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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. 

SUSTAINABLE CAMPUSES REPORT 2020HEDQF

4



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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