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Age findings

1* All comparisons in this factsheet are made to the whole sample, which is a representative cross-section of NSW residents.

Headlines
 > Young people (15–24 years) were more likely than the 

community overall to see the environment as a future 
priority (29% compared to 22% of the total sample*).  
For all age groups, the environment was seen as a greater 
future priority than a priority in the present. 

 > While the majority of all age groups expressed concern for 
the environment, there was no clear trend in concern for the 
environment by age. Older age groups (55 years and over) 
were polarised in their concern, more likely to be concerned 
a great deal (33% and 30% respectively, compared to 25%) 
or not at all (29% and 28% respectively, compared to 22%).

 > Water supply/conservation/management was the most 
commonly mentioned environmental issue in all age  
groups although less commonly mentioned by those  
aged 15–24 years (30%, compared to 42%). 

 > People under 35 were more likely to believe that 
climate change is happening or going to happen (86%, 
compared to 78%) and to think that the NSW Government 
should take urgent action on it (77%, compared to 69%). 
Those aged 65+ were more likely to not believe in climate 
change (27%, compared to 17%).

 > Older residents (65+) were more likely to consider that a 
range of environmental issues had deteriorated in the last 
few years, particularly water flows for rivers and wetlands, 
water quality in rivers, lakes and creeks, and reducing 
clearing of native vegetation. Younger people (15–24 years) 
were more likely to think issues had improved.

 > The youngest age group (15–24 years) was more likely to 
see environmental regulations as too strict. This included 
environmental regulations applying to manufacturing, 
tourism and property development/construction. 

 > Undertaking everyday environmental behaviours increased 
with age from an average of 4.3 behaviours (out of 10) often 
done by those aged 15–24, to 6.3 for those aged 55–64 
and 6.2 for those aged 65+.

 > Undertaking ‘occasional’ environmental behaviours peaked 
in the 45–54 year age bracket.

 > People aged 25–34 were more likely to have last visited a 
national park in the past year (63%, compared to 53%).

The environment as a priority  
for government
For all age brackets, more people saw environmental issues as 
one of their top two priorities for the NSW Government in 10 
years’ time than saw it as one of their top two priorities for the 
NSW Government now.

Young people (15–24 years) were more likely to see 
environmental issues as a top priority for the NSW Government’s 
attention in ten years (29%, compared to 22% of the total 
sample*). Those aged 45–54 were less likely to share this view 
(17%, compared to 22%). 

No age group was more likely than people overall to consider 
environmental issues as a priority for the Government now.

Environmental group of issues as a priority of government, by age 

Background
Who Cares about the Environment? is social research that has 
been conducted every three years since 1994 to measure 
the environmental knowledge, views, attitudes and 
behaviour of people in NSW.

The 2009 research included a telephone survey in July with 
a representative cross-section of 2,003 NSW residents aged 
15 years and over, followed by focus group discussions. 
This fact sheet brings together the findings for the survey 
in which differences were found on the basis of age (six 
age groups from 15 years to 65+). These results are also 
provided with each question in the full published report. 

The percentages given are the proportion of individuals 
in that age group who gave the particular response. 
Statistically significant differences in responses by age 
groups are compared to the finding for the whole  
sample (n).
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Concern about environmental problems
Young people (15–24 years) and those aged 45–54 were 
more likely to be concerned a fair amount about environmental 
problems (49% and 50% respectively,  compared to 42% of the 
total sample*). 

People aged 25–34 were more likely to be only a little 
concerned (16%, compared to 11%).

Those in older age brackets (55–64 and 65+) were polarised 
in their concern for the environment. They were more likely to 
be either concerned a great deal (33% and 30% respectively, 
compared to 25%) or not at all (29% and 28% respectively, 
compared to 22%).

Concern about environmental problems, by age

In their reason for concern, those over 64 were less likely to 
nominate maintaining eco-systems (10%, compared to 19%).

People aged 15–24 were more likely to say they were not 
concerned about environmental problems because they 
hadn’t thought about it (15%, compared to 4%). Older people 
(aged 65+) were more likely to say they were too old to be 
concerned (10%, compared to 3%).

Most important environmental issues
Issues related to water supply/conservation/drought were 
the most commonly mentioned in respondents’ top two 
environmental issues in all age groups although, as in 2006, 
these issues were less commonly mentioned by those aged 
15–24 years (30%, compared to 42%).

Most important environmental initiative
For the single most important thing the NSW Government 
could do to protect the environment:

 > Education was the second most commonly mentioned 
initiative overall, and the initiative most commonly 
mentioned by those aged 15–24 (18%, compared to 
10% of the total sample*). This group was also more likely 
to mention vegetation and biodiversity protection (13%, 
compared to 7%). In 2006 these issues were similarly more 
important to young people.

 > Those aged 55–64 were more likely to mention water 
conservation (15%, compared to 10%). People aged 65+ 
were more likely to be unsure about the most important 
thing the government could do.

Environmental changes in the  
past three years
Overall, older people were more likely to think environmental 
issues had deteriorated over the previous three years, 
and younger people to feel things had changed little or 
even improved. 

Young people aged 15–24 years were more likely to see 
improvement in seven of the 20 issues:

 > reducing greenhouse gas emissions (57%, compared to 40% 
of the total sample*)

 > using alternatives to motor vehicles (56%, compared to 34%)

 > preparing for impacts of climate change  
(55%, compared to 34%)

 > protection and conservation of endangered plants and 
animals (53%, compared to 45%)

 > coastal planning and conservation (44%, compared to 36%)

 > flows for rivers and wetlands (42%, compared to 27%)

 > management of weeds and feral animals  
(38%, compared to 29%).

Those aged 25–34 were more likely to see little or no change 
in eight of the 20 issues:

 > prosecuting environmental offenders (52%, compared to 43%)

 > quietness and control of noise (59%, compared to 48%)

 > management of weeds and feral animals   
(47%, compared to 39%)

 > reducing clearing of native vegetation  
(46%, compared to 36%)

 > water quality in rivers, lakes and creeks  
(39%, compared to 31%)

 > coastal planning and conservation (38%, compared to 31%)

 > cleanliness of beaches and the ocean  
(37%, compared to 29%).

Those aged 65+ were more likely to see deterioration in the 
past three years in 10 of the issues:

 > water quality in rivers, lakes and creeks (36%, compared to 28%)

 > water flows for rivers and wetlands (47%, compared to 35%)

 > reducing greenhouse gas emissions (23%, compared to 18%)

 > reducing the amount of waste the community produces  
(29%, compared to 21%)

 > reducing the amount of litter (30%, compared to 20%)

 > management of weeds and feral animals  
(24%, compared to 16%)

 > reducing clearing of native vegetation (31%, compared to 21%)

 > quietness and the control of noise (27%, compared to 19%)

 > coastal planning and conservation (25%, compared to 16%)

 > prosecuting environmental offenders  
(27%, compared to 18%).
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Environmental knowledge
Knowledge of environmental issues, overall, did not vary 
systematically by age. However:

 > the youngest group, aged 15–24, were more likely 
to be incorrect about resources saved by recycling 
(40%, compared to 32%) and sources of waterway pollution 
(66%, compared to 53% of the total sample*)

 > those aged 25–34 were more likely to be incorrect about 
causes of the greenhouse effect (51%, compared to 41%) 

 > people aged 55–64 were more likely to be correct about 
sources of waterway pollution (47%, compared to 39%)

 > for all environmental knowledge statements, those  
aged 65+ were more likely to say they did not know if the 
statement was true or false (13–20% across all questions, 
compared to 7–11%). This older age bracket was also more 
likely to get no questions correct (15%, compared with 9%). 

Views on specific environmental issues
Over three-quarters of all age groups agreed (77–91%) that 
some areas of the marine environment should be protected, 
even if it means recreational and commercial fishing is 
excluded. Those aged 25–34 were more likely to agree with 
this (91%, compared to 85%*) and those aged 65+ more likely 
to disagree (18%, compared to 13%).

All age groups were split over whether rivers and wetlands 
should get enough water to stay healthy, even if that means 
some country towns and farms dependent on irrigation will 
lose business (from 44% to 59% agreed). Those aged 45–54 
were more likely to agree with this (59%, compared to 52%), 
while those aged 15–24 were more likely to disagree (50%, 
compared to 42%).

The youngest group (15–24 years) were more likely to 
agree with greater involvement of Aboriginal people in 
environmental management (80%, compared to 70%).

Strictness of environmental regulations 
People aged 15–24 were more likely to say regulation for 
recreational and commercial fishing is too lax (30%, compared 
to 23%*).  However, they were the only age group to be more 
likely to see environmental regulation as too strict.  They were 
more likely to say that regulation for:

 > manufacturing is too strict (14%, compared to 10%)

 > tourism is too strict (18%, compared to 10%)

 > property development/construction is about right (32%, 
compared to 22%), or too strict (23%, compared to 16%).

People aged 45–54 were more likely to say regulation for 
property development and construction is too lax (60%, 
compared to 53%).

People aged 65+ were more likely to be unsure about 
regulation for: individuals and households (12%, compared 
to 5%); forestry (16%, compared with 11%); and property 
development and construction (12%, compared to 8%).  They 
were less likely to say that regulation for forestry is too lax (27%, 
compared to 36%).

Beliefs about climate change 
Belief in climate change declines with age, with people  
under 35 more likely to believe that climate change is 
happening or going to happen (86%) and those 55 and over 
less likely to believe this (55–64: 72%, 65+: 66%, compared  
to 78% of the total sample*).

Belief in climate change, by age

Those aged 65+ were more likely to not believe in climate 
change (27%, compared to 17%), with those who did believe 
in it more likely to say that climate change will have no impact 
(5%, compared to 2%), or to be unsure when climate change 
will impact (14%, compared to 5%).

Younger people (aged 15–34) were also more likely to agree 
that NSW should take urgent action on climate change, 
regardless of current economic and social conditions (77%, 
compared to 69%), while those aged 65+ were more likely to 
disagree with this (36%, compared to 27%).

Reliability of information sources
Although young people (15–24 years) were more likely to find 
family and friends unreliable (34%, compared to 27%), they 
were more likely to consider these reliable:

 > local environment and conservation groups (89%, compared  
to 83% of the total sample*)

 > scientists and technical specialists (88%, compared to 81%)

 > schools (87%, compared to 81%)

 > national environment organisations (92%, compared to 84%)

 > local councils (82%, compared to 71%)

 > business and industry (43%, compared to 35%).

Those in the slightly older age bracket (25–34 years) were 
also more likely to consider reliable local environment and 
conservation groups (89%, compared to 83%) and schools 
(87%, compared to 81%).

Those aged 55–64 were more likely to consider three sources 
unreliable: scientists and technical specialists (15%, compared 
to 8%), schools (17%, compared to 11%) and government 
departments or agencies (39%, compared to 29%).

Those aged 65+ were more likely to find it hard to say whether 
or not sources were reliable. However, they were more likely  
to consider family and friends, and religious leaders very 
reliable (26%, compared to 16%, and 11% compared to  
7%, respectively).
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Everyday environmental behaviours  
in the past twelve months
Similarly to previous years, everyday environmental behaviours 
undertaken increased with age from an average of 4.3 
behaviours (out of 10) often done by 15–24 year-olds, to 6.3  
for those aged 55–64 and 6.2 for those aged 65+. 

For example, while only 5% of 15–24 year-olds reported often 
doing nine or ten behaviours, four times as many aged 55–64 
(20%) did this many behaviours in the previous 12 months.

Everyday environmental behaviours done often, by age

Main sources of environmental information 
Of those who tried to get information on an environmental 
topic in the previous year, the internet was the most common 
source for all age brackets except 65+. Only one third (34%) of 
those aged 65+ had used the internet.

Young people (15–34 years) were more likely to have sought 
environmental information from the internet (83%, compared 
to 72%) with 25–34 year-olds more likely to use the internet 
as their first source (72%, compared to 59%). Those aged 65+ 
were more likely to have first accessed newspapers  
(18%, compared to 6%).

First source of environmental information, by age

For specific behaviours, people aged 45–54 were more likely to 
have often or sometimes chosen household products better for 
the environment (82%, compared to 74%) and composted or 
used a worm farm (57%, compared to 49%). Those aged 55–64 
were more likely to have often or sometimes taken active steps 
to reduce fuel use and vehicle air pollution (77%, compared to 
69%), avoided products with lots of packaging (77%, compared 
to 65%) and, along with those aged 65+, composted or used a 
worm farm (61%, compared to 49%).

Participation in occasional  
environmental activities
People aged 45–54 had done more of the five occasional 
environmental activities in the survey (average of 2.4, 
compared to 2.2).

Those aged 55–64 were more likely to have participated in 
local development or environmental issues (33%, compared 
to 25%), while younger people (15–24 and 25–34) were less 
likely to have done this (19% and 18%, compared to 25%). 
Those aged 25–34 were also less likely to have taken part in 
Landcare, Bushcare or a similar initiative (14%, compared  
to 20%).

Older people (65+ years) were less likely to have sought 
information on an environmental topic (36%, compared to 
46%), purchased an energy efficient appliance (63%, compared 
to 73%), or encouraged someone to change an activity harmful 
to the environment (40%, compared to 51%).

Last visit to a national park
People aged 25–34 were more likely to have last visited a 
national park in the past year (63%, compared to 53%). Those 
aged 65+ were more likely to have last visited more than a few 
years ago (22%, compared to 12%).

Community segments
In 2009, there was clear evidence for two distinct types of 
environmental behaviour: household-based (e.g. choosing 
more environmentally friendly household products) and 
citizenship (e.g. participating in Landcare).

These two behaviour types were used to identify three 
segments in the population: 

Those aged 15–24 were more likely to be Reluctants (31%, 
compared to 21%) and less likely to be Privates (21%, compared 
to 32%). Those aged 55–64 were less likely to be Reluctants 
(13%). Those aged 65+ were more likely to be Privates (39%), 
and less likely to be Reluctants (16%) and Committeds (30%). 

The full report
The full report is available by phoning 131 555, or at  
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/community/whocares.htm.
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