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I. Introduction

There is a vast number of people who will live in the centuries and millennia to come.
Even if homo sapiens survives merely as long as a typical species, we have hundreds of
thousands of years ahead of us. And our future potential could be much greater than that again: it
will be hundreds of millions of years until the Earth is sterilized by the expansion of the Sun, and
many trillions of years before the last stars die out. In all probability, future generations will
outnumber us by thousands or millions to one; of all the people who we might affect with our
actions, the overwhelming majority are yet to come.

These people have the same moral value as us in the present. So in the aggregate, their
interests matter enormously. So anything we can do to steer the future of civilization onto a
better trajectory, making the world a better place for those generations who are still to come, is
of tremendous moral importance. This is the guiding thought that defines the philosophy of
longtermism.*

Political science tells us that the practices of most governments are at stark odds with
longtermism. This may seem obvious. After all, governments are run by and for presently
existing people; future generations have essentially no political representation, and even in the

face of the catastrophic risk to future generations posed by climate change, governments the
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world over have failed to effectively respond. But the problems of political short-termism are
even more substantial than they appear. Elected officials usually operate on 2-5 year time
horizons, failing to look ahead even into the problems of the next decade. Estimates of the
financial impacts of legislation typically extend to just a few years to a decade,’ and politicians
are rarely able to allocate time to agendas which do not bear fruit until after the next election. In
addition to the ordinary causes of human short-termism, which are substantial, politics brings
unique challenges of coordination, polarization, short-term institutional incentives, and more.

Despite the relatively grim picture of political time horizons offered by political science,
the problems of political short-termism are neither necessary nor inevitable. In principle, the
State could serve as a powerful tool for positively shaping the long-term future. Governments
collectively spend over $25 trillion per year,* and they are our best means of solving large-scale
coordination problems. Moreover, research in legal theory and the social sciences shows us that
countries’ laws and policies have a profound effect on the moral norms and attitudes that people
see as acceptable.’ The problem of aligning government incentives with the interests of future
generations should therefore be a moral priority.

In this chapter, we make some suggestions about how we should best undertake this
project. In Section II, we explain the root causes of political short-termism. Then, in Section III,
we propose and defend four institutional reforms that we think would be promising ways to
increase the time horizons of governments: 1) government research institutions and archivists; 2)

posterity impact assessments; 3) futures assemblies; and 4) legislative houses for future
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generations. Section IV concludes with five additional reforms that are promising but require
further research: to fully resolve the problem of political short-termism we must develop a

comprehensive research program on effective longtermist political institutions.

II. The Sources of Short-termism

The sources of political short-termism can usefully be divided into three major
categories.® Epistemic determinants of short-termism are features of political actors’ state of
knowledge that prevent (even properly-motivated) actors from adopting appropriately
long-termist policy. Motivational determinants of short-termism are features of political actors’
goals and motivations that lead (even well-informed) actors to wrongfully discount the future.
Institutional determinants of short-termism are features of political actors’ institutional context
that strip the political means from (even well-informed, properly-motivated) actors who could
otherwise adopt more appropriately long-termist policy, or which make political actors less
well-informed or less well-motivated. A lesson of this section will be that the causes of
short-termism are myriad, and are ideally combated through a variety of reforms targeting
different determinants.

The most widely cited epistemic determinants of short-termism involve rational
discounting of future impacts because of a lack of information about the future.” When political
actors are more uncertain about the possible benefits of an action due to uncertainty about causal

mechanisms,® the future state of the world, the preferences of future people, or the security of
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political commitments,’ the expected value of those actions decreases relative to actions whose
benefits materialize in the short-term, which tend to be more certain.'® Over longer timelines,
these problems proliferate, leading to greater discounting. While this discounting is rational, it
could be reduced by increasing the availability of high-quality information about the future.

By contrast, irrational discounting primarily stems from cognitive biases and attentional
asymmetries between the future and the nearby past. Cognitive biases include actors’ tendencies
to respond more strongly to vivid risks than to information acquired from abstract, general social
scientific trends,'! as well as over-optimism about their ability to control and eliminate risks
under situations of uncertainty.'? The attention that political actors pay to the future and to the
nearby past are asymmetric because voters and many other political actors “can readily observe
past economic performance but have little information about future conditions.”"® Thus, to
economize on cognitive effort, many political actors forego the task of making predictions about
the future and choose policies which have worked in the recent past. (As a topical example:
when confronted with the novel coronavirus, decision-makers may have assumed that the risks
were similar to those posed by SARS and MERS, rather than making forecasts of the potential
risks on the basis of the properties of the novel coronavirus itself, such as its basic reproductive
number and its case fatality rate.) This both prevents political systems from responding
successfully to new challenges and incentivizes electorates to prioritize visible, short-term

benefits which constituents will attend to during the next election.
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The literature on motivational determinants of short-termism has been dominated by
discussion of political actors’ apparent positive rate of pure time preference (or impatience).
While there is little consensus on the strength, shape, and malleability of political actors’ time
preferences, there is broad consensus that political actors have a positive rate of pure time
preference and that this is a significant source of short-termism.'* Political actors’ motivations
are also made more short-termist by both self-interest and relational partiality. If political actors
act to benefit themselves or their friends, family, or community, they will necessarily privilege
the interests of their contemporaries over future citizens, who are neither their friends, family,
community, or themselves. Finally, numerous cognitive biases make political actors less
motivated to care about the future, including problems of procrastination' and invisibility: our
tendency to ignore problems that are not directly in front of us.'®

Among institutional determinants of short-termism, election incentives are the most
widely discussed.!” Politicians strongly desire to be re-elected—and parties desire to increase
their proximate reputation—motivating them to prioritize policy which results in very near-term,
visible benefits for which they can publicly take credit, while hiding or deferring costs.
Politicians are also economically dependent on various firms and other bodies, whether for
financial support or because they hold enormous economic influence. Where these bodies have
short time-frames, they exert pressure on political actors to use short auditing durations as well.'®
And short auditing durations are institutionalized in numerous areas of policy. Performance

indicators with short-term goals and positive discount rates, inadequate credit-tracking over
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longer time-frames,'® and budget windows with short time-frames all incentivize political leaders
to shift benefits to the short-term and costs into the future.

Beyond auditing incentives, there are also various pressures on careful deliberation. The
24-hour media cycle forces political actors to react and respond to political issues almost
instantly. Political polarization significantly detracts from careful, collective deliberation due to
the pressures to be uncooperative. Omnibus bills have further deleterious effects on deliberation
in that they are passed or rejected long before they can carefully be discussed in full. All of these
pressures are particularly harmful on long time-scales where the situation is most epistemically
precarious.

The problem of temporal inconsistency also looms large among institutional determinants
of short-termism.?® A lack of strong commitment devices to ensure that governments will act on
past promises leads to low levels of trust in long-term policy proposals. For voters and elites,
levels of trust in government are an important driver of willingness to pay taxes for public goods
and services.”! When these actors cannot trust governments to act on their past commitments,
they will oppose future-beneficial policy promises which might be reneged, as well as
investment in future-beneficial policy which might be diverted to other ends. Finally, even when
everything else goes well, institutions may simply be too weak to reliably bring about long-run
outcomes or they may be plagued by collective action problems that undermine successful

coordination.
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III. Proposals

Responding to a variety of sources of short-termism across numerous areas and levels of
government requires a variety of solutions. To illustrate the kinds of solutions we think would be
viable responses to short-termism, and to advocate for particular solutions that we find
promising, we focus on four reforms: In-government research institutes and archivists, futures
assemblies, posterity impact assessments, and legislative houses for the future. The first three
reforms are relatively moderate interventions that we think can be implemented right away, and
which have strong evidential support. The last reform is much more tentative, but symbolizes the
kinds of radical and highly under-researched reforms we think longtermist political reformers

should aspire to over the coming decades and centuries.

In-government Research Institutions and Archivists™

Numerous sources of short-termism can be ameliorated through the production of
digestible, widely-available, legitimate, and high-quality information about future trends and the
future effects of policy. We therefore propose that existing national governments invest in the
creation of many new in-government research institutions with the express purpose of
information-gathering and information-sharing about issues of long-term importance. They
should be tasked with producing periodic, public reports that (1) chronicle long-term trends, (2)

summarize extant research to improve its accessibility by the legislature, (3) analyze the
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expected impacts of policy, and (4) identify matters of long-term importance that fall outside of
the political business cycle.

Various in-government futures research institutions have existed throughout the world,
with varying degrees of success, including in the U.S. and Singapore. Singapore’s Centre for
Strategic Futures has been influential in the civil service, and has improved the nation’s
receptivity to low-probability, high-impact events, such as global catastrophic risks.* The Office
of Technology Assessment existed in the U.S. from 1972-95, during which time it produced 750
studies on a broad range of issues from health science to space technology. A 1990 study by the
Carnegie Commission on Science, Technology, and Government found that OTA reports were
“useful” to “very useful” to 91 percent of congressional staff, and one analysis found that the
OTA’s 1980s studies on synthetic fuels “helped secure approximately $60 billion in savings.”**
The OTA’s elimination by Congress likely had a direct and harmful effect on Congress’s ability
to think constructively about future problems, and a number of policy-writers and Members of
Congress have advocated for reinstating it.>

Well-designed in-government futures research institutions can significantly reduce four
major sources of short-termism. They can increase the robustness of long-term policy initiatives
by decreasing collective ignorance about the future state of the world and about policy causation,
thereby increasing willingness among elites to invest in the long-term. They can reduce irrational
discounting due to vividness effects and optimism bias by decreasing the ambiguity and
increasing the salience of possible future trajectories. They can increase motivation to act for the

long-term among political leaders by bolstering liability mechanisms such as public disapproval
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and elections through the distribution of information to the general public. Finally, well-designed
in-government research institutions are partially insulated from the institutional features that
create a short-term “political business cycle,” allowing them to resist pressures to allocate agenda
time only to short-term considerations.

The best in-government research institutions will generally be structurally and
functionally independent of existing government offices, with the power to set their own research
agenda, in order to insulate them from the political business cycle. It may also improve
institutional independence to identify researcher selection mechanisms which do not rely on the
judgment of politicians, such as by tasking relevant professional associations with selecting
researchers. The institutions must be given a very broad mandate—to report on all matters of
long-term importance—both to ensure comprehensiveness and to give them the flexibility to
adapt to changing circumstances over long periods of time. They should continuously engage
with relevant academics and professionals from a range of backgrounds through incoming visits,
paid consultancies, interviews, and events. Successful institutions might further be empowered to
require reading and response from the legislature, ensuring that their advice is not ignored.
Finally, in-government research institutions must work to improve the absorptive capacity of
government, identifying and improving ways of summarizing and packaging expertise so that it

is readily usable for governmental decision-making.?
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Futures Assemblies

To reduce the damaging influence of polarization, short-term institutional incentives, and
motivational failures, we propose the creation of a novel representative, deliberative, and
future-oriented body: the futures assembly. Futures assemblies are permanent citizens’
assemblies with an explicit mandate to represent the interests of future generations. As citizens’
assemblies, they are deliberative bodies of citizens who are randomly selected from the populace
to provide non-binding advice to the national government on issues of long-term importance.

While no government has ever instituted a futures assembly similar to what we propose,
citizens’ assemblies have been employed for consultation and information-gathering purposes
throughout the world. One of the most high-profile such initiatives was Ireland’s 100-member
Citizens’ Assembly, which was established in 2016 and tasked with considering questions
related to abortion, fixed term parliaments, referenda, population ageing, climate change, and
gender equality. The deliberations of the Irish assemblies provoked a referendum to remove
Ireland’s constitutional ban on abortion and subtantially shaped Ireland’s Climate Action Plan.?’
The UK government’s Select Committees have used citizens’ assemblies on several occasions,
most recently hosting a 110-member citizens’ assembly designed to explore public views on
strategies for reaching net zero emissions by 2050.

Such real-world experiments, along with armchair evidence and a growing literature of
“laboratory” experiments suggest the promise of futures assemblies. Like in-government

research institutes, futures assemblies would combat short-termism by providing permanent
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allocated agenda time to the consideration of the long-term future, providing a deliberative
policy environment that is insulated from short-term institutional pressures. Because futures
assemblies are explicitly tasked with the sole mandate of producing recommendations on behalf
of future generations, we should expect that they will be much more long-term-focused than
ordinary citizens.” While research institutes excel at producing high-quality information,
citizens’ assemblies excel in three other areas. First, because membership in a citizens’ assembly
does not depend on election or successful fundraising, citizens’ assemblies can almost
completely eliminate short-term incentives from elections, party interests, and campaign
financing. Second, citizens’ assemblies have a demonstrated aptitude for reducing partisan
polarization and creating areas of consensus on matters of great uncertainty and controversy to
enable timely government action.*® Third, citizens’ assemblies are statistically representative of
the populace, positioning them uniquely to serve as a legitimate voice for the people. As a
consequence, recommendations from futures assemblies will have an authority close to that of a
consensus statement from the general population. Governments can ignore their
recommendations only at a costly risk to their reputations.

The most promising futures assemblies would be relatively large (50-250 members) to
ensure demographic representativeness and resistance to corruption from interests groups. To
further aid against corruption and ensure representativeness and minimal resignations, assembly
members should be paid a high salary, for example commensurate with the typical salary for
members of the national legislative body. Assembly members should be empowered to call upon

relevant experts, and to convene expert summits on matters of long-term importance. Full-time
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terms should be long enough for assembly members to build expertise but short enough to guard
against disruptiveness and interest group capture, which we suggest is about two years. Ideally,
assemblies would be empowered to set their own policy agenda, to further prevent capture by
government interests, and their deliberations would achieve a very high level of publicity, to

better enshrine their recommendations as legitimate and informally binding on the legislature.

Posterity Impact Statements

Posterity impact statements provide another strong mechanism for creating political
liability and gathering high-quality information about the long-run effects of policy. These
reports are functionally an extension of the environmental impact statements required by many
governments for policy proposals with a potentially adverse impact on the environment. Our
proposal is to require posterity impact statements on all proposed legislation with significant
effects that occur beyond the ordinary 2-4 year policy window.

Environmental impact assessments (EIAs) are required throughout North America,
Europe, and Australia. They are required of militaries,’' developers,** state and local agencies,*
and national governments.** Typically, EIAs are required when certain triggering conditions are
met, such as when an action is likely to impact water, heritage sites, and other
environmentally-zoned areas. As part of the EIA, the party assessed must identify and commit to

a plan for reducing the adverse environmental impact of their actions. If the party fails to conduct
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an accurate EIA or to make good on their mitigation plan, they can be held legally liable for
environmental damages.

While posterity impact assessments (PIAs) are a much newer idea, they are not entirely
without precedent. The UK’s 2020 Well-being of Future Generations Bill, started in the House of
Lords by Lord John Bird, requires all public bodies to “(a) publish an assessment (“future
generations impact assessment®) of the likely impact of the proposal on its well-being objectives,
or (b) publish a statement setting out its reasons for concluding that it does not need to carry out
a future generations impact assessment” upon proposing any change in public expenditure or
policy.*® The impact statements must assess the impact of policy on “all future generations... at
least 25 years from the date” of publication, and include a statement of how any adverse impacts
will be mitigated.

PIA requirements combat uncertainty about policy causation by requiring legislators to
thoroughly research and publicize the long-term effects of their proposed policy for the opposing
political party to scrutinize. They also hold legislators liable for the long-term effects of their
decisions. Depending on the scheme, the associated liability mechanism can be “soft” in that it
relies only on informal punitive and reward mechanisms, such as the embarrassment associated
with putting forward a bill with harmful long-term effects, or it can be “hard” in that it is backed
by formal sanctions, such as the requirement that legislators pay an insurance premium to cover
expected damages. Both hard and soft liability mechanisms impose costs on legislators putting
forward bills with adverse long-term effects, and so incentivize policy-makers to be proactive

about mitigating long-term harms. Ideally, they would also reward legislators putting forward
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bills with beneficial long-term effects, since these benefits may otherwise be unknown to
legislative proponents or covered up by detractors. One simple such mechanism would allow
expected benefits to offset a bill’s expected future costs.

Posterity impact statement requirements should have triggering conditions and
enforcement mechanisms which ensure that they are required in any conditions where posterity
is affected, positively or negatively. The bill in front of the House of Lords ensures that PIAs are
triggered on appropriate occasions by making them universally required, but there are various
other triggering conditions that may suffice: PIAs could be required on submajority vote of the
legislature, or upon order of a court. Ideally, PIA policy should require a zero rate of pure time
preference and an open-ended assessment period. Significant impacts on future generations
should not be treated as null merely because they are centuries away; we should ignore these
effects only when there is no reason to think they are more likely on the proposed policy than its

alternative.

Legislative Houses for Future Generations

The three reforms just proposed have been relatively moderate, soft-power political
reforms with payoffs that are potentially quite large. The reason for this is straightforward:
moderate, soft-power reforms can feasibly be implemented immediately and have a lower
likelihood of being repealed when the government changes hands. The recent examples of
Hungary’s (2008-2012) and Israel’s (2001-2006) Commissioners for Future Generations suggest

that more powerful institutions that hold veto or other similarly decisive powers are currently too



partisan to survive an election cycle.*® To pave the way for the powerful and energetic
future-oriented institutions that longtermism recommends, we may first need to engage in more
modest reform efforts to signal the importance of the long term, and lay the groundwork for
more vigorous possibilities.

Over the coming decades and centuries, however, longtermists should consider much
stronger institutional reforms that can transform governments into the kinds of institutions that
can positively shape the future on very long timescales. While it is currently difficult to imagine
exactly what sorts of institutions could do this, we propose one possibility: an upper house in the
legislative branch of government devoted exclusively to the well-being of future generations.

In the system we envision, bicameral national legislatures would be constituted by a
lower house focused on attending to the interests of the people who exist today and an upper
house focused on attending to the interests of all future generations. Legislation may be proposed
in either house, but must be passed by both houses to become law. Thus, each house would
provide a check on the other, ensuring that neither future-oriented nor present-focused legislation
can be dominant. A strong constitution providing basic rights and freedoms to both
presently-existing and future people would provide another strong backstop against the tyranny
of either house.

Two major questions are relevant to the design of a successful legislative house for future
generations: who serves?, and how do we ensure they have the right incentives? While we cannot
provide conclusive answers to these questions, we have some preliminary ideas about what

design might work well. Random selection of legislators from among voting-eligible citizens
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may provide the best mechanism for deciding who serves, given its aforementioned elimination
of short-term incentives from elections, party interests, and campaign financing, as well as its
ameliorative effects on industry corruption and partisan polarization. A subset of the legislators
might be selected at random from among eligible experts, stratified by area of expertise, in order
to ensure technocratic competence across a range of issues.

To ensure that the House has the right incentives, we suggest three further mechanisms.
First, the House should have objective and concrete long-term performance metrics which are set
in close deliberation between the House and an informed and non-partisan body, such as an
independent research institution for future generations. These metrics should be updated
regularly to correct for prediction errors and new developments. Second, the sole constitutional
mandate of the House should be to set and pursue the achievement of long-term performance
metrics. This would have some effect on the way House legislators conceive of their work and
on the kinds of public justifications they can offer for their actions: any justification given to the
media or in proposed legislation must cite concrete performance metrics. Third, the House
should employ backwards pensioning: the pensions of House legislators should be determined
some specified number of decades in the future, based on the House’s long-term impacts. One
obvious way of evaluating the House’s impacts is by the extent to which objective performance
metrics have been satisfied in the decades after their rule. An alternative evaluation mechanism
would adjust pensions based on the retrospective attitudes of the future generations house in
power at that future time. In this case, the reward scheme could have an intergenerational
chaining effect. In deciding the pensions of past legislators, each house would be incentivized to

consider how their pension choice will be evaluated by those who will in turn reward them,



decades into the future, thus providing incentives for every house to consider the very long-term
impacts of their decisions. Regardless of how pensions are decided retrospectively, the
mechanism suggests an age limit on selected legislators to make it probable that they each live
long enough to collect and enjoy their adjusted pensions.

This proposed reform is speculative, and to work effectively it would require both robust
future-oriented research institutions and a long-term-orientated culture stronger than we find in
any modern nation. Nonetheless, we hope that it symbolizes the kinds of powerful and
imaginative political reforms that we should aspire to in the years ahead, and serves as fodder for

much-needed additional research on longtermist institutional reform.

IV. Future Directions

We have proposed several longtermist institutional reforms that can be implemented in
the near-term future—in-government research institutions and archivists, futures assemblies, and
posterity impact statements—and we have gestured at the more radical (but we think entirely
warranted) reform of even having a separate, future-oriented division of government.

While the reforms proposed are significant, and will help to put society on a better
long-term trajectory, we see this discussion as being merely a first step on a long path toward
truly longtermist political institutions. The movement for longtermist political reform will
require substantial advocacy, but it will also require substantially more research. Other promising

possibilities which require further research include longer election cycles to reduce perverse



election incentives,’” novel commitment mechanisms to enable longer-term decision-making,
extra votes for parents to use on behalf of their children (or “Demeny voting”),*® taxation for
long-run negative and positive externalities, and broader long-term pay-for-performance
incentive schemes such as tying public pensions to national performance. Because the literature
on political short-termism is young and still relatively conservative, there are likely to be many
more promising possibilities that we have not yet uncovered.

The indeterminacy of the future and the complexity of policy systems can cause a sense
of vertigo when considering the possibility of longtermist institutional reform. But the sorts of
societal change that the more enlightened of our forebears envisaged—the suffrage of women
and people of colour, or the protection of the natural environment—must have seemed no less
giddying. Even if future generations can never truly participate in our political system, through
progressive changes to our political institutions we may one day yet give them the consideration

that they deserve.
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