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Abstract

Perceived barriers to sustainable behaviour and emotional needs due to environmental distress can
inform strategies to overcome barriers to sustainability and alleviate environmental distress. We
explored the emotional and psychological factors of 1006 Dutch young adults (ages 16-35, 51%
women) identified as influencing their pro-environmental behaviour, using fixed-answer and two
open-ended questions. Almost half of young adults (46%) replied that they already did what they
could to live sustainably. The key perceived barriers to sustainable behaviour were money (21%),
knowledge (8%), and time (7%). One third of participants (31%) reported that nothing could make
them feel better about environmental change, suggesting despair. A similar percentage (36%) of
adults reported no particular feelings about climate problems, suggesting indifference. Respondents
called for more personal, social, and government action, and motivating positive news on climate
action. Our findings underscore the need for an integrative and positively framed approach that
meaningfully engages young adults, fosters a sense of agency and belonging, and positions them as
active contributors to sustainable solutions.

Keywords: environmental change; mental well-being; youth; psychological distress; sustainable
behaviour

1. Introduction

Global awareness of environmental issues grew rapidly in the 20th century. A 2024 United
Nations (UN) survey on climate action—conducted among over 73,000 people in 77 countries,
representing 87% of the world’s population —revealed a strong global consensus: 80% of adults called
for more decisive government action to address climate change [1]. Globally, only a small share of
adults (7%) believe their country should not transition at all, while a large majority (79%) want
wealthier nations to help poorer countries adapt [1]. Public perceptions of environmental issues are
also shifting in the Netherlands. Almost half (45%) of Dutch young adults (ages 18-24) viewed
environmental pollution as a serious problem in 2019, although only 11% considered it a major issue
[2]. In recent years the Eurobarometer showed that 91% of 15-24-year-olds believe that tackling
climate change can improve their health and well-being [3]. Moreover, most young adults (60%)
acknowledge the need for a more climate-conscious lifestyle [4]. However, research highlights a
significant gap between these pro-sustainability attitudes and actual behaviour [5]—for example,
more than 60% of 18-25-year-olds reported flying in the past year [4] (CBS, 2024), few follow a plant-
based diet [4], and many continue to purchase new clothing [6].

Perspectives on individual responsibility for sustainability vary across regions [5]. For example,
a survey of 1,000 American adults showed half of them believed that businesses should promote
sustainable practices, and only a third saw sustainability as a personal responsibility [7].
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Environmental awareness and pro-environmental behaviours are also influenced by individual
characteristics such as personality traits and perceptions, and cultural and regional contexts [8-10].
The 2024 European Social Survey found that adolescents and young adults who felt personally
responsible for addressing climate change reported greater happiness and life satisfaction. In
contrast, frequent worry about climate change was associated with lower well-being [11,12].

Despite growing awareness, barriers to pro-environmental behaviour persist in everyday
settings—at home, school, work, and in public spaces [5]. These barriers span a range of factors,
including informational gaps, psychological perceptions, social norms, and cultural influences
[13,14]. In Europe, sustainable consumption behaviours are linked to higher levels of environmental
knowledge and risk perception [15]. Moreover, feeling empowered to act sustainably can help reduce
environmental distress and foster collective engagement. The United Nations Environment
Programme’s (UNEP) Global Survey on Sustainable Lifestyles highlights that young adults around the
world aspire to contribute to sustainability, but often look for clearer guidance on how to do so
effectively [16]. In general, youth are more likely to adopt sustainable behaviours when they observe
others doing the same—demonstrating the influence of social proof [17].

The present study aims to summarize the perceived barriers to sustainable behaviour and to
explore the emotional and psychological needs related to environmental distress freely reported by
Dutch young adults (ages 16-35) in two open textboxes. By analysing these written data from a 2023
survey on environmental distress, solastalgia [18], and climate change-related emotions [12], we seek
to better understand the challenges young adults face when adopting sustainable practices.
Additionally, this study investigates the types of support they require to cope with climate-related
stress and to empower them to take more proactive environmental actions. In particular, a strong
sense of personal responsibility is highlighted as a key factor in reducing anxiety and fostering
engagement in sustainability efforts—benefiting both mental well-being and environmental
sustainability.

This study addresses two main objectives: (1) to identify barriers and the sense of personal
responsibility regarding sustainable behaviour among Dutch young adults, and (2) to examine their
emotional and psychological needs concerning distress about the state of the natural environment.

2. Materials and Methods

We used a questionnaire to examine environmental perceptions [18] (Venhof et al., 2025) and
climate change-related emotions [12] among 1,006 Dutch young adults aged 16-35 (Mean= 25.9, SD=
5.6) of which 51% identified as women. The sample was drawn using stratified sampling based on
gender, age, education, and province, and distributed via Flycatcher Internet Research, a company
that ensures representativeness through the “Golden Standard” calibration instrument [19].
Participants provided informed consent and completed digital questionnaires with built-in measures
to prevent missing or inconsistent data.

The survey included demographic questions, personality traits (BFI-10), [20], self-perceived
mental and physical health, environmental distress, and climate change-related emotions. Detailed
methods are available in Venhof et al. [18] and Reitsema et al. [12]. At the end of the survey, two
open-ended questions were included. This paper focuses on the results of these questions, which are
presented in the text box below. Both open-ended questions invited participants to provide responses
in a text box, and it was not possible to skip them. The full Dutch environmental distress
questionnaire used in this study is available elsewhere [21]. Our translation and testing followed
accessibility guidelines [22], and the study was conducted between February 27 and March 9, 2023.
Ethical approval was granted by Maastricht University (FHML-REC/2022/130), and participants
received a small financial incentive.
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Question 1: We asked you what you are doing to live more sustainably and thus help

combat climate change. That's not easy. What prevents you from doing something

yourself?

A 1.
Pocos
Booow

B  Nothing stops me.
C Idon't thinkI can/should contribute anything myself..

Question 2: We've asked you a lot about emotions you may feel about climate

change. What could help you feel better about climate change?

A [P

200000

Soooce
B Nothing makes me feel better about climate change.
C I have no emotions about climate change.

Data analysis involved descriptive statistics and correlation analysis using IBM SPSS, with an
emphasis on effect sizes rather than p-values [23,24]. This study was funded by the Netherlands
Organization for Scientific Research and the Heymans Data Collection Fund, neither of which
influenced the study design or outcomes. Further methodological details can be found in Venhof et
al. [18]. All data were transferred by the first author into an Excel file (MS Excel Professional Plus,
2021), and responses were categorized where possible. Irrelevant or off-topic answers were removed.

3. Results

Dutch young adults (n = 1,006) responded to two questions: one addressing their perceived
barriers to sustainable living, and the other exploring their emotional needs connected to distress
about the state of the natural environment. Many participants answered using an open text field (42%,
426/1006), although most (58%, 580/1006) selected from fixed answer categories (“B”/”C”). Among
those who used the open text fields, many provided multiple responses: 26% (257/1006) gave two
answers, and 12% (125/1006) provided three. Of the total 807 open answers, approximately 7%
(60/1006) were judged irrelevant by the authors.

Regarding personal barriers, nearly half of the participants stated that they were already doing
what they could (46%, 463/1006). One in six (13%, 129/1006) believed they were not responsible for
contributing to pollution and a small number (3%, 29/1006) identified others—such as industry,
government, or other countries—as responsible for sustainable action. Only a few (4%) argued that
the individual impact was very limited.

The most frequently mentioned barriers to sustainable living were lack of money (21%),
knowledge (8%), and time (7%). Additionally, some young adults (3%) reported that sustainable
behaviour was pointless. All opinions on sustainable behaviour are summarized in Figure 1 below.
The category ‘other’ (9%, 86/1006) included a variety of responses, as detailed in Figure 2. The most
common answers in this category concerned mental wellbeing and energy levels (n = 21),
governmental decisions and regulations or politics (n = 18), denial (n = 12), and housing issues (n =
8).
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My age; I'm too young.
Taking the first step towards change is difficult.
I have no power; young people are not listened to.
Others also do nothing.
It has no use; it's too late.
It's the responsibility of others (industry,...
No motivation; no interest.
My social environment.
Limited impact individual actions.
Don't want to give up my lifestyle.
Alternatives are not there or less quality or give...
It takes too much effort.
Time; I'm too busy
Knowledge; clear and consistent information...
Other.
It's not me that has to contribute.
Money; alternatives are expensive.
| already do what | can.

o

50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400 450 500
Number of answers

Figure 1. Perceived barriers for sustainable behaviour for 1006 surveyed Dutch young adults. In green: fixed
option/answer. In blue: various “open” answers.

Our second question addressed the perceived needs of young adults aged 16-25 to cope better
with climate change and related issues. Two-thirds of the participants selected fixed answers
(673/1006, categories B/C) and in this study we focus on the one-third of adults who provided at least
one open-ended response (33%, 333/1006). Among them, 9% (88/1006) gave two answers, and 4%
(38/1006) provided the maximum of three open answers. Of the total 459 open answers, 13 were

deemed irrelevant because they did not pertain to the question. The results are presented in Figure
3.
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Figure 2. Visualization of the mixture of answers in the category “other” (N=86 (8,5%), answering the question
on perceived barriers for sustainable behaviour.
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One third of young adults (31%, 307/1006) said there was nothing that could make them feel
better about climate change, suggesting despair, and a similar share had no feelings about climate
change (36%, 366/1006), suggesting indifference. A subset of young adults desired more action at the
personal and social/community level (10%) and more action from the industry, government, and/or
other countries (8%, 75/1006), as they felt such organizations had to acknowledge the problem more
(3%). Also positive news was felt to be needed, with celebration of actual improvements and progress
(6%).

Possibilities for everyone to contribute*

More acknowledgement of the problem
Information**

Positive news***

Clear action of industry/government/countries
(Collective) action

Other

Nothing helps me

Don't have emotions about climate change

o

50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400
Number of answers (N)

Figure 3. Perceived needs to feel better about climate change and interconnected problems, for 1006 young adults
aged 16-35. * Possibilities for everyone to contribute: including small clear steps, including financial and time,
support and less rules/regulations at the individual level. ** More general attention for the topic, such as in the
news; more clear information and examples of what you can do. *** Good news: including actual improvements

achieved and positive effect of taken actions; see that it works.

4. Discussion

We identified a range of barriers to sustainable behaviour in a representative sample of Dutch
young adults aged 16 to 35 years. Nearly half (46%, 463/1006) reported that they were already doing
what they could to help mitigate climate change. The most frequently mentioned obstacles to
sustainable living were financial constraints (21%), lack of knowledge (8%), and limited time (7%).
Notably, one third of young adults (31%, 307/1006) indicated that nothing could make them feel better
about climate change and related issues (suggesting despair), while another third (36%) reported
having no particular feelings about these problems (suggesting indifference). About 10% expressed
a need for more action both at the personal and community levels, and 8% called for greater efforts
from industry, government, or other countries. Furthermore, 6% highlighted the importance of
positive news and the celebration of real progress.

It is widely acknowledged that empowering youth to reduce energy use requires a combination
of education, incentives (financial and structural support), and enabling infrastructure. Our findings
align with previous research demonstrating that financial costs remain a key barrier to sustainable
consumption among motivated young adults [25]. This suggests opportunities to encourage reduced
consumption of items like clothing and air travel, and to promote experiences instead —thereby
helping youth save money and improve well-being and security [26,27]. However, adolescence and
early adulthood are life stages characterized by pro-consumption behaviours tied to identity
formation through belongings, fashion, and gadgets [28]. Hence, investments in information and
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education remains needed —such as clear communication about recycling rules, awareness of
greenwashing in clothing, and guidance on sustainable diet choices (e.g., reducing meat and dairy
consumption), which are among the most impactful behaviours. Infrastructure improvements —from
recycling bins to accessible public transport and safe cycling networks —are equally important, as are
policies that make sustainable choices the convenient ones [29].

More research is needed on so-called “bottleneck” behaviours, where young people experience
cognitive dissonance by recognizing the negative impact of flying or eating meat but feeling unable
or unwilling to change these habits [4,6,12]. Dutch studies indicate that social strategies like vegan
tasting sessions, peer cooking demonstrations, and linking diet to personal health and fitness may
help facilitate dietary shifts among youth [30]. Similarly, social media influencers and trends can
motivate sustainable behaviour, from diet to energy-saving and alternative travel options, potentially
helping youth reduce costs (compared to fast-fashion promotion on social media). The fact that half
of our participants already feel they do what they can raises concerns about “tokenism”—the
phenomenon where people perform a few obvious actions (like turning off taps or lights) and then
consider their responsibility fulfilled [31]. This mindset can hinder further actions such as unplugging
idle electronics, air-drying clothes, or buying sustainable clothing. The perception that “my effort is
too small to matter” may discourage further action, suggesting that society should foster sustainable
community norms, personal incentives (e.g., cost savings), and ease of use through technologies like
smart thermostats, motion-sensor lighting, solar panels, and accessible second-hand clothing
exchange. However, beyond technological solutions and behavioral interventions, it is essential to
invest in inclusive processes that empower young people to meaningfully participate in climate
decision-making and community-based initiatives, thereby enhancing their sense of efficacy and
belonging [32].

Strengths and Limitations

Although this study was exploratory and limited by only including two open-ended questions,
a key strength lies in the fact that all 1006 participants from a representative sample responded. Most
engaged thoughtfully and seriously, with many (33%) providing at least one open-ended response.
This level of engagement enriches the findings and provides valuable insights into young adults’
perspectives.

A notable limitation is the inclusion of two fixed-answer options alongside the open-ended
questions. Positioned at the end of a longer questionnaire, respondents may have chosen these fixed
options for convenience rather than investing time in open-ended answers, potentially leading to
rushed or less thoughtful responses. Additionally, the second question was negatively framed,
assuming respondents experienced environmental distress and negative emotions, which may have
biased answers. These factors highlight potential data biases and underscore the need for further
research using more balanced question formats and response options.

Although the open-ended questions were not the main focus of our study, they offer valuable
inspiration for future qualitative research on perceived barriers and needs in environmental care
among young adults. The willingness of many participants to respond despite survey length suggests
that environmental change is an important issue to them. Overall, the results show that while many
Dutch young adults recognize the importance of sustainable behaviour, significant barriers such as
financial constraints, limited knowledge, and time impede their actions.

5. Conclusions

Perceived limits to sustainable behaviour are not only practical (e.g., financial or time-related),
but also emotional, underscoring the need for integrative, positively framed, strategies that address
both logistical, social, and psychological barriers. By identifying these key barriers and needs, this
study informs targeted strategies to promote sustainable behaviour and alleviate environmental
distress among Dutch young adults.
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