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INTRODUCTION 
It is useful to understand cross-generational differences to ensure company decisions around 

sustainability appeal to your customer base. But what’s currently known about different cohorts? 

Generation Z (born 1996-2010) are likely to be acutely aware of growing 

environmental issues. Schoolchildren led the global climate crisis protests in 2019 

calling for large-scale change. This cohort are thought to be highly cynical and 

mistrusting of corporate attempts at sustainable initiatives. Their eco-anxiety is 

thought to impact their sustainable behaviour, leading to conscious consumer 

choices, such as paying premium for ethical products1.   

Millennials (born 1980-1995) – also known as Generation Y – have grown up with 

the internet and social media, making them more connected than previous 

generations. Their experiences with advancing technologies have led them to value 

flexibility and efficiency. While they are financially conscious due to recessions, high 

education fees and low rates of property ownership, millennials are thought to be 

interested in investing in companies that have a positive impact on the world2.  

Generation X (born 1965-1979) grew up in a time of shifting societal values, 

including high rates of divorce and low levels of parental supervision compared to 

previous generations. They are generally thought to be accustomed to change and a 

lack of permanency, which can lead them to be innovative, yet dismissive or 

doubtful of the scale of problems. Previous research3 has suggested they are 

disengaged and cynical about sustainability issues such as climate change. 

 

SPEAKING TO UK CONSUMERS 
We wanted to explore generational differences in relation to perceptions of sustainability and 

sustainable behaviour, as well as whether parenthood played a role. We therefore conducted an 

online survey with 1,002 UK consumers, representing generation X, Y or Z4. 

Our sample included the following segments: 

 

 

 

                                                
1 https://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/generation-z-willing-pay-more-eco-friendly-products/2227101 
2 https://www.forbes.com/sites/margueritacheng/2019/06/19/8-characteristics-of-millennials-that-support-

sustainable-development-goals-sdgs/#68ade5ad29b7 
3 https://climateaccess.org/system/files/Miller_Gen%20X%20Report.pdf 
4 Gen Z respondents were aged 14+ 

25% Gen Z 36% Millennials 39% Gen X 

https://adage.com/article/cmo-strategy/generation-z-willing-pay-more-eco-friendly-products/2227101
https://www.forbes.com/sites/margueritacheng/2019/06/19/8-characteristics-of-millennials-that-support-sustainable-development-goals-sdgs/#68ade5ad29b7
https://www.forbes.com/sites/margueritacheng/2019/06/19/8-characteristics-of-millennials-that-support-sustainable-development-goals-sdgs/#68ade5ad29b7
https://climateaccess.org/system/files/Miller_Gen%20X%20Report.pdf


 

 

©SHIFT INSIGHT 2020                                                                                2 

 

 

 

 

HOLDING HUMANITY TO ACCOUNT 
Younger generations have arguably grown up with more exposure to sustainability issues. 

Environmental crises such as global warming, ocean pollution and energy depletion have been widely 

publicised, prompting recent generations to undertake sustainable activism. Greta Thunberg is 

thought to epitomise a new wave of young eco-warriors looking for major change. We therefore 

wanted to test whether younger generations were more likely to recognise these issues. 

We found that Gen Z and millennial respondents were significantly more likely to agree that climate 

change is caused by human activity than our Gen X cohort – although all agreement levels were high. 

This result suggests an enhanced recognition and acknowledgment of human responsibility from 

younger generations. 

 

 

5-point scale, % agree = 4 or 5 out of 5. Gen Z base n = 247, Millennials base n = 361, Gen X base n = 393 

 

90% 89%
82%

Climate change is caused by human activity

Q: To what extent do you agree with the following 
statements? (% agree)

Gen Z Millennials Gen X

52% of our sample were parents, while 39% were 

parent to a child under the age of 18.  
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A HEAVY WEIGHT ON YOUNG SHOULDERS 
While there appears to be a gap in beliefs across generations, we were interested in exploring whether 

this also impacted risk perceptions. We found that 55% of both Gen Z and millennials reported 

worrying about the environment weekly, compared to 44% of Gen X. This older generation were also 

more likely to report never worrying about the environment.  

 

Gen Z base n = 247, Millennials base n = 361, Gen X base n = 393 

 

To explore this further, we asked respondents to indicate their level of agreement with a number of 

attitudinal statements. Gen Z were the group most likely to report eco-anxiety, with three-quarters 

agreeing that thinking about the future of the environment makes them nervous. They were also the 

cohort most likely to agree that they felt helpless about the future of the planet, with a third 

suggesting their worries affected their day-to-day life.  

While millennials indicated similar – although slightly lower – levels of agreement, Gen X were 

significantly less likely to report eco-anxiety. Just over a fifth (21%) suggested worries impacted their 

daily life and three-fifths (61%) reported that the future of the environment made them nervous. As 

outlined earlier, Gen X are characterised as being accustomed to changes and more cynical about 

environmental threats. Our findings appear to support this archetype.  

Interestingly, no statistical differences were identified between parents and child-free respondents in 

relation to risk perceptions.  

55%

29%

9%
5%

55%

25%

9%
6%

44%

30%

12%
8%

Weekly A few times a month A few times a year Never

Q: How often do you worry about the environment / 
climate change?

Gen Z Millennials Gen X
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5-point scale, % agree = 4 or 5 out of 5. Gen Z base n = 247, Millennials base n = 361, Gen X base n = 393 

 

PUTTING YOUR MONEY WHERE YOUR MOUTH IS 
While our findings suggest younger generations are more concerned about environmental issues than 

Gen X, it is unclear how engaged they are with these issues. As explored in our white paper on the gap 

between intentions and actions, sustainable attitudes are not always a good indicator of behaviour. 

We first explored purchasing intentions. Gen Z were significantly more likely to report they would pay 

more for sustainable products, when compared to Gen X. This supports findings from similar studies5. 

Gen Z are characterised as valuing authenticity and are likely to be attracted to products that 

demonstrate a commitment to agendas they feel strongly about. 

While this result may suggest younger generations are more likely to exhibit sustainably conscious 

behaviour, it is unclear how genuine this commitment always is. Though some may be posturing, 

other consumers may be genuine about their desire to increase their sustainable behaviours. 

However, other factors, such as convenience and cost, may create barriers. 

                                                
5 https://chainstoreage.com/survey-generations-differ-importance-sustainability 

75%

62%

33%

71%
61%

30%

61%

48%

21%

Thinking about the future of
the environment makes me

nervous

I feel helpless when I think
about the future for the

planet

Worrying about climate
change affects my day-to-day

life

Q: To what extent do you agree with the following 
statements? (% agree)

Gen Z Millennials Gen X

https://shift-insight.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Shift-Sustainability-TalkingTheTalk-perceptions-behaviour-whitepaper-August2020.pdf
https://shift-insight.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Shift-Sustainability-TalkingTheTalk-perceptions-behaviour-whitepaper-August2020.pdf
https://chainstoreage.com/survey-generations-differ-importance-sustainability
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5-point scale, % agree = 4 or 5 out of 5. Gen Z base n = 247, Millennials base n = 361, Gen X base n = 393 

 

ALL TALK BUT NO ACTION? 
When exploring reported behaviour, we found that Gen Z were, in fact, less likely to engage with 

some sustainable behaviour when compared to Gen X. This included recycling at home, buying less, 

saving energy at home, and trying to make others care about the environment. This finding suggests a 

misalignment between sustainable attitudes and active engagement with sustainable behaviour, 

although it could be that these responsibilities currently feel less tangible to Gen Z respondents, or 

out of their control.  

65%
61%

49%

I would pay more for products that are sustainably sourced/made

Q: To what extent do you agree with the following 
statements? (% agree)

Gen Z Millennials Gen X
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Gen Z base n = 247, Millennials base n = 361, Gen X base n = 393 

 

CREATING A GREEN LEGACY 
74% of Gen X reported they encouraged others to care about the environment, compared to 69% of 

Gen Z and 70% of millennials. It could be argued that younger generations are less likely to need to 

advocate around these issues, as they are surrounded by peers with similar attitudes towards the 

environment. Nonetheless, it seems this result is likely to be driven by the higher number of parents 

within our Gen X sample, who may be attempting to instil these values in their children. Parents were 

more likely to report this activity than child-free respondents. 

 

SHARED PLANET, SHARED RESPONSIBILITY 
We wanted to find out where respondents believed responsibility for climate change should lie. 

Despite the differences identified in attitudes and concerns, younger and older generations appeared 

to align when it came to accountability. All cohorts were likely to believe responsibility to tackle 

climate change lay primarily with government, followed by global organisations, individuals and 

finally, private businesses.  

While Gen X were less likely to believe individuals had the main responsibility (17%) than millennials 

(22%) and Gen Z (19%), these differences were marginal. What is clear, however, is that responsibility 

is not seen to lie with one party. All are held accountable in the fight against climate change. 

When exploring what actions companies should prioritise, all generations were in agreement: 

90%

69%

88%

77%
72%

96%

70%

89% 87%

86%

96%

74%

80%
86%

88%

Recycle at home Try to make
others care about
the environment

Use refillable cups Try to buy less Save energy at
home by reducing
heat / not using
air conditioner

Q: How often do you do the following? 
(% at least some of the time)

Gen Z Millennials Gen X
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In descending order. 

 

ARE YOU READY FOR GENERATION ALPHA?  
There is significant evidence that consumers want organisations to lead when it comes to 

sustainability and that they want their brands to represent more than a transactional relationship.  

In a world that is volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous, values like authenticity, trust, empathy 

and purpose appear to be increasingly important. This is particularly true for Gen Z, who are not 

necessarily seeking to buy less, but perhaps show a more conscious consumerism than their parents.  

With millennials becoming parents and potentially further enshrining the importance of these values 

in their children, we anticipate that the need for businesses to take sustainability seriously will only 

deepen when Generation Alpha – who have grown up with activist literature, demonisation of plastic 

and strikes for climate change – become active consumers.  

 

SO, WHAT SHOULD COMPANIES DO? 

CAREFULLY LOOK FOR FAINT SIGNALS OF THE FUTURE 

 The world may feel as though it is changing quickly but, in fact, signals of the future are 

already here, they just need to be identified. Futures techniques, such as driver mapping, axes 

Use environmentally friendly packaging 

Make efforts to use ‘clean’ renewable 

energy 

Eliminate waste 

Make products out of recycled materials  

Have ethical working conditions 
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of uncertainty and scenarios, can be really valuable to help business teams better understand 

what foundations need to be laid now, in order to succeed in the future.  

 

MONITOR TRENDS 

 In an ever-changing world, it can be valuable for organisations to invest in yearly tracker 

surveys that monitor trends, expectations and the temperature of different sustainability issues 

within their consumer demographic year on year. A robust data set that can be compared year 

on year can be a vital asset for strategic decision-making, allowing organisations to make 

decisions that are rooted in evidence and insight.  

 

FIND YOUR PURPOSE AND BETTER UNDERSTAND YOUR STAKEHOLDERS 

 Materiality assessments can be a great opportunity to not only look at your impact, but also 

find an authentic purpose from which to build a sustainable strategy for the future. A deeper 

understanding of internal and external stakeholders can really provide organisations with the 

360-view from which powerful growth and change can happen.  

 

If you are interested in conducting research into sustainability, or want to speak to one of our experts, 

please email Senior Research Manager elsie.lauchlan@shift-insight.co.uk or call 0207 253 8959.  

 

ABOUT SHIFT INSIGHT 
Since 2002, we have grown to become a leading research consultancy – originally focused solely on 

education, but then expanding into the complementary areas of Membership and Sustainability, 

alongside Learning. 

Shift Sustainability are experts in market research, consultation and materiality assessments, enabling 

us to identify and address global and local challenges. In this age of shifting mindsets and competing 

priorities, where success comes to those who listen and adapt, we give organisations the evidence and 

insight they need to make a real impact.  

To find out more about us, please visit our website: shift-sustainability.co.uk. 

 

PROFESSIONAL ETHICS 

We are members of the Market Research Society and European Society for Opinion and Market 

Research. We are also registered with the Information Commissioner’s Office and inform them of any 

personal information held. Our researchers fully abide by: 

 The Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR 

 The ICC/ESOMAR International Code on Market and Social Research 

 The MRS Code of Conduct. 

mailto:elsie.lauchlan@shift-insight.co.uk
https://www.shift-sustainability.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/data-protection
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guide-to-the-general-data-protection-regulation
https://www.esomar.org/uploads/public/knowledge-and-standards/codes-and-guidelines/ESOMAR_ICC-ESOMAR_Code_English.pdf
https://www.mrs.org.uk/standards/code-of-conduct

