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The broader importance of #FridaysForFuture
The #FridaysForFuture campaign has prompted unprecedented numbers of youth to join the climate movement 
around the world. This growing movement is important beyond its potential impact on climate policy because it is 
creating a cohort of citizens who will be active participants in democracy.

Dana R. Fisher

During the week of 15 March 2019, 
more than 1.6 million young 
people participated in the youth 

climate strike on all seven continents. 
This international day-of-action built on 
the efforts of young activists, like Greta 
Thunberg and Alexandria Villasenor, to 
mobilize young people to walk out of  
school to fight for the climate and for  
their future1. A second climate strike has 
been called for May, and is expected to 
rally even more participants. The young 
participants in #FridaysForFuture  
(https://www.fridaysforfuture.org) and its  
reluctant spokesperson have received 
support from scientists around the world1,2 
and attracted substantial media attention. 
Although most of these students are too 
young to have a say in who leads their 
countries or even to participate fully in 
their respective political systems3, they 
have chosen to skip school with a punchy 
soundbite that “going to school begins  
to be pointless” with the climate  
crisis looming.

The goal of #FridaysforFuture is for 
young people to compel their governments 
to take meaningful political action to 
address climate change. It builds on a range 
of tactics — such as sit-ins, walkouts, strikes 
and die-ins — that have been used by social 
movements for decades (for an overview, 
see ref. 4). It also builds on the momentum 
of the broader climate movement, which 
has coordinated protests and activism 
around the world since the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change 
was drafted at the so-called Earth Summit in 
Rio de Janiero in 1992 (refs. 5–7). Although 
youth have played a limited role in previous 
climate activism, with the advent of these 
climate strikes, they have joined the climate 
movement en masse. With young people 
around the world repeatedly walking out of 

school to protest the slow pace of climate 
policymaking, we must recognize that the 
importance of these days of action is the 
action itself.

Climate activism as civic engagement
As scholars of democracy tell us again-and-
again, civic participation (including many 
forms of activism, protest and even striking 
from school) is a very important component 
of a healthy democracy8. This form of 
governance only works correctly when 
individual citizens contribute, by taking 
notice, voting and participating in other 
ways. Accordingly, regardless of whether 
these young people’s efforts are successful 
in achieving their stated goals, this growing 
movement will have substantial and 
important consequences around the world 
as it facilitates more active participants  
in democracy.

Despite research reporting that young 
people were less civically engaged and 
less involved in politics overall in the first 

decade-and-a-half of the twenty-first 
century3,9,10, more recent studies have found 
young people to be increasingly engaged 
in electoral politics11 and specific types 
of activism12,13, which include events like 
#FridaysforFuture. We know from research 
on civic engagement over the life-course 
that people who become engaged at a 
younger age are more likely to stay engaged 
in volunteerism and politics throughout 
their lives14. The research on social 
movements comes to similar conclusions 
focusing on the ‘biographical consequences 
of activism’15, or what Giugni considers 
to be the unintended social and cultural 
effects of activism16. In other words, when 
young people participate in activism, they 
become better citizens for life.

Not only do young people who get 
involved stay involved, but activism 
and civic engagement are contagious. 
Young people are very susceptible to 
peer influences when it comes to civic 
participation and activism17. Moreover, 
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consistent with accounts of how Greta 
Thurnberg’s activism led her parents to 
change their behaviours18, studies have 
found that when youth participate in 
activism, it is associated with their parents 
also getting more involved19. As such, one 
of the unexpected consequences of the 
#FridaysforFuture movement is that these 
young activists’ parents are likely to become 
more politically involved. Since most parents 
are old enough to participate fully in the 
political system today, the effects may be 
particularly important in a case like  
climate change where immediate action  
is needed.

time to study youth activists
So far, we know very little about how this 
nascent movement is creating a cohort 
of citizens who are active participants 
in democracy. Research is needed to 
understand what it means to the young 
people involved, their friends and families, 
their civic and environmental behaviours, 
how it connects to more established climate 
movements, and, of course, to political 
outcomes more broadly.

Although we have some knowledge as to 
how adult activists mobilize to participate 
in protest and social movements20, 
research has yet to devote much attention 
to understanding how well these findings 
apply to young people when they engage in 
activism (for some early efforts, see refs. 9,12). 
This work is particularly important because 
research has found that social movement 
organizations, such as Friends of the Earth, 
which aim to cultivate long-term activism 
and engagement21, are not as effective at 
mobilizing young people as adults12. Indeed, 
as more and more young people get involved 
in the youth-driven #FridaysForFuture 
movement, they are channelling their efforts 
into new organizations that focus specifically 

on mobilizing youth. Without learning how 
these new groups are working and engaging 
their members, it is unclear if this movement 
will have the same broader consequences 
for participants. At the same time, youth 
communicate about activism predominantly 
through social media, without connections 
to more traditional and established social 
movement organizations12,22. Overall, the 
ways participants in #FridaysForFuture 
communicate, how they connect with 
youth-led organizations, as well as how these 
organizations form and function, are not 
well understood. To appreciate the social 
and political effects of this movement — 
how individuals are participating now, what 
it will mean for them over their lives and 
the political outcomes of their activism — 
research is greatly needed.

It is worth noting that there is such 
limited work on youth in the climate 
movement, and in social movements 
more generally, due, in part, to the rules 
governing research that involves human 
subjects in most countries. Collecting 
data from individual activists that are 
under the age of 18 requires parental 
consent and, as such, is very difficult to 
carry out successfully. In my experience, 
the process of securing parental consent 
drastically reduces participation rates and 
is sometimes unmanageable. For example, 
it is just not practical to try to contact a 
parent to get written consent to study their 
children when they are being randomly 
selected by a research team to participate 
in a survey in the streets during a day-of-
action (for example, ref. 21).

As more and more of the world’s youth 
get involved in this young movement, the 
onus is on us to overcome these research 
challenges. It will require innovation on 
the part of the scientists to figure out how 
to collect data on these young participants 

in a way that is ethical and protects their 
identities. Researchers have started to 
expand how they study activism and 
protest, but more research is needed. It is 
well worth the time and effort to figure 
out how to study youth movements like 
#FridaysforFuture so we can understand 
how our social world is changing and what 
we can hope for in the future.
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Climate-conscious consumers and the buy, bank, 
burn program
Manipulation of European Union emission trading systems (ETS) by the buy, bank, burn program compensates 
unregulated emissions while regulated sectors carry a large part of the burden. This distorts the balance between 
regulated firms and non-regulated projects, so parties outside the EU ETS can be virtuous at the cost of others.

Reyer Gerlagh and Roweno J. R. K. Heijmans

A substantial fraction of global CO2 
emissions is not covered by emission 
trading systems (ETSs). In the 

European Union, for instance, only 45% 

of greenhouse gas emissions are regulated 
by EU ETS, the flagship European climate 
policy, and notable unregulated sectors 
include agriculture, road transportation and 

flights outside the European economic area1. 
Reducing emissions by non-ETS parties can 
come about in two ways: abatement outside 
ETS through emission reduction projects, 
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