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CLIMATE POLICY

Most people prefer constant carbon costs over
increasing cost schedules even if costs are high
We find that the public prefers the costs of climate action to be constant over time, irrespective of whether
average costs are low or high. Policymakers interested in combating global warming should therefore introduce
policies that initially rely on stable cost schedules instead of the widely discussed alternative of ramping up costs
over time.
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The policy problem

Devising effective responses to global warming requires policies
that raise the price of carbon. However, as has been powerfully
demonstrated by the Yellow Vests movement, costly climate action
can provoke forceful public backlash. A widely held conjecture is
that, among the possible cost schedules, that is, the ways in which
costs can be distributed over time, policies that gradually increase
the price of carbon will minimize public opposition to climate
action as compared with constant costs. However, such claims lack
empirical support. Knowing which cost schedule — increasing or
constant — is more appealing to the general public is crucial for
policymakers interested in designing carbon price policies, based
on cap-and-trade or tax, that promise to be effective and politically
sustainable.

The findings

We find that the public has a clear preference for constant carbon
pricing schedules. Figure 1a shows that 58% of all respondents
favour a constant cost schedule over increasing, decreasing and
inverse-U-shaped allocations. We also note that only 12% support
an increasing cost path that would gradually ramp up costs over
time. In addition, these preferences are surprisingly similar
across countries (Fig. 1b). When we randomly provide half of the
respondents with cost schedules that specify the average costs
associated with a plan to be low and another half with a high cost
version of our question, we still find that most people prefer constant
cost schedules (Fig. 1c,d).
Additional results that rely on a climate policy conjoint
experiment that randomizes both cost schedules and cost levels
confirm this finding. Our study does not, however, rule out the
possibility that low and stable cost plans may successfully introduce
citizens to carbon pricing and build future support for higher carbon
price plans in the long run.

The study

We devised a survey that we conducted among representative
samples of the adult populations (n = 10,075) of four major

Messages for policy
• Credible climate policies will have to raise the price of carbon
even if the public is averse to costs. Attractive policy design
features can mitigate some of the concerns caused by
increased carbon prices.
• In contrast to the common conjecture, the public prefers
constant over increasing cost schedules even if average cost
levels are high.
• Costly climate action will provoke less opposition if
policymakers initially select plans that keep costs stable,
as this allows individuals to smooth consumption
over time.

developed economies (France, Germany, the United Kingdom and
the United States). The survey included direct questions that were
combined with experimental items. The evidence presented here
relies on a direct question item which, for the European portion
of our survey, was combined with an experiment that randomized
whether the average monthly household costs associated with a
potential climate agreement were low (€28, €39 and £15) or high
(€113, €154 and £60) in France, Germany and the United Kingdom,
respectively.
We then presented respondents with four different ways of
distributing the costs of implementing an international climate
agreement over time: constant, decreasing, increasing and
inverse-U-shaped (in randomized order). We subsequently asked
them to indicate which cost schedule they would select in a
referendum given a certain average cost level.
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Fig. 1 | Preferences for distributing climate costs over time. a,b, The percentage of respondents who prefer constant, increasing, decreasing or inverse-U-shaped
intertemporal allocations of climate costs. Data are pooled (a) (n = 10,075) and shown by country (b) (France, n = 2,000; Germany, n = 2,000; United Kingdom,
n = 2,000; United States, n = 4,075). c, Low average monthly household costs for implementing the agreement were set to €28, €39 and £15 for France,
Germany and the United Kingdom, respectively. d, High average monthly household costs for implementing the agreement were set to €113, €154 and £60 for
France, Germany and the United Kingdom, respectively.
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