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INTRODUCTION 
Consumer behaviour in relation to sustainability issues is complex, and often feels at odds with public 

perceptions of sustainability. Environmental activism from Extinction Rebellion and children across the 

world has brought these issues to the forefront. Consumption had shown no signs of slowing until the 

COVID-19 outbreak unavoidably changed some attitudes and actions.  

This has begged the question – why are there so many contradictions apparent between consumers’ 

perceptions and their (often lack of) sustainable behaviour? We wanted to explore this inaction in 

more detail. To do this, Shift Sustainability conducted an online survey with 1,002 UK 

consumers1 to investigate consumer perceptions and behaviour in more detail. 

 

CONSUMER EYES HAVE BEEN OPENED 
Research conducted by Waitrose in 2018-192 suggested that Blue Planet II had led to a new era of 

environmentalism, with 88% of people who watched the programme reporting changing their 

behaviour to support sustainability as a result. Images of birds feeding plastic to their young, dolphins 

mistaking plastic bags for jellyfish, and thousands of plastic bottles piled high on beaches were 

impactful and undeniable. They lay bare the devastating impact plastic was having on ocean life.  

We wanted to test public consciousness of these issues nearly 3 years since the programme aired. We 

found that the majority of our sample appeared to recognise these environmental issues – with 90% 

agreeing ocean pollution is a serious problem and 91% agreeing humans rely too much on plastic. 

 

(Base n = 1002, ‘unsure’ not shown in chart <2%) 

                                                
1 Fieldwork for this research took place in late February 2020, prior to the UK lockdown. 
2 https://waitrose.pressarea.com/pressrelease/details/78/NEWS_13/10259 
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Respondents were less likely to agree that climate change is caused by human activity (46% strongly 

agreed), or that they felt guilty about their effect on the environment (16% strongly agreed). This 

perhaps suggests a lack of recognition of individual contributions to these issues, or that attitudes 

around climate change were not as strong as around plastic pollution. 

This research took place just before the UK entered lockdown in response to the COVID-19 outbreak, 

meaning that public perceptions of sustainability in a post-COVID world are uncertain. As overall 

consumption has dropped dramatically (although perhaps only temporarily), this may have a marked 

influence on these attitudes. 

 

CONVENIENCE TRUMPS SUSTAINABILITY 
While 80% of respondents agreed (strongly or somewhat) that people need to reduce how much they 

use and buy, our sample appeared less committed to changing their own behaviour. 64% reported 

they would choose convenience over sustainability, and only 57% agreed they would pay more for 

products that are sustainably sourced/made. These results imply a contradiction between consumers’ 

perceptions of sustainability issues and their actions – showcasing an ‘intention-action gap’.   

 

(Base n = 1002, ‘unsure’ not shown in chart <2%) 

Despite research3 suggesting meat reduction would have huge benefits for the environment, only 54% 

of respondents agreed this action would be vital. With only 7%4 of the UK identifying themselves as 

vegetarians (and 3% of our sample reporting they didn’t eat animal products), this result may reflect a 

denial of responsibility from meat-eaters.  

                                                
3 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/10/huge-reduction-in-meat-eating-essential-to-avoid-climate-
breakdown 
4 https://www.finder.com/uk/uk-diet-trends?_ga=2.159763325.1980977180.1566535152-2100258465.1565068082 
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SWITCHES NOT SACRIFICES  
Some might consider simply cutting out unsustainable practices the easiest solution to these 

problems. However, this doesn’t always reflect how consumers react to sustainability issues.  

We found that 93% of our sample used single-use plastics, although only 33% reported doing this 

regularly. It is likely that those using less single-use plastic are replacing it with a reusable alternative, 

such as a refillable water bottle. While it would be difficult to completely cut out single-use plastic 

(only 3% of our sample had successfully done this), there is evidence that these small behavioural 

changes can be highly impactful if uptake is widespread. This may suggest that initiatives allowing 

consumers to adjust behaviour, rather than make sacrifices, could feel more palatable to consumers.  

 

(Base n = 1002) 

95% of our sample ate animal products, but 28% said they didn’t do it often. Studies5 have suggested 

a steady increase in the proportion of the UK population who are vegan. The introduction of vegan 

goods to high-street product lines (e.g. Greggs’ sausage roll) is popular amongst consumers, so this 

trend may continue as companies help to accommodate these changes.  

While 80% of respondents reported they use non-toxic cleaning products, 11% were unsure – 

suggesting a lack of knowledge about which products or ingredients are non-toxic. Companies can 

make it easier for consumers to make the ‘right’ (sustainable) decision, such as through packaging, 

which doesn’t require consumers to seek out information themselves. This finding also highlights how 

sustainability benefits might also be more attractive for consumers when they are closely linked to 

health and wellness benefits.  

 

                                                
5 https://www.vegansociety.com/news/media/statistics#:~:text=Veganism%20in%20the%20UK,-
In%202018%2C%20the&text=The%20number%20of%20vegans%20in,150%2C000%20(0.25%25)%20in%202014. 
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BABY STEPS TOWARDS SUSTAINABILITY 
While results suggest our sample were able to recognise sustainability issues, we wanted to identify 

whether they were actively trying to change their habits to help counter them. Actions that the 

majority of our sample reported doing regularly included: 

 

(Base n = 1002, Q: How often do you do the following? A: Often or all the time) 

 

While findings imply that consumers are changing their habits to help tackle sustainability issues, it is 

noticeable that many of these ‘regular’ actions are fairly simple and low effort. For example, packaging 

marked with recycling icons requires little prior knowledge of what can be recycled. Nonetheless, 

while many consumers are trying to recycle, it is not clear how successful individual recycling rates are 

in quality and quantity. 

It is notable that, while 85% of respondents recycled at home, 17% of our sample reported that they 

had never recycled batteries using special bins found at supermarkets. This may suggest convenient 

and ‘easy’ or well-known actions are more likely to be undertaken, but also that awareness of the 

importance of recycling this more toxic waste might be less understood.  

 

MONEY, MONEY, MONEY 
Similarly, some of these ‘regular’ actions may have additional motives. Using refillable cups, saving 

energy and reducing water could also have monetary benefits for consumers. Cheaper bills may be 

the primary driving force behind these actions, rather than saving the planet.  

It is likely that sustainable behaviour change will have more traction if there are additional benefits to 

the action – for example, those relating to health, wellbeing or financial savings.  

 

PEER PRESSURE 
It is worth noting that many of these regular actions may carry social norms. As recycling and limiting 

single-use plastics are high on the environmental agenda, consumers are likely to prioritise behaviour 

Switch off lights when I leave a room  86% 

Recycle at home 85% 

Use refillable cups 65% 

Save energy at home by reducing heat / not using air conditioner 61% 

Try to reduce water use 68% 
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changes in these areas. As explained by the Harvard Business Review6, “harnessing the power of social 

influence is one of the most effective ways to elicit pro-environmental behaviors in consumption”. 

 

GOING THE EXTRA MILE 
Fewer respondents regularly did actions such as the following: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Base n = 1002, Q: How often do you do the following? A: Often or all the time) 

 

Over half of our sample reported they regularly tried to make or fix things, as well as trying to buy 

less. Again, these actions also have money-saving benefits, but they may be considered inconvenient, 

or requiring additional skills. The 51% regularly trying to buy less is somewhat contradictory to an 

earlier finding, in which 80% of our sample agreed that people needed to buy less. This again 

suggests a disparity between beliefs and behaviour. 

Approximately a third of our sample actively sought out sustainable products / companies, while 10% 

reported they never do. This action is likely to be inconvenient, high effort and potentially expensive, 

with sustainable products tending to cost more than their counterparts. This mirrors the earlier 

finding, in which 54% of our sample reported they would pay more for a sustainable alternative. 

 

ARE CONSUMERS COMMITTED? 
Only 4% of our sample said they weren’t looking to increase any environmentally friendly behaviours 

in the future, suggesting 96% were seeking to change their behaviour. In line with earlier results, 

consumers appeared to be most committed to recycling more and cutting down single-use plastics.  

However, our sample was less committed to reducing their consumption, with only 15% putting ‘buy 

less’ in their top 3 actions for the future. Few people (8%) were also committed to actively advocating 

for change by speaking up about environmental issues. While consumers indicate they want to 

increase sustainable behaviour, some initiatives fare better than others. Again, it’s apparent that 

actions which are easier, money-saving and/or convenient are more appealing. 

                                                
6 https://hbr.org/2019/07/the-elusive-green-consumer 

Make or fix things myself rather than buy new 55% 

Try to buy less 51% 

Try to make others care about the environment 44% 

Actively seek sustainable products / companies 32% 

https://hbr.org/2019/07/the-elusive-green-consumer
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Base n = 1002 

Some sustainable changes are likely to require too much compromise from consumers. Buying and 

flying less may feel like impossible feats if the alternative options are considered too difficult, 

inconvenient or costly – although this trend may change in a post-COVID world. The forced lockdown 

may have sped up perceptual shifts and behaviour change. 

Despite being conscious of sustainability issues, consumers appear likely to turn a blind eye, instead 

opting for ‘easier’ measures (e.g. recycling) to justify a lack of action in other areas. This contributes to 

the contradiction between consumer perceptions of sustainability, and their actual behaviour. 

Overall, it is difficult to judge the sincerity of these commitments to behavioural change. While some 

may be posturing, other consumers may be genuine about their desire to increase their sustainable 

behaviours. However, other factors such as convenience and cost may continue to create barriers.  

 

WE’RE IN THIS TOGETHER 
We were interested to know where consumers believed responsibility lies on a range of sustainability 

issues. While the government were thought to hold the main responsibility for most issues tested, 

37% of our respondents believed the goal to reduce the use of plastic lay primarily with individuals.  
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This result is somewhat surprising, following research run by Ipsos Mori7 that found only 3% believed 

consumers should take responsibility for reducing unnecessary packaging. However, this probably 

reflects an action that is thought to be unfeasible or out of the control of consumers who do not 

produce product packaging. Meanwhile, reducing plastic may seem more feasible, such as opting for 

reusable containers or a refillable bottle. 

 

Q: Who has the main responsibility to...? 

 

Government 

Global 

organisations, 

e.g. the UN 

Private 

businesses Individuals 

Tackle climate change 
43% 22% 6% 19% 

Ensure use of 

sustainable materials 32% 14% 29% 16% 

Reduce carbon 

emissions 37% 18% 20% 15% 

Use sustainable energy 

sources 33% 13% 21% 23% 

Reduce the use of 

plastic 
21% 10% 22% 37% 

Reduce ocean pollution 
29% 24% 12% 22% 

Reduce air pollution 
39% 20% 15% 15% 

Ensure ethical 

manufacturing and 

working conditions 

36% 19% 28% 7% 

 

(Base n = 1002, unsure not shown in table.) 

What is clear, however, is that responsibility is not seen to lie with one party alone. Consumers also 

hold private businesses accountable for their role in sustainability issues. Companies must therefore 

demonstrate they are doing their bit to be more sustainable, or they could risk losing favour with their 

customers. However, these efforts must appear genuine. (Please see our white paper on 

‘Greenwashing’ for more information on this.) 

                                                
7 https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/public-concern-about-plastic-and-packaging-waste-not-backed-willingness-
act 

https://shift-insight.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Shift-Sustainability-GreenLies-whitepaper-July2020.pdf
https://shift-insight.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Shift-Sustainability-GreenLies-whitepaper-July2020.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/public-concern-about-plastic-and-packaging-waste-not-backed-willingness-act
https://www.ipsos.com/ipsos-mori/en-uk/public-concern-about-plastic-and-packaging-waste-not-backed-willingness-act


 

 

©SHIFT INSIGHT 2020                                                                                8 

WHAT SHOULD COMPANIES BE DOING? 
Consumers seem to feel that private businesses have a role to play in helping to tackle sustainability 

issues, particularly in their use of materials and the treatment of their workforce. There is evidence that 

while they want companies to take meaningful action, they are resistant to any compromise in quality 

and price for this to be achieved.   

This places companies seeking meaningful changes in a difficult position – consumers are looking for 

leadership and innovation alongside wanting to keep much of the status quo.  

The COVID-19 crisis may offer organisations opportunities to challenge the business-as-usual mindset 

of consumers, and while it is certainly not an automatic jolt to a more sustainable future, the 

immediate impact and reactions to the crisis have likely challenged consumers assumptions about 

what we need and can live without, as well as deepening appreciation of the natural environment.  

As companies are adapting to displaced and distanced workforces, while carbon-heavy businesses are 

having to adjust to broken supply chains and customer relationships (as well as reduced demand), this 

shift provides opportunities for organisations not just to respond to consumers’ sustainability 

demands but to actively lead and shape new approaches to sustainable business.  

 

Three key actions that companies can take now include: 

1. TAKING STOCK  

Now is a good time for companies to take a hard look at themselves and identify their key issues. 

A materiality assessment can be a good way to achieve this, allowing organisations to solicit input 

and feedback from a wide range of external and internal stakeholders, to identify places where 

they might be able to minimise negative impact while maximising positive impact. By really 

understanding their real and perceived sustainability strengths and weaknesses, companies can 

develop strong consumer-centric strategies for success.  

2. THINKING CAREFULLY ABOUT THE CONSUMER BENEFITS 

Consumers are unlikely to swap if the alternative is inconvenient, costly or lacks the original 

benefit – for some products and services this might mean thinking of sustainability as a secondary 

benefit. Getting closer to consumers’ needs and values can open opportunities to think more 

deeply about how sustainability could better serve and be communicated to them. Gaps and 

opportunities in the market exist, companies just need to understand what and where they are.  

3. THINKING IN CIRCLES 

Circular economy and ecology principles are challenging for consumers to understand, but are key 

to developing truly sustainable business models for the future. Planning how to eliminate waste 

and pollution, while keeping materials and products in use for longer, can be a huge step for 

companies in lessening their negative impact and use of natural resources.  
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If you are interested in conducting research into sustainability, or want to speak to one of our experts, 

please email Senior Research Manager elsie.lauchlan@shift-insight.co.uk or call 0207 253 8959. 

 

ABOUT SHIFT INSIGHT 
Since 2002, we have grown to become a leading research consultancy – originally focused solely on 

education, but then expanding into the complementary areas of Membership and Sustainability, 

alongside Learning. 

Shift Sustainability are experts in market research, consultation and materiality assessments, enabling 

us to identify and address global and local challenges. In this age of shifting mindsets and competing 

priorities, where success comes to those who listen and adapt, we give organisations the evidence and 

insight they need to make a real impact.  

To find out more about us, please visit our website: shift-sustainability.co.uk. 

 

PROFESSIONAL ETHICS 

We are members of the Market Research Society and European Society for Opinion and Market 

Research. We are also registered with the Information Commissioner’s Office and inform them of any 

personal information held. Our researchers fully abide by: 

 The Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR 

 The ICC/ESOMAR International Code on Market and Social Research 

 The MRS Code of Conduct. 
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