An independent assessment of the attitudes of children, teens and
young adults to the environmental threats facing the world today.
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Outline of the study
A total of 3,567 European children and young adults between the ages of 11 and 21
years were surveyed by Perspectus Global on behalf of Pro Carton. Researchers
and popular media often refer to this group, born between the late 1990s and early
2010s, as Generation Z (or Gen Z for short).
The research adhered to the MRS Code of Conduct based on the ESOMAR principles.
Please note response percentages may not add up to 100% due to rounding.
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Welcome to another in Pro Carton’s series
of large-scale consumer studies. This report
benchmarks the attitude of Generation Z,
or ‘zoomers’ as they are sometimes known,
to a range of global threats and major
issues the world faces today.

It would have been almost impossible
for our study respondents not to believe
that COVID-19 is “the biggest issue facing
us today.” The catastrophic effect it has
had on nations around the world is
abundantly clear.

Of course, the devastating effects of
COVID-19 have dominated global
governments’ policies and media coverage
– and will continue to do so for months
to come.

This meant that when we embarked on
this study, we feared that the magnitude
of the pandemic would overshadow all
other concerns to such an extent that
much of the major strides we have seen
in raising awareness of environmental
threats over the past few years would
be undone.

However, while the impact of COVID-19
is not lost on our survey respondents,
it is heartening to see that they haven’t
forgotten the other significant issues that
threaten our precious environment.
These young people are the next
custodians of our planet, which is why we
believe it is important that we listen to their
views and act on their concerns.
Taking action is not only important for
governments, but also businesses, as they
seek to ‘recruit’ this young generation
of consumers. Indeed, the study results
highlight that while our respondents
understand the responsibility they must
take to force change, they also expect
companies and brands to do more.
Ignore that at your peril.
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I’m very happy to report that our fears
were unfounded. The fact that 55% of our
respondents believe that the coronavirus
has made us more concerned about
the environment means, if anything,
young people will take their planetary
responsibilities even more seriously.

Global Threats
The Significant Issues		
What do you think are the biggest issues
facing us today?
The children and young adults in our survey were asked which three
of these seven issues - Climate Change, Ocean Plastic, Refugees,
Coronavirus, Racism, Poverty & Deforestation, are the top issues
facing us today.

55%

CORONAVIRUS

13%
CLIMATE
CHANGE

10%
RACISM

Coronavirus, not surprisingly, was the standout issue for respondents in all age groups; 55% cited it as the
biggest issue and by a significant margin.
Climate Change was ranked as the top issue by 13%. Interestingly, it should be noted that more than half
of young people (58%) chose climate change within their ‘top three issues’ – more than poverty (45%) and
racism (41%). As an issue championed by school-age children and students around the world led by the likes
of Greta Thunberg, it might well have ranked first in our survey, had it not been for coronavirus.
Racism, which was ranked first by 10% of respondents, was also thrust into the limelight via the Black Lives
Matter movement and protests around the world.
Taking a closer look at responses by age group, we can see some interesting variations. Younger children
and teenagers appear to be more heavily influenced by immediate issues, or those that have received the
most media coverage this year, while, perhaps not surprisingly, older teens and young adults appear to take a
longer-term view.

58% named climate
change as one of their
top 3 issues
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Coronavirus
Of course, COVID-19 dominated global news coverage for the best part of 2020, affecting respondents in
every age group to a lesser-or-greater degree – from the illness affecting loved ones to lockdowns and
extensive travel restrictions.

Percentage who think coronavirus is the top issue?
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61%
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11-13
year olds

14-17
year olds

18-21
year olds

UK 50%

40%
20%
10%

The slightly lower percentage of 18-21 year-olds ranking coronavirus as the top issue, compared to the
responses of children in the survey, is almost certainly the result of the intense media focus, school and
university closures and constant reminders about personal hygiene and social distancing from teachers, as
well as parents.
Coronavirus may have overshadowed climate change in the short term, but Greta Thunberg’s campaign to
mobilise the next generation to take action to protect the environment is still helping to galvanise attitudes.
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Under Pressure
Do you think COVID-19 has made us more concerned about the
environment?

Since coronavirus became a pandemic, the media, academics and experts have spoken about the link
between increasing environmental pressures and our way of life. In fact, back in March 2020, the Executive
Director of the United Nations’ Environment Programme, Inger Andersen, spoke about the link between
Covid-19 and the environment, telling the UK’s The Guardian newspaper that “nature is sending us a
message.” This message is not lost on our survey respondents.
Overall, 55% of our respondents agreed or strongly agreed that COVID-19 has made us more concerned
about the environment, with the younger age groups most worried. Some 57% of 11-13 year-olds and 59%
of 14-17 year-olds strongly agreed or agreed with the statement.
On a country-by-country basis there isn’t much variation, apart from Turkey, where 90% of the 259
respondents strongly agreed or agreed that COVID-19 has made us more environmentally concerned.

55% agree or strongly
agree that COVID-19
has made us more
concerned about the
environment

19%

DISAGREE OR
STRONGLY
DISAGREE

55%

AGREE OR
STRONGLY
AGTREE

26%

NEITHER AGREE
OR DISAGREE
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Saving the Planet
Do you think damage to the environment is one of the 		
biggest crises we face?
Overall, 92% of all age groups believe damage to the environment is one of the biggest crises we face,
although they have different views on who is to blame and the end result. They were asked to choose
whether their parents’ generation was doing enough, if the younger generation would solve it, or if it was
going to be OK.
Interestingly, Gen-Z appear to lay the blame for ongoing environmental damage firmly at the door of
the older generation. Almost a half (46%) of 11-21 year olds across Europe, who think damage to the
environment is one of the biggest crises we face, believe that their parent’s generation is not doing enough
to save the planet. Fortunately, 30% are confident that it will be OK, while a quarter (24%) feel that they will be
the ones to save the environment.

The views of 11-21 year olds that think damage to the
environment is one of the biggest crises we face
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is doing enough to
save it
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My generation
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who save the
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I think it will be ok
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Must Try Harder
Do you think companies/brands should do more to help the
environment?
No surprises here, our survey respondents overwhelmingly expect companies and brands to do their fair share
– a lot more, or a bit more – to protect the world we live in – with 97% of all age groups believing brands and
companies should be upping their game.
These unequivocal percentages highlight again the need for companies and brands to not only consider
what and how much they sell to consumers, but how their products are manufactured. The welfare of farmers,
producers and factory workers, the emotional and physical wellbeing of employees and the impact the brand
has on the environment – from packaging to carbon emissions during production and distribution – is key.

Do you think governments should do more to help the
environment?
The United Nations urged governments to declare “a state of climate emergency” in December 2020 during
a virtual Climate Ambition Summit of 75 world leaders . And the same summit saw 70 of those countries give
more details of plans to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in line with the Paris agreement.
And, of course, our young respondents believe governments must play a part in safeguarding the
environment, ranking their responsibility equally alongside brands and businesses. In response to the question,
97% of respondents overall said governments should be doing a lot or a bit more, to help the environment.

97%

97%

COMPANIES/BRANDS

GOVERNMENTS

YES, A LOT MORE

YES, A BIT MORE

NO

COMPANIES/BRANDS

74%

23%

3%

GOVERNMENTS

76%

21%

3%
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Taking Action
Whose Responsibility is it Anyway?
Being completely honest, who is best at recycling				
in your family home?
Despite protestations that their parents’ generation is responsible for on-going environmental damage, our
survey respondents concede that when it comes to recycling, it’s their parents – and mainly mothers – who
recycle the most.
69% of respondents across all age groups say their parents are best at recycling (47% say their mothers and
only 22% say their fathers).

Ranking recycling at home:
Who is best in your household?

47%

26%

22%

4%

2%

MUM

ME

DAD

SIBLING

OTHER
HOUSEHOLD
MEMBER

79% of both 11-13-year-olds and 14-17-year-olds, say their parents are best at recycling (52% and 53% their
mums specifically) whereas just 35% of 18-21-year-olds say their mums are the best recyclers, with 42%
claiming that they are best at recycling in the family home – compared to 17% each for both younger age
groups. Clearly, the older group, some of whom would have fled the family nest, are taking more responsibility
for their own actions in this respect.
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11-13
year olds

14-17
year olds

18-21
year olds

Mum

52%

53%

35%

Dad

27%

26%

13%

I am

17%

17%

42%

My brother or sister
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3%

8%

Other

1%

1%

3%

Pester Power
Do you ever nag your mum/dad/carer about 			
being more environmentally friendly?
Greta Thunberg proved it’s possible to mobilise a whole generation of teens and young adults. This
attitude, that has helped galvanise millions of young climate campaigners around the world, has also led to
movements such as People and Planet, an organisation formed to ‘Empower the next generation of changemakers, by training and mentoring young people’. And those same young people are using their voice to
influence their parents and carers.
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friendly some or all 		
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29% of respondents across all three age groups admitted to nagging all of the time, while 48% admitted
to nagging sometimes. Interestingly across Europe, it’s Spanish youngsters who pester their parents the
most, with 53% claiming they hassle their parents or carers about being more environmentally friendly all
the time. Similarly, young people in Turkey are also keen for their parents to do more, with 49% of those
questioned stating they are always trying to encourage them to be more ‘green’. Conversely, just 14%
and 15% of young people in France and Benelux respectively say they constantly nag their parents about
taking care of the environment.

Do you ever nag your mum/dad/carer about being more
environmentally friendly?
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Italy
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Benelux

France

Yes, all the time
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The Buck Stops Where?
What do you think are the best ways of stopping climate change?
Today’s children, teens and young adults are not only vocal in their support of all matters environmental; they
also have firm views on what should be done to help the planet.
However, it would seem that they cherry-pick the action they believe should be taken based on how much –
or little – it will impact their own lives.
For instance, 32% of all age groups ranked Plant More Trees as the No.1 solution to addressing climate
change. Although forests in Europe have been expanding by the equivalent of 1,500 football pitches per day
in recent years , there is Government and media pressure to plant more trees which will be influencing these
young people. According to environment experts and researchers , planting trees would be highly beneficial
so it’s encouraging that this message is getting through to Gen Z.
Recycle More was the solution chosen by 24% of our respondents.
Use More Natural Renewable Materials and Use Less Man-made Materials Such As Plastic were
selected as No.1 solutions by 18% and 15% of our study respectively, although it was significant that 27%
picked the former as their second choice. Therefore nearly half (45%) of respondents selected Use More
Natural Renewable Materials as one of their top two choices out of a possible six.

32% of all 11-21 year olds ranked ‘Plant More Trees’ as
the best solution to addressing climate change

24%
RECYCLE

32%

PLANT MORE
TREES

MORE

18%

USE MORE NATURAL
RENEWABLE
MATERIALS

Interestingly, Eat Less Meat and Travel Less were distinctly unpopular choices, cited by just 8% and 3% of
respondents respectively as top options to help to stop climate change. This is despite the publicity asserting
that reducing meat consumption and travelling less would have an impact on carbon emissions.
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Life Choices
If you could, which of the following would you ban/stop
immediately?
70% of our “zoomers” are united in their choice of Single Use Plastics as something they’d ban immediately to
help protect the environment.
Plastic Bags come in a close second with 66% of our survey saying they’d ban them immediately, while
littering also comes under scrutiny, with 56% wanting to ban it.
However, Aeroplanes and Cars were relatively low down their list of priorities – with just 14% and 11% of our
respondents respectively saying they’d ban these if given a choice.

Top items to ban

Single use
plastic
70%

Plastic
bags
66%

Littering
56%
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Conclusion
The findings of this report prove that the 11-21 year olds interviewed do not view global threats in isolation.
Instead, they choose to see and understand the bigger picture and how different events and trends are
linked and feed into each other.
They have firm views on who should take responsibility and while our younger respondents still look to
adults to take the lead, their attitude in general points to a proactive mind-set. All too often young peoples’
voices are ignored under the pretext that their lack of life experience does not qualify them to have an
opinion. This report serves to underline that children, teens and young adults are environmentally aware,
politically savvy and determined to effect change.
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