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The Sustainable Development Goals

In 2015, the United Nations put forward 17 Sustainable Development

Goals, with the aim of providing a “blueprint to achieve a better and more

sustainable future for all” by 2030[1]. The goals were designed to take a

holistic approach to achieving sustainability – accounting for multiple

interconnected issues. Each goal has 8-12 sub-targets, as well as

indicators to track progress and ensure goals are actionable.  

The 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) aiming to transform our

world are as follows:
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Research has suggested that younger generations are worried about the
planet’s future and, as a result, are interested in actively changing
their behaviour to support sustainable initiatives (see our white paper
on generational differences – ‘The X, Y and Z of Sustainability’). As
young people will be strongly impacted in the long term by today’s
policies and initiatives, as well as being the decision-makers of tomorrow,
we were keen to discover their perceptions of sustainability priorities. 

We therefore conducted an online survey in late 2020 with 1,055
students in the UK* to better understand their perceptions of the SDGs,
as well as the goals they would like to see universities actively support.

No more poverty, no more hunger
While all the SDGs are clearly important to support a safe, equal and
sustainable world, we wanted to understand which areas students in the
UK considered most important. We asked students to select up to 5
goals they deemed to be a priority. 

Areas most likely to be selected for students' top 5 goals included:
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56% of students
selected 'No Poverty'

51% selected
'Zero Hunger'

48% selected 'Clean
Water and Sanitation'

48% selected
'Quality Education'

44% selected
'Climate Action'

* Including international
students studying at a 
UK university (5% of sample
/ 58 respondents).

https://shift-sustainability.co.uk/sustainability-research-reports/generational-consumer-sustainability-research/


Over half of our sample believed ‘no poverty’ and ‘zero hunger’ were
amongst the most important SDGs, with ‘clean water and sanitation’,
‘quality education’, and ‘climate action’ following closely behind. Findings
indicated that female respondents were more likely to prioritise ‘gender
equality’ (34%), than male respondents (22%). 

Interestingly, ‘life below water’ and ‘life on land’ were significantly less
likely to be selected within students’ top 5 priorities (5% for each). While this
does not suggest they were unimportant to students, it is clear they were
prioritising goals linked to human-based social improvements.

Goals close to their hearts
Perhaps unsurprisingly, student specialisms appeared to impact
perceptions of priority areas. For example, those studying Economics,
Business and Finance subjects were significantly likely to consider ‘decent
work and economic growth’ to be highly important (32%, compared to a
sample average of 19%). Similarly, Engineering students were significantly
likely to prioritise ‘industry, innovation and infrastructure’ (23%), compared
to the sample average (6%).

It is likely that incorporating relevant SDGs into subject teaching will help to
engage and encourage young people to be sustainability advocates –
helping to create a new generation of specialists who are eager to
sustainably innovate within their chosen fields.
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40% selected
'Reducing Inequality'

31% selected
'Gender Equality'

44% selected 'Good
Health and Well-Being'



Universities have quality education 

in their power
To understand which SDGs students believed institutions should focus on,
we asked them to select up to 3 goals that they would like to see their
university actively support. 

Those most likely to be selected included:
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46% selected
'Quality Education'

32% selected 'Good
Health and Well-being'

30% selected
'Climate Action'

29% selected
'Reducing Inequalities'

25% selected
'Gender Equality'

A significant proportion of students felt that ‘quality education’ should be
a priority for their university, followed by ‘good health and well-being’
and ‘climate action’. Despite over half of students indicating ‘no poverty’
and ‘zero hunger’ were highly important to them, it is clear that
universities are seen as best placed to support other sustainable goals,
including those linked to social mobility.



Reaching out
To better understand what students understood by ‘quality education’
and the ways in which they would like to see institutions support this
goal, we asked respondents to provide suggestions for initiatives that
their university could introduce related to this area. 

Many suggestions indicated a desire for increased contact time and
available support from tutors. The prevalence of these comments could
be due to COVID-19 restrictions and the subsequent emphasis on
remote learning.

Local outreach was a common suggestion amongst respondents, in
which building awareness of higher education opportunities was
deemed beneficial – particularly from areas of higher deprivation and
lower participation. Suggestions for community engagement also
extended to adult education, to demonstrate the benefits of lifelong
learning and continued skills development.
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“Branch out to primary schools, ensuring all children are
aware, from a young age, of the possibility of attending
university, and how they can work to achieve a position,
despite background and income. More support should be
given nationwide.”

Some students also emphasised the benefits of international
partnerships. This included knowledge sharing, opportunities for
student exchanges and mentoring. Embedding industry opportunities
or curriculum connections to work-related skills were desired by some
students, to further support employability. 
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Healthy minds and bodies
Perhaps unsurprisingly, in light of the current COVID-19 climate[2], 
many suggestions for university initiatives to support good health and 
well-being related to mental health support for students. 

Some students emphasised feelings of isolation, financial struggles and
increased anxiety since the pandemic outbreak. Others referenced
high numbers of student suicides. Related initiatives to support students
included increased services (such as 24/7 phone lines), dedicated mental
health officers, 1-2-1 sessions and available information packs. Some
respondents emphasised the benefits of awareness-building events to
ensure students did not feel alone.

Providing facilities to ensure students can make healthy choices was
also a common suggestion from respondents. Healthy food options,
including increased vegetarian and vegan options, were desired. Students
also emphasised the importance of gym access, with some suggesting
subsidised memberships would ensure this was a viable option for all.

Interestingly, most suggestions relating to this goal focused on the good
health and well-being of students, rather than society as a whole.

“Provide a more accessible counselling service. I've
been at uni for over 2 years now and have not received
a single day of actual counselling despite them knowing
I struggle mentally from day 1.”



08

Help them help the world
The climate crisis is at the forefront of young people’s minds following
catastrophic global events and growing awareness of climate issues in
recent years. Student age groups are likely to experience higher rates
of eco-anxiety than older generations (see our ‘A World of Worry’
white paper), and therefore likely to want all organisations with
agency to be accountable for ensuring a more sustainable future. 

Suggestions for universities to support this goal included developing
innovative courses addressing climate change issues, as well as
ensuring awareness and solutions are built into learning. Others
thought that universities could divert more resource into researching
climate issues.

Respondents were likely to suggest the use of renewable energy,
increased recycling schemes and waste reduction. Other
environmental initiatives included reducing meat consumption 
on campus, increasing green spaces, cycle schemes and banning
single-use plastic. Many respondents emphasised the important role
universities played in providing students with the tools to make
environmentally friendly choices.

“Make it easier for students to be more sustainable, have
more recycling available across campus and package
food in more sustainable packaging.”

See our 'Green Campuses' white paper for more on students'
perceptions of university environmental policies.

https://shift-sustainability.co.uk/sustainability-research-reports/eco-anxiety-consumer-sustainability-research/
https://shift-sustainability.co.uk/sustainability-research-reports/green-campus/
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Research, representation and

responsibility
Historically, students have been fundamental to equality activism, and
this has been apparent in relation to the Black Lives Matter protests[3].
Many comments referenced this movement, with a desire to see
universities actively involved. 

Universities were seen to have the power and opportunity to break
down structural inequalities, through widening participation programmes
and outreach schemes. Other students suggested that universities could
do more to develop research and awareness around inequalities, such as
disproportionate attainment and the gender pay gap. 

To further tackle inequalities, many suggestions emphasised the need for
more representation amongst both students and staff. This was
thought to be important in developing a safe and inclusive space. Many
students felt that universities should be a leading example, as they would
be fundamental in shaping the decision-makers of tomorrow.

 
Some students who referenced first- and/or second-hand experiences
with inequality at university emphasised the need for zero-tolerance
policies. Some suggested current policies were merely lip-service, and
not enough was done to stamp out related bullying and harassment. 

“Having more ambassador roles – perhaps per department.
A lot of departmental subjects remain dominated by
specific gender, ethnicity or cultural groups.”
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What should universities be doing?
Find your purpose
Materiality assessments can be a great opportunity to not only look at your
impact, but also find an authentic purpose from which to build a
sustainable strategy for the future. Understanding the perceptions and
needs of your student audience will give you direction for impactful growth
and change. However, this is only one guide. University staff and other key
stakeholders’ views are vital, as well as a careful analysis of impact. While
the SDGs are a useful starting point, a deeper focus into a small set of
relevant areas or sub-categories will allow for more strategic focus.

Take a lead
Sustainability is high on the agenda for younger generations, and it is likely
this will begin to feed into decision-making, as prospective students build
perceptions of universities based on their sustainable initiatives.
Sustainable league tables have been developed[4], therefore universities
should act fast to take a lead in an increasingly important area for
students. It is crucial to demonstrate that you are active in the areas
important to your specific audience – this may differ by subject, region or
other demographics specific to you.

Support a sustainable future
While students are clearly concerned about the future of the planet, they
desire the tools to make sustainable choices. Ensuring students have the
opportunities and facilities to make sustainable choices on campus will
help to encourage long-term behaviour change. Universities are in a unique
position to help educate and shape the ethics of future generations –
therefore, sustainability should be built into learning where possible.

If you are interested in conducting sustainability research or a materiality
assessment, 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.



The Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR 
The ICC/ESOMAR International Code on Market and Social Research 
The MRS Code of Conduct.

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, including our other public-facing
research reports, please visit our website: shift-sustainability.co.uk. 

Professional ethics
We are a long-term member of both 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:
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In addition, we are proud to be a Certified B Corporation™ –
one of only a few agencies to have gained this recognition. 
B Corps are for-profit companies that use the power of
business to build a more inclusive and sustainable economy.
They meet the highest verified standards of social and
environmental performance, transparency, and accountability.
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