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This perspective article is divided between the account of an emerging youth political activist,
Katelyn Higgins, and the subsequent collaborative research project she coordinated. After
10 years of experience in youth political action, Higgins worked with co-authors to develop a
qualitative study to explore the processes underlying youth influence over local
environmental policymaking. We present findings from that study to supplement her
perspective. The study supported fourth and fifth grade teachers by offering a marine
debris curriculum which encouraged students to share their knowledge with local
community members through environmental activism events. At the first event, students
aged 8–10 presented at a town hall meeting; we interviewed 16 adults in attendance. The
second “event” was a series of video PSAs (Public Service Announcements) in which
students from across the state of North Carolina, United States, explained the harms of
marine debris. Those PSAs were emailed to local officials; we conducted follow-up
interviews with two officials. Four themes emerged to characterize how adults
responded to youth environmental activism: young people were inspiring; adults want to
support young people; and adults view young people as able to provide leadership for local
action and challenge the establishment. Youth leaders and those looking to support them
should be encouraged by these results, as they suggest adults, including local public
officials, consider youth voices valuable and uniquely situated to foster productive political
processes for addressing marine debris. Future research should continue to explore the
degree to which positive feelings expressed by adults translate to action.
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INTRODUCTION

Youth political activism around environmental challenges has become globally prominent. From
local action in childhood hometowns to international school strikes supporting climate action led by
15-year-old Greta Thunberg, young people are taking leadership roles in politics (Marris, 2019). For
many young people, environmental activism—taking steps to inspire actions among others (Arnold
et al., 2009)—begins within their families or close friends (Ballantyne et al., 2001; Williams et al.,
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2017; Lawson et al., 2019). For instance, young people start
conversations among family and friends after learning about
environmental issues in classrooms (Walker, 2016). Beyond
these initial conversations, young people participate in formal
activism events such as attending school strikes (García-Albacete,
2014), taking on leadership roles within organizations and
communities (Zeldin et al., 2013), and both running for and
winning public offices at increasing rates (Eichen, 2018).

Recent research regarding young people in political spheres
suggests they can inspire change among adults; however, research
is needed to understand the mechanisms of this influence, and
whether the influence translates to action. Evidence suggests that
adults hold positive perceptions of youth roles in formal political
spheres (Thew, 2018), and that youth influence their parent’s views
on controversial issues despite partisan divides (Bloemraad andTrost,
2008) through intergenerational learning (Duvall and Zint, 2007;
Lawson et al., 2019). These supportive parental responses, however,
may operate more as platitudes stifling social and cognitive unease
presented by youth activism than as precursors to actively supporting
policy change (O’Brien et al., 2018). Fortunately, emerging research
suggests youth activism can promote behavior and policy change in
some contexts including climate change (Haynes and Tanner, 2015)
and marine debris (Hartley et al., 2021). Though little research has
explored the mechanisms for this process, several studies posit that
young people may activate common values of wanting the best for
future generations (Lawson et al., 2019), and so may be uniquely
equipped to galvanize environmental action. In this paper, we
contextualize descriptions of Higgins’ development and experience
as an environmental activist with primary qualitative research to shed
light on the role of young people in political processes associated with
responding to the environmental issue of marine debris. The
supporting qualitative content was driven by the question “what
factors contribute to positive adult responses to youth environmental
activism, and what are those responses?”

Personal Perspective From a Youth
Environmental Activist
Consistent with evidence demonstrating that young people can
influence parents and family members (Ballantyne et al., 2001;
Williams et al., 2017; Lawson et al., 2019), Higgins’ first steps
toward environmental activism started at home. Starting around
age 10, Higgins studied energy conservation, renewable energy, and
water pollution, and shared her discoveries with family members
around the dinner table. Adults in her family began discussing their
collective energy demands and how they could make small
improvements in their home. They decided to reduce energy
waste, prioritize carpooling, and prioritize environmental issues
when evaluating political candidates. Many of Higgins’ memories
at her grandparents’ house include the use of single-use plastic cups
and plastic water bottles, yet after years of familial encouragement
from their granddaughter, there has not been a single-use cup or
water bottle in their home for over 5 years. They often call their
granddaughter for her advice on environmentally responsible
purchasing decisions, including their switch to hybrid vehicles.

Higgins also saw the same intergenerational learning occur
among the youth she mentored. Higgins worked as a counselor at

the LoveA Sea Turtle (LAST) outdoor summer education camp for
8 years, where she fostered confidence and action-oriented traits
among younger campers. Several years later, Higgins ran into one
of her former campers and their family in the grocery store.
Immediately, the mother of the former camper jokingly chided
Higgins, saying, “Thanks to you, we can’t use any plastic in our
home anymore, we always refuse straws at restaurants, and I can no
longer sendmy kids’ school lunches with zip lock bags in them” (K.
Higgins, personal communication, 2014). Although the nature of
the conversation was convivial, the undertones were significant:
Higgins realized that her influence on the LAST camper had led to
subsequent intergenerational learning outcomes for that camper’s
parents and their associated environmental behaviors. These
personal anecdotes reflect research suggesting intergenerational
learning shifts familial attitudes and behaviors on environmental
issues including water pollution (Uzzell, 1994), air pollution, litter
(Ballantyne et al., 2001), and climate change (Lawson et al., 2019).

Higgins decided to expand her efforts into community action.
At 16, she was selected as one of the 15 inaugural members of the
EarthEcho International Youth Leadership Council, which
galvanized her interest in more formal environmental political
activism. Her youth council peers introduced state bills to require
installation of solar panels on new buildings, demonstrating to
Higgins that youth political participation was possible. Later that
year, she traveled to Washington, DC, where she and other youth
council members made Congressional visits where Senators
showed interest in what the youth councilmembers had to say.
These interactions solidified Higgins’ belief that politicians would
be willing to talk to and authentically engage with young people.

Energized by her trip to Washington, DC, Higgins began to
incorporatemore formal political activism into her efforts with LAST.
She began by helping to develop a water quality testing classroom at a
local park, where visitors could engage in an international citizen
science project. Higgins promoted opening day to community
leaders, the town mayor, and multiple news outlets. At that
formal opening, the mayor of Greenville, North Carolina
announced a proclamation1 that World Water Monitoring Day
would be a city holiday each year. Fueled by this success, Higgins
took another trip to Washington DC with LAST the following
summer. Armed with evidence, research, talking points, and a
fervor often unique to young people, she organized a meeting on
seismic blasting and offshore drilling with the environmental advisor
to her state Senator, Thom Tillis. At the time, President Trump was
suggesting offshore drilling on the coast of North Carolina and
Senator Thom Tillis had expressed support for the plans
(Hotakainen, 2018). The conversation was difficult—the young
people did not feel as though they were connecting with the
environmental advisor to their Senator. However, despite not
seeing eye-to-eye in their initial meeting, shortly thereafter, Thom
Tillis reversed his stance on offshore drilling in NC (Cama, 2019).

Higgins is now leveraging her college years to learn more
about the mechanisms of youth influence over adults. In one of

1Greenville, North Carolina World Water Monitoring Day Proclamation Day:
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v�1856624627704390 (accessed April 10,
2021).
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her first classes, she read several papers documenting
intergenerational learning (e.g., Lawson et al., 2018) and began
the undergraduate research project assessing efficacy of youth-led
efforts to impact marine debris policy described below.

METHODS: YOUTH POLITICAL ACTIVISM
STUDY

We completed a qualitative study to investigate adult responses to
both in-person (e.g., presentations at town hall meetings) and
virtual (e.g., video public service announcement [PSAs]) political
activism delivered by fourth and fifth grade students (students
aged 8–10) during 2018–2020. The activism events focused on
marine debris in North Carolina, United States. Guided by the
question, “what factors contribute to positive adult responses to
youth environmental activism, and what are those responses,” we
were interested in reactions to the presentation by both voters and
local officials—including changes in attitudes and/or action—as
well as how the presentations influenced adults’ views on youth
roles in political processes. As our aim was to provide context for
Higgins’ experience, we chose to capture immediate, initial
reactions from adults with intercept interviews. Below we
summarize our research methods, on which we expand in
Supplementary Appendix 1.

Interview Protocol
We used a qualitative approach (O’Leary, 2017) to explore local
officials’ (n � 4) and community adult (n � 14) perceptions of
young people in public political spheres. One-on-one, semi-
structured interviews began with open-ended, primary
prompts that allowed participants to drive the conversation
(O’Leary, 2017) (Table 1).

Student Presentations
Students designed and carried out activism events as part of a
year-long marine debris curriculum. Grounded in pedagogical
strategies designed to maximize students’ competence (Mitra,
2004; Zeldin, 2004), self-confidence, and agency (Bandura, 1989),
the curriculum included background information on marine
debris, hands-on explorations of marine debris impacts, and
civic engagement activities such as creating either video PSAs
or conducting in-person community events2. One in-person
presentation to a Board of Commissioners in Fuquay-Varina,
NC (February 2020) occurred before response to the COVID-19

pandemic forced the students to focus on PSAs. At the board
meeting, the young people wanted their community officials to
learn about the marine debris issue and develop community
ordinances to reduce sources of marine debris. Students gave each
board member a white board and marker, and requested that the
board members respond with their guesses for how long it takes
various items to break down in the ocean, displaying their
answers to local meeting attendees (n � 75+). The highly
erroneous responses provided the students an engaging and
comedic platform from which to discuss the issue. Students
designed and delivered the presentation. Students also created
a logo and slogan, “A Dash More Fantastic, We Use Less Plastic,”
based on their town’s own official tagline, “A Dash More,” and
then used the town hall meeting to garner support for it. Students
envisioned the logo as a way for businesses to display their
support for marine debris solutions with a sign or sticker in
their storefront window. Through this process, the students
provided concrete solutions to the marine debris issue in their
own community and called on their officials and community
members to take action. Subsequent follow-up activism efforts
included contacting local businesses to encourage use of the logo,
and other students developing 37 total PSAs across the entire
state of North Carolina (see YouTube link3), which we direct-
emailed to local officials. As with the in-person event, students
designed and delivered the PSAs, with support from teachers. A
review of video PSAs points to similar goals—to educate viewers
on the issue and inspire action.

Data Collection
We recruited participants through intercept sampling at the in-
person event (i.e., directly approaching town hall participants), or
via email invitation for the video PSAs. We conducted 16
intercept interviews at the in-person event and two phone
interviews with local officials who viewed the online PSAs. All
participants were given pseudonyms.

Data Analysis
We analyzed all transcripts using NVivo software, Version 12 Pro
(QSR International, 1999). Prior to conducting the interviews, we
created a coding framework based on existing literature related to
adult attitudes toward youth political activism (Derr et al., 2018;
Payne and Hart, 2020). We shaped themes and subthemes by
iterative cycles of analysis, as the authors read over the transcripts
for word repetition, explored context and usage of certain
concepts and words, and examined the interconnections
therein (O’Leary, 2017).

TABLE 1 | Primary questions used for interviews with informants who either attended an in-person youth-led civic engagement event or watched a youth-developed PSA
video on marine debris.

1. Why are you here today?
2. What are your reactions to the event?
3. How do you perceive the roles of youth in solving environmental challenges in your community?

2Duke University Marine Lab, Community Science Team’s Marine Debris
curriculum: https://sites.duke.edu/communityscience/files/2020/06/DUML-
Marine-Debris-Curriculum2020.pdf (accessed April 14, 2021).

3PSA videos affiliated with this project: https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UCDi6GpY4b1RIEYw_H8OcXvA (accessed April 10, 2021).
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FINDINGS

Four central themes emerged around adult responses to youth
activism. Informants reported that young people were inspiring,
that they wanted to support young people, that they viewed young
people as able to provide leadership for local action, and that
young people could effectively challenge the establishment.
Informants perceived young people to be change-makers and
referred nearly unanimously to them as “the future.” Many
informants also took note of how informed, empowered, and
solutions-oriented the students were, with comments such as
“Young people can not only teach adults, but teach other young
people lifelong habits for environmental sustainability.” Even the
Mayor commented publicly on the leadership and inspiration
displayed by the students at the end of the event by saying to
everyone in the room, “We’ve got to use things sensibly. I think it’s
a little bit deeper than just plastics. ’Where do we want our world to
be 50 years from now?’ ... We learned a lesson today from our
young people.”

Youth Are Inspiring
Young people were described as inspirational as they build hope
in the future. Josh said, “If they [the young people] can bring
awareness to what’s going on today and make a small change,
maybe that can make a big change in the future.”While reflecting
on the town hall event, Cassie told us, “When you’re older, you
forget at that age how passionate you can be about something and
you can tell they really weren’t just reading the script, they were
really into it.” Informants described young people as inspirational
leaders repeatedly:

“I feel like they are going to be the leaders in
environmental change, and they’re doing a great job
already in an elementary school.”—Mike, Town Hall
Event.

“It’s very important because they’re learning at a young
age what would impact them and the environment, so I
would think, definitely, they have a voice even now at
this young age, and I think it’s wonderful.”—Brian,
Town Hall Event.

“They’re passionate enough about it that they are
standing up here in front of a room packed full of
adults that they don’t know.”—Jocelyn, Town Hall
Event.

“This is going to be a mission for them in the future so
it’s awesome that they’re starting now.”—Alexis, Town
Hall Event.

“And then they can start influencing their parents and
their own [families’] purchasing to make those changes
. . . so I think they are [family] influencers, and then also
getting involved within their
communities.”—Stephanie, PSA video.

“I guess just being young, you have the mindset that you
want to hear what they have to say.”—Maria, TownHall
Event.

Adults Want to Support Youth
Informants reported wanting to help young people because they
were future leaders, and “the ones that have the ideas, they’re
flexible and open to being those change-makers.” Informants also
noted a desire to support the young activists educationally and
emotionally. Brian said, “If they learn this stuff now, hopefully it’ll
carry on throughout their adult life.” Lauren supported that idea
by saying that the best thing adults can do to support young
people is to, “I mean—simply—that’s the best thing I can say is:
continue their education.” Emotional support and encouragement
were also mentioned multiple times. Matt noted, “It was very
important for them [the youth] to feel as if they were being heard”
and went on to elaborate, “I think it was good for them to be in this
venue to present that, because it made a connection to them in the
future about government and [officials] being willing to listen.”

Youth Can Provide Leadership for Local
Action
Adults believed that young people could provide leadership for
local action by being spokespeople on partisan issues. After
watching the PSA videos, Katie explained, “I really do think
that the voice of young people in this [politics] is so important
because there’s such a divide between old policymakers and
legislators.” Similarly, Maria described youth as being trusted
messengers, saying, “I thought they did a very well-prepared job,
and I probably listened to them more than I would if it was some
older people up there,” which Mike echoed with, “. . . hearing their
statistics, I’ll probably make a lot more effort to use reusable bags
and take other steps to keep stuff out of the landfill.” Similarly,
young people were described as providing leadership needed for
action with comments such as, “I really view young people as
leaders and passionate committed leaders that clearly are informed
. . . and are passionate about the environment, not only for
humans.” Dawn described the young people as communicators
doing “. . .a great job of presenting some severe problems that we’re
faced with in the future.”

Several informants applauded the students’ solutions-oriented
approach that included a “seal” that students designed for
restaurants or local businesses to display confirming their
commitment to reduce single-use plastic. “Having the symbol
posted at the restaurants that they happen to be straw optional or
paper straw to get the awareness [out] there” came up for multiple
informants.

“I think they can have a big impact, especially the more voices
that are heard from the community, not only to the elected
officials, but for private businesses as consumers . . . I think it can
be impactful in that way because you can make a choice on a
vendor or business based on some of their policies if those things
are important to you.”—John, Town Hall Event.

“I think that’s kind of the key to changing things letting these
kids know . . . their voice can make changes in their small
community, like the signs they’re talking about at
restaurants.”—Jocelyn, Town Hall Event.

“They’ve got some of the businesses around here to recognize
it as well!”—Brian, Town Hall Event.
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Youth Can Challenge the Establishment
There was an overwhelmingly positive response to the students
“challenging” their Board of Commissioners in-person at the
town hall event. Respondents found the white board activity
informative and engaging. Informants said:

“I thought they were challenging to the board and asking good
questions, and I thought it got a good response from everybody
. . . They did a good job making points and actually challenging
the elected officials, so it was comical—I thought they did a great
job.”—Lauren, Town Hall Event.

“[I liked] all of the facts, and I think the questions to the
commissioners themselves was very impactful because they [the
commissioners] were way off-base for most of them.”—Chloe,
Town Hall Event.

“I like the statistics [on] how long things take to break
down—that really helps to give it scale.”—Mike, Town Hall
Event.

“I thought it was very creative, the way they asked questions of
the town council.”—John, Town Hall Event.

DISCUSSION

It should perhaps come as no surprise that young people are
inspirational, able to capture the emotional and educational
support of adults, and can be viewed as leaders towards
positive change despite their young age. The young people in
our study were operating in formal adult spheres (i.e., town hall
meetings and PSAs targeting community officials), but youth
broadly are approaching systemic change both from within and
outside of the system itself (Rickford, 2016). For instance, young
people are presently standing on the frontlines with the
DREAMers, March for Our Lives, the International
Indigenous Youth Council, and the Black Lives Matter
movements, largely driving calls for systemic change around a
host of issues (Hogan, 2019). Our study provides one additional
account of how youth activism can engender positive responses
from adults within local political systems. Our results suggest that
when young people engage in local environmental politics (e.g.,
town halls) or grassroots campaigns (e.g., video PSAs), adults
seem prepared to respond with support, trust, and change, even if
they did not immediately respond with a pledge for action.

The receptiveness of the adults in this study to youth-led
environmental activism holds promise for both young people and
communities. With the direct adult support of youth-led
initiatives, young people may feel empowered in their
communities, as the young people in this study were after
playfully challenging local officials. This type of youth-led
environmental activism can help youth influence their own
futures (Kirshner, 2015), particularly when it inspires a
nurturing response from community adults like Matt who said
his efforts to “. . . [make] a connection to them . . . about
government and [officials] being willing to listen,” reflected his
desire to promote future civic activism among youth. Further, we
found evidence that adults looked to the opinions of young people
in their community for direction on how to prepare for the future
and preserve it for coming generations. This is consistent with

recent research that shows when young people are empowered
and have high levels of agency, their concrete policy suggestions
are generally well-received by adults (Thew, 2018). In short,
evidence supports that young people benefit from
environmental activism (Chawla and Cushing, 2007; Kirshner,
2015), and that this activism is shaping adult environmental
perceptions (this study; Lawson et al., 2019; Hartley et al., 2021).
This study is consistent with these findings, suggesting that
meaningful civic education for young people (Brodie-
McKenzie, 2020) can empower, support, and amplify the
voices of young people, and help young people and adults
alike move towards becoming better citizens.

Positive adult responses to activism among young people may
backfire when it occurs without corresponding changes in adult
behavior and policy action (Silberman, 2018). Civically engaged
young people (e.g., Greta Thunberg) report feeling dismayed that
transformative social change in the form of political or
environmental impact is not taking shape (Payne and Hart,
2020). In fact, Thunberg herself recently expressed
disappointment that her environmental initiatives did not
seem to be making an impact in subsequent political action
(Payne and Hart, 2020). Translating individual officials’
support for young peoples’ activism into policy change is
challenging and faces barriers including partisan gridlock
(Iyengar and Westwood, 2015). However, young people can
promote officials’ support for specific policies (Hartley et al.,
2021), a critical step between supporting the ideas of young
people and enacting policy. In this study, policy did follow the
event, as the town where the students conducted their in-person
civic engagement event adopted a plastic reduction policy
eliminating the use of plastic bags for yard debris and loose-
leaf collection four months after the event (Fuquay-Varina, 2020).
Like with Higgins’ experience with Senator Tillis changing his
stance on off-shore drilling, we cannot be sure that student
presentations directly caused the policy change, but the timing
is encouraging. We are hopeful that our preliminary findings
from this work and future studies in this arena will solidify
evidence that youth-led civic engagement and environmental
activism can inspire adults to address marine debris (Hogan,
2019).

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

We acknowledge several limitations of this study related to its
design and timing. First, Higgins’ perspective as a youth
environmental activist when she was the same age as the
student presenters in this project could have impacted the
interview process, as well as reading, coding, and thematic
analysis of the transcripts, which we ameliorated by closely
following interview protocols and iteratively collaborating on
data analysis as a research team. Second, although intercept
interviews capture adults’ immediate reactions to hearing from
youth activists, this method may have introduced some degree of
social desirability bias (Leggett et al., 2003). However, youth
activists have reported feeling as though they are taken less
seriously due to their age, not more seriously (Prothero, 2019),
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so positive reactions to young peoples’ activism among adults in
this study are encouraging. Third, contextual factors related to
responses to COVID-19 likely shaped our results. Though more
in-person civic engagement events were planned, all but one were
cancelled. Similarly, social conditions related to the pandemic
likely shaped the relative importance of marine debris and the
willingness to spend time reviewing PSAs about marine debris
among communitymembers and local officials alike. Additionally,
considering that political engagement research is rapidly changing
(Garcia-Albacere, 2014; Theocaris and Van Deth, 2017), future
research should continue to explore mechanisms of youth
influence on adults in other contexts, particularly identifying
contexts where support for young peoples’ activism translates
to policy change. This research may include studies that employ
more theoretically- and hypothesis-driven analyses than in this
perspective piece. For instance, future studies may consider
drawing on social constructivist traditions (Vygotsky, 1978)
and communication research including the importance of
framing and trusted messengers (Nisbet, 2009). Youth voices
may resonate with adult audiences based on a frame with
shared cultural understandings (Benford and Snow, 2000), such
as promoting a better future for children to inherit. Similarly,
future research could compare efficacy of messages from youth vs.
adult messengers.

CONCLUSION

Youth leaders and those looking to support them should be
encouraged by these results, as they suggest adults, including
local public officials, consider youth voices valuable and uniquely
situated to foster productive political processes for addressing
marine debris. As history submits, and as Higgins has seen from
personal experience as a young environmental activist coupled with
her work as an undergraduate research assistant, young people may
be the unsung leaders of the environmental policy movement.
Although they cannot vote, they can and do influence their
households, communities, and local governments. Empowering
young people means that we do not have to wait for them to
grow up to see change; they can lead us now, and voters and policy
makers say they will listen. After all, our elected officials are charged
with enabling the self-proclaimed ideal of “liberty and justice for all,”
wherein “all” includes the young people in their charge (Hogan,
2019). The time is now for all of us, but especially our local officials
and communities, to start moving towards environmental solutions
in which our local young people are boldly leading the way.
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