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A survey conducted by The Vegan Society in April 2020 found that

one in five Brits had cut down their meat consumption since the

pandemic began[3]. 

The number of trademarks registered for new vegan food and

drink products in the UK has more than doubled to a record high

over the last year, indicating a surge in public demand for plant-

based items[4]. 

In September 2020, a survey by Recycle Now, a government-

funded national recycling campaign, showed that 73% were willing

to make lifestyle changes in order to help the environment, which

was up from 68% the previous year[5].

The important question is: have these observations had any impact on

individual efforts to live more sustainably? Existing research seems

to suggest that it has: 

The upside of lockdown
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Even from the early days of lockdown, people

living in busy cities began to comment on the

quiet brought about by reduced road and air

traffic. Many urbanites noticed that birdsong

seemed clearer and louder than before[1],

while nationwide reports of improved air

quality quickly hit the headlines[2]. 

If there is one silver lining to the COVID-19 cloud, perhaps it’s the

impact that lockdown has had on our appreciation of the world around

us and our desire to protect it. 



We received responses from 1,055 students at universities across the UK.
This white paper explores students’ responses to five statements relating
to the environment and sustainability.

There were no significant differences found in responses given between
age groups, genders, degree levels or subject areas.

11%

16%

18%

15%

16%

19%

25%

27%

26%

39%

70%

59%

55%

59%

45%

I believe I can make a difference to the
environment by altering my actions and

behaviour

I have become more aware of my
environmental impact in the last year

I am actively trying to consume less to be
more sustainable

I think I have become more
environmentally conscious in the last year

The COVID-19 restrictions have led me to
behave more sustainably

Thinking about the environment and sustainability, how far do
you agree or disagree with the following statements?

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

We decided to explore students’ feelings

towards the environment and their sustainable

behaviours through an online survey. This is the

first time we have gathered data on this topic

from students, but questioning in this area will be

incorporated into an annual tracking survey with

students going forward. It will be particularly

interesting to see how the COVID-19 pandemic

impacts students’ perceptions and behaviours

around living sustainably over the next year.
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Tomorrow's decision makers



It is unclear whether this perceived increase in
environmental awareness is a consequence of
the pandemic specifically, or whether it is the
result of a general shift in societal awareness
over time and between generations. 

Our previous research, ‘The X, Y and Z of
Sustainability’, found that younger populations
appeared to be more mindful of environmental
issues. In particular, student-age populations
(namely Gen Z and Millennials) were found to
spend more time worrying about the
environment, and were more likely to state that
they felt helpless about the future of the planet.

Despite the evidence for reduced travel, improved recycling habits and
heightened interest in meat-free products in the UK, students appeared
to have neutral feelings towards the statement “The COVID-19
restrictions have led me to behave more sustainably” – with 39%
selecting ‘neither agree nor disagree’ in response.
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The rise of environmental conscience

Restricted movement

Tracking how students respond to these statements over the next few
years may reveal some key insights into whether the pandemic has had
an effect on students’ environmental consciousness.

The majority (59%) of students we surveyed agreed that they had become
more environmentally conscious in the last year. An equal proportion
agreed that they had become more aware of their own environmental
impact in the last year.

https://shift-sustainability.co.uk/sustainability-research-reports/generational-consumer-sustainability-research/
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Students were also significantly more likely to
disagree with the statement “I am actively
trying to consume less to be more sustainable”,
than the other statements. This is reflected in
our 2020 research report, ‘Talking the Talk’,
which found an ‘intention-action gap’ between
consumers’ perceptions of sustainability issues
and their actions to address them. Whilst 80% of
consumers agreed there was a need for people
to reduce the amount they buy and use, 64%
said they would choose convenience over
sustainability when purchasing products. 

 

There may be a promising future for more individual-led sustainable action,
as 70% of students we surveyed agreed that they believe they can make a
difference to the environment by altering their actions and behaviour, and
almost a quarter (23%) strongly agreed with this statement. This indicates
that students believe they have a certain amount of agency when it comes
to sustainable matters. 

Making changes to make a difference
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As explored in our ‘Minds of the Future’ white
paper, around the Sustainable Development Goals
that UK students consider highest priority, students
appear more likely to value causes that are aligned
to their interests and the subjects they are studying
(e.g. Economics, Business and Finance students
were significantly likely to consider ‘decent work
and economic growth’ to be highly important). 

Changes in consumers’ environmental attitudes will be another key area
of interest to monitor over the coming years.

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


Environmental awareness appears to be on the rise amongst
students, with many indicating that they are taking the time to
consider the impact of their behaviours. Furthermore, this group has
expressed a willingness to make lifestyle changes, in an effort to
living more sustainably.

However, there appears to remain a lack of sustainable proactivity
amongst this group. It is not yet clear what is holding students back,
though this inaction may simply be a result of the constraints of
lockdown and an affiliated sense of helplessness.

    

Key takeaways

Only time will tell whether a movement towards sustainable action will in
fact materialise as the COVID-19 pandemic eases, but this is definitely an
area we plan to keep an eye on with our tracking survey going forward.
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To combat this, universities could put out
messaging to remind students of small
ways to act sustainably during lockdown,
such as keeping printing to a minimum,
turning off laptops when not in use,
walking or cycling whenever possible, and
taking the opportunity to recycle
everything they can when stuck at home.  

They could also raise awareness of existing green initiatives for
students to get involved in, such as recycling schemes or second-
hand clothes sales.   

If students are provided with the opportunities and guidance to
act more sustainably, they may start to feel more positive about their
involvement with environmental action and encouraged to make
bigger lifestyle changes.

   

   



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

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 long-term members 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.

About Shift Insight

http://www.shift-sustainability.co.uk/
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