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The Higher Education 
Design Quality Forum is 
an independent charitable 
organisation which exists  
to promote high quality 
design across university 
campuses, buildings and 
facilities, in the knowledge  
that this enhances teaching, 
learning, research and  
public engagement.

Research is a core component of the charity’s 
activities, growing over the last year or so to 
encompass an increasing range of activities to 
 support the higher education sector to create,  
deliver and maintain high quality environments.

The objectives of the Research Working Group echo 
the overall aims of the charity, specifically to initiate 
research projects which focus on promoting positive 
outcomes of building users whether that be students 
or staff and exploring the success of completed 
projects in use.

One of the most important activities that the  
Research Working Group drive is focused on the 
student voice, ensuring that we keep exploring  
more and better ways to engage with students.  
We understand that ‘one size does not fit all’ and we 
work hard to ensure we capture representative data 
from this community. Working with an organisation 
such as YouthSight a, trusted independent insight 
consultancy with an under-30s opinion of 150,000 
members, allows us to take another step forward in 
this journey. This report is part of a series capturing 
the views of the student population that will continue 
throughout the work of the HEDQF Research  
Working group.

Whilst we are still in the grip of a global pandemic,  
we cannot lose sight of other significant factors 
affecting our global community and how these in  
turn impact on the Higher Education sector. The focus 
of this study and report has been influenced by the 
re-emphasis on the impact of climate change across 
all aspects of society and the need for us all to take 
individual responsibility. The impact of student views 
and behaviours will have a significant role in how 
Universities respond to the challenges ahead. 

We hope that the findings from this study and the 
report summary will provide the basis for an ongoing 
and much-needed debate about how the Higher 
Education sector tackles climate change through  
the sustainable use and development of its estates.

 
Dr Ghazwa Alwani-Starr

Chair of HEDQF 
Pro Vice-Chancellor Strategy,  

Planning and Partnerships 
University of London
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The need to address sources and effect of climate 
change has never been greater. Reducing the impact 
of climate change, and adapting to its ongoing 
consequences is increasingly important across all 
sectors and communities, and no less for Universities 
and their students in the UK. 

Recent years have seen wide spread action from 
citizens in form of protests and climate strikes, and from 
Governments in the form of international agreements 
and local policies. People are more aware than ever of 
the need to change and bringing the world to within the 
acceptable boundaries of climate change. 

Universities often have large physical estates, and 
support large numbers of staff and students, giving 
Universities sizeable collective carbon footprints.  
At the same time students are more engaged with 
environmental causes and action than ever, and  
as this report will illustrate, are looking at how 
Universities can also support these changes. 

To gain greater insight into the perspectives, concerns 
and priorities of students in relation to sustainable 
aspects of the university experience and their campus 
environment, the HEDQF has undertaken a survey of 
student views. 

This was undertaken in May 2020, and was carried 
out via an independent youth research organisation 
and survey tool, YouthSight, and was distributed to 
1,034 undergraduate student participants from the 
organisation’s online panel community. The results 
were weighted to match the known profile of full-time 
undergraduate students in the UK by gender, university 
group and current course year, according to HESA data1. 

1  HESA. Retrieved November 20, 2020, from https://www.hesa.ac.uk/

While this survey was undertaken during the  
global pandemic, and while the UK was under it’s  
first lockdown, the survey asked students to think  
about their usual campus and residential buildings. 
While Universities and students continue to adapt 
to the restrictions over this time, ensuring that 
buildings are sustainable and can adapt to a changing 
environment will remain highly important to Universities 
across the UK. We hope that this report can provide 
insights and action for sustainable retrofit and design  
of higher education spaces. 

Introduction by Ian Taylor and Alex Grigull,  
on behalf of HEDQF Research Group

INTRODUCTION

People are more aware than ever  
of the need to change and bringing 
the world to within the acceptable 
boundaries of climate change. 
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HEDQF

A generation informed by climate emergency 
declarations, climate strikes and increasingly global 
climate action initiatives, such as the 2015 Paris 
Agreement and UN sustainability goals, is enrolled  
at universities across the UK. 

The 2020 HEDQF student survey explored the topic of 
a sustainable campus and has revealed that students 
are not only well informed about the necessity for 
sustainability in design, but also that they are willing 
to take a ‘hands-on’ approach in the pathway towards 
more sustainable living. An unprecedented number 
of additional written comments, in comparison to any 
HEDQF study to date, showed the strength of opinion 
on the subject and highlighted the action-focused  
and pragmatic views on the transition to a more 
sustainable future.

Action-focused views towards  
climate change reduction
Overwhelmingly, students believe that human activity 
plays a role in climate change mitigation and that 
this must begin at the level of government and big 
businesses. The outcomes reflect the students’ 
views that a top-down approach is necessary for 
implementing effective action towards sustainability 
and climate change. Whilst, students have shown a 
clear dynamism and eagerness to embrace change, 
they are looking towards large organisations and 
noticeably their universities to provide the necessary 
tools so that they, themselves, can act. 

Awareness of IEQ factors
The quality of the internal environment plays an 
important role within the remit of sustainable 
development. Throughout the survey, students 
responded with a high awareness of internal 
environmental quality (IEQ) factors. The large  
majority agreeing that more comfortable  
temperatures, better air quality, better acoustics  
and natural daylighting would improve conditions  
across campus buildings, both academic  
and residential. 

SUMMARY
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Enable control,  
inform and incentivise
Students are looking towards a system that enables 
improved control of environmental parameters and 
consumption patterns, provides better information  
in relation to living with a lower carbon impact,  
and incentivises more sustainable lifestyles. 

Desire for nature  
and external spaces
Students expressed a desire for more communal 
outdoor spaces with a sensitive connection to nature, 
both within their academic buildings and residences. 
Future higher education design should aim to offer 
protected, outdoor break-out spaces for focused  
study as well as social activities. These criteria  
overlap with recent industry trends for a ‘sticky 
campus’, with buildings that touch the ground lightly  
and benefit occupants’ mental health and well-being. 

Importance of the physical  
campus & impacts of COVID-19
The previous HEDQF survey on social learning spaces 
revealed that 80% of students would study in their 
study bedroom outside of teaching hours and this  
could be projected to increase in the era post COVID-19. 
Students are very aware of the environmental quality 
in their residences and spend a lot of time in them, 
reinforcing the importance of a combined low-carbon, 
high indoor environmental quality approach to  
their design.

In May 2020, when this survey was conducted, the 
impact of COVID-19 was dramatically transforming  
the dynamic of the university environment; there  
was a strong desire for a sense of community and  
social living to be restored. The situation since the  
start of the Autumn term 2020 has further exacerbated 
these issues.

Students expressed a preference for the physical 
campus setting alongside virtual alternatives. This 
raises the bar for our universities and design teams. 
Students called for inventive and adaptable use of 
space within the campus setting and reiterated the 
need for a shift towards buildings that are connected to 
natural landscapes and external environments, whilst 
providing comfortable, resilient and sustainable spaces 
that are conducive to educational attainment. 
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Climate change is believed to be the greatest 
challenge of our time and this call for timely action 
is not lost on university students. With the vast 
majority (99%) believing human action plays a part 
in climate change reduction, it is apparent that an 
environmentally conscious and action-focused 
generation is enrolled at universities across  
the country. 

This view on climate change action transcends any 
social divisions between university types, year groups 
and gender, highlighting that this is an issue that 
students across the board are aware of and concerned 
with. Over a third of students understand reducing 
the impacts of climate change to be entirely within 
the scope of human control suggesting students are 
embracing a sense of responsibility and dynamism  
in tackling the climate crisis.

All need to take action; the government 
are the only ones who can enforce this 
on both businesses and individuals and 
can promote change

So, what does this mean for the future of university 
estates, campus design and creating student 
environments? Moreover who should lead in light of 
students’ clear understanding that human action 
is fundamental to the decarbonisation trajectory?

There is a clear indication that students are looking 
towards government for leadership on climate change 
action. The unforeseen number of written responses 
(>625) verify this strong student voice willing change 
primarily from government and secondarily from  
big business organisations.

Big businesses are responsible for 
around 70% of emissions… there  
needs to be a systematic overhaul  
of the way they work

Reoccurring themes of leadership and initiative 
appeared in written responses, in the context of 
government power to drive financial, legal and legislative 
change and in turn influence businesses and individuals. 

Whilst the majority of commentaries expressed the 
view that big businesses play a key role as the main 
contributor towards carbon emissions, female students 
were more inclined to place the primary responsibility 
with big business. 

99%
of students believe 

that human action plays 
a part in reducing 
climate change.

37%

37% OF STUDENTS 
BELIEVE THAT HUMAN 
ACTION ALONE  HAS 
THE POWER TO REDUCE 
CLIMATE CHANGE

A CALL FOR SUSTAINABILITY
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The comments indicate a widely held view that 
businesses should hold more responsibility 
for remedying the damages already caused by 
unsustainable practices, with many highlighting 
packaging and plastic waste as a main concern. 

Each human being is responsible for 
changing this situation... It depends  
on us

As a key link between UK institutions, industry and 
local communities, it is important that universities also 
advocate the student voice by committing to more 
sustainable initiatives and taking a leading role in  
climate change action.

61%
Government 

organisations

23%
Big

businesses

11%
Individuals5%

Somewhere
else

Q.  Do you think action on climate change  
should start from government organisations,  
big business or individuals?
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Climate change has far reaching impacts on the  
planet and subsequently on people. Students were 
asked to identify the issues they felt would most 
directly impact their quality of life in the future;  
98% of students believed that climate change will 
impact on their quality of life in some way. The top  
3 concerns expressed by students were:

1. Loss of biodiversity (56%)

2. Increased air pollution (53%)

3. Weather damage e.g. floods or fires (49%)

The greatest concern amongst students was over 
the loss of biodiversity, indicating an awareness of 
the importance of nature for human and planetary 
health. These concerns validate the importance of 
the higher education sector working to mitigate the 
causes and adapt to the consequences of climate 
change. University buildings must be resilient to 
future weather conditions, maintain good indoor air 
quality and encourage biodiversity using biophilia 
and outdoor spaces, especially within urban settings. 
Further concerns included loss of resources for 
future generations and temperature extremes. The 
emphasis placed on weather-related impacts suggests 
a considerable acknowledgement of changing climatic 
conditions due to global warming.

56%
LOSS OF 

BIODIVERSITY

24%
GEOPOLITICAL 

AND ECONOMIC 
INSTABILITY

(eg: migration/
unemployment)

53%
INCREASED AIR 

POLLUTION

15%
WATER 

SHORTAGES

49%
WEATHER DAMAGE 

(EG: FLOODS/
FIRES)

10%
MENTAL HEALTH  

OR WORRIES 
ABOUT THE 

FUTURE

40%
LOSS OF  

RESOURCES 
FOR FUTURE 

GENERATIONS

1%
I DON’T  
KNOW

32%
EXTREMES OF 

TEMPERATURES

2%
I DON’T THINK 

CLIMATE CHANGE 
WILL IMPACT 

MY LIFE IN THE 
FUTURE

Q.  In what ways, if any, do you think climate change will directly impact on your quality of life in 
the future? 
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THE CAMPUS CLIMATE
In order to understand the resilience of UK campuses 
under current climates, students were asked about 
the effects of various weather conditions on their 
ability to perform tasks around campus. 

Across all surveyed sub-groups, feeling cold had 
negatively impacted students to the greatest extent, 
with over a quarter (29%) stating this impacted their 
ability to study and 23% stating this impacted their 
quality of life.

Extreme wind also has a widespread impact on 
students with nearly half responding that this has 
negatively affected them in some way at their 
university. In particular, extreme wind was the factor 
that was reported to have the most negative impact 
on students’ ability to socialise. This may be reflective 
of the time in which students spend, or would like to 
spend, in external campus environments rather than 
fully enclosed buildings.

Overheated buildings have made my 
health conditions more difficult

Overheating has negatively impacted 21% of students’ 
ability to study on campus. This resonates with many 
research findings indicating that overheating negatively 
affects cognitive function and productivity2. 

2 Laurent, O. et al. (2018). Reduced cognitive function during a heat wave among residents of 
non-air-conditioned buildings: An observational study of young adults in the summer of 2016. 
PLoS Medicine, 15(7).

Q. Which of the following impacts of weather conditions have  
you experienced within your campus or student residence?

OVERHEATING

FLOODED OUTSIDE 
SPACES

DRAUGHTS

FLOODED 
BUILDINGS

EXTREME WIND

FEELING COLD

LEGEND: I haven’t experienced 
this at on campus 
or at my student 
residence

This has negatively 
impacted my ability 
to study on campus/
student residence

This has negatively 
impacted my quality of 
life on campus/at my 
student residence

This has negatively 
impacted my ability to 
socialise on campus/at  
my student residence
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IMPROVING CAMPUSES: ACADEMIC BUILDINGS
Placing the respondents into the shoes of the 
designer, students were asked what they would 
prioritise as the most important features of a 
university building. The same top three priorities  
were made irrespective of the type of university 
students were attending (i.e. Russell Group,  
Pre-’92, Post-’92 and urban vs. out-of-town),  
indicating that there are baseline comfort and 
satisfaction factors for universities up and down  
the country.

Whilst the ideal university building would be designed 
to enhance all listed features, design conflicts often 
mean a balancing act must be taken to find the optimal 
middle ground between key criteria. This is particularly 
pertinent when refurbishing existing buildings, 
considering that many design aspects may be fixed, 
such as building location or orientation, proximity to 
roads and other noise sources. Insight into the relative 
importance students place on the different aspects 
of building design could help to inform solutions that 
address design conflict.

Good natural daylight and comfortable internal 
temperatures were upheld by students as the most 
important qualities of a good university building design. 
Good natural daylight ranked higher for students of 
Russel Group universities (67%) compared to those  
of Post-’92 universities (49%). 

We suggest further study is needed to determine 
what drivers have resulted in this difference. Rooms 
that work well for their purpose (47%) and good 
acoustics (32%) are also regarded as high priorities, 
highlighting the importance of functional and well-
designed internal spaces. 

The maintainability of materials and finishes and natural 
materials in construction were not considered to be 
as important amongst students as other features. 
While these are important elements of whole life-cycle 
sustainability principles, students may not associate 
these directly with their on-campus experience.

Excellent disabled access for wheelchair 
users, visually impaired, hearing aid  
users and more

Additional comments from surveyed students related to 
building accessibility and safety. Campuses are often seen 
as safe spaces that act as a halfway house for students on 
their transition to adult independent living. It is therefore 
vital to ensure that all students feel safe and protected 
within their university buildings and campus grounds. This 
includes going beyond basic access facilities; ensuring that 
all students are catered for in a carefully considered way to 
maximise their university experiences. 

Top three most important aspects of  
a university building, according  
to university students:

55%
Good natural 

daylight

5%
Somewhere

else

55%
Comfortable internal 

temperature in 
winter/summer

47%
Rooms fit 

for purpose
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Q.  Imagine you were creating a building on campus for students to enjoy spending   
time in, what are the top three things you would make sure the building has?

Russel Pre 1992  
& specialist

Post 1992

0% 

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Good  
natural  
daylight

Comfortable 
temperature in 
summer/winter

Rooms that  
work well for 
their purpose

Good 
acoustics

Good 
air quality

Views to  
nature

Easy to  
navigate layout

Well maintained 
finishes and 

materials

Natural  
materials used 
in construction

Something  
else
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To gain further insights into student perceptions of 
conditions that would have the most positive impact  
on both learning and living environments, students were 
asked to rank several proposed features of buildings. 

A positive academic environment can promote good 
learning practices and improve student productivity. 
Whilst students agreed that academic buildings should 
incorporate the majority of suggested features, the  
three aspects that they favoured most were:

1. More comfortable internal temperatures (80%)

2. More dedicated outside spaces (77%)

3. Spaces with nature and landscape (74%)

A high proportion of students agreed that more 
comfortable internal temperatures would improve 
studying conditions in their universities. This is most 
strongly agreed amongst respondents from the  
Russel group universities.

The desire for outdoor spaces for work and socialising 
was greater than that for inside spaces. This, alongside 
a strong agreement that spaces with nature and 
landscape would improve studying conditions on 
campus, make it clear that the benefits of quality

outside space are widely acknowledged by students. 
Better connections to nature and active use of 
landscaped external spaces could be a key mechanism 
for improving learning environments. Several studies 
have demonstrated the benefits of natural landscapes  
and views on cognitive performance, mental health  
and wellbeing3,4. 

Unsurprisingly, students from urban universities, where 
space is often a constraint, were more likely to agree 
with the need for more dedicated communal spaces 
(both inside and out). An additional strong call for more 
communal spaces amongst students of dispersed 
universities may be indicative of the more difficult task 
of achieving a sense of community and togetherness  
in sparsely distributed campuses. 

3	 Dreyer,	B.	C.	et	al.	(2018).	Beyond	exposure	to	outdoor	nature:	Exploration	of	the	benefits	
of a green building’s indoor environment on wellbeing. Frontiers in Psychology.
4 Ko, W. H. et al. (2020). The impact of a view from a window on thermal comfort, emotion, 
and cognitive performance. Building and Environment.

IMPROVING CAMPUSES: LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

80%
More comfortable 

internal 
temperatures

77%
More dedicated 
outside spaces

74%
Spaces with nature

and Landscape
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Q.  To what extent do you agree that your student residence buildings  
 should have the following in order to improve living conditions? 

Strongly agree Agree Neither disagree  
nor agree

Disagree Strongly disagree

More dedicated communal spaces for 
work and socialising inside e.g. café, sofas, 

tables, pool table etc.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Lower carbon impact

Spaces with nature and landscape

Space to grow food

More dedicated spaces for work and 
socialising outside (e.g. shaded spaces, 

benches, sheltered spaces)

Better dedicated spaces to be alone inside

Better acoustics (e.g. communal spaces 
that are not too noisy, you can't hear people in the 
adjacent rooms, places you can talk privately etc.)

Better air quality

More comfortable internal temperature 
in winter/summer
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The top preferences for improving living conditions 
in student residences closely resonate with those for 
academic spaces. These were:

1. More or better outside spaces for work and 
socialising (77%)

2. Spaces with nature and landscape (76%)

3. Better control of internal temperatures (76%)

It is clear from the students’ top responses that a 
sense of community within at their student residences 
is highly valued. As with academic buildings, students 
believe spaces with nature and landscape would 
improve their living conditions, further emphasising  
the importance of high-quality outdoor spaces for  
both learning and living. This highlights the value  
of bringing greater variety and softer landscapes  
into the design of university residential environments,  
as well as on campus.

As with perceptions of academic buildings, there 
was strong agreement that better control of internal 
temperature would improve conditions. This highlights 
the importance of temperature as a key mediator 
for student satisfaction in a range of university 
environments. The importance of indoor environmental 
quality amongst students goes beyond thermal 
comfort, with 68% also believing improvements could 
be made through better air quality and acoustics. 

IMPROVING CAMPUSES: LIVING ENVIRONMENTS
A preference for better control of internal temperatures 
also indicates a willingness of students to take on 
greater responsibility and management of the buildings 
and influence their own environmental comforts. Some 
studies also suggest that greater occupancy control can 
lead to energy saving behaviours,5,6 with the potential 
to reduce the carbon impact of student residences. 
Interestingly, many students consider a lower carbon 
impact to improve living conditions (74%), particularly 
those of Russell Group universities. This may reflect a 
well-established theory that green buildings instil a more 
positive perception of indoor environmental quality than 
conventional buildings.7,8. 

5  Brager, G., & Arens, E. (2015). Creating high performance buildings: Lower energy, better 
comfort. AIP Conference Proceedings.
6  Murakami, Y. et al. (2007). Field experiments on energy consumption and thermal comfort 
in	the	office	environment	controlled	by	occupants’	requirements	from	PC	terminal.	Building	
and Environment.
7	 	Lee,	J.	Y.	et	al.	(2019).	Indoor	environmental	quality,	occupant	satisfaction,	and	acute	
building-related	health	symptoms	in	Green	Mark-certified	compared	with	non-certified	office	
buildings. Indoor Air.
8 Holmgren, M. et al. (2017). Occupant perception of “green” buildings: Distinguishing 
physical and psychological factors. Building and Environment.

77%
More /better outside 
spaces for work and 

socialising

5%
Somewhere

else

76%
Better control 

of internal 
temperatures

76%
Spaces with nature 

and landscape
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Q.  To what extent do you agree that your student residence building should  
 have the following in order to improve living conditions? 

Lower carbon impact

Spaces with nature and landscape

Space to grow food

More dedicated non- communal spaces for work 
and socialising inside e.g. kitchen with space to 

cook with others, living room with sofas or TV etc.

More/better outside spaces for work and 
socialising e.g. shaded spaces, benches, sheltered spaces

More dedicated communal spaces for work and 
socialising inside e.g. café, sofas, tables, pool table etc.

Better dedicated spaces to be alone inside

Better acoustics (e.g. communal spaces that 
are not too noisy, you can't hear people in the 

adjacent rooms, places you can talk privately etc.)

Better air quality

Better control of internal temperature in winter/summer

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

1

Strongly agree Agree Neither disagree  
nor agree

Disagree Strongly disagree
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Students have expressed a strong desire to be around 
nature and outside spaces, both at their student 
residences and in academic buildings. Previous 
responses have highlighted the opportunity to 
improve external environments, with improvements 
recommended by students including protected  
spaces for outside work and socialising. 

The features that would most strongly encourage 
students to use outside spaces on their university 
campus are:

1. Spaces to study or meet people (71%)

2. Shared outdoor space (56%)

3. More green landscaping (48%)

These preferences remained the same irrespective  
of the campus density or location, suggesting that the 
desired uses of outside spaces are shared between 
students from many different universities across the UK. 

Additional written responses by students supported 
greater biodiversity, better accessibility to areas of 
nature and more outdoor events. 

“Outdoor events e.g. music or BBQ 
“Greater biodiversity   
“More disabled access to nature areas”

IMPROVING CAMPUSES: OUTDOOR SPACES

1. SPACES TO STUDY OR MEET 
PEOPLE (71%)

2. SHARED OUTDOOR SPACE 
(56%)

3. MORE GREEN LANDSCAPING 
(48%)

4. SAFE FOOTPATHS/CYCLE 
LANES (35%)

5. ORGANISED SPORT OR 
LEISURE  
ACTIVITIES (29%)

6. ZERO CARBON, EG BIKES 
(24%)

7. OPPORTUNITY FOR GROWING 
FOOD (15%)

8. SOMETHING ELSE (2%)

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Q.  Please select the top three features 
that would most strongly encourage 
you to use outside spaces on your 
university campus.

SUSTAINABLE CAMPUSES REPORT 2020HEDQF

17



Taking action to improve the sustainability of 
universities requires support and participation  
by both individuals and universities, across a  
broad range of topics from energy efficiency and  
low-carbon buildings to responsible sourcing, such  
as the procurement of local food supplies. 

Students were asked about their opinions on 
suggestions for improving academic and residential 
buildings to identify overall priorities for their university.

Section one, ‘A Call for Sustainability’, highlights  
students’ action-focused views on sustainability. The 
favourability of for the improvement of residential and 
academic buildings generally support these views. 
However, the responses also highlight how student-led 
action on climate change will be balanced against and 
limited by any potential direct costs,  
such as rent increases.

Overall, students are looking for universities to reduce 
both operational and embodied carbon, but also to 
provide information that would allow students to lower 
their personal carbon footprint and improve broader 
energy reduction behaviours.

ACTIONS FOR CHANGE
Q. Thinking about your student residence building and your academic buildings on  
campus, how favourable are the below suggestions for improvement?

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Paying more rent for more durable finished/materials that last longer

Being able to control how much heating, cooling and water you use

Paying more rent to live in a zero carbon residence

Accepting higher room temperatures in summer to reduce energy

Accepting lower room temperatures in winter to reduce energy

Wearing more clothes in cold weather to save energy

Incentivising energy reduction behaviours

Regular information on your energy consumption patterns

Regular information to help you understand 
how lifestyle impacts your carbon footprint

More hands on building maintenance staff 
to help improve carbon performance

Regular info on how to make the building more energy efficient
(Close windows, turn off lights, close/open blinds)

Strongly agree Agree Neither disagree  
nor agree

Disagree Strongly disagree
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The control of heating, cooling and water use was 
the most favourable improvement, followed by 
incentivising energy reduction behaviours and regular 
information on both energy consumption patterns and 
increasing building energy efficiency. 

These outcomes suggest that students are very willing 
to adapt towards a more energy efficient lifestyle, with 
the provision of information and control to aid energy 
management. This proved to be a much more preferable 
tool than finance-related methods, with the majority of 
students unwilling to pay more rent for more durable 
finishes or a zero-carbon residence, highlighting the 
need for these aspects to inform design by default. 

Accepting lower or higher room temperatures to save 
energy produced very split outcomes, with just over half 
of the participants in favour and only a small proportion 
of participants strongly in favour of the idea. Once again, 
this highlights the impact of thermal comfort on student 
satisfaction. However, a much higher proportion of 
students would entertain the idea of simple temporary 
solutions such as ‘wearing more clothes inside in cold 
weather to save energy’ (74%). Again, this highlights how 
a more active and action-orientated approach, which 
instigates greater occupancy control, is instantly more 
preferable amongst the student population.

90%
of students want personal 
control of heating, cooling 

and water use

87%
of students would favour 

incentivised energy 
reduction behaviours

88%
of students want regular 

information on energy 
consumption patterns
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The top priorities for reducing climate change in 
universities revealed a strong awareness amongst 
students of the importance of not only reducing 
operating carbon emissions but also the embodied 
carbon of buildings. Nearly half of all students 
ranked a reduction in the carbon impacts of 
buildings themselves, through natural or sustainable 
construction materials, as a top priority.

A preference for the provision of information on 
sustainability issues further validates a willingness  
from students to adapt personal behaviours to a lower 
carbon lifestyle, as well as reiterating the suitability of a 
system that enables control, informs and incentivises. 
Student-led initiatives, such as NUS’s Green Impact, 
can provide useful tools to support students to take 
impactful action towards sustainability9. 

Nearly a third of all students ranked reducing the  
carbon impact of transport and working with local 
communities on carbon reduction initiatives as top 
priorities. This suggests that students are interested  
in a wider community approach to implementing  
carbon reduction schemes, looking for an impact  
that reaches beyond campus boundaries.

9 NUS. Green Impact | Students Organising for Sustainability. Retrieved  
November 18, 2020, from http://greenimpact.nus.org.uk/

UNIVERSITY PRIORITIES
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

9

10

11

8

1. REDUCE BUILDING CARBON (48%)

2. REDUCE ENERGY USED IN HEATING/
COOLING (38%)

3. INFORM STUDENTS ABOUT  
CARBON REDUCTION (33%)

4. REDUCE CARBON IMPACT OF 
TRANSPORT (31%)

5. COMMUNITY CARBON  
REDUCTION PROJECTS (30%)

6. IMPROVE BIODIVERSITY ON 
CAMPUS (27%)

7. REDUCE CARBON IMPACT OF  
FOOD CONSUMED (25%)

8. INCREASE IN ONLINE TEACHING  
& RESEARCH (22%)

9. PLAN FACILITIES FOR MORE 
EXTREME WEATHER EVENTS (16%)

10. IMPROVE LOCAL COMMUNITY 
ACCESS TO UNIVERSITY FACILITIES 
(11%)

11. SOMETHING ELSE (1%)

Q. Which methods of reducing climate 
change should your university prioritise?
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Less than a quarter of students rated an increase in 
online teaching and research methods as a top priority, 
potentially reflecting the significance of the physical 
campus environment in providing a sense of community. 
The influence of COVID-19 is likely to have caused 
dramatic shifts in student attitudes towards remote 
working whilst also providing an evidence basis for the 
effects of online teaching on climate change. 

Additional comments in response to this question 
ranged from ‘quick-fixes’ such as improved recycling 
facilities and catering locally sourced food to wider 
political and economic matters such as divesting from 
fossil fuel industries. The latter is a topic that also 
appeared in earlier responses and has been the subject 
of high-profile campaigns in recent years, with increased 
pressure on universities to divest.

Enable control, inform and incentivise

The theme of increased control and information on 
energy and environmental quality, has gained a very 
positive reaction from students with an extremely high 
proportion of students favouring related practices. 
This advocates a system that enables control, informs 
occupants about energy saving behaviours and 
incentivises the reduction of energy consumption  
within student residences and academic buildings.  
The provision of information to lower students’ carbon 
footprints was also seen as a key priority for universities 
in reducing climate change. 
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The introductory summary identified the key  
findings from this survey. There are significant drivers 
here that should be acknowledged by the Academic, 
Recruitment and Estates communities. 

(1) Action-focused views towards 
climate change reduction
The undergraduate student community is very aware 
of the potential future impacts of climate change. 
University research and education on these matters will 
be appraised by well-informed students, as well as the 
physical manifestations in campus facilities and services 
offered. The climate emergency generation will be more 
demanding than previous student cohorts. 

(2) Awareness of indoor environmental 
quality (IEQ) factors
Students are very conscious of the impacts of 
environmental quality on the spaces they use for learning 
and socialising. The briefing of spaces should take into 
account student preferences by learning from student 
feedback on the use of existing estates. This will allow 
for the prioritisation of improvements that have the most 
significant impact and are most important to students. 

(3) Enable control, inform and 
incentivise (top-down approach)
The undergraduate intake is becoming more interested  
in living responsibly within the means of the planet.  
They welcome the provision of useful information to 
help them pursue responsible lifestyles, as well as 
opportunities to reduce their personal consumption, 
particularly when incentivised.

(4) Desire for nature and  
external spaces
One of the strongest messages arising from the 
survey responses was a significant interest in external 
spaces for social contact and learning. The pandemic 
has heightened our awareness of the benefits of time 
spent outside, in fresh air and in contact with nature. 
Universities have always understood the benefits of 
attractive and usable grounds but have found it  
difficult to prioritise investment in them in the face  
of other demands. This survey reinforces the argument 
that good quality design of the spaces between  
buildings can provide practical learning environments  
and improve the social and mental wellbeing of the 
university student community. 

(5) The importance of the physical 
campus environment in an age of 
remote working
The physical campus environment offers a setting for 
social interaction and the exchange of ideas. Students 
expressed a preference for the physical campus setting 
over virtual alternatives and identified a set of issues  
that need attention through good design to improve  
the university experience.

KEY ACTIONS
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Q1. Some people think climate change can be 
reduced by human action and some people think 
it is down to factors outside of human control. 

 Do you believe that climate change can be 
reduced by human action?

 Please select one answer only

1. Yes, only human action can reduce climate change

2. It’s a combination of human action and other 
factors out of human control

3. No, only factors out of human control can reduce 
climate change

Q2. Do you think action on climate change should 
start from government organisations, big 
business, or from individuals?

 Please select one answer only

1. Government organisations

2. Big businesses

3. Individuals

4. Somewhere else

Q3. Climate change is creating severe 
impacts on our lives. 

 In what ways, if any, do you think climate  
change will directly impact on your quality  
of life in the future?

 Please select your top 3 answers 

1. Extremes of temperature

2. Increased air pollution

3. Water shortages

4. Weather damage e.g. floods, fires 

5. Loss of resources for future generations 

6. Mental health e.g. worries about the future

7. Loss of biodiversity e.g. plant and animal life

8. Geopolitical and economic instability e.g. migration, 
unemployment

9. Something else – please tell us what

10. I don’t think climate change will impact my quality 
of life in the future

Q4. On your university campus or at your student 
residence, you might have seen or experienced 
the impact of weather conditions. These might 
have negatively impacted your quality of life  
or your ability to study or socialise.

 Which of the following impacts of weather 
conditions have you experienced within  
your university campus or student residence and 
how, if at all, have they negatively  
impacted you? 

Columns

1. Overheating in buildings on campus/at my student 
residence 

2. Draughts in buildings on campus/at my student 
residence 

3. Feeling cold in buildings on campus/at my student 
residence 

4. Flooded buildings on campus/at my student 
residence 

5. Flooded outside spaces

6. Extreme wind in campus spaces

7. Something else – please tell us what

APPENDIX – SURVEY QUESTIONS
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Q4. contd

Rows:

1. This has negatively impacted my ability to study on 
campus/at my student residence 

2. This has negatively impacted my quality of life in 
my student residence

3. This has negatively impacted my ability to socialise 
on campus/at my student residence

4. I haven’t experienced this on campus/at my student 
residence

Q5. Imagine you were creating a building on campus 
for students to enjoy spending time in, what are 
the top 3 things you would make sure the building 
has?

 Please select your top 3 answers 

1. Rooms that work well for their purpose

2. An easy to navigate layout

3. Good natural daylight

4. Good acoustics (e.g. communal spaces that are 
not too noisy, you can’t hear people in the adjacent 
rooms, places you can talk privately etc.)

5. Natural materials used in the construction

6. Well maintained materials and finishes 

7. Views to nature

8. Good air quality

9. Comfortable internal temperature in winter/
summer

10. Something else – please tell us what

Q6. To what extent do you agree that your student 
residence building should have the following in 
order to improve living/studying conditions? 

 If you live at home as a student, then please 
answer for your home.

1. Better dedicated spaces to be alone inside

2. More dedicated communal spaces for work and 
socialising inside e.g. café, sofas, tables, pool table 
etc.

3. More dedicated non-communal spaces for  
work and socialising inside e.g. kitchen with space 
to cook with others, living room with  
sofas or TV etc.

4. More/better outside spaces for work and 
socialising e.g. shaded spaces, benches, sheltered 
spaces

5. Space to grow food 

6. Spaces with nature and landscape

7. Better control of internal temperature in  
winter/summer

8. Better air quality

9. Better acoustics (e.g. communal spaces that are 
not too noisy, you can’t hear people in the adjacent 
rooms, places you can talk privately etc.)

10. Lower carbon impact

 Scale:

1. Strongly disagree

2. Disagree

3. Neither agree nor disagree

4. Agree

5. Strongly agree
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Q7. To what extent do you agree that your academic 
buildings on campus should have the following in 
order to improve learning/studying conditions? 

 Please select 

1. Better dedicated spaces to be alone inside

2. More dedicated communal spaces for work and 
socialising inside e.g. café, sofas, tables, pool table 
etc.

3. More dedicated spaces for work and socialising 
outside e.g. shaded spaces, benches, sheltered 
spaces

4. Space to grow food 

5. Spaces with nature and landscape

6. More comfortable internal temperature in winter/
summer

7. Better air quality

8. Better acoustics (e.g. communal spaces that are 
not too noisy, you can’t hear people in the adjacent 
rooms, places you can talk privately etc.)

9. Lower carbon impact 

 

Scale:

1. Strongly disagree

2. Disagree

3. Neither agree nor disagree

4. Agree

5. Strongly agree 

Q8. Thinking about your student residence building 
and your academic buildings on campus, how 
favourable are the below suggestions for 
improvement?

 Please rate each suggestion in terms of how 
favourable it would be for you.

 Rows:

1. Regular information to help understand how your  
lifestyle impacts your carbon footprint

2. Regular information on your energy consumption 
patterns

3. Incentivising energy reduction behaviours

4. More ‘hands on’ building maintenance staff to  
help improve carbon performance

5. Regular information on how to make the building  
more energy efficient (e.g. close or open blinds/  
windows, turn off lights etc.)

6. Wearing more clothes inside in cold weather to  
save energy 

7. Accepting lower room temperatures in winter to  
save energy 

8. Accepting higher room temperatures in summer to 
save energy

9. Paying more rent to live in a zero-carbon residence 

10. Being able to control how much heating, cooling 
and water you use

11. Paying more rent for more durable finishes/
materials that last longer

 Columns:

1. Extremely favourable

2. Somewhat favourable

3. Somewhat unfavourable

4. Extremely unfavourable
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Q9. Please select the top 3 features that would most 
strongly encourage you to use outside spaces on 
your university campus. 

 Please select your top 3 answers 

1. Spaces to study or meet people e.g. benches, 
outdoor tables, shaded spaces, sheltered spaces

2. Shared outdoor space e.g. open space, parks

3. Zero carbon transport e.g. bikes

4. Safe footpaths/cycle lanes

5. More green landscaping

6. Opportunity for growing food

7. Organised sport or leisure activities

8. Something else – please tell us what

Q10. Which methods of reducing climate change, if 
any, do you think your university should prioritise?

 Please select your top 3 answers 

1. Reduce energy used from heating and cooling 
buildings

2. Reduce carbon impact of transport

3. Reduce carbon impact of food consumed 

4. Increase in online teaching and research methods 

5. Improve biodiversity on campus 

6. Provide information to students about how to live/
work with lower carbon impact 

7. Improve the local community’s access to university 
facilities 

8. Work with the local community on carbon 
reduction initiatives

9. Plan facilities/campus for more extreme weather 
events 

10. Reduce carbon impacts of buildings themselves 
e.g. renovate existing buildings, use low carbon 
materials in construction 

11. Something else – please tell us what
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