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How should we raise the younger generation so that they can 
live in a more sustainable world? In Matters of Public Con-
nection, Yuliya Lakew argues that what young people need 
is not more information or more precise climate science but 
a sense of belonging to something bigger than themselves—

a connection to the public world. This connection is best sustained through 
communication. Youth encounter the public world and it becomes more 
comprehensible to them through their everyday conversations about societal 
issues with parents, friends, and teachers and through news they watch on TV 
or read online. This study offers insight into who environmentally engaged 
and disengaged adolescents are, what role public connection plays in their 
relationship to the environment, how this role changes over time and varies 
among adolescents of different ages, genders, and existing environmental 
attitudes. Drawing on Bruno Latour’s notion of “matters of concern” and 
Steven Vogel’s environmental philosophy, this study challenges the common 
understanding of environmental awareness as an “extremely scientific view 
of the world,” expands the role of the media and interpersonal communica-
tion beyond the dissemination of scientific and ecological information and its 
effects on people, and taps into communication’s potential to sustain a basic 
connection to the public world. With the help of longitudinal quantitative 
data and person-oriented methods of analysis, Lakew identifies common types 
of young people who function in a similar way and compares how the rela-
tionship between public connection and environmental engagement unfolds 
for these types of individuals. The study consists of three empirical inquiries. 
Their combined findings suggest that a strong public connection is a common 
characteristic of engaged youth that strengthens their belief that their everyday 
sustainable practices contribute to tackling climate change. The study also 
underscores the possibility that environmentally aware youth may project 
their own beliefs onto other people rather than being influenced by others’ 
beliefs; it questions the role of news media in environmental engagement, as 
girls are more concerned about the environment but consume significantly 
less news than boys; and it highlights early adolescence as a critical window 
of opportunity to instill values of connectivity and form everyday habits that 
can help us achieve a more sustainable future.
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