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In this chapter, we provide an overview of some of the data 
from Understanding Society that will enable researchers 
to shed light on these issues and we discuss how the 
data could be used. We present preliminary analyses that 
demonstrate the extent of public knowledge, beliefs and 
so-called ‘climate-friendly’ behaviours. We also identify 
some of the socio-demographic factors that are associated 
with these behaviours. Finally, we point to additional uses of 
Understanding Society for future research.

THE DATA
The Wave 1 Understanding Society interview (n=22,265 in 
Year 1) included a set of questions relating specifi cally to 
behaviours that can affect the environment. For simplicity, 
we will refer to these as ‘environmental behaviours’, though 
we recognise that environmental concerns, or the lack of 
them, are not necessarily the drivers of these behaviours. 
Indeed, understanding the determinants of behaviour is 
an important research question which the Understanding 
Society data can be used to address. The behavioural 
questions covered several issues which, collectively, infl uence 
a considerable proportion of the greenhouse gas emissions 
and other resource use resulting from individual activity. 

These issues include travel behaviour, use of domestic 
fuel and purchase of recycled products. The battery of 
environmental behaviour questions is reproduced in Table 1. 
The Environmental Behaviours module can be seen in the 
Wave 1 questionnaire: http://data.understandingsociety.org.
uk/questionnaires/wave-1. It should be noted that a number 
of other topics covered in the interview are also related to 
greenhouse gas emissions to some extent. These include 
questions on household expenditures on energy, whether 
considering installing alternative energy technology, recycling 
behaviour, and transportation items – some of which are 
unique to Understanding Society. These items are collected at 
the household level in the household questionnaire.  

In addition to the behavioural questions, the adult self-
completion questionnaire (n=19,168) included items on 
attitudes and beliefs regarding climate change. The attitude 
questions addressed attitudes to own behaviour, beliefs 
about the severity and imminence of climate change and 
beliefs about the effi cacy of action to combat climate change. 
These questions are summarised in Table 2. Some of the 
questions are identical to ones carried on the 2007 and 
2009 DEFRA surveys of public attitudes to the environment 
(Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(DEFRA), 2007; Thornton, 2009).

Society faces signifi cant environmental challenges including climate change, 
water quality and shortages, air pollution, and loss of biodiversity. Addressing 

these challenges will require understanding their roots in human behaviour. Simple technological solutions will not be 
suffi cient, since effi ciency-based improvements tend to be surpassed by changes in consumption. 

This chapter pays most attention to the environmental challenge of climate change. In addition to scientifi c evidence 
that human activity is changing the environment in ways that will almost certainly bring about major shifts in the earth’s 
climate, bringing seriously negative consequences for humans (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
2008a, 2008b), there is a need to better understand the beliefs and attitudes of members of the general population. 
Both the extent of the threat and the ability of society to adapt to changes will be determined by individual behaviour 
and by actions of governments and other organisations. 

INTRODUCTION

Table 1 Behavioural questions related to carbon dioxide emissions

Question

Please look at this card and tell me how often 
you do each of the following things:

• Leave your TV on standby for the night
• Switch off lights in rooms that aren’t being used
• Keep the tap running while you brush your teeth
• Put more clothes on when you feel cold rather than putting the heating on or turning it up
• Decide not to buy something because you feel it has too much packaging
• Buy recycled paper products such as toilet paper or tissues
• Take your own shopping bag when shopping
• Use public transport (e.g. bus, train) rather than travel by car
• Walk or cycle for short journeys less than 2 or 3 miles
• Car share with others who need to make a similar journey
• Take fewer fl ights when possible

Response Options

Always; Very often; Quite often; Not very often; Never; Not applicable, Cannot do this
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THE EXTENT OF 
ENVIRONMENTALLY-FRIENDLY 
BEHAVIOUR AND ATTITUDES
There are a number of theoretical frameworks for examining 
the relationship of attitudes and behaviours (Steg & Vlek, 
2009). In the majority of frameworks, cognitions (beliefs) 
contribute to favourable or unfavourable attitudes, which, 
along with other infl uences, shape behaviour. This section 
shows the association of age category and educational 
qualifi cations for a variety of behaviours and attitudes.

Focusing attention only on the total column of Table 3, we 
found that a majority of respondents claimed to engage in 
a number of behaviours that, for simplicity, we shall refer to  
as ‘environmentally-friendly’. For example, between one half 
and two thirds of all respondents reported that they never 
leave the TV on standby overnight (58%), always switch off 
lights in rooms that are not in use (63%) or always or very 
often take their own shopping bag when shopping (63%). 
And even regarding transport choices, where the costs and 
disadvantages of environmentally-friendly behaviours may 
be perceived as more considerable, fully 39% of respondents 
claim to use public transport rather than travel by car ‘quite 
often’, ‘very often’ or ‘always’, while 60% walk or cycle for 
short journeys, of whom two thirds (40% of all adults) claim 
to do this ‘always’ or ‘very often’. Overall, just over half the 
respondents (53%) say they ‘do quite a few things that are 
environmentally-friendly’ or are ‘environmentally-friendly in 
most things or everything’ they do. (See Table 2 for the full 
wording of this question.)

Regarding attitudes to climate change, we fi nd that 60% 
believe that if things continue on their current course, 
we will soon experience a major environmental disaster, 
while only one in fi ve (21%) think that it is too late to do 
anything about climate change and less than a third (29%) 
believe it is not worth Britain trying to combat climate 
change, because other countries will just cancel out what 
we do. These fi gures would seem to suggest considerable 
agreement with the ideas that climate change is serious 
and that something can be done about it. However, well 
over half the respondents (59%) agree that ‘any changes 
I make to help the environment need to fi t in with my 
lifestyle’ and only half (50%) would be prepared to pay 
more for environmentally-friendly products. This suggests 
widespread reluctance to take action that has a personal 
cost (not necessarily monetary), a suggestion that is in line 
with previous research fi ndings for the UK (e.g. Anable, 
Lane & Kelay, 2006; King et al, 2009) and Germany 
(Diekmann & Preisendörfer, 2003). The latter conclude that 
pro-environmental attitudes infl uence pro-environmental 
behaviour only in low-cost situations. 

These fi ndings imply that willingness to behave in 
environmentally-friendly ways does not match up to the 
apparent recognition of the need to tackle climate change. 
In addition, a sizeable minority express scepticism regarding 
the likely effi cacy of climate-friendly behaviour. 

Table 2 Questions on attitudes and beliefs regarding climate 
change 

Question

Which of these best describes how 
you feel about your current lifestyle 
and the environment?

And which of these would you say 
best describes your current lifestyle?

Do you agree or disagree that being 
green is an alternative lifestyle, it’s 
not for the majority?

Please tick whether, on the whole, 
you personally believe or do not 
believe each of the following 
statements:

I don’t believe my behaviour and 
everyday lifestyle contribute to 
climate change;

I would be prepared to pay more for 
environmentally-friendly products;

If things continue on their current 
course, we will soon experience a 
major environmental disaster;

The so-called ‘environmental crisis’ 
facing humanity has been greatly 
exaggerated;

Climate change is beyond control – 
it’s too late to do anything about it;

The effects of climate change are too 
far in the future to really worry me;

Any changes I make to help the 
environment need to fi t in with 
my lifestyle;

It’s not worth me doing things to 
help the environment if others don’t 
do the same;

It’s not worth Britain trying to 
combat climate change, because 
other countries will just cancel out 
what we do;

People in the UK will be affected by 
climate change in the next 30 years;

People in the UK will be affected by 
climate change in the next 200 years.

Response options

I’m happy with what I do 
at the moment;

I’d like to do a bit more to 
help the environment;

I’d like to do a lot more to 
help the environment

I don’t really do anything that 
is environmentally-friendly;

I do one or two things that 
are environmentally-friendly;

I do quite a few things that 
are environmentally-friendly;

I’m environmentally-friendly 
in most things I do;

I’m environmentally-friendly 
in everything I do

Agree strongly;

Agree;

Disagree;

Disagree strongly

Yes, I believe this;

No, I do not believe this
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FACTORS ASSOCIATED WITH 
ENVIRONMENTALLY-FRIENDLY 
BEHAVIOURS
In this section we examine some of the socio-demographic 
factors associated with the environmentally-friendly 
behaviours reported by Understanding Society respondents. 
In the UK, surveys have found little association between 
behaviours undertaken for ‘green’ reasons and socio-
demographic characteristics (e.g. DEFRA, 2010; 
Thornton, 2009). Evidence for the US suggests that 
pro-environmental behaviours correlate with age, gender, 
religiosity and race. (See e.g. Stern, Dietz & Kalof, 1993; 
Johnson, Bowker & Cordell, 2004; Franzen & Meyer, 
2010), though most of these studies are based on rather 
small samples. 

Table 3 summarises the relationship of the eleven 
environmental behaviour items with age and with level of 
education. Age and education are chosen for this analysis 
as both can be expected on theoretical grounds to be related 
to environmental awareness and both have been shown 
in previous studies to be associated with environmental 
attitudes (e.g. DEFRA, 2010; Hirsh, 2010; Mobley, Vagias 
& DeWard, 2010). In addition to the behaviour items, we 
also examine the item regarding the extent to which the 
respondent believes their behaviour to be environmentally-
friendly. It can be seen that there are considerable 
differences in reported behaviour between subgroups. 
For six of the eleven items, older people are more likely 

than younger 
people to report 
environmentally-
friendly behaviours. 
The exceptions are: 
putting on more 
clothes rather than 
turning the heating up, 
and taking fewer fl ights 
– for which there are 
no differences between 
age groups – and the 
three items relating 

to ground transport behaviour. For these latter three items, 
respondents aged 16 to 25 are considerably more likely 
than their older counterparts to report environmentally-
friendly behaviour, namely using public transport rather than 
a car, walking or cycling, and car-sharing. 

Respondents with degree-level qualifi cations are more 
likely than others to report buying recycled paper products, 
not purchasing over-packaged items, avoiding turning 
the heating up, and turning off the tap while brushing 
their teeth. However, they are less likely to turn the TV off 
overnight, to switch off lights in unused rooms and to use 
public transport rather than travel by car. The remaining 
behaviours are not related to level of education. 

These fi ndings offer an interesting suggestion that more 
highly-educated people may be more willing to take 

Age Qualifi cations

Table 3 Association of environmentally-friendly behaviour with age and qualifi cations

Leave TV on standby - never

Switch off lights – always

Keep tap running – never

Avoid turning heating up – AVO

Not purchasing over-packaged items - ever

Buy recycled paper products – AVO

Take own shopping bag – AVO

Public transport rather than car – AVO

Walk or cycle for short journeys – AVO

Car share – AVO

Fewer fl ights – AVO

Environmentally-friendly in most things or everything

16-25
%

49*

49*

33*

51

33*

18*

33*

46*

52*

30*

17

8*

26-50
%

55

61

39

50

47

25

58

22

40

15

16

12

> 50
%

63*

68*

41*

51

44

28*

78*

26*

36*

11*

14

24*

No degree
%

59

65

38

49

40

24

62

28

40

16

14

16

Degree
%

53*

54*

42*

54*

57*

32*

64

25*

40

14

18

16

Total
%

58

63

39

50

44

26

63

27

40

15

15

16

Notes: Responses of ‘not applicable/cannot do this’ have been excluded from the base for estimation. For most items, these account for less 
than 5% of responses. The exceptions are the ‘car share’ and ‘fewer fl ights’ items, where such responses account for 25% and 41% of responses, 
respectively. The fi nal item in the table is taken from the self-completion questionnaire, for which valid n=17,265; all other items are from 
the individual interview (n=22,265). ‘AVO’ = always or very often. Design-weighted estimates. * indicates signifi cantly different (P<0.05) from 
reference category, which is age 26-50 or no degree

Respondents 
with degree-level 
qualifi cations are 
more likely to buy 
recycled products 

but less likely to use 
public transport 

rather than 
travel by car
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environmentally-motivated principled actions such as buying 
recycled paper products or avoiding the purchase of over-
packaged products and yet are less willing than others to 
take relatively small actions that may be more of a personal 
inconvenience. 

The fi ndings are also illustrative of the hypothesis that 
much of the variation in levels of environmentally-friendly 
behaviour is driven by factors other than environmental 
concern. For example, the fact that young adults report 
more environmentally-friendly travel behaviour may be 
explained by limited access to private transport amongst 
that age group. More generally, income and personal 
resources are likely to be important drivers of behaviours 
(King et al, 2009). The various possible explanations of 
observed differences in levels of environmental behaviours 
deserve deeper investigation. The Understanding Society 
data offer huge potential for such investigation.

To illustrate how one might begin to better identify the 
associations between reported behaviours and socio-
demographic characteristics, we present separate models of 
the factors associated with each of three types of behaviour: 

being prepared to pay more for environmentally-friendly 
products, putting on more clothes rather than turning the 
heating up, and taking fewer fl ights when possible. We chose 
these three behaviours as they appear to represent a range 
of implications in terms of the imposition on the actor and in 
terms of the likely nature of any confounding with fi nancial 
circumstances. Specifi cally, we expect that being prepared to 
pay more for environmentally-friendly products is an action 
easier to take for people on higher incomes, while tending to 
put on more clothes rather than turning the heating up is an 
action more likely to be undertaken for non-environmental 
reasons by people on lower incomes. However, teasing out 
different motivations for behaviour and identifying the role 
of income must remain tasks for future studies. Our aim 
here is primarily to illustrate the potential of the data and 
to gain some initial insight into the ways in which behaviour 
is related to socio-demographic characteristics. Future 
research can explore whether similar socio-demographic 
infl uences are in operation for other behaviours, for example 
different indices of travel behaviour. 

Our three dependent variables are all dichotomous. The 
item about being prepared to pay more for environmentally-

Table 4 Association of socio-demographic characteristics with behaviours and attitudes

Age

Female

Married 

Dependent children 

Education level (reference: no qualifi cations)

Degree 

Diploma, teaching, nursing 

A, AS Level 

Lower qualifi cations 

Economic activity (reference: inactive)

Employed 

Unemployed 

Self-employed 

Observations

Prepared to pay more 
for environmentally 
friendly products 

 0.003***
 (0.000)

 0.039***
 (0.009)

 0.007
 (0.009)

 -0.058***
 (0.012)

 0.253***
 (0.011)

 0.108***
 (0.015)

 0.112***
 (0.016)

 0.031**
 (0.011)

 -0.017
 (0.009)

 -0.031*
 (0.019)

 -0.009
 (0.017)

16,251

Always put on more 
clothes when cold rather 

than turn up heating

 0.001***
 (0.000)

 0.019**
 (0.007)

 -0.029***
 (0.006)

 -0.011
 (0.009)

 0.013
 (0.010)

 0.023
 (0.012)

 0.022
 (0.013)

 0.003
 (0.008)

 -0.025***
 (0.007)

 0.055***
 (0.014)

 -0.005
 (0.013)

22,048

Always or very often 
reduce the frequency 

of fl ights

 -0.000
 (0.000)

 -0.007
 (0.007)

 -0.011*
 (0.007)

  0.017
 (0.010)

 0.068***
 (0.011)

 0.044**
 (0.014)

 0.074***
 (0.016)

 0.031**
 (0.010)

 -0.021**
 (0.007)

 0.011
 (0.016)

 -0.022
 (0.011)

13,077

Marginal effects of probit models; standard errors in parenthesis. * 0.05>p>0.01, ** 0.01>p>0.001 *** 0.001>p
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friendly products had only 
two response options, but 
the other two items each had 
more options so we have 
derived our own dichotomy. 
For putting on more clothes 
rather than turning up the 
heating we contrast those 
who answer ‘always’ with 
those who give any of the 
other answers (1 = always; 

0 = all other answers). For the frequency of taking fewer 
fl ights, we compare those answering that they adopt this 
behaviour always or very often to those who give any other 
possible answer (1 = always or very often; 0 = all other 
answers). Thus, in both cases we are isolating relatively 
extreme environmentally-friendly behaviour. The overall 
proportions reporting each of these environmentally-friendly 
behaviours were 50% for being willing to pay more, 27% for 
always putting on more clothes, and 15% for always or very 
often taking fewer fl ights.

For each of these variables we estimated a probit model 
to analyse whether people with different individual and 
household characteristics had systematically different 
behaviours. The individual and household characteristics 
and the model estimates of their relationship with the 
environmental behaviours and attitudes are listed in Table 
4. A probit model is used for the statistical analysis of 
outcomes with two alternatives, e.g. putting on more clothes 
vs. turning up the heat. The results are expressed in terms 
of marginal effect or the amount by which the predicted 
probability of putting on more clothes changes when the 
predictor variable changes by one unit. For example, the 
effect of 0.039 indicated in the fi rst column for females 
means that women are 3.9% more likely than men, all 
other factors being equal, to be prepared to pay more for 
environmentally-friendly products. 

For two of the three behaviours studied here (paying 
more for environmentally-friendly products and putting 
on more clothes when cold), the model estimates suggest 
that women are more likely than men to adopt pro-
environmental behaviours, and that pro-environmental 
behaviour increases with age. This is consistent with some 
previous fi ndings (Stern et al., 1993; Johnson et al., 2004; 
Franzen & Meyer, 2010). 

Married or cohabiting people are less likely to put on more 
clothes when cold; while the presence of dependent children 
in the household is associated with a lower willingness to 
pay more for environmentally-friendly products.

People with higher levels of education seem more likely 
to adopt pro-environmental behaviours, at least in terms 
of paying more for environmentally-friendly products 
and taking fewer fl ights. Potential explanations for these 
associations – worthy of further study – include greater 
awareness of environmental problems and the effect 

of education on income and hence ability to pay. The 
association is particularly strong in the case of willingness 
to pay more for products: people with degrees are 25 
percentage points more likely to be willing to do so, on 
average, than people with no educational qualifi cations.

On the other hand, being in employment is associated 
with a reduced likelihood of adopting pro-environmental 
behaviours – especially putting on more clothes when cold 
and reducing the frequency of fl ights. Unemployed people 
are the most likely to put on more clothes when cold rather 
than turning up the heating and the least likely to be willing 
to pay more for environmentally-friendly products – maybe 
in order to minimise expenditure.

RESEARCH POTENTIAL
The current intention is that the questions highlighted in 
this chapter - on environmental behaviour and beliefs - 
will be included on Understanding Society for the entire 
sample at every third wave, i.e. at Waves 1, 4, 7, and so 
on. These data will provide considerable research potential. 
Key research questions concern the motivations for 
behaviours. In time, when multiple waves of the survey have 
been carried out, it will be possible to identify changes in 
behaviours and attitudes – not just population-level trends, 
but at the individual level. It will be possible to establish 
the circumstances in which people change their attitudes 
or behaviours, the types of people most likely to do so, and 
the relationship of these changes to other events in people’s 
lives. Understanding the temporal context of changes will 
bring us closer to a causal understanding of the drivers 
of environmental behaviours and beliefs. In due course, 
with longitudinal data, we will also be better able to test 
hypotheses about alternative motivations for reported 
behaviour, in particular teasing out the effects of education 
as a motivator and of income as a constraint.

It will also be possible to tease out the correlations between 
the different types of behaviour and the different dimensions 
of attitudes. Researchers will be interested to fi nd out which 
behaviours occur together, for which types of people, and 
in which circumstances. The unusually large sample size of 
Understanding Society will enable researchers to estimate 
the effects on environmental behaviours of relatively rare 
attributes and to study relatively unusual combinations of 
behaviours and attitudes.

One important area for future research concerns the inter-
relationships of behaviours. Potential approaches could 
use Rasch or factor analyses to examine the dimensions 
of environmental behaviour (Kaiser, 1998). Alternatively, 
interdisciplinary research with environmental scientists 
could attempt to calculate the energy effects of multiple 
behaviours performed by an individual or household. This 
is analogous to research that has transformed specifi c 
physical activities, e.g. swimming for 30 minutes, into units 

Women are 
more likely to put 

on more clothes 
when cold and 
to pay more for 

environmentally-
friendly products
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called Metabolic Equivalent Tasks (METs) (Ainsworth et al., 
2000). In such research, direct measures of environmental 
effects, e.g. energy use as assessed by meter reading or 
energy bills, will be mapped to survey responses. The ability 
to characterise a packet of behavioural practices would be 
useful in determining intervention targets and in weighing 
the effects of different behavioural targets. 

The wide range of content available in Understanding Society 
is important for future contributions to research related 
to environmental attitudes and behaviour. In addition, 
researchers will be able to make use of geographic linkages 
to combine objective measures of environmental conditions, 
such as amount of green space to measures of psychological 
well-being and leisure activities. The wide range of content 
is also particularly important for understanding the factors 
associated with attitudes and behaviour – e.g. the resources 
available to households, the opportunities and constraints 
they face (e.g. in relation to location of residence). Over 
time, changes in these circumstances, such as change in 
income level, may give us a better handle on the relationship 
between income and environmental behaviours than cross-
sectional levels which may be confounded with other factors. 

A further dimension that we have not considered in this 
chapter is the nature of intra-household dynamics. Many 
of the behavioural choices measured in the survey are 
likely to be infl uenced or constrained by other household 
members. Attitudes too may be infl uenced by others. As 
all adult members of each household are asked the same 
questions about environmental behaviour and beliefs on 
the same occasions, Understanding Society data will enable 
detailed study of these dynamics and of the role that other 
household members play in shaping personal behaviour. 
Households offer an important context for observing 
changes in environmental attitudes and behaviours over the 
lifecycle. Will the age relationships observed in this chapter 
at a single point in time be apparent in persons as they 
advance in age? What will be the effect of moving from a 
childless household to one with young children? Do people 
become more oriented toward the future or do additional 
demands for consumption dominate? As climate change 
takes effect and its impacts become more obvious, do 
households change their behaviour in an attempt to mitigate 
any further shift?

In summary, we believe that the Understanding Society 
data will prove to be of immense value to researchers who 
seek to extend understanding of the dynamic processes 
associated with attitudes towards environmental issues and 
with personal behaviours that have potential impacts upon 
the environment. We encourage researchers to make good 
use of the data.

Sample Size
Analyses of environmental behaviours are conducted 
with individuals who completed the individual adult 
interview (22,265), with some reduction for missing data 
for items. Responses of not applicable or cannot do this 
were excluded. This response choice is less than 5% for 
most environmental behaviour items except for sharing 
a car (25%) and taking fewer fl ights (41%). Analyses 
of environmental attitudes, such as appraisal of being 
environmentally-friendly or willingness to pay more for 
environmentally-friendly products, are conducted with 
data from the adult self-completion questionnaire (19,168), 
with reduction for missing data for individual items. 
Estimates are weighted to account for the survey design.

Findings
There is an association of age and many environmental 
behaviours. Older persons are more likely to not leave 
TVs on standby, switch off lights, take shopping bags to 
the shops, and take account of amount of packaging and 
recycling in purchases. Younger persons are more likely 
to cycle or walk for trips of 2-3 miles, take public transport 
and share a car.

Only 16% of people view themselves as environmentally-
friendly in most or all things they do. This increases to 24% 
among those aged 50 or older.

We have a more detailed examination of three behaviours: 
being willing to spend more for environmentally-friendly 
products (50%), always putting on more clothes when cold 
rather than turning up the heat (27%), and reducing the 
frequency of fl ights at least very often (15%). People with 
higher education are more likely to pay more for products 
and to cut back on fl ying. Women are more willing to pay 
more for products and to put on more clothes rather than 
turn up the thermostat. These behaviours also increase 
with age. 

Only 16% 
of people view 
themselves as 

environmentally-
friendly in most 

or all things 
they do
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