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Abstract
As the adverse impact of human activity is growing day-by-day, science is cautioning
against a catastrophic ecological overshoot or tipping point. China has a vital role to
play in this, negatively or positively. In this context, a critical, yet, under-researched
question is how young, urban Chinese—a generation of future leaders, executives and
campaigners—understand “environmental doomsday.” This article addresses this
shortfall based on embedded experimental survey, interviews, and literature research.
The study finds over two-thirds of young Chinese respondents concerned or ex-
tremely concerned about the world’s environment, with over one-third stating that
human development is unsustainable. Paradoxically, however, a majority only wants to
shoulder environmental responsibilities provided these do not require personal
sacrifice. On top of this, many lack understanding of critical issues (including energy
depletion, plastics pollution, and demographic pressure). In this context, we believe the
time for non-binding policies has passed and fundamental change in Chinese (and global)
environmental policy is inevitable.
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Introduction

In a polarized era during which the Earth’s environment has come under unprecedented
attack from anti-environmentalism, fossil-fuel driven policies and Trumpian neo-
nationalism, the Doomsday Clock established by the Bulletin of the Atomic Scien-
tists has never been so close to indicating the risk of global catastrophe (Banks, 2023).
As the world’s second-largest economy, China currently has an undeniable negative
impact on the global environment, but conversely, may also exert a positive influence in
the years to come.

China is the world’s largest emitter of carbon dioxide,1 and the world’s largest
producer of pesticides, pork and plastics. In addition, it ranks as the globe’s second in
terms of water consumption (Statista, 2022; 2023a, b, c, d, USDA, 2024). Simulta-
neously, however, China appears to be on track to lead the global energy transition with
a first position in installed solar and wind power,2 green hydrogen use, and Electric
Vehicle (EV) battery production (Chan, 2025; World Population Review, 2025a,
2025b). Research shows that China’s CO2 emissions have been flat or falling for 18
months (Myllyvirta, 2025), while the International Energy Agency (IEA) found that its
oil consumption has reached a plateau (Healy et al., 2025: 1). These findings are
significant: they show China’s potential in shifting away from a fossil-fuel based
economy, which has only become more critical as the world’s largest ecomomy, that of
the United States, seems locked into a contradictory path.

Existing studies on Chinese perceptions of sustainability have focused on matters
including the relation between awareness vis-à-vis income, media and information
access, and regional disparities (Deng & Peng, 2018; Wang & Li, 2020). Yet, missing is
the assessment of a more fundamental question: Do Chinese young adults view the
course of human development as sustainable? This question holds paramount im-
portance, not only because China’s actions could steer the world toward greater
sustainability—or undermine it (Hepburn et al., 2021)—but also because Chinese
youth, as the nation’s next generation of political, corporate, and non-governmental
decision-makers, will play a pivotal role in shaping, advancing, or hindering these
critical efforts.

This article aims to make a contribution along various dimensions. One, it aims to
shed light on how Chinese young adults experience the present human existential crisis,
while positioning it within the larger research theme of ecological collapse. Two, it
endeavors to gauge whether young Chinese understand the factual (and scientifically
proven) state of the world’s environment in a broad sense, which apart from climate
change includes such issues as plastics pollution, pesticides, food safety, climate
change, and energy resource depletion. Three, it seeks to verify whether young Chinese
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are conscious of the relation between their lifestyle versus the impact it may have on the
environment.

At a general level, this study attempts to make a contribution by examining how its
results may feed into or be relevant to environmental policymaking and management.
As the review below will ascertain, the majority of studies on environmental doomsday
has been written from the disciplinary perspectives of psychology, technology, en-
gineering, and health. A minor part examines it from a humanities perspective (notably
philosophy, ethics, and history), while insights from policymaking and management are
largely absent.

Apart from the introduction, this article is divided into four sections. The first section
explains the conceptualization of and reasons behind the article’s focus on environ-
mental doomsday, which is followed by a review of the existing literature. The second
section describes the methods in terms of the research’s design, rationale and logic. The
third section presents the results structured around three themes (environmental
awareness, knowledge, and lifestyle). The article closes with a discussion of the
findings and its ramifications for environmental policy and management.

The Doomsday Scenario

On Definition

For decades, environmental politics has been influenced by the concept of “sustainable
development” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). Today, it
is still the foundational concept underlying the United Nations’ Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (or SDGs). Yet, as the world’s resources are being subjected to rising
depletion; extreme weather is driving thousands from their homes; and micro-plastics,
pesticides and forever chemicals are being detected in all parts of the environment and
the human body, one may wonder whether development is still “sustainable.” Sci-
entists’ warnings of “a climate tipping point,” “an ecological overshoot,” and “en-
vironmental collapse” have become ever more frequent and shrill (McKay et al., 2022;
Wes and Jackson, 2022). In effect, the end of sustainable development is what makes
“environmental doomsday” a frightening possibility.

As with any keyword, the word “environmental doomsday” has pros and cons. To
start with the latter, it has various interpretations some of which concur and some of
which contradict, giving way to confusion (Kowaleski, 2023). There are also syn-
onymous terms—that is, “ecological catastrophism,” “environmental collapse,” “cli-
mate anxiety,” and/or “climate apocalypse”—which may add to the confusion. Others
have also pointed to the term’s alleged partiality due to religious, Eurocentric and white,
Anglo-Saxon connotations (Alt, 2022; Cassegård & Thörn, 2018; Davidson & Da
Silva, 2022).

While acknowledging these limitations, this article consciously opts to use the term
as it has achieved a given level of dissemination in scholarly and societal circles. For
starters, one may think of the iconic Doomsday Clock (Hotez, 2018; Sinclair et al.,
2025; Vuori, 2010)—launched in 1947 and originally intended to reflect the danger in
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which humankind lives in the nuclear age. Today, the clock has become synonymous
for a significantly wider range of human-made risks including climate change, bio-
diversity loss and artificial intelligence (Aso, 2023), and in turn, has even incited the
launch of an “Environmental Doomsday Clock.”3

In light of the above, this article defines environmental doomsday (huanjing shijie
mori, in Chinese) as a scenario whereby the Earth’s ecological systems reach a point of
no return induced by scientific-technological hazards, and leading to catastrophic
consequences for human civilization. The definition includes but is not limited to
climate change, and also encompasses issues of natural resource depletion, nuclear
waste, biodiversity loss, as well as ground, water, and air pollution. To operationalize
the concept of environmental doomsday for measurement, this research proceeded in
steps. To avoid introducing bias, we first neutrally probed into respondents’ envi-
ronmental concerns before asking them whether human development is unsustainable
and faces ecological collapse. Subsequently, they were asked to elucidate the reasons
behind their answers. Lastly, respondents were invited to state the environmental issue
that they were most concerned about.

The Studies

In the literature on environmental doomsday various strands can be distinguished,
which vary in approach, ontology, and perspective. The multi-disciplinary nature of its
research—covering the natural sciences, social sciences and humanities—complicates
comparison. This article maximally tries to account for that diversity, while elucidating
its positioning within the different fields.

For starters, it might be helpful to be reminded that the notion of environmental
doomsday is not static but features a historical trajectory. A helpful study in this regard
is by Fernandez (2023), who traces the apocalyptic discourse in science starting from
the Renaissance. He continues to describe the late 19th century onset of the research on
carbon dioxide and climate change, and (insightfully) distinguishes the discourse for
the Global North versus the Global South.

On an ontological level, there is debate over the pros and cons of an alarmist stance
of doom-saying. On one hand, we find studies that critique ecological catastrophism
arguing that these are not only unhelpful, but also unlikely to contribute to environ-
mental action (Lilley et al., 2012; Schinaia, 2025). Yuen (2012) argues that the reasons
behind this failure need to be sought in “catastrophe fatigue, the paralyzing effects of
fear, and the pairing of overwhelmingly bleak analysis with inadequate solutions.”

On the other hand, some research finds that labeling the idea (and proponents) of
environmental doomsday as ineffective is overly simplistic. Davidson and Kemp
(2024: 871) state upfront that “calamitous images of the future are not pathological
or counterproductive.” In their view, a distinction needs to be made between those who
regard it as inevitable versus those who regard the environmental doomsday as a
potential outcome that still can and must be averted. Davidson and Kemp’s argument
for a more nuanced understanding of the different positions in the debate over
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environmental doomsday are echoed by other studies (e.g., Evans, 2018; Kowalewski,
2023).4

Another, positivistic strand in the literature consists of the research on environmental
anxiety. Here we find studies that assess the level and determinants of worries over the
environment (albeit not necessarily, the end of humankind). A seminal study is by
Hickman et al. (2021), who based on a survey of young people (n = 1,000) in
10 countries (excluding China), found that 84% of the respondents were moderately or
extremely worried about climate change, while over 45% said their feelings negatively
affected daily life.5 Related studies are those by Voşki et al. (2024) who based on
literature review propose an “eco-emotions framework” for the global comparison on
feelings over the environment; Lawrance et al. (2022) who surveyed British youngsters
over climate and Covid-19, as well as Pihkala (2020) who describes educational
challenges and opportunities around eco-anxiety.

More particular to China are psychological studies on climate change and anxiety by
Tam et al. (2023), scoring four countries (China, India, Japan, and the US) based on a
constructed Climate Change Anxiety Scale, and by Shao and Yu (2023), who examine
the relation between media coverage and climate anxiety. There are also topically more
specialized studies on the relation between air pollutants (e.g., PM2.5, PM10, nitrogen
dioxide) and anxiety (Eljai et al., 2025; Li et al., 2024; Shi et al., 2020). A noteworthy
mention is the study on birth anxiety and climate by (Tang, 2024). As an aside, studies
have pointed to culture in shaping Chinese environmental perceptions, and by ex-
tension, behavior, with particular reference to ideas of harmony, social stability, and
(Confucian) hierarchy (Dang, 2018). In this respect, Chinese environmental action/
activism has been described as occurring in an “embedded” fashion, enmeshed in a
wider socio-political constellation that constraints as well as enables (Ho & Edmonds,
2008). Extrapolating these discussions to the current research, implies that—
arguably—Chinese citizens would be more reticent in undertaking environmental
action than their Western counterparts. However, we believe that more mundane
reasons driven by self-interest may provide a stronger explanatory factor.

From the review on the studies on environmental doomsday, it can be ascertained
that the studies that squarely deal with the issue have generally been written from a
humanities (descriptive or theorizing) perspective. Studies that adopt more empirical
approaches tend to focus on environmental anxiety (rather than ecological collapse), or
on climate (rather than the wider environment). Importantly, research that analyzes the
ramifications of an environmental doomsday for policy is missing. To our best
knowledge, this study is among the first that aims to address this shortfall.

The realization of humanity’s ending can be surmised to be among the strongest of
human emotions, and could have profound policy implications. Differently worded,
and perhaps alarmistically, if the comprehension of environmental doomsday can not
spur the public into action, what can? In this sense, three questions are vital for policy-
makers: 1) What is the level of public awareness of ecological collapse? (implication:
policy needs to raise awareness when found too low); 2) What is the level of public
knowledge of ecological collapse? (i.e., policy needs to remedy knowledge deficiencies
that are identified); 3) To what extent is the public’s lifestyle environmentally friendly?
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(i.e., policy must focus on areas where significant increases in environmentally friendly
behavior can be achieved).

In the literature, environmental awareness and knowledge are often and easily
intermingled (Parashar, 2023; Saari, 2021). However, studies have shown the value of
stringently separating the two (Bamberg & Möser, 2007; Dunlap & Van Liere, 1978;
Frick and Wilson, 2004; Gifford & Nilsson, 2014). In effect, one can be aware of a
problem (e.g., climate change), but without solid knowledge, one might not realize that
switching to a fuel-efficient car is far more effective than, for instance, recycling. In this
context, this research regards environmental awareness as the realization that a problem
exists, while environmental knowledge refers to understanding how to solve that
problem.

Pro-environmental behavior requires both, which brings us to the third question:
lifestyle. Intuitively one would assume that better awareness and knowledge leads to a
more environmentally lifestyle (as evidenced in actions such as conserving energy,
using public transportation, or reducing meat consumption). The literature is not
unequivocal about this relation, which is caused by differences in definitions, hy-
potheses and methods (e.g., Carmi et al., 2015; Fu et al., 2020; Paço and Lavrador,
2017; Zsóka et al., 2013). This study demonstrates a disconnect between Chinese
environmental awareness and lifestyle, whereby self-interest plays a clear role (opting
for the easy options, for example, waste-sorting rather than cutting down on one’s
consumption). At the same time, the study also shows that there is significant room to
appeal to the public’s willingness to act because a solid understanding of environmental
issues, and how these are interlinked, is largely missing.6

Figure 1. Research Design, Rationale, and Logic. Source: Illustrated by Authors
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The Research Design

As shown in Figure 1, the perception of environmental doomsday is operationalized
along three themes and questions: 1) Awareness, that is, are young Chinese conscious of
a possible human environmental collapse, and if so, how do they experience it? 2)
Knowledge, that is, what is their knowledge of basic and more specialized ecological
issues ranging from food safety to micro-plastics? 3) Lifestyle, that is, are Chinese
young adults aware of the way how their own way of living impacts the environment,
and if so, are they willing to make changes to their lifestyles? Each of these themes are
divided into sub-themes (see: Results section).

Apart from the literature review, this study is based on a survey preceded by a pilot
survey of 10 respondents to test the questionnaire, which were consecutively conducted
from June to November 2024. The survey specifically made use of embedded ex-
periments leveraging controlled variations in question phrasing, order, and context to
infer relationships (Van den Brakel and Renssen, 1998). This includes within-subjects
designs whereby the same respondent was asked related questions in different contexts
or orders to observe consistency or contrast effects (Greenwald, 1992; Lambdin &
Shaffer, 2009); contingency questions predicated upon branching logic to test con-
ditional relationships (Tuten, 2010), while adjusting for potential measuring effects
(Bishop, 1983); and indirect measurement using projective techniques and implicit
association questions to reduce social desirability bias and uncover hidden relationships
(Chaudhuri, 2010). On more complex issues, we engaged in brief interviews (n = 8) to
understand respondents’ logic.

The survey included 734 respondents, which after cross-checking yielded a valid
total of 607. The study targeted urban, young adults aged between 18 and 34, who were
studying for an university degree or holding one, and were selected from two of China’s
leading higher-education institutions, Zhejiang University and Renmin University. The
purposive selection of this social group is based on the assumption that it represents
those most willing to act on perceptions of an environmental doomsday. As the
participants from this social group have adequate access to information, would be
knowledgeable about environmental issues, they would also likely (or optimistically)
be inclined to adopt pro-environmental lifestyles.7 After weighting, the answers are
believed to be representative of China’s young (well-educated) urban population (Yin,
2017).8

Results

Environmental Awareness

As stated previously, to understand how the respondents view environmental
doomsday—while avoiding influencing their initial assessment of such an
eventuality—the study proceeded in three steps: it first assessed their degree of concern
about the environment, the reasons behind it, and the environmental problem that they
were most concerned about. Each of these is reviewed below.
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Degree of concernwas examined by priming respondents’ to consider the state of the
world’s environment on a five-point Likert scale. From this it emerged that the overall
majority (69%) was worried or extremely worried about the world’s environment
(Table 1).

Subsequently, the respondents were asked upfront whether they believed that hu-
manity’s development is sustainable. To this one-third replied that it was not sustainable
and ecological collapse was likely, while another 38.7% felt uncertain.

Driver of unsustainability were examined for those who indicated it was unsus-
tainable. To this question, 29% stated it is because people are self-centered, while
another 29%maintained it is because resources are limited, which was followed by low
environmental awareness (13.2%), failing global cooperation (10.5%), and uncon-
trolled population growth (10.5%).

Issue of most concern was examined by asking respondents to elucidate the problem
that they were most worried about. The three most listed concerns were climate change
(32.2%), air pollution (12.5%) and biodiversity loss (11.5%) (Table 2).

Environmental Knowledge

In the second part, we gauged respondents’ knowledge according to three sub-themes:
1) energy resources; 2) food safety; 3) global policy. The first sub-theme started by
examining whether the respondents were aware of oil as humankind’s primary source of
energy. Markedly, 38% gave an incorrect answer, 8.6% was uncertain, while only
slightly over half provided the correct answer.

We continued probing the respondents whether they believed any energy source
could fully replace the main source if it would be depleted today (correct answer: “No”).
Two-fifths erroneously believed it could be replaced, while slightly over two-fifths
expressed uncertainty. Only 16.6% gave the correct answer.

Table 1. Are you worried about the world’s environment?

Source: This survey
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To those who erroneously replied affirmative to the question, we posed a follow-up,
trick question on which energy source could serve as a replacement for the depleted
source (correct answer: none, but main sources after oil are: coal, gas and hydropower)
(Ritchie & Rosado, 2020). To this question, respondents wrongly listed solar energy
(41.4%), nuclear fusion (17.6%) and nuclear fission (13.9%). Note that nuclear
fusion—the energy production occurring in the sun—is as of yet a future scenario and
not a real possibility.

We closed this sub-theme with a final question on why nuclear energy is ecologically
dangerous (correct reply: “all answers”). To this question, 33.8% gave the correct
answer, while 20.9% stated because it produces waste that remains radio-active up to
100 years, and another 16.8% maintaining the waste remains radio-active up to
10,000 years. Partially correct answers on the risk of explosion and the high water-
intensity were selected by 10.2 and 3.3%, respectively.

The second sub-theme on food safety commenced by priming respondents to
consider the safety of daily food. Respondents’ rating of food was neutral at best with

Table 2. What problem are you most concerned about?

Source: This survey
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57.8% deeming it “so, so” and over one-tenth finding it unsafe or very unsafe (12.7% vs
1.5%).9

Subsequently, we asked them whether they washed fruits or vegetables before
consumption, to which the majority (68.9%) replied “always.”10When asked to explain
why they washed food, 44.8% stated to wash away dirt.11 The reply most strongly
connected to ecological concerns would likely be to wash away pesticides, indicated by
over one-fifth (22.1%).12

The follow-up questions require knowledge that likely only those concerned about
food safety would know. Based on the “Dirty Dozen”—a list of agricultural produce
most contaminated with pesticides (Environmental Working Group, 2024)—a question
was designed with several trick answers. To this, one third gave the correct answer (“all
of those listed”), while 10% was uncertain and the remainder provided only partially
correct answers (Table 3).

Knowledge on food safety was double-checked with a contingent question on the
most optimal manner to remove pesticides. To this, 22.4% gave the correct answer
(soak in soda), whereas the remainder (62.1%) provided partially correct answers
(Table 4).

The third sub-theme addressed respondents’ knowledge about global environmental
governance kicked off with the question whether they had ever heard of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). We hypothesized that the respondents (representing the
nation’s well-educated) would be conscious of the term because: 1) the SDGs were
launched by the United Nations, the highest level of environmental governance; 2) they
were proclaimed a considerable time ago, in 2015, increasing the likelihood that the

Table 3. What fruits and vegetables contain most pesticides?

Source: This survey
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respondents would have heard about them. As assumed, we found that the majority
(72.5%) had heard about the SDGs.13

Asking about the content of the SDGs—ranging from Climate Action to Sustainable
Cities and Communities—would likely be pushing respondents’ knowledge. For this
reason, the survey was limited to basic, follow-up questions: the organization re-
sponsible for the SDGs. Interestingly, the survey demonstrated that “having heard of”
does not equal “knowing” as 44.1% gave the wrong answer (including those believing
it originated from the Chinese government), while another 13.9% was uncertain
(Table 5).

Lifestyle

The final theme on lifestyle was divided into two sub-themes, one examining re-
spondents’ own responsibility, and the other examining their stance towards clothes and
single-use plastic bottles.

The sub-theme on own responsibility intentionally started by priming respondents to
consider what actions people in general (thus “others”) could take to protect the Earth’s
environment. Most respondents indicated options relatively convenient to undertake,
such as using less plastic bags (28.5%) and separating waste (24.2%). Options requiring
greater behavioral changes—and perhaps even more so for young people—such as

Table 4. What is the best way to remove pesticides from fruits and vegetables?

Source: This survey
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buying less clothes, traveling less, let alone, having less children, were ranked sig-
nificantly lower (see: Figure 2).

In the follow-up question, we brought the issue closer to the respondents, and asked
the same question but applied to themselves. The answers proved by and large con-
sistent with those given to the original question and respondents, again, listed the easy
options over those requiring greater changes in behavior (Figure 3).

There is one interesting difference: those maintaining they would have fewer
children to protect the environment dropped by almost half (from 11.5% to 6.6%).
Evidently, when considering environmental protection, having less children is not a
primary option coming to respondents’ mind (as it would arguably have increased or
remained stable).

The issue of birth control was once more probed when respondents were asked how
many children they would like to have. An almost even distribution among three groups
can be seen, those favoring no children (33.1%), one child (30.2%), and two children
(33.5%). The suspicion that the preferred number of children is unrelated to envi-
ronmental concerns (but to socio-economic issues, such as children’s education,
housing prices, and employment) can be demonstrated when the answers are split out
by gender: twice as many females preferred to have no children as compared to males
(44.6 versus 19.0%), while in all cases of having children (one, two or more) the
proportion of females is lower than that of males (Figure 3). In this sense, the result
confirms other research (Zhao et al., 2024).

Table 5. What organization(s) formulated the Sustainable Development Goals?

Source: This survey

12 The Journal of Environment & Development 0(0)



The sub-theme continued by looking into respondents’ ranking of the responsibility
that different stakeholders—citizens, business and government—assume in the Earth’s
protection. Generally, Chinese citizens tend to place greater trust in the state, partic-
ularly the central state (Cunningham et al., 2020), a phenomenon reflected in our

Figure 2. Main Measure to Protect the Environment by Others vs Myself. Source: This Survey

Figure 3. How Many Children Would You Like to Have? Source: This Survey
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findings. Respondents are overall positive about the responsibility that the Chinese
government has assumed in environmental protection (42.5% deeming it had taken
more than its share). Contrarily, only 14.3% and 6.3% found this was the case for
citizens and business, respectively. When looking at those who had assumed less than
their share, the numbers become even more telling (50.1% for citizens and 57% for
business) (Figure 4).14,15

The sub-theme on own responsibility was closed by examining (fast) fashion and
single-use plastics. The findings are not encouraging. First, as already demonstrated
when examining what green measures respondents adopt, decreasing wardrobe and
reducing laundry do not feature prominently (respectively, 5.77% and 0.82%, see
previous Figure 2).

When asking respondents how often they purchased new clothes the high frequency
is remarkable – 30.8% buys new garments every month and 48.9% every 3 months.
There is also a gender difference: over twice the number of females compared to males
buys new clothes every month (Figure 5).

The final questions on single-use plastics consisted of inter-related questions that
step-by-step primed respondents about the ecological and health risks of plastic
pollution. We commenced by asking respondents an intentionally neutrally worded
question whether they believed plastic is or is not dangerous for the environment. An
overall majority of 82.6% indicated that plastics are dangerous for the environment,
with 13.1% being unsure and only 4.3% thinking it was not hazardous. Those

Figure 4. What is Your Sense of the Responsibility that Each Stakeholder Takes in the Earth’s
Protection? Source: This Survey
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answering affirmative or uncertain, were then probed into the reasons why, to which
close to half (45.7%) gave the correct answer (“all”) and another 53.6% gave partially
correct answers (such as not being biologically degradable, breaking into tiny particles,
and entering into the food chain).

In the next question, respondents were prompted to consider their behavior in terms
of drinking water from plastic bottles. One could assume that with over four-fifths
stating that plastic is dangerous, and close to half providing the correct answer why
plastic is dangerous (including for health), respondents would be reticent or at least
cautious to use plastics. Interestingly, the results show a clear disconnect between being
aware of ecological dangers and own behavior. As many as fourth-fifths of all re-
spondents drink plastic bottled water regularly, varying from daily (42.3%) to at least
once a week (39.0%).

Subsequently, the respondents were fed additional information: “There is scientific
proof that plastic is dangerous because: 1) It cannot be degraded biologically and
accumulates; 2) It breaks into nano-plastics (tiny particles as small as viruses); 3) It
enters into the food chain and leaks toxic materials inside the body; 4) It has been found
inside people’s brains, hearts, lungs and arteries; 5) A recent study found 240,000 tiny
plastics in 1 liter of bottled water.”

Respondents were finally asked: “Now you know this information, would you still
drink plastic bottled water?” Surprisingly, only a tiny fraction replied “no” (5.7%) while
a significant proportion (45.3%) replied “yes.” Those who replied affirmative were then
asked to elucidate their reasons through open-ended answers, with many either denying
possible risks (e.g., “it doesn’t really matter if I stop drinking bottled water”) or
justifying their behavior (e.g., “I drink bottled water out of habit,” “I just really love soft

Figure 5. How Often Do You Buy New Clothes? Source: This Survey
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drinks,” “Glass bottles are too heavy”). At the same time, there was also doubt as close
to half (49.1%) had become uncertain whether they would continue drinking plastic
bottled water.

Discussion and Conclusion

Rethinking Environmental Doomsday

In the era of the Anthropocene, scientists are evermore shrilly cautioning that the limits
of the earth’s resources are coming into sight. Such warnings have coalesced into the
idea of an impending “environmental doomsday,” which in turn, has incited debate on
the efficacy of doom mongering (Davidson & Kemp, 2024; Evans, 2018; Kowalewski,
2023; Schinaia, 2025). While portraying ecological collapse as an inevitability might be
self-defeating, being upfront about its eventuality and the strategies to avert it, is critical
for environmental policy.

Against this backdrop, this research assessed Chinese young adults’ views on this
issue. Would they be aware of a possible environmental doomsday? If so, is that
awareness grounded in an understanding of environmental problems (and remediating
measures and policies)? Lastly, are young Chinese willing to shoulder what it takes and
change their lifestyles to save the environment? These are the guiding questions
connected to this study’s research themes (see Figure 1).

Answering these questions is of great importance as China has a present adverse as
well as a possible beneficial impact on the world’s environment. To clarify: on the one
hand, China’s ecological footprint has been rising since the early 1970s with no signs of
abating (Wang et al., 2024). This is due to the scale of its population, scarcity of its
resources, and speed of its economic transition (Ho & Vermeer, 2006). On the other
hand, a major technological frontrunner such as China may also have a positive impact
as it appears poised to lead a global transition away from fossil-fuels towards green and
renewable energy resources (Chan, 2025; IEA, 2021).

Conclusion. Against this backdrop, our first conclusion is that there is an evident
awareness of a pending ecological catastrophe among young Chinese. Close to
70 percent is worried or even extremely worried about the world’s environment, while
over one third felt that humanity’s development is unsustainable. The number one
concern that drives this concern is climate change, at some distance, followed by air
pollution and biodiversity loss.

Rethinking Environmental Knowledge

As stated earlier, the questions on environmental knowledge were designed with the
correct answer embedded among mock or partially correct replies, while the questions
shifted from easy to slightly more difficult (i.e., the correct answers can be derived from
information in the media). Given that the sample represents the relatively well-educated
and informed portion of the Chinese population, it can be assumed that respondents’
environmental knowledge would be above-average.
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We tested this divided over several themes including energy, food safety, and global
governance. When confronted with the questions on energy, the percentage that an-
swered correctly dropped from just over half (main energy source that humanity relies
on), a little over 40% (whether it can be fully replaced), and finally, to one third (risks of
nuclear energy). With regard to food safety this percentage dropped from one third
(what agricultural produce contains most pesticides) to a bit over one-fifth (why wash
produce; and how to remove pesticides from it). Concerning global environmental
governance, the percentage decreased from almost three quarters (know about the
SDGs) to two-fifths (organization that formulated the SDGs).

Conclusion. Based on all of the above, it can be concluded that Chinese young adults
demonstrate an average level of basic environmental knowledge, which however,
substantially decreases when having to answer more difficult questions.

Rethinking Environmental Lifestyle

Through embedded experimental design, the questions on lifestyle aimed to test re-
spondents’ commitment to shoulder responsibilities to protect the environment in
various stages. To begin with, we asked them to contrast others’ lifestyles with those of
themselves. Then, respondents’ were asked to rate stakeholders’ share of assumed
environmental responsibility. Lastly, respondents’ were probed into their own behavior
with particular reference to clothing and single-use plastics.

Others vs themselves. When probed about actions that others can undertake to save
the environment, respondents’ top measures can without exception be labeled “con-
venient.”When asked about themselves, respondents’ answers were similar: convenient
measures take precedence over the difficult ones. Thus, measures that are easy to
undertake, such as recycling and waste separation (Barnett et al., 2023) are chosen over
those requiring a greater degree of personal sacrifice like buying less clothes, traveling
less by plane, decreasing meat consumption, or let alone, having less children (Godfray
et al., 2018).

Importantly, the “easy” measures are not equal to the “most sustainable” ones. In
effect, different lifestyles carry different ecological footprints. For instance, waste
separation has a weaker positive influence on the environment than cutting down on
one’s meat consumption. It might be expecting too much to assume that respondents
would be aware of these differences, not in the least because people in comparable
settings—that is, other than the Chinese context—also lack such awareness (Bleys
et al., 2017).

There may be one exception: birth control. Research has demonstrated that, in the
Global North, one of the most significant impacts could be gained from birth control
regardless of whether that is measured in terms of carbon emissions, energy use or
pollution (Murtaugh & Schlax, 2009; Stephenson et al., 2013; Wynes & Nicholas,
2017).16 We presumed that the respondents knew this, in light of China’s former one-
child policy, not abolished until 2016.

However, here too, Chinese young adults do not chose birth control as one of the
environmental measures that others can take, nor do they themselves choose to do so.
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Even more, the proportion of those opting for birth control drops by almost half when it
comes to their own lifestyle, thereby demonstrating even greater reluctance.17

Stakeholders’ assumed responsibility. When asked to indicate which stakeholder
had assumed less than their share in the protection of the Earth, a little over half
indicated “citizens” (thus, including themselves). To the question of which stakeholder
had assumedmore than its share, only 14% felt this was the case for citizens. Therefore,
at some level, respondents appear to be aware that they shoulder less responsibility in
the protection of the environment.

Clothing and single-use plastics. The laxity of the respondents to assume re-
sponsibilities becomes obvious again when probing their lifestyle around clothes. For
one, cutting back on the frequency of laundry is hardly selected to protect the envi-
ronment (merely 0.82%). This reluctance is despite laundry’s negative impact due to
water and electricity use, as well as the release of detergent and synthetic micro-fibers
into surface and ground waters.

Second, despite media coverage on the ecological problems of “fast fashion”
(Niinimäki et al., 2020), buying less clothes is not something that respondents want to
undertake (only 5.8% willing).18 In fact, the frequency of buying new clothes is high,
with over one-third buying new clothes every month (and with 2.5 times more females
doing so than males).

Even when there is a health risk involved, Chinese young adults are unwilling to
change their behavior. This is evident through the paradox inherent to their answers.
Over four-fifths believe that plastic poses an environmental hazard, and of those, around
half could correctly explain why plastic is hazardous. The remaining half could partially
explain this (including that plastic is toxic and enters the food chain).

Paradoxically, after these answers were given another four-fifths still stated drinking
plastic bottled water either daily or more than once a week. This inconsistency only
grew as over 45% stated to continue drinking water from plastic bottles even after they
were fed explicit information that plastic bottled water is potentially dangerous
(Koelmans et al., 2019).

Conclusion. In the context of the above, it can be concluded that the respondents
only appear to be willing to shoulder responsibilities to protect the Earth’s resources as
long as that does not require substantial personal sacrifice.19

Considering Policy Implications

What to do next? This vexing question is on the table for Chinese policy-makers, and
for global environmental policy-makers as well, for that matter. Much policy advice is
geared towards raising people’s awareness to create a solid foundation for environ-
mental action. For certain, China’s government has invested much time, effort and
resources into trying to make citizens’ conscious of the environment. These policies
have focused on issues including but not limited to soil and water conservation, forest
fire prevention, zero-carbon emissions, and waste sorting.

However, based on this study’s results, it can be doubted whether the best path
forward is to continue down the same road. We have ascertained a disconnect between
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Chinese young adults’ awareness of an environmental collapse versus their willingness
to act upon it. This disconnect featured in various ways regardless of whether that
related to buying less clothes or having less children. Simultaneously, the gap is not
entirely surprising as studies have demonstrated that awareness does not easily translate
into sustainable behavior (Che & Yang, 2024; Ely et al., 2011; Kollmuss & Agyeman,
2002).

Even in the case when personal health is at risk, we found a discrepancy between
being aware of risk (micro-plastics may be toxic) vis-à-vis one’s behavior in response
(consuming less water from plastic bottles). Again, this finding confirms what has been
demonstrated elsewhere: even when people’s own health is at risk, this does not entail
that they will act to mitigate that risk (Anshel, 2015).

In this sense, our study may not carry an altogether joyful message. Given the
disconnect between environmental awareness and action, and given the severity of the
state of the global environment, we believe the time for non-binding policies has
already passed. Although necessary and commendable, aiming to effectuate voluntary
changes in behavior by raising awareness or education is likely to have little to no
positive effect on the protection of the world’s resources.

In contrast, putting more coercive policies in place could have a significantly greater
impact. Simultaneously, environmental policies need not be seen as dichotomous
(voluntary vs coercive) but more as a toolbox situated on a continuum (Arvanitidis &
Papagiannitsis, 2020; Fan et al., 2022; Ho, 2016). Policies do not need to be all sticks
because proverbial carrots can also be employed. Apart from prohibiting or ordaining
behavior, government could equally opt to facilitate desired behavior through subsidies,
rewards or other incentives.20 However, expanding the use of coercion must be se-
riously considered.

Having said this, this study does not imply that there is no space for strengthening
environmental education in combination with policies. As our study has demonstrated,
most respondents only have a basic knowledge, while the proportion of those who can
correctly answer questions on environmental problems drops as questions get more
difficult. Therefore, certain ground can still be gained.

Whatever environmental policies will be selected in the future—prohibitive,
commanding or facilitative—the Chinese government in all likelihood has sufficient
clout. Our research showed that seven out of 10 young Chinese are worried or even
extremely worried about the global environment, whereas no less than one-third be-
lieves human development has reached its “limits to growth” (Ho&Vermeer, 2006). By
tapping into these feelings, China could chart a way towards greater sustainability for
itself and perhaps for other parts of the world as well.
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Notes
1. This is not the case per capita in terms of which China ranks 24th behind Australia, Canada

and USA.
2. In solar and wind power, China has an installed capacity exceeding that of the USA, EU and

India.
3. Notably, the affix “environmental” before doomsday also suggests something more com-

prehensive than “climate anxiety” or “climate apocalypse.”
4. While the former notes the possibility of employing the doomsday concept as a starting point

to consider options that may lead beyond fatalism, the latter proposes to distinguish between
partial, incomplete, and inconclusive apocalypses.

5. The study covered Australia, Brazil, Finland, France, India, Nigeria, Philippines, Portugal,
the UK, and the USA, and targeted young people from 16 to 25 years.

6. For further clarification, please note that this study’s main objective is to provide insights to
policy-makers into Chinese public perceptions of environmental doomsday—with particular
reference to those assumed to be most inclined to undertake action. For this reason, the
research focuses on this target group rather than policy-makers themselves.

7. The study’s purposive set-up (focusing on selected, information-rich cases) sought to gain
deeper insights into the pereived phenomenon of environmental doomsday in relation to
lifestyles rather than aiming for statistical generalizability for the Chinese urban population.
While there is no “ideal” sample size in purposive research, the sample is statistically
representative for China’s 44.16 million student population (most recent Ministry of Ed-
ucation data of 2023) at a 95% confidence level and a 4% error margin. The McDonald’s
omega (ω) value for the questions under the environmental doomsday theme has been
calculated at 0.657.

8. Age brackets follow the United States Census Bureau’s definition. Of the sample 60.2%
identified as female, 39.5% as male and 0.3% as other; 72.8% was between 18 and 24 years,
and 27.2% between 25 and 34 years; 84.9% was enrolled as Bachelor student, 13.5 as Master
student, and 1.6 as a PhD student.

9. Only 25.0% thought it was safe, and another 3.0% thought it was very safe.
10. Of the remainder over one-fifth (22.1%) indicated mostly washing these, 7.1% stated oc-

casionally, 1.3% seldom and 0.7% never.
11. Furthermore, 10.2% stated to wash fruits and vegetables out of habit, and 0.8% was

uncertain.
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12. Interestingly, 22.1% said they did it to wash away bacteria and viruses (which can only be
partially washed away with water as compared to using soap or detergent, a fact that was
widely propagated in China during the Covid-19 pandemic).

13. Only 10.7% said they had not heard of the SDGs, while 16.8% stated they were uncertain.
14. As compared to 6.3% and 14.3% of those who thought, respectively, business versus citizens

assumed more than their share.
15. The answer categories are: less than their share; just the right share; more than their share; I

do not know.
16. This is in terms of the carbon footprint. Similar relations have also been established, for

instance, between per capita consumption of plastics and socio-economic status (Belayet
et al., 2021).

17. Here we also found a clear gender difference: twice as many young females preferred to have
no children as compared to youngmales. In today’s China, even after the abolition of the one-
child policy, there has been a significant decrease in birth rates. The main reason is that young
females are facing increasing stress over finances, education and parenting (Zhao et al.,
2024). Our results once more highlight this situation.

18. Fast fashion has only increased as buying clothes has become extremely cheap and con-
venient through Tiktok livestreams and Chinese webgiants such as Temu and Shein, fashion
has not just become fast but hyper-fast.

19. There are various factors that indicate that unwillingness is the case here, rather than a lack of
environmental awareness. The reluctance towards birth control (widely promoted as a
measure to save on scarce resources) and towards cutting down on single-use plastic bottles
are both a case-in-point. Interestingly, there is another instance: conserving water (which is
also extensively promoted). However, only a very minor proportion, that is, less than one
percent, was willing to shower and bathe less.

20. These are the possible policies targeting citizens (the focus of this article). Yet, a similar
policy toolbox could be imagined for companies.
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