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Summary

Ethical consumerism, moral purchasing 

and ‘dollar voting’: they all refer to new and 

contemporary forms of consumer activism 

where personal spending power is used to 

either support or challenge brand practices. 

While a focus on the sustainability of 

personal actions is an increasingly prevalent 

trend amongst most generations - it is Gen 

Z through their heightened awareness and 

sensitivity to the topic that are driving and 

spearheading this change. Even with the 

likely long-term negative economic impact 

of the Covid-19 pandemic, consumers 

and in particular young buyers focus on 

environmental and social issues when making 

their purchasing and consumption decisions, 

and are utilising the transformative potential 

of technology and digital tools in order to do 

so.

The following paper digs deeper into this trend. It 

starts by drawing a profile of Generation Z, whose 

features constitute the ultimate driver of their 

consumption choices. From this a characteristic 

clearly emerges: Gen Zers value social activism, 

and they want to see firms engaging more 

with the issues they care about. Following this, 

the concept of ethical consumerism and the 

purchasing numbers and figures are discussed, 

together with evidence on the positive impact it 

can have. Lastly, the impact of Covid-19 on actual 

and future consumption patterns is presented, 

with a key takeaway emerging: even in times of 

deep economic uncertainty, sustainability and 

issue awareness remains a priority for young 

shoppers.

Meeting Generation Z

When talking about ‘Gen Z’, official definitions 

identify this group as people born roughly 

between 1995 and 2010, meaning this cohort 

includes an extremely diverse cluster of individuals 

ranging from people in their early 20s to people 

as young as 10 years old.1 Despite their young 

age, Gen Zers have already been the focus of a 

hefty body of research, which provides interesting 

insights on the most pressing characteristics of 

this generation. Millennials no longer dominate 

the headlines, and the buzz surrounding youth 

views, habits, preferences, and consumerism is 

now firmly being placed on Gen Z. This does not 

mean limitations do not exist, with for example the 

young age of the lower spectrum of Gen Z youth 

meaning changes through life cycle effects could 

still take place.2 Yet despite these limitations, it 

remains worthwhile (on the basis of the data we 

have so far) to draw guidelines for a progressive 

understanding of Generation Z. 

Despite not being able to explain all the individual 

characteristics of youth groups, generational 

research is useful in disentangling the different 

influencing factors that varying cohorts are 

exposed to over time, and in making predictions 

about the future of modern societies.3 To start, 

Generation Z can be effectively defined as the 

‘True Generation’.4

1 McKinsey&Company. (2018). ‘True Gen’: Generation Z and its implications for companies.
2 Bobby Duffy et al. (2018). BEYOND BYNARY: The lives and choices of Generation Z. Ipsos Thinks. Ipsos Mori.
3 Pew Research Centre. (2015). The Whys and Hows of Generations Research.
4 McKinsey&Company. (2018).
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Gen Z: The True Gen

Gen Zers grew up in an environment embedded 

in technology and digital progress. The enormous 

amount of disposable information they have 

become accustomed to has meant they have 

grown up selecting their sources with caution, 

and are well informed when making decisions or 

when taking a stand. For this reason, they tend to 

be more open-minded and culturally aware than 

previous generations.5 They have the means to 

try and search for the truth and they do it in every 

aspect of their lives: Gen Zers value freedom of 

individual expression and fluidity, they are inclu-

sive and want to understand and welcome other 

people’s opinions, and they are more pragmatic, 

analytical, and less idealistic than previous gener-

ations. 

Moreover, while they register low levels of formal 

political engagement (more or less in line with 

the Millennial cohort before them) - they are more 

interested than other generations in social issues, 

and more specifically in matters of “human rights; 

matters related to race and ethnicity; in lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, and transgender issues; and in fem-

inism”.6 Along similar lines, the environment has 

increasingly become a priority for the members 

of this cohort. They are more willing than gener-

ations before to move from rhetoric to concrete 

action, and as a result showcase high levels of 

social activism.7

 

What do Gen Z Consumers 
Really Want?

Younger generations are becoming increasingly 

multi-cultural and multi-ethnic. This, coupled with 

a largely cosmopolitan upbringing has resulted 

in Gen Z being characterised by increasingly 

diverse interests, beliefs, and preferences.8 The 

heterogeneity of Gen Z makes it hard to identify 

and single out one specific consumer profile. 

Moreover, the influence of new ideas and trends 

are also influencing older generations of shoppers, 

and in particular those in more progressive 

countries.9 Despite this, however, some distinctive 

features of Gen Z can be seen - which are 

indicative of the increased awareness of this 

cohort:

1. Gen Z Value a Personalised Shopping 

Experience

For Gen Zers, their purchases become a way of 

expressing individual identity and personal values. 

In a survey on the topic conducted in Brazil, more 

than a half of the respondents stated they are 

willing to pay higher prices for products more 

tailored to their specific needs.10 The percentage 

further increases when it comes to paying more 

for brands that share the causes seen as important 

by the consumer. Lastly, one finding is specific for 

Gen Z: 48% (compared to 38% of consumers from 

other generational cohorts) value brands that do 

not make a distinction between products targeted 

towards females and males.

5 Topic, M & Mitchell, B. (2019). GENERATION Z & CONSUMER TRENDS IN ENVIRONMENTAL PACKAGING. Project Report. The Retail Institute, Leeds.
6 Bobby Duffy et al. (2018); McKinsey&Company. (2018). 
7 Bobby Duffy et al. (2018); Topic, M & Mitchell, B. (2019).
8 Topic, M & Mitchell, B. (2019).
9 Bobby Duffy et al. (2018).
10 McKinsey&Company. (2018).
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2. Gen Z Care About Ethical Purchasing 

While the awareness of consumer responsibility 

is increasing across all generations, Gen Zers 

seem to be particularly sensitive to the topic. They 

demand firms to be coherent with the values 

they state, and to be transparent in the actions 

they enact. Thanks to their capacity to access 

information rapidly and extensively, Gen Zers 

are able to detect contradictions in company 

actions, and punish unethical and unsustainable 

behaviors. Moreover, Gen Z through their interest 

in brands that share a similar mindset put their 

money where their mouth is – and are willing to 

pay more for brands with an environmental, social, 

or community based mission.11

Ethics as a Top Priority 

The rise of ‘ethical consumerism’ is not a new 

phenomenon, having started at the beginning 

of the 90s and quickly gaining success among 

shoppers worldwide. It represented a simple 

idea, where consumers supported brands that 

respected ethical standards on human rights or 

environmental issues by buying their products 

and boycotting unethical firms. This in turn was 

used to encourage a business model that was 

more sustainable and in line with their values.12

The modern and contemporary climate of rapid 

information, and the ‘always on’ and digitally 

enabled consumer has resulted in all generations 

showing increasing levels of awareness and 

sensitivity towards the issue of sustainability in 

doing business. While a reason for concern among 

companies and firms has always been reconciling 

high levels of ethical standards with prices low 

enough to stay competitive, shoppers are now 

raising the bar. Nowadays, many are willing to 

pay a higher price for sustainable products and 

are driven in their choices by key sustainability 

factors, ranging from goods being made by 

organic ingredients, to the company being 

environmentally friendly and respectful of social 

values.13 

Gen Z Driving Modern 
Ethical Consumerism

Although the popular narrative tends to 

exacerbate generational differences in ethical 

purchasing that are not always overwhelming, 

‘late’ Millennials and Gen Zers are undeniably the 

two cohorts that are the most active consumers.14 

Numerous studies testify that among them the 

share of respondents prepared to pay a higher 

price (up to a 10% premium) for ethical products 

amounts to loosely two-thirds of the people 

surveyed.15 Moreover, a recent report reiterates 

these key findings, with the purchasing decisions 

by Gen Zers and Millennials being more likely to 

be driven by sustainability (62% of them prefer 

to buy sustainable products, against 39% of 

Baby Boomers).16 Moreover, they are more likely 

to purchase upcycled products and value both 

giving and receiving sustainable gifts. 

Along similar lines, younger generations value 

more than older ones brands that make strong 

statements in favour of the causes they believe 

in, and those that are coherent and stick to their 

11 Bond. (2015). Engaging Generation Z: Motivating young people to engage positively with international development. October 2015.
12 Wunderman Thompson Commerce. (2019). Why ethical commerce is more than a generation game.
13 Nielsen. (2015). THE SUSTAINABILITY IMPERATIVE. New Insights on Consumers Expectations.
14 Wunderman Thompson Commerce. (2019).
15 Nielsen. (2015).
16 First Insight. (2020). The State of Consumer Spending. Gen Z Shoppers Demand Sustainable Retail.
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mission and ethos. Moreover, they believe brands 

and companies should make their engagement 

‘personalised’ in order to really demonstrate 

their conscious attachment to issue awareness. 

Finally, they value the long-term engagement and 

pragmatic actions of brands in support of social 

causes, with for example brands making recurring 

donations or hiring more people of colour.17

Generation Green

In particular, a growing body of evidence points 

out that customers are increasingly ready to make 

greener choices. In a Special Eurobarometer 

published by the European Commission in March 

2020, 94% of the EU citizens interviewed saw the 

environment as either fairly or very important, 

and 75% considered their consumption habits 

to be somehow harmful for the planet. Based 

on this, changing production and consumption 

modes was ranked first among the most effective 

strategies to tackle environmental problems.18

Environmental issues are seen as particularly 

urgent for younger generations. Many of them 

view climate change and global warming to 

be the most worrying issue affecting society, 

taking precedence even over societal problems 

including income inequality and economic 

instability.19 While Gen Zers show similar trends 

in general activism compared to the Millennial 

cohort before them, a greener future seems to be 

a major concern for the youngest, with a recent 

survey showing that 93% of Gen Z believe brands 

have a duty of care and must take a stand on 

environmental issues.20 While Gen Z are willing to 

fight on the frontlines for a greener future, they are 

also well aware that true change is only possible 

with a real commitment on the part of business 

and enterprise. As a result this generation engages 

more in pro-environmental initiatives, believes 

that big business must commit to undertake 

stronger action in this regard, and recognises the 

need for more education on the role of recycling 

and waste collection.21

Following the ground-breaking rise of the 

Fridays for Future campaign started by the 

young activist Greta Thunberg that brought 

millions of people worldwide to join global 

climate strikes, Generation Alpha is expected to 

take environmental engagement to yet another 

level. Clearly, given the very young age of the 

members of this cohort (born from 2010 onwards), 

researchers can only attempt predictions. 

However, premises are extremely positive: in a 

recent survey involving kids from 6 to 16 years 

old, roughly 65% stated that they would prefer 

to have a job that contributes to the wellbeing of 

the planet and a considerable number of them 

place the environment among their top three 

priorities.22

Can Consumer Activism 
Change the World?

Given the trend amongst Gen Z for social and 

issue awareness, and their likelihood to be 

increasingly active consumers, what are the 

consequences for businesses worldwide? The 

spending power of Generation Z amounts to more 

than $140 billion globally and will continue to 

rise. This represents a significant segment of the 

overall market with clear and defined preferences, 

17 Wunderman Thompson Commerce. (2019).
18 Special Eurobarometer 501. Attitudes of European citizens towards the Environment. (2020). European Commission
19 Barbiroglio, E. (2019). Generation Z Fears Climate Change More Than Anything Else. Forbes
20 UNIDAYS. What Makes Gen Z Fall in Love with a Brand?
21 Topic, M & Mitchell, B. (2019).
22 Wunderman Thompson Commerce. (2019).
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ideas, opinions, and consumption habits.23 

Accompanying this, the growth rates seen among 

companies and firms engaging in corporate 

social responsibility worldwide are on average 

higher than those who do not.24 This paints the 

picture that, in order for brands and companies 

to stay relevant, they need to understand and 

meet the necessities and expectations of younger 

generations in terms of sustainability and social 

engagement. As a result, ethical consumerism 

works, and the future of digital consumerism 

will be that of brands with an ethical and moral 

compass. 

Examples can already be seen where brands 

effectively representing this transition are 

going from strength to strength. Patagonia, for 

example, launched Recrafted - which retails 

upcycled products made by discarded materials.25 

Noteworthy are also the cases of Netflix and 

Twitter, moving part of their deposits to Black-

owned banks, in this way manifesting their 

support for racial equity. The benefits of this 

move for the black community are tangible and 

consumers (especially the youngest ones) showed 

clear signs of approval for this action.26 

COVID-19 & Future Trends 
in Consumer Activism

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic deeply 

shocked global markets with entire sectors, and in 

particular those in the travel and holidaymaking 

sector suffering major setbacks. Contrastingly, 

the digital retail sectors grew to unprecedented 

levels.27 While large portions of consumers, and 

in particular older ones and those more severely 

hit by the crisis plan to temporarily save and cut 

down on their expenditures – consumers are still 

showcasing sustainable trends and patterns, and 

in some cases showing a heightened dedication. 

According to the EY Future Consumer Index, 

34% of shoppers state they would be willing 

to pay more for local products, 25% for trusted 

brands and 23% for ethical products.28 While the 

pandemic is likely to have had a negative impact 

on this, with people driven more by personal 

health and income insecurity than social and issue 

awareness, the figures are still significant. The 

same Index shows that, while consumers intend to 

pay more attention especially to the affordability 

and the safety of products, 17% of them indicate 

the effort of reducing waste and environmental 

footprint among their priorities.29 

In a survey recently carried out on the fashion 

industry, two-thirds of the respondents stated 

that during the pandemic limiting their negative 

impact on the environment has become even 

more important for them than before, with many 

reporting having already changed their lifestyles 

in line with this view.30 Once again, Gen Zers and 

Millennials drive the change: among this group 

the percentage of people demonstrating a desire 

to act more sustainably and to see brands going 

along with ethical behaviours in the future is 

higher than in the general population. 

The significant economic impact of the pandemic 

is clearly proving a challenge to consumer 

activism, but shoppers and in particular young 

23 GreenBiz. (2020). Why Gen Z voices matter in making business sustainable.
24 Nielsen. (2015).
25 Greg Petro. (2020). Sustainable Retail: How Gen Z is Leading The Pack. Forbes 
26 Yoon, E. et al. (2020). Could Gen Z Consumer Behavior Make Capitalism More Ethical? Harvard Business Review
27 McKinsey&Company. (2020). Consumer sentiment and behavior continue to reflect the uncertainty of the COVID-19 crisis. 
28 EY – Global. (2020). Four consumer behaviour trends emerge during the COVID-19 pandemic, the first EY Future Consumer Index finds.
29 EY – Global. (2021). Future Consumer Index: four ways to make the most of consumers’ post-lockdown spending.
30 McKinsey&Company. (2020). Survey: Consumer Sentiment on sustainability in fashion.
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shoppers continue to care. Businesses globally 

could exploit and make the most of this moment 

in time to pause, reflect, and most importantly 

listen to consumer sentiment, and help drive the 

change towards a better and more sustainable 

future. 

Technology & Ethical 
Consumerism

Digital Innovation Shaping Consumer 

Behaviour

Technology and digital tools are an increasingly 

important part of the daily lives of consumers 

worldwide, contributing to change and directing 

their consumption habits and behaviours. 

Digital Voice Assistants (DVA), online music 

and video streaming platforms, and extended 

reality (XR) technologies are just few examples 

of technologies that have profoundly changed 

the consumer experience of certain products 

and that are increasingly in demand.31 Younger 

generations continue to adopt digital devices 

in their shopping experience, and are willing to 

do it even more in the future in order to take 

advantage of the possibilities coming from the 

latest innovations. Although Gen Zers report that 

they still prefer an in-person shopping experience 

over an online one, buying and searching for 

products via smartphones is a widespread habit 

amongst this generation. In addition, Gen Zers are 

interested in brands adopting innovative solutions 

that could facilitate and enhance their experience 

as consumers in the future, incorporating 

customisation, virtual reality (VR), augmented 

reality (AR) and robotics.32 

What Technology can 
do for Sustainable 
Consumerism

While the focus on ethical consumption is 

growing among all generations and in particular 

among younger people, it is not always easy 

for consumers to put sustainable choices into 

practice. Ethical consumers have to deal with 

a variety of environmental and Fairtrade labels, 

they have to learn to distinguish between true 

commitments to environmental responsibility 

and simple green washing, alongside having 

to keep themselves up to date with the latest 

environmental and social issues, and to then be 

able to recognise reliable information.33

Nowadays, digitisation can meet the needs of 

responsible consumers and help and support 

them in their choices. Thanks to the increasing 

Internet access and penetration, and the 

popularisation of various digital consumer tools 

- many of these problems now have a solution. 

Interactive websites, QR-codes, social media sites, 

and smartphone applications are some of the 

tools that consumers can use to access and select 

information about the products they intend to 

buy, communicate and share their opinions and 

experiences, and be influenced by and contribute 

to a growing awareness of ethical consumption.34 

Some examples of these technologies are best 

showcased by ethical consumption applications 

for smartphones, aimed at supporting and 

guiding consumers in making sustainable 

31 Accenture. (2019). RESHAPE TO RELEVANCE. 2019 Digital Consumers Survey.
32 IBM Institute for Business Value. (2018). What do Gen Z shoppers really want? Retail essentials and customized experiences top their list; Mitchell & Topic. 
(2019). Generation Z & Consumer Trends in Environmental Packaging. Leeds Beckett University. The Retail Institute.
33 Christian Fuentes & Niklas Sörum. (2019). Agencing ethical consumers: smartphone apps and the socio-material reconfiguration of everyday life.
34 Christian Fuentes & Niklas Sörum. (2019).
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consumption choices. Nowadays, consumers can 

rely on a wide range of applications to aid them in 

their sustainable practices. These range from help 

and assistance in recycling, finding Fairtrade cafés 

more easily, and supporting brands or products 

in line with their values and to boycott those that 

prove to be unethical - to finding out about the 

history of products available in stores through 

barcode scans, and avoiding waste by allowing the 

purchase of second-hand products from shops or 

discarded products from supermarkets.35 Some 

practical examples are the Buycott app, the Good 

Guide app, iRecycle or Too Good To Go, which have 

achieved great success among consumers across 

the globe.

In addition, disruptive innovations such as the 

Internet of Things (IoT) can help consumers to 

more consciously manage energy and water 

consumption in their homes, amongst others. 

These types of innovation are already having 

a significant impact on the sustainability of 

consumer actions and are likely to increase in 

importance and diffusion in the future.36

Gen Z & Online Activism: 
Social Media as a Tool for 
Protest

While the adoption of digital tools in support of 

ethical consumerism is a cross-cutting practice, 

involving different generations, the youngest 

cohorts have been raised in an environment 

embedded in technology, digitalisation and social 

media.37 As a result, Gen Zers and Millennials are 

naturally bringing activism to the online world.

While the fundamental importance of in-person 

protests is still recognised by the youngest, 

social media action and online engagement are 

considered to be extremely effective in attracting 

attention and spreading awareness on social and 

environmental issues. Some examples are, for 

instance, Greta Thunberg moving the Climate 

Change Strike online after the outbreak of the 

Covid-19 pandemic or the hashtag movements 

supporting in-person protests by the sharing 

of hashtags on social media, as in the case of 

#BlackLivesMatter.38 

Far from being a signal of a lack of interest or 

real commitment as it is sometimes accused 

to be - online activism is an extremely powerful 

strategy enacted largely by younger generations 

to mobilise huge numbers of people against 

injustices or unethical conducts, to raise 

awareness, and to create a strong sense of 

belonging.39

The European Action Plan: 
Boosting Consumer Rights 
& Sustainability

Despite pro-environmental feelings and 

sentiments, shoppers still struggle to move from 

good intentions to effective action in sustainable 

consumption. Studies have shown that in Europe, 

while roughly 9 out of 10 consumers consider 

preserving the environment as a priority, “only 22% 

had bought products with an environmental label, 

31% avoided buying overpackaged products, 32% 

repaired a product rather than replacing it, and 

35 Christian Fuentes & Niklas Sörum. (2019).
36 World Economic Forum. How can digital enable the transition to a more sustainable world? http://reports.weforum.org/digital-transformation/enabling-
the-transition-to-a-sustainable-world/
37 Mitchell & Topic. (2019).
38 YPulse. (2020). This Is How Gen Z & Millennials Have Changed Activism.
39 YPulse. (2020).
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66% said they separated most of their waste for 

recycling”.40  

Aware of the fundamental contribution that 

consumer activism provides, the European Union 

aims to encourage sustainable consumption 

on the part of its citizens. By signing up to the 

Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, the EU has formally 

engaged together with its Member States in a 

more radical fight against pollution and climate 

change, and in promoting greener production 

and consumption.41 Moreover, with the European 

Green Deal communication in 2019, the European 

Commission presented the ambitious goal 

of rendering the EU climate-neutral by 2050, 

achieving a drastic reduction in greenhouse gas 

emissions.42 

Numerous policies are already in place in the 

EU aimed at sustaining the consumer’s pro-

environmental choices. These include strict 

requirements on information, labelling, and 

product guarantees, and waste legislation to 

facilitate recycling to name a few.43 Moreover, the 

EU aims to further increase its efforts. The new 

circular economy action plan adopted by the 

European Commission in March 2020 includes 

initiatives to empower European consumers 

for a green transition, and to make sustainable 

products the norm across the EU.44

The EU has also announced its intention to 

undertake further actions towards a more 

sustainable consumption and production in 

2021, with ambitious and urgent objectives being 

outlined.45 The hope is that the policy framework 

already outlined by the European institutions, 

which are now being further defined, will enable 

the necessary collaboration between European 

citizens, companies and institutions, with a view to 

a truly climate-friendly Europe in the near future.

With the above in mind, the below questions 

could be taken into considerations:

1. What is the impact of the increasing shift 

to digital purchasing on ethical consumerism?

2. What are the concrete actions brands 

should undertake in order to meet consumer 

expectations in terms of sustainability?

3. What actions should governments and 

policy makers undertake in order to encourage the 

transition towards a more sustainable economy?

4. How can the current EU and international 

policy framework (2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, European Green Deal, Circular 

Economy Action Plan) be leveraged to 

boost ethical consumerism and sustainable 

consumption?

5. What are the implications of increased 

mobile device use on consumer demand, 

consumption norms, and purchasing power?

6. What are the positive and/or negative 

impacts of different digital tools for the consumer?

7. Some argue new cultural practices have 

emerged between consumers, devices, and 

markets because of digitalisation. Do you think 

digital tools have made such a significant shift?

40 Special Eurobarometer 501. (2020). 
41 United Nations. Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
42 European Commission. A European Green Deal.
43 Nikolina Šajn. (2020). Sustainable consumption. Helping consumers make eco-friendly choices. European Parliament.
44 European Commission. Circular economy action plan.
45 Nikolina Šajn. (2020).
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