. Despite contraindications from the pilot study, 
results show that there is no significant correlation between willingness to have children and 
overall willingness to improve public policy.  

Figure 8. Question: Do you have children of your own? If not, do you plan to? 



 

 

Healthcare 
 

Those with the most willingness to increase taxes by 2% for a Medicare for All Program were 
those who received their healthcare through a private insurance agency. Those who were least 
willing had no healthcare at all.  

 

 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Government
program (i.e.

Medicaid, Medicare)

No health care Private insurance
agency

Through employer

W
ill

in
gn

es
s 

fo
r 2

%
 T

ax
 In

cr
ea

se
 (A

ve
ra

ge
 

Am
on

g 
Al

l  
Ca

te
go

rie
s)

The Way Particpant Receives Healthcare

Willingness to Consider a 2% Tax Increase for 
Medicare for All Program Based on The Way 

Participant Receives Healthcare

Figure 10. Willingness to Have Children Versus Overall Willingness to Improve Public Policy for Future Generations 

Figure 11. Average Willingness to Increase Taxes by 2% for Medicare for All Program Based on 
The Way the Participant Receives Healthcare 
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Overall, the Medicare for All program results show that people are more willing to initiate a 
program if the wealthy is the only group that is taxed at an increased 2% to fund the program.  

Anova: Single Factor      
       
SUMMARY      

Groups Count Sum Average Variance   
Everyone  24 498 20.75 59.84783   
Wealthy 24 554 23.08333 56.07971   
       
       
ANOVA       

Source of 
Variation SS df MS F P-value F crit 

Between 
Groups 65.33333 1 65.33333 1.127141 0.293928 4.051749 
Within Groups 2666.333 46 57.96377    
       
Total 2731.667 47         
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Figure 12. Average Willingness to Increase Taxes by 2% for All Categories Versus Group Type 
(Group 1: USA currently, Group 2: 25-50 yrs, Group 3: 50-100 yrs, Group 4: 100+ yrs, Group 5: 
First World Country Currently, Group 6: Third World Country Currently 



The difference between taxing wealthy and all tax brackets to improve healthcare was not 
statistically significant (p=0.219). The mean was higher for the wealthy group, translating to an 
increased overall willingness to tax this group 2% for a Medicare for all program. 

However, the data shows that as the generational gap increases, the willingness to increase taxes 
for implementing a universal healthcare program decreases. Other countries (group set 5 & 6) are 
treated similarly to a timeframe of 100+ years. 

 

Poverty/Unemployment 
 

Anova: Single Factor      
       
SUMMARY      

Groups Count Sum Average Variance   
Everyone 24 470 19.58333 68.34058   
Wealthy 24 556 23.16667 57.36232   
       
       
ANOVA       

Source of 
Variation SS df MS F P-value F crit 

Between 
Groups 154.0833 1 154.0833 2.451548 0.124263 4.051749 
Within Groups 2891.167 46 62.85145    
       
Total 3045.25 47         

 

Climate Change 
 

Anova: Single Factor      
       
SUMMARY      

Groups Count Sum Average Variance   
Everyone 24 495 20.625 84.15761   
Wealthy 24 562 23.41667 75.21014   
       
       
ANOVA       

Source of 
Variation SS df MS F P-value F crit 



Between 
Groups 93.52083 1 93.52083 1.173648 0.284299 4.051749 
Within Groups 3665.458 46 79.68388    
       
Total 3758.979 47         

 

Similar results were found for groups involving both poverty/unemployment and climate change. 
As the generational gap increased, there was less willingness for increasing taxes to improve 
public policy   

  



Discussion and Conclusion 

Through the initial literature review, I found a high correlation between democracy and 
sustainability. I was able to determine public opinion, and the way we interpret our conditions, 
are an essential consideration for understanding the motivational factors for change. 

Public policy is also related to the dominant parties in office on both local and national levels. 
There is butterfly effect of changing demographics, changing political parties in office, and 
policy constantly changing over time. An additional question was added to the study regarding 
political preference to build on the pilot study. The study could be further improved by 
increasing literature review on the subject, and by investigating the same categories based on 
more diverse geographic locations. It will be an important component to understanding 
democracy’s role in the state of public policy. One selection (50-75 years) was unintentionally 
omitted from some questions. This will need to be corrected for future studies.  

The results show that individuals are more willing to tax the wealthy to benefit certain outcomes. 
Based on this study, the area of public policy that shows the need for most attention is climate 
change. That being said, climate change and potential avenues that may increase taxes for higher 
tax brackets to fund climate change programs should be focused on by current policy makers. By 
understanding the motivational factors of our population and identifying trends in age, location, 
and political preference, we can effectively identify the gaps in intergenerational representation 
and the greatest possibility of implementing new policy and change.  

Data collectively from twenty-four participants shows that our willingness to improve the 
circumstances of future generations decreases as the time gap increases. Public policy makers 
first need to focus on how to improve current circumstances to help bridge the generational gap.  

In conclusion, the state of public policy depends on each region's unique population because 
each individual will carry their preferences affecting politics and, further, the types of 
implemented policies. From Gittell (n.d.), the young population in Northern Virginia will likely 
lead to new emerging public policies. Democracy is at the heart of public policy because it gives 
us means to change it. 

Our conditions impact the way we will perceive our circumstances. To improve the future, we 
need to improve our present. We must improve beyond what was provided for us because we are 
more aware of our industrialized market's effects on sustainable action. We are living in a deficit 
from the social shortcomings of our past (Ward, 2012), but that trend can end now. The future 
deserves a voice in public policy, and so do you. 
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