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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This paper aims to identify the main differences between the public perception of government
debt in the United Kingdom (UK) compared to European Union (EU) countries. This is done
through analysis of polling statistics, and existing as well as self-collected survey data. Using the
gathered information, the paper evaluates how the perspectives of UK and EU citizens differ in
relation to levels of concern, awareness, and understanding of their nation’s public debt.

The structure of the paper will begin by providing some context on the UK’s rapid rise in debt
relative to GDP, and the various contributing economic factors beginning in 2008. We also
provide context for a typology of EU countries, distinguishing between “fiscally responsible”
states with traditionally low debt levels and “fiscally irresponsible” states with high debt-to-
GDP ratios.

The paper first considers the existing data from polling and surveying of UK citizens and finds
that a majority of voters see the UK government's debt as a problem that must be addressed. It
also becomes evident that there are fairly low levels of public finance literacy and high negative
views on government spending transparency. An analysis of EU nations finds these trends of
misconception or inaccurate understanding to also be apparent in several EU countries. It is
noted though that levels of debt understanding vary across countries in the EU. The data shows
that EU citizens are generally less concerned over their nation’s debt than in the UK, even those
with higher debt-to-GDP ratios. It also shows that greater economic literacy levels may be
correlated with lower concerns about debt.

Secondly, the paper analyses the responses to our own survey that was distributed among both
UK and EU citizens. Here we found similar results to the existing polling when it came to levels
of concern, as UK citizens were found to hold more negative views about their public debt than
EU citizens. The survey also supports the conclusion drawn from existing data, that many
citizens of both the UK and EU member states lack understanding and awareness of their
countries' budgeting and debt. The data is also clear that the majority of respondents, both in
the UK and EU, would tolerate tax increases for more economic stability.

The paper then provides some policy recommendations, suggesting that governments, and
specifically the UK, should make an effort to improve public finance literacy and awareness of
their country’s debt and budgeting. This effort could be achieved through education initiatives
and efforts to provide increased transparency such as “Plain-English Fiscal Reports™ or
“Budget at a Glace”-style reports when it comes to government borrowing and spending.



Thus, the paper concludes that the key difference between UK and EU public perceptions of
government debt is the level of concern expressed over debt: UK voters are generally more
concerned about their debt than citizens of EU member states. However, despite this contrast,
both the UK and EU generally share a lack of understanding and accuracy when it comes to
their estimations of public debt and budgeting.
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1.0 Introduction

As the daunting deadline for the UK’s 2026 national budget quickly approaches, Exchequer
Chancellor Rachel Reeves faces a tough set of decisions. Should she raise taxes on the
population to cover the £20 billion fiscal gap, which is currently leaving many key services, like
the NHS, severely underfunded? Should she instead adhere to the party's line of keeping the tax
burden constant, praying for an increase in business productivity, which is looking less and less
likely as new forecasts come out? Regardless of the decision the Exchequer makes, it is fair to
say that the UK’s national debt, which accounts for more than 100% of the country’s GDP
(International Monetary Fund, 2025), is a matter of political and public discussion now more
than ever.

The issues of national deficits and public debt are also heavily debated on the other side of the
English Channel. With the new EU fiscal rules, which impose strict sanctions on fiscally
imprudent nations, the European Commission is taking a stand to reduce member states’
national debt. It also bears mentioning that the EU has implemented new financial mechanisms
to take on common debt, such as the NextGenerationEU, a post-pandemic recovery package.
Using the EU as a point of comparison, we can analyse the UK’s financial situation and
examine how the two have diverged in their approach to debt since the 2016 Brexit referendum.

The construction of government policy and budgetary decisions of any state should not only be
shaped by economic forecasts and political will but also, at least in part, with an understanding
of the population’s internal perception of the national deficit and debt. It is key to determining
whether there is a disconnect between what the government chooses to spend the money on and
the public demand and approval for such expenditure.

Our research’s main objective, then, is to answer the question How do perspectives on national
debt differ for individuals in the UK compared to individuals in EU member states? We aim to
identify and analyse the level of concern different nations' publics show towards their debt, their
awareness of their debt, and the factors that may inform their perspectives.

2.0 Context on UK and EU debt trends

The UK’s national debt has increased as a percentage of GDP since the 1990s, following a
historic low after a prolonged period of debt-reducing policies under conservative governments,
including that of Margaret Thatcher. Two significant spikes in debt can be identified: one
between 2008 and 2012, caused by the emergency bank bailouts during the financial crisis; and
another between 2019 and 2020, associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, and linked to a
substantial decrease in GDP as well as an increase in public spending (Institute for Fiscal
Studies, 2021). This has resulted in a nominal value of debt that is approximately £3 trillion
(Office for Budget Responsibility, 2024), or, as of 2025, a level of debt over 100% of the nation’s
GDP (IMF, 2025). High debt costs and low economic growth risk pushing the country towards
borrowing excessively, leading to “emergency measures on spending and taxation that no



government should wish to experience” — which further stifles economic activity (Novik, 2025).
The debt level has also been growing at the fastest rate of any advanced economy in recent years
(Eir Nolsge and Bow, 2025), even faster than other states classified as “high-debt”, like Italy.

National debt of the UK as a percentage of GDP, 1980-
2025

Debt, % of GOP

Figure 1: National Debt of the UK as a Percentage of GDP, 1980-2025

When it comes to any analysis of debt and internal public perception of debt within the EU, it is
vital to differentiate and define the two distinct categories of states: those “fiscally responsible”
(countries with historically low debt) and those “fiscally irresponsible” (those significantly
above the target debt-to-GDP ratio of 60). The former traditionally includes countries like
Germany, Denmark, the Netherlands, Austria, and Sweden. In contrast, the latter consists of
states like Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece, and Spain (often unaffectionately referred to as
PIIGS), as well as numerous others.

For the high-debt Southern nations, we note a similar trend in the data below as we did for the
UK: sharp increases after 2008 and during the pandemic (International Monetary Fund, 2021).
However, it is worth noting that even the fiscally irresponsible member states are seeing
generally on a positive trajectory when it comes to debt sustainability: the new EU fiscal rules,
which would impose sanctions on member states who fail to reduce their debt (European
Parliament, 2024), are a major reason for this wave of fiscal discipline. The UK’s debt burden,
on the other hand, faces a downward trend.

National debt of selected EU member states as a
percentage of GDP, 1980-2025

Debt, % of GDP

Figure 2: National Debt of Selected EU Member States as Percentage of GDP, 1980-2025



We posit, then, that the public perception of debt will be particularly negative in the UK, due to
the rapid rise in the debt-to-GDP ratio. Within the EU, the residents of high/rising-debt states
are most likely to have a view of their government’s spending and debt similar to the UK, while
the residents of fiscally conservative countries show a generally low level of concern over their
nation’s debt.

3.0 Methodology

Our methodology will consist of data collection from pre-existing financial statistics and
perception polls, as well as our own self-collected data. For the latter, we will investigate and
gather our own qualitative data via a survey, collecting responses primarily within the
University of St Andrews community.

The summary and analysis of existing polling and survey data first focuses on trends in public
perception of national debt in the UK and EU separately. These sections try to outline recent
and current trends in the perception of national debt and other available data on the perception
of government budgeting and spending. The EU section particularly emphasizes both analysis
of EU-wide data and also trends within particular groups of countries. These groups were
selected based on shared characteristics, and the spotlighted countries from within those groups
that are named in the paper, aim to represent the economic situations of the group they belong
to. Then, the existing UK and EU data are compared and analysed in relation to one another.
As for the procedures undertaken when conducting our own survey, we first begin with
demographic questions which will later be used for data filtering. We ask for the respondent’s
age, nationality and political affiliation, as we believe it is important to categorise the sample
population and indicate various factors that are likely to create biases and shape their
perspectives. For instance, a person who identifies with center-left or left-wing movements may
be more likely to see government debt as a necessary measure to fund welfare programs.

We continue with questions about the individual’s awareness of their government’s spending
and their opinion on it. This is the main body of the survey. Next, we ask what the respondents
believe the government is going into debt for, and what they believe are notable causes to be
going into debt for. This will be contrasted with the true values of expenditure per category.
Finally, we have included a section on the perception of one’s country’s national debt when
compared to other countries and global trends. We believe it will be helpful to understand
whether the public recognises the differences between the UK and its neighbours in terms of
financial stability, and whether this understanding is supported by real data or based on general
pessimism and cynicism.

4.0 Summary and Analysis of Existing Data/Polling on the UK Public’s
Perception of Their Nation’s Debt

Existing polling and surveys on government debt show that UK citizens see the subject as a



significant problem that requires addressing in the immediate future. Existing data is based
upon answers to specific questions by thousands of UK citizens, providing a suitable sample
size to represent the general views of the population. However, many respondents expressed a
lack of knowledge about economic issues, including budget deficit and taxation, as well as
spending areas. The subsequent data collected and its implications, suggest that the conclusions
drawn from this data were not entirely representative of the UK population as they seemed to
be generated by those more informed on the subjects addressed.

The first major result to consider is the population’s opinion on the current state of government
debt. In a 2025 Public First survey, 62% of respondents agreed with the prompt: “The UK
government is in too much debt’, whilst 12% disagreed, and a further 27% had either no opinion
on the matter or did not know enough to answer (Public First, 2025, pp. 5). This result was
mirrored by voters who believed that the spending gap of £2,600 per adult was too great. Fiscal
polls from September 2025 found that 38% of voters believed that this budget deficit was too
high, whilst 17% were content or wished for more, and almost half of the other respondents
didn’t know (Electoral Calculus, 2025). Other polls by Public First (2025, pp. 12) show that 71%
of respondents think the UK government should reduce public debt, with only 5% choosing to
disagree with this. These results are generally equal across voters of different political parties,
with only minor variations, which implies that public dissatisfaction with debt is not divided
along ideological lines. Similarly, results indicated that regional variance across the UK, as well
as the age brackets did not significantly change the overall national discontent with public debt.
We can thus conclude that there is a general negative attitude towards the UK’s public debt,
and many believe that efforts should be made to reduce it.

Additionally, it is interesting to observe how voters perceive government spending and its
relationship to government debt. In general, studies show that many UK citizens believe that it
is possible for the government to increase spending whilst simultaneously cutting taxes and
reducing debt. One poll in March 2025 showed that 47% of Britons believe that this is possible,
while 40% disagreed (Public First, 2025, pp. 17). In practice, increasing government spending
whilst decreasing government debt and taxes is feasible, if there is rapid economic growth,
productive tax reform, or debt falls through other means (such as inflation or interest rates
decreasing). The current UK economic trends show weak economic growth of around 1% and
low productivity, which would make it incredibly unlikely for it to be possible to increase
spending, cut taxes and reduce debt in the short term. An analysis of these results might
conclude that people are either particularly optimistic about these possibilities or that there are
some shortcomings in the understanding of contemporary macroeconomics among the
respondents. The latter might be supported by the fact that the age bracket of 18-24 was the
most significantly inclined to believe it was possible, with 63% of respondents holding this view
(Public First, 2025, pp. 17). People in this category are more likely to have less knowledge of
government economics as they have less experience and exposure to economic matters.

This misunderstanding of debt is evident throughout polling, with many respondents selecting



the ‘Don’t know’ option, suggesting that there is limited awareness of the subject. As many as
45% chose this response for a question about the annual spending gap, whilst 37% were unsure
as to whether or not the government needed to borrow or not (Electoral Calculus, 2025). A
study by the International Monetary Fund showed that UK voters were more likely to
underestimate the actual level of debt as well as the forecasted level for the future (Bianchi et al.,
2025, p. 35). These results might indicate that citizens are less aware of the economic status of
their country, but could also suggest that the government is not transparent enough about
monetary issues. This is shown by a poll conducted by openDemocracy (2021), which found
that approximately 70% of the public showed concern for the transparency of the government,
regarding numerous issues, including the economy. These results are echoed by other studies
that find that only 9% of the public trusts politicians to tell the truth (Ipsos, 2023). Thus, it is
important to consider that the public may have reduced awareness about government debt, as
well as mistrust towards the government’s communication and transparency.

Therefore, our findings show that government debt is a serious concern for UK citizens, and the
majority of voters believe that the current debt of their country is too high and should be
reduced. However, the public is still in favour of spending, and many believe that it should be
possible for the government to increase spending without raising taxes or borrowing more
money. It is evident that many people are not well informed about government debt and its
current state, suggesting a potential issue of government transparency and disconnection with
the public.

5.0 Summary and Analysis of Existing Data/Polling on the EU Public’s
Perception of Their Nation's Debt

The current perspectives of EU citizens on their states’ national debts are complex, with extreme
variance across the EU. To understand EU citizens’ internal outlooks on debt, we will assess
recent EU trends as a whole by looking at particular groups of countries, that share economic
characteristics. These groups are not detailed representations of every state in the EU’s
economic situation, yet they serve as useful typologies and provide solid base to examine wider
EU trends. Countries will be grouped into High-debt or rising-debt Southern/Mediterranean
economies (such as Italy and Greece); historically frugal economies (including Germany, the
Netherlands, Austria, and Sweden); strong social welfare states (such as Sweden, Denmark, and
Finland) and post-transition economies (namely, Poland, Czechia, and Hungary).

From a holistic perspective, national debt is a major issue for EU citizens but has been declining
in perceived importance in recent years. EU citizens’ collective concerns over their nation’s debt
was on the rise in the 2010s. According to public opinion surveys conducted by the European
Commission in the autumn of 2014, national debt was considered to be one of their top two
national concerns by only 14% of the EU public (European Commission, 2014, pp 16). In the
winter of 2016, that number jumped to 26% (European Commission, 2016, pp. 16), a twelve-
percent increase in less than two years. Since then, polling and surveys have shown a decline in
the salience of national debt. The autumn 2019 Eurobarometer showed national debt was only



viewed as a major issue by 9% of the public (European Commission, 2019, pp. 20-23). Concern
over debt remained low throughout 2022, when a continued 9% of the EU public listed national
debt as a major concern (European Commission, 2021/2022, pp. 32). In November 2024,
national debt was viewed as a major concern by 12% of the public, a slight increase from 9% but
still less than half of the rates from 2016. As of November 2024, government debt does not
make the rankings as a major public concern in any EU member state (European Commission,
2024, pp. 39).

Figure 3: Debt to GDP over time, 2000 - 2020

There are some important points to note about the trend demonstrated by the Eurobarometer
surveys. The data shows that citizens of EU member states saw national debt as an increasingly
important issue up until the early to mid-2010s, reaching its peak in 2016, and saw a general
decline in concern by 2022 and 2024.

Firstly, it is important to note that the Eurozone Debt Crisis (2010-2015) likely contributed
largely to the increase in debt salience during the early to mid-2010s. Secondly, this dramatic
drop in the perception of debt as a concern is particularly significant considering the EU’s debt
troubles did not disappear during this period. As shown in the following figure, IMF data
shows the debt-to-GDP ratio of several of the EU’s most advanced economies, such as Italy and
France, rose dramatically (Fornaro, 2025) during this period, despite being amidst a period of
decreased concern for government debt. So, despite persisting debt issues, general concern over
government debt declined. Thirdly, the surveys themselves offer possible explanations for this
general trend. Issues of health, immigration, inflation, and the general cost of living rose
substantially in importance to the public during this period (European Commission, 2024). The
COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent associated recession may have contributed to this
large increase in focus on health and cost of living, causing issues of health and cost of living to
overshadow previous concerns over national debt. The theory that the newfound emphasis
placed on health and living standards following the COVID-19 pandemic, leading to the
government’s debt being overshadowed as a concern, is further made evident by growing
support for increased government spending. By 2023, the European Commission found that
78% of EU citizens thought their country should increase spending on key social policies. It also
found that 12% of the EU believed that increased spending on social policies should be paid for
by increasing their government’s deficit (European Commission, 2023).
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However, when we zoom in to assess country-specific perspectives, it reveals an increasingly
nuanced story of EU internal perception of debt. When examining EU’s southern states that
face high and rising debt, it is clear there is at least a growing concern over citizens and their
respective countries’ debt. As of 2024, citizens of Greece, which has a national debt 141.9% of
their GDP (IMF, 2025), are experiencing the most angst over their national debt, with 45% of
the population ranking it as one of their two greatest concerns (European Commission, 2024).
Similarly, as Italy struggles with increasing national debt, the debt salience amongst the Italian
public has increased dramatically. In the winter of 2021, only 9% of Italians ranked government
debt among their top two concerns (European Commission, 2021/2022), but in November of
2024, the percentage increased to 16%. In the same 2024 Eurobarometer survey, 35% of Italians
classified national debt as a major issue that needed to be addressed (European Commission,
2024). Regardless, the autumn 2024 Eurobarometer data undoubtedly show that Southern
European countries with high or rising debt, like Italy and Greece, show some of the highest
levels of recent concern over national debt.

The story is different, however, in more historically frugal states categorised by generally lower
debt-to-GDP ratios; examples of these states include the Netherlands, Austria, Germany,
Sweden, among numerous others. The citizens of some of these countries view their
government’s debt with a similar level of concern comparable to the more highly indebted
nations. As of the November 2024 Eurobarometer, 14% of Austrians, for example, ranked
public debt as a top two concern (European Commission, 2024, pp. 45). However, in the
Netherlands and Sweden, the same Eurobarometer found that only 1% and 2% of the public
viewed government debt as a top two concern, respectively. Germany sat somewhere in the
middle, with 9% of the public ranking national debt as a top two concern (European
Commission, 2024, pp. 45). This difference in public debt salience may be explained by Austria
and Germany’s debt-to-GDP ratios. Neither states possess a national debt that is considered
alarmingly high; nonetheless, both states have seen debt levels rising higher than the target level
of an average advanced economy (IMF, 2025). Germany has risen to a debt-to-GDP ratio of 64
as of 2025, right over the most common target of 60. Since the early 2000s, Austria has seen an
even greater rise in its debt-to-GDP ratio, now sitting at 82 (IMF, 2025). Based on these recent
trends of rising debt-to-GDP ratios, it is logical that Germany and Austria’s citizens are
experiencing increasing levels of concern over their debt compared to their historically frugal
countries that have kept their debt low. One other point worth noting is that, despite showing
differing levels of concern over government debt, these historically frugal countries all show a
relatively high level of concern with EU member states’ debt and are likely to view southern,
more indebted nations negatively (Aspide et al, 2023).

The EU’s social welfare states show a similarly complex issue when it comes to public debt
salience. Again, the Swedish exhibit a comparably low level of concern for the public debt, with
only 2% of people ranking it as one of their two largest concerns. Denmark follows this trend
with only 1% of its public ranking debt as a major concern (European Commission, 2024, pp.
45). Finland, however, demonstrates a far greater public debt salience. The November 2024
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Eurobarometer found that 24% of the Finnish public view debt as one of their two largest
concerns (European Commission, 2024, pp. 45). This is likely due to Finland having a much
higher debt-to-GDP ratio than the rest of Europe’s social welfare states (IMF, 2025). Despite
this high debt salience, however, Finland’s 2024 figure represents a nine-point decrease from the
winter of 2021/2022, when 34% of the public ranked debt as one of their two greatest concerns
(European Commission, 2021/2022, pp. 32). Eurobarometer’s results between these two dates
also indicate that Finland’s public is starting to view the public debt as less of a concern.
Finland saw a five-point decrease in debt salience in 2024 alone (European Commission, 2024,
pp-45). Overall, citizens of social welfare states demonstrate either low or decreasing concern
with their countries’ debt. None of the social welfare states reviewed saw increasing concern
over debt in 2024 (European Commission, 2024).

Finally, the post-transition economies show some of the most variance in terms of concern over
public debt, and it would be impossible to make generalisations without risking
oversimplification and misleading statements. Some post-transitional states, namely Hungary,
have a public with incredibly rates of concern over national debt. Meanwhile other post-
transitional states, like Poland, have low rates of concern, with only 10% of the public ranking
national debt as one of their two greatest concerns in 2024. In Czechia, about 28% of the public
expressed that their nation’s debt was one of their top two concerns (European Commission,
2024). Interestingly, despite having the second-highest level of general concern over public debt
in all of the EU, only 16% of Hungarians ranked it one of their top two greatest national
concerns. 42% of Hungarians who reported public debt as one of their two greatest concerns,
had economic competitiveness as their other greatest concern (European Commission, 2024).
There is also great variance in post-transition economies’ change in debt salience. Comparing
the Standard Eurobarometer from winter of 2021/2022 to the autumn of 2024, we see that
Poland, for example, had only a three-point decrease in debt being ranked as a top two concern,
while Czechia had a nine-point decrease (European Commission, 2022; European Commission,
2024). These vast differences show how hard it is to characterise public debt salience in states
with post-transitional economies.

Overall, the EU member states show vast differences when it comes to their public’s internal
perspectives on national debt. Some states, like Italy, are seeing a rapid increase in the level of
concern the public expresses over their government’s debt. Other countries have, in recent years,
shown consistently low public concern over debt. For example, the Netherlands, Denmark, and
Sweden all show extremely low public concern over their national debts, likely due to their
governments having consistently low debt-to-GDP ratios. Meanwhile, countries like Austria
and Germany, which are seeing rises in their debt-to-GDP ratio, show relatively large increases
in public concern over national debt, likely because they are historically frugal in nature, and
are now facing high debt. The variance in economic situations and public perception on debt,
make it difficult to effectively characterise the EU as a whole. Despite this, data has shown that
the EU has seen a notable decrease in the average concern over public debt since the Eurozone
Debt Crisis in the early to mid-2010s, and as of November 2024, 12% of EU citizens view their
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country’s national debt as one of their two largest national concerns.

Further, the process of evaluating the EU public’s level of understanding of their nation’s debt
and budgeting, is also complicating. The majority of data, such as the surveying done for a 2025
IMF study, focuses only on the EU’s largest and most advanced economies. What this data
does show, is that the citizens of many EU member states have similarly inaccurate
understandings of their nation’s debt when compared to their peers. With respect to budget
deficits and government debt, Germany, France, and Poland all showed levels of accuracy in
the public’s estimation of debt and budgeting similar to the UK (Bianchi et al., 2025, pp. 50).
Two countries studied, Italy and the Netherlands, showed more accurate public perceptions of
debt, with the Netherlands having the highest accuracy of any country studied (Bianchi et al.,
2025, pp. 50).

6.0 Comparison and Analysis of UK and EU Debt Perspectives

6.1 Debt/Spending Education

UK data clearly shows that the public has a limited understanding of the national debt. While
the EU does not provide as much directly comparable polling, the available evidence suggests
that the public’s misconception of national debt is not unique to the UK. According to IMF
findings from 2025, citizens in several high-debt EU countries — such as France and Italy — also
“systematically under-estimate the level of public debt” (Bianchi et al., 2025, p. 11). This finding
suggests that inaccurate perceptions of debt are a broader phenomenon across advanced
economies with high or rising debt levels. The same study also shows that older respondents are
more accurate than younger respondents in estimating national debt, across both the UK and
EU, a difference attributed to greater financial experience and education among older age
groups.

However, levels of debt and budgeting awareness vary across EU member states. Some
countries demonstrate patterns similar to the UK, while others display higher levels of
understanding. For example, the Netherlands shows more accurate public estimates of national
debt, tax revenues, budget deficits, and government spending (Bianchi et al., 2025, p. 50). In
contrast, other EU countries with relatively moderate debt levels (around or near target debt-to-
GDP ratio), such as Poland or Germany, show accuracy levels in public perception comparable
to those of the UK (Bianchi et al., 2025, p. 50). This finding suggests that government debt and
budgeting understanding across Europe does not map neatly onto countries’ debt levels. For
instance, Germany and the UK have very different debt profiles, yet their populations show
similar levels of misconception concerning national debt.

Overall, the IMF data indicates that public awareness of national debt varies widely across
Europe, cutting across both high-debt and low-debt categories. Some countries, like the
Netherlands, display relatively well-informed publics, whereas others, like Poland and
Germany, show much lower accuracy. This contrast highlights that differences in financial
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literacy and awareness are likely shaped by factors such as economic education, political
communication, and government transparency more than by debt levels alone.

6.2 Debt Concern

It is difficult to directly compare the UK public’s debt concern to that of the EU public’s, as
existing surveys ask different questions and approach the issue in different ways. Overall, the
UK public’s concern over their debt seems to be far greater than the EU average, with 71% of
the UK taking the position that the UK should take measures to reduce its public debt (Public
First, 2025, pp. 12) and only 12% of the EU public ranking their nation’s debt as one of their
top two concerns needing to be addressed (Eurobarometer, 2024). Only some countries, such as
Greece, Italy, Finland, and Czechia, show high levels of concern over the national debt, but
these concerns are still lower than the UK’s. Several EU countries (the Netherlands, Sweden,
and Denmark) show almost no concern. The data unquestionably shows debt salience to be
dramatically higher in the UK than the EU average, and higher than in almost all EU countries
except Greece (Public First, 2025; Eurobarometer, 2024).

It should be noted, that the EU data does not represent all people concerned with their national
debt, just those for whom it is one of their two greatest concerns. The number of people who see
debt as an issue needing to be addressed is most likely higher in these EU countries. However,
there is a more comparable measure of debt concern for several EU countries. In 2024, 35% of
Italians took the position that public debt is a major concern requiring government action
(Eurobarometer, 2024). This figure is interesting because it remains far lower than the UK’s,
despite Italy having a higher debt-to-GDP ratio (IMF, 2025) and the question being similar to
the question UK respondents answered. Additionally, Hungary’s public, despite having a lower
debt-to-GDP ratio compared to Italy (IMF, 2025), showed their general level of concern over
debt to be much higher than the number of people who ranked it as one of their two greatest
concerns in Italy, with 42% of respondents mentioning debt and economic competitiveness as
major concerns requiring action (European Commission, 2024).

One interesting trend tying debt concerns to debt education and awareness is the fact that
countries whose publics have more accurate understandings of their nation’s debts generally
exhibit less concern over their country's debt. Italians exhibited lower perceived concern over
their country’s debt despite having higher debt than the UK. And, in the IMF 2025 study of
debt perceptions, Italy had a more accurate perception of its debt than the UK. Similarly, the
Netherlands exhibits very low concern over public debt and has the most accurate public

perception of debt, budgeting, and spending of the countries studied (Bianchi et al., 2025, p. 50).

Hungary, by contrast, had a very similar level of accuracy in its perception of public debt
compared to the UK, and showed the highest general level of concern over its debt and
economic competitiveness (Eurobarometer, 2024). Therefore, there appears to be some
correlation between a higher accuracy of debt perceptions and a lower concern over debt.
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7.0 Summary of Survey Results on UK Debt Perspectives

Our survey aims to gain insights into the public perceptions of debt from EU and UK
respondents to understand how the UK’s public perceives debt in relation to EU trends. We
received 166 responses with 109 responses from UK citizens and 57 from EU citizens. EU
citizens ranged from higher debt countries (Greece, Italy, and Spain), historically frugal
countries (Germany, Denmark and the Netherlands), as well as post-transition economies
(Poland and Romania). Both the EU and UK groups were asked demographic questions such
as age, nationality, political affiliation, and completed education level. 50% of participants were
between the ages of 18-24, followed by 18.5% being between the ages of 45-54. Respondents had
diverse political affiliations, with the majority of participants identifying as center, center-left,
or center-right. To gain insights into debt perception, participants were asked questions
primarily on a 1-5 scale, such as how positively they perceive their governments' debt,
budgeting, and spending, with 5 signifying “very positively”.

It is important to note that although these findings provide insights into some perceptions, the
results may not be a completely accurate portrayal of perceptions due to the low sample size.
UK and EU polling from existing literature in previous sections provide a more comprehensive
foundation of understanding debt perceptions, whereas our findings contribute additional
insights, rather than substituting for existing information.

When asked how aware UK participants regarded their country’s spending, the average fared
moderate awareness with a 3.2 out of 5 average recorded; 5 represented the highest end of the
spectrum, meaning “very aware”. However, in terms of how positively UK participants
perceived the UK’s debt, their responses averaged 2.05, signifying an overall pessimistic outlook
on debt. There was no correlation between demographics such as age groups or political
affiliation, suggesting that debt is a matter of public concern to all citizens, rather than a
polarized topic. When asked what prompted them to select their answer on the 1-5 scale, several
respondents who voted on the lower end noted that not enough money was going towards the
UK’’s citizens and boosting social programs, predominately the National Healthcare Service
(NHS) and education. Several respondents also expressed a negative conception of the
government’s transparency about spending, while also stating that they were cautious of
adopting a certain viewpoint on fiscal policy due to misinformation within the media. When
asked whether they agree that the UK’s debt was falling behind relative to European standards,
respondents expressed an average of 3.27 on the 5-point scale, signifying a moderate agreement.

Of the participants, 56% indicated that the government should allocate more funds towards
healthcare, followed by 14.7% who noted that more spending should be directed towards
education. This result suggests that citizens prioritize funding that is used to strengthen
domestic social services, in contrast to only 0.9% selecting foreign aid. However, despite a
general favoring of social services, only 3.1% of respondents argued that the government should
spend more on social security, which provides government funding for illness, unemployment,
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disability, and old age. Even respondents aged 55 and older showcased a stronger preference
for increased investment in public healthcare, signifying that citizens prefer effective healthcare
rather than long-term income support. However, the Institute for Fiscal Studies (2021) reports
that the UK government already spends 66% of its spending on public services, with healthcare
funding steadily increasing in the past 20 years. Despite this increase, respondents’ preference
for more funding reflects a perceived inadequacy or ineffectiveness in the current healthcare
system.

8.0 Summary of Survey Results on EU Debt Perspectives

The EU respondents were first categorised by their country of origin, which fell into one of two
categories: traditionally “fiscally responsible” and “fiscally irresponsible” or generally high-
debt.

When asked how positively they perceived their national debt, on the scale reported above,
participants from the first category recorded an average result of 2.88, while the second group
averaged 2. When asked about the awareness of debt, the average value was only slightly lower
for participants from high-debt countries, with a value of 3.13 compared to 3.22 for low-debt
nations, suggesting a generally similar level across the continent. Participants were mostly
concerned about the long-term unsustainability of a high burden of debt and were worried
about the potential of increased taxes used to service this debt instead of investing in profitable
future opportunities. Respondents from Southern Europe selected a significantly lower option
on the question asking them to compare their own national debt to that of other countries and
were much more likely to agree with the statement that their country is falling behind
“European standards”.

9.0 Comparison and Analysis of Differences in Perspectives and General
Trends

The results above show that government debt is perceived fairly negatively by all participating
groups. This result is especially true for nationals of high-debt EU states and in the UK, and
less so for traditionally frugal EU states, consistent with our initial expectations. Moreover, the
UK public also falls between the 2 EU sample groups in questions asking them to rate the
perception of their debt compared to other countries and “European standards”.

A key issue across both the UK and the EU is the low level of public understanding about
national debt. When asked the most extreme version of this question, around 16% of EU
respondents and almost 20% of UK respondents agreed with the statement that “debt cannot be
a good thing for [their] country”. This answer is misguided and is most likely shaped by a poor
understanding of the government’s financing mechanisms. There was little correlation between
awareness and age or political affiliation in our data.

In contrast, while a participant’s age still did not seem to significantly affect their perception of
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their country’s debt, their political affiliation did: individuals that identified themselves on the
Right side of the political spectrum had, on average, a more negative outlook. This correlation
is unsurprising, as reducing government spending is often at the heart of most conservative
movements; Thatcher’s years in office are a notable example for the UK (1979-1990).

One key finding is that, due to this negative outlook, 56% of UK respondents and 68% of EU
respondents stated that they would support or tolerate a temporary increase in taxes to improve
the sustainability of their national debt. This issue should be explored further, for instance, by
conducting a similar questionnaire among business owners; given the low productivity growth
we may speculate that their answer would differ.

10.0 Policy Recommendation

How the UK government should structure its budget, and whether it should aim to reduce debt
in the near future, is outside the scope of this paper. Policy should not be based solely on public
perception but also on expert analysis. We have focused on the public’s awareness and
perception of it and have found that the former may influence the latter.

As such, we propose that the government implements measures to raise the public’s financial
literacy. One solution would be to introduce such classes in the mandatory school curriculum,
which has been done in other parts of the world. Understanding of government spending and
debt should be something that all students understand after completing standard secondary
schooling, not just those studying economics. Additionally, we would recommend, based on the
analysis of both existing data and our own survey, that the UK make an effort to increase its
transparency concerning government spending. This information could be presented in “Plain-
English Fiscal Reports” or “Budget at a Glance”-style reports such as those published in New
Zealand.

11.0 Conclusion

This paper set out to examine how perspectives on national debt differ between individuals in
the UK and those in EU member states. Across our analysis of both existing surveying and
polling, along with our own survey, several issues emerge. First, the UK exhibits very high levels
of concern over their government’s debt, higher than the EU average and every EU country
examined individually. This difference may be the result of the UK’s debt rising at the fastest
rate of any advanced economy in recent years. Even the EU’s most indebted nations, Greece
and Italy, have seen a dramatic fall in their debt-to-GDP ratio since Covid, while the UK’s
continues to rise. Generally, high-debt Southern and post-transition economies show levels of
concern closer to the UK’s, while traditionally frugal and low-debt nations, most notably the
Netherlands, Denmark, and Sweden, show strikingly little public anxiety about debt.

Secondly, the UK public has demonstrated a low level of awareness and knowledge of
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government debt, spending, and budgeting and fairly inaccurate estimations of their public
debt. Many respondents to our survey demonstrated conflicting and contradictory opinions on
spending, budgeting, and taxes, representing public misunderstanding of economic policy. By
contrast, the EU represents a more heterogeneous landscape. Some countries, such as Italy and
— most notably — the Netherlands, show more accurate public perceptions of debt and spending,
while other countries like Germany, France, Hungary, and Poland showed levels of accuracy in
their perception of debt similar to the UK. Existing data from the 2025 IMF study showed that
young people’s estimations of government debt and budgeting were consistently less accurate
(Bianchi et al., 2025, pp. 46). Additionally, while the differences in accuracy observed between
more informed and less informed publics were generally small, it should be noted that existing
data may demonstrate a correlation between more accurate knowledge/awareness of
government debt and a more positive outlook on that debt.

Taken together, these findings indicate that the UK and countries in the EU struggle with debt
awareness and understanding, and that UK citizens are more concerned with their debt than the
average EU citizen. Efforts should be made, both in the UK and within Europe, to provide
citizens with more education on public debt and government budgeting. This paper
recommends that the UK try to engage young people, particularly in school, to provide them
with a better education on public spending and debt. Efforts should also be made to increase
transparency when it comes to spending and debt.

Ultimately, this research highlights a crucial insight: public opinion on debt is shaped as much
by individual understanding as by economic reality. If the UK government wishes to strengthen
the legitimacy of its fiscal policy, particularly amid difficult budgetary decisions, it must address
the persistent gaps in financial literacy and public knowledge. As the UK deals with a
historically high debt burden and increasingly difficult policy decisions, developing a more
informed public may be a very important long-term investment.
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13.0 Appendices
13.1 Survey Data, UK respondents

UK respondents - How positively do you perceive your
country's debt?
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Table 13.1.1: UK Respondents - How positively do you perceive your country’s debt?
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Table 13.1.2: UK Respondents - How aware are you of your country’s debt?

UK respondents - How positively do you perceive your
country's debt compared to other countries?
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Table 13.1.3: UK Respondents - How positively do you perceive your country’s debt compared to other
countries?
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UK respondents - Do you agree with the statement that your
country is falling behind European standards when it comes to
the debt?
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Table 13.1.4: UK Respondents: Do you agree with the statement that your country is falling behind European
standards when it comes to the debt?

UK respondents - Would you be willing to pay more taxes to
improve your country's debt sustainability?
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Table 13.1.5: UK Respondents - Would you be willing to pay more taxes to improve your country’s debts
sustainability?

13.2 Survey Data, EU respondents

EU respondents - How positively do you perceive your
country's debt?
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Table 13.2.1: EU Respondents: How positively do you perceive your country’s debt?
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Table 13.2.2: EU Respondents - How aware are you of your country’s debt?
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Table 13.2.3: EU Respondents - How positively do you perceive your country’s debt compared to other

countries?
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Table 13.2.5: EU Respondents - Would you be willing to pay more taxes to improve your country’s debt
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