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Summary of Key Insights  

In April to July 2020 Global Action Plan surveyed 916 young people between the ages of 7 
to 18 in the UK and Turkey asking about their values, how they perceive the values of 
others, their wellbeing, and how much action they take on causes they care about. We also 
conducted 16 online focus groups with 74 7-18 year-olds. Insights were gathered about the 
barriers and enablers to young people taking action on the causes they care about. We 
found the following key insights:  

 

Key insight 1: Most young people are inherently compassionate so 
compassionate action should come easily to them, but fun and self-
direction are important too. 

Key insight 2: Young people care about people and nature so help them have a 
positive impact on both. 

Key insight 3: Compassionate values go hand in hand with compassionate action, 
whereas self-interest values discourage action.  

Key insight 4: There is a value-perception gap between young people and their 
peers but less so in younger children. It tends to get wider as they 
get older, particularly from age 11+. 

Key insight 5: More than half of children across both countries thought that 
businesses and politicians do not see it as important to care for the 
natural world and most children do not think people in their 
communities behave in ways that help nature either.  

Key insight 6: Perceptions of others matter. When young people perceive others to 
be compassionate and to behave in compassionate ways, they are 
more likely to care themselves, believe they can make a difference 
and take action to care for people and nature.  

Key insight 7: When young people don’t see, feel and believe that others in society 
care about people and nature, their wellbeing suffers and they 
worry more about the future.  

Key insight 8: Young people continue to care deeply about other people and 
nature. Coronavirus has strengthened this importance. 
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United in Compassion: Bringing young people 
together to create a better world.  

Young people growing up today have a lot of concerns on their shoulders. The climate and 
ecological crisis are threatening their futures and young people around the world are 
increasingly frustrated and anxious about what is happening to the planet and the lack of 
action to protect it1. They are angry about economic and racial inequality and want to live 
in a fairer, more inclusive society. They are worried about rising rates of mental health 
issues and loneliness in their generation and now they also find themselves amid a global 
health pandemic.  

We asked how we can better support young people to turn their care for social and 
environmental causes into collective action at scale; empowering them to become the 
active global citizens of the future. 

What do young people need to take action? 

It has long been recognised by designers and practitioners of environmental and 
citizenship education programmes that, at the highest level, young people need three key 
things:  

1. Knowledge – they need knowledge to understand the challenges we face2. 
Importantly too, when the seriousness of problems is openly acknowledged and 
they are taught constructive actions they can take, young people can see that the 
adult world takes their concerns seriously.  

2. Skills – However, knowledge alone is not enough3; it needs to be combined with 
skills to implement positive responses4. Skills can be both cognitive and manual, so 
include critical thinking, systems thinking, teamwork, leadership and creativity; but 
also, practical skills like gardening, repair, construction and cycling.  

3. Self-Belief – In addition to knowledge and skills, young people need self-belief. 
They need to feel that they can contribute to positive change and that their own 
actions matter5. Development of self-belief is critical, knowledge and skills help it to 
build, but taking action – with others who care – makes an even bigger difference.  

We suggest a fourth ingredient of critical importance: 

4. Shared Compassionate Values – We need to care about the wellbeing of other 
people and nature to be motivated to want to act6. Compassion is therefore the 
foundation upon which action to create a better world is built7. But if we feel alone 
in caring it is harder to act. We need to create a shared sense of compassion to 
create the conditions for compassionate action to become normal.  
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Most environmental and citizenship education programmes support young people to 
develop knowledge, skills and self-belief but fewer actively nurture compassionate values. 
We suggest that normalising shared compassionate values could be the key to unlocking 
mass collective action in young people.  

The good news is that most young people (and most adults) already prioritise 
compassionate values and this is found to be true across cultures8. But this care does not 
always translate into action to protect the environment and create a better society. The 
question of why there is a gap between values and action has puzzled environmental 
campaigners for decades9. Research in adults has discovered a phenomenon that just 
might help to answer this question: the value-perception gap.  

Adults perceptions of other people’s compassionate values can influence how likely they 
are to act in line with their own values. Research has found that even when people are 
compassionate and do care about people and planet10; when they don’t see other people 
showing they care; they can perceive themselves to be the odd one out. This misperception 
leaves many feeling alone and unusual for wanting to act11 and dissuades them from 
doing so.  

We hypothesise that if the value-perception gap is preventing adults from taking action on 
the causes they care about it is likely to be holding young people back too. This report 
outlines the results of our research into the value-perception gap in young people and how 
it relates to them acting on the causes they care about and to their wellbeing.  

What are Compassionate Values? 

Values are our beliefs about what is important and what makes a good life12. Our values 
influence all the choices we make in our lives: the job we do, the friends we choose, the 
news we read, how we spend our money and what we do in our leisure time. Our values 
inform our beliefs about the kind of society we would like to live in and the actions we take 
to create it.  

Compassionate Values vs Self-interest Values  

Our definition of compassionate values is taken from Schwartz’s basic theory of human 
values which identifies 10 basic human values that exist internationally across cultures. This 
theory is grounded in decades of research conducted in 82 countries and is regarded as 
culturally universal13. Schwartz described two key opposing types of values14: 
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1. Compassionate valuesi demonstrate concern for the welfare and interests of 
others. This includes both caring about the wellbeing of those we know - our 
friends and family (benevolence) and caring about the wellbeing of all people and 
of nature (universalism).  

2. Self-interest valuesii demonstrate concern for one's own interests and a desire to 
have higher social status, increased personal wealth and dominance over others. 
This is summarised as prioritising goals for power and achievement.  

It can be useful to think about compassionate values as a means to bring together all the 
different causes that young people may care about – e.g. the environment, LGBTQ rights, 
race, poverty, inequality. These issues are sometimes referred to collectively using a catch-
all phrase that captures the key characteristic they all share; they are concerns that are 
“bigger-than-self”.  

International research by Schwartz (2001) has demonstrated that compassionate values 
are consistently prioritised in the top 3 values in samples across 56 nations15. Cross-cultural 
evidence from research into young people’s values in 6 countries demonstrate that young 
people tend show the same pattern as adults’ values and they also consistently prioritise 
compassionate values.16 

 
i called self-transcendence values in the academic literature 
ii called self-enhancement values in the academic literature 
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Figure 1 is a values map; it illustrates how values have neighbours and opposites. It shows 
how compassionate values, such as ‘unity with nature’ and ‘a world at peace’ are closely 
related, they cluster together towards the top right of values circumplex; their opposites, 
the self-interest values, for example, ‘ambitious’ and ‘social recognition’, cluster together in 
the bottom left. Because compassionate and self-interested values are opposed, it is 
difficult to hold them both to be important simultaneously, for example, it is unlikely that 
someone who believes strongly in ‘equality’ will also crave ‘authority’ or ‘social power’ over 
others.  

Figure 1 Statistical analysis (dimensional smallest space analysis) of value structure across 68 countries and 64,271 

people (Schwartz, 2006)17. See the Common Cause Handbook for full definitions18 

The values perception gap 

We are less likely to act in compassionate ways if we do not think that others share our 
compassionate values. This is because our perceptions of others tell us what is normal - 
and we behave in ways to fit in.  

A key study highlighting this phenomenon was conducted by the Common Cause 
Foundation in 2016. They conducted a survey of the values of the British public and found 
that 74% prioritised compassionate values, with only 26% prioritising self-interest values19. 
But when asked what values they felt other people in Britain held, 77% believed that others 
would hold more self-interested values. This mis-match between our perception of what 
other people value and what they actually value is called the value-perception gap. 
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Those people who held this inaccurate view were less likely to be civically engaged and to 
take action on issues they cared about. They were less likely to volunteer, vote, join 
meetings, sign petitions or donate to charitable causes than those who held 
compassionate values and believed that others shared those values.  

Research has found the value-perception gap to exist in adult populations in a range of 
culturally distinct territories; from Western individualistic cultures like the UK20, USA21 and 
Australia22, to Eastern collective cultures like Malaysia and China23, Eastern European 
cultures like Estonia24 and Russia25, Middle Eastern countries like Israel26, and Latin 
American cultures like Brazil27.  

This research suggests that most people already hold compassionate values and may be 
willing to act on them – but if we don’t believe that others care then we feel we are unusual 
and unlike others in our society. We then act in less compassionate ways because we don’t 
want to stand out from the crowd. This is a natural human reaction. It has long been 
known by psychologists that people adapt their behaviour to conform to what is perceived 
as normal28.  

Humans have evolved to be incredibly sensitive to what others think and will go to great 
lengths to avoid looking odd or stupid in front of others. We have developed a deep fear of 
ostracism through thousands of years of evolution as, for the majority of human history, 
being shunned from the group would mean almost certain death. This is why we go to 
great lengths to act in line with what we perceive as normal, even when our actions conflict 
with our personal values29. When we don’t act in compassionate ways for fear of looking 
odd, we then perpetuate the myth that most people don’t care which influences how 
others behave and this becomes a vicious cycle of people not acting on their 
compassionate values.  

This research suggests that helping people perceive compassionate values as “normal” 
could therefore unleash untapped compassionate action as we adapt our behaviour to fit 
in with new norms. It is important to note that this research also shows us that 
compassionate values actually are normal, they are just not perceived as such.  

Research into the value-perception gap has so far been conducted in adults, but as young 
people are particularly sensitive to what others think, it seems likely that they will be put off 
acting on their compassionate values if it seems risky to do so.  



9 

Our Research 

We hypothesised that most young people will already hold compassionate values but that 
the value-perception gap could be a key barrier to them acting on the issues they care 
about and that it may also be hindering their wellbeing.  

We tested this by conducting a survey and a series of focus groups with young people 
between the ages of 7 and 18 in the UK and Turkey to help answer the following research 
questions: 

1. Do young people prioritise compassionate values?  

2. Are compassionate values related to compassionate action? 

3. Is there a value-perception gap in young people and does it increase with age? 

4. How do young people perceive the values of other groups in society? 

5. How does the perception of other values and behaviours relate to compassionate 
action and to young people’s wellbeing? 

6. What are the barriers and enablers to young people taking compassionate action? 

7. Has COVID-19 changed how young people feel about caring for people and 
nature?  

Survey 

We surveyed 916 young people between the ages of 7 to 18, 499 of whom were from the 
UK and 417 were from Turkey. The survey was hosted on Global Action Plan’s Transform 
our World website and was distributed by GAP in the UK and by our partners Mikado in 
Turkey. It was promoted through school networks and on social media. No incentives were 
offered to participants for taking part.  

We asked them a series of questions about: 

• Their own values using the Picture-based value survey for young people (Döring et 
al., 2010) which is grounded in Schwartz’s (1994) theory of universal human values, 
as well as questions about the extent that they care for people and nature.  
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• Their perceptions of others including their perception of the values of other young 
people in their country, the extent to which they thought other young people, adults, 
businesses, politicians and world leaders cared for other people and the natural 
world. We also asked them about their perceptions of the actions of others; asking 
them how many people they thought did things to help other people and the 
natural world where they lived.  

• Their self-efficacy – having self-efficacy means that we believe it is possible and 
worthwhile to change things and we have the knowledge, skills and ability to do so. 
We asked young people about whether they believed they could have a positive 
impact on other people and nature and whether they believed they had the 
knowledge and skills to do so.  

• Their compassionate action how often they did things to help other people and 
the natural world, alone and with friends and family.  

• Their wellbeing using a measure of overall life satisfaction adapted for young 
people (as recommended by the New Economics Foundation30). We also asked 
them about their level of worry about the future.  

• The impact of Coronavirus on their levels of care for other people and for nature 
as the survey was completed between June and July 2020 when many of the 
young people were at home during lockdown.  

Demographics:  

Gender: In the UK 333 (67%) were girls and 145 (29%) were boys (21 preferred not to report 
their gender). In Turkey 272 were girls (65%) and 145 (35%) were boys.  

Age: In the UK 34 were 7-10 years old, 237 were 11-13 years old, 184 were 14-15 years old, 
44 were 16-18 years old. In Turkey 51 were 7-10 years old, 181 were 11-13 years old, 92 were 
14-15 years old, 93 were 16-18 years old. 

Focus Groups 

We conducted 16 online, 45-minute focus groups with 7-18 year olds (nine in the UK and 
seven in Turkey) with 74 young people (39 in the UK and 40 in Turkey). Young people were 
interviewed with young people of a similar age to themselves, grouped into ages 7-10, 11-
14, 15-16 and 16-18. This was to ensure young people felt comfortable and also to enable 
us to explore different themes in different age groups.  
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Participants were shown a cartoon image of a child and told the child is someone who 
tries to make life better for other people and for nature. They were asked a series of 
questions designed to elicit what types of knowledge, behaviours and values the child 
might hold. The aim was to get the young people to build their own picture of a child who 
takes compassionate action.  

They were then asked a series of questions about their perceptions of this child: 

• Whether they thought other young people were like them (i.e. is it normal to be 
a child that takes compassionate action) 

• How other young people would perceive this child and how this might make 
the child feel.  

• What they thought the barriers and enablers to taking compassionate action 
were.  

Demographics:  

Gender: In the UK 28 were girls and 11 were boys. In Turkey 26 were girls and 14 were 
boys.  

Age: In the UK 15 were 7-10 years old, 7 were 11-13 years old, 7 were 14-15 years old, 10 
were 16-18 years old. In Turkey 10 were 7-10 years old, 15 were 11-13 years old, 5 were 14-15 
years old, 5 were 16-18 years old. 

Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2008)31 was conducted by a qualitative researcher to 
identify themes from the focus groups in both countries. The transcripts were analysed 
within the age groups of participants so that differences between younger and older 
participants could be identified. Findings from the focus groups are included to add 
insights to answer the research questions.  
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Results 

Research Question 1: Do young people prioritise 
compassionate values?  

We looked at young people’s values in 3 ways and found that young people do prioritise 
compassionate values.  

First, we looked at how young people prioritised the compassionate values of benevolence 
and universalism compared to all the other values in Schwartz’s list of 10 universal values. 
We ranked the values chosen by the young people across different age groups (see Figure 
2).  

Benevolence (caring for other people) was the most important value to young people in 
both countries. Universalism (caring for nature and strangers) was ranked lower in the UK 
than Turkey but young people in both countries prioritised both compassionate values 
(benevolence and universalism) over self-interest values (power and achievement).  

Hedonism was ranked second in the UK which demonstrates that fun is also very 
important to these young people and in Turkey self-direction the second most important 
value.  

UK young people Rank Turkish young people 

Benevolence 1 Benevolence 

Hedonism 2 Self-direction 

Stimulation 3 Universalism 

Security 4 Hedonism 

Self-direction 5 Security 

Universalism 6 Stimulation 

Achievement 7 Achievement 

Tradition 8 Tradition 

Conformity 9 Power 

Power 10 Conformity 

Figure 2 Values prioritised by young people in the UK and Turkey 
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Second, we looked at the extent to which young people prioritised compassionate values 
over and above self-interest values. This is called their “adjusted compassionate value 
score” (as per Crompton, 201632). This is calculated by subtracting their self-interest score 
from their compassionate value score and those who have a positive score prioritise 
compassionate values and those who have a negative score prioritise self-interest values 
(Graph 1).  

• In the UK 86% of young people prioritised compassionate values over self-interest 
values and only 14% prioritised self-interest values over compassionate values.  

• In Turkey 82% prioritised compassionate values over self-interest values with only 
18% prioritising self-interest values over compassionate values.  

 

Finally, we asked young people directly how important it was to them to care for other 
people and the natural world (see Graph 2). 

In the UK: 

• 96% said caring for other people was quite or very important to them 
• 89% said caring for the natural world was quite or very important to them.  

In Turkey: 

• 94% said caring for other people was quite or very important to them  
• 96% said caring for nature was quite or very important to them.  

86%

14%

82%

18%

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

Prioritised compassionate values over self-interest
values (UK)

Prioritised self-interest values over compassionate
values (UK)

Prioritised compassionate values over self-interest
values (Turkey)

Prioritised self-interest values over compassionate
values (Turkey)

Graph 1 - Percentage of young people who prioritised compassionate values over self-interest values and 
percentage who prioritised self-interest over compassionate values 
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Key insight 1: Most young people are inherently 
compassionate so compassionate action should come easily 
to them, but fun and self-direction are important too.  

Key insight 2: Young people care about people and nature so 
help them have a positive impact on both.  

Research question 2: Are compassionate values related to 
compassionate action? 

Pearson’s correlations confirmed that compassionate values were significantly positively 
associated with compassionate action (see table 1 below). The more young people 
prioritised compassionate values:  

• The more they cared for other people and nature  
• The more they took action to help other people and nature  
• The higher their self-efficacy that they could help people and nature (i.e. feeling 

they had the knowledge, skills and ability to have a positive impact and that 
this impact was worthwhile) 

We also found that correspondingly, the more they prioritised self-interest values (power 
and achievement) the less likely they were to have these attributes.  

11%
4% 4% 6%

89%
96% 96% 94%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Care for Natural world UK Care for other people UK Care for Natural world Turkey Care for other people Turkey

% Not important / Not very important % Important / Very important

Graph 2 - Percentage of Young people who said Caring for People and the Natural World was important / not important 
to them 
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Table 1 - Correlations of compassionate and self-interest values with compassionate attributes and behaviours 

 UK Young people Turkish young people 

  

Care for 
people 

and 
nature 

Action to 
help 
other 

people 
and 

nature 

Self-
Efficacy 

Care for 
people 

and 
nature 

Action to 
help 

people 
and 

nature 

Self-
Efficacy 

Compassionate 
Values 

.52** .41** .27** .32** .21** .19** 

Self-interest 
Values 

-.48** -.37** -.22** -.19** -.18** -.15** 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
Note. Boxes in pink demonstrate a statistically significant positive relationship, boxes in yellow demonstrate a 
statistically significant negative relationship. The higher the number, the stronger the relationship.  

 

Key insight 3: Compassionate values go hand in hand with 
compassionate action, whereas self-interest values 
discourage action.  

Research Question 3: Is there a value-perception gap in young 
people and does it increase with age? 

To answer this question we compared the mean adjusted compassionate value scores 
(calculated by subtracting their self-interest score from their compassionate value score) for 
young people to the mean adjusted compassionate value score for their perception of 
other young people’s values. We then broke down the mean adjusted compassionate 
value score for others by age group to see if there was a difference in how compassionate 
different age groups perceive other young people to be.  

Paired sample t-tests confirmed that there was a statistically significant gap between 
young people’s own adjusted-compassionate values score and the adjusted 
compassionate values score for their perceptions of other young people’s values in both 
the UK and Turkey (see Appendix A for the results of the t-tests). When broken down by 
age group, t-tests demonstrated that there was not a significant gap between the 
youngest participants’ (age 7-10) perception of others compassionate values and the actual 
compassionate values of other young people, but there was a significant difference for 
every other age group (ages 11-13, 14-15, and 16-18). See graphs 3 and 4 below.  

This suggests that the value-perception gap seems to emerge at around age 11+.  
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Next we wanted to see if the gap became wider with age. We tested to see if there was a 
significant change in the extent to which young people perceived other young people to be 
compassionate as they got older by running t-tests to check for significant differences 
between the mean adjusted compassion scores for others across the age groups (see 
Appendix B for results of the t-tests). We found that there was a significant drop in the 
mean adjusted compassionate value for others’ scores between age 11-13 and age 14-15 
for UK and Turkish participants and a further drop between age 14-15 and age 16-18 for 
Turkish participants. This tells us that there is a significant drop in how compassionate 
young people perceive other young people to be between age 11-15.  

It is also interesting to note that the mean adjusted compassionate value scores for other 
young people became negative from age 16 in the UK and age 14 in Turkey. This means 
that they started to perceive other young people as more self-interested than 
compassionate at this point.  

Adjusted Compassionate Values Score 

The adjusted compassionate values score reflects the extent to which individuals prioritise 
compassionate values over and above self-interest values. It is calculated by subtracting 
their self-interest values score from their compassionate value score (as per Common 
Cause Foundation, 201633). A positive score means they prioritise compassionate values 
over self-interest values and a negative score means they prioritise self-interest values over 
compassionate values.  

 
Note: The blue arrows indicate a statistically significant value-perception gap. Scores above zero = compassionate 
values are prioritised above self-interest values. Scores below zero = self-interest values are prioritised above 
compassionate values. 
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Graph 3 - The Value Perception Gap in UK Young People: The gap between young people’s perception of other young 
people’s compassionate values and their actual compassionate values. 
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Graph 3 shows a significant drop in how compassionate young people perceive other 
young people to be between ages 11-15. At age 16-18 young people started to see other 
young people as more self-interested than compassionate 

 
Note: The blue arrows indicate a statistically significant value-perception gap. Scores above zero = compassionate 
values are prioritised above self-interest values. Scores below zero = self-interest values are prioritised above 
compassionate values.  

Graph 4 shows a significant drop in how compassionate young people perceive other 
young people to be between ages 11-15 and again between ages of 14-18. At age 14-16 
young people started to see other young people as more self-interested than 
compassionate. 

These results tell us that there is a value-perception gap from age 11+, that it tends 
to get wider between ages 11-15 and that young people start to see other young 
people as more self-interested than compassionate between ages 14-16.  

We therefore recommend that interventions aiming to prevent the values-perception 
gap from widening start in children as young as 7 to have a chance of preventing the 
gap from opening as they move into adolescence. It would also be useful to target 
interventions through to mid-adolescence to prevent the value-perception gap from 
widening and from young people starting to perceive other young people as more self-
interested than compassionate.  
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Graph 4 - The Value Perception Gap in Turkish Young People: The gap between young people’s perception of other young 
people’s compassionate values and their actual compassionate values. 
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We next looked at what percentage of young people were under-estimating the 
compassionate values of other young people. Graph 5 shows the percentage of young 
people who actually prioritised compassionate values over self-interest values, compared 
to percentage of young people who thought other young people would prioritise 
compassionate values over self-interest values, broken down by age group. We found that 
the percentage of young people under-estimating other young people’s compassionate 
values increased with age, with as many as 48% of UK and 86% Turkish 16-18 year olds 
believing that other young people would prioritise self-interest over compassionate values.  

 

 

Key insight 4: There is a value-perception gap between 
young people and their peers but less so in younger children. It 
tends to get wider as they get older, particularly from age 11+.  

 

Why don’t young people think others are compassionate? Insights from the 
Focus Groups 

Young people in the focus groups often reported feeling like other young people didn’t care 
or try to take action to help people or nature. When asked why they thought other young 
people didn’t care the following themes emerged:  

Apathy – young people told us that they think it can be seen as too difficult to try to have a 
positive impact on the world so many young people don’t bother. “Most people find doing 
nothing easier and therefore, it is hard for them to take an action.” Anonymous, age 15-16, 
Turkish participant. 

82%

75%

54%

31%

14%

Turkey

86%

75%

67%

55%

52%

% of young people who priortise
compassionate values

7-10 year olds

11-13 year olds

14-15 year olds

16-18 year olds

UK

%
 o

f e
ac

h 
ag

e 
gr

ou
p 

w
ho

 
th

in
k 

ot
he

rs
 p

rio
rit

is
e 

co
m

pa
ss

io
na

te
 v

al
ue

s 

Graph 5 - Percentage of young people who prioritise compassionate values over self-interest values broken down by age. 
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No point in trying – they also told us that it can be seen as a waste of time to try to change 
the world as whatever you do won’t really have an impact. “There are people who think 
"Why should I bother? I couldn't save the country or nature by myself after all.” Öykü, age 
15-16, Turkish participant. 

Prioritising having a good time – some told us that young people just want to have fun and 
trying to be good to help other people and the planet can be seen as getting in the way of 
that. “Why can’t I just have a good time and do what I want rather than look after the 
planet, which people have actually said to me”. Ellen, age 14-16, UK participant. 

Not feeling the impacts – some felt that other young people weren’t bothered about climate 
change because they weren’t feeling the impacts themselves so found it hard to care. “If 
it’s not directly impacting them in the moment, I think they find it harder to see what’s going 
on”. Meg, age 16-18, UK participant. 

 

When we asked why young people might not show that they care about taking care of 
people and nature the following themes emerged:  

Fear of being judged. Many young people reported experiences of feeling judged by others 
when they tried to take action on issues they cared about and so learning not to speak up. 
“If you feel judged by other people, especially your age, you’re just going to want to stay 
quiet, you’re not going to want to put yourself in the situation where people are looking at 
you, like, what is she on about? You just feel very judged.” Cara, age 14-16, UK participant. 

Fear of being bullied. In the UK (less so in Turkey) some feared that if you showed you 
cared and were trying to take action that you could be opening yourself up to bullying. 
They thought others might think you’re trying to show that you’re better than them and so 
get defensive and be mean rather than supportive. “I had this plastic pollution campaign 
for quite a few years, and I was fairly new to the school and people would just laugh in my 
face about it and chuck plastic at me and stuff. It’s not very nice.” Amy, age 16-18, UK 
participant. 

Fear of not being liked. Many young people reported that being seen as someone who 
talks too much about issues you care about can make you come across as boring or a 
“nag” which can be a barrier to friendships. “Sometimes you don’t want to come across as 
that intense or that person is always going on about the world and activism and that kind of 
thing.” Bethan, age 16-18, UK participant. 

Wanting to fit in / not wanting to stand out. It was generally seen as more normal not to be 
someone who actively took social and environmental action. Fitting in is a high priority to 
young people at school and therefore it is easier not to stand out and try to make a 
difference. “You just really want to fit in when you’re at school, you don’t want to make a 
fuss”. Josita, age 14-16, UK participant. 
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Feeling alone. Another theme that emerged was feeling alone in caring and wanting to 
take action which could seem overwhelming and scary. “I feel like people are quite scared 
to, I don’t know, do it by themselves unless there’s a large group of people”.  

Research question 4. How do young people perceive the 
values of other groups in society 

We asked young people how important they thought caring for other people and for 
nature was to a range of societal groups  

UK  

Overall young people in the UK seemed to be fairly optimistic about how important taking 
care of other people would be to other young people in their school, to other young people 
in their country and to adults in their country as the vast majority of them thought it would 
be important to them. They had the least trust in businesses, politicians and world leaders 
with 39%, 34% and 29% respectively thinking that these groups would not value caring for 
other people as important (Graph 6) 

Graph 7 - How important do you think caring for the natural world is to these groups (UK) 
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Perceptions of whether it would be important to these groups to care for the natural world 
were more pessimistic. 40% thought it would not be important to other young people in 
their school, 41% thought it wouldn’t be important to adults in their country and 43% 
thought it wouldn’t be important to world leaders. Again, the least trust was in politicians 
and businesses where over half of young people (52% and 60% respectively) thought 
caring for nature would not be important to them (Graph 7). 

Turkey 

Young people in Turkey were pessimistic about other societal groups caring for other 
people with just 41% of young people thinking it would not be important to other young 
people in their school or in their country to care for others. 46% thought it wouldn’t be 
important to adults and more than half thought it wouldn’t be important to business (51%), 
to world leaders (57%) or to politicians in their country (60%) to care for other people (Graph 
8).  
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They had similar levels of pessimism in the importance these groups would place on 
caring for nature. Almost half (48%) thought adults in their country wouldn’t think it was 
important to care for nature. Sadly, more than half of young people thought it would not be 
important to world leaders (51%), businesses (57%) or politicians in their country (57%) to 
care for nature (Graph 9).  

Insights from focus groups: Adults were frequently described as not caring as much as 
young people (“I think young people are more conscious than adults.” Nehir, age 14-18, 
Turkish participant). Reasons for this were that:  

1. Adults didn’t grow up learning about climate change and environmental issues so 
they don’t know as much as young people. “They wouldn’t have been exposed to 
any of the materials that we’ve got right now when they were born and raised” UK 
participant Hugo, age 11-14, UK participant. 

2. Adults didn’t take young people seriously when they try to educate them and have 
become cynical about taking action themselves. “I think that quite often adults think 
that young people are naïve for trying to change the world” Anna, age 16-18, UK 
participant. 

3. Adults don’t have time to care because they have so many other responsibilities. 
“Our families and people surrounding us have the responsibility of taking care of 
themselves / their family and they can’t participate in a project for the environment. 
People leave their homes at 7 am and come back at 7 pm and they want to rest in 
the time remaining.” Ertugrul, age 15-16, Turkish participant. 

We also wanted to understand whether young people perceived others around them to 
behave in ways that helped other people and nature. There were quite noticeable 
differences between how they felt people acted towards these two categories in the UK 
(Graph 10) - 62% thought that lots of people or almost everyone did things to help people 
where they lived. But when it came to helping nature, more than half (59%) thought that 
only a few people or no-one did things to help the natural world.  

In Turkey (Graph 11) more than half of the young people we asked (56%) thought that only a 
few people / no-one did things to help other people where they live. And more than half 
(57%) thought that only a few people / no-one where they lived did things to help nature.  
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This tells us that it is not normal for young people to see other people in their communities 
taking compassionate action, particularly when it comes to looking after nature.  

 

Insights from focus groups: Turkish young people frequently mentioned thinking that adults 
didn’t care about nature because they saw them dropping litter. This suggests that the 
behaviours young people see others take is what tells them whether others care about 
nature.  

“The number of adults who only care about themselves is increasing day by day. They 
recklessly throw their trash on the ground so that they can immediately check their phones, 
which leads to a much more serious environmental problem.” Sude, age 11-14, Turkish 
participant. 

“We can go out now and see that they can't even throw away their masks correctly.” Öykü, 
age 15-16, Turkish participant. 

Key insight 5: More than half of children across both countries 
thought that businesses and politicians do not see it as 
important to care for the natural world and most children do 
not think people in their communities behave in ways that help 
nature either. 

Research Question 5: How does the perception of others’ 
values and behaviours relate to compassionate action and to 
young people’s wellbeing?  

We found perceptions of others mattered for all attributes of a young social and 
environmental activist.  
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In both the UK and Turkey the more that children perceived other children to prioritise 
compassionate values, wider societal groups to hold compassionate values and to engage 
in pro-environmental/social behaviours, the more that children:  

• Cared for other people and nature  
• Acted to help other people and nature  
• Reported higher Self-Efficacy (i.e. feeling they have the knowledge, skills and 

ability to have a positive impact)  
• Reported better wellbeing  

And the less they  

• Felt worried about the future.  

All these relationships were statistically significant except for the positive association 
between perceptions of other young people’s compassionate values with wellbeing and 
the negative association with worry for the future in the UK.  

In both the UK and Turkey the strongest associations with young people taking action and 
with their self-efficacy were with the perceived behaviours of others. This suggests that the 
biggest influence on young people’s behaviour is when young people actually see 
concrete examples of others caring and behaving in ways that care for others and nature.  

 

Table 2: UK Correlations of young people’s perceptions of others’ values and behaviours with their own care, 
action, self-belief and wellbeing 

 
Young people's 
care for people 

and nature 

Young people’s 
action to care for 

people and nature 

Self-
Belief 

Wellbeing 
Worry 

about the 
Future 

Perception that other young people 
prioritise compassionate Values 
over self-interest values 

.13** .12** .09* .06 -.07 

Perception of the importance that 
wider societal groups place on 
caring for people and nature  

.11* .18** .10* .13** -.22** 

Perception that others where they 
live engage in compassionate 
Behaviour 

.13** .29** .34** .14** -.15** 

Note. Boxes in pink demonstrate a significant positive relationship, boxes in yellow demonstrate a significant negative 
relationship. Lighter pink demonstrates a positive but non-significant relationship and lighter yellow demonstrates a 
negative but non-significant relationship. The higher the number, the stronger the relationship.  
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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Table 3 Turkey Correlations of young people’s perceptions of others’ values and behaviours with their own 
care, action and wellbeing. Turkey Correlations of young people’s perceptions of others’ values and behaviours 
with their own care, action, Self-Belief and wellbeing 

 
Young people's 
care for people 

and nature 

Young people’s 
action to care for 

people and nature 

Self-
Belief 

Wellbeing 
Worry 

about the 
Future 

Perception that other young people 
prioritise compassionate values 
over self-interest values 

.12* .27** .20** .18** -.24** 

Perception of the importance that 
wider societal groups place on 
caring for people and nature  

.17** .35** .21** .26** -.25** 

Perception that others where they 
live engage in compassionate 
Behaviour 

.18** .48** .27** .31** -.22** 

Note. Boxes in pink demonstrate a significant positive relationship, boxes in yellow demonstrate a significant negative 
relationship. Lighter pink demonstrates a positive but non-significant relationship and lighter yellow demonstrates a 
negative but non-significant relationship. The higher the number, the stronger the relationship.  
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

Key insight 6: Perceptions of others matter. When young 
people perceive others to be compassionate and to behave in 
compassionate ways, they are more likely to care themselves, 
believe they can make a difference and take action.  

 

Key insight 7: When young people don’t see, feel and believe 
that others in society care about people and nature, their 
wellbeing suffers and they worry more about the future.  

  



26 

Research question 6: What are the barriers and enablers to 
young people taking compassionate action? 

To answer this question, we asked young people about the things that stopped them from 
engaging in compassionate behavior. The following themes emerged:  

 

Barriers Enablers 

Lack of support from others was cited as the 
biggest barrier to taking action on issues 
they cared about.  

From friends: Young people were concerned 
that they might come across as overly serious 
and off-putting to their friends if they talked 
about environmental issues too much. They 
feared they might get left out. “Your friends 
might not really want to hang out with you. 
They’re not going to invite you to go on a trip 
to McDonalds if you’re on about how you 
don’t like plastic”. Anna, age 16-18, UK 
participant. 

Being shut down in conversations and the 
idea of a ‘cancel culture’ acted as a barrier to 
conversation. “It’s quite hard to have 
conversations about controversial topics 
without really quickly being shut down” 
Aidan, age 11-14, UK participant. 

In older groups being seen as inauthentic 
was also a barrier. Some participants 
described that they were worried people 
would just think they were “virtue signalling” 
and some participants were openly critical of 
others who they thought were taking part of 
campaigns like Black Lives Matter for the 
wrong reasons. “you don’t know who’s doing 
it for the right reasons and who’s doing it for 
popularity” Will, age 16-18, UK participant. 

Support from friends, family and schools was 
frequently cited as necessary to give young 
people the practical tools and confidence to 
take action. Participants wanted parents and 
teachers to be role models as they thought 
this would influence other young people to 
take more action and make action more 
normal. Support from friends was discussed 
as essential to giving young people the 
confidence to act.  

“If you have friends that encourage you to be 
who you want to be and do what your 
passionate about, I think that can really help 
you come out of your shell and feel a lot less 
insecure” Meg, age 16-18, UK participant. 

“They should be like them (someone who 
takes compassionate action) so that they can 
teach their young people and guide them” 
Sena, age 11-14, Turkish participant. 

“I’d like to encourage parents to be more 
supportive of their young people”. Amy, age 
16-18, UK participant. 
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Barriers Enablers 

From parents. Some participants felt that their 
parents were worried about their safety and 
discouraged them from taking action. They 
wanted parents to take action with them 
rather than just say no. “Go with them if 
they’re not fully sure of protests. Go with them 
and protest with them. See what goes on 
and then go from there”. Ellen, age 14-16, UK 
participant. 

From school: Schools were sometimes seen 
as unsupportive, particularly of attending 
climate protests. “The school have a big thing 
against it. You get a week of detention so it’s 
definitely a put off” Saffron, age 14-16, UK 
participant. 

Media & Social media were discussed as 
helpful because they help get conversations 
started and educate people. Social media 
was thought to be a useful way to share 
information and discuss with others. “I think 
that media and TV is really useful because 
my friends and I really love David 
Attenborough and we watch Blue Planet, and 
I think a new Zac Efron documentary has 
come out on Netflix about eating healthily 
and Leonardo DiCaprio did his Before The 
Flood, and there’s so much resources that 
you can use”. Josita, age 14-16, UK 
participant.  

Feeling part of a movement and seeing the 
impact of your actions were seen as great 
motivator to take more action. “When you 
find out all the differences you’ve made it’s 
really inspiring. To know that you were part of 
it”. Nuala, age 14-16, UK participant. 

“I think more people want to join in because 
they notice that it’s made a difference and 
that they could be a part of a movement” 
Nuala, age 14-16, UK participant. 

Research Question 7: Has COVID-19 changed how young 
people feel about caring for people and nature?  

As we ran these surveys during May to August 2020 at a time when schools were closed 
and young people were living under lockdown restrictions we wanted to check if this had 
impacted their extent to which they would care for other people and nature. It would be 
understandable for concerns about other people and nature to be de-prioritised during a 
health pandemic as they may be more pre-occupied with their own and their family’s 
health. We found this not to be the case with 66% of UK young people and 40% of Turkish 
young people reporting that they cared even more about other people.  
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25% of UK young people and 71% of Turkish young people reported that they cared even 
more about the natural world since the onset of COVID-19. Only a very small percentage 
said they cared less about people (3% in the UK and 18% in Turkey) and caring less about 
nature (11% in UK and 3% in Turkey). This tells us that caring for people and planet is still 
very important for most young people and has not diminished due to the coronavirus.  

 

 

 

Key Insight 8: Young people continue to care deeply about 
other people and nature. Coronavirus has strengthened this 
importance.  

“I think the coronavirus shook everyone up and changed their points of view 
towards to world.” Selin, aged 16-18, Turkish participant 
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Discussion  

Our research has demonstrated that young people are compassionate, they care about 
people and planet and want to create a better world. But they don’t feel that others share 
their compassion.  

• They see their peers questioning the point of acting on issues that feel too big to 
solve and instead prioritising having a good time.  

• They fear being judged, bullied, disliked and tarnished with the negative stereotype 
of being an overly serious activist who can’t chill out and have fun.  

• They feel alone in caring and don’t want to take the risk of standing out so don’t 
show their true feelings to their friends.  

• At home they perceive their parents as too busy juggling work and caring 
responsibilities to have time to take action on the bigger social environmental 
issues.  

• Parents and schools seem unsupportive of youth collective action as they worry 
about safety and the impact on their grades.  

• They don’t see people in their communities taking action to help nature and so 
inaction is perceived as the norm.  

• They have little trust that businesses, politicians and world leaders really care about 
people and planet as they don’t see them taking the action required to solve the 
world’s problems.  

These findings beg the question; how have we found ourselves at this point? Previous 
research shows that most adults prioritise compassionate values34 and care about 
nature35. Our survey shows the same is also true for young people.  

So why do young people think others are less compassionate than they really are? The 
answers to this question are of course complex. Below we list a variety of factors in our 
society that we hypothesise are contributing to this phenomenon.  

1. A political and economic system that assumes and 
promotes self-interest 

The dominant story that has shaped our lives over the last 200 years is that we humans 
are naturally self-interested. It is the paradigm at the heart of our prevailing political and 
economic theories. We are assumed to make rational choices based on what will best 
serve our own individual interests and the notion that it is not in our nature to prioritise the 
needs of others.  
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In Adam Smith’s ’The Wealth of Nations’ he describes how: “It is not from the benevolence 
of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to 
their own interest”.36 This sentiment has had a profound influence on politics for over 200 
years. It has shaped our modern market-based economic system which assumes that 
each of us will act selfishly, aiming to maximise our own personal gain37.  

Not only is competitive self-interest thought to be our natural state, but also an optimal way 
of being. We have been taught that evolution favours “survival of the fittest”. This has 
fostered a culture of competition; “winners” and “losers”, where it is deemed foolish to look 
out for the needs of others as they will only trample over us and leave us behind.  

This story of human nature has been dominant for so long and has become so entrenched 
in our culture38 that we barely notice it, let alone stop to question it. But a new wave of 
research is revealing a different paradigm about human nature, one that recognises that 
deep down we are compassionate, cooperative, kind and keen to help others39. 

Evolutionary theorists now hypothesise that humans are such a successful species because 
we are, in fact, super co-operators, not super competitors40. It is, perhaps, survival of the 
friendliest, rather than the fittest. We are deeply inter-dependent with each other and with 
nature, and our survival may just depend on us recognising this.  

Of course people do act selfishly at times, but they also offer to carry strangers luggage up 
the stairs, give money to charities, volunteer their time to help other people and animals 
who can give them nothing in return, they donate blood to help people they’ve never met. 
In short, as historian Rutger Bregman has put it in his bestselling book Humankind (2020):41 
“Most people, deep down, are decent”. We are socially minded and reciprocal; we want to 
live harmoniously with others.  

But when we are portrayed as being predominantly selfish, this can have a big influence 
on how we behave. As Kate Raworth describes her ground-breaking book Doughnut 
Economics42: “the portrait we paint of ourselves clearly shapes who we become”. What we 
perceive around us to be normal and desirable shapes how we behave. For example, an 
experiment in the US demonstrated that corporate executives who were exposed to words 
like ‘profits’, ‘costs’, and ‘growth’ were less likely to respond to their colleagues with 
empathy and kindness and worried that showing concern for others at work might be 
perceived as unprofessional43. Economist Robert Frank observes how “the pernicious 
effects of self-interest theory have been most disturbing by encouraging us to expect the 
worst in others, it brings out the worst in us: dreading the role of the chump, we are often 
loathe to heed our nobler instincts”.44 

It’s time to tell a new story, one that brings out the best in us and more accurately reflects 
our compassionate nature. The coronavirus pandemic has given us a glimpse of this 
kinder side of human nature. Stories of neighbours helping neighbours and mutual aid 
groups springing up in communities that want to look after each other have come to the 
surface.  
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Embedding this new story in our culture will require us to challenge all aspects of how we 
live. As Tim Jackson states in his book ‘Prosperity Without Growth’45 we must start asking 
searching questions about the values promoted and rewarded in our society; in our 
schools, universities, workplaces, and financial systems. Do they promote competition or 
cooperation? Do they reward people who act in self-serving ways or those who serve 
others? Do they assume us to be considerate of each other or that we’ll only be out for 
ourselves?  

Global Action Plan is working with our partners at Unilever to challenge the widespread 
misperception that humans are inherently self-interested and to highlight how addressing 
this misperception could be key in efforts to promote and sustain youth action on social 
and environmental issues. Through “the Persil Dirt Is Good Project”, a new global 
schools programme, we aim to help young people see and believe that caring 
about and taking action on social and environmental issues is the norm not the 
niche. Find out more here: globalactionplan.org.uk/united-in-compassion 

2. An education system that assumes and promotes self-
interest.  

Schools play an important role in the development of the values that young people will 
prioritise throughout their lives.46 For many children, it is where they learn what is expected 
of them in wider society; and it is where they form perceptions of what is valued by others 
outside their family unit. Schools influence what young people see as normal, acceptable 
and desirable behaviours in the wider world.  

Education institutions can, perhaps unintentionally, reinforce the idea that people are self-
interested. Research by the Common Cause Foundation47 found that most people 
perceived that schools and universities encourage values of wealth, image and ambition 
more than they encourage the values of compassion and kindness.  

Achievement values tend to be heavily promoted and displayed in schools through league 
tables, grading systems, awards and incentivisation. This can lead to young people feeling 
pitted against each other as they are encouraged to compete for school achievements. 
This may well contribute to a perception that others prioritise their own achievement over 
caring for others. Indeed, in some cases the prioritisation of ‘self-interest’ might even be 
framed as social and ‘natural’.  

https://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/united-in-compassion
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As schools attempt to shape the behaviour they want from children, “good” behaviours are 
often incentivised with prizes and privileges, while “bad” behaviours are discouraged 
through punishments and exclusion. It has long been known that extrinsic rewards can 
undermine intrinsic motivation48 yet in the quest to influence behaviour, extrinsic incentives 
are often used. Prizes and rewards can trigger pro-social and pro-environmental 
(compassionate) acts in the short term, but they are a poor strategy to motivate long term 
commitment to compassionate values and behaviour. When compassionate behaviours 
(i.e. helping others and nature) are incentivised through extrinsic rewards, children learn 
that compassionate behaviours “should” be rewarded which can leave them less likely to 
engage in them when they are not. It conveys an underlying assumption that young 
people are inherently self-interested and won’t be intrinsically motivated to engage in 
activities that help others and nature. It can also lead to suspicion that others are only 
behaving in compassionate ways because they are going to obtain some personal gain.  

Perhaps the underlying messages from our culture and education system that we are not 
naturally compassionate might help to explain the scepticism directed towards those who 
openly display genuine compassion. They are treated with suspicion and often derogatorily 
labelled as “do-gooders”, “woke” or accused of “virtue-signalling”. 

Of course, not all schools actively aim to promote self-interest values, and many go to 
great lengths to promote values of kindness, equality, open-mindedness and citizenship. 
But all are constrained by the creeping marketisation of the education system. Schools are 
increasingly forced to compete for resources through rating systems that overwhelmingly 
value academic achievement over broader measures of a young person’s development. 
This can hinder and sometimes contradict a schools’ desire to promote compassionate 
values. 

Overall, there seems to be a disconnect between the values promoted by schools and the 
values that educators would like to see prioritised. A recent survey by Reboot the Future 
found that educators perceived the most important values to be promoted in the current 
school system were conformity and achievement49. However, the values those same 
educators said they most wanted to see promoted by schools – in order to equip students 
for the future – were values to build supportive communities. Strikingly, fewer than 2% of 
respondents thought that the current education system promoted values to build 
supportive communities and make others happy.  

Global Action Plan’s white paper “Values to Transform our World” outlines a framework for 
educators to promote the values and goals that will be essential in protecting their 
wellbeing, promoting youth social action, and equipping young people to confront climate 
breakdown and shape a society that thrives within our planet’s boundaries. Find out more: 
https://www.transform-our-
world.org/files/values_to_transform_our_world_white_paper.pdf 

There is also wide concern that young people are not being equipped with the skills they 
will need for the reality of the future they will face. Young people are worried about the 
climate and ecological crisis and don’t feel they are being educated with the knowledge 
and skills they will need to cope with this uncertain future.  
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Global Action Plan are supporting educators to help their students learn about and take 
action on the ecological crisis in ways that reinforce long-term compassionate values and 
action. Our Transform Our World platform is a teacher rated resource hub to help teachers 
bring environmental education into the classroom. Find out more: https://www.transform-
our-world.org/ 

3. Excessive Advertising that glamorises self-interest.  

Advertising promotes the idea that being “successful” is ultimately equated with having 
more for myself, rather than helping others. Brands aimed at young people tap into the 
currency of “cool” which can place pressure on children to have the “right” clothes, trainers, 
and phones to be liked and to fit in. It tells young girls that it is normal for them to be pre-
occupied with how they look; that shopping for make-up, hair products and clothes is just 
how girls ought to be spending their time and money. For boys, it tells them it is normal to 
aspire to afford expensive designer brands that show others you’ve “made it”. It is, 
perhaps, unsurprising that young people view other young people as more self-interested 
than compassionate when they are bombarded with messages telling them that what they 
own and how they look is what is most important.  

As children spend more time online, where there are no limits to the volume of advertising 
that can be put in front of them on their screen, they are an increasingly easy audience to 
reach. Children and young people are being targeted in increasingly sophisticated ways 
with adverts tailored to them based on large amounts of sensitive personal information, 
with ad-tech companies holding, on average, 72 million data points on a child by the time 
they turn 13.50  

Global Action Plan are concerned about the impact advertising (especially online 
advertising) is having on young people’s mental wellbeing; an entire generation is being 
targeted with messages promoting materialistic values and goals as a route to happiness 
when research shows it is a route to poorer mental wellbeing51. There are environmental 
consequences too. Advertising is effective, it drives consumer behaviours that can result in 
high levels of waste, pollution, litter and greenhouse gas emissions, especially in high 
income nations where consumerist spending is reaching extreme levels. 

Global Action Plan are campaigning for an end to targeted advertising to under 
18’s with our Stop Targeted Advertising To Kids (STAK) coalition. To find out more go 
to: globalactionplan.org.uk/stop-targeted-advertising-to-kids 

https://www.transform-our-world.org/
https://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/compassion-not-consumerism/stop-targeted-advertising-to-kids
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4. A Negatively skewed media that normalises self-interest 

Every day the media bombards us with stories of murder, terrorism, government 
corruption, war and disease. It is packaged together as the “news”. The stories that are 
deemed news-worthy are mostly stories that reflect the worst of humanity. The stories of 
the countless acts of kindness and mutual aid that take place every day; of neighbours 
helping neighbours, and the 1 billion volunteers52 who give their time to good causes 
helping people, animals, and nature don’t make it to our screens because they are so 
ordinary they are not deemed worthy of “news”. The adage “if it bleeds it leads” sums up 
the approach to journalism that has become the norm.  

Bad news grabs our attention as it taps into our natural bias to pay more attention to 
negative information than to positive53. This bias was important for our survival – if we’d 
paid more attention to a pretty sunset than to a lion about to eat us, we wouldn’t have 
lasted long as a species. But in the modern world of 24-hour news, this leaves us with a 
skewed picture of what is normal. Our natural negativity bias combined with a shift 
towards click-bait media reporting the worst of humanity leaves us with an understandably 
bleak view of our fellow humans.  

But it doesn’t have to be this way. When the media gave time to positive stories- 
outpourings of mutual aid, clapping for carers, and charity fundraisers- at the height of the 
coronavirus pandemic we started to have a more hopeful view of each other. A recent UK 
survey of 10,000 people conducted by More in Common asked respondents if they 
believed that “people look out for each other more than they are just out for themselves”.54 
The percentage of people who believed this to be true in February 2020 (before the 
pandemic) was just 24%. By May 2020 (at the height of the pandemic) the percentage had 
leaped to 62%. This provides a powerful illustration of what happens when compassionate 
values are activated and reinforced in society and the media. 

Environmental campaigners can also (understandably) fall into the trap of painting humans 
as being inherently destructive, offering stark statistics that paint dystopian visions of the 
future awaiting us hoping to galvanise action. But when it comes to motivating action on 
social and environmental causes, research shows that people are more likely to engage 
with them when they hear positive, hopeful, yet urgent stories about them.55. They need to 
be able to picture solutions and believe that positive change is possible and achievable. 
Importantly, they need to believe that their fellow humans care too and will take action with 
them to create a better world.  

At Global Action Plan we wanted to challenge the frequent portrayal of the future as a 
bleak place and re-imagine it with hope. We don't believe that we should give up on our 
planet or each other. We want to see this hope - of a planet worth saving, a future worth 
believing in and people coming together to make it happen - portrayed on screen. 
Alongside the UK’s favourite filmmaker Richard Curtis, we launched our Flickers of the Future 
competition, inviting young filmmakers to create positive stories of a different future where 
people and planet thrive. Find out more at Flickers.earth  

https://www.globalactionplan.org.uk/flickers-of-the-future
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5. A lack of urgency and action from politicians, world 
leaders and businesses to protect people and planet  

The landmark speech from James Hansen to the US Congress explaining that the burning 
of fossil fuels was driving climate breakdown was given in 1988. Yet global CO2 emissions 
continue to rise year after year. Global temperatures have already risen by 1.2°C since pre-
industrial times and could rise by up to 4°C by the end of the century. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (the IPCC) have clearly warned that warming 
above 1.5°C will lead to catastrophic consequences56. And yet, even if the pledges to cut 
emissions under the Paris Agreement are met, global temperatures are likely to rise by 
around 3.2°C by the end of the century. The consequences of this will be rising sea levels 
leaving whole countries like Bangladesh and the Maldives underwater, and cities like New 
York, Miami, Rio and Osaka permanently flooded. There will be extreme droughts leading 
to food and water shortages. All of which will lead to unprecedented numbers of refugees 
and political instability.  

Young people are all too aware of the causes and consequences of climate change. They 
are anxious about their futures and angry with politicians, businesses and world leaders 
for their lack of urgency and action to prevent it57. They are understandably confused as to 
why so little progress has been made when we have known for nearly half a century that 
human civilisation is threatened by climate change. Is it any wonder they might conclude 
that adults don’t care about the planet?  

In addition to the lack of progress on climate and ecological breakdown, young people are 
also growing up at a time when financial inequality is increasing. Although billions of 
people have been lifted out of the most dire poverty58, 43.6% of the world’s population still 
live on less than US $5.50 per day59, and the gap between the incomes of people in the 
global north and the global south has tripled in size in 1960.60 The rich are getting richer 
than ever before and in 2019 the world’s billionaires, only 2,153 people, had more wealth 
than the poorest 4.6 billion people combined.61 Inequality is deepening within countries 
too, for example The High Pay Centre reported that in 202062, the median pay for the top 
CEOs is about 120 times that of the typical UK worker, compared to 20 times in the early 
1980s. When young people in the UK are witnessing a steep rise in people using food 
banks and seeing UNICEF step in to feed UK children during the COVID-19 pandemic63, is it 
any wonder they perceive governments as not caring about people? 

The same politicians and world leaders who claim to be committed to reducing emissions 
and protecting wildlife also campaign on promises of more ecologically damaging 
industrial growth – building more roads, new airport terminals, and continuing to subsidise 
fossil fuels. They cut welfare budgets for the poor and give tax cuts to the rich. Alongside 
the mismatch of words and actions by governments, we see businesses who claim to care 
about people and planet continue to outsource their manufacturing to countries where 
labour is cheap, working conditions are poor, and environmental regulations are weak. 
World leaders from the wealthiest countries who claim to be leading the charge to solve 
global inequality use their influence over global institutions to impose unfair structures that 
benefit their own nations and disadvantage smaller and poorer nations.64  
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Global Action Plan are supporting young people to have their voices heard and to hold 
leaders to account for the promises they make. We must not let politicians, businesses and 
world leaders off the hook when their words and actions don’t match.  

During the week that COP26 would have taken place, had it not been cancelled due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Global Action Plan brought schools from around the UK together to 
host a Youth Climate Summit. In bringing together young people from across the UK who 
are committed to taking action, the Youth Climate Summit demonstrated how critical the 
climate emergency is to young people, and sent a clear message about the expectations 
they have of politicians, world leaders and businesses who have the power to do so much 
more. Find out more here: transform-our-world.org/about-the-youth-climate-summit-2020 

Conclusion 

The reasons that young people perceive others to be self-interested are clearly deep-
rooted and complex and we do not attempt to cover all the historical, socio-economic and 
cultural factors that influence young people to feel this way in this report. But we can see 
that they are growing up in a world that assumes others are more self-interested than 
compassionate; a world that normalises and incentivises self-interest over compassion.  

We want to show young people that compassion is the norm, not the niche.  

We must help young people feel less alone in their concern for people and planet. It is 
essential that they feel part of a supportive movement that includes their friends, teachers, 
parents and neighbours as well as a wide network of their peers across the globe. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has shown that change can happen quickly, that communities can 
pull together to look after each other, that governments can find money to spend on urgent 
problems when they need to, that businesses can step up to look after people. Young 
people know that a post-pandemic society can be better than the one that preceded it and 
they want to help create it. The results of our research show that a vital step in empowering 
young people to create a better world is to unite them in their compassion. We want it to 
be the first step and the priority.  

https://www.transform-our-world.org/about-the-youth-climate-summit-2020
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Appendices 

Appendix A- t-tests for the difference between young people’s 
own adjusted-compassionate values score and the adjusted 
compassionate values scores for their perception of other 
young people’s values.  

 UK Turkey 

 Mean adjusted 

compassionate 
value score 

T Test Is there a 

statistically 
significant 
difference? 

Mean Adjusted 

compassionate 
value score 

T Test Is there a 

statistically 
significant 
difference? 

All 
ages  

Own = .98 

Others = .30 

t(500) = 10.43,  
p = .00 

Yes Own = .90 

Others = -.26 

t(416) = 13.75,  
p = .00 

Yes 

7-10 Others = .68 t(37) = 1.33,  
p = .19 

No Others = .58 t(50) = 1.63,  
p = .11. 

No 

11-13 Others = .50 t(375) = 4.86,  
p = .00 

Yes Others = .14 t(181) = 6.51,  
p = .00 

Yes 

14-15 Others = .04 t(275) = 8.88,  
p = .00 

Yes Others = -.68 t(91) = 10.17,  
p = .00 

Yes 

16-18 Others = -.07 t(48) = 5.14,  
p = .00 

Yes Others = -1.07 t(92) = 18.60,  
p = .00 

Yes 

Appendix B - Independent sample t-tests for significant 
differences between the mean adjusted compassionate 
values scores for others between different age groups in the 
UK and Turkey 

Age groups UK Is there a significant 

difference between 
these age groups  

Turkey Is there a significant 

difference in between 
these age groups 

7-10 and 11-13 
year olds 

t(270) = .73,  
p = .47 

No t(230) = 1.79,  
p = .08 

No 
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11-13 and 14-15 
year olds 

t(419) = 3.58,  
p = .00 

Yes t(271) = 4.17,  
p = .00. 

Yes 

14-15 and 16-18 
year olds 

t(226) = .53,  
p = .60 

No t(183) = 2.08,  
p = .00 

Yes 
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