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Headlines
 > University graduates were more likely to be concerned 

about environmental problems. 81% were concerned to 
some extent, compared to 78% for the total sample*.

 > Priorities for environmental protection differed by education 
level. University graduates were more likely to nominate 
energy and greenhouse initiatives (17%, compared to 14%). 
Those who had not completed secondary school were 
more likely to mention biodiversity protection initiatives 
(12%, compared to 7%).  

 > University graduates were less likely, and those with  
up to a completed secondary education more likely, to 
see improvement in environmental issues in the past three 
years.

 > University graduates, on average, were correct on  
more knowledge items.

 > University graduates were more likely, and those who 
had up to a completed secondary education less likely, to 
agree with environmental management issues involving 
trade-offs. 

 > Graduates were more likely to think environmental 
regulations were too lax for most sectors.

 > Self-reported engagement in everyday environmental 
behaviours did not differ significantly by education level. 

 > University graduates were more active in occasional 
environmental activities, including participation in local 
development or environmental issues, (30%, compared to 
25%) or seeking information on an environmental topic or 
issue (55%, compared to 46%).

 > Those with a trade/technical education and those with 
a university degree were more likely to have visited a 
national park in the past year. (60% and 58% respectively, 
compared to 53%). 

Concern about environmental problems
University graduates were more likely than the population as 
a whole to be concerned a great deal or a fair amount about 
environmental problems (71%, compared to 67% of the total 
sample*), while those who had not completed secondary 
school were less likely (56%). 81% of university graduates 
showed any level of concern (compared to 78%) and they were 
also more likely to be concerned a great deal (30%, compared 
to 25%). This is similar to the findings in 2006.  

Those who had not completed secondary school were more 
likely to have no concern (29%, compared to 22%) or little 
concern (15%, compared to 11%) about environmental problems.

Concern for the environment, by education level

For those not concerned, people with a trade or technical 
qualification were more likely to say it was because they were 
doing enough already (11%, compared to 3%). 

Background
Who Cares about the Environment? is a social research series 
that has been conducted every three years since 1994 to 
measure the environmental knowledge, views, attitudes 
and behaviours of people in NSW.

The 2009 research included a telephone survey in July with 
a representative cross section of 2,003 NSW residents aged 
15 years and over, followed by focus group discussions. 

Education level: This summary brings together survey 
findings where there are significant differences according 
to the level of education of respondents, in terms of 
whether they had a university degree, a trade/technical 
qualification, completed secondary school only, or 
not completed secondary school. Up to a completed 
secondary education refers to the results for ‘completed 
secondary school only’, and ‘not completed secondary 
school’ together. These results are also provided with each 
question in the full published report.

The percentages given are the proportion of people in 
that education group who gave the particular response. 
Statistically significant differences by education groups are 
compared to the whole sample finding (n).
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Priorities for environmental protection
People were asked what they think is the single most 
important thing the NSW Government could do to protect the 
environment.

University graduates were more likely to nominate energy 
and greenhouse initiatives (17%, compared to 14% of the total 
sample*). In 2006, TAFE/technical college graduates were more 
likely to nominate this issue.

People who had not completed secondary school were 
more likely to mention vegetation and biodiversity protection 
initiatives (12%, compared to 7%) or be unsure (21%, compared 
to 12%).

Environmental changes in the past  
three years
People were asked whether the state of 20 environmental 
issues had changed over the last three years. For a range of 
issues there were no overall differences in views on the basis  
of education level. 

However, on the following eight issues there were significant 
differences on the basis of education. In particular, university 
graduates were less likely to see improvement, and those 
who had completed secondary school only and/or had 
not completed secondary school were more likely to see 
improvement on many of these issues:

 > water quality improved –  
28% of graduates (compared to 33% of the total sample*)

 > environmental flows for rivers improved –  
23% of graduates (compared to 27%)

 > reducing greenhouse gas emissions improved –  
36% of graduates (compared to 40%)

 > using alternatives to motor vehicles worsened –  
29% of graduates (compared to 26%)

 > protection of endangered plants and animals improved –  
37% of graduates, 51-55% of those who have up to a 
completed secondary education (compared to 45%)

 > managing weeds and feral animals improved –  
24% of graduates, 35-36% of those who have up to  
a completed secondary education (compared to 29%)

 > conserving Aboriginal heritage improved –  
45% of graduates, those who completed secondary  
school only 58% (compared to 50%)

 > control of noise improved –  
graduates 19%, and 32% of those who had not  
completed secondary school (compared to 24%). 

Strictness of environmental regulations
University graduates were more likely to say regulations  
are too lax, for seven of the nine sectors asked about:

 > property development/construction (60%, compared  
to 53% of the total sample*)

 > manufacturing (53%, compared to 49%)

 > forestry (42%, compared to 36%)

 > retailing (46%, compared to 41%)

 > farming and agriculture (29%, compared to 24%).

 > recreational and commercial fishing (28%, compared to 3%)

 > individuals and households (39%, compared to 34%).

Those who had not completed secondary school were less 
likely to say regulation is too lax for: 

 > property development/construction (40%, compared to 53% 
of the total sample*)

 > manufacturing (40%, compared to 49%).

Those with a trade/technical education were more likely (14%) 
and university graduates were less likely (6%) to say regulation 
is a bit too strict for the tourism industry (compared to 8%).

Environmental knowledge
University graduates answered more knowledge questions 
correctly with an average of 2.2 questions out of five  
correct, compared to 1.8 for those who had not completed 
secondary school. 

There were no significant differences between education 
groups on the questions about relative water use by sector in 
NSW, electricity generation as a source of carbon pollution/
greenhouses gases, and resource savings of recycling. However, 
university graduates were more likely to know, and those who 
had not completed secondary school less likely to know:

 > the greenhouse effect is not caused by a hole in the Earth’s 
atmosphere (57% and 43% respectively, compared to 51%  
of the total sample*) 

 > general rainfall runoff, such as urban stormwater and farm 
runoff, is a greater source of water pollution than industrial 
sites and sewerage treatment plants (45% and 29% 
respectively, compared to 39%).

The greenhouse effect is caused by a hole in the Earth’s atmosphere 
(false), by education level

Industrial pollution and sewerage treatment plants cause more 
pollution of our waterways and beaches than general rainfall runoff 
(false), by education level
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Those with a trade/technical education were more likely 
to disagree that NSW should take urgent action on climate 
change, regardless of current economic or social conditions 
(35%, compared to 27%).

Reliability of information sources
University graduates were more likely to consider that 
scientists and technical specialists (85%, compared to 81% 
of the total population*) and government departments or 
agencies (69%, compared to 64%) are reliable sources of 
environmental information, but less likely to consider that 
media personalities (31%, compared to 37%) and business and 
industry (30%, compared to 35%) are reliable. They were also 
more likely to think that religious leaders and churches are 
unreliable (52%, compared to 47%).

Those who had completed secondary school only were  
more likely to think that media personalities are reliable  
(43%, compared to 37%).

Those who had not completed secondary school were  
more likely to think that business and industry are reliable  
(44%, compared to 35%). This group was also more likely to  
find it hard to say whether scientists and technical specialists 
are reliable or not (15%, compared to 10%).

Reliability of sources of environmental information, by education level

 Views on specific environmental issues
There was little difference on the basis of education level in 
people’s support for greater involvement of Aboriginal people 
in environmental management and conservation.

Graduates were more likely to agree, and those who have  
up to a completed secondary education were less likely  
to agree with the following ‘trade-off’ statements:

 > Rivers and wetlands should get enough water to stay 
healthy even if this means some country towns and farmers 
dependent on irrigation will lose business (59% of university 
graduates and 45-47% of those who have up to a completed 
secondary education agree, compared to 52%).

 > Some areas of the marine environment should be protected, 
even if it means recreational and commercial fishing is 
excluded (90% of graduates and 77% of those who have  
not completed secondary school agree, compared to 85%).

Water for rivers and wetlands, by education level

Protection of marine environment, by education level

Beliefs about climate change
University graduates were more likely to think that climate 
change is happening or going to happen (83%, compared  
to 78%). 

Belief in climate change, by education level

Of those who believe in climate change, university graduates 
were more likely to believe climate change is impacting now 
(42%, compared to 38%). 

0 20 40 60 80 100

Not completed secondary school

Completed secondary school

Trade or technical quali�cation

University degree

Not sureAgree Disagree

Percentage of respondents

59

51

47

45

6

5

6

6

35

44

48

49

0 20 40 60 80 100

Not completed secondary school

Completed secondary school

Trade or technical quali�cation

University degree

Scientists and technical specialists

85

82

78

76

7

11

13

15

8

8

9

9

0 20 40 60 80 100

Not completed secondary school

Completed secondary school

Trade or technical quali�cation

University degree

Government departments/agencies

69

59

63

61

7

7

8

6

24

34

29

33

0 20 40 60 80 100

Not completed secondary school

Completed secondary school

Trade or technical quali�cation

University degree

Media Personalities

31

34

43

42

12

14

10

11

57

52

47

47

0 20 40 60 80 100

Not completed secondary school

Completed secondary school

Trade or technical quali�cation

University degree

Hard to sayReliable Unreliable

Percentage of respondents

Business and industry

30

33

38

44

10

10

7

11

60

56

55

45

0 20 40 60 80 100

Not completed secondary school

Completed secondary school

Trade or technical quali�cation

University degree

Not sureAgree Disagree

Percentage of respondents

90

86

83

77

1

3

3

2

9

12

14

20

0 20 40 60 80 100

Not completed secondary school

Completed secondary school

Trade or technical quali�cation

University degree

Don’t knowYes No

Percentage of respondents

83

75

75

75

4

5

6

5

13

20

19

20



Education findings
Who Cares about the Environment in 2009?

4* All comparisons in this factsheet are made to the whole sample, which is a representative cross-section of NSW residents.

Everyday environmental behaviours in the 
past twelve months
There were very few differences in the level of frequent 
engagement in everyday environmental behaviours on the 
basis of education level, either in the average number of 
behaviours done often (5.4-5.5) or in specific behaviours.

Participation in occasional environmental 
activities
University graduates engaged in a greater number of 
occasional environmental activities (average of 2.4 of five, 
compared to 2.2 for the total sample). 

University graduates were more likely, and those who had 
not completed secondary school were less likely, to have:

 > encouraged someone else to change an action harmful to 
the environment (56% and 42% respectively, compared to 
51% of the total sample*)

 > sought information on an environmental topic or issue  
(55% and 33% respectively, compared to 46%) 

 > participated in local development or environmental issues 
(30% and 17% respectively, compared to 25%).

People who had not completed secondary school were  
also less likely to have bought an energy efficient appliance 
(67%, compared to 73%).

People who had completed secondary school only were  
also less likely to have tried to get information (40%, compared 
to 46%).

There was no significant difference by education in 
participation in Landcare, Bushcare or other restoration project.

Tried to get information on an environmental topic or issue, by 

education level

Last visit to a national park
Those with a trade/technical education (60%) and those with 
a university degree (58%) were more likely to have visited 
a national park in the past year, and those who had up to a 
completed secondary education were less likely (44-46%), 
compared to 53% of the total population*. Those who had  
not completed secondary school were more likely to have 
last visited a national park in NSW more than a few years ago 
(20%, compared to 12%).

Community segments
In 2009, there was clear evidence for two distinct types of 
environmental behaviour: household-based (e.g. choosing 
more environmentally friendly household products) and 
citizenship (e.g. participating in Landcare).

These two behaviour types were used to identify three 
segments in the population: 

Those who had not completed secondary school were:

 > more likely to be Privates (40%, compared to 32%)

 > less likely to be Committeds (27%, compared to 38%).

University graduates were:

 > more likely to be Committeds (44%, compared to 38%)

 > less likely to be Privates (28%, compared to 32%).

The full report
Who Cares about the Environment in 2009? contains the full 
results of the telephone survey. It includes charts and a 
discussion of each survey question, and compares results over 
time, across all key demographic variables and across the three 
environmental behaviour segments.

The full 2009 report, as well as previous reports, is available  
in hard copy and online from the Office of Environment  
and Heritage on 131 555 and  
www.environment.nsw.gov.au/community/whocares.htm. 
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