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1 Introduction 

“Human influence on the climate system is clear, and recent 
anthropogenic emissions of greenhouse gases are the highest 
in history. Recent climate changes have had widespread im-
pacts on human and natural systems.” (IPCC, 2014, p. 2.) 

 

Population and economic growth are detected to be the main drivers of the green-

house gas (GHG) emissions increase in the atmosphere, which has resulted in 

warming of the atmosphere and ocean, diminishing of ice and snow, and rising 

of the sea level. Extreme events such as heat waves, droughts, floods, cyclones, 

and wildfires, have increased as well, resulting in increased human mortality, for 

example. If GHG emissions are not substantially reduced, severe and irreversible 

impacts for humans and ecosystems will follow. (IPCC, 2014.) 

 

On 12 December 2015, 196 countries signed the Paris Agreement, which is a 

legally binding international treaty on climate change with an objective to reduce 

GHG emissions and limit global warming to well below 2 °C, preferably 1,5 °C, 

compared to the pre-industrial levels (UNFCCC, 2022). The European Union 

(EU), including Finland, is committed to reducing emissions from sectors covered 

by the EU Emissions Trading System (EU ETS) by 43 % from 2005 levels by 

2030. In addition, Finland is committed to reducing emissions from non-ETS sec-

tors under the Effort Sharing Regulation (ESR) by 39 % from 2005 levels by 2030. 

These sectors include, for example, housing, transport, and agriculture. (Ministry 

of the Environment, n.d.) 

 

According to official statistics, Finland’s GHG emissions had decreased 21 % 

from 2005 levels by 2015 (Nissinen & Savolainen, 2019). However, the official 

GHG accounting is based on territorial emissions, i.e., emissions generated 

within a country’s borders, excluding emissions from imported goods and ser-

vices. This approach includes a risk of carbon leakage, when production is moved 

to the developing countries generating emissions there, but the produced goods 

and services are consumed in the developed countries. (Linnanen et al., 2020) 

Around a fourth of global emissions are consumed in a different country than 
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where they were produced, and the official GHG accounts do not take this into 

account (Moran, Hasanbeigi & Springer, 2018). Consumption-based accounting 

addresses this issue by including emissions from imported goods and services 

and excluding emissions from exports. (Linnanen et al., 2020) According to this 

approach there actually has been no decrease in emissions in Finland between 

2005 and 2015. In fact, Finland’s consumption-based emissions were 33 % 

higher than the official, territorial emissions in 2015 (Nissinen & Savolainen, 

2019) and the same usually applies to other developed countries as well (Lin-

nanen et al., 2020). In addition, there exists a huge carbon inequality between 

the rich and the poor of the world, since the richest 10 % of the world’s population 

were in charge of 52 % of the emissions emitted in the atmosphere between 1990 

and 2015, while the poorest 50 % accounted only for 7 % of the emissions, and 

they are the ones suffering the most from the consequences of climate change 

(Oxfam International & Stockholm Environment Institute, 2020). 

 

Private consumption contributes to Finland’s consumption-based GHG emissions 

significantly, since it constituted 66 % of them in 2015, while public procurement 

and investments constituted 34 % (Nissinen & Savolainen, 2019). This highlights 

the importance of consumption behavior and lifestyle choices in reducing emis-

sions, and this is backed by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC, 2014), whose Fifth Assessment report highlighted the considerable influ-

ence of behavior, lifestyles, and culture, including consumption patterns and die-

tary changes, on emissions. 

 

In order to comply with the Paris Agreement, Finnish households should reduce 

their carbon footprint by 70 % by 2030 compared to 2016. The average carbon 

footprint of a Finnish person in 2016 was approximately 10 tons of CO2e, and it 

should be reduced to 2,5 tons of CO2e by 2030 to keep the global warming at 1,5 

°C. (The Finnish Climate Change Panel, 2020.) 

 

The three consumption domains that have the largest impact (approximately 75 

%) on lifestyle carbon footprints are mobility, housing, and nutrition. More specif-

ically, focusing efforts on lifestyle changes in relation to meat and dairy consump-

tion, fossil-fuel based energy, car use and air travel would yield the most benefits. 
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In practice this could mean car-free private travel and commuting, electric and 

hybrid cars, vehicle fuel efficiency improvement, ride sharing, living closer to 

workplaces and in smaller living spaces, renewable grid electricity and off-grid 

energy, heat pumps for temperature control, vegetarian and vegan diets, and 

substitution of dairy products and red meat. (Institute for Global Environmental 

Strategies, Aalto University & D-mat ltd., 2019.) 

 

One could argue that the students who are studying sustainability science and 

related fields are the most informed about how to live sustainably and the most 

motivated to change their consumption habits towards more sustainable, but is 

this really the case? Studies have shown that environmental knowledge and atti-

tudes do not necessarily lead to pro-environmental behavior (e.g., Newton & 

Meyer, 2013), and that there are several other factors such as social norms, dif-

ferent cognitive biases, and institutional factors guiding and influencing our be-

havior (Jackson, 2005; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). This master’s thesis is a 

case study conducted in the Environmental Change and Global Sustainability 

(ECGS) master’s program at the University of Helsinki with the aim to enrich the-

ories about pro-environmental behavior with a case of sustainability science stu-

dents who have both extensive knowledge and experience in the field of sustain-

ability. This study relies on data gathered from ECGS students through an online 

questionnaire with open-ended questions. The research questions are: 

 

1. How familiar ECGS students are with low-carbon lifestyles and most im-

pactful lifestyle changes for reducing personal carbon footprint? 

2. Considering ECGS students’ sustainability knowledge and experiences, 

what are their future aspirations for a good life? 

 

The focus is on future aspirations, since many, especially young students cannot 

afford to live very luxuriously even though they might be dreaming about it. The 

assumption is that ECGS students will make at least median salary after their 

graduation and are therefore able to live a life of an average Finn, i.e., having a 

carbon footprint of about 10 tons of CO2. 
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In the next section, I will introduce the theoretical background of this thesis, fol-

lowed by the methods section. Then I will present the survey results, after which 

discussion will follow. Last in turn are conclusions. 
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2 Theoretical background 

 

2.1 Rational humans 

The behavioral model that is still guiding much of existing policies in Western 

societies is the “rational choice model”. It assumes that humans are constantly 

weighing the costs and benefits of different choices, and then choosing the option 

that is the most beneficial or the least costly for them. Individualism is very much 

inherent in this model, since “it is individuals who make choices in the model, on 

the basis of rational deliberations that consist of individual evaluations of subjec-

tively expected outcomes” (Jackson, 2005, p. 29). 

 

According to Jackson (2005) the policies that derive from this idea of a rational 

human being, focus on information provision, so that consumers can make in-

formed decisions about the available options. This was the starting point also for 

the first models explaining pro-environmental behavior in the early 1970s accord-

ing to a review by Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002). These models assumed that 

educating people about environmental issues would result in environmental 

awareness and concern, i.e., pro-environmental attitude, which in turn would lead 

to pro-environmental behavior. 

 

This “linear progression of environmental knowledge leading to […] pro-environ-

mental behavior”, as Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 241) put it, was soon 

proven wrong. Also, the rational choice model in general has gathered an abun-

dance of critique, for example for assuming that humans are capable of taking 

deliberative action in every turn, when in fact their behavior is heavily influenced 

by several cognitive and emotional heuristics and biases (Tversky and Kahne-

mann, 1974). It is also argued that humans do not act solely out of self-interest 

and individual point of view, but their behavior consists of social, moral, and al-

truistic behaviors, and individual preferences are constantly shaped by social fac-

tors as well (Jackson, 2005). 
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2.2 Understanding the attitude-behavior gap 

Many studies have discussed the relationship between environmental 

knowledge, attitude, and pro-environmental behavior, and concluded that there 

are inconsistencies, i.e., gaps between them (e.g., Heiskanen, 2005; Newton & 

Meyer, 2013). While Heiskanen (2005) recounts that Finns were extremely con-

cerned about environmental issues in the 1990s, even though their knowledge 

about environmental issues were alarmingly weak, Newton and Meyer (2013) 

found out that pro-environmental values, attitudes, and intentions did not have 

much of an effect on total energy and water consumption, size of the home, ap-

pliance purchase, nor on foreign travel amongst Australians. 

 

There have been several attempts to explain this gap, and many of them can be 

said to represent either “the internalist approach” or “the externalist approach” to 

consumer behavior (Jackson, 2005). The internalist approach focuses on factors 

that are viewed as internal to the individual, such as attitudes, values, habits, and 

personal norms, while the external approach highlights the influence of fiscal and 

regulatory incentives, institutional constraints, and social norms to human behav-

ior. According to Jackson (2005) a good behavioral model accounts for both ap-

proaches. 

 

2.2.1 Kollmuss and Agyeman’s model of pro-environmental behavior 

One such attempt is the model of pro-environmental behavior by Kollmuss and 

Agyeman (2002). In addition to internal and external factors, they identify two 

demographic factors that are found to influence pro-environmental behavior, i.e., 

gender and years of education. “Women usually have a less extensive environ-

mental knowledge than men, but they are more emotionally engaged, show more 

concern about environmental destruction, believe less in technological solutions, 

and are more willing to change” (Fliegenschnee & Schelakovsky, 1998; Leh-

mann, 1999, as cited in Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002, p. 248). Similar character-

istics have been found in Finnish studies as well. Women value environmental 

friendliness more than men (Autio & Wilska, 2003; Haanpää, 2009), and they are 

more willing to cut down consumption and buy ecological products for environ-
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mental reasons (Nyrhinen, Wilska & Leppälä, 2011). However, regarding envi-

ronmental knowledge, Finnish girls are found to be more environmentally con-

scious than boys, whose attitudes towards the environment are described as ig-

norant and “technology will save us” -oriented (Autio & Wilska, 2003). When it 

comes to education, Kollmuss and Agyeman argue that longer education usually 

translates into more extensive environmental knowledge as well, but not neces-

sarily into increased pro-environmental behavior. A Finnish study found out that 

higher educated people have experienced that they have made more environ-

mentally friendly consumption choices more often than others, but their actual 

monetary consumption was not completely in line with their perceptions (Kujanen, 

Räsänen & Sarpila, 2014). 

 

External factors in Kollmuss and Agyeman’s (2002) model are institutional (e.g., 

availability of public transport), economic (e.g., fuel tax), and social and cultural 

factors (e.g., social norms, cultural traditions, and family customs). Internal fac-

tors in turn are motivation, environmental knowledge, awareness, values, atti-

tudes, emotions, locus of control, responsibilities, and priorities.  

 

Motives they divide in primary and selective motives. Primary motives are the 

ones that guide our behavior in a larger sense, e.g., striving to live environmen-

tally friendly, but which are often overridden by selective motives that guide one 

specific action, such as driving to work because it is raining, and you rather be 

comfortable than get wet while biking to work for environmental reasons.  

 

Regarding environmental knowledge, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) state that 

basic knowledge about environmental issues and what causes them, is required 

to act pro-environmentally in a conscious way, but very detailed technical 

knowledge has not been found to increase pro-environmental behavior (Diek-

mann & Preisendoerfer, 1992; Fliegenschnee & Schelakovsky, 1998, as cited in 

Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). Environmental awareness is somewhat overlapping 

with environmental knowledge since it is defined as “knowing the impact of hu-

man behavior on the environment” (Kollmuss & Agyeman, p. 253). There are a 

few cognitive limitations to our awareness according to Kollmuss and Agyeman, 



 8 

that make environmental issues easier to ignore, and those are the non-immedi-

acy of many ecological problems, slow and gradual ecological destruction, and 

complex systems. 

 

Awareness is also affected by emotional aspects. People who have strong emo-

tional reaction to ecological destruction, are also more likely to engage in pro-

environmental behavior (Grob, 1991, as cited in Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). 

However, this is not always the case. Humans have several defense mecha-

nisms, that aim to alleviate the negative feelings that arise when faced with eco-

logical destruction. Those include denial, rational distancing, apathy, and delega-

tion. A person in denial refuses to acknowledge the problem, and rational dis-

tancing means that a person is perfectly aware of the problems but has stopped 

feeling any emotions about them. Apathy is the result when a person feels that 

they do not have any control of the problem and therefore stops informing them-

selves about the issue and focuses on other things in life. This can translate into 

delegation, which means putting the responsibility on someone else’s shoulders, 

e.g., governments and corporations, and refusing to make any personal sacri-

fices. (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002.) According to Festinger’s theory of cognitive 

dissonance (1957) we are also prone to avoid information that contradicts with 

our current beliefs and worldviews, and to seek information that enforces them. 

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, p. 254-255) apply this theory to environmental 

problems as follows: “…we tend to avoid information about environmental prob-

lems because they contradict or threaten some of our basic assumption of quality 

of life, economic prosperity, and material needs”. 

 

Values have also a part to play in pro-environmental behavior, and they are most 

influenced by a person’s immediate social net, i.e., family, friends, and peer 

groups, then by the media and political organizations, and finally by the cultural 

context in which one lives (Fuhrer et al., 1995, as cited in Kollmuss & Agyeman, 

2002).  

 

Attitudes are the enduring positive or negative feeling about some person, object, 

or issue, and closely related to attitudes are beliefs, i.e., the information that one 
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has about another person, object, or issue (Newhouse, 1991). As mentioned ear-

lier, environmental attitudes do not necessarily translate into pro-environmental 

behavior (e.g., Newton & Meyer, 2013). Diekmann and Preisendoerfer (1992, as 

cited in Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002) explain this gap with a low-cost/high-cost 

model. They argue that pro-environmental attitudes correlate with “low-cost pro-

environmental behavior” such as recycling, but not so much with “high-cost pro-

environmental behavior” such as driving or flying less. 

 

Last but not least, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) mention responsibility and pri-

orities as contributing internal factors. If pro-environmental behavior does not go 

in line with our priorities such as family well-being, it is unlikely that such behavior 

will stick. Aro (2020) came to a similar conclusion in her study about perceived 

necessities of Finnish “well-to-do” households. She argues that any vision or in-

novation for pursuing sustainability is inadequate if it does not carry meaning in 

everyday functionality. 

 

To conclude, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) demonstrate that the external fac-

tors influence the internal ones and vice versa, and that there are several barriers 

between these factors and pro-environmental behavior, but also between the fac-

tors themselves. In this model the biggest barrier between the factors and pro-

environmental behavior is old behavior patterns. Nonetheless, Kollmuss and 

Agyeman argue that “the biggest positive influence on pro-environmental behav-

ior […] is achieved when internal and external factors act synergistically” (p. 257). 

 

2.2.2 Social structures at focus 

Giddens’ structuration theory (1984) attempts to bridge the external with the in-

ternal by focusing on social structures. He argues that social structures are steer-

ing individual actions, which in turn create and maintain these structures. It is a 

type of paradox, where social structures are “both the medium and the outcome 

of people’s ordinary social practices” (Jackson, 2005, p.90). 

 

Relevant in Giddens’ theory (1984) is to distinguish between practical and discur-

sive consciousness. Practical consciousness allows people to engage in normal 
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everyday practices without deeper deliberation on how they are done, e.g., find-

ing the rubbish bins in one’s home or waiting in line to the cashier to pay for one’s 

groceries. It is the unconscious knowledge on how to perform in everyday tasks. 

Discursive consciousness is the ability to discuss and reflect why a task, even 

routine one, is performed the way it is. (Jackson, 2005.) 

 

Spaargaren and van Vliet (2000) have elaborated this slightly further and created 

a consumption model where social practices are influenced by social norms and 

lifestyle choices from one side, and institutions and structures of society from the 

other. They also argue that in order to change behavior, it needs to be lifted from 

the practical consciousness to the discursive one. So, if we want to change for 

example unsustainable norms in a society, we should be able to, first, identify 

those norms, and then discuss and reflect upon them. 

 

2.3 Finnish consumer society 

As I have demonstrated above, societal norms and culture have a big part to play 

in people’s consumption behavior. That is why I think it is relevant to put this study 

into context as well. The ECGS master’s program is an international program, but 

most of the students live in Finland and are in fact Finnish, so this chapter will be 

looking into Finnish norms and ways of life, that inevitably frame our consumption 

behavior. 

 

The annual carbon footprint of an average Finnish person is about 10 tons of CO2 

when that of an average Indian is 2 tons of CO2 (Institute for Global Environmental 

Strategies et al., 2019). When I am writing this it is the 3rd of April 2022, and on 

31st of March 2022 it was the Finnish overshoot day, meaning that on that day 

we had used our share of the world’s renewable resources. If the whole world 

lived like the Finns, we would need over 3,5 planet Earths to sustain that lifestyle. 

(Nikula, 2022.) Needless to say, that our current way of life is not sustainable. 

 

Approximately 75 % of the annual carbon footprint of a Finn comes from mobility 

(2,8 tCO2/cap/yr.), housing (2,5 tCO2/cap/yr.), and nutrition (1,8 tCO2/cap/yr.) (In-

stitute for Global Environmental Strategies et al., 2019).  
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Over three quarters of mobility’s emissions come from heavy car use (11 200 

km/cap/yr.) (Institute for Global Environmental Strategies et al., 2019), which is 

no surprise since around 73 % of Finnish households owned at least one car in 

2016 (OSF, 2016). According to a study, which aimed to set “a decent minimum 

standard of living on which a person can ‘get by’ while feeling part of society in 

today’s Finland”, a car was considered indispensable in areas where there is no 

public transportation, but also in families with children even though living within 

the reach of well-functioning public transportation (Lehtinen, Varjonen, Raijas & 

Aalto, 2011). Also, people in the highest income quintiles perceived owning a car 

as a necessity more often than others according to Aro and Wilska (2014). 

 

The Finns also travel a lot by air (2 180 km/cap/yr.), which contributes quite sig-

nificantly (370 kgCO2/cap/yr.) to their annual carbon footprint, when considered 

that it accounts only for 13 % of their mobility demand (Institute for Global Envi-

ronmental Strategies et al., 2019). In fact, Finns travel by air the most per capita 

in the world (Finnish Environment Institute, 2019). In 2019, an average Finn made 

1,6 domestic leisure trips with paid accommodation, 1,4 trips abroad that included 

an overnight stay in the country of destination, and 0,4 same-day trips abroad or 

cruises to neighboring areas (OSF, 2019a). These statistics do not consider the 

form of travel, but in 2017 Finns made 8,5 million leisure trips abroad (OSF, 2017) 

and around 3,9 million of them were made by plane (Finnish Environment Insti-

tute, 2019). According to Lehtinen et al. (2011) one inexpensive holiday trip do-

mestically or to the near abroad (e.g., Tallin or Stockholm) was considered as 

part of decent minimum living standards in Finland. Again, people in the highest 

income quintiles perceived holiday trips every six months as a necessity more 

often than others according to Aro and Wilska (2014).  

 

As for housing, nearly half of the Finnish population lived in detached or semi-

detached houses in 2020, while slightly less than 40 % of the population lived in 

apartment buildings and slightly over 10 % in row houses. The average floor area 

was 79,4 m2 in all types of buildings, 112,8 m2 in detached houses, and 55,5 m2 

in apartment buildings, while the average household-dwelling unit was 1,96 peo-

ple. (Official Statistics of Finland, 2020a; 2020b.) The average floor space of a 
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Finn is thus about 40 m2, which in addition to long and cold winters is the reason 

for high energy demand for heating. Curiously, 5 % of domestic energy use goes 

to sauna heating in Finland. (Institute for Global Environmental Strategies et al., 

2019.) 

 

Regarding nutrition, the Finns eat about 80 kg of meat per person annually, which 

is the largest contributor to nutrition’s carbon footprint, followed by dairy products. 

In total animal products constitute 78 % of nutrition’s carbon footprint in Finland. 

(Institute for Global Environmental Strategies et al., 2019.) 

 

In general, the material standard of living has risen in recent years when it comes 

to the perceived material necessities of Finnish people (Aro & Wilska, 2014). Es-

pecially different technological products such as mobile phones, computers, and 

internet connection have become a necessity for most in a relatively short period 

of time, which has changed the perception of adequate living standards. For ex-

ample, mobile phone was perceived as a necessity by less than 40 % of Finns in 

1999, and in 2009 by 70 %, and these figures might be outdated already. 

 

  



 13 

3 Methods 

In this section I will describe the research process, materials, and methods. I will 

start by briefly introducing the ECGS master’s program where I study, and which 

students are the subjects of this study. Then I will describe how the data was 

collected and what were the outcomes of the data collection. Then I will briefly 

introduce content analysis as a research method and explain how I applied it in 

this study. Finally, I will provide some ethical considerations regarding this study. 

 

3.1 Environmental Change and Global Sustainability program 

The Environmental Change and Global Sustainability (ECGS) master’s program 

at the University of Helsinki aims to provide its students the tools to understand 

and solve global, socio-ecological problems that the world is facing due to climate 

change and biodiversity loss. The program has two study tracks: Environmental 

Change (EC), which focuses on understanding how different ecosystems function 

and how for example climate change affects them, and Global Sustainability 

(GS), which emphasis is on the role of different social and cultural factors in global 

sustainability challenges, and how to solve them justly. (University of Helsinki, 

2022a.) The program has an introductory module of sustainability science to all 

students, after which the students can freely choose different study modules 

within their study track. The modules from which to choose in the EC study track 

include, for example, “Aquatic sciences”, “Chemical Pollution”, and “Agriculture 

and Environment”, while the GS study track provides modules such as “Environ-

mental Policy and Economics”, “Consumer Citizens and Sustainability Transi-

tions”, and “Forests, Global Changes and Sustainability”. (University of Helsinki, 

2022b.) 

 

I chose to study ECGS students because I think it is logical to assume that they 

have more extensive sustainability knowledge than an average citizen, and that 

they would be among the first to do the necessary lifestyle changes towards more 

sustainable, since they have been motivated enough to make a career out of 

sustainability. 
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3.2 Data collection 

I decided to collect the data for this study through an anonymous online ques-

tionnaire with open-ended questions because I wanted to include a big enough 

sample that could better describe the views and perceptions of ECGS students 

as a whole, and because I wanted to provide the students the chance to describe 

their perceptions of social norms and future aspirations in their own words and 

this way get more inductive data. The questionnaire consisted of four open-ended 

and five demographic questions that I devised together with my supervisor. The 

questionnaire was open for responses in the “E-lomake” platform provided by the 

University of Helsinki from 14th of March 2022 until 31st of March 2022. The survey 

questions were: 

 

1. Cultural norms and aspirations for a good life 

a) In your opinion, what is the societal norm in Finland for a “good life”? 

Please describe in 3-4 sentences, including housing (type & size), 

means of transport, vacations, clothing, electronics, or anything else 

you consider important to mention. 

b) What do you personally hope your life will be like in 15-20 years? 

Please reflect in 3-4 sentences how you envision your housing (type & 

size), means of transport, vacations, clothing, electronics, or anything 

else you consider important to mention. 

 

2. Lifestyle changes to reduce personal carbon footprint 

a) In your opinion, what are the most impactful lifestyle changes for re-

ducing personal carbon footprint? Please list all that come to mind. 

b) What do you think are the most impactful lifestyle changes that you 

have made so far in order to reduce your carbon footprint? Please give 

1-2 examples. 

 

3. Demographics 

a) Year of birth 

b) Gender (open textbox with a reminder that one can write “prefer not to 

say”) 
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c) Nationality (Finnish/Non-Finnish, respondent can choose both) 

d) Study track (Environmental Change/Global Sustainability) 

e) Place of residence (Big city (over 100 000 residents) / City (less than 

100 000 residents) / Suburban area / Rural area) 

 

We intentionally placed the questions about norms (Q1a) and future aspirations 

(Q1b) first, so that the questions aiming to verify ECGS students’ knowledge on 

low-carbon lifestyles (Q2a & Q2b) would not affect the responses regarding future 

aspirations. We added the question about norms (Q1a) as an auxiliary question 

to help the students reflect how their own future aspirations situate in relation to 

the perceived good life norms in Finland. We decided not to mention nutrition as 

an example in the question regarding future aspirations, because even though its 

impact on carbon footprint is significant, we felt that it would be slightly peculiar 

to ask about it in the context of future aspirations. We divided Q2 into two ques-

tions to address both the students’ knowledge and experiences about low-carbon 

lifestyle changes. We also discussed the relevance of each demographic ques-

tion, i.e., how would I use that information in the analysis. Once we deemed the 

questionnaire ready, my supervisor sent it for feedback to the members of the 

research group on Behavioral Change for Sustainability, and as nothing major 

arose, I decided to keep the questions unchanged. 

 

I sent the questionnaire to ECGS students’ official university email list, “ECGS 

student matters” Facebook group, and WhatsApp group of students that started 

studying in this program the same year as me. On the final day I also contacted 

a few individual people through WhatsApp with whom I had some sort of a con-

nection. I had purchased two 25 € Wolt gift cards which I drew amongst the re-

spondents that had filled their email address to another questionnaire that they 

could access once they had answered the actual questionnaire. There were 274 

ECGS students in February 2022 (Viikki Student Services, personal communica-

tion, February 18, 2022), and we had set a goal of 20 % response rate (i.e., 55 

responses) with my supervisor, since that seems to be typical with open-ended 

survey questions (Miller & Lambert, 2014). 
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In the end, 61 ECGS students answered the questionnaire, out of which most 

were Finnish women, born in the 1990s, and living in a big city, as shown below 

in Table 1. According to my perceptions as an ECGS student, these are the de-

mographics of most ECGS students. Nevertheless, I decided to exclude all the 

other background variables from the analysis except the study track variable, 

which was more evenly spread out. 

 

Table 1 

Demographics of the Respondents 

Decade of 

birth 

% Gender % Nationality % Place of resi-

dence 

% Study track % 

1990 84 Women 79 Finnish 92     Big city 89 Global Sustaina-

bility 

61 

1980 10 Men 10 Non-Finnish 6,5 City 5 Environmental 

Change 

39 

1970 3 Non-binary 1,5 Dual citizen-

ship 

1,5 Suburbs 2   

Prefer not 

to say 

3 I do not know 

 

1,5   Rural area 5   

  Prefer not to 

say 

8       
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3.3 Content analysis 

I used content analysis as a method to analyze the survey data. It is one of the 

most commonly used methods in analyzing qualitative data, and the aim is to 

simplify and summarize the data without losing the core message and information 

value of it. Summarizing and simplifying the data is necessary, since the original 

data can be quite scattered and “messy”, which will make drawing relevant and 

justified conclusions from it fairly difficult. In fact, content analysis can be viewed 

as a means to organize empirical research data for interpretation. (Juuti & Puusa, 

2020.) 

 

In practice, content analysis is done through coding. It means highlighting or un-

derlining units of analysis such as words, phrases, or even whole paragraphs, 

and creating labels that summarize or otherwise describe the content or meaning 

of the highlighted unit. (Kleinheksel, Rockich-Winston, Tawfik & Wyatt, 2020.) 

 

There are two approaches to content analysis; inductive and deductive. The in-

ductive approach is recommended when there is no previous knowledge about 

the topic in question or if the knowledge is scattered. The approach moves from 

specific to general, i.e., underlining all aspects of the data while reading it, after 

which categories are created, and then grouping the specific codes under a wider 

category. Deductive approach is used when there already exists a theory about 

the topic, and the researcher wants to test whether that theory applies for their 

data. Therefore, deductive content analysis moves from general to specific using 

a pre-set coding framework. (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008.) 

 

I used a mixed approach, with both inductive and deductive elements. First, I read 

through all the responses and made notes. Then, I started open coding, i.e., cod-

ing while re-reading the responses (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). For this I used Atlas.ti 

9 for Windows. In the first round of coding, I covered all aspects of the responses, 

i.e., every word of the responses belonged to at least one code. This was the 

inductive element of my approach, but already in this phase, I grouped some of 

the codes under a wider category by using a prefix (e.g., Q1A Housing / detached 

house or Q1B Vacations / in Finland or neighboring countries), and I created 
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these categories based on information about carbon intensive activities amongst 

the Finnish population. After I had coded all the responses, I returned to my list 

of codes and merged codes that were overlapping or similar, deleted codes that 

were not relevant for my research questions, and renamed some of the codes to 

better describe the variety of the responses. These individual codes were then 

grouped under wider categories, but within the separate questions, i.e., codes 

related to housing under Q1A were grouped under “Q1A Housing” and codes 

related to vacations under Q1B were grouped under “Q1B Vacations” (see Ap-

pendix 1 for codebook). 

 

When cleaning my list of codes, I deleted codes that do not directly affect per-

sonal carbon footprint. For example, mentions about a meaningful job or owning 

a home when asking about the students’ future aspirations, were left out of the 

analysis, as were mentions about hoping to be in such a financial situation that 

one would not always have to buy the cheapest quality or worry about money. Of 

course, one could argue that more money means more consumption, which in 

turn affects carbon footprint, but I think it is not good practice to draw such con-

clusions from these statements, because one can be in a good financial situation 

and still have a small carbon footprint. Also, if a response was unclear, I left it out 

of the analysis. For example, the following is a part of a response to Q1A, which 

asked about the perceived good life norm in Finland. 

 

R10: “Regarding transport, I would say a car or metro, vacations should be 
abroad or in Lapland, and the clothing should be modern and the electronic quite 
new.” 

 

I left transport and vacations uncoded here because the alternatives mentioned 

were completely different. To me this seemed that according to this respondent 

there is no one good life norm, because many completely different alternatives 

can be a part of it. On the other hand, if it was clear that the respondent was 

describing two types of good life norms (e.g., different good life norms in cities 

and countryside), I included them into the analysis. Here is an example: 

 

R21: “In cities the good life would include housing around 20-25 squares/person, 
car not necessary, but the ability to rent a car if needed, maybe using a taxi few 
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times a year. In countryside car is a necessity and the minimum 40 squares/per-
son.” 

 

In addition, I made the decision to interpret “house” as a detached house if it was 

not otherwise made clear to what kind of a house the respondent was referring 

to. Also, I interpreted traveling as trips abroad if it was not specifically mentioned 

that the traveling would take place in domestic destinations.  

 

Finally, I reviewed my list of codes and included the most relevant from carbon 

footprint point of view and/or most frequently mentioned aspects to the results. I 

chose the citations in the next chapter based on how well the responses exem-

plified the results, and on the readability of the responses, i.e., I chose responses 

that were written as sentences instead of bullet points. 

 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

I have tried to be as open as possible about the research process in the chapters 

above. I have described in detail for example how the survey questions were 

formulated, and what kind of decisions were made when coding the survey data 

and presenting the results.  

 

I decided to make the questionnaire anonymous, so that the students would feel 

more comfortable in describing their personal aspirations and lifestyle, and to get 

more reliable data. In fact, we devised the survey questions and their order keep-

ing in mind that we do not want that the students would feel like they are being 

interrogated. The topic might cause discomfort for some, but we tried to be open 

about the overall aim of the study and hoped that this would help the students to 

be more open and reflective in their responses. 

 

I also wanted to be inclusive when asking the students’ gender by providing them 

an opportunity to describe themselves in their own words instead of preset op-

tions that might feel excluding for some. I also used the gender-neutral pronoun 

“they” when presenting the results. This is important also for the anonymity of the 

respondents. 
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Finally, the fact that I am also an ECGS student, who has made lifestyle changes 

for the sake of the environment, and who has future aspirations of her own, will 

inevitably affect the interpretation of the results, but so does any feature, bias, or 

history of a researcher. I think it is impossible to be completely objective. The 

most important thing is to at least try to become aware of those factors, like I have 

tried to stay aware of my own involvement throughout this process, for example 

by asking myself why I made such and such decision. Also, discussing with my 

supervisor about this, and asking for her opinion regularly, has helped me a great 

deal, in addition to increasing the reliability of this study. Furthermore, some stud-

ies actually root for the active role of the research subjects also as researchers, 

and the reason is nicely summarized in the following question in my opinion: 

“Would not policy implementation of research findings be enhanced if those who 

are expected to implement the recommendations participated in developing those 

recommendations?” (Heiskanen, 2005, p. 192). 
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4 Results 

In this chapter I will present the results of my survey, but in a slightly different 

order than the survey questions were. This chapter is organized following the 

research questions’ order, so first I will go through the results to survey questions 

2A and 2B that aimed to find out the students’ knowledge on low-carbon lifestyles 

(RQ1), after which the results to survey questions 1A and 1B will follow, which 

asked about the perceived good life norms in Finland and the students’ own future 

aspirations (RQ2). 

 

4.1 Knowledge on most impactful lifestyle changes 

This subchapter answers my first research question: “How familiar ECGS stu-

dents are with low-carbon lifestyles and most impactful lifestyle changes for re-

ducing personal carbon footprint?” First, I will go through responses to survey 

question 2A, which asked about the most impactful lifestyle changes in general, 

and then I will move on to responses to survey question 2B, which asked about 

the most impactful lifestyle changes that the students have already made in their 

own life in order to reduce their carbon footprint. 

 

4.1.1 Most impactful lifestyle changes in general 

The most frequently mentioned measures for reducing personal carbon footprint 

in general were related to nutrition. 82 % of the respondents mentioned either 

veganism, plant-based diet, quitting or reducing meat and/or dairy consumption 

as one of the most impactful measures to reduce personal carbon footprint. In 

addition, four respondents mentioned nutrition in general, and one respondent 

mentioned following planetary diet as one of the most impactful measures. 

 

R6: “Changing from eating animals to vegetables or even vegan food.” 
 
R35: “Eating less meat and more seasonal and local vegetables.” 
 
R25: “Reducing meat and dairy product consumption.” 

 

The second most frequently mentioned lifestyle changes were less or no flying, 

which were mentioned by 64 % of the respondents.  
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R12: ”Fewer or no flights, especially long-haul flights.” 
 
R47: “Limiting your traveling and favoring other forms of travel instead of flying 
and favoring domestic destinations.” 
 

 
56 % of the respondents mentioned measures relating to circular economy, such 

as reducing consumption, buying only what is necessary, buying second-hand 

and quality goods, using them until the end of their life, repairing them, and recy-

cling. Out of these measures, reducing consumption was the most frequently 

mentioned with almost a quarter of the respondents mentioning it. Buying sec-

ond-hand came second with 16 % of the respondents mentioning it, while buying 

only what is needed and recycling were both mentioned by 13 % of the respond-

ents. In addition, there were two respondents that mentioned consumption be-

havior in general as one of the most impactful measures to reduce personal car-

bon footprint. 

 

R20: “Reducing overall consumption in all aspects of life where possible.” 
 
R29: “Buying only things that are really needed and preferably second-hand.” 
 
R47: “Implementing circular economy principles in one's life - buying only when 
necessary, using the products as long as they are usable, repairing items instead 
of throwing them away, recycling, etc.” 
 

 

Next most frequently mentioned lifestyle change was public transport and other 

less polluting means of transport such as cycling, walking, and using a community 

car. These were mentioned by nearly half of the respondents, while only a quarter 

specifically mentioned not having a car as one of the most impactful measures to 

reduce personal carbon footprint. Furthermore, around 15 % mentioned less driv-

ing or reducing the use of private car as one of the most impactful measures. 

Four respondents also mentioned that if owning a car is necessary, it should be 

electric or non-gasoline car. Another four respondents mentioned transport in 

general. 

 

R26: “Using public transport/biking/walking...” 
 
R48: “Travel by car only when needed and choose to rent/own collectively instead 
of buying one.”  
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R8: “Non-gasoline car or no car at all, …” 

 

Switching to green or renewable energy was mentioned by 43 % of the respond-

ents and living in a smaller or moderate sized home was mentioned by a fifth of 

the respondents. 23 % of the respondents mentioned reducing energy consump-

tion by lowering the heating at home and by being energy efficient for example 

by taking fewer hot showers, washing full loads of laundry, and having energy 

efficient technology at home. In addition, one respondent mentioned heating and 

three respondents housing in general. 

 

R48: “Try to lower the household energy consumption and switch to renewable 
energy sources.” 
 
R9: “Living in small apartment which is heated with green energy.” 
 
R39: “Reducing energy consumption at all levels possible (less sauna, less hot 
showers, full loads of laundry/dishes).” 

 

If we look at the sectors where all these particular measures and other more 

rarely mentioned measures belong to, measures related to transport were men-

tioned the most frequently. Then came nutrition, followed by measured related to 

housing. Consumption was next, and lastly “way of life”, which included measures 

like having less or no children or pets, activism, and change in mindset, to name 

a few. Environmental Change students mentioned measures falling under “way 

of life” less than Global Sustainability students. 

 

4.1.2 Most impactful lifestyle changes already made by the students 

The most frequently mentioned lifestyle changes already made by the students 

were eating mainly plant-based or vegan and reducing meat and/or dairy con-

sumption. These were mentioned by 75 % of the respondents. In addition, three 

respondents mentioned their diet or dietary change as one of the most impactful 

measures that they have already implemented in order to reduce their carbon 

footprint. 

 

R56: “Vegan diet with consideration to the climate impacts of food, trying to avoid 
food waste.”  
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R52: “I have been pesco-vegetarian for years. Sometimes I eat vegan food, 
sometimes fish, it depends, but all in all I would say I have a pretty sustainable 
diet.”  
 
R37: “Not eating beef and considerably reducing other meat + cheese consump-
tion (1-2 times a week)” 

 

44 % of the respondents mentioned measures related to circular economy as one 

of the most impactful measures that they have already taken. As already men-

tioned in the previous section, these measures included reducing consumption, 

buying only what is necessary, buying second-hand and quality goods, using 

them until the end of their life, repairing them, and recycling. Out of these, buying 

second-hand was the most frequently mentioned with almost 20 % of the re-

spondents saying that they buy mostly second-hand products. Reducing con-

sumption came second with almost 15 % of the respondents mentioning it as one 

of their most impactful consumption choices so far.  

 

R4: “We recycle everything we can, and I very seldom buy anything new and try 
to find everything we need as recycled or preowned.”  
 
R7: “Buying less stuff.”  

 

Next most frequently mentioned measures were less or no flying with 28 % of the 

respondents mentioning one of the two. Then came switching to green energy in 

home heating and electricity, which was mentioned by slightly over a quarter of 

the respondents. Using public transport and other less polluting means of 

transport were mentioned by roughly 15 % of the respondents, while not having 

a car was mentioned by 13 % of the respondents as one of the most impactful 

lifestyle choices made so far in their life.  

 

R21: “Reducing flying to almost zero (as it was easily 10 flights per year before)”  
 
R24: “My electricity comes from wind power, and I use public transport.” 
 
R56: “Not owning a car and living close to the places I need to travel daily.”  

 

Again, if we look at the sectors were these individual measures fall into, measures 

belonging under nutrition were clearly mentioned the most frequently as the most 

impactful lifestyle changes already made by the students. Then came transport, 



 25 

consumption, and housing. Least mentioned were measures falling under “way 

of life”, which included activism, career in sustainability, and not having children, 

for example. Again, Environmental Change students mentioned measures be-

longing to “way of life” less frequently than Global Sustainability students. 

 

4.2 Perceptions of a good life norm in Finland 

This subchapter presents the results to survey question 1A, which asked about 

the perceived good life norm in Finland. This survey question was added as an 

auxiliary question to the survey to help the students reflect how their own future 

aspirations situate in relation to the perceived good life norm in Finland. 

 

Family and way of life 

In general, Finnish good life norm was seen as the life of a nuclear family, i.e., a 

couple with children, a pet, and well-paying jobs. This model of a family can afford 

to eat out often, have hobbies and buy the necessary equipment for those, and 

in general have the financial freedom to choose better options instead of the 

cheapest ones. 8 % of the respondents also highlighted that there is not just one 

good life norm, but it depends on individual’s preferences, age, where they live 

and so on. Also, 5 % clearly made a distinction between countryside and city 

norms. 

 

Housing 

Regarding the perceived good life norm of housing, there were two quite clear 

settings. The more frequently mentioned included a big, detached house in the 

suburbs or the countryside, while the other included a spacious apartment in the 

city. Nearly 60 % of the respondents mentioned a detached house, and slightly 

over 20 % mentioned apartment. 18 % of the respondents used the word “big” or 

similar to describe the size of the home. The mentioned size of the home in 

square meters ranged between 80 and 200 m2. The size was also described with 

having one bedroom for each family member, which was mentioned by nearly 15 

% of the respondents. 
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Mobility 

As for mobility, 44 % of the respondents mentioned that having a car is a part of 

the perceived good life norm. Around 16 % of the respondents mentioned 1-2 

cars or at least one car, while roughly 10 % mentioned two cars as the norm. 

Public transportation and other less polluting means of transport like cycling and 

walking were also mentioned (~15%), but mostly as an addition to private driving 

or in cities such as Helsinki where the connections are good and distances man-

ageable by bike or walking.  

 

Vacations 

Slightly over 60 % of the respondents mentioned that the Finnish good life norm 

includes vacations abroad, while slightly over 20 % mentioned vacations in Fin-

land or nearby countries. Out of these respondents 16 % mentioned both. For 

over 60 % of the respondents who mentioned vacations in Finland, it meant 

spending time at summer cottages. 19 % of the respondents who mentioned va-

cations abroad, mentioned some place warm as the destination, 16 % mentioned 

European destinations, and 11 % specifically mentioned that it means flying to 

the destination. Out of the respondents who mentioned vacations abroad, 70 % 

said that those take place at least once a year. 

 

Electronics 

Electronics are new and/or updated frequently with the newest models according 

to slightly over 20 % of the respondents, and every family member has their own 

smartphone and laptop according to almost 15 % of the respondents. Devices 

such as phone, laptop, and tv were seen as necessary and basic to have, but 

some mentioned also tablets, streaming services, hobby equipment such as cam-

eras and video game consoles. Roughly 10 % mentioned that the necessary or 

“basic” electronics are enough to live the good life in Finland. 

 

Clothing 

Clothing is also bought new according to 16 % of the respondents, and 8 % men-

tion that they are modern or trendy. 8 % mentioned branded clothing as part of 

the good life norm in Finland, while 6 % mentioned quality clothing. A few re-

spondents had a bit different view on clothing. Nearly 7 % said that necessary or 



 27 

decent looking clothing is enough in the Finnish good life norm, and one respond-

ent mentioned that designer clothes are not important in Finland. 

 

4.3 Future aspirations 

This subchapter answers my second research question: “Considering ECGS stu-

dents’ sustainability knowledge and experiences, what are their future aspirations 

for a good life?” It is based on the responses to survey question 1B, which asked 

what the students hope their life will be like in 15-20 years regarding housing, 

vacations etc. 

 

Family and relationships 

Regarding the future aspirations of the respondents, there was not as clear a 

“model” as there were when asking about societal norms. Regarding family mat-

ters, almost a quarter of the respondents mentioned wanting to have a family 

and/or children, while nearly 7 % clearly stated that they do not want children. In 

addition, 16 % mentioned that their future aspirations include a partner and an-

other 16 % emphasized friends and close relationships. Many did not mention 

family or relationship matters at all. 

 

R4: “I hope I will have my own house with my family, 2 kids and 2 cars.”  
 
R2: “I don't want kids, but I wish I'm still in touch with many friends instead.”  

 

Housing 

The future aspirations of the students regarding housing were slightly more di-

verse than what was seen as the good life norm. Slightly less than a third of the 

respondents mentioned detached house as the housing type that they want in 

the future, while slightly over a third mentioned apartment. Nearly 14 % of these 

respondents mentioned both options. Apartment was mentioned clearly more by 

Global Sustainability students than Environmental Change students. 55 % of 

Global Sustainability students who mentioned housing type in their response said 

apartment, while the corresponding figure for Environmental Change students 

was 13 %. Environmental Change students preferred detached houses, row 

houses and ecohouses over apartment. 
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R29: “In 15-20 years, I would like to live in a small, detached house (70-100 sqm) 
with a yard and no visible neighbors.”  
 
R5: “I would like to own an apartment (not too large but with my own bedroom 
and a space for guests) in the city and have a dog.” 
 
R32: “I probably will live in an apartment building or detached house of 4 rooms.” 

 

Row house was mentioned by 8 % of the respondents, ecohouse by almost 7 %, 

and small cabin in remote location by 5 % of the respondents. Almost a quarter 

of the respondents mentioned wanting to have a yard or some place to garden. 

 

R16: “I wish I had an own backyard, living by a forest/close to nature, maybe a 
row house (~40-50 m2 if I live alone).”  
R38: “Well, my ultimate dream would be to live in an eco-house, where there are 
solar panels on the rooftop, that is built from wood, and where there is a compost, 
space to grow own food etc.” 
 
R18: “I hope to live in a small cabin around 50 m2 somewhere far from cars and 
people.”  

 
What clearly differed from the good life norm was the size of the home. Instead 

of big, adjectives such as “small”, “not too large” were used (see quotes above), 

“small” being the most frequently mentioned with 15 % of the respondents de-

scribing their future home size with it. Only two respondents clearly stated that 

they want a “spacious apartment”.  

 

R49: “I admit I do want to have a spacious and nice apartment and travel abroad 
occasionally.” 
 
R41: “Either a rather small, detached house or a spacious apartment depending 
on the workplace and city.” 
 

 
The mentioned size of the home in square meters ranged between 35 and 150 

m2, 80 m2 or less being the most frequently mentioned by 13 % of the respond-

ents. Only 5 % of the respondents mentioned 100 m2 or bigger home size. Around 

7 % of the respondents mentioned that they want a separate room for working, 

and 5 % expressed that they want one bedroom for each family member. 

 

R20: “Living in a new apartment (max 70-80 square meters but at least 50) near 
Helsinki’s city center.” 
 
R21: “As a house, around 100 square meters would be optimal.” 
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R17: “I hope the home has a living room, a bedroom per resident and one extra 
room for working. Sauna is a must.” 

 

Mobility 

Regarding transport, slightly over half of the respondents mentioned public trans-

portation, cycling, walking, and community car as their means of transport in the 

future, but still almost 28 % of the respondents mentioned wanting or needing to 

own a car, for example due to wanting to live in the country where there is no 

public transportation, or due to wanting to be able to move more easily to hobbies 

or to see relatives. Around half of these respondents said that they would use 

public transport as well. Electric, biogas and ecological cars were mentioned 

more frequently than in the responses regarding the perceived societal norms. 

18 % of the respondents specifically mentioned not wanting or going to own a 

car. 

R52: “I'd like to own a car, but I also see myself using public transport along with 
it, as well as my bicycle as I like to bike.”  
 
R29: “I would love to use public transport, but we would have to live so far away 
from city that we would have to own a car.” 
 
R15: “I do not want to buy a car; I prefer public transportation also in the future.”  

 

Vacations 

Vacations in Finland or nearby countries were mentioned the most frequently with 

slightly over 30 % of the respondents saying that they would spend their holidays 

mostly in Finland or the near abroad. Almost 20 % of the respondents mentioned 

that they would travel abroad by land or water, but only 5 % of the respondents 

specifically mentioned no flying for vacations. Nearly 23 % said that they would 

want to travel abroad for vacations, but they did not specify how they would get 

there. Half of these respondents did not mention how often they would travel 

abroad either. Only two respondents clearly stated that they will most likely travel 

by plane occasionally, i.e., maximum once a year but probably less frequently 

like once in two or three years. 18 % of the respondents did not mention anything 

about vacations in their responses, and 10 % mentioned that they will go on va-

cations, but did not specify whether they meant vacations abroad or locally nor 

how they would get there. 
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R45: “We would spend vacations at the summer cottage and maybe every other 
year we would go to somewhere in Europe for holiday via train.” 
 
R53: “I hope I will have more vacations, but they do not include flying, including 
traveling in Finland.”  
 
R47: “Despite knowing the emissions caused by traveling, I would like to travel 
occasionally by plane, although not every year – maybe more like every other or 
third year – and mostly to European destinations.” 
 
R52: “Travelling is a big passion of mine, so I would like to take a few vacations 
abroad in a year.” 

 

Electronics 

As for electronics, 16 % said that they would own the necessary ones such as a 

phone and a laptop, and 5 % said that there is no need for the newest models. 

Another 5 % mentioned wanting good quality electronics that have a longer 

lifespan. Many other circular economy principles were also mentioned in relation 

to electronics, i.e., buying second-hand electronics, using them until the end of 

their life, and repairing them if possible. It needs to be noted that these were 

mostly mentioned only once per principle, but if something was said about elec-

tronics, it was from the point of view of circular economy with a couple of excep-

tions of which one said that electronics need to be updated with new ones every 

once in a while, and the other wanted a good setting to watch movies and a cam-

era for photographing. One person said that they would not own a computer. 

 

R36: “Phone and laptop/computer feel unavoidable necessities for me to own, 
but I'm already using a "recycled", old laptop and I'll always try to take good care 
of my appliances to maintain them as long as possible.” 

 

Clothing 

The most frequently mentioned clothing choice was quality pieces that are dura-

ble and can be worn for long with a fifth of the respondents mentioning them. 

Then came second-hand clothing with 16 %, followed by sustainably produced 

clothing with 15 %. Also, around 8 % of the respondents mentioned that they do 

not need to buy more or at least not many new clothes since they will be using 

the ones that they already have. Another 8 % mentioned that they do not buy 

clothes often. 

 

R5: “I would like to own good quality clothes that last a long time.” 
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R16: “I am trying to buy sustainably produced clothes and second hand, aiming 
to use the clothes that I already have.” 

 

Additional insights 

Finally, only one respondent clearly mentioned that they might have to lower their 

living standards in the future. Furthermore, only two respondents expressed 

worry for the state of the world regarding climate change and war. 

 

R39: “I think I have to adjust to lower living standards.” 
 
R24: “I'm really hoping that I will be living in a politically stable and safe living 
environment, but I think environmental problems will be causing massive issues 
and crises.” 
 
R14: “I wish I will have enough time for my hobbies and for sleeping well and that 
there is no war and people around the world (myself included) have enough food 
and water.” 
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5 Discussion 

 

The results confirm that ECGS students are well aware of the most impactful 

lifestyle changes for reducing personal carbon footprint. Measures related to 

transport were mentioned most frequently, closely followed by measures related 

to nutrition and then housing. These are the top three most impactful domains 

also according to Institute for Global Environmental Strategies et al. (2019), alt-

hough in slightly different order. Housing contributes more to an individual’s car-

bon footprint (2,5 tCO2/cap/yr.) than nutrition (1,8 tCO2/cap/yr.), but the students’ 

emphasis on nutrition could be explained with the fact that most of them (75 %) 

had already done changes to their diet for environmental reasons, while 

measures related to housing might have been less emphasized because gener-

ally speaking, most students live in small apartments out of necessity, not for 

environmental reasons, and in the future they will most likely move to a bigger 

place. In fact, around a third of the students, who answered my survey, mentioned 

that they would want to live in a detached house in 15-20 years, and those tend 

to be bigger (on average 112,8 m2) than the average home size (79,4 m2) in 

Finland (OSF, 2020a), so maybe the students did not want to emphasize the im-

portance of housing for personal carbon footprint, because they themselves are 

dreaming of living in a bigger than sustainable, detached house in the future. 

Also, green energy, which relates to housing, has at least in the past been more 

expensive than fossil fuel energy, so it might be that the students are still pur-

chasing fossil fuel energy for financial reasons and are therefore emphasizing 

green energy less. This would go in line with what Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) 

and Aro (2020) concluded about sustainability not sticking if it conflicts or is not 

contributing to our priorities such as family well-being or financial stability. 

 

Furthermore, the results indicate that the future aspirations of the students do not 

significantly differ from the perceived good life norm in the big picture, but more 

like in the “details”. By this I mean that the respondents would still like to have a 

family and children, but maybe fewer, and live in detached houses, but smaller in 

size, own cars in addition to public transport but preferably electric ones, they 

would still go on vacations, but mostly in Finland or abroad by land or water, and 
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clothing and electronics would still be bought but as second-hand and/or only the 

necessary ones with more attention paid to quality and sustainability of the prod-

ucts. This analysis supports the theory that pro-environmental attitudes correlate 

with “low-cost pro-environmental behavior”, but not so much with “high-cost pro-

environmental behavior” (Diekmann & Preisendoerfer, 1992, as cited in Kollmuss 

& Agyeman, 2002). 

 

I think the above mentioned is also supported with the fact that only one respond-

ent clearly stated that they might have to lower their living standards in the future, 

and only two respondents issued worry about the future in regard to war and 

climate change even though Russia had just attacked Ukraine in full scale, and 

IPCC published yet another report emphasizing the urgency of climate action. It 

can be that not even sustainability science students are immune to the cognitive 

limitations mentioned by Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) that make especially en-

vironmental problems easier to ignore (i.e., the non-immediacy of many ecologi-

cal problems, slow and gradual ecological destruction, and complex systems).  

 

These were the main results summarized. Next, I will discuss a few aspects of 

the results in more detail.   

 

Detached but small houses, and average sized apartments 

As stated, around a third of the respondents mentioned wanting to live in a de-

tached house in 15-20 years. Almost equally many mentioned apartment as their 

future aspiration for housing. According to Institute for Global Environmental 

Strategies et al. (2019) the Finns’ large living spaces (on average 40 m2 per per-

son) in addition to cold and long winters are the reason for high heating demand, 

which in turn results in high housing carbon footprint. Thus, living  in smaller 

spaces and switching to green energy are essential for reducing housing’s carbon 

footprint. So, even though the students emphasized smaller home size in their 

responses, is it credible that all the students who mentioned detached houses in 

their responses, would be living in mini-detached houses, with less than 40 m2 

per person when detached houses are intrinsically the bigger form of living? Also, 

can it be reliably concluded that the students who mentioned apartment, would 

have a smaller housing carbon footprint just because they live in apartment? After 
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all, the most frequently mentioned home size was something between 35-80 m2, 

so if the students live alone, which seemed to be the assumption in most answers 

in this size category, that would be bigger than the average floor space of a Finn. 

If this size was to remain even when living with a partner and having children, 

then it could be considered as sustainable. However, living in small spaces tends 

to be portrayed as something negative in societal discussion, at least in Finland. 

For example, two people sharing a bedroom is described as “overcrowded dwell-

ing” by the Official Statistics of Finland (2020b), and mini studios are criticized for 

not being a long-term solution for living (Parkkari & Parikka, 2021). Therefore, the 

societal norm is easily constructed as everyone needing their own bedroom. This 

is an example of how societal discussion regarding housing is shaping consump-

tion patterns and vice versa, as Giddens’ structuration theory (1984) suggests. 

Thus, I wonder whether even sustainability science students are able to deviate 

from this norm. 

 

Vacation vagueness 

Around a third of the respondents mentioned spending vacations mostly in Fin-

land or neighboring countries, and almost 20 % mentioned travelling abroad by 

land or water. Still, 23 % of the respondents mentioned wanting to travel abroad 

without specifying how to get there, and 28 % did not mention anything about 

vacations or very vaguely stated that they would go on vacations. This is inter-

esting because less or no flying was the second most frequently mentioned indi-

vidual measure for reducing personal carbon footprint, and at least once a year 

abroad was seen as the norm by most respondents. So, the students have clearly 

thought about vacations when answering the survey, but why did so many leave 

their vacation aspirations undescribed? It is impossible to say for sure, but it might 

be that they felt uncomfortable about it, if travelling is something that they are not 

ready to give up for the sake of the environment. Many behavior models from 

previous literature could be applied to this. For example, Kollmuss and Agyeman 

(2002) explain the emotional defense mechanism of rational distancing as being 

perfectly aware of a problem but having stopped feeling any emotions about it. 

The students seem to be perfectly aware of the negative impacts of flying, but 

choose to ignore them, so they would not feel as much guilt for wanting to travel. 

This could be one interpretation. Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance 
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(1957) on the other hand suggests that we tend to avoid information that threat-

ens our basic assumptions of quality of life, economic prosperity, and material 

needs. Thus, not mentioning future aspirations regarding vacations could be in-

terpreted as avoiding information of oneself, that would prove the discrepancy 

between one’s values and aspirations, and therefore threaten the acceptability of 

travelling within oneself. 

 

Public transport and a car when necessary 

Over half of the respondents mentioned public transport, cycling, walking and car 

sharing as their means of transport in the future, but only 18 % specifically men-

tioned not wanting or going to own a car in the future. These results raise a ques-

tion whether the respondents who mentioned public transport, would still be own-

ing a car in addition, which seemed to be the case in the perceived good life norm. 

Around half of the respondents who mentioned wanting or needing to own a car 

in the future, said that they would be using public transport as well. Private driving 

is still very present in the Finnish culture, since around 73 % of Finnish house-

holds owned at least one car in 2016 (OSF, 2016), and a car was considered 

necessary also in the decent minimum standard of living even within the reach of 

well-functioning public transport if the family has kids (Lehtinen, et al., 2011), and 

then on the other end, high incomes have been proved to correlate with perceiv-

ing a car as a necessity (Aro & Wilska, 2014), so I wonder whether this “norm” of 

owning a car can be changed even amongst sustainability science students, if a 

clear decision of not owning a car is not made. 

 

Circular consumption 

The results show that the effect of consumption habits on emissions is recog-

nized, and circular economy principles well internalized amongst ECGS students. 

Slightly over 55 % of the respondents mentioned measures related to circular 

economy as the most impactful ones for reducing personal carbon footprint, and 

44 % mentioned that such measures are one of the most impactful ones that they 

have already implemented in their life. In addition, if something was said in terms 

of clothing and electronics in the respondents’ future aspirations, it was from the 

point of view of circular economy. These results lay a great foundation to further 
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develop the less mentioned, also in societal discussion, dimensions of circular 

economy, i.e., repairing, renting, and sharing. 

 

Regarding electronics, 16 % of the respondents mentioned that they would buy 

or own only the necessary devices in the future, which meant a smartphone and 

a laptop for most. One respondent mentioned streaming services as well. In the 

perceived good life norm streaming services and tablets were mentioned more 

often in addition to smartphones and laptops. Additionally, every family member 

having their own smartphone and laptop was considered a part of the good life 

norm by nearly 15 % of the respondents, but no one mentioned this in their future 

aspirations. This could be because the students were only describing what they 

themselves would own, instead of describing also what their potential family 

members might own. Still, I dare to make a claim that if the students have children 

one day, most of them will have a smartphone as well. At least when they are 

older. This is based on the fact that 83 % of the Finnish population had a 

smartphone in 2019 (OSF, 2019b). 

 

The development of ICT goods is truly moving at the speed of light, since in Aro 

and Wilska’s (2014) study, which based on data gathered in 1999-2009, they 

were still talking about mobile phones (NB: not smartphones), home computers, 

and internet connection, and how they were increasingly perceived as necessi-

ties. I believe that having an internet connection is so basic nowadays that it is 

not even mentioned as necessary, because it comes with owning a laptop and a 

smartphone. 

 

5.1 Limitations and further research 

First, I want to point out that the motivation for this study was to explore the dis-

crepancies between the students’ knowledge on low-carbon lifestyles and their 

future aspirations. Therefore, the discussion is by a large part focused on those 

(excluding the subchapter about circular economy), even though the results 

showed no discrepancies in many aspects as well, like in the case of nutrition for 

example. The students clearly recognized the important role of nutrition in the 
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formation of personal carbon footprint, and most students had already changed 

their diet towards more sustainable. 

 

Furthermore, the figures provided by this study are not as solid as they would be 

if the study had been implemented as a multiple choice questionnaire, because 

the students could choose what to include in their response, and not all talked 

about the same things. I chose to use open-ended questions because I wanted 

to provide the students an opportunity to describe their future aspirations in their 

own words and that way get more inductive data. However, further research could 

take on the task to provide more solid figures about the future aspirations of sus-

tainability science students through a multiple choice questionnaire. 

 

Also, it needs to be noted that the students might have embellished their re-

sponses since essentially, they were asked to reflect how their knowledge on 

sustainability affects their choices and aspirations in life, and nobody likes to be 

faced with the fact that they might not be living according to their values. I tried to 

address this issue by making the questionnaire anonymous and asking about 

future aspirations first and then about most impactful lifestyle changes for reduc-

ing personal carbon footprint. Also, the survey question about societal norms was 

added as an auxiliary question to help the students reflect how their future aspi-

rations situate in relation to the perceived good life norm in Finland. The intention 

here was to be transparent about what the questionnaire wants to know, and 

hopefully this had some kind of an impact to the students’ willingness to openly 

reflect on their future aspirations. 

 

Moreover, the respondents in this study were quite a homogenous crowd, i.e., 

mostly Finnish women, born in the 1990s, and living in big cities, which is a factor 

to consider when thinking about the generalizability of the results. Although, ac-

cording to my perceptions as an ECGS student, those are the demographics of 

most ECGS students. Further research could still address this issue by broaden-

ing the scope to other sustainability science fields in different cities in Finland. 

Interviews with a more diverse crowd of respondents could also try to address 

the reasons behind why some things were left unsaid by asking follow-up ques-

tions. 
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6 Conclusions 

 

The aim of this thesis was to enrich theories about pro-environmental behavior 

by providing insights on the future aspirations of sustainability science students, 

who have both extensive knowledge and experience in the field of sustainability. 

The results indicate that societal norms regarding a good life have an important 

impact on how the students envision their life in the future. Despite their extensive 

knowledge and experiences on how to reduce personal carbon footprint, the stu-

dents’ future aspirations still come quite close the dominant cultural vision of a 

good life. Furthermore, the students’ aspirations seemed to become increasingly 

vague when dealing with controversary topics such as vacations and traveling. 

 

The implications of these findings once again confirm the importance of facilitat-

ing sustainable ways of living through societal structures, discourses, and norms. 

Therefore, in order to comply with the Paris Agreement and limit global warming 

to well below 2 °C, I think it is essential that all levels of society start putting in-

creasing effort on changing expectations, discourses, and norms, especially in 

affluent societies like Finland, where the emissions per capita are amongst the 

highest in the world, and where not even sustainability science students can reli-

ably be said to lead a sustainable life in the future. I think that in such societies 

the time has passed for economic growth, and even green growth, and now it is 

time to start talking about degrowth. I will conclude this thesis with a firm, but 

hopeful message from the IPCC (2022): 

 

“The evidence is clear: the time for action is now. We can halve 
emissions by 2030.”  
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Appendices 

 
APPENDIX 1 – Codebook 

Q1A 

Q1A Ability fulfill basic needs 

Q1A Car 

Q1A Car / 1-2 

Q1A Car / 2 

Q1A Car / at least one 

Q1A Car / electric or hybrid 

Q1A Car / necessary in the country 

Q1A Car / not necessary in a city 

Q1A Car / rental and/or taxi 

Q1A Clothing / branded 

Q1A Clothing / decent 

Q1A Clothing / designer clothes not important 

Q1A Clothing / lots of them 

Q1A Clothing / modern or trendy 

Q1A Clothing / natural fabrics 

Q1A Clothing / necessary ones 

Q1A Clothing / new 

Q1A Clothing / quality 

Q1A Clothing / reasonable amount 

Q1A Clothing / second-hand 

Q1A Distinction between cities and countryside 

Q1A Electronics / at least some amount 

Q1A Electronics / fixability 

Q1A Electronics / for each family member 

Q1A Electronics / important for leisure 

Q1A Electronics / lots of them 

Q1A Electronics / necessary or "basic" ones 

Q1A Electronics / new 

Q1A Electronics / quality 

Q1A Electronics / status 

Q1A Housing / designer items 

Q1A Housing / newly renovated 

Q1A Housing / sauna 

Q1A Housing / trendy decor 

Q1A Housing / yard 

Q1A Housing size / +5 rooms 

Q1A Housing size / +80 m2 

Q1A Housing size / 1 bedroom per family member 

Q1A Housing size / 100-200 m2 

Q1A Housing size / 20-25 m2 per person in the city 

Q1A Housing size / 2-3 bedrooms 

Q1A Housing size / 2-3 rooms for 1 person 

Q1A Housing size / 40 m2 per person in the country 

Q1A Housing size / at least a few rooms 
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Q1A Housing size / at least medium-sized 

Q1A Housing size / big 

Q1A Housing size / extra rooms 

Q1A Housing size / manageable 

Q1A Housing size / more than one room 

Q1A Housing type / apartment 

Q1A Housing type / detached house 

Q1A Housing type / not important 

Q1A Housing type / row house 

Q1A Not just one good life norm 

Q1A Nuclear family / children 

Q1A Partner 

Q1A Pet(s) 

Q1A Public transport/community car/bicycle etc. 

Q1A Services and experiences 

Q1A Summer cottage 

Q1A Two "good life" models 

Q1A Vacations 

Q1A Vacations / abroad 

Q1A Vacations / Asia 

Q1A Vacations / at least once a year 

Q1A Vacations / Europe 

Q1A Vacations / far 

Q1A Vacations / in Finland or near countries 

Q1A Vacations / includes flying 

Q1A Vacations / occasionally 

Q1A Vacations / once in five years 

Q1A Vacations / once in two years 

Q1A Vacations / skiing 

Q1A Vacations / somewhere warm 

Q1A Veganism 

Q1B 

Q1B Car 

Q1B Car / 2 

Q1B Car / biogas 

Q1B Car / ecological 

Q1B Car / electric 

Q1B Car / hopefully not needing one, but might 

Q1B Car / might not need one anymore 

Q1B Clothing / decent 

Q1B Clothing / don't buy them often 

Q1B Clothing / Finnish brands 

Q1B Clothing / less of them 

Q1B Clothing / natural materials 

Q1B Clothing / new 

Q1B Clothing / no fast fashion 

Q1B Clothing / quality 

Q1B Clothing / second-hand 

Q1B Clothing / self-made 

Q1B Clothing / sustainable 
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Q1B Clothing / taking care of them 

Q1B Clothing / using the clothes that I already have 

Q1B Clothing / versatile 

Q1B Electronics / for hobbies 

Q1B Electronics / less of them 

Q1B Electronics / need to be updated 

Q1B Electronics / newest not necessary 

Q1B Electronics / no own computer 

Q1B Electronics / not buying too much of them 

Q1B Electronics / only necessary ones 

Q1B Electronics / quality 

Q1B Electronics / repairable 

Q1B Electronics / second-hand 

Q1B Electronics / sustainable 

Q1B Electronics / take good care of them 

Q1B Electronics / used until not functioning 

Q1B Family 

Q1B Farm animals 

Q1B Friends 

Q1B Green energy 

Q1B Housing / commune 

Q1B Housing / garden or yard 

Q1B Housing / no permanent home 

Q1B Housing / sauna 

Q1B Housing size / 1 bedroom per family member 

Q1B Housing size / 100 m2 

Q1B Housing size / 150 m2 

Q1B Housing size / 2h+kk 

Q1B Housing size / 3-4 rooms 

Q1B Housing size / 70-100 m2 

Q1B Housing size / 80 m2 or less 

Q1B Housing size / doesn't need to be big 

Q1B Housing size / extra rooms 

Q1B Housing size / manageable 
Q1B Housing size / not needing as much space as the 
norm 

Q1B Housing size / not too large 

Q1B Housing size / slightly bigger than now 

Q1B Housing size / small 

Q1B Housing size / spacious 

Q1B Housing size / spacious enough 

Q1B Housing type / apartment 

Q1B Housing type / cottage 

Q1B Housing type / detached house 

Q1B Housing type / ecohouse 

Q1B Housing type / farmhouse 

Q1B Housing type / not important 

Q1B Housing type / row house 

Q1B Lower living standards 

Q1B Minimalism 
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Q1B No car 

Q1B No children 

Q1B Own food production 

Q1B Part of a food co-operative 

Q1B Partner 

Q1B Pets 

Q1B Plant-based diet 

Q1B Public transport/bicycle/community car etc. 

Q1B Services and experiences 

Q1B Summer cottage 

Q1B Vacations / abroad 

Q1B Vacations / abroad by land/water 

Q1B Vacations / camper 

Q1B Vacations / flying occasionally 

Q1B Vacations / in Finland or near countries 

Q1B Vacations / long 

Q1B Vacations / no flying 

Q1B Vacations / no mention of them 

Q1B Vacations / not specifying how often 

Q1B Vacations / once a year 

Q1B Vacations / once in 2 years 

Q1B Vacations / several per year 

Q1B Vacations / traveling for work 

Q1B Vacations / vague 

Q1B Vacations / winters away from Finland 

Q1B Vacations / virtual reality 

Q1B World peace 

Q2A 

Q2A Activism 

Q2A Number of children 

Q2A Avoiding products that degrade land 

Q2A Avoiding short flights 

Q2A Buying only what is needed 

Q2A Buying quality 

Q2A Buying second hand 

Q2A Career in sustainability 

Q2A Change in mindset 

Q2A Circular economy 

Q2A Compensate emissions 

Q2A Consumption behavior 

Q2A Electric car 

Q2A Green energy 

Q2A Heating 

Q2A Housing 

Q2A Influencing others 

Q2A Joint apartment 

Q2A Learn to do stuff yourself (e.g., clothes) 

Q2A Less children 

Q2A Less driving 

Q2A Less eating out 
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Q2A Less flying 

Q2A Less waste 

Q2A Local/seasonal food 

Q2A Making use of close-by resources 

Q2A Minimalism 

Q2A More local lifestyle 

Q2A More wholesome relation to nature 

Q2A No car 

Q2A No children 

Q2A No environmentally harmful jobs 

Q2A No flying 

Q2A No pets 

Q2A Non-gasoline car 

Q2A Not buying things new 

Q2A Nutrition 

Q2A Own energy production 

Q2A Own food production 

Q2A Planetary diet 

Q2A Plant-based diet 

Q2A Public transport/community car/bicycle etc. 

Q2A Recycling 

Q2A Reducing consumption 

Q2A Reducing energy consumption 

Q2A Reducing long flights 

Q2A Renting and borrowing things 

Q2A Repairing 

Q2A Resigning from anthropocentrism 

Q2A Small home 

Q2A Support ecological businesses 

Q2A Supporting regenerative production 

Q2A Transport 

Q2A Using products until the end 

Q2A Well-planned groceries 

Q2B 

Q2B Activism 

Q2B Avoiding food waste 

Q2B Being poor 

Q2B Buying only what is needed 

Q2B Buying quality 

Q2B Buying second hand 

Q2B Career in sustainability 

Q2B Changed cars to less gas consuming 

Q2B Compensate emissions 

Q2B Considering not having children 

Q2B Consumption behavior 

Q2B Cycling sometimes when it's warm 

Q2B Diet 

Q2B Green energy 

Q2B Influencing others 

Q2B Less driving 
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Q2B Less flying 

Q2B Minimalism 

Q2B Natural cosmetics 

Q2B No children 

Q2B No domestic flights 

Q2B No flying 

Q2B Not owning a car 

Q2B Not traveling much 

Q2B Own food production 

Q2B Paying attention to water use 

Q2B Plant-based diet 

Q2B Public transport/community car/bicycle etc. 

Q2B Recycling 

Q2B Reducing consumption 

Q2B Small home 

Q2B Using less energy 

 

 


