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Sustainability credentials: something that students expect of universities?



THE Student Pulse

Student Pulse is THE’s global panel of prospective 
students.

Our global student panel community opt-in to 
take part in research and provide their view on 
their international education journey.

The panel provide universities, governments and 
other organisations with the potential to gain 
detailed insight from this much sought after 
audience. 



THE Student Pulse

Our panel currently comprises over 20,000 prospective students (predominantly 
international students), and is growing rapidly – at around 7,000 new panellists per month



The survey and respondent profile

• Online survey of 2000 
prospective students

• Carried out in March 2021

• Responses received from a 
global spread of students, 
including those based in:

• India (268)
• UK (154)
• Nigeria (128)
• Pakistan (95)
• USA (85)
• Bangladesh (68)



Respondent profile

Level of study

High school / Further Education 29%

Undergraduate 41%

Postgraduate 30%

Subject that they want to study (10 most common)

Computer Science 11%

Business & Management 10%

Medicine & Dentistry 6%

Biological Sciences 5%

Education 4%

Politics & International Studies 4%

Psychology 4%

Law 4%

Accounting & Finance 4%

Electrical & Electronic Engineering 4%

Country where they want to study  (10 most common)

United Kingdom 21%

United States of America 20%

Canada 11%

Australia 5%

Germany 5%

Netherlands 3%

India 2%

China 2%

France 2%

New Zealand 1%

Seeking international study

Currently studying abroad, or planning to 87%

Planning to study domestically 13%



Students’ views on sustainability and the SDGs



Importance of being a sustainable citizen and awareness of the SDGs

Base: 2,000 prospective students

agree it is important for 
them to live their lives in 
a way that is consistent 
with being a sustainable 

citizen

80%
75%
have heard 

of the SDGs



Awareness of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Base: 2,000 prospective students

This breaks down as:

• 29% aware with limited knowledge 

• 28% aware with some knowledge

• 18% aware with good level of knowledge

75%
have heard 

of the SDGs Having some/good level of knowledge was higher among:

• Undergrad/postgrads (48%) vs. high school students (40%)

• International students (47%) vs. those studying or planning to study 

domestically (35%)



Highest priority SDGs – Top 3

Base: 2,000 prospective students
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Highest priority SDGs

Base: 2,000 prospective students
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Highest priority SDGs – by region

Base: 2,000 prospective students

Africa

34%

40%

31%

Europe

36%

45%

24%

North America

32%

34%

29%

Asia

32%

38%

25%

Oceania

30%

48%

25%

South America

40%

41%

33%
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University submissions to Impact 2021 Students’ top 3 priority SDGs
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University submissions to Impact 2021 Students seeking study in the UK
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The role of universities in promoting 
sustainability and achieving the SDGs



The role of universities in achieving the SDGs

17%

12%

25%

28%

70%

75%

52%

51%

Society has an important role to play in achieving the SDGs

Governments have an important role to play in achieving
the SDGs

Businesses have an important role to play in achieving the
SDGs

Universities have an important role to play in achieving the
SDGs

1 (Strongly disagree) 2 3 4 5 (strongly agree)

Overall 
agreement (%)

79%

77%

87%

87%

Base: 2,000 prospective students



The role of universities in fostering the ethic of sustainability among students

28%

23%

41%

59%

It is important for my future career prospects that I can
demonstrate that I have developed into a sustainable

citizen

Universities have an important role to play in enhancing the
ethic of sustainable citizenship in their students

1 (Strongly disagree) 2 3 4 5 (strongly agree)

Overall 
agreement (%)

82%

69%

Base: 2,000 prospective students



The importance of sustainability on students’ 
study choices



3.3

3.6

3.7

4.0

4.3

4.4

5.4

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Location of the university

The university’s commitment to, and 
reputation for, sustainability

Position in rankings league tables

Graduate employability prospects

Cost of tuition

The university’s quality of research

The university’s quality of teaching

Ranked most 
important (%)

28%

15%

16%

9%

12%

9%

8%

Base: 2,000 prospective students

Least important Most important

The most important factors when deciding which universities to apply to



Actions taken by students to assess a university’s sustainability credentials

13%

36%

46%

47%

56%

57%

None of the above

Assessed whether the university is publicly committed to the
Sustainable Development Goals

Assessed whether the university is environmentally friendly

Assessed whether the university exhibits ethical conduct

Looked at the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings

Assessed the university's commitment to diversity and
inclusion

Base: 2,000 prospective students



Commitment to diversity and inclusion 

King Abdulaziz University, Saudi Arabia  

SDG 10 rank = 3rd

Does your university, as a body, have anti-
discrimination and anti-harassment 
policies?



Ethical conduct 

Chulalongkorn 
University, Thailand

SDG 12 rank = 51 



Environmentally friendly 

University of Wollongong, 
Australia 

SDG 13 rank = 101-200



Students, sustainability, and study choices

• Via THE Student Pulse, we have been able to evidence the 

importance of sustainability to the process international 

student decision making. 

• Education, climate action and food security are the SDG’s 

that resonate most closely to international students’ values 

and ethical priorities. 

• Prospective international students believe universities have 

an important role to play in delivering on the UN Goals. 

• Evidence submissions to the THE Impact Rankings should be 

a by-product of information provision for all stakeholders 

connected to, and interested in, your university’s SDG 

related activities. 



Thank you 
Mark.Tweddle@timeshighereducation.com

Elizabeth.Shepherd@timeshighereducation.com
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