October 10, 2025

% advances.in/psychology | ooiioss/ipo00s2 ©@®

ISSN: 2976-937X

RESEARCH ARTICLE | SPECIAL ISSUE: PSYCHOLOGY OF PUSHBACK

Facing a dark future: Young people’s future
anxiety and political attitudes in the UK
and Greece

Olaf Borghi'?, Melina Niraki®, Ermioni Seremeta3, Kaat Smets*, & Manos Tsakiris'?

Received: April 28,2025 | Accepted: Oct. 9, 2025 | Published: Oct. 10, 2025 | Edited by: Jonas R. Kunst & John F. Dovidio

'Department of Psychology, Royal Holloway, University of London, UK; ?Centre for the Politics of Feelings, School of Ad-
vanced Study, University of London, UK; *Department of Psychology, Panteion University of Social and Political Sciences,

Athens, Greece; “Department of Politics, International Relations and Philosophy, Royal Holloway, University of London, UK.
*Please address correspondence to Olaf Borghi, olaf.borghi@rhul.ac.uk, Royal Holloway, University of London, Egham, Sur-
rey, TW20 OEX, United Kingdom. This article is published under the Creative Cormmons BY 4.0 license. Users are allowed to

distribute, remix, adapt, and build upon the material in any medium or format, so long as attribution is given to the creator.

Amidst multiple crises, converging reports indicate that young people are anxious about the
future. Yet, how future anxiety relates to young people's political attitudes and actively open-
minded thinking remains unknown, presenting a critical research gap in times of democratic
backsliding and political polarisation. In this study, we provide first empirical insights into the
associations between future anxiety, political attitudes, and actively open-minded thinking
among young people, considering the moderating role of emotion regulation strategies that
could affect how future anxiety is cognitively processed and thus alter its implications. Our
pre-registered analyses used original cross-sectional data from an online survey of N = 988
UK adolescents (aged 16-21), with additional conceptual replications in data from N = 997
Greek adolescents that included a subset of the measures from the primary UK sample. Re-
sults indicate that future anxiety is most strongly associated with stronger support for dem-
ocratic principles in our UK sample, an association weaker among adolescents high in cogni-
tive reappraisal. In both the UK and Greece, future anxiety was also associated with higher
political participation. Follow-up analyses revealed notable gender differences: only among
young men future anxiety was associated with more right-conservative ideological self-clas-
sification, a pattern replicated across both countries. These cross-sectional findings provide
an important empirical foundation for research on the psychological contributors to and con-
sequences of democratic backsliding and the development of political attitudes in times of
multiple crises.
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Future anxiety and political attitudes

1. INTRODUCTION

Is young people's anxiety about the future as-
sociated with their political attitudes and ac-
tively open-minded thinking? Converging re-
ports indicate that young people are anxious
about what lies ahead and believe they will be
worse off in the future than their parents (Bar-
nardo's, 2024; The Prince’s Trust, 2022). Future
anxiety describes such feelings of pessimism
and uncertainty about the future (Zaleski et al,,
2019). Societal crises—such as climate change,
economic turmoil, and war—exacerbate these
feelings and might contribute to declines in
youth well-being and happiness (Asbrand et al,,
2023; Helliwell et al., 2024; Poletti et al., 2023;
Schweizer et al., 2023). At the same time, young
people appear increasingly dissatisfied with
democracy (Foa et al,, 2020). Their democratic
dissatisfaction may lead them to become more
supportive of authoritarian forms of govern-
ance or altogether disengaged with politics
(Frederiksen, 2024; Mason, 2025; Open Society
Foundations, 2023; Zick et al., 2023). Amidst all
these, a key question that remains unanswered
is how young people’s anxiety about what the
future holds relates to their political ideology
(ideological self-placement), support for au-
thoritarian and democratic principles, and ac-
tively open-minded thinking. Could future anx-
iety help explain observations of democratic
backsliding and an increasingly ideologically
rigid partisan landscape?

Two studies suggest associations between ex-
pectations of socio-economic downward mo-
bility and populist and more extreme ideologi-
cal self-placement in young adults (Mitrea et
al., 2021; Zagodrski et al, 2024). Negative eco-
nomic expectations are one of many factors
that can contribute to future anxiety (Kaman et
al.,, 2025; Zaleski, 1996). Young adults who antic-
ipated that they would be worse off economi-
cally in the future than their parents tended to
identify as more extreme on the left-right polit-
ical spectrum (Mitrea et al,, 2021) and showed
stronger preferences for anti-elitist and peo-
ple-centrist populist attributes of political
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parties (Zagorski et al,, 2024). Similarly, research
on violent extremism suggests that percep-
tions of relative deprivation—feeling that one-
self or one's group is unfairly worse off than oth-
ers—contribute to extreme political action
aimed at countering such perceptions and as-
sociated feelings of anger or injustice (Kunst &
Obaidi, 2020; Obaidi et al., 2019). These findings
point to a structural relationship whereby soci-
opolitical circumstances of crisis might pro-
duce psychological reactions such as percep-
tions of threat, relative deprivation, or—as we
suggest here—future anxiety, which may then
lead to the adoption of extreme or antidemo-
cratic political attitudes and behaviours (Kunst
& Obaidi, 2020; Obaidi et al.,, 2025; Zmigrod &
Goldenberg, 2021). Indeed, widespread narra-
tives suggest that it is the unaddressed anxie-
ties and concerns of young people about the fu-
ture that create a fertile ground for ideological
appeals (Azmanova, 2024; Henley & Sauer,
2023). Several theoretical frameworks further
suggest relations between future anxiety,
young people's political attitudes, and open-
minded thinking that remain to be empirically
investigated.

Inglehart's (1971; 2015) theory of intergenera-
tional value change suggests that experiencing
times of societal or economic crises during the
formative adolescent years could increase sup-
port for conservative and authoritarian values
that promise stability over self-expression val-
ues (such as democratic rights, gender equality,
environmental protection). Future anxiety re-
sulting from the same circumstances of crisis,
might similarly lead to a stronger emphasis on
conservative and authoritarian values and
lower emphasis on democratic principles.

This prediction aligns with additional theories
and meta-analytic evidence. Conservative ide-
ology might help individuals manage uncer-
tainty and threat (Jost et al., 2003, 2017), and fu-
ture anxiety is characterised by perceptions of
the future as concerning and uncertain
(Zaleski, 1996; Zaleski et al., 2019). Similarly, the
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dual-process model of political attitudes sug-
gests that perceiving the world as dangerous
and threatening is a key determinant of au-
thoritarianism (Duckitt & Sibley, 2010), and this
likely translates to how the world in the future
is imagined, and the feelings this evokes. In-
deed, experimental studies lend support to this
view, where descriptions of the future as
threatening resulted in increased right-wing
authoritarianism (Duckitt & Fisher, 2003; Jugert
& Duckitt, 2009).

Beyond affecting the content of political be-
liefs, future anxiety may also influence the
structure of ideological thinking itself. Mental
rigidity and resistance to evidence-based belief
updating have been suggested to be general
components of ideological thinking irrespec-
tive of the content of an ideology (Rokeach,
1960; Zmigrod, 2021, 2022). Classical work sug-
gested that such rigidity might be a defensive
reaction in the face of anxiety about the future
(Rokeach, 1960). For this reason, we also inves-
tigate the association between future anxiety
and actively open-minded thinking', character-
ised by "deeply questioning [..] prior beliefs and
intuitions according to evidence" (Newton et
al.,, 2023), including the avoidance of ideological
biases and overconfidence (Baron, 2019). As ac-
tively open-minded thinking represents a gen-
eral approach to information processing of
high political relevance (Baron, 2019; Newton et
al,, 2023; Ottati et al., 2023), its association with
future anxiety could reveal more general ef-
fects on ideological, closed-minded thinking
beyond the content of political beliefs (Zmi-
grod, 2021, 2022).

While the reviewed theories and evidence sug-
gest relations, the associations between future
anxiety and political ideology, support for au-
thoritarian and democratic principles, and ac-
tively open-minded thinking have not yet been
directly addressed. This represents a critical
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research gap, in particular concerning young
people’s attitudes. Late adolescence and young
adulthood are widely recognised as formative
periods for the development of the political
identity, and times in which young people are
more aware of and responsive to socio-political
events (Chryssochoou & Barrett, 2017; Flanagan,
2013; Rekker et al, 2015; Serra & Smets, 2022;
Smets, 2021). Therefore, our first pre-registered
research aim is to provide insights into the as-
sociations between future anxiety and political
attitudes in adolescence and young adulthood.

In addition, the extent to which future anxiety
affects political attitudes might be moderated
by individual differences, particularly in how
young people regulate their feelings about the
future. The relevance of emotion regulation
strategies has been highlighted in both adoles-
cence and politics. Throughout adolescence
young people become more adept at regulat-
ing their emotions and increasingly draw on
adaptive rather than maladaptive emotion reg-
ulation strategies (Steinberg, 2005; Ahmed et
al.,, 2015; Gullone & Taffe, 2012; Silvers, 2022). In
the political domain, whilst adaptive emotion
regulation can help people cope with negative
feelings in affectively polarised landscapes (Van
Bavel et al., 2024), it might also reduce motiva-
tion for political action (Ford & Feinberg, 2020;
Zmigrod & Goldenberg, 2021).

According to the (extended) process model of
emotion regulation (Gross, 2013; 2015; Gullone &
Taffe, 2012), different forms of emotion regula-
tion might have different consequences as they
operate at different stages of the emotion-gen-
erative process. One prominent strategy com-
monly viewed as adaptive, cognitive reap-
praisal, operates by changing how individuals
think about emotion-eliciting situations in
ways that alter their emotional responses
(Gross, 2013). For example, whilst sociopolitical
crises might lead to future anxiety—which can

"In our pre-registration, we originally referred to "dogmatic attitudes", a construct inversely related to actively
open-minded thinking. Following the recommendation of an anonymous reviewer, and to better align our
conceptual framework with our measures, we refer to actively open-minded thinking and its literature

throughout this manuscript.
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be an appropriate emotional response if they
threaten young people's future—cognitive re-
appraisal might help them re-interpret such
feelings and their causes in a more optimistic
way as opportunities for change (Gullone &
Taffe, 2012). Another prominent strategy, the
expressive suppression of emotions, is com-
monly viewed as less adaptive and operates
through modulating behavioural responses
without changing the underlying emotional
experiences or their interpretation (Gross,
2015).

Cognitive reappraisal might therefore moder-
ate the association between future anxiety, po-
litical attitudes, and actively open-minded
thinking by serving as a coping mechanism to
regulate feelings of uncertainty and anxiety
about the future. In contrast, expressive sup-
pression should not substantially change these
associations, as it primarily modulates emo-
tional responses without changing their un-
derlying experience. In our second pre-regis-
tered research question we thus investigated
the moderating role of emotion regulation abil-
ities and expected that these associations
might be weaker among young people with a
greater tendency to engage in cognitive reap-
praisal, whereas we had fewer expectations for
the moderating effects of expressive suppres-
sion.

Across our two primary pre-registered research
guestions, we thus aim to investigate the asso-
ciations between future anxiety and political
ideology, support for authoritarian and demo-
cratic principles, and actively open-minded
thinking among youth, and whether these as-
sociations are moderated by emotion regula-
tion strategies. Our primary analyses focus on a
sample of UK adolescents.

In follow-up analyses, inspired by research
highlighting an emerging ideological gender
gap in young people (Mathisen, 2025; Milosav
et al,, 2025; Nennstiel & Hudde, 2025), we inves-
tigated gender as a potential moderator of as-
sociations between future anxiety, political

VA advances.in/psychology

Borghi et al., 2025

attitudes, and actively open-minded thinking.
We also explored associations between future
anxiety and political participation, motivated by
research on the potential that feelings might
have as motivators of political action (Zmigrod
& Goldenberg, 2021). Upon completion of our
UK analyses, we identified an opportunity to
provide conceptual replications using a dataset
from Greece that included a subset of the
measures from the primary UK sample, as de-
scribed in detail in the Methods section.

With these analyses we provide important em-
pirical insights into the political relevance of fu-
ture anxiety and lay the foundation for longitu-
dinal and experimental work on the emotional
and cognitive psychological processes that
might contribute to the development of politi-
cal attitudes.

2. METHODS

We used data from cross-sectional online sur-
veys from two large samples of 16-21-year-old
adolescents. Our primary sample and pre-regis-
tered analyses were based on a sample of UK
adolescents. Upon completion of our UK anal-
yses, we identified an opportunity for concep-
tual replications of some analyses using data
fromm Greek adolescents that had been col-
lected as part of the same larger multi-national
project. The Greek data were originally collected
to address different research questions, but
they included some shared measures. The addi-
tion of the Greek sample, while not pre-regis-
tered, was thus planned in communication with
the editors to strengthen the robustness and
generalizability of our findings. For comprehen-
siveness, we present the methods and findings
from both the UK and Greek samples in parallel,
where possible.

2.1 Participants

Our primary sample consisted of N = 988 ado-
lescents from the UK (49.1% male, 50.3% female,
0.6% other; interlocked with age: M =19.01, SD =
1.49, range =16 to 21 years). Our secondary sam-
ple in Greece included N = 997 adolescents
(49.9% male, 49.3% female, 0.7% other; age: M =
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19.38, SD =138, range = 16 to 21 years). In both
samples, participants were stratified by gen-
der, region, locality type (rural village, small
town, large city), and education level (pri-
mary/lower secondary, upper secondary, and
higher education). Detailed demographics are
presented in Supplementary Tables 1a and 1b.

2.2 Procedure

The questionnaires were administered online
by Gallup International and its local partners in
May and June 2024 as part of a larger five-
country adolescent panel study (Smets et al,
2024a, 2024b). We developed, piloted, and re-
fined the survey with Gallup International to
ensure age-appropriate language and com-
prehension. The English questionnaires were
translated to Greek separately by local native-
speaking researchers and professional transla-
tors from Gallup International. The final trans-
lation was then derived from these two ver-
sions by the translators and approved by the
research team to ensure linguistic and cultural
accuracy. Gallup International provided com-
plete datasets with no missing data. Following
data collection, we had to exclude participants
under 16 years (n =12 in the UK, n =3 in Greece)
due to inability to confirm parental consent un-
der confidentiality agreements, which was an
exclusion not foreseen in our pre-registration.
Sample sizes were pre-determined at the start
of the larger project based on economic con-
siderations. A post-hoc sensitivity analysis indi-
cated that our sample size (N = 988) provided
high sensitivity to detect standardized effects
of B = .10, with 95% credible intervals excluding
zero, with well above 80% of simulations for
both main effects and interactions of this mag-
nitude. Detailed simulation results are dis-
played in Supplementary Figure 3. Ethical ap-
proval was obtained from the Research Ethics
Committee of Royal Holloway, University of
London (REC ProjectlD: 4039) and the Re-
search Ethics Committee of Panteion Univer-
sity of Social and Political Sciences (Reference
No 2/26-3-2024).
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2.3 Measures

The questionnaires administered in the UK and
Greece were designed to capture political and
psychological variables among adolescents but
originally intended for different purposes. The
UK survey included all measures relevant for
this study. The Greek survey included a subset
of the same measures. Below we focus on de-
scribing measures used in the UK survey and
added information where Greek measures for
replication were available. All questionnaire
items used in both samples for the present
study are available in their full form at
https://osf.io/jchdg. We also provide the com-
plete administered guestionnaires from both
countries, including additional scales collected
research

for other purposes at

https://osf.io/d27rk/files/osfstorage.

2.3.1 Future Anxiety

We assessed future anxiety using the validated
5-item Dark Future Scale (Zaleski et al., 2019),
which captures anxiety and negative expecta-
tions about the future. Participants rated state-
ments like "l am afraid that in the future my life
will change for the worse" on a 7-point Likert
scale (“Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree”).
The UK survey included all five items of the
scale, whereas the Greek survey included only
four of the five items. In both samples, we cal-
culated the mean across all included items as
an index of future anxiety. The five-item scale
showed good internal consistency in our UK
sample (McDonald's w = .87, 95% CI [.86, .89]).
The four-item scale demonstrated acceptable
internal consistency in the Greek sample
(McDonald's o = .72, 95% CI [.69, .76)).

2.3.2 Emotion Regulation

We used the validated Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire for Children and Adolescents
(Gullone & Taffe, 2012) to measure two emotion
regulation strategies in adolescents: Cognitive
reappraisal (six items, e.g., "When | want to feel
less bad about something, | change the way I'm
thinking about it") and expressive suppression
(four items, e.g., "l control my feelings by not
showing them"). Items were rated on 7-point
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Likert scales (“Strongly disagree” to “Strongly
agree”). Both subscales demonstrated either
good or acceptable internal consistency
(McDonald's w: cognitive reappraisal = .84, 95%
Cl [.82, .86]; expressive suppression =.75,95% Cl
[.71, .78]). ltems were only included in the UK
survey.

2.3.3 Political Ideology (Ideological Self-Place-

ment)

We asked participants to self-place along two
N-point scales (ranging from “left” to “right”
and “progressive” to “conservative”) to indicate
their political ideology (Jost et al., 2009). Follow-
ing our pre-registration, we used the mean
across the two items as a composite score for
political ideology (inter-item correlation p = .52
in the UK sample). The Greek survey included
the same two items (p = .44).

2.3.4 Support for Authoritarian Principles

We assessed support for authoritarian princi-
ples using the corresponding three-item sub-
scale from the Adolescent Radicalization Out-
comes Questionnaire (AROQ; Reiter et al,
2023), an adaptation and validation of common
political panel items for use in adolescent sam-
ples. Participants rated characteristics of politi-
cal systems on 7-point scales (from “Very bad”
to “Very good"). Exemplary items were "Having
a strong leader who doesn't accept interfer-
ence from anyone." The scale showed accepta-
ble internal consistency (McDonald's w = .70,
95% CI [.66, .74]). This measure was not in-
cluded in the Greek survey.

2.3.5 Support for Democratic Principles

We used the 3-item subscale from the AROQ to
assess support for democratic principles. Items
described characteristics of democratic sys-
tems, such as "Having elections where every
person's vote is equal", which were rated by
participants on a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from “Very bad" to “Very good". The subscale
showed acceptable internal consistency
(McDonald's w =.76,95% ClI [.72,.79]). This meas-
ure was not included in the Greek survey.
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2.3.6 Actively Open-minded Thinking

Actively open-minded thinking was measured
using the mean of the 6-item actively open-
minded thinking scale (Newton et al.,, 2023).
Participants rated statements like "Whether
something feels true is more important than
evidence" on a 7-point scale (“Strongly disa-
gree” to “Strongly agree”). All items were re-
verse-scored prior to the calculation of the
mean so that higher scores indicate greater ac-
tively open-minded thinking, rather than
closed-mindedness. The scale demonstrated
good internal consistency (McDonald's w = .85,
95% CI[.83,.87]). tems were again only included
in the UK survey.

2.3.7 Political Participation

For follow-up analyses, we measured political
participation using a 5-item scale assessing
willingness to engage in different political ac-
tivities such as "Take part in a lawful public
demonstration." Items were rated on a 7-point
scale (“Not at all willing” to “Very much willing").
The scale showed good internal consistency in
the UK sample (McDonald's w = .87, 95% CI [.86,
.89]). The Greek survey included the same five
items, with similarly good internal consistency
(McDonald's w = .84, 95% ClI [.83, .86]).

2.3.8 Demographic Variables

Following our pre-registration, we included five
demographic variables in our main models: age
(including linear and quadratic terms), gender,
subjective living standard, education level, and
migration background. Age was measured by
asking participants to indicate their age in
years. Gender was assessed by asking partici-
pants to identify as "male", "female", or "other".
Due to the very small number of participants
identifying as "other" (n = 6 in the UK, n =7 in
Greece), while we include this category in our
models, we refrain from making inferences
about this group as the estimates were highly
imprecise. Subjective living standard was
measured with the item "Which of the descrip-
tions below comes closest to how you feel
about your household's income nowadays?"
with four response options ranging from
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"Living comfortably on present income" to
"Finding it very difficult on present income". As
we expected few participants in the lowest and
highest categories, we decided to recode re-
sponses into a binary variable ('Stable" and
"Difficult"). Education was assessed using de-
tailed items asking about participants' current
study level or highest completed education,
with responses ranging from primary through
tertiary education. These were recoded into
three more balanced ISCED categories: pri-
mary/lower secondary education (e.g., primary
education up to 1-4 GCSEs), upper secondary
education (e.g., A-levels), and higher education
(e.g., university degrees such as BSc). Migration
background was assessed using two items ask-
ing whether participants and their parents
were born in the UK. Following the glossary of
the European Migration Network (2025), we
coded participants as having a "migration
background" if either they or at least one par-
ent was born outside the UK, and "no migration
background" if both the participant and par-
ents were born in the UK.

We included these demographic variables as
research suggests relations between age, gen-
der, education, socio-economic status, a history
of migration and political attitudes, including
political ideology or authoritarian and demo-
cratic principles (Conway et al.,, 2020; Debus et
al., 2024; Mathisen, 2025; Rekker et al., 2015;
Zmigrod et al., 2021). The same variables may
also influence future anxiety, with research in-
dicating gender differences (Zaleski et al., 2019)
and, while empirical findings are more limited,
age-related differences in adolescence and
links between socio-economic conditions, mi-
gration experiences, and anxiety about the fu-
ture are also theoretically plausible (Kaman et
al.,, 2025; Zaleski et al., 2019). Importantly, these
demographic variables represent relatively sta-
ble background characteristics that are un-
likely to introduce collider bias or act as media-
tors (Rohrer, 2018). We thus deemed that in-
cluding these demographic variables would
improve the robustness of our findings, as they
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either control for confounding or improve pre-
cision by reducing residual variance in the out-
come. For comparison, we also report results
from models without demographic variables.

2.4 Statistical Analyses

2.4.1 Primary Analyses

In all our main analyses, we used Bayesian lin-
ear regression models fitted using the brms
package (Burkner, 2017) in R Version 4.43 (R
Core Team, 2024). The brms package accom-
modates all models relevant for the present
study within one unified interface and is highly
integrated within the broader R ecosystem
(Burkner, 2017). We used a Bayesian framework
as this provides a more complete characterisa-
tion of uncertainty through posterior distribu-
tions and direct probability statements about
the credibility of estimates. This approach was
well-aligned with our focus on estimating the
size and direction of effects in this cross-sec-
tional study (Kruschke, 2014; Kruschke & Liddell,
2018).

In our main pre-registered models using the UK
data, we used multivariate Bayesian linear re-
gressions to estimate the associations between
future anxiety, as well as its interaction with the
two emotion regulation strategies cognitive re-
appraisal and expressive suppression, and the
assessed political attitudes and actively open-
minded thinking. This approach models resid-
ual correlations between outcomes and ena-
bles direct comparisons of the associations of
future anxiety and multiple political attitudes
(Fox & Weisberg, 2018).

For all models, we summarized posterior distri-
butions using the mean and 95% highest den-
sity credible intervals (Cls), representing the
range within which parameters lie with 95%
probability given the data and model. Both pre-
dictor and outcome variables were scaled by
two standard deviations (2SD) to improve coef-
ficient comparability (Gelman, 2008). We chose
2SD over 1SD standardization because it places
binary and continuous predictors on approxi-
mately the same scale, while still allowing
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coefficients to be interpreted as the expected
change in an outcome associated with a one
standard deviation change in a predictor, facil-
itating comparison across different variable

types.

We specified weakly informative priors of N(O,
1) for intercept and slope parameters and used
brms defaults for other parameters. Weakly in-
formative priors provide some regularisation
while making minimal assumptions and allow-
ing the data, if sufficiently large, to speak for
themselves. Models were fitted with four
MCMC chains (4000 iterations each, including
2000 warm-up iterations). Chain convergence
was assessed using R-hat statistics (< 1.05 indi-
cating adequate convergence; Clark, 2021). All
models included the demographic control var-
iables.

We based statistical inferences on 95% credible
intervals. Intervals far from zero indicate higher
probability of credibly non-zero parameters,
while intervals including zero suggest lower
probability of parameters differing credibly
from zero. We also assessed practical equiva-
lence using a Region of Practical Equivalence
(ROPE; Kruschke, 2014) of [-0.05, 0.05]. Stand-
ardized effects within this range were consid-
ered small and not practically relevant, based
on general and subfield-specific considerations
(Arceneaux et al, 2024; Funder & Ozer, 2019).
Large overlaps of posterior distributions with
the ROPE indicate high probability of practi-
cally negligible effects, while small or no over-
laps suggest practically relevant effects.

2.4.2 Conceptual Replications

For our conceptual replications using the
Greek data, we first investigated measurement
invariance for the multi-item scales available in
both samples (future anxiety and political par-
ticipation; Kline, 2016; Putnick & Bornstein,
2016). We used lavaan (Rosseel, 2012) to fit mul-
tigroup confirmatory factor analyses with
items loading on a single latent factor and
country as the grouping variable. We tested in-
creasingly stringent invariance constraints:
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configural invariance (same factor structure),
metric invariance (equal factor loadings across
groups), and scalar invariance (equal item inter-
cepts across groups). We did not test measure-
ment invariance for political ideology, as this
two-item measure would result in a just-identi-
fied structural model (df = O), preventing mean-
ingful evaluation of the configural model (Kline,
2016). We evaluated model fit using the follow-
ing criteria (Chen, 2007; Cheung & Rensvold,
2002; Kenny, 2024): For configural models: CFl =
95, RMSEA < .08, and SRMR =< .08. For model
comparisons: ACFI < -.010, ARMSEA < .015, and
ASRMR < .030 for metric invariance, and ACFI <
-.010, ARMSEA < .015, and ASRMR < .015 for sca-
lar invariance.

Qur cross-country comparisons were contin-
gent on the level of measurement invariance
achieved. If metric invariance could be estab-
lished, we would compare strengths of associa-
tions between the UK and Greece using coun-
try as a moderating variable. If scalar invariance
could be achieved, we would additionally com-
pare means between countries. If measure-
ment invariance could not be achieved, we
would present results from the two countries
separately without direct statistical compari-
sons of associations or means.

Due to the limited availability of measures in
the Greek survey, analyses involving Greek data
used univariate Bayesian linear regression
models for each outcome separately (political
ideology and political participation), and mod-
els involving interactions with emotion regula-
tion strategies were restricted to the UK data.

2.5 Open Practices

2.5.1 Open Materials

Analysis scripts, data, and questionnaire items
are openly available at

https://osf.io/d27rk/.

2.5.2 Generative Al

During the preparation of this work, the au-
thor(s) used Claude to assist with coding tasks
and to enhance the clarity and language of the
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manuscript. The author(s) have carefully re-
viewed and edited all code and text, and take
full responsibility for the published article's
content.

2.5.3 Pre-Registration

We pre-registered our main analyses using the
UK data at
https://osf.io/u7a5q. Our pre-registration out-
lined analyses for both the presented sample
and a secondary convenience sample of
younger adolescents. We focus exclusively on
the primary sample in this article given that
data collection in the convenience sample is
ongoing and will primarily be used for other
purposes. During the peer-review of this study,
we made several deviations from the pre-reg-
istration. Following the editors’ requests, we
added additional non-pre-registered concep-
tual replication analyses using the Greek data,
and we used mean scores for future anxiety in-
stead of sum scores. Following the comments
from an anonymous peer-reviewer, we used
“actively open-minded thinking” as concept
and term rather than what we had originally
pre-registered ("dogmatic attitudes"). For this
reason, we also reverse-scored the correspond-
ing items, aligned with the scale's standard
scoring procedures. These changes were made
to improve the interpretability and conceptual
clarity of our analyses and do not alter the sub-
stantive interpretation of our findings. Other
non-registered analyses include the prelimi-
nary analyses investigating the association be-
tween future anxiety and demographic varia-
bles, as well as follow-up analyses on gender
differences and political participation, which
we refer to as “exploratory”.

3. RESULTS

We begin by presenting our measurement in-
variance analyses for scales included in both
samples, which informed our approach to pre-
senting findings from the UK and Greek data in
subsequent analyses. We then explored which
young people in our sample indicated being
most anxious about the future, before present-
ing our main models on associations between
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future anxiety, political attitudes, and actively
open-minded thinking. All models showed
good convergence (R-hat < 1.05). Supplemen-
tary Materials (including zero-order correlations
available at

and variable means) are

https://osf.io/pfs3y.

3.1 Measurement Invariance

All fit indices and model comparisons are pre-
sented in Supplementary Tables 3a and 3b. For
the four-item future anxiety scale, the configu-
ral model demonstrated excellent fit (CFI =.999,
RMSEA = .017, SRMR = .009), but metric (ACFI =
-.009, ARMSEA = .027, ASRMR = .026) and con-
sequently scalar invariance were not sup-
ported. For the five-item political participation
scale, the configural model again demon-
strated adequate fit (CFl = .991, RMSEA = .067,
SRMR = .016), and metric invariance could also
be established (ACFI = -.003, ARMSEA = -.009,
ASRMR = .009). However, scalar invariance was
again not supported (ACFI = -.056, ARMSEA =
.056, ASRMR =.027).

Given that measurement invariance across
countries could not be established for future
anxiety (our primary variable of interest) and
could not be tested for our 2-item measure of
political ideology, we present descriptives and
models from the UK and Greek samples sepa-
rately, without statistical cross-country com-
parisons of associations or means.

3.2 Future Anxiety Levels (Exploratory)
Among UK adolescents, the mean of the future
anxiety scale (measured with 5 items) was M =
4.69 (SD =1.36). Among Greek adolescents, the
mean of the future anxiety scale (measured
with 4 items) was M = 4.40 (SD = 1.31). Figure 1
displays the distribution of future anxiety scores
in both countries.

AN



https://osf.io/u7a5q
https://osf.io/pfs3y

Future anxiety and political attitudes Borghi et al., 2025

Figure 1

Response distribution of the Future Anxiety scale in the UK and Greece

United Kingdom Greece
15% Mean: 4.69 | Mean: 4.4 |
| |
| |
| |
10% | |
| |
| |
| |
5% I I
| |
| |
| |
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| |
1 2 3 4 4 5 6 7

5 6 7 1 2 3
Future Anxiety Scores (Mean Score Across Items, 1-7 Likert scale)

Example Item: "I am afraid that in the future my life will change for the worse"
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Note. Top panel: Histogram displaying the distribution of the mean scores of the future anxiety
scale in the United Kingdom (5-item version) and Greece (4-item version) samples. Vertical dashed
lines indicate country-specific means. Bottom panel: Stacked bar chart showing the percentage
distribution of responses to the exemplary item "l am afraid that in the future my life will change

for the worse", which appears in both countries' versions of the Future Anxiety scale.
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3.3 Which Young People Are Anxious About
the Future? (Exploratory)

Before turning to our main models investigat-
ing the associations between future anxiety
and political attitudes, we explored the associ-
ations between future anxiety and the demo-
graphic variables age, gender, subjective living
standard, education level, and migration back-
ground in our UK and Greek samples. For this
purpose, we fitted Bayesian linear regression
models in both countries separately with fu-
ture anxiety as the outcome and the demo-
graphic variables as predictor variables (see
Supplementary Tables 4a and 4b).

In the UK, young women reported higher fu-
ture anxiety than young men (B =.13,95% CI [.07,
19]), as did participants with higher (i.e., univer-
sity) education compared to primary/lower
secondary education (B = .10, 95% CI [.01, .19])
and those reporting difficult, compared to sta-
ble living standards (B = .16, 95% CI [.09, .23]). Ad-
ditionally, participants without any migratory
background (both parents born in the UK) re-
ported higher future anxiety (B = .10, 95% CI [.04,
17]). No credible associations were indicated for
age (linear: B = -.01, 95% CI [-.08, .05]; quadratic:
B = .08, 95% ClI [-.04, .20]) or upper secondary
compared to primary/lower secondary educa-
tion (B =.03, 95% ClI [-.05, .11]).

In the Greek sample, a similar pattern
emerged, with young women reporting higher
future anxiety than young men (B = .17, 95% CI
[11, .23]). Participants with difficult (compared
to stable) living standards also showed higher
future anxiety (B =.08, 95% CI [.02, .14]). No other
demographic variables showed credible asso-
ciations with future anxiety: age (linear: g = -.01,
95% ClI [-.09, .06]; quadratic: B = -.05, 95% CI [-.17,
.07]), upper secondary vs. primary/lower sec-
ondary education (B = -.02, 95% CI [-11, .07]),
higher vs. primary/lower secondary education
(B = .01, 95% CI [-.10, .12]), or migration back-
ground (B = -.04, 95% ClI [-.11, .03]).
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3.4 Future Anxiety, Political Attitudes, and
Actively Open-Minded Thinking

In our main analyses, we first focused on the di-
rect associations between future anxiety, politi-
cal attitudes, and actively open-minded think-
ing. In the UK sample, our pre-registered multi-
variate model revealed a moderate-to-large
positive association between future anxiety
and support for democratic principles (B = .29,
95% ClI [.23, .35]) when cognitive reappraisal and
expressive suppression were at their sample
means and controlling for demographic varia-
bles. Our model indicated no credible associa-
tions of future anxiety with political ideology (B
=-.07,95% ClI [-.13,.01]) or support for authoritar-
ian principles (B =.01,95% ClI [-.05, .08]), with 95%
Cls including zero and posterior distributions
substantially overlapping the ROPE (see Sup-
plementary Table 5a). A small negative associa-
tion was also indicated between future anxiety
and actively open-minded thinking (B = -.07,
95% CI [-.13, -.005]). A robustness analysis with-
out demographic controls (Supplementary Ta-
ble 6a) yielded similar findings. However, the
negative association with political ideology be-
come stronger and credibly different from zero
(B =-10, 95% ClI [-.17, -.04]), and the small nega-
tive association with actively open-minded
thinking proved to be less robust (B = -.06, 95%
CI [-1,.01]).

In the Greek sample, where only political ideol-
ogy was available as a political attitude, our
model indicated a small positive association be-
tween future anxiety and right-conservative
political ideology (B = .11, 95% CI [.04, .17]), con-
trolling for the same demographic variables as
in the UK (see Supplementary Table 5b). How-
ever, this model did not include emotion regu-
lation strategies due to the unavailability of this
measure. A robustness analysis without demo-
graphic controls yielded a smaller association
that was not credibly different from zero (B =.06,
95% ClI [-.003, .12]).

In both the UK and Greek samples, using left-
right and progressive-conservative ideological
self-placement as separate outcomes in the
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place of a combined measure of political ideol-
ogy produced very similar results as those re-
ported here (see Supplementary Tables 7a and
7b).

Overall, the strongest and most robust associa-
tion between future anxiety and political atti-
tudes was evident for support for democratic
principles in our UK sample. Young people who
were most afraid of the future, were also most
supportive of democratic principles, such as
equal political rights and political pluralism.
3.5 Moderation of Emotion Regulation Strat-
egies (UK Sample Only)

We next examined whether associations in the
UK sample differed conditional on the two
emotion regulation strategies cognitive reap-
praisal and expressive suppression. Cognitive
reappraisal moderated associations with both
support for democratic (B = -.23, 95% ClI [-.34, -
J12]) and authoritarian principles (B = -.17, 95% ClI
[-.29, -.06]; see Figure 2). For support for author-
itarian principles, future anxiety showed a pos-
itive association when cognitive reappraisal
was low, but this association became negative
when cognitive reappraisal was high (Figure 2,
left panel). The positive association between fu-
ture anxiety and support for democratic princi-
ples was stronger among participants low in
cognitive reappraisal (Figure 2, right panel). We
found no credible interactions between future
anxiety and expressive suppression for any po-
litical attitude: political ideology (B = .002, 95%
CI [-13, 13]), support for democratic principles (8
=.02,95% ClI [-.10, .14]), support for authoritarian
principles (B = .09, 95% ClI [-.04, .21]), or actively
open-minded thinking (B = .002, 95% CI [-.12,
13]). Neither did cognitive reappraisal moder-
ate the associations between future anxiety
and political ideology (B = -.02, 95% ClI [-.14, .10])
or actively open-minded thinking (B = .08, 95%
Cl [-.04, .19]; also see Supplementary Table 5a).

Robustness analyses without demographic
controls or with left-right and progressive-con-
servative ideological self-placement as sepa-
rate outcomes showed highly similar results

Borghi et al., 2025

(see Supplementary Tables 6a and 7a).

3.6 Gender Differences (Exploratory)

Recent research has documented increasing

ideological polarisation between young
women and young men (Mathisen, 2025; Mi-
losav et al., 2025; Nennstiel & Hudde, 2025). In a
follow-up analysis, we thus explored gender dif-
ferences in political attitudes and moderating
effects of gender on the associations between

future anxiety and political attitudes.

In the UK sample, a multivariate model indi-
cated that young women showed more left-
progressive political ideology (B = -.19, 95% ClI [-
.25, -13]), lower support for authoritarian princi-
ples (B = -.15, 95% ClI [-.22, -.09]), but also lower
support for democratic principles (B = -.12, 95%
Cl [-18, -.06]) compared to young men, with no
credible gender difference in actively open-
minded thinking (B = .03, 95% CI [-.02, .10]).

Gender moderated associations between fu-
ture anxiety and political ideology, support for
authoritarian principles, and actively open-
minded thinking in UK adolescents (see Figure
3). Only among young men future anxiety was
associated with more right-conservative ideol-
ogy (conditional association: B = .17, 95% CI [.09,
.26]), higher support for authoritarian principles
(B = .31, 95% ClI [.23, .40]), and less actively open-
minded thinking (B = -.41, 95% CI [-.49, -32]).
Among young women, these associations were
not credibly different from zero: political ideol-
ogy (B = -.02, 95% ClI [-.11, .08]), support for au-
thoritarian principles (B = .03, 95% CI [-.06, .12]),
and actively open-minded thinking (B = -.09,
95% CI [-.18,.003]). Gender did not moderate the
association with support for democratic princi-
ples (B = .008, 95% CI [-.11, .13]; also see Supple-
mentary Tables 8a and 9a).
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Figure 2
Association between future anxiety and support for authoritarian principles (Authoritarianism;

left panel) and democratic principles (Democratism; right panel) moderated by cognitive reap-

praisal
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Note. Conditional associations between future anxiety and support for authoritarian and democratic
principles (displayed on the y-axis) across different values of the continuous moderator cognitive
reappraisal (displayed on the x-axis). Darker to lighter shaded areas indicate 50%, 80% and 95% Cls,
respectively. The model controlled for the demographic variables age, gender, subjective living

standard, education level, and migration background.
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In the Greek sample, young women were also
more left-progressive than young men ( = -.28,
95% Cl [-.34, -.22]). Gender again moderated the
association between future anxiety and politi-
cal ideology: Young men who were more anx-
jous about the future were also more right-
conservative (conditional association: f = .16,
95% ClI [.08, .25]), while the association was not
credibly different from zero for young women
(B = .04, 95% CI [-.05, .13]; see Figure 3 and Sup-
plementary Tables 8b and 9b).

Of particular interest, in both samples, political
ideology was similar for young women and
young men when future anxiety was low, but
ideological gender differences became appar-
ent in participants high in future anxiety (see
Figure 3), suggesting that future anxiety might
be a relevant correlate of the recently observed
ideological gender gap.

These results remained robust in models that
did not include demographic controls (see
Supplementary Table 10a and 10b). Additional
analyses investigating associations with left-
right and progressive-conservative ideological
self-placement separately indicated that gen-
der differences in political ideology were
greater for progressive-conservative ideology
(UK: B = -18, 95% CI [-.25, -.12]; Greece: B = -.30,
95% CI [-.36, -.24]) than for left-right ideology
(UK: B = -15, 95% CI [-.21, -.08]; Greece: B = -.17,
95% CI [-.24, -11]), and interactions of gender
with future anxiety were also stronger for pro-
gressive-conservative (UK: B = -.22, 95% CI [-.35,
-.09]; Greece: B = -.13,95% ClI [-.25, -.07]) than left-
right ideology (UK: B = -12, 95% CI [-.24, .02];
Greece: B = -.09, 95% CI [-.22, .03]; see Supple-
mentary Figure 2 and Supplementary Tables
Ta and T11b).

3.7 Future Anxiety and Political Participation
(Exploratory)

Finally, follow-up analyses indicated positive
associations between future anxiety and will-
ingness to participate in politics in both sam-
ples, controlling for demographic variables. In
the UK, our model indicated a positive
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association between future anxiety and politi-
cal participation (B = .22, 95% CI [15, .28]) when
cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppres-
sion were at their sample means. Neither cog-
nitive reappraisal (B = .03, 95% ClI [-.09, .15]) nor
expressive suppression (B =.08, 95% CI [-.05, .21])
credibly moderated this association. In the
Greek sample, we observed a small positive as-
sociation (B = .09, 95% CI [.03, .15]). Robustness
analyses without demographic controls yielded
substantively similar associations (see Supple-
mentary Tables 13a and 13b). In both the UK and
Greece samples, young people who reported
being more anxious about the future reported
being more willing to engage in political action.

4. DISCUSSION

Young people face an uncertain future amidst
multiple crises—from the aftermath of a global
pandemic to the rising cost of living, ongoing
conflicts, economic downturn, and climate
change. Anxiety about what the future holds
has gained attention primarily for its impact on
youth mental health (Asbrand et al., 2023; Lass-
Hennemann et al, 2023; Poletti et al, 2023;
Schweizer et al, 2023). We argue that under-
standing how the future that young people im-
agine—and how they feel about the future—is
also of political interest in times of youth dem-
ocratic dissatisfaction, authoritarian shifts, and
ideological polarisation. In this study we pro-
vide the foundation for this important, and yet
understudied, line of research, using data from
large samples of adolescents from the UK and
Greece.

Our primary analyses focused on the UK sam-
ple, where we found that higher levels of future
anxiety were most strongly associated with
stronger democratic attitudes. While this find-
ing may speak against common narratives, it
fits well with broader research on the role of
anxiety in politics. Anxiety has been linked to
increased political information seeking and
participation (Romanova & Hutchens, 2024, Val-
entino et al., 2008; Wagner & Morisi, 2019),
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Association between future anxiety and political attitudes conditional on gender in the UK and

Figure 3
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and in contrast to the also negatively valanced
emotion anger, was not associated with voting
for the populist right (Vasilopoulos et al., 2019).
Young people who are more anxious about the
future may show stronger democratic atti-
tudes, as they find security within the estab-
lished democratic system, or because the dem-
ocratic system gives them a greater sense of
agency over their future. This interpretation is
also consistent with our secondary finding that
in both the UK and Greece, young people who
are more anxious about the future also re-
ported to be more willing to participate in poli-
tics.

Importantly, given our correlational design, an-
other possible explanation could be that it is
not future anxiety that makes people more
supportive of democracy or willing to engage
in politics, but rather that those adolescents
who are more supportive of democracy show
greater future anxiety, because they are more
worried when observing trends of democratic
backsliding and authoritarian shifts. A similar
directional relationship has been proposed for
climate change, where greater environmental
awareness might affect the future planning
and mental health of young people (Vercam-
men et al., 2025). Additionally, there could be
unobserved third variables that we were una-
ble to account for in our analyses, despite ac-
counting for demographic variables, such as
more general well-being and mental health
(Vargas Salfate et al., 2023). Given the parallels
between our findings and literature on the role
of anxiety in politics, follow-up research should
attempt to more precisely isolate the associa-
tion between future- compared to general anx-
iety and political attitudes. While it is reasona-
ble to expect that people who are generally
anxious are also more worried about the future
(Zaleski, 1996), there are theoretical and empir-
ical differences that might result in differential
political implications.

First, future anxiety refers to concerns about a
more distant future, whereas the mental
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location of general anxiety typically focuses on
a more proximate timescale (Zaleski et al., 2019).
This temporal distinction is important because
"in ideological movements, time perspectives
appear to be typically future-oriented"
(Rokeach, 1960, pp. 367). Second, the longer
temporal framework of future anxiety may, in
some cases, go hand-in-hand with greater per-
ceived potential for change, which could mani-
fest in increased political engagement, con-
sistent with the association between future
anxiety and higher willingness for political par-
ticipation observed in this study. In contrast,
more proximate forms of anxiety and hopeless-
ness, which are common in clinical manifesta-
tions of mental disorders (e.g., depression), may
reduce willingness to participate in political ac-
tion due to their overwhelming immediacy
(e.g., Ojeda, 2015).

These distinctions should be tested more di-
rectly through several approaches. Similar to
how political anxiety (i.e., feeling anxious be-
cause of the political climate) and general anxi-
ety tap into separate underlying constructs
(Weinschenk & Smith, 2024), investigations ex-
amining the relations between general-, future-
,and political anxiety could provide further con-
ceptual clarity. Observational studies that aim
to isolate the effects of future anxiety on politi-
cal attitudes should include measures of gen-
eral anxiety and mental health to control for
these factors, which we could not do here due
to the unavailability of adequate proxy varia-
bles. Experimental approaches could also test
whether inductions of anxiety with a focus on
different temporal scales have distinct effects
on political attitudes and behaviour. Overall,
given that a core function of political systems is
not just to address present concerns but to an-
ticipate future challenges and respond to citi-
zens' anxieties about what lies ahead, there
might be a direct link between future anxiety
and political attitudes—a causal claim that
should be further tested through experimental
research.
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Such research can build on the insights we pro-
vide here. For example, emotion inductions in
surveys (Searles & Mattes, 2015) could compare
the political implications of different feelings
about the distal and proximate future, such as
anxiety, but also anger or hope, which may
have distinct effects (Wagner & Morisi, 2019).
Another valuable comparison would be
whether associations between future-oriented
feelings and political attitudes differ based on
which crisis young people perceive as most im-
portant. Our data were collected in Spring 2024
when economic concerns dominated public
discourse, yet in the first months of 2025, some
of the focus may have started to shift toward
defence spending and concerns about na-
tional and global security. Future anxiety about
war, climate change, or economic instability
may show distinct associations with demo-
cratic and authoritarian attitudes. For instance,
European politics appears not just ideologically
polarised but also divided into "crisis tribes":
groups primarily concerned about different cri-
ses—such as climate change, global economic
turmoil, immigration, or the war in Ukraine—
each associated with distinct political prefer-
ences (Leonard & Krastev, 2024). Different cri-
ses may evoke different emotions, but the
same emotion about different crises could also
have varying political implications. Similar to
related research questions on the role of feel-
ings in politics, the relationship between how
people feel about the future and politics may
be complicated, but solvable (Brandt & Bakker,
2022).

In our UK sample, we also found that associa-
tions between future anxiety and political atti-
tudes differed based on young people's gen-
eral tendencies to regulate their emotions.
Specifically, we found that among young peo-
ple with a greater tendency to regulate their
emotions through cognitive reappraisal, the
associations between future anxiety and politi-
cal attitudes were weaker. While again a causal
interpretation is not justified given our study
design, this finding is aligned with findings in
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previous literature suggesting that cognitive
reappraisal can moderate relationships be-
tween negative emotions and political atti-
tudes (Lee et al, 2013; Zmigrod & Goldenberg,
2021).

Complementing our UK findings, we also pro-
vided replication analyses using a sample of
GCreek adolescents wherever the availability of
common measures allowed us to do so. The pri-
mary rationale for the inclusion of the Greek
sample was the ad-hoc availability of original
data to investigate the robustness of our find-
ings. However, while different in many ways,
from geography (north vs. south of Europe) to
political systems (constitutional monarchy vs.
parliamentary republic), the two countries pro-
vide an interesting example: previous reports
indicate high levels of future anxiety and pessi-
mism about the future in youth in both the UK
(Barnardo's, 2024; The Prince's Trust, 2022) and
Creece (Hasanovic et al,, 2024). Further, in both
countries, in more recent years, an ideological
gender gap has emerged, with young women
becoming more left-leaning than young men
(Nennstiel & Hudde, 2025).

This broader context proved relevant to our
findings. In both the UK and Greece, future anx-
iety was higher among young women than
young men, and among those with worse living
standards compared to those who consider
themselves well off. Most notably, we observed
distinct patterns in how future anxiety corre-
lates with political attitudes among young
women and men across both samples. Only
among young men, future anxiety was associ-
ated with more right-wing and conservative
ideological self-placement. In the UK sample,
where additional measures were available,
young men with higher future anxiety also
showed greater support for authoritarian prin-
ciples and less actively open-minded thinking.
This suggests that future anxiety might be a rel-
evant correlate of the emerging ideological
gender gap.

For example, future anxiety could manifest
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differently in young women and young men,
which—if future anxiety has a causal effect on
political attitudes—might lead to ideological
differences between young women and young
men. For instance, while all young people may
worry about economic downturn, young
women may experience distinct anxieties
about interpersonal relationships, inequality,
and health, while young men's anxieties might
centre on immigration, economic competition,
or changing societal expectations of masculin-
ity (Farhane-Medina et al., 2022; YouGoyv, 2025).
Consequently, the types of political narratives
that resonate most strongly with these distinct
anxieties could also vary, potentially explaining
why future anxiety, in our sample, aligned with
more right-wing political stances uniquely
among young men. Supporting such an inter-
pretation, Mathisen (2025) found that the wid-
ening ideological gap between young women
and men primarily reflects increased anti-fem-
inist attitudes among young men.

In summary, given current trends of authoritar-
ian shifts and democratic backsliding, research
that sheds light on the psychological and affec-
tive factors that could underlie political atti-
tudes, and on strategies that might help peo-
ple deal with negative emotions and the psy-
chological implications of societal crises, could
become of increasing importance. Here we
provide first insights into this field of research,
highlighting associations between young peo-
ple's future anxiety and political attitudes. We
suggest directions for multiple lines of research
that can build on and deepen our cross-sec-
tional findings and help establish a causal un-
derstanding.

4.1 Limitations

There are several limitations to this study. First,
the cross-sectional design prevented clear in-
ferences about directionality and causality. As
extensively discussed, future studies should
rule out potential confounds and use designs
allowing clearer causal inferences. Second,
cross-national replication was limited by meas-
urement differences between samples: the
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Greek survey lacked the democratic support
measure and used slightly different instru-
ments for other constructs, while the lack of
metric measurement invariance prevented
meaningful statistical comparisons between
countries. The finding that future anxiety was
positively associated with democratic support
thus requires independent replication. Future
studies might also extend the measurement
approach to more comprehensive scales or use
behavioural outcomes of democratic support
(e.g., Claassen et al., 2024; Frederiksen, 2024). Fi-
nally, while our sample size was likely adequate
to detect small main effects according to com-
mon criteria (e.g., Funder & Ozer, 2019), as also
indicated by a post-hoc sensitivity analysis,
power to detect small moderation effects was
likely more limited.

4.2 Constraints on Generality

We presented analyses using large, stratified
adolescent samples from two countries, but
several factors may still limit the generalisability
of our results. Our focus on 16-21-year-olds,
while theoretically motivated by this period's
importance for political development (Smets,
2021), means findings may not extend to
younger adolescents or older adults. The online
administration through panel participants may
under-represent certain groups despite stratifi-
cation across socio-demographic indicators.
Both samples were European, and whilst the
UK and Greece differ substantially across multi-
ple dimensions, broader cross-cultural general-
isability requires further samples, particularly
given these associations' potential sensitivity to
socio-political contexts. Finally, data collection
during Spring 2024—when economic concerns
dominated public discourse—means associa-
tions between future anxiety and political atti-
tudes may differ when other crises are more sa-
lient, potentially limiting the temporal general-
isability of our findings.

5. CONCLUSION

Our study suggests that future anxiety might
be an important correlate of how young people
think about and engage with politics. Future
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anxiety was associated with greater support for
democratic principles (UK sample) and higher
willingness to participate in politics (UK and
Greek samples), and among young men across
both countries, with more right-conservative
ideology. Future research should aim to in-
crease our causal understanding of these asso-
ciations and the differences based on young
people's emotion regulation strategies and
gender. The focus on young people, who are
growing up amidst multiple crises and who will
have to live the longest with the consequences
of political, societal, and natural crises, is im-
portant for two reasons. Firstly, because young
people are often the ones most affected by
these crises, for example regarding their men-
tal health. Second and perhaps more im-
portantly, today's younger generations are the
ones who have the potential to defend demo-
cratic values in the future.
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