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15. Young People’s Geographies in the Times of Covid-19:
System Threat as a Chance for System Change?

Lydia Heilen', Andreas Eberth?, Christiane Meyer3

Abstract

The far-reaching consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic have not only
demonstrated the economic vulnerability of the current capitalistic system,
but also the positive ecological consequences of rapid policy action.
Previous studies have shown that economic threats lead to a sense of lost
control along with a subsequent differentiation of oneself in comparison to
others. The question that arises is whether young people as drivers of the
sustainability transformation will see the pandemic’s impact as a positive
example of fast action and therefore an opportunity, or whether they will
view the phenomenon as a threat to their status quo. In this study 150 young
people ages 15-24 were interviewed using an online questionnaire. The
results show that young people see the Covid-19 crisis as an example of
rapid, consistent action by politics and society. They demand that
restrictions benefitting the climate be maintained to mitigate the climate
crisis. This suggests that it is helpful to show positive examples of
successful communal efforts to overcome massive threats and uncertainties,
as such examples motivate young people and give them a sense of collective
efficacy.

Keywords: Covid-19, Sustainable Development, Post-growth Economy,
Young People’s Geographies, Collective Efficacy.

In this chapter, we draw on research which states that a system change
must take place, shifting from a capitalistic to an eco-focused sustainability
worldview which places ample consideration into post-growth perspectives

' Corresponding Author. M.Sc. Leibniz University Hanover, Institute for Science

Education, Geography Education, Am Kleinen Felde 30, D-30167 Hannover, Germany; e-
mail: heilen@idn.uni-hannover.de.

2 Leibniz University Hanover, Institute for Science Education, Geography Education, Am
Kleinen Felde 30 D-30167 Hannover, Germany; e-mail: eberth@idn.uni-hannover.de.

3 Leibniz University Hanover, Institute for Science Education, Geography Education, Am
Kleinen Felde 30 D-30167 Hannover, Germany; e-mail: meyer @idn.uni-hannover.de.

302



(e.g., Haraway, 2015; Escobar, 2018; Braun, 2005; Nolet, 2016). We
connect these approaches with debates on young people's geographies
(Bethan, 2008; Jeffrey, 2011; Skelton & Aitken, 2019) and the current
Covid-19 pandemic, focusing on young people’s perspectives on the
behavioural and political implications of the pandemic. The question that
arises is whether they see this as a positive example of rapid and effective
change that could be transferred to climate action efforts or not. The
perspectives of young people warrant particular importance, as they are a
main driving factor of sustainability transformation (UNESCO, 2020).

1. System Change: Covid-19 and Climate

The Covid-19 pandemic was preceded by worldwide demonstrations by
the youth-led and organised Fridays for Future protests. At the time, the
slogan “system change not climate change” was chanted repeatedly. This
demand for a change of the system can be related to questions concerning
the economic system. It also challenges existing human-environment
relationships by demanding different priorities for economic, ecological as
well as social factors.

1.1 System Change: shifting the economic paradigm and transforming
people’s worldviews

The current economic model, characterised by capitalism and
neoliberalism, is increasingly coming under criticism. While young people
are demanding a system change in the context of the Fridays for Future
demonstrations, there are also many well-founded scientific critiques of
current political-economic systems (e.g. Harvey, 2018; 2019; Jackson,
2016). These critiques emphasise a clear connection between the climate
crisis and the economic growth paradigm (Harvey, 2020, p. 96ff.; p. 136f1f.;
Haraway, 2016, p. 99ff.). In this regard, critiques focus particularly on the
dramatic extent of deforestation and the use of land for the cultivation of
monoculture cash crops. Such phenomena prompted Donna Haraway (2015;
2016, p. 99ff.) to speak of the current era not necessarily as the
Anthropocene, but as the Plantationocene and Capitalocene. There are many
concrete examples of this, based on well-founded (geographical) field
studies. Monocultural cash crop cultivation of the modern plantation system
stands as a symbol for the exploitation of human labour. Furthermore, it is
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an ecologically unsustainable economic system that leads to devastated
landscapes, a fact that has acquired a scientific consensus (Sassen, 2014).
The Kenyan Nobel Peace Prize winner Wangari Maathai describes such
changes in human-environment relations as the result of Western
colonisation and missionary projects (Maathai, 2009, p. 174). Similarly,
Arturo Escobar found that the development of modern plantation products
within the Colombian port city of Tumaco had gradually replaced mangrove
and rain forests, echoing the histories of colonialism. Escobar points to two
important aspects regarding the dramatic change from forests to plantations:

... first, the plantation form effaces the relations maintained
with and by the forest-world; emerging from a dualist ontology
of human dominance over nature, the plantation is one of the
most effective means to bring about ontological occupation of
local relational worlds. Second, plantations are unthinkable from
the relational perspective of forest-worlds (2018, p. 70).

To understand the emergence of unsustainable practices of intensive
agriculture, one must first link it to the promises of and desire for rapid
economic profit. Unsustainable exploitation of the earth and the labour of
‘others’ appears entrenched within our every mode of thinking and acting
within the capitalist mode of production we live in (Moore, 2017).
Capitalism and climate are therefore increasingly understood as antagonists
to one another (Klein, 2014). Nevertheless, alternatives continue to be
conceived and experimented on within various scales. This applies to
various changing economic models, including “Doughnut Economics”
posited by Kate Raworth (2017), degrowth or post-growth campaigns
(Lange et al., 2021; Escobar, 2018, p. 137ff.) and Utopian projects (e.g.
Haraway, 2016). In addition, a multitude of initiatives around the world are
working on alternatives to growth orientated economies (e.g. Burkhart et
al., 2020). Despite their very different emphases, all these initiatives are
working on coming closer to a kind of “sustainability worldview” (Nolet,
2016) to help promote democratic, participatory, inclusive, pluriverse, and
sustainable societies (Escobar, 2018).

1.2 Covid-19 Crisis and Climate Crisis

“Corona can be an effect of climate; not the other way around. More
importantly, the two are interlaced aspects, on different scales of time and
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space, of what is now one chronic emergency” (Malm, 2020, p. 91).
Andreas Malm (2020, p. 36ff.) summarises his argument by stating that a
possible transmission of the SARS-CoV-2 Corona virus from wildlife to
humans could be closely related to a global increase in land cover along
with changes in land use. Historical corollaries on human agency and
environment support this, a notable example being the Spanish flu, as its
spread was related to steamship travel (Malm, 2020, p. 691f.). Even though
viruses mutate naturally, it is questionable whether there are any real natural
disasters. It depends on human action whether the circumstances of
mutation become life-threatening. It has been argued that the magnitude of
the effects of a vastly spread virus on the economy and society as a whole
depend on the pre-existing weaknesses of the capitalist economy along with
its hegemonic orientation (Harvey, 2020, p. 180ff.). David Harvey observed
that “within the geographic discipline, diagnoses of ‘crisis’ are often
associated with neoliberalism and capitalism apparently producing manifold
social, economic and political stresses” (Brinks & Ibert, 2020, p. 1; also see
Jones & Ward, 2002; Larner, 2011). Analyses in times of crisis show the
vulnerability of an economic system that is geared towards mass
consumption:

COVID-19 is underpinning not a wild fluctuation but an
almighty crash in the heart of the form of consumerism that
dominates in the most affluent countries. The spiral form of
endless capital accumulation is collapsing inward from one part
of the world to every other. The only thing that can save it is a
government-funded and inspired mass consumerism conjured
out of nothing (Harvey, 2020, p. 186).

The tourism sector is a particularly vivid example of this. Before the
Covid-19 restrictions came into place, international tourism was on the rise,
increasing from 800 million international visits to 1.4 billion between 2010
and 2018. For this kind of consumerism, a great amount of infrastructure
was needed, including airports, airlines, hotels and restaurants and cultural
events. However, due to global travel restrictions that ensued as a result of
the pandemic, every aspect of tourism began to struggle in 2020 and
continued to do so well into 2021, with airlines on the verge of bankruptcy,
empty hotels trying to stay afloat, and the hospitality industry inundated
with mass unemployment (Harvey 2020, p. 185). In addition, restaurants
and bars in general have been affected with the Covid-19 restrictions. In
many places they have been closed or reduced to a take-out service, which
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many people still find too risky. Furthermore, employees of the ‘Gig’
economy and other similar types of service have been laid off without
effective and adequate compensation and support (ibid.). This illustrates
that: “Much of the cutting-edge model of contemporary capitalist
consumerism is inoperable under present conditions” (ibid.). The slumps
within the tourism sector also illustrate how quickly nature is able to
recover from being overused by mankind. Tourism is closely linked to the
mobility sector and therefore to global air traffic and cruises both being
notorious for their negative impact on the environment. After the outbreak
of the Covid-19 virus in China, domestic flights dropped by 70 percent in
just two weeks leading to a significant decrease of COz-emissions in total
for China. Emissions dropped by a quarter in only one month — the most
significant drop that has ever been measured. This is especially remarkable,
considering that China is one of the biggest polluters worldwide and that,
due to the widening of the pandemic, similar mechanisms and restrictions
would be repeated all over the world (Malm, 2020, p. 8f.; for further
examples see Harvey, 2020, p. 188; Nire et al., 2020, p. 1).

The realisation of the effects of mass tourism as well as its collapse
during the Covid-19 pandemic, have lead tourism studies to discuss
alternatives under the slogan “The end of tourism as we know it”
(Kagermeier, 2021, p. 205). This seems to be an example of how the
pandemic can be seen as a portal, a “gateway between one world and the
next” (Roy, 2020). It can be the trigger to imagine another world even on a
broader level (ibid.): “We can take this situation as an opportunity to rethink
our way of life. Rethinking requires both individual and collective effort”
(Ndre et al., 2020, p. 3f.). In regard to human agency, Fareed Zakaria (2020,
235) outlines the possibility that the Covid-19 crisis will give more impetus
to the acceptance of mitigation measures in response to climate crisis.
Change is already occurring, and in times of change further measures
become easier to implement. Also, the perception of one crisis could
enhance that of another since all crises are perceived in terms of uncertainty,
threats and urgency (ibid; Brinks & Ibert, 2020). However, in comparing the
climate crisis with the Covid-19 crisis, one central difference becomes
apparent: the time factor. As Zakaria stated in his work, “Even the most
alarming scientific reports about climate change are not sufficient to
mobilise a collective sense of urgency” (Zakaria, 2020, p. 277). This differs
from the urgent and direct perception of threat of the Covid-19 pandemic.
Accordingly, reactions include fear, denial, and measures of adaption (ibid.,
p. 2). At the state level, fundamental differences between the Covid-19 and
climate crisis become evident. Many countries, including the European
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Union, are sealing themselves off, borders are being closed, measures are
being taken at the nation-state level, with vaccines being procured by states.
In contrast, to fight climate change, not the state level is pivotal but instead
decisive international supranational action is needed (ibid., p. 13).

2.  Young People’s Perspectives on the Covid-19 Pandemic: System
Threat as a Chance for System Change?

It is not clear how young people perceive both crises and if they see more
similarities or differences between them. Due to worldwide restrictions on
individuals’ social behaviours, the Covid-19 pandemic has placed global
youth protests on hold. At the same time, governments around the world are
spending immense sums of money to fight the economic downfall the many
restrictions left in their wake. Both the implementation of behavioural
restrictions, as well as economic constraints, could be a first step in
changing environmentally unfriendly behaviour and serve as an example for
consequent, fast action by politicians, society, and corporations in crisis:

Corona and climate share one structural quality that invites
comparison; the amount of death is a function of the amount of
action or inaction on the part of states. Left untreated, both
afflictions become self-amplifying — the more people infected,
the more will be infected; the hotter the planet, the more
feedback mechanisms heat it up further — and once underway,
the sole way to terminate such spiralling burns is to cut the fuse.
States in the global North have now offered proof that this is
possible. It will not be easy to erase (Malm, 2020, p. 26).

Hence forth people may recognize the pandemic as a transformational
starting point and demand the implementation of policies that can be
quickly realised. In other words, the pandemic shows that alternative
priorities can be set within a very short time. Globally active companies like
General Motors (GM), for example, have vowed to no longer pursue profit
as their top priority. Car manufacturers suddenly switched their production
to produce respirators, while coffee filter manufacturers like the Melitta
company used their production capacities to make face masks (Malm, 2020,
p.- 7). However, the pandemic could also have the opposite effect.
Psychological studies show that people tend to become more prone to status
symbols due to a sense of losing control in life threatening situations such as
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the Covid-19 pandemic (Fritsche et al., 2008; Greenberg et al., 2004).
Along with the threat of losing one’s life, dour economic threats can also
result in feelings of losing control (Fritsche & Jugert, 2017). To gain back
control people tend to place themselves before other groups, e.g., other
ethnic groups but also non-humans and ecosystems (Stephan & Stephan,
2000; Fritsche & Héfner, 2012; Vaes et al., 2014), which consequently
prevent people from demanding a transformative process. Instead it would
lead to a continued capitalistic exploitation of the ecosystem.

On average, the Covid-19 crisis has been found to have a far greater
impact on low-income populations than on those who are financially better
off. In this respect, social divisions have tended to increase during the
pandemic (Zakaria, 2020, p. 147ff.). Various studies show how important it
is to examine the geographical concepts of place, emotional geographies
and everyday geographies in order to better understand young people's
geographies (Tani & Surma-aho, 2012; Pimlott-Wilson, 2017; Blazek,
2018; Eberth, 2021). This is particularly evident in relation to the Covid-19
crisis, as its repercussions are directly felt in the everyday lives of young
people and provoke strong emotional reactions. While of course applicable
to the illness itself, the effects of this pandemic also extend to politically
enforced protective measures, such as shop closures or curfews. Areas of
sustainable development and climate protection have also been impacted
and, in this respect, young people as addressed by UNESCO.

... have, and continue to envision, the most creative and
ingenious solutions to sustainability challenges. In addition,
young people are an important consumer group and the way
their consumption patterns evolve will greatly influence the
sustainability trajectory of their countries (2020, p. 32).

What we see here is “that entire generations of young people [...] are
targeted and invested with responsibility for a nation’s future” (Horton &
Kraftl, 2014, p. 129) — and currently that means not only on the national
scale but on a global scale for the world’s future. John Horton and Peter
Kraftl state “that almost all youth policies, to some extent, display a social
construction of young people as ‘the future’” (2014, p. 130). This example
also explains the special role young people play regarding the three
geographical concepts previously mentioned. Many decisions related to
sustainability and climate protection will have to be made in everyday life
on local levels which will be accompanied by different emotions, as well as
cognitive conflicts. For example, the collective emotional statements of
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young people and their political demands articulated in the context of the
Fridays for Future protests are based on their perceived conflicts of
implemented climate action in regard to research findings such as the [IPCC
reports. However, geographical analyses show that such protests are an
expression of a strong youth agency. Craig Jeffrey highlighted the
perseverance and resourcefulness of young people while theorising their
agency as a whole (2012, p. 250). On the one hand, he emphasised the local
engagement of young people and on the other the increase in global
networking via digital (social) media (ibid.). He even traces, “how ‘youth’
can provide a window on subaltern responses to economic restructuring”
(ibid., p. 245). Against this backdrop, we show below what perspectives
young people from Germany have taken on the Covid-19 and climate crises
and whether or not they see a connection between these crises and, if so, to
what extent.

As aforementioned, the perspective of young people is especially
important as they are a relevant driving factor in the sustainability
transformation which they demand more and more publicly (see e.g. Fridays
for Future). At the same time, adolescents are more in danger of
experiencing a greater loss of control when they perceive the pandemic as
threat, particularly in individualistic cultures. They are especially
susceptible to harsh and unpredictable environments but cannot utilize their
regular coping mechanisms as their freedom is restricted (Chang et al.,
2019; Zhu et al., 2020). This leads to the question of whether the Covid-19
crisis will be seen as the tipping point that will change priorities or a threat
to the status quo. The following section of this chapter will examine young
people's understanding of the Covid-19 pandemic. Do they believe it will
simply reinforce the dynamics of the multiple crises that already exist
(Brand, 2016)? Or do they perhaps see the experiences with the pandemic as
a means to implement climate protection in a more committed and effective
way?

3. Research Findings of Young People’s Perspective on Covid-19
and Sustainable Development

The reflections in the previous chapters lead to the following research
questions:
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1.  What importance do young people attach to system change in
the sense of post-growth*?

2. How do they assess the influence of the Covid-19 pandemic
on climate protection and sustainable development measures?
3. Do young people see the Covid-19 crisis as a threat or as a

positive example for fast changing behaviours and priorities?

To answer these questions, we conducted a standardized online survey
from September 2020 to December 2020 targeting on young people ranging
from the ages of 15 to 24 in Germany. The survey focused on priorities and
learning effects concerning the current economic system along with
sustainable development during and after the Covid-19 pandemic. 150
young people with an average age of 21 participated in the questionnaire.
With a share of 91.2 %, the sample group was mainly between the ages of
18-24. The respondents of the online questionnaire were acquired primarily
via social media, mailing lists of special organizations like Fridays for
Future or study courses and special portals for surveys. Due to these
sampling methods, it should come as no surprise that most participants were
actively engaged in politics. 63.1 % of the sample group participated in the
Fridays for Future demonstrations and 27.1 % were also involved in the
organisation of these protests. Furthermore, 6.4 % of all participants were
members of environmental organisations. Participants were predominantly
female (63.3 %) while 32.7 % identified as male and 2.7 % as non-binary.
65.6 % of the respondents were students at universities. 9.4 % were students
at school, most of whom were striving for a Higher School Certificate
(“Abitur”). Hence, the sample is characterized by a relatively high level of
education, is predominantly female and political active and therefore is not
representative of German youth in general. Questions were developed by
sourcing literature about post-growth (e.g., Gopel, 2016; Jackson, 2016;
Klein, 2014) as well as current media coverage of environmental and
economic aspects of the Covid-19 pandemic. The results can be found in
table 1 and table 2.

4 We relate this term to a growing discourse on alternative and diverse economies, which is
conducted under the catchwords de-growth and post-growth. They can be understood as
collective terms for activities, initiatives, concepts, models and theories that do not put
growth orientation in the foreground and, as a search movement, try out other lifestyles and
explore possibilities of sustainable coexistence (Gibson-Graham 2008; D’Alisa et al. 2015;
Krueger et al. 2018, 569).
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3.1. Post-growth as a Means to achieving Sustainable Development?

The results of the survey revealed that most respondents had not heard of
the concept post-growth yet (92.7 %). Nevertheless, 85.4 % thought that the
demand for a “system change not climate change” is at least partly right (see
table 1 for results). A majority blamed the capitalistic focus of the economy
for the climate crisis (74.7 %) and thought that an alternative to economic
growth was necessary in order to achieve sustainable development (82,7 %).
Therefore, young people in our survey considered it necessary to implement
new ways of thinking about the economy but did not know about specific
concepts yet. This insight is in accordance with their wishes, that post-
growth as a topic (83.3 %) as well as related initiatives (78 %) should find
its way more into schools, universities, and other trainings. Different
economic systems and their core aspects should be promoted within
educational systems. So far, the neo-liberalisation of markets and politics
have also led to a focus on economic growth within education in many
countries of the world (Mitchell, 2018). Therefore, curriculums need to be
scrutinised and altered to incorporate a broader knowledge of contrasting
economic systems. Through this, young people can form more informed
opinions and therefore develop concrete strategies and solutions to current
problems. To help young people develop a better idea of what an
alternative, non-human centred economic system would be like, educators
can implement different eco-centred worldviews and stories of their
successes into lessons. Geography as a discipline should therefore explore
this field more thoroughly and develop pedagogical approaches about post-
growth geographies — both at universities as well as within schools (Lange
etal.,2021).

Table 1 - This table shows answers to questions about the post-growth economy above

1 %, N = 150.

Concrete initiatives from the field of post-growth economies should

A : : - : 15 41. ;
be increasingly addressed in schools, studies and further education. > 8 367 6

Approaches and concepts of post-growth economies should be
increasingly addressed in schools, studies and further education.

10.7 42 413 53

An orientation of the economy towards capitalism contributes 14 34 407 73
significantly to climate change.
To promote sustainable development, it is important to establish o5 o e &

alternatives to economic growth.

The demand for "System Change, not Climate Change" is correct. 22 28.7 347 6

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%  100%

® Do not agree at all ® Do not agree ~ Partly agree  Agree © Fully agree # n.a.
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The general acknowledgment of the necessity to change economic
paradigms to enhance sustainable development also transfers to young
people’s views on the Covid-19 pandemic and its toll on the economy.
80.7% of the respondents at least partly recognised that the Covid-19 crisis
was also an economic crisis while 70 % agreed that it emphasized the pro-
growth economy’s vulnerability. There also were high ratings for
prioritising sustainable development and acting against the climate crisis
(see results in table 2). For example, 82.6% of young people were in favour
of an economic recovery plan that consequently implements actions for
protecting the environment. Furthermore, 78.7% disagreed that the economy
was more important than sustainable development during the Covid-19
crisis. At the same time, young people rejected the idea that the economy
should come first by deferring sustainable development measures in order to
get the economy going again (89.3% disagreement). These results underline
the aforementioned conclusions. Young people place sustainable
development over economic growth and therefore prioritise sustainability
over economic benefits. Even during a pandemic that hit the global
economy hard with thousands of people losing their jobs and/or incomes (EI
Keshky et al., 2020), adolescents did not waver in their demand for more
climate action. It could be argued that this is due to their young age and
their status as students, which commonly only allows for them to do certain
jobs (e.g., restaurants, cafés, cultural activities). However, many typical
student jobs in Germany were also negatively affected by pandemic
restrictions. Their personal willingness to restrict economic gains to protect
the environment strengthens their general demand for systematic changes
geared towards creating an economy that is more eco-friendly.
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Table 2 - This table shows the answers to questions about the Covid-19 crisis and
sustainability above 1 %, N = 150.

The Corona crisis has shown that nature recovers quickly and thus no major “ o ,?T’ 7 s B
climate protection efforts need to be made. R L
The Corona crisis has shown that it is possible to change climate-damaging ‘
habits.
Even after the Corona crisis, we should refrain from climate-damaging I 8
abehaviour.

An economic stimulus package after the Corona crisis must be linked to |}

A 127 313 513
climate p: measure

I don't see the Corona crisis as an economic problem because the economy
will recover quickly.

‘We should maintain restrictions that protect the environmentat the same I =
time, even after the Corona crisis

The Corona crisis has shown how good it is for nature when humans are L 10
slowed down in their actions.

The Corona crisis has shown that we are economically vulnerable.

213 50.7 193

The same principle of flattening the curve also applies to the climate crisis. E 26.7 333 28 13

The Corona crisis has shown that rapid political action is possible. l'\ 127 393 453

‘We can learn a lot from the Corona crisis for tackling the climate crisis. I”\ 20 48.7 253

During the Corona crisis, a stable economy is more important than

2 173 2713
sustainable development.

After the Corona crisis, we should reduce sustainable development measures
to get the economy going.

33 132

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

® Do not agree atall = Do not agree  Partly agree Agree Fully agree ®n.a.

3.2. Young People’s Perceptions of the Covid-19 Pandemic in Regard to
the Climate Crisis and Sustainable Development

Along with prioritising sustainability over economic interests,
respondents also rated sustainability as the driving factor for action. When
asked whether restrictions that benefitted the environment should stay
implemented after the Covid-19 pandemic, 70.7% supported this idea.
Moreover, 91.3% of the respondents agreed that we should refrain from
climate-damaging behaviour even after the crisis. These findings suggest
young people are willing to restrict their behaviours as long as it benefits the
environment. This is helped along by the enhanced perception of collective
efficacy that has arisen in the wake of the collective actions undertaken
during the pandemic. 87.3 % agreed that the Covid-19 crisis has shown that
it is possible to change climate-damaging behaviour. Young people have
seen for themselves that the changes they had been calling for over the last
few years are indeed possible and that politicians can act quickly when the
general population is under threat (84.6 % agreement). Moreover, young
people regard the Covid-19 pandemic as a catalyst for overcoming the
climate crisis (74 % agreement). Rather than experiencing a loss of control
in the face of the pandemics economic and life threats, young people seem
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to be looking on the bright side. They instead see the possibilities for
positive development in regard to the environment, so long as policies are
swiftly and strictly put into action and the society at large participates.
Therefore, it does not lead to protecting the pre-pandemic status quo and
focusing on one's own social reference group or non-environmental factors
(Stephan & Stephan, 2000; Fritsche & Héfner, 2012; Vaes et al., 2014).
Young people’s sense of collective effectiveness has instead been
revitalized. Research on this matter revealed that 88% of young people
recognize that nature can recover only if humans take care to curb their
harmful actions. The majority therefore understood that nature’s restorative
powers are no match to human’s destructiveness, with 84% disagreeing with
the statement “no climate action is needed.” Furthermore, news reports of
more wildlife sightings, cleaner water and less smog can lead young people
to realise the impact of humans on nature and make the decision to act on
this knowledge. This perception of the Covid-19 crisis as a tipping point
rather than a threat of uncertainty — especially in regard to sustainable
development — may be due to its uniqueness as a phenomenon of recent
history. In the beginning of the crisis, politicians in Germany acted quickly.
Additionally, large media attention focused on the similarities between the
Covid-19 and climate crises as well as the positive environmental effects
that were occurring from the pandemic. For example, it was widely
publicised that the Earth Overshoot Day, marking a date when all-natural
resources would be consumed by humans was delayed about three weeks
(Earth Overshoot Day, 2020). Furthermore, lots of comparisons were made
about the goal of flattening the curve for the Covid-19 pandemic and the
climate crisis (Chakhoyan, 2020; Akintunde & Ntousas, 2020). Viewing the
positive impact collective action has on the environment can boost young
people’s sense of control and collective efficacy. This could be especially
true as more countries began to realise just how nature has begun to recover
when the pandemic brought daily life to a standstill. For example, Thailand
now plans to close more than 100 national parks for two to four months a
year to allow nature to recover. This tourism ban has led to more and more
sightings of rare animals (Carstens, 2020). This is especially remarkable,
since tourism accounts for a fifth of the country’s economy (ibid.). This
stands as a positive example of what happens if politicians and society at
large realise their effects on the environment. From these experiences,
young people can draw hope for success in future actions. Such experiences
could also help them not to lose sight of the importance of sustainable
development: “Crisis, in other words, is strongly associated with the idea of
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an open future [...] that can be created through individual or collective
agency’ (Brinks & Ibert, 2020, p. 4).

Members of this younger generation were too young to fully experience
the financial crisis of 2008, where politicians acted fast and decided on strict
behavioural and economic restrictions. This means that the Covid-19
pandemic is the first worldwide crisis they have experienced.

This experience can be a reference point for when young people demand
climate action in the future. If politicians can act fast when deciding on far-
reaching measures during the Covid-19 pandemic, it stands to reason why
they should not be able to do this when addressing the climate crisis.
Having seen these actions, young people might not be content with
politician’s previous statements that the economy cannot change in a trice
and hard cut measures are not possible. This is especially true, since the
climate crisis 1s way more far fetching and dangerous than the Covid-19
pandemic.

4. Conclusion and Outlook

In conclusion, young people’s demand for systematic changes towards a
more sustainable world have not ceased despite the Covid-19 pandemic’s
impact on society and the economy. The young people who participated in
the survey find it important to achieve a system change towards a different
economic paradigm, even though they do not know much about other forms
of economy. The educational system in Germany has to adhere to young
people’s wishes to incorporate more forms of economic systems, such as
post growth economy, in their school education. By doing so, young people
could learn more about alternatives to the capitalistic mode. This would
enable young people to form more reflective and informed opinions when
generating solutions to current problems.

The conviction that a change is necessary was not diminished by the
Covid-19 pandemic. This shows the deep-rooted conviction of young
people that the climate crisis is an immediate threat which can be achieved
through an economic paradigm shift. Young people were also in favour of
keeping the strict measures used against the spread of the Covid-19 virus
that have helped the environment recover and could further prevent climate
damage. This is especially interesting since young people are often accused
of only wanting to skip school and not really being interested in climate
issues in the context of Fridays for Future demonstrations. Wanting to
maintain strict behavioural measures as well as restricting personal freedom
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to protect the environment, does not fall into this picture. Instead, it shows
the determination of young people and their knowledge that a mere
continuing does not work. Their determination is coupled with their
questioning of the never-ending growth story being predominantly told
(Mitchell, 2018).

Our findings also show that it is important for young people to see that
change is possible. Positive examples of communal efforts successfully
overcoming massive threats and uncertainties help motivate young people.
Through the experience of fast and consequential actions, young people
developed a sense of collective efficacy, which can be translated to
scenarios regarding the climate crisis. The Covid-19 pandemic has shown
that measures can be taken to prevent dangerous crises. Young people now
demand that such measures are also taken in regard to the climate crisis or
kept if they serve both. Therefore, they do not see the Covid-19 pandemic as
a threat to their status quo but as a starting point from which politicians and
society should go further to prevent the climate crisis. However, it is
important to keep in mind that the sample is not representative of all young
people in Germany as the sample group reflects only the perspective of
highly educated youths. Therefore, all conclusions drawn focus on this
subgroup of young people. Finally, it must be mentioned that the survey
was finished before the third wave of the Covid-19 virus in Germany.
During the winter months of 2020/2021, the resolute actions of politicians
ceased while political strategies changed frequently which meant in the
public eye consequent actions were abandoned. This could lead to different
results, including a generally more negative viewpoint from participants, but
makes it all the more apparent how important it is to convey examples of
consequent and positive action.
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