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Introduction
The University of Virginia Food Sustainability Student Survey was conducted in November 2017
with a representative sample of University undergraduates. The survey was intended to assess
information, attitudes, and behaviors about food at the University. Specifically, the survey was
designed to investigate to what extent and in what ways students think about sustainability in the
context of their dining plans, food choices, and eating patterns. Our objective was to gather data that
would constitute a baseline for future research, and that would inform additional studies of how
labels, signage, or other information can shape students’ information, perceptions, and choices.
With support from the Teaching and Research Subcommittee of the University’s Committee on
Sustainability, the survey instrument was developed during the spring and summer of 2017, with
extensive input from members of the Sustainable Food Strategy Task Force of the University’s
Committee on Sustainability, UVA Dining, the Nitrogen Working Group, and multiple
undergraduate and graduate students. We also received input from members of the Virginia
Sustainable Food Coalition (VSFC), which includes sustainability-oriented faculty and staff from
George Mason University, James Madison University, Virginia Tech, and the University of Virginia.
In future semesters, the VSFC plans to replicate this survey at one or more of the other schools, and
we anticipate future replications here at UVA as well.
After receiving IRB approval, the survey was administered in early November, via the online
Qualtrics survey platform. A random sample of 2000 undergraduate e-mail addresses was provided
by the University of Virginia Office of Institutional Assessment and Studies, which also provided
valuable consultation on survey development and administration. Selected undergraduates received a
recruitment e-mail from Prof. Paul Freedman on November 7, 2017 (see Figure 1), with a link to the
Qualtrics survey. Follow-up reminders were sent to non-respondents on November 9, and again on
November 16. A total of 901 respondents participated in the survey. As an incentive, respondents
had the option of being entered into a drawing for one of twenty $25 Amazon gift cards.
The survey was structured with a central branching logic, with different sets of questions displayed
based on whether or not respondents had a UVA Dining plan during the fall 2017 semester. For
example, students who reported being on a meal plan were asked about satisfaction with the plan,
and about how much money they spent on food each week, over and above the plan. Students
without a plan were asked about their reasons for not choosing a dining plan, and about their total
weekly food spending.
Preliminary Findings
Data analysis is currently ongoing (additional findings will be reported later this spring), including a
collaboration with the menu labeling project of the Nitrogen Working Group. What follows is a
series of preliminary findings, followed by the complete survey instrument with topline data (in a
separate document).

Food-Choice Criteria (Figures 2 and 3). Respondents were asked to evaluate the importance of a
range of criteria, ranging from broad statements like, “tastes good” and “healthy” to more specific
considerations, including “low carbon footprint” or “non-GMO” or “gluten free.” Statements were
presented in randomized order, so that not every respondent saw the same criteria in the same
sequence. As illustrated in Figure 3, the most important criteria included “tastes good” (rated as
“extremely important” or “very important” by 94 percent of respondents), “affordable” (84 percent),
and “healthy” (73 percent). Considerations relating to sustainability were also seen as important, but
by smaller percentages. Just under half of students (47 percent), for example, considered “humanely
raised” to be “extremely” or “very important,” followed by “fair trade/fair pay” (44 percent),
“sustainably produced” (40 percent) and “low carbon footprint” (31 percent). It is important to note
that many more students considered many of these criteria to be “somewhat” important. For
example, while only 27 percent of respondents considered “locally produced” to be “extremely” or
“very” important, another 50 percent considered it to be “somewhat important,” for a total of 77
percent who considered “locally produced” to be at least somewhat important (see the accompanying
“Toplines” document for more details).
Support for Sustainability Efforts (Figure 4). Respondents were asked to choose from among a
series of statements concerning their level of interest in sustainability efforts. Six percent identified
as a “sustainability activist” and another 35 percent said that they were “very interested in supporting
sustainability efforts.” In addition to this 41 percent, another 52 percent considered themselves
“somewhat interested in supporting sustainability efforts.” Only 7 percent said they were “not
interested in supporting sustainability efforts,” and fewer than 1 percent were “opposed to
sustainability efforts.”
Dietary Practices (Figure 5). Respondents were asked to choose from among a series of statements
concerning their own dietary practices. The vast majority (78 percent) chose “omnivore,” with
another 8 percent choosing “meat eater, but do not eat red meat.” Six percent identified as a
“vegetarian,” with another 3 percent choosing “vegan,” 3 percent “pescatarian,” and 4 percent who
chose “other” (see Appendix A of the attached “Toplines” document for detailed “other” responses).
Definitions of “Local” Food (Figures 6 and 7). Respondents were split when asked to choose
among alternative definitions of “local food at the University of Virginia.” Thirty-nine percent chose
food produced within 100 miles, while 38 percent chose food produced in the Commonwealth of
Virginia. Only 4 percent chose a 500-mile radius, with 12 percent selecting 250 miles. One percent
chose some other definition (see Appendix C of the attached “Toplines” document for details), and 6
percent said they did not know which definition to choose.
Support for Sustainable Dining Options (Figures 8 and 9). When asked whether UVA Dining
should increase the availability of sustainably, locally, and humanely produced food, respondents
indicated fairly high levels of support. More than 70 percent agreed with each statement (more than
30 percent agreed “strongly” with each). Additionally, 39 percent agreed that they would be willing
to pay more for such a plan (15 percent agreed “strongly”).
Satisfaction with Dining Plan (Figure 10). Sixty-one percent of respondents reported having had a
UVA dining plan during the fall 2017 semester. Those respondents were asked to report their level
of satisfaction with their plan by dragging a slider that moved a “smiling face” icon from frowning
to smiling, yielding a five-point measure of satisfaction (two frowning positions, one neutral
position, two smiling positions). The modal position was “slightly smiling,” chosen by 46 percent of
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respondents with a meal plan. Another 15 percent chose “strongly smiling,” so that a total of 61
percent of respondents with a meal plan expressed satisfaction with their plan. Twenty-one percent
expressed dissatisfaction (15 percent slight dissatisfaction, 6 percent strong dissatisfaction), and 18
percent chose the neutral position.
The survey also included an open-ended question asking, “When you hear the phrase ‘sustainable
dining,’ what words or phrases come to mind?” Responses can be found in Appendix B of the
attached “Toplines” document.

Figure 1: Recruitment Email
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Figure 2: Importance of Food-Choice Criteria Questions (order randomized)

Figure 3: Importance of Food-Choice Criteria
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Figure 4: Support for Sustainability Efforts

Figure 5: Dietary Practices
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Figure 6: Definitions of “Local” Food Question

Figure 7: Definitions of “Local Food”
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Figure 8: Support for Sustainable Options

Figure 9: Willingness to Pay More for Sustainable Options
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Figure 10: Satisfaction with Dining Plan
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