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ABSTRACT
The Covid-19 pandemic has challenged global health and equity and
reinforced intergenerational and ecological problems. Future orientation
focuses primarily on existing global efforts (Earth Charter, UN Millennium
Declaration, SDGs, etc.), however, there is a lack of concepts and empirical
studies looking at the potential of a vision of and for the future influencing
individual behavior, amplifying moral evaluations of everyday behavior,
and allocating responsibility and agency. The pilot study presented
assumes that sustainability as a normative framework has the potential to
influence social practices on all levels (institutionalized to individual) and
was aimed to explore the impact of Covid-related behavior changes on
envisioned futures and the willingness to take responsibility for societal
transformation processes. The insights gained from a mixed-method
survey in Austria (2020, n = 264) indicate that people tend to use three
narratives for the future, which are related to a certain degree of morality,
the perception of being a change agent and the willingness to take
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responsibility as an individual. This enabled the creation of a typology of
individual perceptions of sustainability, ranging from rather fear- or
concern-driven resignation (Type A), to guilt-driven resilience (Type B)
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and to anger-driven but active responsibility (Type C). In the conclusion
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and outlook, limitations regarding the generalization of the results of the
pilot study and future research potential are presented and discussed.
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INTRODUCTION
On April the 21st, 2020, at the first peek of the global pandemic, the
Guardian [1] started a video series asking for the “new normal” and what
people imagine a future shaped by Covid-19 will look like? What are we
concerned about? What are we hopeful for? Which of the changes we
made so far to our life(style) and behavior will remain? Since then, future
institutes, thinkers, and researchers from various disciplines have
described Covid-19 as a window of opportunity for sustainability
transitions, including for example digitalization of organizations [2],
education [3], food consumption [4] or general health related behavior [5].
Therefore, it seems to be consequent to get a better understanding of
people’s visions for a post-Covid-Future and, thus, to explore if
sustainability is used to frame the future.
There is no doubt that the Covid-19 pandemic means much more than
a health challenge and more than a potential economic catastrophe. It is
the beginning of a social change process and a test for our civilization on
how we deal with transformation. It is also time to ask for the moral
principles that will guide this socio-ecological transformation. Our
response as society, as collectives and communities, as institutions and
individuals will highlight our capability to deal with and manage cultural
and social change in the future.
Staying at home and away from travelling, consumption, and
playgrounds has changed our behavior and lifestyle, with positive and
negative effects. It also changed our attitudes from preferences to moral
imperatives, from being driven by conventions and habits to moral
convictions and new perceptions of our very individual responsibility in
these times of unprecedented challenges in a changing world [6]. During
the first year of the pandemic, people did not only return to their closer
environment and local structures where they developed a solidary “weculture” [7] and a new consumer sentiment [8]. But also, organizations
picture the future as the opportunity for a new kind of globalization and
climate change-related transformation (reduction of fossil fuels, less air
and car travel, shift to a meatless diet, some form of basic income, new
services provided electronically [9–11]. However, the question arises if
those Covid-19 related changes in behavior and attitudes and newly
developed moral imperatives are temporary, or if (at least some of them)
will be the “new normal” in post-corona times? With the study at hand, we
aimed at understanding people’s visions for a “new normal” and what role
sustainability as a moral principle might play in this process of
redefinition or potential expansion of “normal”.
Therefore, we firstly conceptualize how sustainability is defined and a
sustainable future possibly envisioned by organizations and individuals.
Secondly, we introduce the concept of moral agency to better understand
how individuals perceive their responsibility when it comes to envisioning
the future, sustainable development, and social transformation processes,
in other words: how much they allocate the responsibility to others,
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predominantly governmental institutions and corporates, so how
responsibility is distributed [12] and how much this reflects on their own
morality [13,14]. With empirical data from a quantitative survey with
complementary qualitative elements (n = 264; 2020) as first pilot project of
a larger study on post-Covid-19-Sustainability Visions [15], we can not only
show that people increasingly use sustainability as a principle to evaluate
their behavior (“during the Corona-restrictions, but I was also much more
sustainable because I didn’t travel”). Also, we can see that this is not
necessarily related to the willingness or readiness to change and the
commitment to keep the changed and more sustainable practices in the
future (taking agency for the future, feeling responsible). After the
theoretical background is given, we present the methodology and the
findings of this study in detail before offering concluding remarks
including a typology of sustainability visions, followed by a discussion of
the limitations of this pilot project and giving an outlook for future
research.
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The 1992 UN Environment Summit in Rio de Janeiro is seen as a
milestone aiming at a practical implementation of sustainability, going
hand in hand with general great value concerns of the 20th century: peace,
freedom, development, and environment [16]. Today, the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) and the associated “limits to growth” [17] are
often used as an important framework, not only by governments, NGOs,
and educational institutions but increasingly also by companies. However,
it has been questioned how much they correlate with individual values
debated in sustainability studies [16], philosophy, and moral theory
[13,18,19]. Only in certain areas (i.e., eating behavior or consumption),
research shows that sustainability is related to moralization [20–24],
however rather as a stimulus for moralization than a value or attitude
itself. Even on an institutional level, it seems not yet to be defined what
core values sustainability is related to—or if sustainability is a core value
itself with the potential to become a universal value. A brief analysis of the
literature on Corporate Sustainability and CSR communication [25,26]
shows that organizations are responsible for their environment [27].
However, it is not sufficiently studied how far individual responsibility,
beliefs, attitudes, and morality of, for example, a CEO influences and
drives the related activities [28]. Similarly, sustainable consumption
research is just beginning to understand sustainable consumption
practices from an individual and less corporate or marketing focus, and
what stimulates them [29–31]. For the paper at hand and based on the
authors' previous work [20], we relate sustainable behavior to individual
responsibility, which will build the core concept for our study analyzing
people’s visions and willingness to act for a post-Covid, sustainable future.
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Sustainability as Normative Framework and Moral Compass for
Individual Behavior
As mentioned above, sustainability has an overarching normative
character, which guides and influences organizational as well as
individual behavior. Furthermore, it is used in the assessment and moral
evaluation of mainly organizational and systemic action [32]. Here, it
includes various normative ideas like the fulfilment of global needs,
responsibility for the future, the protection of the environment, and the
need for participation in society and societal transformation [33].
Similarly, Covid-19, as a pandemic and threat, stimulates thinking about
transformation, new opportunities for social change, and possible
suggestions for a post-corona society with an orientation towards
sustainability and common welfare, re-regionalization, and a farewell to
the paradigm of economic growth [34]. As such, sustainability works as a
norm, but not as a rule on how to act. Sustainability is a principle that talks
about in which direction and how one can and should think, reflect, and
communicate to distinguish the seemingly infinite possibilities of action in
their ‘preferential’ [35]. However, this does not imply that sustainability
works as a moral compass or rule for individual behavior as well [20] or
that sustainability is a guideline for individual (consumption) practices
[36].
As mentioned above, first attempts to break the abstract normative
framework of sustainability down and to put it into practice are made in
research on sustainable consumption [29,37,38], looking at sustainable
consumer practices considering the associated paradoxes [39] and
dissonances [20]. Several scandals in recent years, particularly in the food
and clothing industry (BSE, factory collapses in Bangladesh) fueled the
idea of an alternative of sustainable consumption practices. Nonsustainable ways of production, transportation, and consumption, based
on the exploitation of people, animals, and ecosystems, are increasingly
criticized in public conversations. Political but also commercial and
corporate communication (mainly marketing) today try to stimulate
sustainable alternatives and changes in individual attitudes and behavior.
However, this implies that the responsibility for sustainable behavior and
related practices and choices is “offloaded” on the shoulders of the
individual consumers [20,35,40]. Therefore, we see the need to learn more
about the relation between sustainable behavior and an increase in (and
maybe overload of) individual responsibility.
Self-Moralization, Responsibility, and Agency
In this paper and with the study at hand, we want to mainly focus on
the question of individual responsibility which people are able and willing
to take for a (more) sustainable future. If people are willing to take
responsibility by acting ‘more sustainable’, then this is what we
conceptualize as sustainability agency. Thus, sustainability agency is
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related to developing a certain attitude towards a certain issue—here: the
post-Covid-19 future or a new or not so new normal. Acting sustainably by
recycling, using a keep-cup and a reusable water bottle, growing your own
vegetables, avoiding air travel, etc., can either be a preference, a habit, or
an attitude. Sustainability brings in morality [22]; however, as soon as
morality is recognized, it can gain more morality and develop into a moral
imperative, which is then tied with emotions, more intensive and rather
independent from regulations.
Therefore, we want to bridge this social-psychological perspective on
moralization with a philosophical conceptualization of responsibility. We
base this on the assumption that the stronger the moralization of an issue,
the more individual responsibility individuals are willing to take, which
means the stronger is the ‘moral agency’ (here: sustainability agency) that
a person takes on. Responsibility as a relational term is linked to
assignment, attribution, and imputation of responsibility [41]. So, there
will always be a bearer of responsibility (a person or corporation) which
is responsible for something (action, consequences of action, satiation,
task) in the view of someone else (addressee, object of responsibility)
related to a particular “moral institution” (a judging or sanctioning
agent)—in relation to a (prescriptive, normative) framework or principle
of action, which is sustainability, as described above.
Role and task responsibility are different from legal responsibility.
Lenk [42] points out that “the responsibility for the result of an action is
seen only as a superordinate, schematic or ‘formal’ pattern. It still must be
connected to the respective domain of values and norms through the
concrete or specifications of tasks or roles or through (universal) moral or
legal interpretation. Only then can it be filled with meaning or and thus
become

comprehensible”.

At

least

until

the

Covid-19-pandemic,

sustainability was not always filled with meaning [43]. But recent research
shows that Covid-19 and the related restrictions made sustainability
possibly more comprehensible [9,44–48]. The pandemic also clearly
allocates responsibility to individuals—predominantly for the outcomes of
individual actions in an instance for which she or he is accountable
(wearing masks, staying at home, getting vaccinated, etc. [49].
These assumptions are supported by literature on moral agency in
change processes, which describes responsibility not as a moment of
security or cognitive certainty [50] but as something that comes with the
‘removal of grounds’ and the withdrawal of rules or knowledge on which
we usually rely to make our decisions. This is also in line with the socialpsychological concept of critical life events and habit-breaking events [51–
53].
Therefore, for the study at hand, responsibility is conceptualized as a
‘core dynamic’ in any change process. This suggests that even though
responsibility relationships are generally stable, roles of responsibility are
fluid (someone is in charge, but it is irrelevant who it is and which role this
person holds). Therefore, moral agency exists [54], and sustainability
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agency can then be interpreted as normative competence, which involves
the individual ability to grasp and apply moral reasoning and to govern
one’s behavior by the light of such reason [55]. Sustainability agency is
always directed towards improving the lives of others [56,57]—in a socioenvironmental dimension.
We conceptualize sustainability agency as realized in individual
interactions and communications, which can be analyzed with interviews
and surveys. Thus, in a pilot project conducted as first step of a study on
post-Covid-19 Sustainability Visions, we asked how far people reframe the
Covid-19 story as a sustainability story. In other words: how much
sustainability agency have people developed in a pandemic, accompanied
by many restrictions, forcing people to be more sustainable (no travelling,
changes in food & consumption habits, etc.). And: are people willing to
keep those changes? Did they develop a role-related, and therefore
individual responsibility, which can be described as a sustainable agency
with the imperative, factual, and absolute character to maintain a
sustainable lifestyle post-Covid?
METHODOLOGY
Design
As part of a two-year project on Post-Covid-19-Sustainability Visions, we
conducted a pilot study to explore individual responsibility in a crisis,
visions for the future and people’s thinking about sustainability. The
findings presented in the paper at hand are based on a quantitative online
survey with qualitative explorative elements, conducted between June
and September 2019 in Austria, after the first wave of the COVID-19
pandemic [58]. The survey was conducted after the first lockdown from
March 16th to April 14th, 2020, and a stepwise easing of regulatory
constraints in May and June, which saw shops and gastronomy reopening.
At the same time, schools were in shift operation, universities doing
distance learning, and many people were still working from home [59].
Sample
Compiling a convenience sample by addressing mailing lists in our
academic work environment and asking respondents to forward the
survey, we followed a snowballing process which led us to a sample of n =
264 respondents. While we tried to collect a balanced sample with respect
to gender, background, education, and age, the results indicated that 67%
of the questionnaires had been answered by women. However, the age
distribution varied from 20 to 82 years with a median age of 46 and, given
that the addressees of the invitation to participate in the questionnaire
came from academia mostly, participants overall indicated a relatively
high level of education (tertiary education, BA or higher, 85%).
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Survey Instrument
To understand individual behavior, there are many established ways
of interviewing people mainly in social psychology or behavior studies
[60,61]. The combination of quantitative and qualitative research is also
recommended in previous sustainable consumption and sustainability
communication research [20,62,63]. Sustainability has an inter-and
transdisciplinary character, which requires methodologies to capture
individual behavior via descriptive evaluation and individual assessment
of the situation. Therefore, in the pilot study described here, the data was
collected with an online survey with Qualtrics, with closed questions
related to various areas of demographics (gender, age, education, job,
income), climate change, psychographics, sustainability communication,
changes due to Covid-19 in the categories of food, travel, mobility, retail,
waste, and activities. A separate set of partially questions asked for which
personal changes towards a more sustainable lifestyle people observed
and which of these changes they would like to maintain permanently.
Simultaneously, the situation and context of individual behavior
needed to be captured, historical, biographical, and local knowledge is
necessary, when social practices should be analyzed [6,63,64]. Thus, the
combination of a quantitative survey with open questions maximized as
multiple method design for data collection the amount of usable data and
the degree of confidence in the validity of the data obtained—even with a
relatively small and customized sample (n = 264). In particular, the
explorative technique applied to analyze the open questions (two-step
categorization with QCA map [65,66], provided insights and information
on the socio-cultural and socio-psychological background of the
respondents. It further enabled us to trace back moral evaluation
processes, the allocation of responsibility, the individual perceptions of
sustainable practices related to individual situations, and the degree of
moralization of certain behavior, which by the end led us to a typology of
sustainable agency.
FINDINGS
Overall, the pilot study on post-Covid-19 Sustainability Visions offers
deep insights into individual perspectives on sustainability, sustainable
behavior, and partially answers the question of how people perceive the
Covid-19-pandemic in relation to their future. In the following, we will
present the most critical aspects that the study indicates, and which
supports a typology of sustainable agency, taking responsibility for a
sustainable future.
Climate Change and Covid-19
Firstly, our interest was the individual perception of global issues and
crises. When asked for the most important issues facing Austria in the next
20 years, the respondents mention the changing climate (47%), nature and
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environment (28%), and social issues (27%) as the most prevalent issues
and threats; these were items offered in the closed question.
Related to climate change, people are getting increasingly angry, which
can be a catalyst for changes predominantly in the dimensions of mobility
and food/eating behavior. The respondents associate urgency (28%),
warming (25%), and nature catastrophes (24%) with climate change. 75%
state that there are very worried or extremely worried about climate
change. Over 90 percent of the respondents confirm that they believe in
climate change and think that human activities mainly cause it and that
the effects will be rather negative than positive, or entirely negative (88%).
Especially female participants feel more and more guilty and angry (see
Figure 1) (significant differences; P ≤ 0.024). Mainly with rising age, the
anxiety declines.

If you think about climate change or are confronted with the
issue in the media, to what extent do you feel...
(mean, n = 264)
Anger
Sadness
Anxiety
Guilt
0.00

1.00

2.00

3.00
Women

4.00

5.00

6.00

Men

Figure 1. Feelings related to a changing climate, n = 264.
These results challenge existing studies focused on eco-anxiety [67,68],
which would call for further consideration in future environmental
communication research and social psychology. The focus of the study at
hand was predominantly on the perception of Covid-19 and the global
pandemic related to climate change. For the majority, the “new daily
routine” after the first peak of the pandemic in Central Europe and the
first lockdown at the beginning of 2020, are seen as “quite positive” in
terms of the positive impact on climate change they had. On a scale from
1 (negative) to 7 (positive), the mean was 5, which shows a relatively
positive perception. In the complementary open questions in the survey,
the Covid-19-related restrictions and limitations in individual mobility and
freedom are interpreted as “time to slow down”, as time for gardening and
less stress because of less travelling and commuting. Thus, most people
were impacted quite a bit, but frame this rather positively in the survey.
The participants feel moderately influenced by the pandemic looking back
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in five years. Asked for a long-term perspective on the impact of the
pandemic, more precisely, asked for the issues that will be challenging for
them in the next 20 years, Covid is mentioned just by a few people (3%)
and only 3 to 4% want to maintain related regulations, like hygiene
measures (masks) or social distancing in their private or work life. The
impact of the pandemic in terms of becoming more sustainable was
explored in more detail in the second half of the survey.
Covid-Related Changes in Lifestyle and Consumption Practices
“Corona-changes” could be predominantly detected in the areas of
mobility, food and eating habits, and shopping and retail. The results of
the pilot study indicate that the global pandemic greatly impacted the
different areas of consumption, mobility, time-management, and in
particular, food choices and waste management. Looking back to the time
of restrictions, 50% of the respondents were driving their own car less or
much less compared to before the pandemic. Also, car sharing, rental cars,
public transport, and long-distance trains were used less. 65% of the
survey participants were flying less or much less—mainly due to
restrictions, border closures, and lockdowns. Consequently, 37% were
cycling more or much more and 53% were running or walking more.
Secondly, eating habits and related food choices changed during the
pandemic as well—32% were eating increasingly more fresh fruits and
vegetables, 63% were eating more homemade or homecooked food, while
56% were eating less or much less fast food, take-aways or supermarket
ready-meals. Eating food grown at home is described as one of the major
changes due to the pandemic, at least for a third of the respondents. By the
same time, people state that they exercised more during the first peak of
the pandemic (37% of the participants), but also had more screen-time due
to home-office, distance learning, and social contacts, which shifted to
online (skype, zoom (virtual meeting rooms, etc.)). In general, 43 percent
of the people positively acknowledge that they had more time with family
and friends. And thirdly, regarding consumption and retail, clothing and
accessories were bought less or much less (64%), especially by women.
Also, electronics, sporting equipment, homeware, and appliances were
bought less. However, people spent more money on books and music
(which was mentioned by 28% of the respondents). While retail shopping
was generally decreasing for half of the people we interviewed, 40 % said
they used online shopping much more than before Covid. Being at home
much more than “normal”, household waste (for 36% of the participants),
water consumption (42%), and energy use (52%) were rising over
lockdowns and related restrictions. While food waste went down in more
of a third of the households the respondents were speaking for.
While these changes describe a more sustainable lifestyle, the question
remains if people feel responsible for that—or feel forced in this situation;
related to that, we were interested in how far the participants of the survey
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“frame” their increasingly sustainable behavior as sustainable and what
kind of information or media influences this framing.
Sustainability Awareness and Re-Framing of Individual Behavior
From the respondents’ perspective, NGOs (43%) communicate the most
about sustainability, followed by media (32%) and science (18%).
However, their understanding of sustainability comes from different
information sources—mostly important friends and colleagues (for 33% of
the respondents (very) important), followed by editorial reporting in
newspapers and journals, official websites of political institutions, NGOs,
and families. This result confirms findings from existing studies around
sustainable consumption [20,39]. Private conversations play a key role in
creating meaning and confirming a particular behavior as more or less
sustainable. Friends, family, and colleagues are more often mentioned to
be important among female than male participants.
However, the key question for this paper was how much the
participants are motivated to act more sustainable now and in the future.
Here,

communication

about

sustainability

by

the

organizations

mentioned above is perceived by 19% as supportive, also sustainability
communication in the media is described as having an impact. However,
especially related to media information, 15% of the participants are
critical towards sustainability communication in public conversations.
They consider it exaggerating or manipulative, not alarming enough, or
too much opinion driven. Male participants are more critical of the media
than women, who find them more supportive (female 24%, male 7%).
Accordingly, people who see the media as supportive are more motivated
by them than people who are critical of them—which is not necessarily
limited to sustainability and climate change related information.
Overall, 14% describe themselves as already living in a sustainable
way, where sustainability communication and mainly conversations
about different (more sustainable) options fostered this behavior. 7% of
the participants are considering further lifestyle changes in the future, 6%
want to take more individual responsibility, and 5% want to make very
specific contributions and activate other people. However, for another
third of the respondents, it needs more than personal change, but rather a
change in political structures.
This changes the perspective from individual to organizational and
systemic responsibility for change, which we were interested related to the
feeling of “agency” when it comes to the vision of a more sustainable future.
Responsibility & Agency—Visions of the Post-Covid-Future
Firstly, it must be mentioned again that the respondents feel generally
very motivated by the sustainability-related experiences they made
during the pandemic-related restrictions, see Figure 2.
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To what extent to you feel a personal responsibilty to
try to reduce climate change?
(in %, n = 264, M = 8.62)
30.0
25.0
20.0
15.0
10.0
5.0
0.0

not at
all

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

a
great
deal

Figure 2. Personal responsibility towards climate change.
As

described

above,

particularly

climate-change-related

communication in the media inspires them to act more sustainable, and
interpersonal conversations with family members, colleagues, and friends
even more. Again, mainly female participants in the study feel very
responsible for reducing climate change related impacts. However, most
of the respondents expresses skepticism; they do not expect many people
to decrease for example their energy consumption and permanently
change their lifestyles. In addition, respondents consider the possibility
rather unlikely that governments in a sufficient number of countries will
take action that reduces climate change (Figure 3a,b).
(a)

(b)

And how likely do you think it is that
governments in enough countries will
take action that reduces climate
change?
(in %, n = 264, M = 4.56)

How likely do you think it is that large
numbers of people will actually limit their
energy use to try to reduce climate
change?
(in %, n = 264, M = 4.97)
25.0
20.0
15.0
10.0
5.0
0.0

30.0
20.0
10.0
0.0

Figure 3. (a) Likelihood of more sustainable behavior. (b) Role of governments in acting against climate
change.
However, while governments are seen as less likely to take
responsibility and action to face the climate crisis, individual changes in
behavior during the pandemic and particularly the lockdown are framed
as lifestyle changes and as being more “sustainable”. Also, people label
their own

behavior as “taking

responsibility”.

Additionally,

the

participants of the survey apparently have a vision of how to maintain and
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further deepen sustainable lifestyles. For instance, in the related open
questions, they mention conscious consumption in general, less plastic,
secondhand clothing, no more flights, less usage of their car, and switching
to public transport or bike. The respondents also mention the following
issues as being important to them to take responsibility (from an
individual

perspective):

Cooking,

eating

less

meat

or

becoming

vegetarian/vegan, doing more sports, being out in nature, more
mindfulness, slowing down, focusing on the real important issues. Here
again, women are especially interested in consuming less (39% want to
maintain this in their private life after the pandemic, compared to only
17% of male respondents). Related to their work life, there were ideas like
continuing home office for less commuting, and generally working less or
a stronger commitment for paperless offices or similar concepts, which
have been briefly mentioned in the literature part of this paper [9].
Overall, the findings of this pilot study indicate that the moralization of
individual behavior is strong; people frame their changed behavior in the
pandemic as more sustainable and generally more responsible. Also, the
respondents feel better and are generally interested in maintaining this
“new” behavior. However, not everyone feels capable of taking and
carrying the responsibility that partially led to resignation—even if highly
moralized (people know what is better for a sustainable future). Mainly
those respondents who identify the need for regulations and lockdowns
are more in a state of resignation, which resonates with a strong allocation
of responsibility to the government and general fear from climate change.
While others feel more resilient, which resonates more with anger about
misinformation or climate change-related problems, which will be
reflected on the conclusion.
CONCLUSION: TYPOLOGY OF POST-COVID-SUSTAINABILITY VISIONS
The findings of the study at hand show not only that people framed
their restriction-related behavior during the pandemic as more
sustainable. Much more, the psychological consequences of the lockdown
increasingly recognized in the literature [44,69] overlap with individual
perceptions of the future. Nevertheless, feelings like guilt, fear, or anger
about climate change and social problems can be directly related to the
allocation of responsibility on an either individual, organizational, or
rather systemic level. Here, the pandemic and related restrictions amplify
existing feelings and, therefore, they are helpful in creating a typology of
post-Covid-19 Sustainability Visions as a conclusion.
The categories used to create the typology for sustainability agency are
related to specific questions or sets of items. The overarching goal was to
differentiate between people who want to go “back to normal”, and those
who want to “build back better” (a new normal), and those who are
anticipating a real, deep social transformation initiated and driven by the
pandemic.
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Considering the substantial impact of the pandemic on individual’s
daily lives and health conditions described in the findings there are
pressing social and environmental objectives affecting human well-being
and issues of physical and social mobility beyond the pandemic [9]. These
topics are also discussed as “Covid-19 response” to each of the Sustainable
Development Goals by the United Nations (UN) or in related reports by
various institutions and NGOs [70]. While a majority of the participants in
our pilot study talk about this broader development as additional burden,
for nearly one third the pandemic came just at the right time to “force”
society to change, to not substitute but accelerate previous environmental
or social concerns on a societal but on an individual level as well [71,72].
Related to that, we can see differences in terms of “post-Covid-anger”, “fear” and “-guilt” perceived by the participants.
Thus, based on the findings presented above, the qualitative analysis of
the answers to the open questions [65,66] supports this differentiation
between (A) a group of participants who resigns, (B) a group of people that
feels more resilient after Covid-19, ready to do something, but still not
feeling that they can carry the responsibility by themselves, and (C) a
group of people willing to and/or taking on individual responsibility and
create change as part of a larger societal transformation, which is further
categorized in Table 1.
Table 1. Typology of post-Covid-19-visions and “sustainability agency”.
Type A

Type B

Type C

RESIGNATION

RESILIENCE

RESPONSIBILITY

Sustainability agency

-

-

√

Responsibility

responsibility is allocated

collective

agency, authorship, individual

to government, global

responsibility

responsibility

institutions
Moralization

weak

medium

strong

Sustainability—

conventional, authority

preferences, habits,

concrete, moral imperatives,

individual values

dependent

group dependent,

intolerant

relationship

tolerant

Time relation

short

midterm

long

Space relation

global

nation

community, social context

Social relation

passive

pragmatic

active, critical

Role of the media

strong

medium

weak

Role of family/friends,

weak

medium

strong

Future vision

back to normal

new normal

new world

Climate change etc.

fear, concern

guilt, cognitive

anger, courage

peers

dissonances
Covid-19

retraction (private)

reactive

active, action, activism

The categories for the typology were created with a two-step
categorization process with the software at hand (QCA map); an exception
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are the categories Climate change-related feelings (fear, guilt, etc.), which
represent one of the open questions, and responsibility allocation, which
was part of the quantitative questions as well, as discussed above.
Type A: Resignation
Overall, we discovered three types of post-Covid-Sustainability visions,
mainly related to how much individual responsibility they perceive,
take—or are at least willing to take. The first group of people was easy to
identify as skeptical but restricted in their scope of action. They believe in
solidarity, however, know that “the individual can't do much” (I65;
Interview with number as identifier). “I live in a rural area—how can I not
drive my car?” (I145). They allocate responsibility to “the system” and/or
the government: “it is all depended in the structures that enable or hinder
individual actions” (I29). “Facts show that individuals have the least
effect”. “I miss the emphasis on political responsibility. If political action
is not strongly demanded by media on a large scale, I feel rather helpless
that motivated Governments need to act now” (I7), “Capitalism is the
crisis” (I7), “Economic growth is the maxime; in a capitalistic world,
humankind is never going to use their full innovative potential in terms of
environmental protection but will rather be driven too much by financial
aspects” (I221). Next to governments, corporations are seen as responsible
as well, as mentioned in the first part of the findings above: “I think that
there is only so much that people can do individually and until we make
corporations accountable for their part, we will not get enough progress
towards mitigating the effects of climate change” (I221).
Type B: Resilience
The biggest difference between the first and the second type of postCovid-visions of a potentially more sustainable future is that for people
who became more resilient through the pandemic “every step counts” (I5;
I119; I25). They describe social responsibility in a way that “everyone has
to contribute to make things better, it has to care all of us—we all have to
take care” (I119). “People should be aware of risks and knowledgeable of
the effects their daily choices have on the future of the planet” (I25).
However, climate change and the pandemic itself are seen as massive
challenge and—as mentioned—a responsibility for all of us. Even if they
feel more responsible after experiencing changes in lifestyle and
consumption during the pandemic, they know that the challenges are too
big to be tackled by individuals. “Fighting climate change requires system
change, and we as a society have to rethink our priorities” (I5). The
answers are more general and universal, lacking specific notions of how
(much) individuals can take action. However, the need for change is seen,
and the attitude toward change is positive. This is different from the third
type, who is driven by anger, active, and takes on individual responsibility.
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Type C: Responsibility
A third group of the participants was very clear in terms of their
individual responsibility, as outlined above. “We do have a responsibility
towards our kids and our grandchildren”, “I can change the world with
what I do” (I202). One of the most interesting insights from the analysis of
the open questions was that sustainability was more explicitly mentioned
by the group of people which we allocated to type C (responsibility):
“Sustainability is a matter of initiative, individual initiative” (I202).
“Sustainability should never be stimulated by fear” (I88). The participants
describe change as something that comes from within, which is stimulated
from the insight of every individual; “my own confidence and
consciousness of certain challenges and problems stimulates behavior
change—and not regulations, rules or a governmental health strategy”
(I202). They describe their role as “lighthouse” and inspiration for others;
by the same time, the importance of conversations, communication on an
interpersonal level and therefore reflections on individual behavior and
action are necessary: “we need to reflect more on our individual actions—
and this is what Covid forced us to do” (I6).
Overall, the post-Corona visions for the future and a possible new, more
sustainable normal and a new world vary related to the degree of
individual responsibility the respondents are willing to take. This will be
further discussed in the following concluding remarks.
DISCUSSION
The study at hand indicates that the Covid-19 pandemic has a
strengthening effect on sustainable practices—at least in Austria where
the pilot study took place, and at least after the first peak of the pandemic
and related restrictions. With a combination of rather descriptive and
rather explorative questions, we were able to identify three types of
people related to the degree of responsibility they want to take. This
resonates with the theoretical concept we outlined at the beginning of the
paper. We developed an idea of “sustainability agency”, which is again
related to developing a certain attitude towards a particular issue—here,
the post-Covid-19-future or a new normal. We discovered that
sustainability works as a moral compass and principle of action in these
future visions. Individual behavior (less consumption, less waste, less
flying, and commuting) was “moralized”, i.e., was morally evaluated as
“doing good” and “being more sustainable” by most of the respondents.
However, this does not mean that everyone is able, capable, and willing to
develop moral and, therefore, sustainability agency in the future. Only a
smaller group (less than a third of the respondents) is emotional and
courageous and feels regulation-independent responsibility.
The pandemic had a significant impact on all the respondents—and it
made

sustainability

more

tangible,

more

comprehensible,

and

applicable—which we assumed. However, we also assumed that Covid-19
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has taught us to feel more responsible for our actions—which is not seen
by many the survey participants. Only one-third of the respondents
describe what we conceptualized as normative competence, which would
be the “sustainability agency” we conceptualized in the first part of the
paper.
We also asked how much sustainability agency people developed in a
pandemic, accompanied by many restrictions, forcing people to be more
sustainable (no travelling, changes in food & consumption habits, etc.) and
if people are willing to keep those changes? The answer is again: only
partially. A certain degree of resignation might be even stronger after
another year of the pandemic, which needs to be further explored in
consecutive studies.
However, the findings we built our typology on must be further
reflected and supported by representative samples and potentially
comparative research. This pilot study conducted represents only a
snapshot of people’s opinions during a confined period of the pandemic,
which has developed into a two-year threat and disruption for people
worldwide. Another limitation of the study is that the survey was
distributed

primarily

through

academic

channels;

therefore,

the

respondents are likely to have an academic background and being already
interested in sustainability and climate change issues. The validity of the
survey is thus limited, developing sustainable (consumption) practices,
and taking and holding “sustainability agency” for and in the future might
still be rather part of an intellectual and economic elite [73].
With this paper, we took one important step to further deconstruct
sustainability as a wicked problem, blurry, or elite. We offer individual
interpretations of sustainability, related action strategies, certain
behavior, and existing individual values that can be linked to the principle
of sustainability. Furthermore, we connect sustainability as principle of
action with individual responsibility and “agency”. We see Covid-19,
lockdowns, and related changes in people’s environments as defining and
even disruptive moments for more sustainable behavior (growing own
food, less mobility & travel, etc.), and, hopefully, with this paper we
stimulate more research on how much responsibility people want to take
in and for a more sustainable future.
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